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Foreword 
 

This volume of the Study Series on Public Policy Issues is the first publication of its kind in 

Azerbaijan, and an important milestone in CRRC Azerbaijan's work. Over the last 20 years, 

considerable social scientific expertise in and on Azerbaijan has been built, and CRRC Azerbaijan 

had been the major champion of this process through its many research projects and fellowship 

programs. 

However, there has often been a gap between the high-quality research and its practical use 

and implementation. This volume of Study Series on Public Policy Issues, which is a part of CRRC 

Azerbaijan‘s project "Making the Case for Research in Social Sciences in Azerbaijan‖, aims to bridge 

this gap and build some links between social scientific research and policy formulation and 

implementation. 

The fifteen papers comprising the current volume were carefully selected based on their 

methodological rigor and relevance of their topics. They address a wide range of issues in several key 

areas of social and public policy, including education, energy and environment, development and 

economy, gender and employment, and conflict resolution. In fact, diversity could be identified as 

the main theme of the volume. In addition to different topics, the papers employ different approaches 

(top-down and bottom-up); different levels of analysis, from macro-level state policies to micro-level 

case studies, and different methodologies, including case-studies, document analysis, surveys, and 

interviews. Yet, they are united by a combination of rigorous empirical research and strong policy 

orientation. 

The diversity of the issues addressed in the volume and the approaches employed by the 

authors reflects the complexity of the current socio-economic development in Azerbaijan and the 

many problems that the state and the society are facing. But at the same time, it also reflects the 

growing awareness of these issues, as well as the fact that there is now sufficient expertise available 

to tackle at least some of these issues, no matter how complex they would be. I hope that this volume 

will open avenues for greater involvement of social scientists in policy making. I also hope that there 

will be many new volumes in this Series, exploring Azerbaijan‘s problems in greater depth and 

proposing realistic and effective policy solutions. 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Leyla Sayfutdinova 

Editor 
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Preface 
 

Study Series on Public Policy Issues is an open access publication, which is a step to empower 

the voice of social science researchers in the policy-making process. Public policy practitioners and 

academicians will be able to obtain valuable recommendations and a new perspective from the Study 

Series on Public Policy Issues papers. This publication is devoted to supporting social science 

community in Azerbaijan though building collaboration between policymakers and researchers. 

CRRC Advisory Committee selected 15 out of 28 submitted abstracts. Ultimately, this 

publication comprises the abstracts in a variety of topics with the high relevance to the current public 

affairs. The mission of Study Series on Public Policy Issues is to provide an alternative view in 

addressing current challenges and developments in Azerbaijan. It also highlights the importance of 

the engagement social science community, civil society organizations, private entities, and public 

agencies to find sound solutions to the key challenges together. 

CRRC Azerbaijan is committed to the mission of strengthening social policy research and 

public policy analysis in Azerbaijan. Since 2003, CRRC Azerbaijan has put forward a lot of efforts 

to strengthen research capacity and foster a dialogue between academicians and practitioners. Our 

team continues to facilitate data-driven policy making, and this publication is evidence for that. 

CRRC Azerbaijan team would like to acknowledge many people who made this publication 

possible. We are deeply grateful to all the authors for their outstanding contributions. Great thanks 

go to the Advisory Committee and Editorial Team as well. A total of eleven papers were completed 

with the editorial supervision of Dr. Cynthia Buckley and Dr. Leyla Sayfutdinova. In addition, four 

papers of CRRC Junior Fellows written under the supervision of Dr. Anar Valiyev have also been 

added to this publication. Our appreciation extends to CRRC Azerbaijan team, in particular to Murad 

Nasibov and Nargiz Guliyeva, the former and current Directors of CRRC Azerbaijan, Lucy 

Wallwork, Chinara Abbasova, Zuleykha Asgarova, Abutab Abbasova, Parviz Miralamli, Masud 

Gaziyev and other CRRC team members, who invested considerable amount of time and energy into 

this publication. 
 

 
 
 

CRRC Azerbaijan Team 
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SIMILAR YET DIFFERENT: HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEMS IN 

AZERBAIJAN AND ISRAEL, AND THEIR CONTRASTING 

IMPACT ON ACCESS TO HIGHER EDUCATION 
 

 

Abbas Abbasov*
 

Arzu Jarafli†
 

 

 
 

Drawing on Marginson‘s (2016a) theory of quadrants, this paper examines how different 

characteristics of a higher education system affect access to HE in Azerbaijan and Israel. While 

Azerbaijan is viewed as a state quasi-market, Israel presents a social democracy typology. Featuring 

similar post-secondary admission frameworks, Azerbaijan and Israel have different HE systems. In 

the last three decades, Israel has tripled the number of tertiary enrollments and increased odds of 

attending university by 50 percent (Soen & Davidovitch 2004). Reforms of university admission 

testing in Azerbaijan, however, have complicated access to HE in the country. We conclude with 

policy recommendations for improved access, diversification, and privatization in the Azerbaijani HE 

system. 

 
1.   Introduction 

 
Azerbaijan, like other post-Soviet countries, inherited a Soviet higher education (hereafter 

HE) system designed to reproduce social classes, create a workforce in line with the five-year 

planning of the economy and was entrenched in corruption (DeYoung 2011; Brunner & Tillett 2007). 

After gaining independence in 1991, Azerbaijan has attempted to restructure the HE system by 

introducing several reforms aimed at improving access to higher education. One of such reforms was 

the introduction of standardized testing to facilitate admission to postsecondary education. In 1992, 

Azerbaijan became the first post-Soviet nation to adopt an external standardized university entrance 

examination to ensure transparency and meritorious admission process (Drummond & Gabrscek 

2012). However, ―the structure of the [higher education] system remains essentially unchanged since 

Soviet times‖ (Petrov & Temple 2004, 89). Thus, we argue that without systemic changes in the 

structure of higher education in Azerbaijan, the post-secondary admission reforms and adoption of 

standardized university entrance examination have created unintended consequences for access to 

higher education. To do this, we provide a comparative case study analysis of Azerbaijan and Israel, 

countries with similar post-secondary admission frameworks but different HE systems, and discuss 

how the relationship between the admission mechanism and system-level features affects access to 

higher education institutions (hereafter HEIs) in both countries. 

Although no major structural changes have occurred in Azerbaijani higher education, 

university entrance examination or more comprehensively, the post-secondary admission mechanism, 

has been one of the most reformed areas (Drummond & Gabrscek 2012). Contrary to Azerbaijan, 

Israeli higher education has undergone several structural reforms aimed at diversifying HEIs, 

equalizing access to postsecondary education and creating multiple admission pathways for students 

from varying socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds (Ayalon & Shavit 2004; Beller 2001). 

In this paper, we examine the HE systems in Azerbaijan and Israel, along with their 

components that enable access to postsecondary institutions upon graduation from the secondary 
 

 
* Abbas Abbasov, Ph.D. student in International and Comparative Education, Teachers College, Columbia University, 

New York, USA 
† Arzu Jafarli holds an MSc in Social Work Policy and Practice from Columbia School of Social Work, New York, USA, 
with concentration in International Social Welfare and Services to Immigrants and Refugees. 
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schooling system. The paper specifically focuses on the admission policies in Azerbaijan and Israel 

and dissects how they have been impacted by system-level differences of higher education. In doing 

so, we first, examine comparatively the admission framework – secondary school leaving test 

(hereafter burakhilish) and standardized university entrance examination (hereafter gabul), both 

administered by State Examination Center (hereafter SEC), – in Azerbaijan, by drawing parallels 

with Israeli admission framework – high school matriculation test (hereafter bagrut) and 

Psychometric Entrance Test (hereafter PET), both administered by Israeli National Institute for 

Testing and Evaluations (hereafter NITE), – to explain how access to higher education is treated 

similarly or differently in Azerbaijan and Israel. 

The comparative analysis of HE systems in Azerbaijan and Israel allows us to highlight unique 

features of both systems and their impact on access in a more nuanced context. Throughout the paper, 

the following central question guides our examination of higher education in Azerbaijan and Israel: 

How do specific characteristics of HE systems affect access to higher education? To understand this, 

we probe the following research questions in more detail: (1) What are some of the underlying 

characteristics of the Azerbaijani and Israeli HE systems and admission mechanisms? (2) How do 

different systems and mechanisms of higher education impact access to higher education in 

Azerbaijan and Israel? Nevertheless, before answering these research questions, we elaborate on why 

this comparative analysis of Azerbaijan and Israel deserves attention. 

 
2.   Why compare Azerbaijan and Israel? 

 
At first, it might seem counterintuitive to compare Azerbaijani and Israeli higher education 

systems, however, we argue that both countries have some structural similarities while there are 

substantive differences. First of all, both Azerbaijan and Israel have relatively young HE systems 

with the first universities having been established in recent history. Azerbaijan established its first 

secular higher education institution, Baku State University in 1919 during the reign of short-lived 

Azerbaijan Democratic Republic (Baku State University 2017; Khalifa-Zadeh 2013). Israeli HE 

system dates back to 1924-1925 and originates from the establishment of two complementary 

institutions, Technion (1924) in Haifa and Hebrew University (1925) in Jerusalem (Troen 1992, 46). 

Furthermore, both countries share several socio-demographic and socioeconomic 

characteristics that are pertinent to higher education (see Table 1). In addition to having roughly the 

same proportion of population aged 15-24 years, at 15-16 percent of the overall population, both 

countries also have a similar per student expenditure at a tertiary level ranging between 18-20 percent 

(see Table 1). However, despite these similarities, overall state budget reserved for education is more 

than twice as little in Azerbaijan compared to Israel. We also observe stark differences in the gross 

enrollment figures for both countries. In 2015 alone, Israel enrolled close to 170,000 more students 

in tertiary education programs in comparison with Azerbaijan (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1: Comparative statistics on major socio-demographic and education indicators concerning 

Azerbaijan and Israel 

Indicator                                                                                                     Azerbaijan    Israel 
 

Population aged 15-24 years (number, 2015)                                             1,615,188       1,214,280 
 

Population aged 15-24 years (%, 2015)                                                      16,55              15,05 
 

Gross enrolment: tertiary education, all programs, both sexes (number, 

2015) 

204,152          374,048 

 

Educational attainment: bachelor‘s or equivalent (population 25+ 

years, both sexes (% of population, 2015) 

15,69              33,21 
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Public expenditure on education (as % of GDP, 2013)                               2,45                5,86 
 

Public expenditure on tertiary education (as % of public spending on 

education, 2011) 

Government expenditure per tertiary student (as % of GDP per capita, 

2011 & 2013) 

14,62              16,22 

 
18,04              19,98 

Total population (number, 2015)                                                                 9,753,968       8,064,036 
 

Source: World Bank (2017), Institute for Statistics, UNESCO (2017) 

 
Moreover,  in  addition  to  English-language  instruction  available  at  secondary and  post- 

secondary levels, both countries operate a trilingual education system – Azerbaijani, Russian, and 

Georgian in the case of Azerbaijan; Hebrew, Arabic, and Russian in the case of Israel – mainly due 

to the presence of linguistic minority groups. Furthermore, both countries administer a two-tiered 

high-stakes university admission mechanism, comprised of a secondary school leaving test and a 

standardized examination. 

Similarly, Azerbaijan and Israel maintain a centralized HE system with comparable types of 

institutions such as comprehensive universities, vocational colleges, among others. We provide an 

overview of some of the similarities in both countries‘ HE systems below. According to Table 2, HE 

systems in both countries can be characterized as mostly public with a modest share of private 

institutions. On the other hand, an independent public entity is tasked with carrying out standardized 

university entrance examination in Israel and Azerbaijan. Another feature of HE system that deserves 

attention is the presence of centralized governance bodies in both countries. In the case of Azerbaijan, 

Ministry of Education takes on a traditional role of defining policy-level priorities, standards, 

adopting a budget and other essential decision-making (Ministry of Education of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan). However, in Israel HE is governed by the Council on Higher Education (CHE), a 

specialized state institution made up of university presidents, a national association of students, 

experts in the field of higher education, and other stakeholders as well as the Minister of Education 

(CHE 2012). 

 
Table 2: Major figures and characteristics of Israeli and Azerbaijani HE systems   

 
Indicators                                             Israel                                       Azerbaijan 

Number of HEIs                                    63                                             49 

Number of private HEIs                        15                                             11 

Standardized admission testing body    National Institute for 

Testing and Evaluation 

     (NITE)   

Centralized body governing HE            Council on Higher 

Education 

State Examination Center 

(SEC) 

 
Ministry of Education 

Source: Ministry of Education, Azerbaijan (2017), National Erasmus Plus Office, Israel (2017) 

 
By examining the similarities and differences between the HE systems in Azerbaijan and 

Israel, we observe an important relationship between the system-level and structural characteristics 

of HE and their impact on access. To explore this further, we delve into the literature on higher 

education governance and public/private utility of HE systems in different societies. 

 
3.   Background Literature 

 
After having established a case for this comparative study, we turn to the literature on higher 

education to understand the specific characteristics of a system and how to analyze its changing 

nature. Boer et al. (2017) suggest ―the uniqueness of higher education relates among other things to 
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its multifaceted purpose, its fragmented structure in domains (education, research, innovation, R&D) 

and  disciplines  as  well  as  the typical  features  of higher  education  institutions  as  professional 

organizations‖ (2). In other words, one needs to examine various features of HE to make sense of it 

as a system. 

Some experts have put forward a scheme that distinguishes five main components of HE 

systems, namely state regulation, stakeholder guidance, academic self-governance, managerial self- 

governance and competition for resources (Ferlie et al. 2009). According to Ferlie et al. (2009), a 

closer look at these elements can provide a ―visual representation of change for each country and of 

the impact of the implementation of the reforms‖ (6). Other authors have taken this scheme further 

and created distinctions between the above-mentioned five components or dimensions: state 

regulation, stakeholder guidance, academic self-governance, managerial self-governance, and 

competition (Boer et al. 2017). According to Boer et al. (2017) state regulation stands for ―the 

traditional notion of the top-down authority vested in the state‖ (3). We might infer that this dimension 

pertains to regulation by directives or to the government-prescribed behaviors that are particularly 

detailed. 

Furthermore, stakeholder guidance refers to activities that assist universities in terms of goal 

setting and recommendations. In HE systems that are largely public, the government is by default an 

important stakeholder. On the other hand, academic self-governance precludes the role of 

professional communities as authorities within HE systems. This might usually appear in the form of 

an ―institutionalized collegial decision-making within universities and the peer review-based self- 

steering of academic communities, for instance in decisions of funding agencies‖ (Boer et al. 2017, 

4). In line with the academic self-governance, managerial self-governance considers hierarchies 

within universities as organizations. For example, here we need to answer questions about the role of 

university leadership – rectors or presidents on a more senior level, deans on a more intermediate 

level – in internal goal setting, regulation, and decision-making (Boer et al. 2017). 

The last but not least, the competition for scarce resources such as ―money, personnel, and 

prestige within and between universities takes place mostly not on ‗real‘ markets but on ‗quasi- 

markets‘ where performance evaluations by peers substitute the demand pull from customers‖ (Boer 

et al. 2007, 4). Therefore, as such, different dimensions of higher education governance help to 

explain how these processes might have an impact on access to higher education. Closer examination 

of HE systems in Azerbaijan and Israel warrants raising questions about public/private utility of 

higher education and its impact on access. 

 
4.   Conceptual Framework 

 
To better understand system-level differences, we employ Marginson‘s (2016a) four-quadrant 

typology model as the conceptual framework to analyze how different political and socioeconomic 

market forces shape the HE systems in Azerbaijan and Israel. Marginson‘s theory builds upon the 

notion that scientific knowledge is largely a public good provided that it is non-rivalrous and non- 

excludable. Marginson (2016a) further argues that education, on the contrary, is not unambiguously 

defined as a clear-cut public or private domain. Depending on various country-specific aspects, 

political regulations and market economy dynamics, Marginson (2016a) classifies higher education 

into the following four typologies (see also Figure 1): 

A.  Quadrant I: Civil Society 

B.  Quadrant II: Social Democracy 

C.  Quadrant III: State Quasi-Market 

D.  Quadrant IV: Commercial Market 

The distribution of knowledge, as education is seen in this model, is oftentimes the 

combination of traits from two or more quadrants rather than a strict scheme that places higher 

education either in the purely state-controlled public domain, with the non-existent liberal market 

economy, or in a completely commercialized market. 
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Figure 1: Marginson‘s chart of the quadrant market typology in higher education: public/private 

goods and state intervention as contributing factors to specific system design and formulation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Marginson (2016a). 

 
Quadrant I: Civil Society 

The first quadrant, civil society, presents higher education as a non-market domain where the 

government does not own or control the system. Perhaps, the term non-market may sound a little 

misleading here. Education, as Marginson (2016a), defines it in the Quadrant One: Civil Society, is 

a private good, despite the largely prevailing definition of civil society as an aggregate that is 

independent of both state and business, thus known as the so-called ―third sector‖ (Corry 2010). 

Definitions of civil society shift and evolve over time. Today, practitioners argue that civil society 

goes beyond a mere third-sector construct and rather amalgamates the synergy between the private 

and public activities to produce a social good (World Economic Forum 2013). Where education is 

concerned, Quadrant I approaches it as a system, where academic pursuits are or can be voluntary 

(unpaid) and usually even unsupervised endeavors (Marginson 2017). Education is delineated from 

both state and a commercial sector but is linked to society and social networks, with emphasis on 

associations of academia and collective actions by student communities/unions (Marginson 2016a). 

The model is not a utopic proposition, however, and thus does not intend to eliminate the presence of 

the state. Social mobility and civic engagement in the advancement of higher education in Quadrant 

I are legitimate and comply with state norms and regulations (Marginson 2017). 

 
Quadrant II: Social Democracy 

The Quadrant Two typology suggests an environment, in which higher education institutions 

operate in public settings, in most cases funded generously by the government or through alternative 

public sources. Typically, universities refrain from placing restrictions on aspiring university 

applicants or current students as to what number of seats to allocate for admission or what volume of 

scholarly work to produce. Quadrant II introduces a political-economic model that often enforces a 

free tuition or low fees, but offers an exceptional quality of education to all interested candidates 

(Marginson 2016a). HEIs in Quadrant II foster curiosity and acute demand for scientific knowledge, 

undermining unnecessary competition. State ownership of higher education entities is typical in the 

social democracy model, only aiming to boost social equity through the extensive financial support 
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of research initiatives and academia that is accessible to all and socially inclusive (Marginson 2016a; 

Marginson 2017). 

 
Quadrant III: State Quasi-Market 

Marginson‘s (2016a) third type of public/private construct in higher education views 

education both as a public good, from a political point of view, and a private good, from an economic 

perspective. Academia in Quadrant III is highly regulated by the state, but it also has a strong profit- 

generating aspect, due to universities‘ overt reliance on tuition fees. Government systemically 

regulates this sphere and encourages aggressive competition, making higher education less accessible 

to a broad range of individuals across a variety of sociodemographic strata. Government grants and 

partial scholarships are available but to a limited extent. Marginson (2017) explains that countries, 

where the state quasi-market typology prevails in higher education, perceive students as ―customers‖ 

(9) in a highly commercialized market versus learners in equity-driven educational settings. 

 
Quadrant IV: Commercial Market 

The commercial market systems operate universities that are profit-based private entities with 

non-state ownership. The government does not manage the system organization and does not interfere 

with university financing. Similar to Quadrant I, the commercial market typology does not exclude 

the role of the state as it regulates the legalities of market protocols, creates and enforces laws around 

commercial activities (Marginson 2016a). 

 
5.   Methods and Data 

 
This paper first reviews  secondary data sources  to identify main  characteristics of HE 

admission mechanisms in both countries. Socio-demographic data disseminated by 

intergovernmental organizations, statistical bureaus of both countries, official government 

correspondence, including national strategy documents, peer-reviewed scholarly articles, and books 

as well as non-profit agency reports are some of the sources used to produce this analysis. We utilize 

document analysis to determine emerging themes across surveyed textual and numeric data. Building 

upon comparative case studies of Azerbaijan and Israel, we discuss the findings in the next sections. 

 
5.1. Case of Azerbaijan: HE in a State Quasi-Market Typology 

Azerbaijan‘s HE system represents a state quasi-market (Quadrant III) that is by default 

―economically private but politically public‖ (12), according to Marginson‘s (2016a) typology of four 

variations. As such, the national education system in Azerbaijan has gone through a dramatic 

transformation in the last three decades. During the Soviet era, Azerbaijani higher education was 

completely tuition-free, along with the provision of monthly allowance to 70 percent of university 

students across the former U.S.S.R. (Chankseliani 2013). Not only has the transition from a 

communist regime into a market economy meant much less generous state funding, it also dismantled 

the ideological propaganda in higher education (Silova et al. 2006). As such, the independence also 

brought about measures to provide accountability and transparency. These included combating 

widespread corruption along with the expansion and diversification of the education sector through 

privatization and introduction of new governance models at all levels of education (Silova et al. 2006; 

Brunner & Tillett 2007). Moreover, as a result of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict with neighboring 

Armenia, loss of occupied territories and influx of more than 800,000 internally displaced persons 

and refugees, has presented unique challenges to the education system in Azerbaijan (Hunter 1997; 

Pashayeva & Isakhanli 2016). 
 
5.1.1.  Overview of the HE system in Azerbaijan 

After the collapse of the U.S.S.R., Azerbaijan became independent in 1991 and reforms to 

democratize and create an accountable educational system ensued. As mentioned above, during the 
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Soviet era, higher education was fully funded from the state budget, but with the independence, the 

government introduced self-paying seats, which included students at private universities as well as 

self-paying students at public HEIs. According to the latest figures, tuition for self-paying students 

may range between AZN 1,300-4,800* depending on the type of the institution (Guliyev 2016). The 

amount of self-paying places in higher education has seen a dramatic upward surge, so much that in 

the twelve-year period (2004-2016) self-paying quota has increased by almost 10,000 in absolute 

numbers or 35 percent (see Table 3; SSAC 2017). 

As of January 2017, there are 38 public and 11 private HEIs in Azerbaijan registered and 

accredited by the Ministry (Ministry of Education of the Republic of Azerbaijan). In fact, 

privatization has been one of the most crucial developments in terms of democratizing access to 

higher education and improving educational opportunities for Azerbaijani youth (Pashayeva & 

Isakhanli 2016). After joining the Bologna Process in 2005, Azerbaijan has put in place a number of 

reforms to revamp the higher education sector according to the European standards. Some of these 

reforms have benefited the private institutions. For instance, for the first time in 2010, private 

universities became eligible for the state-funded voucher program where a high-achieving student 

could select private universities and have her/his education financed by the government (Aliyev 

2011). However, despite attempts to modernize and diversify tertiary education system, the field still 

remains highly state-controlled even to an extent that the exact number of spots at each HEI, i.e. quota 

is approved by the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Azerbaijan on an annual basis. Therefore, 

considering the involvement of several key stakeholders – Cabinet of Ministers, Ministry of 

Education, State Examination Center, along with individual HEIs, – adopting new reforms and 

instituting change in higher education has proven to be an arduous task. 

In the next section, we are going to examine the HE admission policy and its elements. 
 

Table 3: Raw admission data for each academic year during 2004-2016 in Azerbaijan   
 

Academic Year Number of 

Test Takers 

 Admission 

Quota 

 State-Funded  Self-Paying 

2004/2005 90,451  28,475  10,787  17,688 

2005/2006 99,000  28,785  10,828  17,957 

2006/2007 104,264  25,629  10,490  15,139 

2007/2008 103,367  26,729  10,820  15,909 

2008/2009 116,520  28,132  10,856  17,276 

2009/2010 112,875  29,030  10,734  18,296 

2010/2011 112,509  30,510  10,336  20,174 

2011/2012 107,484  31,419  10,515  20,904 

2012/2013 100,621  34,098  10,679  23,419 

2013/2014 100,683  36,537  11,089  25,448 

2014/2015 97,362  37,841  11,231  26,610 

2015/2016 93,116  38,914  11,553  27,361 

Source: SSAC 2017 
Note: This table has been compiled based on ―Abituriyent‖, Statistical Analysis of Admission Examination Results published for 

each academic year during 2004-2016 through SSAC website 

 
1. Estimated as the equivalent of USD 702-2,594 approximately, as per January 2017 exchange rates 
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5.1.2.  HE Admission Policy in Azerbaijan 

In 1992, Azerbaijan became the first country in the post-Soviet area to establish an external 

standardized university entrance examination (gabul) as a mechanism to provide merit-based 

scholarships and generally, admission to tertiary institutions for students graduating from secondary 

schools (Drummond & Gabrscek 2012). The test has been administered by the State Students 

Admission Commission (hereafter SSAC) of the Republic of Azerbaijan and has recently been 

restructured into an independent government agency, SEC, in charge of a number of examinations 

including public servants‘ selection (Official website of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

2016). A centralized high-stakes admission test intends to eradicate widespread corruption 

proliferated at the university level through internal committees which made admission decisions 

during the Soviet years and before the establishment of the SSAC (Mustafayev 2010, 2). In order to 

be eligible for the gabul, graduating secondary school students must undertake school leaving 

examination (burakhilish), also administered by the SSAC, at the end of the 11th grade (SSAC 2017). 

After Ministry of Education introduced standardized curriculum in secondary schools in 2008, 

burakhilish officially became the main and single means to assess the learning outcomes at the end 

of the general secondary education upon the completion of the 9th and 11th grades of the secondary 

school (SSAC 2016). A student who successfully passes burakhilish receives a secondary education 

matriculation certificate, attestat and becomes eligible for the gabul. Thus, together burakhilish and 

gabul, have become the sole way to enter a university in Azerbaijan. In other words, by introducing 

this tertiary admission mechanism that is external and independent from the Ministry of Education as 

well as the individual universities, Azerbaijan has aimed to end corruption and create a transparent 

transition from secondary schools to higher education. 

In addition to being standardized test examinations, when it comes to the content of these tests 

(burakhilish and gabul), they are both based on secondary school curriculum contrary to being 

general aptitude tests like in Israel. Burakhilish is designed to evaluate student‘s knowledge of the 

native language (Azerbaijani, Russian, Georgian), mathematics and foreign language through 90 

multiple-choice questions as well as written composition task. On the other hand, gabul is comprised 

of 125 multiple-choice questions on five subjects from the list of the following ten – native language, 

literature,  mathematics,  physics,  chemistry,  biology,  history,  history of  Azerbaijan,  geography, 

English, – that are defined depending on the major a student intends to pursue. Recently, the SEC has 

introduced a limited number of open-ended questions as a way to assess student‘s analytical thinking 

and distinguish more advanced test takers (SSAC 2015). 

Moreover, scoring differs between burakhilish and gabul. Students receive a mark on a 5- 

point scale on each subject examination taken as part of the burakhilish, which cumulatively is 

translated into grades reflected in the attestat granted at the graduation. However, gabul is scored on 

a 700-point scale and represents right or wrong answers and weight attached to those answers 

depending on the subject.  In  fact,  burakhilish is considered a threshold that defines students‘ 

eligibility for gabul; students must score higher than mark ―2‖ on a five-point scale on each subject 

to be eligible for gabul. A grade on the attestat has practically no weight in university admission 

decisions. Exceptions apply to this rule in rare cases when students‘ gabul scores are tied and they 

are applicants for the same spot. Unlike burakhilish, the gabul score is the ultimate decisive factor in 

determining where and what major student will end up studying. 
 
5.1.3.  Recent Changes to Admission Policy in Azerbaijan 

As mentioned above, in April 2016, Azerbaijan revised its university admission policy by 

replacing the SSAC and Civil Service Commission under the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

with the newly-established SEC (Official website of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

2016). SEC has been provided with a startup cost of AZN 1 mln* and operates as a central regulatory 

body setting the rules for attestation and examination of students, teaching professionals as well as 
 

2. Estimated as the equivalent of USD 546,450 approximately, as per January 2017 exchange rates 
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aspiring public servants (Official website of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2016). 

Following the decree, for the first time in 2017 secondary school graduates applied for universities 

through the SEC and newly-reformed testing procedures. 

Yet the future of admission procedures remains unclear, as debates are ongoing as to what 

level of restructuring the university entrance examination process will require following the 2017 

reforms. However, the head of the Board of Directors of the SEC has once mentioned during an 

interview plans to revisit financial charges associated with the examination process. New procedural 

provisions have implied the university entrance examination fee for gabul test takers starting from 

2017 (Trend Information Agency 2016). In the past, all examination expenses were covered by the 

state. Unlike gabul proceedings, students sitting for burakhilish exams did not incur any charges. 

Following much debate and concerns among the population over the newly imposed payment 

regulations for students, the initial plans of the inception of examination fees in the run-up to the 2017 
general admission examination were dismissed (APA News Agency 2017). The summer 2017 gabul 

examinations saw first-time test takers waived from the participation fee. However, it has already 
been established that students who retake the exam must pay an examination fee in the amount of 

AZN 40* starting from 2017 (SSAC 2017). It is also unclear whether the fee exemption will sustain 

for the years to come or examination fees for all test takers will be once again reconsidered at the 

2018 admission period. 

Furthermore, according to recent amendments, students will have an opportunity to take gabul 

twice a year, allowing students to use their best result when applying to universities (SSAC 2017). 

The recent changes raise a lot of questions about the accessibility of higher education to students from 

lower socioeconomic and underprivileged backgrounds. The rationale for the introduction of the 

admission test fees seems to come from the desire to further apply market-based approaches to higher 

education in Azerbaijan. As evidenced by the Action Plan on the Implementation of the State Strategy 

on Development of Education adopted in 2015, the Government aims to transition from state- 

controlled HE system into a self-regulated higher education market where students and HEIs define 

the supply and demand for tertiary education (Official website of the President of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan 2015). Thus, the introduction of fees for such admission tests, similar to the ones in the 

U.S. administered by the Educational Testing Service such as SAT, is seen as part of the movement 

to liberalize higher education. 

Despite their progressive nature, the aforementioned revisions to the tertiary admission policy 

suggest a stronger alignment with the state quasi-market typology. As we have seen, such HE systems 

are characterized by direct involvement of the  state. In particular, the Azerbaijani HE system 

maintains a highly-competitive admission mechanism that has been recently aggressively 

commercialized. This is in line with Marginson‘s (2016a) argument that politically public character 

of the HE system is consistently undermined by its market dynamic. 
 
5.2. Case of Israel: HE in a Social Democracy Typology 

Israel‘s education system, as we analyze it through Marginson‘s (2016a) four quadrants 

typology prism, is the  representation of the  social democracy model (Quadrant II).  Although 

education in Israel is a clearly defined public asset and is mostly centralized, at the same time it is 

characterized as liberal and to some extent autonomous at different levels of education (Beller 2001). 

After the World War II, the HE system in Israel has been rapidly diversified and expanded (Ayalon 

& Yogev 2006). Just in the last three decades, the number of enrollments in tertiary institutions has 

almost tripled and the odds of attending an HEI have increased by 50 percent (Soen & Davidovitch 

2004). Despite being a relatively young national system, many view education in Israel as a major 

driving force behind the steady economic development and prospering society. 
 
 
 
 

 
3. Estimated as the equivalent of USD 23,50 approximately, as per October 2017 exchange rates 
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5.2.1.  Overview of the HE system in Israel 

Historically, the Israeli HE system was divided into two epochs: the period before and after 

the late 1980s-1990s. Overseen by a centralized governing body, the Council for Higher Education 

(CHE) presided by the country‘s Minister of Education, up until the late 1980s Israeli higher 

education was comprised of seven major research universities, with the vast majority of students, 

consequently, attending one of these seven. The list of the universities included the Technion-Israel 

Institute of Technology, the Hebrew University, the Tel Aviv University, the University of Haifa, the 

Ben Gurion University, the Weizmann Institute of Science, and the Bar-Ilan University. Scholars 

argue that these universities operated on divisive nature of catering to their target audiences, based 

on social status, demographics, and religious affiliation (Shavit et al. 2007). All of these research 

institutions are funded by the government, through the centralized CHE channels, and share the same 

principles and standards of the admission process and equally weighed in the human capital market 

of the country and beyond. 

Starting from the early 1990s, the Israeli HE system has undergone a number of significant 

reforms aimed at considerably diversifying the previously centralized and homogenous institutions. 

The policy move was the government‘s response to a growing number of high school graduates and, 

consequently, a rising demand for a wider array of HEIs. Tapping on the unmet demand, the Israeli 

government has since considerably increased the number of degree-granting institutions, meanwhile 

revolutionizing the concept of teacher training, among other reforms of the HE system (Beller 2001; 

Shavit et al. 2007). Known previously as seminaries, the post-secondary school non-degree teacher 

training agencies were transformed under the new regulations into robust academic institutions of 

higher education. 

The shift in the education paradigm was in large part due to the broader geopolitical 

implications of the collapse of the former Soviet Union, which resulted in Israel hosting a massive 

wave of immigration stemming from the republics of the then-U.S.S.R. Followed by intense public 

debates and confrontation from the existing research-based universities, a consensus was achieved as 

to the formation of new universities to expand the colleges or, in other words, non-research 

institutions, and grant them accreditation rights. This, in turn, allowed for a more equitable access to 

HE among people of a wide range of backgrounds and, consequently, resulted in a threefold increase 

in the number of degree-granting entities in Israel (Menahem 2008). An assumption behind this new 

conception was for the top research universities to continue to aim for acquiring top students with 

outstanding academic performance indicators and superior social status while giving the new 

universities the liberty to admit students who do not necessarily manifest superior scholastic 

competence. 

Between 1993-1998, in a pursuit to further diversify and liberalize the HE system in the 

country, Israeli authorities adopted laws to legalize the privatization and internationalization of the 

HE system. Hence, the new provisions allowed private universities to operate legitimately under the 

CHE‘s oversight, although granting them no access to state funding. The reforms also introduced the 

first wave of foreign HEIs to establish their international branches in Israel. By 1998, the portion of 

foreign extensions of HEIs in Israel accounted for approximately 45 percent of all HEIs in the country 

(Menahem 2008). 

These new establishments emerged in response to the political context, in which Israel 

operated at the time. The early 1990s in Israel are known as the period of enhanced efforts towards a 

communal worldview, liberalization processes, and social-democratic developments (Doron 2002). 

The reforms of the Israeli education system offered substantial government-centered regulation and 

subsidization of HEIs in the country. With the enhanced role of public governance in the HE system, 

universities, nonetheless, enjoyed a greater level of autonomy in shaping the country‘s higher 

education policies going forward (Menahem 2008). 

Going back to Marginson‘s (2016a) four quadrants framework, we link the Israeli education 

system reforms to the political and socioeconomic ideology of social democracy that advances 

policies and interventions to promote equity and social justice. Thus, the 1990s in the history of 
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education reforms in Israel established a fundamentally new systemic shift to a social democratic 

model. Within less than five years upon the introduction of the new policies, Israel saw a fourfold 

increase in the number of HEIs (Menahem 2008). Within less than a decade, Israeli HEIs reported a 

twofold increase in the volume of admission, rising from approximately 74,000 students in the early 

1990s to nearly 185,000 students in 2000 (Menahem 2008). During this period, the gross enrollment 

ratio of university-age individuals (age 20-24) spiked up by 13.2 percent reaching 36.1 percent 

compared to 22.9 percent in 1990 (Menahem 2008). 

In Israel, the transition from secondary to higher education is highly regulated. The process 

in Israel draws upon characteristics from Western (specifically, American) systems and earlier- 

discussed Azerbaijani practices. As such, secondary education in Israel, similar to the United States 

but unlike Azerbaijan, is twelve years. Secondary school offers four tracks to students to choose from: 

academic, engineering, technical, and vocational tracks (Taub Centre 2016), although some scholars 

combine the academic and engineering tracks in one group, and the technical and vocational in the 

other (Shavit et al. 2007). Students pursuing the academic and engineering track, receive full training 

before entering matriculation exam, widely referred to as bagrut, and obtaining a high school 

matriculation certificate, which is a key prerequisite for university admission. Few universities do not 

require the matriculation certification, the Open University of Israel is one of them. As an example, 

the Open University of Israel offers high school graduates a matriculation examination alternative by 

allowing prospective students to substitute the University‘s pre-defined coursework for the 

matriculation exam (The Open University of Israel 2017). Upon successful completion of the Open 

University courses, students‘ matriculation evaluation takes place. The cumulative matriculation 

grade is calculated based on the students‘ overall academic progress based on all the courses they 

take (The Open University of Israel). 

In reference to the earlier discussion of secondary school programs, the technical track offers 

the combination of academic and vocational programs, where only a fraction of students participates 

in a matriculation exam upon the completion of the program. Some scholars argue the technical and 

vocational tracks are perceived in the Israeli society as the ―low‖ tracks, expecting students with weak 

academic performance to stay in these tracks without attempting a matriculation exam and, 

consequently, pursuing lowest paying careers in the future (Taub Centre 2016; Beller 2001). 
 
5.2.2.  HE Admission Policy in Israel 

The Israeli post-secondary school matriculation exams are operated by the country‘s Ministry 

of Education and comprise the combination of mandatory tests and electives. The examination is a 

written test. The bagrut certificate is granted to students who successfully pass their written 

matriculation exams (Ayalon et al. 2008). In order to participate in the matriculation exam, full 

attendance of twelve-year schooling is not required. Secondary school dropouts may also take this 

exam  if  they  wish.  However,  the  results  of  their  exam  will  be  graded  solely based  on  their 

performance at the exam (a procedure widely referred to by Israeli scholars as ―external grading‖) as 

opposed to regular high school graduates whose final school grades for each subject are calculated 

based on both external and ―internal‖ grading. The internal grading stipulates the overall school-based 

(pre-exam) assessment of students‘ scholastic performance in each one of the subjects, in which they 

took the exam. The average score of external and internal grading systems or, in other words, 

matriculation exam and school performance constitutes the final grade of the graduating student 

(Beller 2001). 

Until the late 1960s - early 1970s the bagrut certificates remained the only requirement for 

admission into undergraduate post-secondary education. At the time, it raised a lot of concerns, first 

voiced by departments of social sciences across various universities, which were puzzled by their 

inability to accept all applicants based on their bagrut certificate and called for a renewed admissions 

policy. 

Argumentation arose because bagrut results did not represent standardized test scores and 

were then perceived to allow for evaluation bias to a certain degree given that 50 percent of the bagrut 
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examination tests were assessed by teachers individually (Beller 2001). Some claimed that bagrut- 

based admissions system, which existed in the 1960s, in a certain way discriminated school dropouts 

whose internal grading scores at the time of the dropout did not count towards their bagrut certificate. 

Common bias, in this case, was to be attributed to the preference given to students enrolled in school 

for a full semester over those who dropped out of high school. The pressing demand arose for 

establishing a more transparent and equitable admissions process that would allow everyone, 

including high school dropouts and foreign students applying for Israeli undergraduate schools 

without a prior bagrut background, broader access to higher education instead of limiting this unique 

opportunity to overachieving students exclusively. 

The policy change came into effect in 1981 with the formation of a new inter-university 

examination governing body represented collegially by the heads of the seven research universities, 

that we mentioned throughout the paper above. The National Institute for Testing and Evaluation 

(NITE) is an independent entity responsible for university admission and some other tests, such as 

computer proficiency test, non-cognitive tests. Having gathered, compared and assessed a plethora of 

databases and evaluation metrics that had previously been used by various schools independently and 

in a scattered manner, NITE further developed a consolidated national examination system called 

Psychometric Entrance Test (PET). PET is a standardized higher education admission testing system, 

which scores test taker‘s scholastic competence and overall preparedness for post-secondary school 

education based on their knowledge of mathematics, English and verbal reasoning. Offered primarily 

in Hebrew, PET is also available in Arabic, Russian, French, and Spanish for individuals whose native 

language is not Hebrew. 

In the next section of this paper, we pose questions about how systemic characteristics of HE 

in Azerbaijan and Israel have had an impact on access to HE. We further unpack the public/private 

forces that have shaped Azerbaijani and Israeli HE systems to explicate the access issues and 

admission mechanisms in both countries in terms of granting opportunities to graduating secondary 

school students. We further elaborate on what these differences mean for a student in Azerbaijan and 

Israel when it comes to getting admitted to a university or college. 

 
6.   Discussion 

 
As evidenced by our findings in the comparative case study analyses of both countries‘ HE 

systems, state quasi-market and social democracy affect policies around admission to HEIs in myriad 

ways. We observe that in Azerbaijan and Israel, centralized HE systems and almost identical two- 

tiered admission mechanisms, similar socio-demographics, yet somewhat differing system-level 

market and state interventions might have contrasting impacts on how students get sorted into the HE 

system (see Table 4). By honing on the specific features of the admission mechanism in both countries 

we are able to examine the impact of differing systemic differences on issues of access to HE. 

We observe that both countries share a number of similarities such as the presence of 

standardized measures, high-stakes examination, the two-tiered design of the mechanism as well as 

testing of subject knowledge (see Table 4). However, Azerbaijan lacks broad access admission 

policies that enable alternative pathways to HE and utilizes only subject-based examination unlike 

Israel, where PET is used to determine student‘s scholastic aptitude. In terms of examination fees, 

Azerbaijan has already made several changes to mandate charges for second-time test takers, which 

might be applied to all aspiring students in the future. 
 
Table 4: Major characteristics of Israeli and Azerbaijani  HE admission mechanism   

 

 
Feature of admission mechanism 

 
Israel 

  
Azerbaijan 

Standardized examination Yes  Yes 

High-stakes university entrance test Yes  Yes 

Two-tiered admission policy Yes  Yes 
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Subject-based secondary school leaving test Yes Yes 

University entrance examination fee Yes No4 

General aptitude test Yes No 

Broad access admission policy Yes No 
 

Keeping the above-mentioned in mind, we would like to return to our central question, ―How 

do different HE systems affect access to HE?‖, and our research questions emanating from this probe: 

(1) major HE system characteristics in Azerbaijan and Israel, and (2) their impact on access to HE. 

To do this, we turn to one of the most widely-discussed measures of access to HE, gross enrollment 

ratio (GER) at tertiary level. GER provides an indication of the proportion of the youth enrolled in 

HEIs relative to the total population of the same age. Azerbaijan (23.16%) has one of the lowest GER 

indicators at a tertiary level among post-Soviet countries only superior to Uzbekistan (8.57%) and 

Turkmenistan (7.98%) and performs below Caucasus and Central Asia average of 24.42 percent (see 

Figure 1). Contrary to Azerbaijan, Israel (66.18%) has been outperforming several OECD countries 

with a tertiary GER indicator above OECD average (UNESCO 2017). However, it should be noted 

that starting from 2008, Azerbaijan has been consistently improving its GER indicator at tertiary level 

and enrollments have increased by 6.43 percent between 2008 and 2015 (UIS UNESCO 2016). Still, 

it is worth asking, what system-level characteristics might be correlated with such dramatically 

differing rates of attendance at tertiary level with GER indicators at 23.16 percent (Azerbaijan) and 

66.18 percent (Israel)? Closer examination of this comparative case study provides some insight into 

how systemic and institutional issues might be at play in producing such a stark difference between 

somewhat similar university entrance policies and HE systems. 

First of all, HE in Azerbaijan is capped with a quota dictated by the government contrary to 

liberal and free market principles applied in Israel when it comes to college going among high school 

graduates (see Figure 2). Such limit on the number of seats available at a tertiary level does not exist 

in Israel. As argued by Marginson (2016a), HE systems that are representative of state quasi-market 

typology tend to control the number of seats or places available to prospective applicants. 



20  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 

 
 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Gross enrollment ratio, tertiary, both sexes (%), 2014 
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Source: UIS, UNESCO 2016 

 

We argue that the quota in Azerbaijani education is not only a remnant of the Soviet past but 

also an exemplification of state‘s desire to exert a stronger influence on HE. In addition to displaying 

powerful public presence, setting a cap on the number of seats available at HEIs also artificially 

increases competition for each seat (Aliyev 2011), which furthers Marginson‘s (2016a) argument 

about high competitiveness in state quasi-market models. We can observe the disconnect between 

the number of applicants to HEIs and admission quota set by the government in Figure 3. While a 

number of applicants have ranged between 90,000-113,000, the admission quota has not exceeded 

the range of 28,000-38,000 during 2004-2016 (see Figure 3; SSAC 2017). 
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Figure 3: Number of test takers versus admission quota set by the Government for each academic 

year during 2004-2016 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: SSAC 2017 

Note: These diagrams have been compiled based on ―Abituriyent‖, Statistical Analysis of Admission Examination Results 

published for each academic year during 2004-2016 through SSAC website. 

 

According to the clause 3.1.15 of the aforementioned Action Plan on the Implementation of 

the State Strategy on Development of Education, the Azerbaijani government expresses commitment 

to eliminating the quota system to define the number of seats available at the HEIs and instead 

prioritizing specialization majors depending on the demands of the economy (Official website of the 

President of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2015). However, despite being dated 2015-2016 this clause 

of the strategy document has not been yet realized. 

Although starting from 2006 the government has sought to allocate more generous admission 

quota compared to a preceding year, this expansion has been possible mainly due to self-paying seats 

and there is very little growth in the amount of the state-funded quota (see Figure 3 and Table 1). 

This might be related to the aggressive commercialization characteristic of state quasi-markets 

(Marginson 2016a). 

Moreover, two-tiered admission policies in Azerbaijan and Israel have one crucial difference. 

While both burakhilish and gabul are curriculum-based subject tests and are similar in content, bagrut 

and PET are glaringly different and hold distinct purposes. The former is curriculum-based, while the 

latter is a scholastic aptitude test. We argue that in comparison with Azerbaijani curriculum-based 

testing, the Israeli admission mechanism provides a holistic review of students‘ educational 

background both by testing subject knowledge and general scholastic aptitude. It is hard to evaluate 

whether the Israeli admission mechanism provides egalitarian access to HE by ―managing 

teaching/learning on the basis of universal quality‖ (Marginson 2016a, 11), in line with the social 

democracy typology, without looking into measures of equitable access in both countries. 

Considering the focus of this paper is on system-level differences, we will not be discussing how 

student background characteristics affect access to HE. 

The last but not least, unlike Azerbaijan, there are open access comprehensive universities in 

Israel that do not require any prerequisite for enrollment. In other words, to provide access to a larger 

proportion of the population, underperforming students can enroll at a university without having to 

take PET, immediately after graduating from high school (Soen & Davidovitch 2004). One such 

university is Open University of Israel (OUI) with 47,000 registered students and 50 study centers 

across the country (The Open University of Israel 2017). Similar to OUI, individual departments of 

research universities also revisit their admission policies to facilitate better access to higher education 
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for people with a wide range of backgrounds. As such, the Faculty of Humanities at the Tel Aviv 

University has  recently revealed its  plans  to  eliminate the special  admissions  requirement  for 

applicants who have a bagrut certificate and wish to pursue higher education in humanities (Beller 

2001, 322). Further to Marginson‘s (2016a) conception of social democracy, such broad access 

admission policies support egalitarian nature of the Israeli HE system. 

Unfortunately, attempts to eradicate corruption and increase transparency in Azerbaijan have 

created  unintended  consequences  for access  to  HE.  By ruling out  any possibility of allowing 

universities to admit students independently without solely merit-based criteria, Azerbaijani HE 

seems to be caught up in a permanent tension between full-blown neo-liberal market reforms and 

government-driven competition (Marginson 2016a). This is best displayed in the following quote by 

the minister for education, Mr. Mikayil Jabbarov in a recent interview: 

 
In societies where the value of education is assessed more by the diploma than the actual 

knowledge [such as Azerbaijan], it is important to have a central regulatory agency controlling 

the access to higher education due to the existing problems in the internal knowledge 

assessment mechanisms within universities (2016). 

 
By ―existing problems in the internal knowledge assessment mechanisms within universities‖, the 

minister seems to hint at corruption cases prior to the establishment of gabul tests and expresses a 

general mistrust in HEIs as merit-based decision-makers. Nevertheless, expanding opportunities to 

attend higher education through a select number of open-access HEIs, similar to the ones in Israel, 

has proven to be an effective remediation for improving access to HE for underperforming students 

and advancing social mobility (Trow 2007; Lavin & Hyllegard 1996). We elucidate the above- 

mentioned and other implications for policy and research in the next section. However, before doing 

that we discuss the following limitations of this paper. 

One of the limitations of this study is a shortage of sufficient research on issues of access to 

HE in Azerbaijan. Studies informing our understanding of socioeconomic characteristics, parental 

educational profiles, regional and gender differences as well as education aspirations and expectations 

are rather scarce. Additionally, both qualitative and quantitative research, focused on diverse samples, 

are called for in understanding, and measuring issues related to stratification of access. Due to the 

focus of this paper and lack of data, we have not been able to delve into social stratification measures 

of access to HE within the scope of this paper. 
 
7.   Policy Implications and Further Research 

 
This comparative case study analysis has three major implications for policy and research that 

can be themed around the following areas: (1) access; (2) diversification, and (3) privatization. As 

discussed above, Azerbaijan has reformed its university entrance policies with a purpose of 

eradicating corruption and opening up opportunities for students from underprivileged backgrounds 

to enter higher education by putting in place a merit-based admission policy. However, when 

compared to Israel through the prism of four quadrants and access to HE, we observe that the current 

admission  mechanism  has  created unintentional  barriers. These unintended  consequences  have 

greatly affected access to HEIs in Azerbaijan, a country with relatively low GER at tertiary level. 

Nevertheless, according to Trow (2007), the current state of tertiary education in Azerbaijan 

could be classified as a mass HE system with some elements of elite HE system that can best be 

explained by state quasi-market typology. We are living in a world where GER at the tertiary level 

is rising by one percent each year (Marginson 2016b). Elite HE systems that are tightly structured 

around standardized curriculum and provide access solely contingent upon ―meritocratic achievement 

based on school performance‖ (Trow 2007, 244) are becoming more and more irrelevant. Therefore, 

we use this opportunity to make a case for High Participation System (HPS) model of HE in 

Azerbaijan. 
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Marginson (2016b) argues that the governments are instrumental in bringing about HPS 

model of HE. It has also been widely accepted that the governments are one of the biggest benefactors 

of the HPS model due to the role of HE as a key impetus for the knowledge economy (Olssen & 

Peters 2007). It should go without saying that the HPS model of HE is only viable if access to higher 

education is provided through multiple pathways. As such, admission policies that take into account, 

multiple factors of student background will have a greater impact on equality and equity of education 

as opposed to a sole score on a high-stakes test. In other words, it is time to revise the current 

admission policies and establish tracks that facilitate the transition from high school to HE for 

students with varied levels of knowledge and skills. 

Secondly, when it comes to diversifying HE, Azerbaijan can learn from Israel by focusing on 

the growth of professional and technological colleges, most often referred to as vocational-technical 

schools in Azerbaijan. Similar to Israel, research on vocational-technical schools in Azerbaijan is 

limited. Many view vocational schools as excluded from HE policy debates despite being post- 

secondary institutions. 

Nevertheless, according to Pizmony-Levy et al. (2012), during the 1971-2009 years 

professional and technological colleges in Israel have seen 600 percent growth in enrollment. This 

number is equal to or even slightly higher than the number of enrollments in universities and academic 

colleges during the same period. Such a dramatic increase has been mostly possible due to 

government policies ―(a) to advance the industry and local economy by training highly technical 

personnel; (b) to create postsecondary vocational education programs that are more practically 

oriented; and (c) to increase access to postsecondary technological education‖ (Pizmony-Levy et al. 

2012, 193). Thus, the Israeli model of diversification of HE could serve as an example for increasing 

the share of vocational-technical schools in Azerbaijan. As argued by the British Council (2016), this 

would require the establishment of a more robust legal framework for and create a more attractive 

image of vocational education in the country. 
Thirdly, Israeli case study can provide emerging insights from its recent attempts aimed at the 

development of private HE. Despite very strong public sector, Israel has made strides in terms of 

increasing the share of private institutions in its HE system (Levy 2008). In the last decade, the 

country has authorized six more private institutions that have increased the overall number of private 

institutions up to fifteen (Levy 2008, 18). Similar to the HPS model of HE, bringing about a vibrant 

privatization environment rests upon the state. Speaking of the expansion of the private international 

sector, Gaziel (2012) argues that, paradoxically, the public sector fostered privatization of HE in 

Israel. With such expansion, privatization ―began to filter through to the universities, which 

responded by adapting to the new business-oriented logic‖ (Rokach 2016, 34). One such example is 

the separation of budgeted (state-funded) programs from unbudgeted (self-paying) programs. The 

latter ones have become money-making ventures for universities who tap into students‘ demands by 

imposing a higher tuition rate and introducing modifications to their curricula and learning conditions 

in order to cater to the needs of this new pool of ―customers‖ (Rokach 2016). 
 
8.   Conclusion 

 
Throughout the paper, the authors are essentially unpacking one central question: How do 

different HE systems affect access to HE? By examining the Azerbaijani HE system and specific 

admission policies in comparison with those in Israel, this research paper elucidates underlying 

assumptions that run through the admission mechanisms in both countries. The authors establish that 

while both countries have adopted policies that are merit-based, centralized around state-controlled 

agencies, there are a number of differences between these two case studies. 

As a complex practice, the Azerbaijani HE admission system is rigid and limited in terms of 

recognizing diverse intellectual and socioeconomic student backgrounds. On the other hand, Israeli 

policymakers have tackled access issues by diversifying and privatizing the HE market and putting 
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in place admission policies that grant broad access to accommodate students of diverse backgrounds 

through academic and non-academic pathways to college. 

To address the questions mentioned above, this paper deals with the admission framework in 

both Azerbaijan and Israel and how these case studies might inform our understanding of access to 

HE. By examining both countries‘ HE systems through the Marginson‘s (2016a) four quadrants 

model we argue that Azerbaijan represents a state quasi-market typology, while Israeli HE is a typical 

social democracy. We lay out the features of the educational systems in both countries, analyze 

admission policies, and the way the transition from secondary schools to HE is facilitated similarly 

or differently in these case studies. 

The paper also considers some of the recent revisions of the admission policies adopted in 

Azerbaijan and the unintended consequences of introducing a new model of university admission 

testing based on free market principles. By presenting two typologies of HE systems and focusing on 

how higher education access in Azerbaijan compares to that of in Israel in terms of absolute numbers 

and features of the admission mechanism, we make a compelling case for introducing certain policy 

changes in the areas of access, diversification, and privatization. In particular, we draw lessons from 

Israeli case study and discuss access to Azerbaijani HE in the global context to argue for High 

Participation System as  a model to move forward, a more robust framework for professional 

vocational colleges and discuss ways to increase the share of private HEIs in Azerbaijan. 
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This study evaluates the content of the civic education curriculum in Azerbaijan and identifies 

challenges that the framework faces. When identifying challenges and prospects for civic education, 

the impact of historical factors is also considered. In short, the use of more interactive and innovative 

teaching methods, both formal and informal, is essential for the eradication of out-dated learning 

approaches. The findings of this study suggest that the civic education curriculum, as a major factor 

in keeping young Azerbaijanis civically engaged, must be reviewed. In addition, an analysis of 

textbooks reveals that inadequacies and disparities exist in the content of textbooks when it comes to 

educational goals and international norms. In this way, this study suggests the establishment of a 

system to ensure the quality of civic education to facilitate progress in key civic skills. 
 

 

1.   Introduction 

 
The concept of civic engagement and youth citizenship has been a key focus of research, 

policy, and practice (Amna 2012). As a broad concept, civic education promotes the skills and virtues 

necessary for citizenship, promoting modern civic values, critical thinking, and autonomous decision- 

making. More recently, public participation has been considered as a crucial element of sustainable 

development in any society. In the modern world, where global challenges grow and need to be 

addressed, the importance of civic education should be acknowledged as a tool to develop active 

citizens who are able to understand global challenges and changes. 

Taking into account the fact that civic values and habits are easier to influence at a younger 

age, the process of civic learning continues at even the earliest stages of life. Robust national identity 

and roots help global citizens identify themselves and become empowered members of society 

(Usman 2015). However, in Azerbaijan, there is no subject explicitly dedicated to civic education. 

Thus, civic knowledge must be integrated into the core subjects in schools and other educational 

institutions. In this study, I explore the process of civic education in Azerbaijan by reviewing the 

elements of civic education in the current curricula. An interest in the civic engagement and its 

integration in the educational systems stems from my own experience with both Azerbaijani and 

international education systems. In this regard, given the importance of the civic mission of education 

and the role of young people in the development of society, the issue of civic engagement in education 

must be further promoted to establish a sense of belonging to a shared community. 

According to the Education Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan (1992), one of the missions of 

educators is to cultivate the learner‘s civic position as an independent personality, to prepare them to 

become patriotic, to develop their initiatives in accordance to their abilities and skills, and for them 

to live and work independently. Therefore, civic engagement is one of the core missions of 

educational institutions, which can be developed through the introduction of various engagement 

mechanisms focusing on the cross-curricular approach. Though the need for civic education is 

highlighted to in the educational framework, little systematic attention is given to the adequate 

implementation of civic education practices. I conclude here that the existing framework for civic 
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education in Azerbaijan needs to be revised and reformed in accordance with the international 

standards. The research questions addressed by the study are the following: 

    What are the deficiencies in the framework for civic education in Azerbaijan? 

    What are the historical factors affecting civic education in Azerbaijan? 

My main hypothesis is that the lack of interactive teaching methods, the fact-based approach 

to the civic education, and the underdeveloped civic framework, have caused to a low number of 

civically conscious and engaged citizens in Azerbaijan. The study will primarily focus on the 

Azerbaijani context through analyzing current practices, as well as possible historical factors that 

have influenced the current framework for civic education. 
 

 

2.   Literature Review 

 
Civic education is an increasingly prominent issue in discourse in the field of education. The 

reason for the high interest is in the rapid changes in some countries thanks to globalization, mainly 

where democratic structures are evolving and developing (Kymlicka et al. 2001). For a long time, 

societies have been interested in the tools and methods for preparing young people for citizenship 

(Branson 1998), and school-based civic education has been suggested to encourage youth 

participation (Feldman et al. 2007). A tradition of civic education existed in Ancient Greece, where 

the city was considered as an educational community (Crittenden et al. 2013). This view considered 

education as a formative and life-long process, which aimed to form citizens as an asset to the people 

around them and, most importantly, to the state (Crittenden et al. 2013). Moreover, medieval thinkers 

firmly believed that good government and good citizenship are closely related (Crittenden et al. 

2013). However, during the 1960s and 1980s, questions concerning civics education were overlooked 

(Crittenden et al. 2013). Today, although most would agree that this topic is an important one, the 

field encompasses diverse ideological conceptions regarding citizenship in the democratic state. The 

differing conceptions produce educational plans, which differ to a significant degree (Cohen 2010). 

The idea behind the concept of civic education is that people participate in improving the well- 

being of societies through individual or collective actions (ICP 2010). Building capacity to act as 

engaged members of society is an essential goal within the educational sphere (Ehrilch 2000; Jacoby 

2009). Thus, students who practice civic engagement in an educational environment become more 

civically involved  throughout  their lives.  The  form  shapes  of formal  or informal  involvement 

(Silverman 2016). However, despite an understanding of its importance, the rise of standardization 

has given greater significance to more 'testable' subjects like math, reading, and writing (Vogler & 

Virtue 2007). As a result, a sense of desperation began to emerge among civic educators and their 

supporters, who struggled to remain relevant (Williams 2011). In this respect, there is a need to create 

proper mechanisms to promote the significance of civic engagement. It can be argued that if civic 

engagement begins in adolescence, it can continue throughout the lifespan (Finlay et al. 2010). 

Therefore, the development of civic engagement should not be underestimated. Apparently, the civic 

education should expand beyond the classroom environment. 

 
2.1.  Components of good civic education 

Which are the essential components of civic education relevant to the democratic society? 

Civic knowledge can be seen as a critical component of civic education (Branson 1998). Civic action 

requires civic knowledge, which means holding responsible opinions and acting upon them 

(Muirhead n.d): 

 
Citizenship requires both knowledge about government and the ability to be involved in 

governance. It means knowing how to identify and inform yourself about issues, explore and 

evaluate possible solutions, and then act to resolve problems. It demands that you know how 

to interact respectfully with others. And it asks that you accept responsibility for meeting your 

community‘s and the nation‘s challenges (Guardian of Democracy 2011). 
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It has also been suggested that civic knowledge can be developed through integrating civic education 

to the social sciences. According to the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 

Achievement*, most teachers from European countries reported that 'teaching civic education makes 

a difference for students' political and civic development' (Torney-Purta 2002). 

Another integral element of civic education is civic skills, both intellectual and participatory 

(Branson 1998). Civic skills are necessary to participate as active and responsible citizens in the 

democratic countries. They are essential for critical thinking and collective action, and they include 

speaking, listening, collaboration, community organizing, public advocacy, and the ability to collect 

and process information (Guardian of Democracy 2011). Participatory skills include interacting, 

monitoring, and influencing (Branson 1998). The development of participatory skills during the early 

grades is important, as it continues throughout the school years (Branson 1998). Many scholars claim 

that schools can be an efficient way to prepare students for engagement in civil society by teaching 

civic content and skills, ensuring an open classroom setting for discussions (Purta 2010). Thus, if 

citizens are willing to influence political life of the country, they must develop their participatory 

skills. 

Civic dispositions are another integral element of civic education. The term refers to the traits 

of private and public domains in maintaining democracy (Branson 1998). Personal dispositions relate 

to a concern for others' rights, well-being, and justice (Guardian of Democracy 2011). In other words, 

dispositions of the private or public domain can be described as: 

    Assuming the personal, political, and economic responsibilities of a citizen; 

    Respecting individual worth and human dignity; 

    Participating in civic affairs in a thoughtful and effective manner; 

    Becoming an independent member of society (Branson 1998). 

Although a number of institutions help to develop civic skills and knowledge, schools have a 

particular responsibility for the development of civic competencies. 
 

2.2.  Modern forms of civic education 

Schools have a great responsibility in teaching civic education since ultimately young people 

spend a large amount of their time there. Civic learning among school students depends on the 

content, design, and manner of presentation of their lessons. The delivery of civic education in 

Azerbaijan is not presented deliberately, relevant mechanisms need to be taken into account to shape 

a proper civic education framework. With this in mind, below I briefly discuss some different forms 

of civic education and their characteristics. 

Talking with and listening to other people about public problems can be a major practice in 

the civic education. That is a cognitively and ethically demanding activity that can be learned from 

experience (Crittenden et al. 2013). Service learning, which integrates classroom instruction with 

work within the community, is a standard method of civic education. Ideally, students take their 

experience and observations from service into their academic work and use their academic research 

and discussions to inform their service (Crittenden et al. 2013). 

Volunteering is another form of civic responsibility, which involves the devoting time without 

the expectation of the monetary compensation. Volunteering gives citizens an opportunity to share 

their skills and talents, as well as to learn new skills while helping those in need of assistance. 

Action civics, another learning module, includes voting, working, or serving (Crittenden et al. 

2013). It also involves attending and participating in political meetings; organizing and running 

meetings, rallies, protests and fund drives; gathering signatures for bills, ballots, initiatives, and 

recalls; serving on local elected and appointed boards; starting or participating in political clubs; 

deliberating with fellow citizens about social and political issues central to their lives; and pursuing 
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careers that have public value (Crittenden et al. 2013). The practice is guided by the view that truly, 

'democracy does not deserve its name without people‘s participation' (Print & Lange 2013). 

Table 1: Forms of participation in Europe (Political Action Study and ESS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Print & Lange, 2013. 

Note: The table shows the percentages who ‗have done‘ the relevant activity, out of the total number of respondents. ESS 

used weights for the country size; PA not weighted. ESS-5: first release with twenty countries in November 2011. 

 
Young people nowadays are less likely to participate in institutional forms of participation 

(i.e. voting, party-related activities, etc.) and more likely to take part in non-institutional forms (i.e. 

protesting, political consumption, etc.) (Print & Lange 2013). Needless to say, a number of factors 

can influence the rates of participation, depending on the country. As this study targets education 

specifically, it is beyond the scope of this paper to analyze other possible factors influencing levels 

of political participation. However, further research may choose to address the diverse factors 

affecting the level of civic engagement. 

If civic education aims to strengthen and complement the development of character, civic 

conciseness can be developed through discussion (Branson 1998). In terms of teaching and 

developing civic skills in youth, the ability to read information critically and search for factual 

information is essential to being a participating citizen (Patrick 2002). 

Researchers have also found that involvement in extra-curricular activities leads to higher 

rates of civic engagement, such as the likeliness to vote in the future (Menezes 2003). Indeed, extra- 

curricular activities are seen as one way to introduce informal learning methods within and outside 

the school settings (Brooks 2007). Activities based on practice, high-level thinking skills, 

communication, and creativity are fundamental in developing current and future active citizens 

(Keser et al. 2011). 

 
2.3.  The Azerbaijani context 

In the following section, I will further analyze the current forms of civic education in 

Azerbaijan and explore how these methods are conceptualized in the country. 

Civic education is viewed as a pillar of democracy, and it is deemed crucial in maintaining 

democratic institutions. The Azerbaijani education system has experienced a number of difficult 

periods throughout its history. Foremost, the country has been challenged to break with outdated 

approaches to civic education that was based on the authoritarian socialist principles adopted in the 

Soviet era. The field of education has undergone several changes since independence in the early 
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1990s. Following educational reforms, the subject of ‗human and community' began to be taught in 

schools - the 'civic' aspects of this subject will be analyzed further later in this paper. 

Following the collapse of Soviet Union, Azerbaijani education system faced several problems 

because of economic decline in the country. According to the World Bank (2003), public spending 

on education in 1998 was only around 34% of the 1992 level. Economic turmoil combined with 

political instability created obstacles in implementing educational reforms during the 1990s. The 

curriculum, designed in Moscow during the Soviet period, meant that Azerbaijani educators did not 

have a say in what material to teach (Kazimzade & Silova n.d). Furthermore, after the collapse of 

Soviet Union, the resulting ideological vacuum began to be filled with various tendencies and 

concepts (Bachman et al. 2003). Azerbaijani citizens were trying to understand the ongoing social 

and political transformations in order to redefine and recompose 'new social, political and ideological 

identities' (Bachman et al. 2003). According to the World Bank (2003), the serious deterioration in 

the quality of education is one of the major problems of Azerbaijan‘s education system. This has been 

largely due to a decrease in government‘s investments in education. Outdated curricula and teaching 

methods are major concerns for quality improvement in public education in Azerbaijan (Kazimzade 

& Silova n.d). However, despite the obstacles facing the education sector, statements by policymakers 

suggest that Azerbaijan is determined to deal with the issues and implement reforms in the sector, in 

order to meet international standards and provide educational services that will allow young 

Azerbaijanis to compete in the global labor market. 

Each nation seeks to train its citizens politically, some more purposefully and directly than 

others. Despite the focus on science in the Soviet educational system, civic education was equally 

vital in the 'training' of Soviet citizens (Harasymiw 1980). Producing well-informed and educated 

citizens, who are able to participate in the various spheres of social, cultural and public life of the 

country during the Soviet era was a key educational goal (Nozhko et al. 1968). Furthermore, 

patriotism and internationalism were essential traits in the concept of Soviet citizenship (Harasymiw 

1980). With this in mind, knowledge of history, economics and about the nation itself was important 

in shaping loyal citizens (Harasymiw 1980). It is reasonable to suggest that knowledge of history is 

one of the major components of civic education. Thus, knowledge of a nation's history is crucial since 

it is the foundation for obtaining a sense of 'civics'. The civic mission of the modern education system 

in Azerbaijan is reflected in the country's Education Law, which states: 

 
Secondary education ensures a learner‘s realization of his/her talents and abilities, in 

preparation for independent life and willful choice of profession, development of active civic 

position, respect and tolerance for national and universal values, human rights and liberties, 

freely using modern information and communications technologies, and other technical 

means, acquisition of the basics of economic knowledge, communicating in one or several 

foreign languages, etc. (Education Law 1992). 

 
Civic education is different from other school subjects because it goes beyond knowledge of a specific 

subject matter. In addition, it demands an awareness of global political, economic, and social spheres 

(Silova & Kazimzade 2006). This is especially problematic for former Soviet-era teachers, who were 

brought up in an isolated environment and were not allowed to freely express their professional and 

personal opinions (Silova & Kazimzade 2006). At that time, classroom lectures formed the core of 

teaching techniques but were counter-productive (Harasymiw 1980). Today there are two subjects in 

the Azerbaijani curriculum – ‗human and society‘ and ‗life knowledge‘ - in which aspects of civic 

education can be observed. From personal experience, I can observe that the importance of these 

subjects was underestimated during school years. Besides, there were no mechanisms or classroom 

activities to foster dialogue among students. Due to the need to foster national values and patriotism, 

history as a school subject got a lot of attention during the post-Soviet period. I have observed that 

national history is one of the core subjects taught in both school and higher education. The political 

literacy of students is mostly encouraged through the transmission of knowledge of the history, 
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geography and core constitutional principles of the country, as well as its political system. However, 

it is often (understandably) assumed that this approach can result in a primarily passive understanding 

of political views and principles among students (Kazimzade n.d). Under this approach, knowledge 

of geography is deemed essential in enabling students to familiarize themselves with their 

community, country, and the world (Harasymiw 1980). However, emphasizing subjects such as 

history and geography does not require any significant engagement of students in reflecting on their 

civic views and attitudes. The content-based approach to civic education that prevails in Azerbaijan 

may hinder the transmission of knowledge that takes place more effectively through more interactive 

methods. This is primarily because Soviet educators gave much more importance to the content in 

the process of transmitting knowledge (Harasymiw 1980). In terms of the methodology employed, 

while innovations in educational methods are usually allowed in Azerbaijan, 'textbooks, syllabi, and 

curricula are not attributed to the competence of school.' Instead, schools must strictly follow a 

standard educational curriculum (Asian Development Bank 2000). In this sense, we can suggest that 

state control over the content of the civic education curriculum can hinder the shift of paradigms in 

civic education. 

Several internationally-funded programs in Azerbaijan seek to integrate innovative methods 

and notions into the civic education curriculum. However, none of these projects moved beyond the 

pilot stage (Kazimzade n.d). For instance, the  Civics Education Curriculum Development and 

Teacher Training program aimed to enhance the quality of civic education by developing a new 

curriculum and providing resources, and allowed educators to collaborate with their American 

colleagues. However, the scope of the project was limited since it was a pilot program (Silova 2006). 

Deliberating in Democracy, operated between 2004 and 2007, was an international initiative for civic 

education. As with other civic education projects, the goal of the program was to foster democratic 

teaching and learning methods (Levstik & Tyson 2008). 

Despite some efforts, there is a lack of both civic participation and democratic consciousness 

today in Azerbaijan (Bachman et al. 2003). According to a report conducted in cooperation with the 

University of Geneva and scholars from South Caucasus, citizens do not care about parliamentary 

elections. 78 % of respondents are not interested in elections, and the study reports that the majority 

of the population feels excluded from the socio-political processes taking place in the country. This 

low level of political and civic participation can be addressed through education, or through formal 

or informal actions. 

There is an evidence to suggest that in the countries where social and economic changes take 

place, educational reforms move at a different pace (Bachman et al. 2003). In this respect, various 

projects meeting the needs of contemporary society should be implemented. These projects can be 

designed in such a way that students can increase their potential to engage in wider society. Moreover, 

there is a need to establish a relevant legislative framework to promote civic engagement through 

education. In this sense, we must review appropriate methods for including civic engagement in the 

school curricula, taking into account recent tendencies and future perspectives. 

 
2.4.   Approaches to civic education 

Various approaches to citizenship education exist in different countries. The subject can be 

delivered as part of another subject, as a stand-alone subject, or using a cross-curricular approach 

(CEE 2012). Research has found that greater efforts are required to strengthen the competency of 

teachers in promoting civic education. It is not still common to train as a teacher specializing in this 

area - this type of training exists only in Austria and the United Kingdom (CEE 2012). However, 

given that teachers are considered as role models for democratic citizenship, they should model the 

skills and virtues of democratic citizenship in their teaching as well as their relationship with each 

other and with the students (Huddleston 2005). However, few countries have defined a set of key 

competencies in connection with civics and citizenship that all teachers should acquire (CEE 2012). 

Map 1 illustrates the countries which provide for civic education as a separate, compulsory subject 

according to the national curriculum as of 2010/2011 (CEE 2012). 
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Map 1. Civic education as a separate and compulsory subject 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: EUYRDICE, 2012 

 
In the Czech Republic, schools teach civic education as a separate subject at the secondary 

school (CEE 2012). They call the subject 'Man and Society,' which is similar to the name given to the 

subject in Azerbaijan. However, I argue that in Azerbaijan's case, both the representation and the 

content of the subject differ. As part of the research, I analyze textbooks used in the Azerbaijani 

education system in order to shed light on which areas of knowledge are being transmitted, and on 

how compatible that knowledge is with educational goals. Knowledge on key civic competencies 

must be taught in such a way that it will bring about participation in civil society, in the community, 

and in political life. In this context, 'active citizenship' is interpreted very broadly – it is not restricted 

simply to the political dimension as expressed in conventional forms of voting, political lobbying, 

and membership of parties and NGOs. Instead, it also includes cultural, political and environmental 

activities taking place at the local, national or international level (Print & Lange 2013). 

 
3.   Methodology 

 
One of the main factors in the process of research is the choice of appropriate methodology 

(Opie 2004), as different research purposes require different research designs and analysis techniques 

(Knafl & Howard 1984) - 'a good methodology is a more critical design attitude to be found always 

at work throughout a study, rather than confined within brief chapter called Methodology' (Clough & 

Nutbrown 2002, 31). 

As previous studies have focused on current legislation and curricula, for this study, I chose 

to analyze the content of the textbooks used in school curricula in order to better perceive how various 

values are transmitted. The documents that were the subjects of my study are a series named Man 

and Society, which is taught in the secondary school. Analyzing the content of these books will enable 

me to explore to what extent these books teach civic values to students. Furthermore, since one of the 

primary goals of education in Azerbaijan is ostensible to develop active civic positions, the subject 

and method of teaching were analyzed from various perspectives. In particular, I evaluate how far 

these methods align with best practice. 



35  

 
 

 
 

 

Content analysis methods were used to analyze the data. Most researchers view content 

analysis as a flexible method to analyze data (Cavanagh 1997). The type of analysis can include 

various approaches - intuitive, interpretive, strict, or systematic (Rosengren 1981). Importantly, the 

qualitative content analysis focuses on the contextual meaning of the content. Various forms of 

content analysis have been developed, including 'latent' and 'manifest' content analysis (Hsieh & 

Shannon 2005). 

This study also has some limitations. Primarily, this is due to the scarcity of local studies in 

this area, which makes it difficult for me to analyze my data against other similar local studies. 
 

 

4.   Data Analysis 

 
In this section, I analyze the content of school textbooks (named Man and Society) used in 

eighth to eleventh grade in Azerbaijan. In Azerbaijani schools, this class is taught once per week. In 

the process of analysis, I looked to identify the characteristics of a civic education framework, in 

accordance with the ideas discussed in the literature review. The focus is the content and the teaching 

methods that are outlined in the textbooks. These aspects are then explored in order to identify 

challenges and prospects. For these purposes, I categorized the chapters according to four different 

aspects of civic education: 1) political knowledge; 2) normative values and 3) individualistic civic 

behavior. This categorization enabled me to understand how the content aligns with the required 

competencies. 

Initially, the Man and Society series are designed to teach independent thinking, different 

thoughts, views, and ideas, as well as tolerance. Although the concept of each textbook remains the 

same in one sense, the focus of the content varies from economic and political attitudes and principles 

of democratic societies to issues of identity and religion. 

The length of time allocated for civic education varies from country to country. In the vast 

majority of countries, citizenship education is integrated into several subjects, whether or not it is 

also taught as a separate compulsory subject. There are no major differences between countries in the 

content either of the citizenship curriculum, which is applied separately, or in an integrated form of 

citizenship education (CEE 2012). In total, 32 hours of Azerbaijani school time are devoted per year 

to civic education or one hour per week. In eleventh grade is the allocation boosted to 34 hours per 

week. Graph 1classifies the existing aspects of civic education and types of tasks. 

 
Graph 1. Aspects of civic education and types of tasks. 
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4.1.   Political knowledge 

 

 

This can also be defined as civic knowledge. Political knowledge encompasses literacy about 

the state, its citizenship, and its political institutions. 

CRELL (the Research Network on Active Citizenship for Democracy) has proposed a list of 

knowledge areas necessary for active citizenship: human rights and responsibilities; political literacy; 

historical knowledge; current affairs; diversity; cultural heritage; legal matters; and how to influence 

policy and society (Hoskins et al. 2006). Hence, political literacy is essential in order to participate 

in both the social sphere and the political process (Lam 2000). The textbooks analyzed as part of the 

study contain excerpts from the Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan, as well as important 

decrees and statements, in the relevant sections. In addition, knowledge of the nation's history is 

considered as essential in establishing a strong sense of patriotism among youth. In the textbook, the 

definition comes from French philosopher Lebon and a sense of patriotism is presented through the 

historical events that have occurred in Azerbaijan. The textbook for the eleventh grade defines the 

concept of ―democracy‖ as a political system. However, it is likely that the nature of democracy as a 

major concept means that covering the principles of the issue in eleventh grade is inappropriate, and 

it does not align with the norms of civic education. 

Among the four textbooks reviewed for this study, a review of the creation of the state, 

statehood as and human rights is presented in the ninth and tenth grades. Crick (2000) has identified 

a number of terms as keystones of the public sphere: 'power, force, authority, order, law, justice, 

representation, natural rights, individuality, welfare and freedom' (95). In this field, Man and Society 

introduce major concepts such as state, authority, citizenship, human rights, freedoms, political 

parties, and the legal system in the country. In addition, a subject covering the Constitution exists in 

the Azerbaijani school curriculum. In short, we can find evidence that the length of time allocated to 

teaching political literacy is sufficient in the curriculum. Besides, the textbook also contains 

information about Azerbaijan‘s membership at the international organizations (i.e. the Council of 

Europe, the OSCE etc.), a significant topic when it comes to the country‘s representation in the global 

political sphere. 

The major principles of international humanitarian law are also covered in the textbooks. As 

Azerbaijan is currently at war, it is important that all citizens should be aware of principles of security 

and territorial integrity. A link is made between domestic laws and related international laws. For 

example, the European Charter on Local Self-Governance is presented alongside the Law on the 

Status of Municipalities in the Republic of Azerbaijan. The presentation of content in such a 

comparative format is essential in order to incite discussion. According to the theoretical model of 

civic education, the type of content and perception of values influences civic behavioral outcomes 

(Cohen 2010). 

Following my analysis of textbook contents of the textbooks I find that, while the books cover 

a number of topics, they are not organized effectively in order to achieve an understanding of major 

concepts in the political sphere. Literacy on political institutions and processes allows people to 

understand better ongoing political events. In the books, several important concepts are clarified in 

relation to their equivalents in other countries. For example, one extract defines that the “Milli 

Majlis” (Parliament) is Congress in the US, Knesset in Israel, and Storting in Norway. However, 

after reviewing the textbooks, it becomes clear that the content is not consistent with the title of Man 

and Society. In the ninth grade, in particular, the course is loaded with too many facts – for example, 

details from the Constitution that are also taught as a separate subject. 

Furthermore, the transmission of facts rather than active involvement of learners, in the pursuit 

of knowledge, strengthen passive learning. Other out-of-class activities can be useful to expand 

student involvement, such as suggestions for additional reading and discussion topics. This mostly 

fact-based approach can be attributed to the legacy of the former Soviet system, where primary 

importance was given to the content (Harasymiw 1980). However, it would be wrong to infer that 

civic education is the only such formative mechanism. Non-institutional environments – families, 
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ethnic groups, voluntary associations and political events - are crucial influences on civic formation 

(Galston 2001). 

In the chapter on forms of participation of individuals in social life, it is stated that: ―political 

and social participation is essential for a healthy democracy." The book even details examples of 

individual initiatives that solve small societal problems, such as the need for the construction of a 

bridge. NGOs, which are also introduced as a form of participation in civic life, are presented as non- 

profit institutions mainly dealing with humanitarian problems. However, the profile of local NGOs 

is not covered. According to the role of NGOs cannot be sidelined in the formulation and the 

implementation of state policies (Dar 2014). Considering that NGOs have significant political weight 

in international politics, it is important to raise awareness of the profile of NGOs in various ways, 

mostly education. Recently, the accountability of NGOs has improved, because of state legislation 

(Dar 2014). 

The content of political knowledge and history in these books illustrates the tendency towards 

a fact – led approach. However, formats such as discussion and simulation games require thinking 

and problem-solving skills. Such formats may increase the level of civic behavior among students. 

Teaching practices that permit and include students in student action have resulted in higher levels of 

civic behavior (Bradley 2007). The existing activities and exercises in these textbooks are most 

relevant. However, this process also continues through informal learning, which may also occur 

outside the classroom. It is beyond the scope of this research to understand the informal learning 

process, which requires methods including observation and focus group discussions. Meanwhile, 

another key issue is the establishment of a school environment, which supports students by giving 

them an opportunity to experience the values and principles of the democratic process (EURYDICE 

2012). 

 
4.2.   Normative values 

The field of civic education is distinguished by its scope, as it covers a wide range of topics, 

from issues of humanity to global problems. It is a common belief that the type of citizen that the 

state aims to cultivate is one of the fundamental principles of the field of civic education. 

'Normative values' are based on the assumption that for the sake of the existence of society, 

citizens must possess specific values, attitudes, and dispositions (Cohen 2010). Multiple values and 

norms are organized and linked to the cultures of human social systems. This happens when they are 

internalized by human actors or institutionalized by corporate actors (Encyclopedia of Sociology 

2001). These fundamental values are reflected throughout the following chapters of the textbooks 

included in the review. 

Beginning from eighth grade, textbooks include chapters on the subject of `What is a 

family?`, `What are the secrets of being successful?`, `The general concept of an individual's 

sustainable development`, `the moral life`, `ethics education`, and 'culture and society`. My analysis 

of the content of these chapters revealed that the books covered sufficient ground to establish such 

normative values. However, the use of sophisticated language is common, which in my view may 

lead to some confusion among students. Philosopher John Dewey argues that instead of deciding on 

which values to teach, the importance instead lies in the inclusion of a diversity of opinions within a 

democratic decision-making process (Print et al. 2013). Allowing such a diversity of opinions is 

considered essential in promoting discussion and learning to build arguments during the teaching 

process. 

Regioplan (2005) identifies knowledge, skills, and competencies required for 'active 

citizenship.' Among the major values identified were tolerance, non-violence, and acknowledgment 

of human rights and the rule of law. In the textbooks reviewed for this study, all of these values are 

interpreted in accordance with the ongoing situation at the national and international level. However, 

the presentation of these values encourages less active learning, as it does not encourage the real 

engagement of students. In this regard, the tendency of post-communist countries toward teaching 
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the content of democratic values rather than teaching students how to interpret political participation 

can be observed once again (Torney-Purta 2002). 

The following table presents the messages of each textbook on the subject of Man and 

Society. These 'messages' were extracted from the textbooks analysis– each chapter was reviewed in 

order to perceive the general message of each section: 
 

 

8th Grade 
-   Humans are an essential part of nature. 
-    Your perception of the society, in which you live, influences whether you have 
the relevant skills and knowledge in order to be truly involved in society. 

 

9th Grade 
-    Relations established on material, moral and political values are the essential 
factors for the development of society. 

-    Political relations stem from economic activities. 

10th
 

Grade 
-    Human rights are the major mechanism and principle in defending human 

dignity. 

-    As a system, human rights provide equality and freedom for everybody. 

11th
 

Grade 
-    Democracy is a political regime where the major source of authority is the 

nation. 

-   The healthy struggle is the only method to establish a society based on 

mutually respectful relations. 

 

The level of compatibility between national educational goals and civic education content 

appears to be high. However, challenges still exist in the perception of civic education, the methods 

of teaching, the choice of instructors, and the level of importance granted to the subject in educational 

establishments. Given that the US has a long history in implementing civic education, it is useful to 

compare the messages in Azerbaijani curricula with the US equivalents. Up until the 1960s, civic 

education in the US consisted of three courses – Civics, Democracy, and Government (GreatSchool 

2015). In the Azerbaijani curriculum, in contrast, constitutional knowledge is taught as a separate 

subject. However, some elements of the Constitution are also taught in the separate Human and 

Community textbooks. 

Informal educational institutions, students should be provided with an understanding of civic 

life, politics, and government, where personal, political and economic rights are asserted as major 

rights (Branson 1998). However, the textbooks used in the Azerbaijani curriculum do not cover 

economic rights in detail – for example, the use of patents, operating a business or joining to a 

professional organization. Furthermore, the informal dimension of civic education such as the 

teaching of civic values through extra-curricular activities is barely observed in the Azerbaijani 

curriculum. While Azerbaijani is a developing country, the successful experiences of other countries 

should be learned from and adapted with consideration of Azerbaijan's distinctive national, economic 

and political characteristics. 

 
5.   Conclusion 

 
In short, the findings of this study suggest that the existing shortcomings in civic education in 

Azerbaijan stem from the representation of the subject and state control over the curriculum, rather 

than the content of the textbooks themselves. In order to implement successful civic education, a 

systematic approach to reforming civic education will be necessary. 
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This research aims to promote the importance of civic education in Azerbaijan. It begins with 

a review of the content of the Man and Society series. Nevertheless, further research is required in 

order to establish a system of education whereby young people are aware of civic values at all 

educational levels. Such research would serve as an important resource for educational policymakers 

to help them formulate consistent educational reforms. There is evidence that those who have a strong 

public education are likely to become more successful, both in terms of efficiency and equality 

(Carnoy 1999). Furthermore, efforts could be made to better coordinate the activities of different 

stakeholders of the system, including the Ministry of Education, international institutions, and local 

NGOs, in order to join together to promote systemic reforms in the area of civic education 

(Kazimzade n.d). 

Despite the efforts to modernize post-Soviet Azerbaijan's educational system, the content and 

structure of the civic education curriculum have closely resembled the Soviet legacy model, which 

undermines active engagement methods and the use of more interactive teaching methodology. 

Currently, the political literacy of students is at the heart of civic education in the country, which 

mostly focuses on the transmission of information and knowledge regarding the history and 

geography of the country, the underlying principles of its Constitution, and its main organizational 

patterns and political system. This paradigm involves only a passive understanding on the part of 

students since it does not require the greater involvement of students in discussing different views on 

civic values. Besides, students are not encouraged to participate in the political, social and cultural 

life of their community. Thus, the implementation of more systematic reforms and new ways of 

representing the question of civic education as a subject area would be the most effective way to 

tackle existing problems. 

Increasingly, complex political issues make it problematic for the educational system to keep 

pace with social realities. Consequently, there is considerable work to be done in order to increase 

the level of engagement in a productive way. 

Drawing on the findings of this study, I propose the following series of recommendations: 

 To review the existing curriculum and content in order to comply with best international 

practice. 

    To provide a broader definition of the concept of 'citizenship,' in line with best practices. 

    To encourage the use of student-centered teaching/learning methodologies. 

    To facilitate extra-curricular activities. 

    To collaborate with local and international NGOs working in the field of civic education. 

    To extend the scope of projects that boost civic engagement. 

    To provide teacher training and guidelines to encourage a higher level of engagement. 

 To  establish  a  national  civic  education  presence  that  can  promote  the  subject  and  its 

importance in various institutions, including the national media, higher education, 

government departments, and civil society networks. 
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This paper is based on the research question of whether the energy-dependent structure of 

Azerbaijan‘s economy is sustainable and resilient enough to cope with the challenges of declining 

global energy prices, following on from the global economic crisis of 2008-10. The paper focuses on 

the volatility of oil prices, as well as the ‗resource curse‘ and the ‗rentier state‘ theoretical approaches, 

and investigates the impacts of oil dependency on the sustainable economic development of the 

Azerbaijani economy. In this paper, statistical data is combined with qualitative research methods in 

order to seek a satisfying answer to the research question and to suggest policy recommendations. 

 
Disclaimer: All the views expressed in this paper belong to the author(s) and do not represent the 

views of the Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey, or its staff. 

 
1.   Introduction 

 

Azerbaijan possesses the 20th  largest oil reserves in the world (US Energy Information 

Administration 2016), with seven billion barrels of proven crude oil reserves (BP 2016). As of 2015, 

the country‘s oil rents accounted for 11 percent of GDP (World Bank 2017b), and five-year average 

crude petroleum exports for around 87 percent of total exports (Observatory of Economic Complexity 

2015). These figures make Azerbaijan a hydrocarbon-rich country, according to the classifications 

used by the IMF (IMF 2007). This relative abundance of oil has contributed significantly to the 

growth of the Azerbaijani economy. 

However, this economic dependence on the oil industry raises questions about sustainable 

economic growth and development. Although prior to the 2008-10 global economic crisis, there was 

room for the Azerbaijan government to disregard these concerns under a favorable oil price 

environment, following the financial crisis and the subsequent decline in oil prices, these concerns 

are now once again dominating the agenda. 

 
1.1.   Research question and structure of the analysis 

The main subject of this paper is the oil dependency of Azerbaijan and its impact on the 

economic sustainability of the country, following the latest global financial crisis and the consequent 

decline in oil prices. It aims to identify the bottlenecks in Azerbaijan‘s economic and energy policies 

and to suggest ways of overcoming the economy‘s reliance on the oil and natural gas sectors. The 

research question here is the following: Is the existing energy-dependent structure of the Azerbaijani 

economy sustainable and resilient enough to cope with the challenges of declining global energy 

prices? 

The structure of the paper is as follows. This introductory section summarises the approach, 

the primary hypothesis, the research question, and the methodology of the paper. The second section 

reviews the relevant literature on the oil industry and economic sustainability, both from a general 
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perspective and from the standpoint of Azerbaijan in particular. The third section employs and 

examines data from various sources and discusses the main findings of the research. Finally, the 

fourth section analyses the political economy of oil in the crisis and post-crisis environment. The fifth 

and final section offers conclusions and recommendations. 

 
1.2.   Methodology 

To answer the research question stated above, this paper employs a combination of research 

methods that rely on both the analysis of statistical data and qualitative research. The central 

assumption of the paper - that economies like Azerbaijan‘s, which are heavily dependent on one 

sector, such as energy, are more vulnerable to external shocks than economies with more diversified 

structures - will be tested using data and evidence collected from primary and secondary sources. 

The statistical data analysis will use figures regarding the Azerbaijani economy and oil 

industry, as well as indicators on the global energy sector. This statistical data was collected from the 

websites of the Azerbaijani government, SOCAR, the UN, the World Bank, the IMF, the International 

Energy Agency (IEA), the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), the Natural Resource 

Governance Institute (NRGI), the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and 

the US Energy Information Agency (EIA), as well as the statistical reports produced by BP. The 

qualitative research methods include online distance interviews with selected decision-makers and 

experts, as well as content and discourse analysis of speeches delivered by Azerbaijani policymakers 

on the domestic economy and the global energy sector. Online interviewees that contributed to this 

chapter are: Two anonymous experts on Azerbaijan‘s energy sector, both based in Azerbaijan, quoted 

as (1) and (2); Mr. Orkhan Bagirov, Expert Advisor at the Economic Analysis and Global Affairs 

Department of the Centre for Strategic Studies under the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan; and 

Mr. Zaur Shiriyev, Academy Fellow at Chatham House in London and Senior Research Fellow for 

the Caspian Energy Center at ADA University in Baku. 

 
2.   A brief review of the literature 

 
The academic literature examined relevant to the research question includes, in their 

respective order: the views, figures, and reports on the 2008-10 global economic crisis and analyses 

of the volatile nature of oil prices; papers and reports on the ‗resource curse‘ and ‗rentier state‘ 

theories; and finally, studies on sustainable economic development and sovereign wealth funds 

(SWFs), especially in hydrocarbon-rich transition economies. 

 
2.1.   The global economic crisis and volatility of the oil prices 

The 2008-10 global financial crisis led to the worst decline in world economic output since 

the Great Depression in 1929. The recent crisis slowed down the global trade of capital goods (Figure 

1) and commodities (Figure 2), and resulted in a sharp drop in global commodity prices (Figure 3), 

with energy prices among the worst affected (World Bank 2017a, 5 and 16). Both developed and 

developing countries, as well as major international organizations, responded quickly by taking some 

‗extraordinary‘ steps to ‗contain‘ the crisis (Jean-Claude 2009; Gelpern 2009, 495; International 

Monetary Fund 2016a). However, the recovery since then has remained limited (Economist 2013). 

The slow-down of GDP growth became worse in the economies of commodity exporters (Figure 4), 

especially since 2014, a process that led to consecutive rating downgrades for oil-exporting 

economies (Figure 5) (World Bank 2017a, 31). 
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Figure 1: Global capital goods trade and investment index (2000=100) 
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Figure 2: Global goods trade growth, year on year percent change 
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Historically commodity prices and oil prices, in particular, have been highly volatile (Figure 

3). The late twentieth century presents a number of examples. In 1973, when OPEC decided to initiate 

an embargo on Western oil importers following the Arab-Israeli war, oil prices climbed to the level 

of USD 35 per barrel (Jongsma 2014). Another collapse was registered in 1985-86. Between 1998 

and 2002, the price level fluctuated between as low as USD 12 and USD 30 per barrel (Davis, 

Ossowski & Fedelino 2003, 1). However, since the early 2000s, the global depletion of oil fields, 

combined with reduced overall costs and increasing demand from rapidly developing Asian countries, 

especially China, caused oil prices to climb higher and break historical records. This lasted until the 

2008-10 crisis (Jongsma 2014). 

During the global economic crisis crude oil prices decreased sharply and, after a  brief 

turbulent period, a phase of oil price recovery began and prices remained flat between USD 100 and 

USD 120 per barrel. Since September 2014, however, global crude prices have fallen below USD 100 

per barrel (Figure 10) (US Energy Information Administration 2017a). At the beginning of 2015, the 

price had already dropped below USD 50 per barrel and has not been able to recover to its previous 

levels since (Bloomberg LP 2017). 
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Figure 3: Commodity prices index, in nominal terms (2010=100) 
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The World Bank expects oil prices to remain at this lower level for the foreseeable future and 

speculates that the world has come to an end of the ‗commodity supercycle that began in the early 

2000s‘ (Baffes et al. 2015, 4). Several factors that might explain the latest fall in prices have been 

discussed in the literature. Firstly, global oil production has been increasing for some time as new 

technologies have been developed by the oil industry and with increasing production from 

unconventional sources such as shale, biofuels and oil sands (Baffes et al. 2015, 11-13). Demand, on 

the other hand, declined sharply after 2008-10, as a side-effect of the global economic crisis. 

Secondly, in and around oil-producing regions wars and political conflicts increased the level of 

uncertainty. Thirdly, the appreciation of the US dollar contributed to the decline in oil prices - the 

stronger the dollar becomes, the more expensive US oil exports become, which in turn decreases 

demand (Baffes et al. 2015, 14). Furthermore, during this era of surging oil prices, the attempt of 

OPEC to intervene in the oil price mechanism by controlling the supply (the organization controls 

around 40 percent of total world production) failed to achieve its desired aims (Baffes et al. 2015, 13- 

14). 

 
Figure 4: GDP growth, year-on-year percent change 
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In theory, a drop in oil prices leads to the transfer of income from the citizens of net oil- 

exporters to those of the net oil-importers. This is expected to cause global demand to increase in the 

medium-term as consumers in oil-importing countries tend to spend more, which can help global 

demand to recover in the medium-term. Further, a drop in oil prices reduces the tendency of the local 
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currency of the oil exporter to appreciate – this may boost exports, depending on the level of oil 

dependency. However, the oil exporter may encounter difficulties in securing external loans, as 

falling oil prices often lead to credit downgrades (Figure 5), which reduces investment levels. 

Consequently, the governments of oil-exporting economies are forced to cut spending (Baffes et al. 

2015, 22). 
 

Figure 5: Rating downgrades in 2016 
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Diversification of economic activity is an urgent priority for oil-exporting countries, in order 

to avoid the unintended consequences of oil price volatility and oil dependence. To achieve this 

diversification, both access to finance and the robustness of the financial system are critical. 

Resource-rich countries, however, tend to have under-developed financial sectors. A primary reason 

for this is that the oil companies and the oil industry constitute the biggest actors in the economy, and 

they do not usually rely on banking systems for financing needs. Further, oil exports may increase 

the level of GDP but they contribute less to domestic economic activity. Finally, as discussed below, 

oil rents usually have negative impacts on the economy in general (MacLeod 2014), as is explained 

by the ‗resource curse‘ and ‗rentier state‘ theories. 

 
2.2.   The resource curse and the rentier state theories 

Natural resources, especially oil and natural gas, have long been regarded as sources of wealth 

and prosperity. This was especially the case in the mid-1950s (Ross 1999, 301). However, the 

experience of oil exporting countries over the last 50-60 years showed that dependency on oil for 

economic growth might bring about significant risks to economic stability and sustainability (Kolstad 

& Wiig 2009, 5317). Empirical evidence indicates that an abundance of oil not only damages 

economic growth, but also it damages domestic taxation and tax efficiency (Crivelli & Gupta 2014, 

4-5) and the distribution of wealth among the population (Buccellato & Alessandrini 2009). The 

higher  the  level  of  oil-dependency  in  an  economy,  the  higher  the  possibility that  its  growth 

performance will be weaker than less oil-dependent countries (Hausmann & Rigobon 2003, 13; 

Sandbu 2006). The literature defines this phenomenon as the ‗resource curse‘ or the ‗paradox of 

plenty.‘ 

There are various explanations for the occurrence of the ‗resource curse.‘ Hausmann and 

Rigobon list three of them: The ‗Dutch disease‘ theory; the rent-seeking approach; and an explanation 

that depends on volatility. The authors question these three approaches and suggest an alternative, 

which claims that the poor economic performance of oil-dependent economies may stem from ‗an 

interaction between specialization and financial market imperfections‘ (2003, 16-19 and 22). Kolstad 

and Wiig employ a similar classification in three categories: ‗Dutch disease‘; patronage networks (i.e. 

a centralized political economy) and rent-seeking mechanisms (i.e. a de-centralized political 

economy) (2009, 5318). 
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There are other alternative approaches. Ross, for instance, focuses on three sets of 

explanations - societal, state-centered, and cognitive explanations. While the ‗cognitive explanation‘ 

is associated with the actions of politicians (as discussed further in this chapter), the ‗societal 

explanation‘ is based on the economic model of Latin American countries, namely import- 

substituting industrialization. The state-centered explanation is a mix of the cognitive and societal 

approaches and is closely related to rentier state theory, also discussed below (1999, 309-312). 

Another classification was formulated by Sandbu, who divides the explanations in the literature into 

two categories – on the one hand, the economic causes, and on the other the political causes of the 

resource curse. The economic explanation again centers on the ‗Dutch disease‘ approach, referring 

to a deterioration in the tradeable sector. Political-economic explanations in the literature usually refer 

to the spending of oil rents by the political elite, typically in a corrupt fashion or in a way that 

consolidates the power of the elite (2006, 1155). A third category that can be added to Sandbu‘s 

categorization may be the political explanation. Accordingly, the politicians that are already in power 

may use resource revenues to create more ‗clients‘ by employing more and more individuals in the 

run-up to elections (Robinson, Torvik & Verdier 2014). This latter has been dubbed ‗Nigerian 

disease,‘ whereby the absence of an appropriate institutional framework may lead to the inefficient 

allocation of resource rents by politicians (Williams 2010, 490; Ross 1999; Kolstad & Wiig 2009, 

5320). This situation is usually exacerbated by a lack of transparency and accountability in the 

political system and government mechanisms, as well as by weaknesses in the institutional framework 

of the country. 

In parallel to the political approach to the resource curse, another explanation centers upon 

the ‗rentier state‘ theory. This theory was developed on the basis of the experience of Iran and the 

Arab states in the Middle East (Beblawi & Luciani 2016). According to this approach, a dependence 

on oil rents results in the inefficient functioning of the economy and a deterioration in the level of 

social development, by establishing a corrupt network around the political elite. Further, as oil 

revenues increase the tax burden for the population may decrease, which leads to a deterioration in 

democratic participation (Bagaji et al. 2011, 35-36). 

Williams finds that resource-rich countries, in general, lack transparent and accountable 

institutions and that this situation has a direct relationship with resource revenues (2010, 491 and 

499). The findings of Arezki and Brückner support this argument. Accordingly, there is a strong 

causality between an increase in oil rents, a decrease in the levels of democracy, and an increase in 

levels of corruption (2009). Some authors recommend either reducing the volatility or lowering the 

level of government spending to avoid the adverse impacts of oil abundance (Davis, Ossowski & 

Fedelino 2003, 4). Sandbu has a more comprehensive proposal - a system of ‗National Wealth 

Accounts‘, in which the natural resource rents would be ‗paid directly to the public.‘ Under this 

proposal, the state may impose taxes on these incomes in order to increase state revenues (2006, 

1166). Segal made a similar proposal, which he refers to as the ‗resource dividend,‘ and argues if all 

developing countries applied this scheme, global poverty would decrease significantly (2011). 

Some authors take a critical approach toward the traditional resource curse literature. Jones 

Luong and Weinthal focus on the ownership structure of natural resources, which they argue can 

determine whether hydrocarbon-rich countries are ‗cursed‘ or not (2011, 6). The authors define four 

types of ownership structure: state ownership with control; state ownership without control; private 

domestic ownership; and private foreign ownership‘ (7). They argue that the first of these ‗types‘ is 

often associated with the resource curse in the literature, and yet the other types are often ignored. 

They also find that the ‗private domestic ownership‘ type is the most suitable for avoiding the 

resource curse (299). According to this classification, Azerbaijan‘s ownership structure corresponds 

to ‗state ownership without control.‘ In this respect, Azerbaijan diverges from other Soviet successor 

states as, since independence, it has not embraced ‗state ownership with control‘ as an ownership 

structure (219). 
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2.3.   Sustainable Economic Development and Oil Funds 

One feature of hydrocarbon-rich countries are the sovereign wealth funds (SWFs), or oil 

funds, in which direct or indirect oil revenues are allowed to accumulate. The main motivation behind 

these is the understanding that oil resources may one day become depleted completely (Davis, 

Ossowski, Daniel et al. 2003, 274). Especially under circumstances of volatile oil prices, when 

governments have to respond by reducing spending, increasing revenues or increasing borrowing to 

overcome the price shocks, the importance of these funds increases (Kalyuzhnova 2006, 586). The 

SWFs may be designed with a number of objectives in mind. According to the IMF‘s classification, 

there are five types: 1) ‗stabilisation funds‘, to guard against oil price fluctuations; 2) ‗saving funds‘ 

that accumulate wealth for future generations; 3) ‗reserve investment corporations‘; 4) ‗development 

funds‘ that aim to support social development projects and infrastructure; and 5) ‗contingent pension 

reserve funds‘ (IMF 2008, 5). A primary concern in the functioning of these funds is ‗rent-seeking 

and corruption‘ (Kalyuzhnova 2006, 590). This is closely related to the rentier state theory discussed 

above. 

The literature on the SWFs discusses various aspects of these institutions. First of all, because 

the funds may contribute to an increase in the real effective exchange rate and exacerbate the impacts 

of the Dutch disease, some funds invest abroad. While this may be a solution for reducing the effects 

of the Dutch disease, it also reduces the level of domestic investments, as the World Bank has 

highlighted (Gill et al. 2014, 21). Secondly, the aim of these funds is also subject to debate in the 

literature. For instance, the question of whether the money accumulated in the fund is to be used for 

future generations, or is it to be invested in infrastructure projects for future development. Thirdly, 

the issue of transparency and  good  governance, especially in developing countries with weak 

institutional frameworks, are further sources of concern (Davis, Ossowski, Daniel et al. 200, 288; 

Bagattini 2011). In such countries, the transparency and accountability of the SWFs are usually more 

important than the accountability of general government spending (Aizenman & Glick 2008). 

In the oil-exporting countries of the former Soviet Union, governments have had to diversify 

the structure of the economy in order to avoid the lack of sustainability engendered by oil dependence. 

This is especially tough considering the inherent inefficiency in the businesses and industries of many 

of these countries (Wakemann-Linn, Mathieu & Selm 2003, 349-350), as well as the Soviet legacy 

of the institutionalized political-economic networks (Sakal 2015). As is explored in the following 

section, the example of Azerbaijan corresponds well to some of the theoretical discussions and is a 

good case for testing both the adverse effects of oil-dependence and the consequences of possible 

policy responses to the latter. 

 
3.   Key findings of the research 

 
This section discusses the main findings of the paper. After a short historical account of oil 

development in Azerbaijan, the paper analyses the impact of the 2008-10 crisis and the current 

situation of the oil industry in the country. Afterwards, the paper will explore the role of the State Oil 

Fund of Azerbaijan (SOFAZ) amid ongoing debates over transparency and accountability. 

 
3.1.  The historical background of oil development in Azerbaijan 

Azerbaijan hosts the oldest known sites of oil production in the world. In the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries in Baku, there were pits that were ‗dug by hand‘ (Yergin 2011, 52), yet compared 

to mass oil production in the twentieth century, these wells had only minor commercial importance. 

By 1830 some 116 of these wells were actively producing nearly four thousand tons of oil per year. 

Mass oil production in Azerbaijan began with the first recorded drill in 1848, built by Russian 

engineer Semyenov on the Absheron Peninsula (Narimanov & Palaz 1995). The world‘s first offshore 

well was also launched in Azerbaijan, in the shallow waters near the capital of Baku (Narimanov & 

Palaz 1995). The potential of Azerbaijan would soon attract global entrepreneurs to the Azerbaijani 

territory. 
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Producing rifles and ammunition for the tsarist armies in the 1870s, the Nobel family was 

actively conducting business in Russia at this time. In 1875, Ludwig Nobel purchased a number oil- 

rich fields from the Tiflis Society, and three years later they established the Nobel Brothers Petroleum 

Production Company (Avdaliani 2017; Mirzayeva 2013). At that time, John Rockefeller‘s Standard 

Oil Company was the biggest player in the global oil business (Frantz 2001). However, the Nobel 

family was a challenge to its dominance, especially thanks to the support of the Russian government. 

With heavy investments and efforts during the early 1880s, daily oil production in Baku reached more 

than 650,000 tons, which accounted for over 15 percent of total global production as of 1881. This 

figure would reach 11 million tons, or half of the global oil production, at the beginning of the 

twentieth century (Narimanov & Palaz 1995; Frantz 2001). By 1910, major oil companies, such as 

Royal Dutch Shell and the Russian General Oil Society, joined the Nobel Brothers in becoming 

involved in Azerbaijan‘s oil business (Jones Luong & Weinthal 2011, 221). 

Before the First World War, Baku was a major oil supplier to the rest of the world and Europe 

was the main consumer of Azerbaijan‘s oil (Goldman 1975, 129). Numerous foreign entrepreneurs 

drilled oil in Azerbaijan and contributed to the development of the Azerbaijani oil sector up until 

1920 when the Bolshevik armies invaded Baku and nationalized the oil industry. After the 1920s, 

Soviet-era drilling technologies were employed to develop the oilfields. In 1929, the Azerbaijan 

Scientific Research Institute on Oil Processing was established (known as the Institute of 

Petrochemical Processes of the National Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan after the 1950s) with 

the aim of increasing the level of expertise in oil extraction and other related industries (Mir-Babayev 

2003). 

As of 1940, oil production in Azerbaijan exceeded 22 million tons, and during the Second 

World War, Azerbaijan supplied almost two-thirds of the oil necessary for the functioning of the Red 

Army (Bagirov 1996). However, the war damaged the oil industry in the Soviet Union in general. 

During the Cold War, Europeans sought to punish the Soviet Union by halting oil purchases. As a 

result, Moscow was forced to find new markets in the developing world (Goldman 1975, 129). 

Azerbaijani oil production, in particular, was impacted by the Second World War and production 

slightly decreased. However, it remained around 21 million tons until the 1970s, when most of the 

onshore deposits began to be depleted. The discovery of oil in other parts of the Soviet Union, notably 

in Siberia and Kazakhstan, decreased the importance of Azerbaijani oil and investment levels dropped 

over the 1970s and 1980s (Bagirov 1996). The final years of the Soviet Union and the breakup process 

further damaged oil production capacities in Azerbaijan (Wakemann-Linn, Mathieu & Selm 2003, 

341). 

Post-Soviet Azerbaijan‘s internal political economic and external diplomatic relations have 

been closely linked to developments in the energy sector (Tanrisever 2002, 119-120). Following 

independence, Azerbaijan has stood out among the former Soviet states as the country with the 

highest number of production sharing agreements (PSAs) signed with foreign investors (Jones Luong 

& Weinthal 2011, 222). In late 1994, Heydar Aliyev signed the so-called ‗Contract of the Century‘ 

with a Western oil consortium, according to which the eleven signatories would invest USD 7.4 

billion in Azerbaijan‘s oil and gas industry over a period of 30 years. Furthermore, the contract 

obliged the consortium participants to invest in ‗public health, safety, and environmental protection,‘ 

along with other social responsibility expenditures (Jones Luong & Weinthal 2011, 223). The 

consortium would develop the largest oilfields in the country – the Azeri, Chirag, and Gunashli fields 

(ACG). Azerbaijan‘s state oil company SOCAR was the major shareholder, with 20 percent of the 

shares, followed by the UK‘s BP, American Amoco and Russian Lukoil, among others with less than 

10 percent shares (SOCAR 2017; Sagheb & Javadi 1994). As discussed below, the shares of the firms 

in the consortium later changed. Before the expiration date of the contract, at the end of 2016, SOCAR 

and BP signed an agreement to extend the oil deal until 2050, despite pressures and protests from 

another member of the consortium, ExxonMobil, which sought to increase its share in the contract 

(Zhdannikov 2016). 
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In his 2003 inauguration speech, Ilham Aliyev referred to the Contract of the Century in the 

following way: 

 
Oil strategy is the core of the economy. Of course, the main direction of the Azerbaijani 

economy is to implement into life its oil strategy. The new oil strategy launched by Heydar 

Aliyev in 1994, has brought great success to Azerbaijan. With the signature of the ―Contract 

of the Century‖ in 1994, this strategy is being conducted for nine years. As a result of this, 

Azerbaijan is effectively exporting its oil and gas reserves to the world market. Azerbaijan is 

successfully cooperating with foreign companies in its own sector of the Caspian Sea. Ten 

billion dollars of investment have been made in the oil industry of Azerbaijan. Tens of 

thousands of new jobs have been opened. A new infrastructure has been set up. Drilling rigs, 

platforms, oil pipelines, oil terminals and other infrastructure very important for our country 

have been created within a short time. 

 
It is indeed true that the contracts signed with international oil companies, and the inflow of capital, 

contributed to the increase in oil revenues and economic growth in the early 2000s, and the prospects 

were positive (Kochan 2006). However, the 2008-10 crisis and the subsequent decline in oil prices 

severely damaged the economy and affected oil rents, as discussed in the next section. 

 
3.2.   The crisis and the current situation of the oil industry in Azerbaijan 

The 2008-10 global economic crisis led to a sudden collapse in commodity prices (Figure 4), 

including oil prices (Figure 10). After the crisis, oil prices increased for some time. However, in 2014, 

they declined sharply. This low oil price environment had an adverse impact on all oil producers and 

exporters. However, Azerbaijan has a number of specific vulnerabilities to these lower prices. 

Firstly, Azerbaijan needs high levels of foreign investment in its oil sector for further growth. 

According to reports by experts in the field, most of the oil and gas fields in Azerbaijan were depleted 

sooner than expected. Although Azerbaijan still has a great potential for new oil discoveries both 

onshore and offshore, developing these oil fields is costly and necessitates advanced technology and 

intense investment (Business Monitor International 2016, 7). The lack of rigs for deep sea drilling, in 

particular, is a major obstacle for further development (Business Monitor International 2016, 12). As 

seen in Figure 6, Azerbaijan crude oil production peaked in 2010 and has since declined. Unless new 

discoveries and developments are made, this trend is set to continue. 

 
Figure 6: Crude oil, NGPL, and other liquids production in Azerbaijan (thousand barrels per day) 
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Source: US Energy Information Administration 2015 

 
On  the  other  hand,  there  have  been  some  positive  developments  for  new  discoveries, 

especially in the late 2000s. SOCAR signed an exploration, development, and production sharing 
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agreement (PSA) in early 2009 with French Total (40 percent share) and Gaz de France Suez (20 

percent share). Consequently, exploratory drilling began in 2011 and is underway in the Absheron 

offshore oil field (SOCAR 2017a). Again in 2009, exploration works commenced in the Bulla-Deniz 

Area, which were completed in 2011 (SOCAR 2017c). In 2010, using its own resources, SOCAR 

discovered the Umid gas condensate field in the Caspian Sea (SOCAR 2017e). 

As stated above, the Azerbaijani economy is dependent on oil production and exports. The 

share of oil production in GDP, as well as the share of oil exports in total merchandise exports, are 

considerably high in Azerbaijan. This is the case in comparison to other oil exporters in the region, 

as well as in comparison to the other former Soviet states (Baffes et al. 2015, 29; Natural Resource 

Governance Institute 2011). According to the IMF, the fiscal and external break-even oil price for 

Azerbaijan in 2014 was around USD 70 per barrel (Figure 7). Although these figures decreased in 

2015 and 2016 (estimates) (IMF 2016b), analysts expect a downward trend in oil export revenues in 

the medium and longer term (Business Monitor International 2016, 31). Consequently, the 

government will be forced to adjust spending and increase savings. 
 

Figure 7: Break-even oil price for Azerbaijan, US dollars per barrel 
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Source: International Monetary Fund 2016. 

 
Most of Azerbaijan‘s oil flows through pipelines to export destinations. The highest-capacity 

pipeline that exports Azeri oil is the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline, with a capacity of 1.2 

million barrels per day (bpd). There are two further pipelines, the Baku-Novorossiysk and the Baku- 

Supsa pipelines, each with a capacity of 100,000 bpd (Business Monitor International 2016, 52). 

Furthermore, total production depends heavily on the ACG fields, the largest oil field in Azerbaijan‘s 

uncontested waters in the Caspian Sea, around 100 kilometers east of Baku (BP Azerbaijan 2017). 

The field is owned by AIOC, a consortium of nine companies and the successor of the Western Oil 

Consortium - BP has 35.8 percent of the shares and SOCAR 11.6 percent; Inpex, Statoil, ExxonMobil, 

TPAO,  Itochu and ONGC Videsh have varying amounts of smaller shares  (Business Monitor 

International 2016, 56). This field produces about 80 percent of total crude petroleum in Azerbaijan. 

However, production declined by 1.2 percent in 2014, and 0.8 percent in 2015 (Business Monitor 

International 2016, 16). In general, oil production is expected to decline sharply after 2020 (Figure). 

Further PSAs signed by the state-owned SOCAR are for the offshore fields in Absheron (with 

Total and Gaz de France Suez), Bahar Gum Deniz (with Bahar Energy Limited), Shafag Asiman 

(with BP Exploration), and Shah Deniz (with BP, Azerbaijan Statoil, Total, Lukoil, Nico, Azerbaijan 

Shah Deniz  Ltd, TPAO) (SOCAR 2017d). The revenues  from oil production and exports are 

accumulated in the state oil fund of Azerbaijan (SOFAZ), as discussed in the next section. 

3.3.   The oil fund of Azerbaijan and the issue of transparency 

SOFAZ was established in 1999 by a presidential decree of Heydar Aliyev (Jones Luong & 

Weinthal 2011, 239). The declared objectives of SOFAZ are the stabilization of the economy against 
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fluctuations in the oil price and saving for future generations. In addition, SOFAZ has a further goal 

of diversification for sustainable economic development. To mitigate the effects of Dutch Disease, 

SOFAZ buys foreign high-rated assets and softens the real exchange rate appreciation (MacLeod 

2014). It also spends part of the oil revenues it collects on social responsibility and infrastructure 

projects that serve the non-oil sector (MacLeod 2014).   Ilham Aliyev announced the motivation 

behind the founding of the SOFAZ as follows: 

 
Oil incomes serve the people, it is an integral part of the oil strategy. Oil incomes should 

effectively serve the Azerbaijani people. With this aim, the State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan has 

been set up. The creation of this Oil Fund is a very significant event in the modern history of 

Azerbaijan. This fund meets all the international standards and its activity is transparent. The 

International financial organizations highly appreciate its activities. At present, 800 million 

dollars have been accumulated in the Oil Fund. It belongs to the people. For this reason, the 

public is constantly informed on the activities of the Oil Fund. Each citizen should know the 

amount of the currency reserves of his country how they are spent (Aliyev 2003). 

 
SOFAZ also has objectives for fiscal discipline. Firstly, it serves to discourage excessive spending - 

this is made possible by establishing presidential control over the fund (Wakemann-Linn, Mathieu & 

Selm 2003, 350-351). Secondly, it acts as a barrier to the transfer of oil revenues to the government 

budget (Wakemann-Linn, Mathieu & Selm 2003, 342-347). SOFAZ has a separate budget from the 

government, which is consolidated and approved by the president. The fund is also subject to external 

auditing (Wakemann-Linn, Mathieu & Selm 2003, 353). 

The auditing process is a positive step towards transparency and good governance. SOFAZ 

has taken additional steps toward greater transparency by publishing annual reports online and 

organizing press conferences. Since 2003 SOFAZ has also been involved in the Extractive Industries 

Transparency Initiative (EITI), which obliges SOFAZ to submit a report of revenues for international 

auditing by accounting firms (Jones Luong & Weinthal 2011, 240). 

On the other hand, some scholars have doubts about the transparency and accountability of 

Azerbaijan‘s SWF (Jones Luong & Weinthal 2011, 240-242). The findings of the Natural Resource 

Governance Institute (NRGI) support this view – in 2011 Azerbaijan got a ‗weak‘ score for its 

revenue governance performance. The report cites ‗a lack of comprehensive information on the 

licensing process, contracts, exploration, and the rules governing transfers from SOFAZ‘ (Natural 

Resource Governance Institute 2011). Finally, and most importantly, in April 2015 Azerbaijan 

became the first country to be downgraded from ―compliant‖ to ―candidate‖ status in the EITI. The 

country‘s  membership  was  suspended  in  March  2017  ‗because  the  country lacks  an  enabling 

environment for civil  society,  a violation  of the initiative‘s requirements  on  multi-stakeholder 

engagement and its civil society protocol.‘ Following the suspension, Azerbaijan entirely withdrew 

from the initiative (Natural Resource Governance Institute 2011). The withdrawal has a clear negative 

impact on Azerbaijan‘s reputation for oil revenue governance and transparency. 

On the other hand, as SOFAZ announced in March 2017, Azerbaijan has thus far contributed 

considerably to the activities of the EITI and has successfully implemented the standards and the 

requirements of the initiative. SOFAZ argues that there are other considerations involved in the 

agenda of the EITI, promoted by various advocacy groups. According to the statement of SOFAZ, 

such issues deviate the EITI from its ‗original mission and objectives‘ (SOFAZ 2017) and that it is 

in the interest of both the EITI and the government of Azerbaijan to sustain their relationship in the 

future. 

This section has illustrated the declining trend of oil production in Azerbaijan and the 

difficulties of developing new fields. This has taken place amid concerns of falling oil prices and 

under circumstances of heavy economic dependence on the oil industry. The section also takes into 

consideration the situation of the state oil fund and the endeavors of transparency and good 

governance. The next section begins with a political economic analysis of Azerbaijan and describes 
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the strategies and discourses of Azerbaijani policy makers before and during the crisis. It concludes 

with a discussion about the future of the Azerbaijani economy and outlines potential strategies for 

sustainable development. 

 
4.   A political economic analysis 

 
The sharp decline in global energy prices has had considerable implications for Azerbaijan‘s 

economy (Figure 8) and its energy cooperation with neighboring states around the South Caucasus. 

The decline in global energy prices has hit Azerbaijan‘s economy hard. As a consequence, the 

Azerbaijani Manat was devalued twice in 2015 – once at the beginning of the year and once again at 

the end. Since there is usually a correlation between economic problems and political unrest, the 

Azerbaijani authorities are very likely to prioritize political stability in the country as long as 

economic problems continue to affect the well-being of ordinary people. 

Azerbaijan is also likely to be keen on implementing the Trans-Anatolian Natural Gas Pipeline 

(TANAP) project in order to increase its natural gas exports to European energy markets and to 

counterbalance the hegemonic pressures of the Russian-controlled the Eurasian Economic Union in 

the post-Soviet space, including the South Caucasus and the Caspian Sea regions (Tanrisever 2015, 

44-64). With this in mind, the trilateral cooperation between Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey is very 

likely to continue in the foreseeable future. In this context, the status of Georgia and Turkey as energy 

transit countries makes them essential partners for the realization of Azerbaijan‘s strategy of gaining 

access to European energy markets. The major challenge for this trilateral partnership could be a 

delay in the implementation of the TANAP project. This could have the effect of deepening the 

economic crisis in both the Azerbaijani and Georgian economies, and could create risks for Turkey‘s 

energy supply security if the crisis between Ankara and Moscow (such as that which followed the 

downing of the Russian jet fighter - see BBC News 2015) were to affect existing energy projects such 

as the Western Route and the Blue Stream pipeline. This is why in December 2015 Azerbaijani and 

Turkish authorities agreed to accelerate the implementation of TANAP project (Hürriyet Daily News 

2015). 
 

Figure 8: Economic developments in Azerbaijan 
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Source: World Bank 2017. 

 
It is important to note that the energy sector is crucial not only for Azerbaijan‘s economy but 

also for its domestic politics and foreign policy agenda (Tanrisever 2015, 115). The existence of very 

rich hydro-carbon resources in Azerbaijan plays a key role in sustaining a considerable degree of 

political stability and in exerting its regional and international influence considerably. The main 

prerequisite of these domestic and international policy objectives seems to be the continuity of high 

prices for these hydro-carbon resources at international markets. Since 2014 however, prices of the 
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hydro-carbon resources tend to decline dramatically due to a combination of unexpected shifts both 

inside and outside the global energy markets (IMG 2015b, 3). 

 
Figure 9: GDP and oil rents, current prices, billion USD 
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Sources: World Bank databank 2017; International Monetary Fund 2016. 

 
As global prices for oil and natural gas have begun to decline sharply since early 2015 most 

energy-rich countries have started to experience the real negative economic consequences (IMF 

2015b, 3). However, it should be noted that not all energy-rich countries have suffered from declining 

energy prices with the same level of severity. Those countries which are less vulnerable to the 

declining prices fall into two groups. The first group covers those countries which are able to maintain 

a high level of oil and natural gas production even at very low energy price levels due to their very 

low production costs, such as the US and Saudi Arabia. The second group includes those countries 

whose economic systems are not over-dependent on revenues from energy exports, such as Norway 

and Canada. Azerbaijan belongs to neither of these groups of countries, as discussed in the previous 

section (Tanrisever 2015, 115). 

The case of Azerbaijan demonstrates its own unique characteristics, differentiating it from 

other energy-rich countries in a few significant ways. Azerbaijan‘s energy sector seems to have been 

experiencing significant economic and financial challenges. In addition, Azerbaijan‘s production 

costs are very high, particularly at its ageing oil and natural gas production areas. Also, as 

Azerbaijan‘s economy is overwhelmingly dependent on revenues from oil and natural gas exports 

(Figure 9), this over-dependence on the energy sector prevents Baku from taking effective economic 

measures in order to compensate for the negative impact of falling energy prices in the short term 

(CESD 2016). The monetary authorities, on the other hand, have occasionally tried to mitigate the 

impact of recent developments by taking some radical steps (Tanrisever 2015, 115-116). These steps 

will be discussed in detail in the following section. 

 
4.1.   Azerbaijan‟s monetary policy response to the oil price shock 

Azerbaijan‘s banking sector recorded rapid growth figures thanks to easily available foreign 

borrowing prior to the 2008-10 financial crisis (MacLeod 2010). Despite this, Azerbaijan still has a 

relatively small, and very much state-dominated, financial system. Foreign borrowing has had 

negative impacts on the robustness of the financial mechanism, causing capital outflow and a loss of 

confidence. Yet the overall low level of integration with the international financial system limited the 

vulnerability of the banking sector to a significant degree during the financial crisis (MacLeod 2010). 

In order to cope with adverse impacts of falling energy prices on global markets (Figure), in 

February 2015 the Central Bank of the Republic of Azerbaijan (CBAR) devalued the Manat by 25.7 

percent vis-à-vis the USD. In December 2015, another devaluation followed this time by 32.3 percent 

(IMF 2015a, 2), making the Manat the ‗worst performing currency‘ of the year (Hasanov 2017, 3). 
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Baku‘s sharp devaluation of the Manat shocked ordinary Azerbaijanis as well as domestic and 

international investors in Azerbaijan, because such a development was somewhat unexpected (Radio 

Free Europe / Radio Liberty 2015), given that the CBAR had earlier promised stability in the 

exchange rate. After this unexpected move from the CBAR, the demand for US dollars among 

residents of Azerbaijan increased, amid expectations of further devaluations (Farchy 2015). In order 

to ease the pressure on the currency and limit the diminishing of the CBAR reserves (World Bank 

2017a, 100), the foreign exchange regime was changed to ‗managed floating‘ at the end of 2015 

(Hasanov 2017, 4). The Manat supply was limited, and interest rates were hiked to 15 percent at the 

end of 2016, following the devaluations. These steps have had some negative impacts on domestic 

economic activity (Hasanov 2017, 8-9). 

 
Figure 10: Price of oil, Europe Brent spot price FOB, US dollars per barrel 
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Source: US Energy Information Administration, 2017. 

 
On the other hand, the Azerbaijani government has responded to the economic crisis by taking 

two important steps. Firstly, Baku decided to privatize some public assets with the goal of increasing 

state budget revenues from the non-energy sectors of the economy. In addition to this privatization 

program, the Azerbaijani government has also stepped up its anti-corruption measures, in order to 

minimise the amount of public money used for accumulating private wealth (Tanrisever 2015, 116). 

According to Vugar Bayramov, this measure has also served to significantly increase the level of 

professionalism  in  Azerbaijan‘s  public administration  (Bayramov  2016).  The impacts  of these 

measures on the real economy will be discussed in the following section. 

 
4.2.    The crisis, the real economy, and the discourse of the government 

Because the Azerbaijani economy has a low level of integration into the world economy, the 

direct impact of the financial crisis was limited. One significant development for Azerbaijan 

following the crisis was that access to international borrowing became more difficult as compared to 

the pre-crisis period. This affected the level of investment, which is crucial for developing economies. 

However, the real impact came later, with the combination of oil dependency and a decrease in oil 

prices (MacLeod 2008). In the aftermath of the crisis, when oil prices fell in 2014, the economy of 

Azerbaijan contracted and inflation rose steadily. National income per capita decreased nearly by half 

(Christian Science Monitor 2016), and the current account recorded a deficit of around USD 5 billion 

(Hasanov 2017, 7). 

Over the pre-crisis period, the Azerbaijan government increased investment in infrastructure 

in order to support diversification. While the continuation of such diversification endeavors is a 

positive signal for economic actors, the deterioration in the economies of Azerbaijan‘s major trading 

partners (especially Russia, also due to falling oil prices) has had a negative impact on Azerbaijan‘s 
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economy. The fiscal deficit (excluding oil revenues) climbed to 40 percent of GDP in 2008. This 

situation increased inflationary pressure on the monetary system (MacLeod 2008). 

 
Figure 11: Oil rents, percent of GDP 
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Source: World Bank, 2017, databank. 

 
In the pre-crisis period, the oil rents of the government climbed to reach 40 percent of GDP 

in 2007 (Figure). They were forecast to account for nearly two-thirds of the government‘s 2009 

budget revenues, with the assumption that oil prices would average around USD 70 per barrel 

(MacLeod 2008). However, at the end of 2008, the spot price of Europe Brent oil dropped sharply 

below USD 40 per barrel (Figure0) (US Energy Information Administration 2017a). 

According to the World Bank, the crisis in the Azerbaijan economy stemming from the decline 

in oil prices eased somewhat over 2016, with some damage to the construction sector (World Bank 

2017a, 100). On the other hand, for the negative consequences of the crisis and the resulting oil price 

drop to be offset comprehensively, some fundamental steps must be taken with a view to 

accomplishing the aim of diversification. Ultimately, diversification is a process that ‗requires a very 

complex set of reforms with political implications‘ (Anonymous expert (1). 2017. Personal 

communication, March 29). 

In general, it seems that the Azerbaijan government diagnosed the problems appropriately. 

For example, Ilham Aliyev argued in 2009 that the impact of the crisis on the Azerbaijani economy 

remained limited. As discussed earlier, Azerbaijan has a low level of integration with the world 

economic system, and this softened the potentially damaging impact of the global financial crisis on 

the economy. He further asserted that ―[t]hanks to the government‘s successful measures, the impact 

of the crisis on Azerbaijan‘s economy was insignificant‖ (Interfax: Russia and CIS Presidential 

Bulletin 2009). Another comment from Aliyev referred to Azerbaijan‘s oil dependence. Below are 

his words from 2009: 
 

Azerbaijan has great economic potential and is set to reduce its dependency on the energy 

sector by developing the non-oil sector. It was a great test, an exam for us to distribute our 

proceeds [from the energy sector], and time has shown that we handled this wisely. The oil 

and gas profits were used in the real economic sector, infrastructure, healthcare, education, 

culture. Oil profits were also fairly distributed among the population to ensure the 

transparency of this process (Interfax: Russia and CIS Presidential Bulletin 2009). 

 
In parallel, the government of Azerbaijan took some other measures. In 2012, a series of plans for 

development up to the year 2020 was approved which emphasize the development of the non-oil 

sector (President of Azerbaijan 2012). On the other hand, there remains a great deal of work to do. In 
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January 2016, Aliyev spoke at a conference and promised economic reforms. Commenting on the 

drop in oil prices and its consequences for the Azerbaijan economy, he said that: 
 

The four-fold fall in the oil price and the 100 percent devaluation of the currencies of the 

neighboring countries did not allow us to keep stable the exchange rate of the manat. However, 

we have to take into account that we live in the conditions of a market economy. Social 

policies and deep economic reforms will allow us to emerge successfully from this situation 

as well. The year 2016 has to be and will be the year of deep economic reforms. Additional 

directives and orders will be signed to strengthen our economy (BBC Monitoring Central Asia 

2016). 

 
A number of further steps were also taken. On 18 January 2016, Aliyev passed a decree promoting 

investments, particularly in the non-oil sector i.e. agriculture, construction, tourism, transportation, 

education, etc. (Bagirov, O. Personal communication, 30 March 2017; Anonymous expert (2). 2017. 

Personal communication, March 29). In March 2016, another decree on the promotion of exports of 

non-oil products was published (Anonymous expert (2). 2017. Personal communication, March 29). 

Since then, there have been a number of developments which may prove to be opportunities 

for the Azerbaijani economy in the future - the slight increase in oil prices, a tendency towards an 

easing of the recession in Russia, and the resolution of some political conflicts in the region (between 

Turkey and Russia). Under these circumstances investment in renewable energy, for example, is a 

viable option for Azerbaijan. The following section focuses on the diversification efforts promoted 

by Azerbaijani authorities by focussing on the renewable energy industry. 

 
4.3.   Renewable energy as part of Azerbaijan‟s sustainable development strategy 

As oil becomes cheaper and harder to extract, and amid growing concerns about global 

demand conditions and uncertainties, Azerbaijan is seeking ways of recovering from this crisis. One 

appropriate solution for its economic and developmental problems would be, as this chapter suggests, 

investing in renewable energy. 

UN data indicate that the percentage of renewables in total final energy consumption has 

surged globally in recent times (according to International Energy Agency, hydroelectricity accounts 

for 85% of the world‘s total renewable electricity generation) (International Energy Agency 2012). 

Developing economies are the source of most of this demand, yet the share of the developed world 

has also recently increased (Figure). These data serve as evidence of a greater emphasis in developed 

countries on the necessity of renewable energy production for sustainable economic development. 

 
Figure 12: Renewable energy share in total final energy consumption 
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Renewable energy resources have received greater and greater investments over the last 

decade. China has emerged as a pioneer in hydro-electric power generation, with its 311 gigawatts of 

installed hydro-electric capacity and 1,064 terawatt-hours of annual production, exceeding one- 

quarter of total world production as of 2014 (IEA 2016, 19). A report by the International Renewable 

Energy Agency (IREA) shows that hydro-electricity is among the cheapest technologies for 

electricity generation. According to the report, the ‗levelised cost of electricity may be as low as 5 

cents per kilowatt-hour on average (IREA 2015). 

Azerbaijan has a great opportunity for diversifying its economy by making use of its non-oil 

resources (Bagirov, O. Personal communication, 30 March 2017). It has the potential to install more 

than 120,000 megawatts of renewable energy power plants. Most of this comes from solar 

photovoltaic panels, with 115,200 megawatts of capacity. Wind power accounts for 4,500 megawatts, 

biomass 1,500 megawatts and small-scale hydro has 400 megawatts of latent capacity (UNDP 2012). 

In October 2004, the State Program on the Use of Alternative and Renewable Energy Sources was 

announced. Wind energy was the primary focus of the program – it is estimated that Azerbaijan has 

a capacity of 800 megawatts (IEA 2013). As a step towards increasing renewable power generation, 

in 2009 the State Agency on Alternative and Renewable Energy (Alternativ və Bərpa Olunan Enerji 

Mənbələri üzrə Dövlət Agentliyi) was established under the Ministry of Industry and Energy (East 

Invest 2011). The ‗Azerbaijan 2020: Look into the Future‘ development program also emphasized 

renewable energy investments and development (President of Azerbaijan 2012). The country aims to 

increase the share of renewables in total power generation to around 20 percent by 2020, with a total 

of USD 7 billion of investment (Shiriyev, Z. 2017. Personal communication, March 29; East Invest 

2011). 

By the end of 2014, around USD 127 million had been invested in renewable energy in 

Azerbaijan (Wind Energy and Electric Vehicle Review 2014). A primary motivation behind the focus 

on renewables is the possibility of boosting oil exports by producing domestic electricity form non- 

oil resources. According to the Ministry of Industry and Energy, around 1 million tons of oil can be 

saved following the successful installation of the wind power plants foreseen by the State Program, 

and 0.85 million tons following the installation of solar power plants (Azerbaijan Republic Ministry 

of Industry and Energy, n.d.). Among the major wind power projects are ‗Yeni  Yashma‘ (50 

megawatts capacity), ‗Wind Island-1‘ (198 megawatts capacity), and ‗Absheron‘ (80 megawatts 

capacity) (Abbasova 2016). Jamil Melikov, the head of the State Agency, stated in 2015 that: 

 
[Developing renewable energy] requires high-tech solutions, and Azerbaijan is going to 

gradually introduce them. Achieving this goal we will increase the country‘s export potential. 

[…] In particular, Azerbaijan will be able to send more hydrocarbons for export, reducing 

domestic consumption. It is also paramount from the environmental point of view (cited in 

Vorotnikov 2015). 

 
This emphasis on renewable energy is a significant step toward diversification and may be an 

appropriate strategy for managing the crisis and mitigating its impacts. The new jobs created by 

renewable energy investments, and the supply of domestic energy demand from non-oil resources, 

are positive moves towards a sustainable development strategy for the Azerbaijani economy in future. 

The following section discusses the prospects for Azerbaijan‘s economic development from the 

perspective of the global economy. 

 
4.4.   Prospects for Azerbaijan‟s economic development and the cycles in global energy markets 

In 2016, average economic growth in the Europe and Central Asia region increased from 0.5 
percent to 1.2 percent compared to the previous year. The slight increase in oil prices and the easing 

of the Russian recession contributed to this increase. The World Bank foresees regional growth to 

increase to an average of 2.7 percent in the medium term, between 2017 and 2019. The negative 

impact on the Azerbaijani economy of the fall in oil prices will also be lessened over this period. 
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However, the risk of yet another drop in oil prices remains in the medium term (World Bank 2017a, 

99-102). 

 
Figure 13: Prospects for regional growth and the Azerbaijani economy 

 

4,00 

3,00 

2,00 

1,00 

0,00 

-1,00 

-2,00 

-3,00 

-4,00 

2014                   2015                  2016e                 2017f                 2018f                 2019f 
 

Europe and Central Asia        South Caucasus        Azerbaijan 
 

Source: World Bank, 2017. 

Note: (e: estimate, f: forecast) 

 
In general, the World Bank estimates and forecasts for economic growth in Azerbaijan are 

lower than the regional growth prospects for Europe, Central Asia and the South Caucasus (Figure 

13). In the short-term, the NYMEX futures prices remain below USD 60 per barrel, and neither does 

the US Energy Information Administration (EIA) predict any significant change (Figure 2). 

A survey by Reuters in January 2017 shows that energy professionals expect that Brent crude 

oil prices will remain around USD 55-60 per barrel in 2017, and around USD 60-65 per barrel in 

2018 (Figure 14) (Kemp 2017). 

 
Figure 14: Brent oil price expectations of oil experts, US dollars per barrel 
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Figure 15: EIA forecasts for West Texas Intermediate crude oil prices 
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A slight recovery in oil prices since early 2016 (from about USD 30 per barrel) is a promising 

development for the Azerbaijani economy, as a result of which the medium-term economic outlook 

became positive. Yet there are at least two challenges for the future of the Azerbaijan economy that 

should be taken into consideration for a sustainable and healthy growth perspective. Firstly, 

Azerbaijan‘s high dependency on crude oil exports exacerbates its vulnerability to further shocks of 

decreased FDI (more than USD 1.2 billion net outflows as of third quarter of 2016) (IMF 2017) amid 

global uncertainty and regional conflicts. The importance of foreign capital increases as further 

development of oil resources in Azerbaijan requires intense efforts, knowledge, and transfer of 

capital. Second, under current circumstances, Azerbaijani petroleum production is forecast to 

decrease considerably after 2020 (Figure 16) (Business Monitor International 2016), a situation that 

must be offset by sharp increases in oil prices in the future. Going by the current global outlook, this 

seems unlikely. Therefore, the slight increase in prices over 2016 may be misleading for Azerbaijani 

decision makers, who should focus instead on structural reforms in an effort to diversify the economy. 

This further increases the importance of investing in the renewable energy industry. 

 
Figure 16: Crude, NGPL and other liquids production estimates for Azerbaijan, thousand barrels per 

day 
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5.   Conclusion and recommendations 
 

The development of the oil industry on a commercial scale in Azerbaijan began in the 

nineteenth century. Thanks to substantial investments during the Soviet era, the oil industry further 

developed in Azerbaijan, making it a major oil supplier, first to the world, and then, to the steadily 

growing Soviet industry until the 1970s. After independence, Azerbaijan emerged as a resource-rich 

yet oil-dependent country, with its revenue structure and public budget dominated by energy 

revenues. A favorable oil price environment and healthy global demand supported economic growth 

and development for a long stretch of time until the crisis of 2008-10, when it became clear that 

fundamental changes were required in the characteristics of Azerbaijan‘s economic development and 

energy strategy. 

High dependence on oil exports, combined with declining global energy prices since 2014, 

regional conflicts, and global uncertainties brought about new socio-economic and developmental 

challenges for Azerbaijan‘s economy. The country‘s leadership has since then endeavored to respond 

to these challenges with all the political and monetary means possible. However further structural 

reforms are crucial in order to secure sustainable and continuous economic development and more 

positive perspectives for growth. 

The government is trying to find ways to diversify by promoting renewable energy, such as 

wind and solar power. These are attractive for their job creation potential and for attracting foreign 

direct investment (FDI), as well as their role in advocating for an environmentally friendly economic 

development strategy. These strategies present a more resilient way of coping with present challenges 

and  for promoting sustainable socio-economic,  ecological  development  and  energy policies  in 

Azerbaijan. 

In sum, this paper observes a promising outlook for the Azerbaijani economy. However, the 

following  policy  recommendations  would  contribute  to  designing  a  more  effective  and  more 
sustainable development trajectory in the longer term: 

Even if the oil prices do recover to pre-crisis levels, the continuation of a more concentrated 

focus on diversification efforts is necessary for achieving a healthy and sustainable long-run 

development model, amid growing global uncertainties and political conflicts in the region. 

SOFAZ, the state oil fund, is a crucial tool in the diversification efforts of the government. To 

this end, its resources should be employed and distributed in a wisely and well-coordinated manner. 

The adherence of the state bureaucracy to the crisis management policies of the government 

is crucial so that this strategy can achieve its desired aims. Given that the government of Azerbaijan 

has managed the oil price crisis following the 2008-10 global economic downturn rather successfully 

- with timely and appropriate policies adopted since 2016 - the bureaucracy should adapt itself rapidly 

and harmoniously to the reform agenda. 

The focus on the development of the renewable energy industry should continue, as it may 

contribute both to the diversification efforts and also as a potential job creator and will promote new 

opportunities for further progress. Therefore, the impetus should not be lost in the medium-term 

economic and industrial policies of the government, and a strict adherence to the renewable energy 

agenda is crucial. 

Besides the renewable energy sector, other sectors that rely on high technology should be 

promoted through the government-led support of research and development efforts. In addition, non- 

energy sectors such as agriculture and tourism should receive greater attention in the near future. 
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To date, no research has found a definitive explanation for the impact of environmental 

knowledge on behavioral change. This research paper will analyze the relationship between 

university-level environmental education and the willingness to change one's behavior, in the context 

of a Caucasian country with a strong cultural identity – Azerbaijan. These findings will contribute to 

an enhanced understanding of how to create a sense of environmental citizenship in an era of global 

environmental degradation, focusing on the Azerbaijani context. The study uses statistical methods 

to test theories, and a survey method was used for data collection. 

 
1.  Introduction 

 
In less than two hundred years human beings have created the best and the worst in human 

history. Today's levels of economic prosperity, particularly in Western societies, have never been 

experienced before in history. However, paradoxically, these achievements altered the ability of our 

planet to sustain such economic development. Ecological degradation, climate change, and poverty 

in developed and developing nations are the most concerning outcomes of the industrial era. Tom 

Kulhan and John Farrington (2010) argue that there are two distinct ways of viewing the relationship 

between humankind and nature – one which focusses on adaptation and harmony, and another that 

sees nature as something that should be conquered. As such 'conquering' activities have escalated 

without constraint, the field of sustainable development has emerged to offset the growing 

environmental degradation. Global governance bodies such as the UN play a significant role in 

addressing these issues, together with hundreds of private, public and community-based bodies. At 

the latest UN conference held in Paris, US President Barack Obama pointed out that "we are the first 

generation to feel the impact of climate change and the last that can do something about it." However, 

despite increasing attention to environmental problems over the last ten years, most experts would 

agree that progress toward sustainability has been modest. 

Nevertheless, the transition towards a sustainable development model is a highly relevant 

topic discussed in the academic and professional literature over the last two decades. The essence of 

this 'transition' literature is in the possibility of managing a gradual and planned change toward more 

sustainable forms of economic production and consumption, and more sustainable society as a result 

(Huitema & Meijerink 2009; Dewulf et al. 2008). According to Rotmans et al. (2001), transitions can 

be defined as 'a set of connected changes, which reinforce each other but take place in several different 

areas, such as technology, behavior, culture, ecology and belief systems' (16). Such transitions are 

very complex, embrace both social and technological changes at the multiple governance levels. 

This paper approaches the transition to sustainability from a policy perspective and seeks to 

discover what kind of tools and processes governmental and non-state actors may use to promote 

sustainability. This paper takes a special interest in the role of environmental communication and 

education in changing norms, values, beliefs, and attitudes, to shift individual behavior toward more 

sustainable norms (Ingram & Lejano 2009). As Lejano et al. (2013, 13) note, knowledge is situated 

in individuals and communities and emerges through a variety of cognitive and emotional reasoning 

including authority, intuition, moral reasoning, direct experience, tradition, logic, belief or faith, 
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mysticism, and other ways of comprehending problems'. We act on the premise that environmental 

communication can be a powerful cognitive and emotional tool to manage sustainability transitions 

(Ivakhiv 2010; Onwezen et al. 2014). However, we must consider more fully the positive and negative 

aspects of such strategies. 

In this paper, the focus is on formal environmental education, within the concept of 

environmental citizenship. The aim is to explore what role environmental education at universities 

might play in fostering behavioral change in individuals, prompting them to act pro-environmentally 

in a conscious way. The assumption will be that the transformation of the lifestyles and preferences 

of individuals can be achieved through formal education. 

Learning is, of course, not limited to schools but also fostered through informal education and 

the role of the community. In this light, the role of education is not seen as the only way to achieve 

sustainability (ignoring the role of business, industry and state policies in societies) but rather as an 

initial step in creating responsible citizens that will embrace sustainable policies and concepts. 

 
2.   Literature review 

 
Primary ongoing debates in the literature on these questions concern the effects of 

environmental knowledge on behavior. The open question is whether formal education can create 

environmentally responsible citizens and affect people's behavior and lifestyles, or if on the contrary, 

it cannot produce any meaningful change. 

One assumption is that if people have more knowledge about the environment and the actions 

that cause or prevent environmental degradation, they will behave more rationally and shift toward 

more environmentally friendly behavior. The knowledge deficit model assumes a positive relationship 

between person's knowledge and behavior. Under this model, education performs a crucial function 

and is supported by many authors. Hungerford (1990) notes that education can be a solution for our 

environmental challenges by providing information and altering our values. He also reminds us that 

education is humanity's greatest resource in this struggle because it strengthens not only human 

dignity, initiative, and constructive activity but also regard for nature. Yencken (2000) argues that 

there is a positive relationship between knowledge and behavior across a number of countries, 

research, which supports efforts to improve the quality and depth of environmental education. He 

pointed out the importance of educating young people in how they can make small changes for 

triggering larger change. Cone et al. (2006) carried out a qualitative study of the environmental 

attitudes of young people and found that the majority of young people believe that the change can 

happen when attitudes change, people work together and if government and industry change their 

priorities. However, they were pessimistic about the future because of a belief that money will always 

win out over the environment. The article concluded with a call for greater attention to be paid to 

environmental action capacity as a focus in environmental education. Fien (2008) supports this 

stance, suggesting that sustainability education should be reinforced and experimented with in order 

to start creating change. He argues that this is currently used mostly for its powerful rhetorical value, 

but there is much more we can learn and research about successful experiences and interventions. 

Kenis and Mathijs (2011) further developed this argument in their research, with the suggestion that 

the gap between knowledge and action should be closed by instilling knowledge of the causes of 

environmental degradation and promoting alternatives and strategies to reach sustainability of the 

goals. Stables (2010) addressed the issues of 'types' of knowledge, highlighting the importance of 

cultural, environmental literacy gained through formal education. In his words: 'The culturally literate 

person knows what Christmas or Easter stand for and how they are celebrated, and about culturally 

pertinent festivals and customs relating to other religious and social traditions that he or she may 

encounter. The environmentally culturally literate person will understand why certain places or 

landscapes are important to a group of people, and what people value in their environments, and some 

of the issues around conservation, appropriateness of building materials and so on.' 

Other models suggest a less direct link, in which actions are influenced more strongly by 
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intentions to act and situational factors. Palatnik et al. (2014) found that education did not affect 

recycling behavior. Likewise, Wessells et al. (1999) were unable to link education with the 

willingness of consumers to purchase eco-labeled seafood. Millock (2014) found that education did 

not affect organic food consumption. A study done by Kempton et al. (1995) showed that 

environmental knowledge per se is not a necessary condition for pro-environmental behavior. Using 

a survey method, Kempton collected responses from both people who exhibit strong pro- 

environmental behavior and those who were anti-environmentalist. The lack of knowledge was 

equally strong among environmentalists and non-environmentalists. Norgaart (2011) investigated 

why those who know climate change fail to act on that knowledge, including developed countries 

such as Norway. Her findings indicated that people's denial of climate change processes hinders the 

ability to take effective action. Denial is the result of strong social and cultural processes. Research 

by Seyranian et al. (2015) indicates that the knowledge deficit model does not work in fact work, but 

that instead values, emotions, and social identity must be engaged in order to contribute to more 

environmentally-friendly behavior. A study by Kollmuss and Ahyeman (2002) confirms that the 

question about what shapes pro-environmental behavior is too complex to be understood through a 

single framework, but that many factors have been found to have some influence on pro- 

environmental behavior. Those factors can be demographic, external (i.e. institutional, economic, 

social, cultural) or internal (motivation, knowledge, values, attitudes, priorities). This is due to the 

fact that behavior is influenced by a number of other factors and is not confined to knowledge – these 

may include beliefs, social pressures, and physical facilitators and inhibitors 'that can synergistically 

influence whether or not a particular action is taken' (Corraliza & Berenguer 2000). 

Although considerable research has been devoted to the usefulness of environmental 

education, rather less attention has been paid to what sort of environmental education is appropriate 

for promoting environmental citizenship. We owe the earliest discussion of citizenship to one of the 

most distinguished political scientists, Aristotle. In Politics, he recognizes a citizen as 'all who share 

in the civic life of ruling and being ruled in turn' (1948, 1283b). The political environment in ancient 

Greece and ideals of political participation in public affairs affected Aristotle's vision of citizenship. 

Citizenship in the Greek city-state was a privilege, and it did not depend solely on rights but on 

responsibilities, which had to be fulfilled. Indeed, Greeks expected considerable skills from their 

citizens, who were required to fulfill the functions of politicians, administrators, judges, and soldiers. 

The main method for instilling this responsibility among Greek citizens was education. Aristotle was 

acutely aware that the style of preparation for citizenship must fit the style of government, which is 

why the state has an obligation to regulate education. In the modern world, the engagement of 

individuals as citizens reflects an understanding of rights and responsibilities across three dimensions 

of social life: political/civic, economic and social. The political dimension refers to one's engagement 

in the civic and governmental aspects of particular organizations, social groups, or societies. The 

economic dimension primarily refers to the way in which one generates one's livelihood (occupation). 

The social dimension points to shared experiences one has with various social collectivities (i.e. 

families, friends, groups and so forth) (Rhoads & Szeleny 2011). With the rise of globalization, the 

concept of citizenship as a form of identity and membership in only one nation-state has changed. 

We now see increased cooperation between government authorities and harmonization of state 

policies regarding issues such as development, mobility or the economy. Hannah Arendt (1968) 

argues that citizenship is not only about the regulation of the population within the nation-state, but 

also about the management of populations between states. The direction in which global citizenship 

has evolved, and will evolve in the coming generations, will largely depend on education. Within the 

educational system, the concept of global citizenship education begins to emerge in various programs 

such as the 'Education for Sustainable Development' program. Agenda 21 (1992) was the first 

international document that identified education as an essential tool for achieving sustainable 

development and highlighted areas of action for education. 

The available literature does not address the question in what way we should shape our 

curricula in order to promote environmental citizenship and to address not only knowledge deficit 
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problem but also cultural, religious, societal and economic factors? Furthermore, most studies have 

failed to explain in what way we should evaluate the success or failure of environmental education 

programs. There is very little research about environmental education and its impact on behavior in 

Azerbaijan specifically. 

 
3.   Methodology 

 
This study used quantitative research methods. The study distributed a questionnaire that 

examines the willingness of respondents to act pro-environmentally and whether or not they have a 

prior environmental education. Pro-environmental behavior has been defined by Kollmuss and 

Agyeman (2002, 240) as 'behavior that consciously seeks to minimize the impact of one's actions on 

the natural and built world (i.e. minimize energy and resource consumption, reduce waste production, 

recycle and so forth).' 'Environmental education' in this study will refer to formal university education 

and environmental courses being taught at universities. 'Environmental courses' are those that educate 

students in how natural environments function, and especially in how human beings can manage their 

behavior and ecosystems to live sustainably. This study is concerned with the effect of university- 

level environmental courses on behavior, and the population sample is limited to university students 

with at least a bachelor's degree. The education system in Azerbaijan provides for eleven years of 

universal primary and secondary education, without the possibility of taking elective courses or 

choice of school based on the student's interest; geography courses in primary and secondary schools 

are the only courses addressing some environmental topics on a basic level. 

The sampling method used was stratified random sampling, in order to compare the 

willingness to act pro-environmentally among those who have taken environmental courses with 

those who have not. The survey was distributed by e-mail and social media channels. 

All survey respondents are from Azerbaijan and belong to the student populations of three 

Baku-based universities in Azerbaijan: ADA University, Khazar University, and Baku State 

University. After discarding some non-relevant answers, the total number of respondents was 266. 

Question areas included socio-demographic questions; questions about the level, type and 

effect of environmental education; understanding and attitudes toward environmental problems; the 

ranking of global problems according to personal values; and the willingness to change behavior and 

opinions on responsibilities for addressing global problems. Finally, respondents gave their opinion 

on the best way of solving these problems. The respondents completed the questionnaire online. The 

sex distribution was 57.4% male and 42.6% female, and the majority of respondents (80%) were aged 

between 18 - 27 years old. 

The survey data was analyzed using hypothesis testing and a simple linear regression model. 

 
4.   Results 

 
4.1.   Summary of survey results 

The majority of respondents had a bachelor (49.2%) or masters degree (42.6%), and the 

remainder held a Ph.D. degree. Almost half of the respondents had taken environmental courses 

during their educational career (49.4%), and the other half had not taken any environmental course 

(50.6%). Environmental courses are divided into six groups based on their similarity: Sustainable 

Development, Ecology, Geography, Environmental Economy, Environmental Policy and 

Energy/Environmental Science. Most of the respondents who have taken an environmental course 

took it during their bachelor studies (56.3%), compared to 30% who took the course during their 

Master's degree and some who took it during their Ph.D. course. 

The majority of respondents who have taken environmental courses illustrated greater 

knowledge about the environment as a main 'take away' (73%). Another 48% of respondents, after 

taking the course, claimed to know how they can contribute to the environment; 30% added that the 

course changed their lifestyle; only 12.2 % did not consider the course to have contributed to their 
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environmental awareness; and 11% are still unsure as to how to contribute to the mitigation of 

environmental damage. According to respondents with environmental education, respondents were 

more likely to believe that the responsibility to protect the environment lies with state institutions 

(76%), then individuals (67%) and next industries and businesses (57%) (Respondents were able to 

select more than one option in the survey). 

Among the nine 'global problems' mentioned in the survey, 41.7% of respondents who have 

had an environmental education said that climate change is the most important. This leaves terrorism 

(36.6%) and diseases (30.5%) lagging behind. 

The majority of respondents (59%) who have had an environmental education were willing to 

change their behaviour and lifestyle (action such as switching off devices, using renewable energy, 

recycling more, buying a car with low CO2 emissions, using a bicycle instead of a car and using the 

bus instead of a car). 29% of them claimed to be 'extremely willing.' The majority of respondents 

(40%) said they are more likely to purchase more expensive products if the packaging is more 

environmentally friendly, while 35% are moderately likely and 24% are not very likely to do so. The 

majority of environmentally educated respondents (45%) considered the enforcement of laws to be 

the best strategy to deal with environmental problems, while 28% chose formal education and 13% 

chose informal education. 

Respondents who had experienced no environmental education courses are aware of global 

problems mostly through mass media channels (46.8%) and informal education (26.6%). Only 7.6% 

of respondents are not aware at all. According to this group of respondents, the main responsibility 

for addressing global issues lies with state institutions (62.5%) and individuals (61.3%). 

Among the nine 'global problems' the respondents without environmental considered that 

terrorism was the most important (51%), followed by armed conflicts (50%) and then corruption and 

crime (43.8%). Environmental degradation and climate change came in sixth or seventh place, leaving 

economic crises and unemployment lagging behind. 

This group of respondents was more willing (51%) than unwilling (14%) to change their 

behavior, while 33% were moderately willing. Purchasing more expensive products with 

environmentally friendly packaging was acceptable for 37% of respondents and not acceptable for 

25%, while 33% were moderately willing to do so. 
In the view of this group, the best strategy for fighting global problems is a formal education 

in schools and universities (40%) and the enforcement of laws (38%). 

 
4.2.  Hypothesis testing 

As this research is concerned with the effects of environmental education on behavior, the 

main hypothesis is the following: 

Respondents who have taken environmental courses are more willing to change their behavior 

to become more pro-environmental. 

A hypothesis testing model has been applied in order to analyze whether the findings from 

this sample can be applied to the wider population. 

Expressing our claim statistically, we see the following: 

 
H0: µ/env education - µ/no env education = 0 
H1: µ env education - µ no env education < 0 

 

After doing an F-test, the findings indicate that the standard deviations for the population are 

not equal. The sample mean of the group of respondents with an environmental education was 3.75 

with a standard deviation 0.994, and the sample mean of the group of respondents without an 

environmental education was 3.51 with a standard deviation 1.192. 

As our F0.05,80,83 < F (where F = 1,26 and F0.05,80,83 = 0.69), our population standard deviations 

are unequal, which means that we can proceed with further testing. 
In the second stage, we carried out a t-test in order to calculate the p-value, which indicates 
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the probability of the occurrence of a given event. The P - value is equal to 0.07 which is larger than 

alpha at a confidence level of 95% (0.05). This means that we cannot claim our hypothesis that 

respondents who have taken environmental education are more willing to change their behavior to 

become more pro-environmental. Although in our sample results, the means of the two groups 

indicate a slightly higher willingness to change behavior among the group of environmentally 

educated respondents, this cannot be taken as a significant indicator. 

 
4.3.  Simple linear regression 

We applied a linear regression model to test the hypothesis about the cause-effect relationship 

between independent and dependent variables. In order to compare the variables that affect 

willingness to behave more pro-environmentally (dependent variable), we carried out a simple linear 

regression. The regressions are depicted in the table above and show the coefficient, R square, as well 

as the standard error level inside the brackets between the independent and dependent variables. 

The purpose of doing a linear regression on this issue is to understand the real difference 

between students who have taken the environmental courses and those who have not, as well as their 

perceptions and knowledge about the environment. In Table 1, not all factors have been shown, only 

those significant ones for the analysis. 

 
Table 1. Significant factors for the analysis. 

Dependent variable: Willingness to behave pro-environmentally 
 

Independent variables: 
 

Environmentally educated 

 
Education level (Bsc, Msc, Ph.D.) 

-.1497175 

R2= 0.0066 

(.2034054) 

 

Purchasing of environmentally friendly products 

at a higher price 

.2479535** 

R2= 0.0798 

(.0924439) 

 

 

Temperatures are not increasing 

-.1436357 

R2= 0.0825 

(.0902305) 
 

 

Natural unbalance 

.2735921* 

R2=0.0825 
(.100169) 

 
Lifestyle change 

.2676508*** 

R2=0.0396 

(0.4163698) 

 
Importance of economy 

- .0509815 

R2= 0.0101 

(.0553936) 

Number of observations: 266 
* significant at the 0.1 level    ** significant at the 0.05 level   *** significant at the 0.01 level 

 
Surprisingly, the variable of education level did not have a significant effect on behavior. As 

the education level of the respondent's increases, there is no evidence that willingness to change 

behavior increases. 

Another variable that has been tested is the willingness to purchase a more expensive product 

if the package is more environmentally friendly. As willingness to purchase increases, the willingness 

to change behavior also increases in both groups. The significance level is at 0.05 (95%) for the 
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environmentally educated and even greater, 0.01 (99%), for the environmentally uneducated. This 

may indicate that there is no impact of having an environmental education. 

What is more, those respondents who disagree with the fact that the global temperature mean 

is increasing were less willing to change their behavior among the group that does not have any 

environmental education. The significance level is very high (99%) which suggests that among the 

group without environmental education, respondents that do not have right information, knowledge 

or who disagree may exhibit stronger resistance to changing behavior. 

Respondents among the environmentally educated group who disagreed that the balance of 

nature is strong enough to cope with the impact of modern industrial nations were more willing to 

behave pro-environmentally, at a 90% significance level. 

Finally, at the highest level of significance (99%), in both groups, those respondents who 

agreed with the importance of individual lifestyles changes were willing to behave more pro- 

environmentally. However, in this case, there was little difference between the views of respondents 

that had taken environmental courses and those who did not, as they were both aware of the 

importance of individual lifestyle changes. 

The economy importance variable was negatively correlated with behavioral change, but 

without any significance level, therefore we cannot claim any impact in this case. 

 
5.   Discussion of findings 

 
This study has provided evidence that there is no causal effect of education on the extent of 

pro-environmental behavior among Azerbaijani respondents. Our hypothesis testing indicated that 

we could not claim that those who have taken environmental education courses behave more pro- 

environmentally. The statistical regression strengthens this argument by showing little difference 

between the responses of two groups. Both groups understand the importance of individual lifestyle 

change for environmental preservation, and there is little difference in the willingness to purchase 

more expensive environmentally friendly products. 

The one area where education does make a difference is knowledge. Those who do not think 

that global temperatures are increasing, and who are less concerned about it, are not willing to change 

their behavior. Furthermore, the difference between the two groups of respondents is reflected in the 

ranking of 'global problems.' The higher ranking of climate change and environmental degradation 

among those who experienced environmental education might indicate that they have a better 

understanding of the scale of the problem. 

However, education itself may be ineffective when it comes to changing practices. This could be due 

to a number of other factors. Less than 30% of respondents changed their lifestyle after taking 

environmental courses, meaning that an increased understanding about the importance of lifestyle 

change may not persuade individuals to undertake actions such as recycling or walking instead of 

driving. Furthermore, if only 28% of those who have taken an environmental education course believe 

education can be the best strategy for fighting problems, the rest probably did not see education as an 

effective way to make lifestyle changes (according to the survey results, only 30% have changed their 

lifestyle). 

In our view, this minor difference between the group of respondents with and without 

environmental education shows that, in the case of Azerbaijan, environmental education schemes at 

universities have an insufficient impact on behavior change among individuals. The cases where it 

does make a difference are a minority, and it is unclear what the other factors might be which do have 

an impact in Azerbaijan's case (for example personal values, religion, personal engagement, interests, 

and emotions). Furthermore, even in cases of information deficit, we observed that only 7.6% of 

respondents are completely unaware of global environmental issues, suggesting that the media, 

communities and informal education settings are gaining momentum in increasing awareness. 

These findings take us back to the debate over which type of sustainability policies are most 

effective. The two levels of approach to sustainability transitions are at the individual and the regime 
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level. This research targets the individual, in an attempt to discover if environmental education can 

be a trigger for behavioral change. This approach could be expanded to cover the area of 

environmental communication. Environmental communication can be viewed in several different 

ways. During environmental education, certain values and ways of thinking and knowing can be 

passed on to students, who then incorporate these elements into their lives. However, when it comes 

to public engagement, environmental communication can serve to reduce the complexity of scientific 

subjects to more easily understandable terms for the wider public. Finally, public engagement can not 

only work based on the information deficit model but also to factor in the values and feelings of the 

members of public toward the design of technological or social infrastructure, in considering various 

ways of engaging with transitions. For example, Koontz et al. (2015) propose a framework to evaluate 

and embed the emotions, views, and feelings of citizens in the technological design of off-shore wind 

turbines. 

As this research suggests, focusing on just one component of environmental communication 

may not  produce the desired  results.  Further  research  should  investigate the question  of how 

methodologies may be combined to create environmental citizenship. Finally, environmental 

communication may serve to create a particular type of citizen who is ready to participate in speaking 

out about their views and taking ownership of their situation and the environmental impacts they 

produce. We call this 'environmental citizenship' and argue that one of the key roles of environmental 

communication and education is to foster and strengthen it. 

If we target the level of regimes, this would, of course, require a broader approach, involving 

wider networks and non-state actors as well as the groups and communities taking action. Targeting 

transitions at the regime level requires time as these are the complex structures of thought and practice 

which constitute a particular socio-economic domain (Koontz et al. 2015). Such change requires a 

change in both practice and mindset and is often codified in laws and regulations as well as concrete 

practices. 

Research of this nature inevitably has some limitations. It does not take into consideration 

effect of different courses on environmental behavior. Also, these findings may not be valid for 

countries other than Azerbaijan, given Azerbaijani society's strong cultural identity, which has been 

observed to makes people less open to change. We have taken into consideration the belief that in 

human nature, there is something more valuable than facts and figures and these are beliefs, values, 

and the spiritual world. 

 
6.   Conclusion 

 
Our aim has been straightforward - to test the effectiveness of environmental education on the 

willingness to change the behavior of Azerbaijani citizens, and subsequently on the creation of 

environmentally responsible citizens. However, our findings have indicated that behavioral change 

cannot be solely viewed through a single framework such as education. 

This does not imply that we should outright reject the role of education but rather recognize 

that promoting environmental citizenship through university education will have a limited impact 

without broader structural change. This may include the re-democratization of the modern state, to 

one which is less concerned with capital investment and more with the quality of life of local 

communities. A high-quality life, for example, can be achieved through early civic, environmental 

education which encourages citizens not to treat the Earth as an infinite resource, or through 

community-based environmental campaigning. Some authors even suggested the criminalization of 

those actions that create ecological footprints that others then have to suffer (Humphreys 2009). 

The recommendations we make for achieving behavior change in Azerbaijan can be 

understood through Rawls' (1996) 'facts of reasonable pluralism.' Being a reasonable citizen 

necessarily implies  a certain kind of self  – restraint towards the state.  According to personal 

observations, a high degree of self-restraint already exists in Azerbaijani society, as citizens have a 

high level of respect and patriotic feeling toward the major decision making the body in the country, 



76  
 

the Presidential apparatus. Reasonable people will accept fair terms of cooperation with the state, 

which can be reflected in respect toward policies such as fines for littering, charging for driving cars 

in city center zones, higher pricing for water and electricity overuse, etc. Another concept we can 

take from Rawls is 'the willingness to recognize the burdens of judgment and to accept their 

consequences for the use of public reason in directing the legitimate exercise of political power in a 

constitutional regime.' (1996, 54). This suggests that people will be willing to change their lifestyle 

whether through personal coercion or the use of state power. As this research has shown, this cannot 

be achieved through university education alone but may be possible by addressing primary, secondary 

and university education together alongside with informal community education initiatives, the 

media, and other venues. 

The main reason for choosing these concepts is the results of the survey and the almost 

universal agreement of the respondents (80%) that state institutions should bear the main 

responsibility for addressing environmental issues. However, the majority were also willing (either 

'extremely' or 'very' willing) to change their lifestyle (more than 50% in both groups). 
Future research should investigate the role of other factors in behavioral change among 

Azerbaijani citizens. These may include culture, religion, and emotions as well as habits or 

personality traits. People may not be accustomed to behaving pro-environmentally and education 

alone will not succeed in changing the attitudes which concretely affect behavior. Possible barriers 

to behavioral change must be further researched in order to understand better the most effective 

strategies for communication and policy action in shaping environmentally responsible citizens in 

Azerbaijan. 
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This paper reviews the major obstacles that stand in the way of creating stable and resilient 

cooperation between the European Union (EU) and Azerbaijan. It includes an analysis of the 

development of EU-Azerbaijani relations, with a focus on the non-oil sector. The paper argues that 

there remain three major challenges: the strong criticism of Azerbaijan's human rights policy by EU 

political authorities; insufficient cooperation beyond the energy sector; and the weak involvement of 

civil society as a partner. All of these factors negatively influence the formation of a resilient 

relationship. Meanwhile, the results of this research find that tourism, education, and entrepreneurship 

are the key sectors with the potential for deepening integration. Taking into consideration the 

Azerbaijani government's goal to diversify its economy away from oil, this paper aims to shed light 

on the ways to strengthen EU-Azerbaijan cooperation beyond energy. As well as identifying the main 

challenges, I conclude by making some recommendations for actions which should be taken into 

consideration by both sides. 

 
1.  Introduction 

 
The collapse of global oil prices and the subsequent dual devaluation of the Azerbaijani Manat 

(AZN) that took place over the course of 2016 prompted the government to start thinking about the 

implementation of more effective reforms for the diversification of the country's oil-dependent 

economy. Taking into consideration that oil and gas accounts for around 95% of Azerbaijani exports, 

the period of low oil prices has had a negative impact on the economy of Azerbaijan 

(Tradingeconomics.com 2017). 

The EU is the world‘s largest importer of energy resources and one of the most important 

energy partners for Azerbaijan (European Comission 2017). With the successful construction and 

implementation of the Southern Gas Corridor (SGC), Azerbaijan will become a new additional gas 

supplier to the EU. Meanwhile, the EU is also the main trading partner for Azerbaijan and one of the 

primary investors in the country - the EU accounts for 48.3% of Azerbaijan's exports and 27.7% of 

its imports (European Commission 2017). Further, the number of tourists coming from Europe to 

Azerbaijan is growing steadily, and more and more students from Azerbaijan are choosing to pursue 

study programs at European universities. 

In this paper, I argue that the strong criticism of Azerbaijan's human rights policy and the 

country's democratic development by the EU political authorities is a major obstacle in strengthening 

bilateral relations (European Parliament 2015). It also suggested that overcoming this problem, and 

developing relations beyond energy, will require additional reforms and the involvement of civil 

society. 

This paper is based on qualitative research, carried out by analyzing policy documents and 

media publications. In addition, a series of interviews were conducted - with two members of the EU 

Delegation to Azerbaijan and with representatives of civil society. The study aims to provide an 

answer to the following research question: 
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Can close cooperation in sectors beyond energy alleviate the current challenges to EU- 

Azerbaijan relations? 

Tourism, education, and entrepreneurship are three areas where the EU and Azerbaijan have 

mutually beneficial relations, but where additional reforms are also required. Deepening cooperation 

in the tourism, education and entrepreneurship sectors will connect expertise, individuals, civil 

society and of course governments. Both parties have a strong interest in developing cooperation in 

these sectors, which would bring together many governmental and non-governmental organizations 

and stimulate the growth of the economy. The active involvement of civil society will help to 

democratize the cooperation between the EU and Azerbaijan, building greater trust and, in return, 

strengthening political cooperation. The theoretical framework underlying the research – the neo- 

functionalism theory proposed by Earns Haas - is used to analyze the political implications of the 

deepening of this economic partnership. The paper also highlights the role of civil society in future 

EU-Azerbaijan relations. Finally, I make some concluding remarks and a series of policy 

recommendations. 

 
2. Chapter 1: Overview of relevant theory and research 

 
2.1. Theoretical approach: Neo-functionalism theory applied to EU-Azerbaijan relations 

The emergence of neo-functionalism theory was associated with the initial, very successful, 

period of the development of the European Economic Community (EEC) in the 1950s. The theory 

provided a convincing explanation for this development. Neo-functionalism theory is based on an 

integration process among states that begins in limited economic areas and then proceeds to further 

rounds of integration in related areas. The theory emphasizes the role of non-state actors, which are 

seen to lead to further integration between states (Mansour 2011). The main author who proposed the 

idea of neo-functionalism was Ernst Haas (Haas 1958). However, his approach was largely based on 

the research of historical and political theorist David Mitrany. Mitrany developed a functional method 

that he used to analyze international changes in the years between the First and Second World Wars. 

Haas describes how regional integration aimed at individual sectors may have a spillover 

effect on the future process of integration. He emphasizes the importance of organized groups, elites, 

politicians and other interest groups, which foster integration between states while pursuing their 

interests. Another researcher, McGowan, relies on the claim about neo – functionalism made by 

O'Neill in 1996 and states that integration between states happens when governments are pressed by 

organized economic interests to manage economic interdependence by creating common institutions 

(McGowan 2007). Under these theories, economic transactions and welfare needs are the best 

mechanisms to force inter-state cooperation. 

On the basis of such theories, I suggest that economic cooperation between Azerbaijan and 

the EU can lead to further support for the new political intentions. Economic interdependence can 

lead to a situation where states wish to sustain relations in order to enable harmonious policy 

development for those economic activities. The desire of European actors to ensure sustainable 

cooperation among themselves and to complete the single market project (detailed in the Single 

European Act of the late 1980s) had a spill-over effect into political rapprochement between Western 

European countries decades later. In the case of the EU and Azerbaijan, both sides are also willing to 

expand the scope of economic integration that may lead to future political rapprochement 

(AZERNEWS 2016). Hence, an involvement in mutually beneficial economic projects will lead to a 

desire to sustain the stable cooperation that may reinforce political integration. 

Deepening EU-Azerbaijan cooperation in the areas of entrepreneurship, tourism, and 

education will stimulate people-to-people contact and promote the involvement of diverse investors, 

entrepreneurs, and NGO representatives. In turn, it will further reinforce the democratic character of 

the governments and build confidence. Moreover, it will empower those NGOs which play an 

auxiliary role in building cooperation between the governments. As a result, such a situation would 

not only stimulate economic growth but also boost the level of trust between the two sides. As Jose 
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G. Vargas-Hernandez notes in his paper, the 'political economy of trust' is a key factor in the 

development of successful cooperation between political and economic agents (Vargas-Hernandez 

2008). 

In addition, the further development of people-to-people contact between the EU and 

Azerbaijan would stimulate and deepen intercultural dialogue and intercultural learning, leading to 

more exchanges between young people and experts, and the circulation of different approaches and 

opinions. Exchanges between young project initiators, speakers and experts would, in turn, stimulate 

the involvement of many non-state and state actors. 

 
2.2.   Literature review: the opportunities and limitations of the formation of EU Azerbaijan 

partnerships beyond energy 

Since its establishment in 1952, the European Community (EC) has built relations with the 

countries of the former Soviet Union (SU). In 1989, the EC signed a Trade and Economic Treaty with 

the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), valid for ten years (Lazareva 2017). That Treaty 

abolished some of the quantitative restrictions applied to imports from the Soviet Union. However, 

due to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, further expansion of the content of this treaty was 

halted. 

On 16 March 1992, the EC made the decision to continue its relations with the Commonwealth 

of Independent States (CIS) and the Baltic countries on the basis of the legal validity of the Treaty 

signed with the USSR. However, this strategy was no longer appropriate for the development of 

relations with the newly formed independent states (Lazareva 2017). Taking into account the fact that 

all post- Soviet states were experiencing significant economic troubles during the initial years of 

independence, financial and technical assistance were selected as the main tools for the restoration of 

stability in the region. 
At the beginning of the 1990s when Azerbaijan gained independence, the economic situation 

in the country was difficult. The decline in the production of industrial products and the resulting 

hyper-inflation inflicted serious damage on Azerbaijan's economy. At this time, Azerbaijan was 

trying to reach out to the international community and increase the value of the foreign direct 

investment (FDI) in various sectors. The high energy potential of the country attracted the attention 

of the global community and became a good starting point for emerging cooperative frameworks with 

several European countries (Isayev 2013). 

From the 1990s onwards, cooperation between the EU and Azerbaijan was largely energy- 

based. The agreement titled ‗Contract of the Century‘ signed on 20 September 20, 1994, between 

Azerbaijan and eleven energy companies, for the development of the Azeri – Chirag – Guneshli 

(ACG) deep water oil fields, became a platform for establishing a strong energy partnership between 

Azerbaijan and the EU (Makgetlaneng 2016). 

Later, in 2013, Azerbaijan had the opportunity to gain access to the European downstream gas 

business. The Southern Gas Corridor (SGC) is the European policy concept aimed at securing gas 

supplies based on a system of local gas pipelines, delivering gas from Azerbaijan‘s gas condensate 

field Shah Deniz-2 to EU markets. 
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Map 1: Gas export pipelines from Azerbaijan to Europe 

 
Source: Trans Adriatic Pipeline 2017 

 

The SGC is a complex infrastructural project that consists of three pipeline projects: the South 

Caucasus Pipeline (SCP), transiting Azerbaijan and Georgia; the Trans Anatolian Pipeline (TANAP), 

in Turkey; and the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) – transiting Greece, Albania, and Italy (Trans 

Adriatic Pipeline 2017). The SGC was launched in 2009, and the first gas from Shah Deniz-2 is 

scheduled for delivery in Turkey in 2018, and later to Europe by 2020. In his book Faiq Abbasov 

(2012) states that the SGC will allow Europe to shift energy provision structures from the bilateral 

political domain to a multilateral market domain, diminishing dependency on any one single source 

(Abbasov 2012). 

Since the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) was signed in 1996 and came into 

force in 1999, Azerbaijan and the EU have been officially and legally bound by the agreement, which 

became a platform for civil, cultural, financial and legislative cooperation. This agreement supported 

Azerbaijan in its transition from a command to a market economy and provided an appropriate 

framework for the promotion of trade and investment relations between the EU and Azerbaijan. With 

the signing of that agreement, the EU emphasized the importance of Azerbaijan as a transport corridor 

between Europe and Central Asia (Isayev 2013). 

A very important step forward in bilateral cooperation was the accession of Azerbaijan to the 

European Neighborhood Policy (ENP) mechanism in 2006. The ENP aimed to expand economic and 

political cooperation between the EU and its neighbors (Whitman & Wolff 2010). The Action Plan 

of the ENP identified energy cooperation as the primary issue in the case of Azerbaijan. However, 

one of the distinct features of the ENP Action Plans was the policy of conditionality toward partner 

countries. In return for cooperation, ENP partners are required to commit to the European ‗common 

values'  of  democracy,  human  rights,  the  rule  of  law,  good  governance,  market  economy and 

sustainable development (European Parliament 2017). 
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Map 2: The EU Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: European Neighbourhood 2017 

 

According to Whitman and Wolff (2010), the ENP has some short-term benefits, such as 

financial assistance and the possibility of easing visa facilitation. In addition, it aims to bring stability, 

security, and prosperity in the states that are in the immediate neighborhood of the EU. Nevertheless, 

they suggest that this program does not pursue long-term perspectives. Moreover, it is difficult to see 

any success in the establishment of security in the EU's neighborhood to date. 

From the outset, the ENP had several limitations, which were particularly notable in EU- 

Azerbaijani relations. Primarily, this concerns the ENP policy on conditionality. The EU requires 

states to implement various domestic reforms, especially on issues of democracy and human rights, 

and only in the case of their successful implementation is there a chance to deepen relations with the 

EU. Of course, in some cases, the achievement of these goals is possible only if there is broad 

domestic political consensus domestically on the issue of rapprochement with the EU. Having 

regularly heard about this policy of ―if…then‖, and with little confidence about long-term benefits, 

the countries under the ENP postponed closer cooperation with the EU. Moreover, national interests 

and the intergovernmental approach to ENP issues prevail among EU countries (Whitman & Wolff 

2010). Thus, the divergence of regional interests in the member states makes a concerted approach 

by all members of the ENP challenging. 

In 2008 Azerbaijan (along with Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine) became a 

member of the ‗Eastern Partnership‘ program, launched by Poland and Sweden (European Union 

External Action 2016).  The program aimed to improve political, economic and trade relations 

between the EU and six countries. Moreover, it initiated the possibility of the creation a new free- 

trade zone (FTZ) between the EU countries and their new partners. This program also had the stated 

objective of promoting the concepts of good governance and democracy in the region and to stimulate 

contacts between people. 

To summarise, the policy of conditionality has from the outset been one of the major 

challenges in establishing close cooperation between the EU and Azerbaijan. Trust and confidence, 

which are indispensable for the formation of a partnership between the parties, cannot be built by 

imposing terms and conditions. The policy of conditionality instead amplifies the discrepancies 

between the priorities of the EU and Azerbaijan. 

 
2.3.   EU policy and programs toward Azerbaijan 

The EU is the largest foreign grant donor in Azerbaijan, in the case of both the government 

and civil society (Contact.az n.d.). Technical and financial support provided by the EU has a positive 

impact on the development of different sectors in Azerbaijan. In 1991 the EU launched the Technical 

Aid to the Commonwealth of Independent States (TACIS) program, in order to provide grant- 

financed technical assistance to eight post-Soviet republics (Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, 
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Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia) (European Commission 2017). Within 

just ten years, from 1991 to 2001, Azerbaijan received technical assistance totaling EUR 370 million 

from the EU (UKESSAY 2015). In order to facilitate the economic restructuring and transition to a 

market economy in Azerbaijan, as well as to develop common standards, the TRACECA program 

was launched within the framework of TACIS. The TRACECA program covered networks in 

transport, energy, and telecommunications. It promoted the development of cooperation between 

Europe and the eight post-Soviet republics and encouraged international financial institutions to 

invest in the region. 

 
Map 3. TRACECA Maps: Azerbaijan 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: TRACECA 2011. 

 
In 2007 the Neighborhood and Partnership Instrument (NPI) replaced the TACIS program. 

Today, EU support to Azerbaijan is mostly made through a series of Action Programs funded under 

the European Neighborhood Instrument (ENI). Between 2014 and 2017, bilateral assistance under 

the ENI ranged between EUR 77 million and EUR 94 million. In 2014, EUR 21 million of this amount 

was committed under the ENI for the development of the education sector and civil society in 

Azerbaijan (European Commission 2017). The level of financial support provided depends on the 

needs of the country and its proven commitment to reforms. 

The current projects and programs are largely focused on justice reforms and rural and 

regional development. Azerbaijan is also a member of such ENI-funded regional programs such as 

Erasmus+, the Technical Assistance and Information Exchange instrument (TAIEX), the Support for 

Improvement in Governance and Management (SIGMA) instrument, and the Neighborhood 

Investment Facility (NIF). The EU aims to expand its support and promote best EU practices across 

all sectors. Furthermore, the EU seeks to use all the instruments at its disposal to support civil society 

development in Azerbaijan. 

Relations between Azerbaijan and the EU are distinctive as there are a number of opportunities 

to enlarge the scope of economic cooperation. Other than its energy potential, Azerbaijan holds a 

unique position in the South Caucasus region on the crossroads between Europe and Asia. 

Azerbaijan's participation in various local and global economic and energy projects also aims to bring 

economic dividends to all countries in the region (Ibrahimov 2013). 

Given the imposition of sanctions against Russia, the continuation of Russia's monopoly- 

based economy, and unpredictability in relations with Iran, the South Caucasus can be seen as one of 

the key routes linking Europe and Asia. Moreover, growth in China and other parts of Asia, resulting 

in increased demand for basic goods, raises the need for new transport corridors. By participating in 
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successful transport corridors, the countries of the South Caucasus cannot only become a hub for 

transportation but will also be able to export their goods in both directions, to both Asia and Europe 

(Ibrahimov 2013). 

During her latest visit to Azerbaijan in February 2016, Federica Mogherini – the High 

Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, and Vice President of 

the European Commission - said that areas for cooperation in the ENP must be expanded. This will 

also provide greater opportunities for the government of Azerbaijan to select areas of interest for 

future integration with the EU (European Union External Action 2016). 

EU-Azerbaijani bilateral relations have already come a long way. However, there are many 

as yet un-exploited opportunities for the expansion of cooperation in non-oil sectors. Other than the 

conditionality principle  applied,  there  is  another  significant  obstacle  that  may slow  down  the 

development of successful cooperation. Instead of focusing on cooperation in deepening economic, 

energy and people-to-people ties, the EU regularly criticises the government of Azerbaijan, which in 

turn does not stimulate integration (European Parliament 2015). Thus, on 10 September 2015, the 

European Parliament (EP) adopted a resolution calling on Azerbaijani authorities to halt its activities 

against civil society and human rights activists (European Parliament 2015). Prior to the visit of the 

delegation from the EP to Azerbaijan in September 2016, the EU and Azerbaijan had a strained 

relationship. The promotion of democratic reforms should be carried out not through critique and the 

imposition of conditions, but instead through dialogue. 

 
2.4.  A new chapter in EU-Azerbaijan relations 

The year 2016 saw the 'reset' of relations between Azerbaijan and the EU and today these 

relations have a more positive character. In the course of recent months, the two sides reestablished 

and resumed their cooperation on the PCA, which had been suspended in 2015. Currently, there are 

three positive developments in bilateral relations. On 27 January 2017, the EU-Azerbaijan 

Subcommittee on Energy, Transport, and Environment held a meeting in Baku for the first time in 

the last three years (APA News Agency 2017). The parties discussed issues regarding cooperation in 

the areas of energy, transport, environment and climate change. Special attention was paid to the role 

of Azerbaijan as a transit country between Europe and Asia. 

So far, three PCA sub-committees have been created, each assigned to deal with 

intergovernmental consultations on a specific issue (Delegation of the European Union to 

Afghanistan 2016). They are the Sub-committee for Trade, Economy, and Legal affairs; the Sub- 

committee on Energy, Transport and the Environment; and the Sub-committee on Justice, Freedom, 

Security and Human Rights and Democracy. The sub-committees create a platform for regular 

dialogue between different groups in government. 

Another important indicator of long-term successful relations is that cooperation between the 

EP the Parliament of Azerbaijan (Milli Mejlis) and the EURONEST Parliamentary Assembly are to 

be resumed in full. During a visit by an expanded delegation from the EP to Azerbaijan, the 

Chairpersons of both bodies agreed that EU-Azerbaijan bilateral relations are very important and, if 

there were any obstacles in the past, they should be set aside in order to move forward. Hence, a 

decision was made to resume the cooperation between the parliaments (European Parliament 2017). 

Thirdly, in November 2016 a further positive development took place. The Council of 

Ministers of Azerbaijan adopted a mandate for the negotiation of a new agreement between the EU 

and Azerbaijan, with the goal of expanding existing relations. This agreement is designed to replace 

the existing PCA, which came into force 17 years ago. Clearly, the existing PCA agreement does not 

reflect current EU-Azerbaijan relations. Denis Daniilidis, First Counselor of the EU Delegation to 

Azerbaijan, said in an interview that: ―Today Azerbaijan and the European Union know each other 

better and trust each other more. We need an  agreement that reflects all these new levels of 

relationship‖ (Lavrina 2016). 

On 1 February 2017 negotiations began in Brussels on a new partnership agreement between 

the EU and Azerbaijan. During an official meeting with President of the European Council, Donald 
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Tusk on 6 February, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev stated that this marks the dawn of a new 

chapter in EU-Azerbaijan cooperation (Common Space 2017). 

In comparison to the 1990s, when all newly independent post-Soviet countries reflected more 

or less similar levels of development, the situation now varies significantly. This is the result of the 

balanced foreign policy of Azerbaijan - the country is not a member of the Eurasian Economic Union 

and neither does it have an Association Agreement with the EU. It is also important to remember that 

Azerbaijan is not a member of the WTO. Hence, any new PCA agreement with Azerbaijan will 

require an individual approach in line with the preferences of both sides. 

In any case, the new PCA agreement will foster greater political cooperation between the EU 

and Azerbaijan. It will allow for the launch and expansion of projects dealing with human rights, 

economic reforms, legal assistance and civil society. Finally, economic cooperation, i.e. trade, and 

investment will be given additional attention from both sides. This is very important for Azerbaijan, 

considering the dual devaluations of the national currency in the last year and the continuing low oil 

price environment.  However,  in  order to  attract  more investors,  Azerbaijan  and  the EU must 

determine a clear and agreed set of formal rules. 

 
3.   Chapter 2: The key sectors of tourism, entrepreneurship, and education 

 

 

3.1.   EU-Azerbaijan cooperation in tourism 

The tourism industry is an important area of focus for cooperation between the EU and 

Azerbaijan. Sustainable tourism is set to be a key economic driver in Azerbaijan and one of the sectors 

that promote investment and development. Former Deputy Minister of the Economy Oktay 

Akhverdiyev reported that in Azerbaijan, tourism contributes 7 to 8 percent of the country's GDP 

(Haqqin.az 2016). Furthermore, tourism can act as a bridge between people in Europe and Azerbaijan. 

According to the statistics provided by Azerbaijan's State Statistics Committee, 91,100 thousand 

people came to Azerbaijan from the EU in 2016 (Cecilia 2017). Due to the economic crisis, this 

number is 16.6 percent less than the year before. However, the figure is high enough to identify 

Azerbaijan as one of the priority tourism destinations for EU citizens. 

In September 2016, an executive order by the President was passed on the diversification of 

the economy (Azeri.Today 2017). The order identified tourism as one of the eight priority sectors for 

development. The government's reforms aim to determine new air routes, to expand the budget for 

the development of the tourism industry, and to develop a number of tourism educational centers. On 

9 December 2016, the Azerbaijani Parliament (Milli Mejlis) prepared a new draft law on tourism. 

Under this law, the government will provide financial and technical assistance to NGOs working in 

the sector. Moreover, it will support any kind of research aiming to boost expertise in the tourism 

sector (Watson 2016). 

During the inaugural Azerbaijan Tourism Forum in Brussels in October 2016, the Ambassador 

of Azerbaijan to the Kingdom of Belgium, Fuad Isgandarov, commented that Azerbaijan is becoming 

very close to Europe and urged EU countries to consider the tourism possibilities in Azerbaijan. He 

added that Azerbaijan is currently working towards the signing of a free aviation agreement with EU 

states in the following year (Society, T.E.A 2016). 

Among the most notable events contributing to the promotion of tourism was the signing of a 

Visa Facilitation Agreement between the EU and Azerbaijan (European Union 2014). This agreement 

aims to facilitate the issuing of visas for no more than 90 days (in any 180 days period) to the citizens 

of both Azerbaijan and the EU. On 2 December 2016, Deputy Foreign Minister of Azerbaijan 

Mahmud Mammedguliev said that, following the successful implementation of the simplification of 

Azerbaijan's visa regime for EU citizens, Azerbaijan would ask for an Action Plan for the full 

abolishment of the existing visa regime with Europe. As of now, the non-visa regime between 

Azerbaijan and the EU applies only to  holders of diplomatic passports. The Visa Facilitation 

Agreement is largely a political decision and does not constitute a visa-free regime between the EU 

and Azerbaijan. Currently, those EU officials who regularly travel to Azerbaijan cannot get a 
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multiple-entry visa. The proper implementation of this agreement could solve this problem and lead 

to further easing of visa procedures. 

With regard to EU-Azerbaijan cooperation in the tourism sector, a major step was the creation 

of the ‗ASAN Visa' portal in Azerbaijan in December 2016, which became operational in January 

2017 (Asan Service 2016). Now only three working days are required for the issue an electronic visa 

at the cost of USD 20, valid for 30 days. Malena Mard, head of the EU Delegation in Azerbaijan, 

noted that this decision would increase the flow of tourists from the EU to Azerbaijan. Anyone can 

apply for an e-visa through the site and will receive a reply via e-mail within three days. As Deputy 

Minister of Culture and Tourism Nazim Samadov commented, this simplification of the visa system 

will make it easy for foreigners to get a visa to Azerbaijan and will increase the number of visitors to 

Azerbaijan. 

The liberalization of the visa regime may also have implications for political relations between 

Azerbaijan and the EU. The scarcity of objective information about Azerbaijan in the EU, as well as 

about the EU in Azerbaijan, is one of the major obstacles to forming a close partnership. Any easing 

of the visa regime will also have a positive impact on journalism. For an example of where there may 

be impact, we may look to the four-day military confrontation on the frontline between Armenia and 

Azerbaijan in April 2016, as Armenian troops began to shell the positions of Azerbaijan in the 

occupied lands (As the result of aggression by the Republic of Armenia against the Republic of 

Azerbaijan, during the 1988-1994 periods, over 20 percent of Azerbaijan's internationally recognized 

territory, including Nagorno-Karabakh and seven adjacent regions have been occupied. More than 1 

million people became refugees and IDPs (Internally Displaced Persons)). In return, the Azerbaijani 

armed forces launched counter attacks to protect civilians, and eventually Azerbaijani troops liberated 

Jojug Marjanli village in the Jabrayil region. Over the course of those days, it was very important to 

have international journalists present who could provide objective information about the situation. 

Nevertheless, due to the inability to receive a visa within one or two days, European journalists could 

not travel to the country, and only journalists from the states which have a visa-free regime with 

Azerbaijan covered the events. 

We observe a similar situation when Azerbaijani journalists travel to Europe. Currently, there 

is no visa fee for journalists; however, the process itself may take several days. Today, in a world 

where fake news is easily spread via social media, reliable and objective information must be 

delivered without delay. Hence, there should be a list of countries which qualify for the issuance of 

‗visas upon arrival‘ for journalists. 

Another significant problem is the high cost of airline tickets between Azerbaijan and the EU 

member states. Depending on the destination, the price may vary from EUR 300 to 600 euro or at 

times even higher. Considering the current exchange rate between the Euro and Azerbaijani Manat 

(AZN) such costs are unrealistic for many citizens (The World's Trusted Currency Authority 2017). 

The head of the Tourism Committee at the Azerbaijan-US Chamber-of-Commerce (AMCHAM) 

Farid Isayev commented that AMCHAM recommended implementing an ‗Open Skies' policy to 

encourage a range of air carriers to operate flights and to increase the number of flights, introducing 

greater competition and therefore reducing prices. In 2009, Azerbaijan and the European Commission 

signed a 'horizontal aviation agreement.' In 2011, the Council of the European Union sent an 

authorization to the European Commission to start negotiations with Azerbaijan on a 'common 

aviation area' agreement, and in 2013 the first round of negotiations took place (Mobility and 

Transport n.d.). According to this agreement, nationally restrictions in bilateral air services 

agreements between EU members and Azerbaijan should be removed. The negotiations are still 

ongoing. 

In sum, the role of tourism in the economic development of Azerbaijan is indisputable. 

Tourism is also a way to foster economic development while attracting many entrepreneurs and 

investors from Europe. Moreover, it serves as a good way to build bridges between the peoples and 

governments of the EU and Azerbaijan. 
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3.2.   EU-Azerbaijani cooperation in entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship is defined as the initiative of independent activity of citizens who try to 

launch a new business aimed to make a profit. In all countries, the development of small and medium- 

sized enterprises (SME) is one of the main engines of economic growth. For the government, SME 

is important primarily because it helps to create new jobs and to form a middle class, which is one of 

the main factors in the long-term stability of the economy in any country. In addition, SME is a 

significant source of revenues for the state budget. 

The development of this sector is very important for Azerbaijan, as it can lead to both the 

economic and social development of the country. In 2016 the private sector share of GDP in 

Azerbaijan exceeded 81% (European Commission 2017). The government of Azerbaijan has 

introduced new privileges for entrepreneurs in order to stimulate the business climate and to eliminate 

barriers to the development of entrepreneurship in Azerbaijan. 

The EU is the main trading partner of Azerbaijan, with the largest export and import market 

shares (48.3% and 27.7% respectively) (European Commission 2017). Since the 1990s, the EU has 

supported the government of Azerbaijan in its policy of economic development and diversification. 

The new PCA agreement,  which  is  supposed to  replace the 1996  PCA, aims  to  bring closer 

Azerbaijan‘s legislation and procedures with the most important international trade norms and 

standards of the EU. It will help to achieve better access for Azerbaijani goods to EU markets. 

The development of entrepreneurship in Azerbaijan is one of the sectors where the EU intends 

to support the government – it announces grants, invests in a number of projects and promotes 

economic growth in rural areas. Over the 2014 – 2017 period, EU assistance to Azerbaijan focuses 

on education and skills development, regional and rural development and justice sector reform 

(European Commission 2017). The new assistance package the EU will provide to Azerbaijan will 

be worth EUR 13.5 million. This assistance will help to improve the business environment in 

Azerbaijan and enhance competitiveness and export opportunities (European Commission 2016). 

Rural development is one of the top priorities for Azerbaijan, and it has direct links with 

entrepreneurship as the central force of economic growth. In 2016 the EU announced a grant titled 

'Support to Community Based Initiatives for Market-Driven Income and Employment Generation in 

Rural Areas in Azerbaijan' with the aim of fostering economic regeneration and job creation in rural 

areas of Azerbaijan. The program has an overall budget of EUR 4.3 million (Delegation of the 

European Union to Azerbaijan 2016). 

Another three-year project titled 'Building female professionals and promoting women's 

entrepreneurship development in rural regions of Azerbaijan' was launched in 2014 and co-funded 

by the EU (European Union 2016). The Azerbaijan Micro-Finance Association (AMFA) in 

cooperation with the Micro-Finance Centre Poland (MFC) are the main implementers of the project. 

One of the aims of this project is to strengthen the capacities of women in rural areas and overcome 

obstacles so they can establish and run their own business. As of 2016, 1,808 women were engaged, 

from eight rural regions: Ganja, Goychay, Bilasuvar, Zagatala, Shamkir, Agdash, Guba, and 

Mingechevir. 

Micro-finance can have a very important role to play in the economic development of any 

country, including Azerbaijan. It is one of the ways to help people to start their own business, which 

in turn can benefit the economic development of the entire country. It also helps to ease 

unemployment rates and poverty levels by supporting families in need. 

Nevertheless, there is still no EU-Azerbaijan cooperation in the provision of microfinance 

services in the war-affected regions of Azerbaijan. Micro-finance is one of the ways to assist those 

people, many of whom are living in poor conditions. Mostly, those living in these areas are engaged 

in agriculture and are willing to establish their own business in order to gain additional income. 

However due to their low income or unemployment status, many are unable to get a loan approved 

by the banks. 

Moreover, EU-Azerbaijani cooperation in entrepreneurship is necessary to build awareness 

and inspiration among young people about the entrepreneurial environment. Creating networks and 
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providing greater opportunities are important in increasing the education level and business skills 

among young people. The exchange of expertise across several programs will support the deepening 

of integration between the EU and Azerbaijan, with clear benefits for both partners. The involvement 

of young entrepreneurs will also improve the business environment and industrial capacity. In turn, 

it will stimulate economic growth, increase competition between entrepreneurs, improve the quality 

of products, and increase trade turnover between the EU and Azerbaijan. 

Furthermore, neo-functionalism theory suggests that deeper economic integration may have a 

spillover effect on further political cooperation. Policies on taxation and wages, for example, can be 

influenced by integration and may lead to the establishment of a common tariff zone between EU and 

Azerbaijan. 

 
3.3.  Education as one of the top priorities in EU-Azerbaijan cooperation 

The head of the EU Delegation in Azerbaijan, Malena Mard, commented that cooperation in 

the field of education (especially when it comes to vocational education and training, or 'VET') with 

Azerbaijan is a top priority for the EU. In an interview with the EU Neighbourhood Info Center, she 

said: ―Investment in education means an investment in the future‖ (KASPIY.AZ 2016). 

The EU has a strong relationship with the Ministry of Education (MoE) in Azerbaijan. The 

EU strategy is to assist Azerbaijan in modernizing its education system and bringing it closer in line 

with EU standards. The diversification of the economy requires the implementation of new reforms 

and innovations as well as the development of new skills. The EU is willing to cooperate with 

Azerbaijan while sharing its own experience. In 2014, as part of the EU support program, the EU 

allocated EUR 19 million for improving the education system and employability in Azerbaijan 

(News.Az 2015). This funding aims to support Azerbaijan in pursuing its reforms of the education 

system. At modernized universities, students can acquire the knowledge, skills and learning 

opportunities that are required for the modern labor market. Additionally, the program also supports 

civil society development by stimulating dialogue between education authorities, social partners, and 

civil society. 

A further example of cooperation in the education sector is the European Commission‘s 

'eTwinning' network. This network was established with the goal of encouraging 100,000 schools in 

33 European countries to communicate with each other via the internet. In 2013, the network was 

extended to schools in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine (European Commission 

2013). Pupils and teachers from some Azerbaijani schools got the chance to join a virtual classroom 

and participate in various lectures, as well as to implement joint educational projects in their 

classrooms. In 2014-2015, 80 new schools and 164 teachers from Azerbaijan were involved in 109 

projects (News.Az 2015). In 2015, a new twinning project was officially launched in the higher 

education sector, entitled 'Support to the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Azerbaijan for 

Further Adherence of the Higher Education System to the European Higher Education Area' and is 

due for completion in August 2017 (Finnish Education Evaluation Center 2015). The project is 

funded by the EU, with a budget of EUR 1.3 million. This project aims to increase the capacities of 

the higher educational institutions of Azerbaijan and bring them closer in line with the EHEA 

(European Higher Education Area) standards. The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre and Estonian 

Higher Education Quality Agency are partners in this project. 

The EU and Azerbaijan work through Erasmus+, supporting exchanges between students 

from EU and Azerbaijani universities. In 2015, approximately 250 students and staff members from 

Azerbaijan traveled to Europe. At the same time, more than 85 students and staff from Europe came 

to Azerbaijan. Erasmus+ also provides financial support for the development of higher education in 

Azerbaijan. In addition, funding is also provided by the 'Jean Monnet' programme, as part of which 

talent students and staff members from Azerbaijan have the chance to receive a scholarship for joint 

doctoral degrees offered under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie action (Embassy of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan to the Kingdom of Belgium and the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg Mission to the 

European  Union  2016).  Erasmus+  also  incorporates  'Erasmus  Mundus',  which  aims  to  foster 
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cooperation between universities in the EU and third countries. The program helps both to promote 

intercultural understanding between countries and to enhance the career prospects of students and 

academic staff. 

The Erasmus+ scholarship program is a great chance for Azerbaijanis who wish to study in 

Europe. In the case of a successful application, the program offers scholarships for study and 

traineeships. However, in cases where students do not want to apply for an undergraduate or 

postgraduate degree program in European universities, but simply wish to participate in student 

exchange programs and spend a few months in Europe, they are confronted with financial problems. 

In most cases, students have to cover all travel and living expenses themselves without any 

scholarship support. 

Another challenge for EU-Azerbaijan cooperation in education between the EU and 

Azerbaijan is that there is no single education system within the EU that can be applied in Azerbaijan. 

Each member state of the EU has its education standards. Among 38 countries participating in the 

EU's Erasmus+ program, 28 countries are the EU Member States, and there are 43 different education 

systems. In addition, distance education or so-called 'home education' is widespread in some EU 

countries, while in Azerbaijan there is mostly a conservative approach regarding this issue. Other 

than that, there are different standards, rates, and requirements at different universities in the EU 

member states. Therefore, there is no one single EU model of education which can be applied in 

Azerbaijan. EU member states can only share the best practices and different examples of education 

systems – the government, should decide which one is most applicable to Azerbaijan. 

Vocational education and training (VET) is a further area of cooperation. In 2011 Azerbaijan, 

in partnership with the EU, opened a VET center in the Ismayilli region. The MoE of Azerbaijan 

went on to launch a 'modernization' process for the VET system in accordance with European 

standards. Importantly, the VET center in Ismayilli aims to provide training that corresponds to the 

needs of Ismayilli region and the region was selected as a pilot region for the implementation of a 

modern VET system in the tourism sector. The EU has allocated EUR 2.5 million for the development 

of a modern VET strategy. The Ismayilli center offers training in cooking, waiting and bartending; 

for tourism agents, local guides and hotel receptionists; and for young and motivated teachers. The 

school regularly updates its plan in accordance with the requirements and necessities of the students, 

to help them find their way in the tourism labor market (Mard 2015). 

In sum, the EU and Azerbaijan do not have any specific structure for cooperation in the 

education sector. However, they work through Erasmus+ supporting exchanges between students 

from the EU and Azerbaijani universities. The EU also provides support to the MoE in moving 

forward on the Bologna process. 

 
3.4.  The role of civil society in EU-Azerbaijan relations beyond energy 

State-level cooperation is necessary but not sufficient to achieve the ambitious goals for a 

productive partnership between the EU and Azerbaijan. It is necessary to involve actors beyond the 

political elites to ensure success. The active involvement of NGOs is a crucial factor in any mutually 

beneficial cooperation. Considering the importance of civil society engagement, both sides should 

ensure that NGOs become stakeholders in the projects or reforms planned in the three areas of 

entrepreneurship, education, and tourism. 

In October 2016 Azerbaijani president Ilham Aliyev signed a decree on the introduction of 

the 'single window' principle for the process of issuing grants from foreign donors in Azerbaijan. The 

decree came into force on 1 January 2017. With this decree, the president aims to improve relations 

with foreign countries and grant them access to civil society actors in Azerbaijan (Гаджизаде 2016). 

There are also ongoing discussions between a number of government agencies and NGOs on ways to 

facilitate the work of  NGOs  in  Azerbaijan.  This  process  of  liberalization  of the civil  society 

environment aims to improve the image of the country on the world stage as a democratic nation. 

There are two instruments used by the EU to support civil society in Azerbaijan. The first is 

the EIDHR (European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights) (International Cooperation and 
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Development 2017). This support largely takes the form of electoral observation and the provision of 

recommendations. Through this instrument, the EU also supports the development of civil society in 

order to bring about positive changes in human rights protection mechanisms. The second instrument 

is the Program for Non-State Actors and Local Authorities in development. This program supports 

civil society organizations in their cooperation with local authorities. There are also several other EU- 

financed projects in the health, education and rural development sectors. 

In the previous sections of this paper, I outlined the need to boost EU-Azerbaijan cooperation 

in the areas of entrepreneurship, education, and tourism. Civil society involvement can play a decisive 

role in the reforms aimed at these areas of cooperation. Therefore, there are two major reasons why 

NGOs should be involved in EU-Azerbaijan relations. First of all, the involvement of civil society 

actors can democratize the process of cooperation and make it more open to the public. The EU 

remains convinced that civil society has a prominent role to play in the relations between countries. 

Traditionally, NGOs have always been at the forefront of efforts to push governments to pursue 

policies of democratization and the protection of human rights. The involvement of NGOs in such 

projects, especially in the development of entrepreneurship, will serve as plausible evidence that the 

government of Azerbaijan aims to foster democratic development and cooperation with civil society. 

Secondly, NGOs serve as an important platform for dialogue between the government and civil 

society. As discussed previously, the EU's strong criticism of Azerbaijan's human rights policy is one 

of the major obstacles standing in the way of successful cooperation. Instead of pursuing a policy of 

public and harsh criticism, it would be more effective to establish a dialogue with the Azerbaijani 

government of Azerbaijan based on the issuing of recommendations and using those NGOs that are 

also willing to be involved in the dialogue. EU support to NGOs, which aims to bring about changes 

by engaging in a constructive dialogue with the government, can strengthen the position of civil 

society and also enhance the scope of cooperation between the EU and Azerbaijan. 

During an interview, the President of the International Eurasia Press Fund (IEPF) Umud 

Mirzayev claimed that cooperation between Azerbaijan and the EU could be promoted through 

dialogue but not via orders or conditions (IEPF is an independent non-governmental organization 

officially registered in 1992. IEPF works in 4 main activity directions of Media and Civil Society 

development; Refugees and IDPs issues; Community development; and Peacemaking actions and 

Conflict Resolutions. The author is currently employed by IEPF) (Mirzayev 2017) He added that civil 

society actors are mostly interested in the promotion of healthy and collaborative relations in sectors 

beyond energy. 

In sum, the involvement of civil society and NGOs will have positive implications for the 

process of fostering EU-Azerbaijan integration beyond energy. Cooperation with civil society has the 

potential to reach wide audiences in a variety of sectors. Finally, building confidence by strengthening 

democratic structures may lead to a greater political rapprochement between the parties. 
 

 

4.   Conclusion and recommendations 

 
This paper provides an analysis of EU-Azerbaijan relations since their establishment in the 

early 1990s when Azerbaijan became independent from the Soviet Union. As one of the most 

important donors and economic partners, the EU has played an important role in the transition of 

Azerbaijan to a market economy. Recent developments in relations include the announcement of 

negotiations on a new PCA agreement, the adoption of a Visa Facilitation Agreement and the 

resumption of relations between the European Parliament and the Parliament of Azerbaijan. These 

developments enable both parties to build further relations that can benefit both Azerbaijan and the 

EU. 

Further, this paper describes a number of limitations that have been observed in EU- 

Azerbaijan relations and suggests some ways to overcome them. Suggestions for designing future 

cooperation between the two parties include deepening integration in the three major sectors of 

education, entrepreneurship, and tourism. I back up the need for deepened integration in these spheres 
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with a list of key factors. Relying on neo-functionalism theory, I illustrate the connection between 

close economic integration and political cooperation. In the final part, I present the role of civil society 

as one of the key factors for mutually beneficial relations between the EU and Azerbaijan. 

Based on the above analysis of cooperation possibilities in three sectors beyond the energy 

sector, this paper makes the following policy recommendations: 

     In the tourism sector, both sides should make progress on the visa simplification procedures 

between the EU and Azerbaijan. While some progress has been made, there is a need to make it easier 

for some categories of people (such as journalists and politicians) to get a visa quickly or on arrival. 

Moreover, it is necessary to develop a system for the provision of long-term visas for those citizens, 

entrepreneurs, politicians, and journalists who are often traveling in order to diminish the time spent 

on visa application procedures. The simplification of visa procedures will also foster cooperation 

between the EU and Azerbaijan in entrepreneurship and other spheres. 

     The parties  should  continue negotiations  on  a  'common  aviation  area'  agreement.  This 

agreement will make it simpler to organize flights between the EU member states and Azerbaijan and 

to deepen commercial and economic ties. Additionally, it will increase the number of commercial 

flights and reduce the cost of the tickets. 

     In the entrepreneurship sector, the EU and Azerbaijan should foster cooperation in developing 

micro-finance services to encourage the development of small and medium-sized enterprises (SME). 

This will strengthen non-oil GDP growth and job creation in the country. It is also important to 

conduct market research, to provide training programs regarding on business planning and to establish 

information centers in the regions to stimulate business development beyond the capital. Additional 

tenders and projects should be implemented in close cooperation between the EU and Azerbaijan. 

    In the educational sphere, the limited number of students exchange programs slows down the 

process modernization of university education in Azerbaijan, as few students can afford to cover all 

of their financial expenses without any scholarship. More attention should be paid to establishing 

exchange programs within the framework of the Erasmus program. Azerbaijan and the EU should 

also build on their cooperation with VET. Vocational training is an area where both parties can 

develop practical skills. This cooperation serves as a useful platform for the discussion of different 

education programs and  reforms that may be applied in Azerbaijan.  In  addition, it is a good 

opportunity for reforming the education system in the regions. 

   Finally, NGOs should be considered as important partners that should be involved in the 

process of the development of national and regional initiatives. The participation of civil society 

actors will democratize the process and make it easier for both sides to build trust. Civil society 

representatives can promote the visibility of Azerbaijan in the EU and vice versa. If NGOs are actively 

involved, the process of fostering cooperation in sectors beyond energy may have a spillover effect 

on further EU-Azerbaijan political integration. 

One particular area for potential cooperation between the EU and Azerbaijan is support for 

the regions of Azerbaijan that have suffered from the Nagorno-Karabakh war, as a result of which 

almost one million people have become refugees and IDPs (Official website of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan 2012). As a result of the implementation of the Regional Socioeconomic Development 

Programme, the government of Azerbaijan has successfully increased the level of employment, living 

conditions and education system in those regions. Moreover, agricultural development stimulates 

economic growth. Nevertheless, the EU and Azerbaijan should enlarge the scope of cooperation to 

encourage entrepreneurship development in such regions as Aghdam, Barda, and Tartar in order to 

improve the socio-economic conditions of those affected by the war. In addition, the provision of 

micro-finance services to such people is a potential way to foster the development of entrepreneurship 

in those regions of Azerbaijan. Finally, the improvement of the education system and the provision 

of vocational training in the war-affected regions should also be considered. Such cooperation can 

bring greater international attention to the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and may serve as an additional 

step on the way to its resolution. If the EU were to demonstrate a deeper interest in the rapid settlement 
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of the conflict, which remains unsolved after more than 25 years, it would be an important step in 

improving relations between Azerbaijan and the EU in the political arena. 
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This paper examines the establishment of new urban centers and the development of existing 

cities (and city networks) in Azerbaijan as an alternative pathway for urban policy during the 

country's post-oil period. The country‘s current spatial and population distribution, administrative 

division and governance structures are in need of immediate reform in order to create new urban areas 

to achieve the country's goals. One key reason why the government should consider adopting the 

'urban concentration model' as an alternative development policy is to allow for the optimization of 

spatial distribution and the creation of new regional urban centers. However, the regional 

development policies implemented by the state in recent  years have explicitly shown that the 

government has missed the opportunity to implement important policy alternatives in urbanized areas. 

This paper analyses the current status of regional development in Azerbaijan, both in terms of existing 

policies and the impact on economic development of the country, and suggests an approach for 

establishing new urban centers in the country as a tool for achieving sustainable growth. 
 

 
 

1.  Introduction 
 

The year 2014 was crucial for those countries whose economies have been based on the 

exploration and export of oil and gas. During the year, global demand and therefore prices for these 

commodities declined, which seriously affected the state wealth funds and consequently the entire 

economic systems of these countries. Economies based on oil and gas revenues - once the pillar of 

national economies across most of the Middle East, South America and the countries of the former 

Soviet Union – contracted as a result of the new price environment. Most now accept that the era of 

easy 'oil dollars' is coming to an end, and many of these countries have started to seek alternative 

economic engines to substitute for these revenues. 

Since 2003 the economic performance of Azerbaijan rocketed due to oil exploration at 

offshore fields such as Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli (ACG), which had been operated by BP and the 

Azerbaijan Government following the signing the so-called 'Contract of the Century' in 1994. The 

country has seen considerable economic benefits from exploration and export of these commodities 

since that period. Over the past decade, the price of oil has fluctuated between USD 60 per barrel to 

a peak of USD 146 in 2009, before again descending to below USD 50 in 2015. The period of high 

prices allowed Azerbaijan to earn estimated USD 150 billion dollars, according to published data 

(sputnik.az 2015). 

Since the early 2000s, Azerbaijan's economy lost its competitive advantage because of the 

prioritization of crude oil imports and the disappointing economic performance of other sectors. 

Traditional economic sectors such as heavy industry and agriculture mostly collapsed, and the country 

suffered from what is known as 'Dutch Syndrome'1   The priorities for the national economy switched 
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1.    Dutch disease is an economics term that refers to the negative consequences arising from large increases in the value 

of a country's currency. It is primarily associated with a natural resource discovery but can result from any large influx of 
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to the capital city, which is the major economic and administrative center as well as the center of oil 

and gas production. The resulting hyper-urbanization, combined with migration flows from the 

countryside and other cities, resulted in significant urban sprawl in this once compact post-Soviet city 

(State Committee on Urban Planning and Architecture). In part because of Baku's networking and 

supply chain advantages, the urban agglomeration around the city accounts for 94.2% of national 

GDP (Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Azerbaijan n.d). Even prior to the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, Baku served as the major economic center of the country. However today it plays a 

role in a 'primate city' i.e. the largest city in the country. Meanwhile, those small cities, which were 

created during the process of socialist state building in the 1930s lost their strength. Other large cities, 

which were once viewed as strategic to the Soviet economy, have lost their competitive advantage 

over the last 25 years and need strong support to spark further development. 
 

 

2.   Current policy problems 

 
The story of regional development policies in Azerbaijan began from 2003 when the 

government declared the rehabilitation of existing and old infrastructure, funded through the central 

budget. By 2014, three state-led regional economic development programs were carried out, covering 

all regions of Azerbaijan (Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Azerbaijan n.d). Since then, the 

goals of these programs have been upgraded and modified, and the intention of these state programs 

is now: ‗to achieve the acceleration of non-oil sector development, diversification of the economy, 

balanced regional and sustainable socio-economic development as well as further improvement in the 

welfare of the population in the country‘ (Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Azerbaijan n.d). 

A further clause details the goal of: 'improving infrastructure provision, improving the 

business climate and further accelerating the development of entrepreneurship, attracting 

investment for the development of the economy, stimulating the production of export-oriented 

goods etc.‖ (Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Azerbaijan n.d). Since the period of 

implementation of these programs, a wide range of activities has been carried out in the regions, 

with the support of governmental and international financial institutions (IFIs). 

However, these regional development policies have so far been fragmented by field of service 

delivery - such as infrastructure development, rehabilitation, and rural development. Furthermore, 

these programs aimed to build capacities in more than 70 regions separately - for instance, the 

construction of schools and communal facilities was carried out in all regions of Azerbaijan. If we 

review the development of these regional development programs from the outset, we can see that 

these plans intended to deliver an equal level of public services in each territorial units of the country, 

from city to village. Nevertheless, what the programs failed to do was target specific regions or cities 

as potential clusters for the establishment of 'regional centers.' 

During the post-oil period, and following the processes of deindustrialization in Azerbaijan, 

the employment rates among the rural unskilled labor force have remained high. According to official 

statistics, rural areas account for 47% of Azerbaijan's total population (The State Statistical 

Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan n.d ). This extensive labor force needs support and 

professional training in order to switch to other fields of the economy. Investors are also interested in 

a focus on urban clusters, which rely on the availability of a cheap workforce at the initial stages. 

This paper is based on a review of data and policy evidence which demonstrate the necessity of 

establishing new urban centers and urban networks in Azerbaijan, based on the existing economic 

performance of small and medium cities (SMCs). The focus area of investigation in this paper is 

Urban and Regional Planning, but it also takes into consideration the economic activities and 

capacities of SMCs. I argue that the overall development of the country cannot be achieved without 

creating  agglomerative  economies  which  are  able to  compete in  regional  and  global  markets. 
 

 
 

foreign currency into a country, including foreign direct investment, foreign aid or a substantial increase in natural 

resource prices. 
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Meanwhile, the need for administrative optimization should be on the agenda of the government in 

order to reduce the spending of budget revenues on public services. As a material, this paper draws 

on elements of the Strategic Roadmap declared by the Azerbaijani government in 2016, which details 

the development goals of the country for the period of 2025 to 2030. It is assumed that the urban 

concentration model will target government institutions, the academic environment (in the field of 

urban economy and planning), international organizations and financial institutions. 

Some of the key terms which will be discussed in the paper are briefly outlined below: 

   Urban planning: Urban planning is a technical and political process concerned with the 

development and use of land, protection and use of the environment, public welfare, and the 

design of the urban environment, including air, water, and the infrastructure passing into and 

out of urban areas, such as transportation, communications, and distribution networks (McGill 

University). Urban planning is also referred to as 'urban and regional planning', 'regional 

planning', 'town planning', 'city planning', 'rural planning', or some combination of these terms 

in various areas worldwide (Gavirioa & Stein 2000). 

 Urban concentration: A process in which an increasing proportion of a country's population 

is concentrated in urban areas (Castells-Quintana 2017). 

 Urban agglomeration: An extended city or town area comprising the built-up area of a central 

place (usually a municipality) and any suburbs linked by the continuous urban area (UNICEF 
2012). 

 Second-tier cities or secondary cities: A 'secondary city' is largely determined by population, 

size, function, and economic status. Commonly, secondary cities are geographically defined 

urban jurisdictions or centers performing vital governance, logistical, and production 

functions at a sub-national or sub-metropolitan region level, within a system of cities in a 

given country (Roberts & Hofmann 2014). 

 Primate city: The largest city in its country or region, disproportionately larger than any others 

in the urban hierarchy (Goodall 1987). 

One of the major aims of this study is to provoke debate over possible reforms and methods 

of optimization by establishing an institutional framework for regional planning. The experience of a 

number of other countries is discussed in the paper in order to provide evidence for the importance 

of creating new urban centers which could become alternative economic centers in Azerbaijan. 

 
3.   Overview of existing knowledge 

 
Recent developments strongly suggest that those countries with high levels of urbanization 

can achieve sustainable economic development goals even over a short-term period (United Nations 

2013). 'Agglomeration economies' allow countries to shift an oversupplied rural labor force toward 

industries and services in cities, making them the most sustainable places for development. 

Azerbaijan is in need of a number of urgent reforms in regional and urban development in 

order to boost the pace of urbanization. Territorial optimization and the amalgamation of rural areas 

for the further development of urban areas would be an important initial policy reform in order to 

achieve sustainable development goals. I here draw on academic resources and case studies from 

other countries in order to better understand the structure of the current urban planning framework in 

Azerbaijan and to provide suggestions for future development. 

Many researchers believe that urbanization must be seen as the source of overall development in a 

given country. Markusen (1999, 66-68) discusses the economic development of a specific region: 

 
The goal of cluster economic development models is to create capacity in certain key 

industries. At the same level, it supports to achieve import substitution or to build export- 

oriented economies. Such regional policies are mostly designed to moderate regional 

differentiation, improve regional per capita income differentials, integrate undeveloped 

regions into the national economy, and encourage stopping parading of hyper-urbanization. 
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Also, such distribution might create a new cluster which pressure primate city to diminish the 

growth, encourage the growth of second-size cities and increase their capacity building toward 

switching rural areas to urban areas which can change the fabric of the labor market of the 

region in future. 

 
In the urban context, Fujita and his colleagues (1999) show how a rising population will lead to the 

birth of new cities. According to the authors, 'population growth expands the agricultural hinterland 

surrounding existing cities, and at some point, it becomes profitable for a new frontier city to develop.' 

Despite the existence of some regional planning and spatial development plans during the 

Soviet period, the collapse of the USSR halted the process of creating new urban areas. Since that 

period, urbanization in Azerbaijan has not aligned with the goals of decision makers, particularly 

given the significant problems facing the country during the mid-1990s as war and the transition to a 

market economy set the country back. Regional planning and economic development policies were 

reviewed only in the early 2000s when the government declared the acceleration of regional economic 

development. By that time, the first signs of hyper-urbanization had appeared in Baku, when the city 

began to dominate as the primate city of the country. Due to weak development policies, the other 

regions faced tough economic challenges, and soon unemployed members of the rural labor force 

began to move to the larger cities (mostly to Baku) for employment and business opportunities. 

Three Regional Development Plans, implemented between 2003 and 2014, were designed to 

support regional development but did not consider the future of these regions in terms of 

administration, economic changes and the creation of urban agglomerations. In recent years, some 

attempts have been made to do so within the scope of the Greater Baku Regional Development Plan, 

a project financed by the World Bank and implemented by the State Committee of Urban Planning 

and Architecture (SCUPA). However although the plan has been prepared, proposed and is awaiting 

approval from the government, no concrete action has yet been taken. 

Eventually, the government demonstrated its willingness to develop urban areas and shift an 

oversupplied rural labor force into the cities of Azerbaijan. The Strategic Roadmap for the 

Azerbaijani Economy up until 2025 lists urban development as one of the key focus areas in order to 

achieve overall economic goals. According to  the document, the  government should work  on 

developing urban areas and support further urbanization, which will be accompanied by the 

movement of the labour force from rural areas. The document also stipulates that the large income 

gap between urban and rural Azerbaijanis must be reduced in the coming years. The Regional 

Development Policy in Azerbaijan will be reviewed in the light of three regional policy programs and 

policy analyses recently declared by the government. In addition, digitally sensitive maps of 

Azerbaijan's regions will help to estimate the population density in the various regions. 

The Azerbaijani government has declared a Strategic Roadmap for the country‘s development 

for the next two decades (Azerbaijan State News Agency n.d). Besides details on the optimisation 

and development of the national economy, the plans for urbanization and rural-urban labor shifts 

illustrate the will of the government to create new urban centres or to significantly urbanize large 

regional cities and SMCs. Although there have been some signs that the government wishes to move 

some industry to the regions outside the capital, the absence of well-defined policies hinders the 

realization of such plans. Urban development strategies must be revised before carrying out these 

policies, and this should be done in the framework of national policies. 
 

 

4.   Historical background 

 
Historically Azerbaijan has been a largely agricultural country, with mostly medium and small- 

scale cities. However, the rapid urbanization and urban flows that characterize the country's recent 

history first occurred due to the industrialization of Baku in the 1860s. Tsarist Russia‘s administration 

and  territorial  policy  emphasized  the  reorganization  of  the  territories  which  today  lie  within 
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Azerbaijan into gubernias2   and uyezd3.   Apart from some regional cities and uyezd centers, the 

majority of  the  population  at  the  time  was  concentrated  in  rural  areas.  By the  end  of  1860, 

approximately twelve medium and small cities existed in the country.. Cities in Azerbaijan in the late 

19th and early 20th centuries had only limited public administration functions and, other than some 

mining activities in the Western regions of the country, Azerbaijan was not yet industrialized. That 

all changed when Baku received the status of central city - which was previously was occupied by 

the gubernia center of Shamakhi. Following the earthquake and destruction of Shamakhi in 1859, the 

administrative  center  immediately moved  to  Baku  in  1860.The advent  of oil  exploration  also 

determined the future of Azerbaijani cities – starting from the 1870s Baku gradually became the 

industrial center of whole Caucasus region. By the beginning of the 1990s, the population of Baku 

reached two million. 

As a city, Baku was central to the pace of urban development the country, rising to become 
the primate city from the 20th century onwards. Once Baku received the status of the administrative 

and economic center of the gubernia, it also generated the development of other regions of Azerbaijan 

during the establishment of the Azerbaijani SSR. Later under the Soviets in 1930, the uyezds of Baku, 

Ganja, Zagatala, Karabakh (Aghdam), Guba, Lankaran, Mugan (Salyan), Sheki (Nukha) and Shirvan 

(Goychay) were reformed. A decision of the Central Executive Committee and Council of People's 

Commissars of USSR in 1930, declared the establishment of 63 rayons on the territory of former 

uyezd areas (Administrative Department of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Presidential 

Library n.d). 

In the 1930s, following the process of ―canonization4‖,  " The majority of the centers of these 

administrative units were granted the status of 'city.' The next big push came during Stalin's rule – 

this took the form of industrialization based on socialist ideology, which required increasing industrial 

and agricultural production by creating new urban and economic agglomerations. The history of many 

of Azerbaijan's largest cities begins with the establishment of Soviet power in the 1920s – during that 

period most existing small cities, and rural settlements received city status. According to various data 

sources, between 1920 and 1990 more than 170 new cities were established on the territory of the 

Soviet Union. Azerbaijan's large industrial cities today, such as Sumgait, Mingechevir, and Shirvan, 

were built to meet Soviet industrialization policies and goals. In the 1930s the Soviet government 

decided to establish Sumgait as a satellite city of Baku, to develop a center of metallurgy and chemical 

industry. After World War II, Mingechevir city was developed as a center of electric power and light 

industry. 

In most cases, each of these cities had a unique industrial profile which was very important 

for the needs of the planned economy. The peak of this period came in the 1930s when Stalin initiated 

industrialization to meet needs of the economy of the country as a whole. By the 1950s the newly 

established cities served as centers of heavy industry. In planning documents, they were indicated as 

medium-sized cities and, sometimes, as satellite cities. However, these cities changed their character 

over time - even Soviet-controlled urban policies could not limit the growth of the population in 

satellite cities, and over the time it increased by migration from rural areas. Relations between the 

labor force and industry created a win-win situation for the cities. Thanks to the influx of members 

of the labor force, policymakers could expand the industrial capacity of cities and ensure population 

growth. 

Traditionally, definitions of the various regions of Azerbaijan derive from attempts to unify 

the country since the early 20th century. After World War II, the Soviet urban planning system started 
 

2.  A governorate, or a guberniya, was a major and principal administrative subdivision of the Russian Empire and the 

early Russian SFSR. The term is usually translated as government, governorate, or province. 
3. An uyezd (Russian: уезд) was an administrative subdivision of the Grand Duchy of Moscow, the Russian Empire, and 

the early Russian SFSR, which was in use from the 13th century. For most of Russian history, uyezds were a secondary- 

level of administrative division 
4. A rayon is a type of administrative unit of several post-Soviet states (such as part of an oblast). The term is from the 

French "rayon" (meaning "honeycomb, department"), which is both a type of a subnational entity and a division of a city, 

and is commonly translated in English as "district. 
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to prepare its spatial development based on a regional planning model ('rayon planlaşdırması' in 

Azerbaijani). The process of building cities in the Soviet Union was under the control of the 

government and, in most cases, such settlements were established on the basis of economic activities. 

 
Table 1: Administrative divisions of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

Region/Autonomous 

Republic 

Area(km²) Population 

Absheron 5,420 2,613,300 

Ganja-Qazakh 12,480 1,191,700 

Shaki-Zaqatala 8,969 543,400 

Lankaran 6,140 926,500 

Quba-Khachmaz 6,960 498,400 

Aran 23,375 1,893,036 

Yukhari-Karabakh 7,253.5 628,200 

Kalbajar-Lachin 6,400 231,300 

Daglig-Shirvan 6,060 287,800 

Nakhchivan 5,550 414,900 
Source: Administrative Department of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Presidential Library. Socio-economic 
development of the regions. 

 
Accordingly, some cities have made significant progress since the 1950s and received the 

status of large or medium-sized cities by the end of 1980s. In addition, some cities, including even 

the central cities of several rayons, serve as the network centers of cities and rayons. They are known 

as 'republican subordinate cities' ( regional administrative centers -ed.) and provide a wider range of 

services for neighboring areas, including testing and examination centers, facilities for issuing 

passports and driving licenses etc. Almost all of Azerbaijan's large cities belong to this category 

(Baku, Ganja, Sumgait, Mingechevir, Nakhichevan, Shirvan, Sheki, Khankendi, Yevlakh, Naftalan, 

and Lankaran). However, even with such a fast pace of urbanization, the share of the population 

residing in urban areas in Azerbaijan was one of the lowest in the former Soviet space, according to 

available statistics. 

 
Table 2: Population of 'republican subordinate cities' (as of 1 January 1, 2015) 

City Number of population 

Baku 2,204,200 

Ganja 328, 400 

Sumgait 332,900 

Mingechevir 101, 600 

Nakhichevan 82,552 

Shirvan 82, 900 

Sheki 62, 965 

Khankendi 55,500 

Yevlakh 57, 681 

Naftalan 9,855 

Lankaran 55,000 
Source: Administrative Department of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Presidential Library 
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5.   Current situation 
 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Azerbaijan faced a number of challenges, including 

severe economic problems and the occupation of the Nagorno-Karabakh region and surrounding 

regions by Armenia. Moreover, from the 1990s onwards the level of interaction and cooperation 

between the former Soviet republics  gradually slowed. As  a result, by the end of the  1990s, 

Azerbaijan's formerly important industrial sectors began to stagnate. These challenges also impacted 

urban economies - SMCs, in particular, suffered because of their weak levels of industrialization. 

Light industry and agriculture, as a field of the national economy, lost their competitiveness in the 

regional market. Compared to bigger cities, SMCs faced serious challenges due to their weak 

economic capacity and therefore lost their economic competitiveness. In contrast, some neighboring 

countries, notably Turkey and Iran, benefitted from exporting both their industrial and agricultural 

products to Azerbaijan as a promising emerging market. 

The question of SMCs for a long time rarely received the attention of policymakers. However 

today the revitalisation of these settlements is back on the agenda. There is an urgent need to make 

development patterns for Azerbaijan more sustainable. Currently, the regions of Azerbaijan face huge 

challenges due to high levels of unemployment, which increased significantly following the oil price- 

induced crisis since 2014. This serves as a further impetus for a review of the traditional regional 

planning approach for creating regional centers. 

Azerbaijan, a country of 9.5 million inhabitants, is a unitary country which is divided into 66 

rayons, one autonomous republic and 71 cities (including republican subordinate cities). Significant 

changes took place in contemporary Azerbaijan in the post-Soviet period. First of all, the Nagorno- 

Karabakh Autonomous oblast and surrounding regions were occupied by Armenia. In 1995, after 

adopting the new Constitution of Azerbaijan, the country was declared as a unitary country which 

consists of several regions, including one 'special region' of the Nakhichevan Autonomous Republic. 

The level of urbanization of secondary cities ('second-tier cities') and large cities have been 

gradually increasing since the government started to implement programs for regional economic 

development in 2004. Since the adoption of the 'Socio-economic development program for the 

regions of Azerbaijan for 2004-2009', the classification of Azerbaijan's economic regions has been 

organized as follows: 

 
Table 3: Administrative divisions of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

Region/Autonomous 

Republic 

Area(km²) Population 

Absheron 5,420 2,613,300 

Ganja-Qazakh 12,480 1,191,700 

Shaki-Zaqatala 8,969 543,400 

Lankaran 6,140 926,500 

Quba-Khachmaz 6,960 498,400 

Aran 23,375 1,893,036 

Yukhari-Karabakh 7,253.5 628,200 

Kalbajar-Lachin 6,400 231,300 

Daglig-Shirvan 6,060 287,800 

Nakhichevan 5,550 414,900 
Source: Administrative Department of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Presidential Library. Socio-economic 
development of the regions. 

 
The definition of 'republican subordinate city', discussed above, is derived from the Soviet 

period. However, the role and functionality of these cities have diminished due to patterns of 

favoritism of the political and business elites toward other cities. Some SMCs, such as Shamkir and 
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Gabala, have been granted greater importance than other regional centers, which changed the model 

for future urban concentration scenarios in Azerbaijan. 

One of the obstacles for the resolution of problems in urban areas is the territorial and 

administration division system. Azerbaijan still has one of the most fragmented territorial systems in 

the world, considering the nature of the administrative units inside national boundaries. Azerbaijan's 

national territory consists of 66 rayons (not counting the 14 individual rayons of the cities of Baku 

and Ganja), some of which have a population of over 100,000 (see Table 4). 

 
Table 4: Number of regions in Azerbaijan 

Number 

of regions 

Share, by population number 

<10,000 10,000- 

20,000 
20000- 

30000 
30000- 

40000 
40000- 

50000 
50000- 

60000 
60000- 

70000 
70000- 

100000 

66 0 2 2 4 7 4 2 18 

Source: The State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan. 2016. 

 
Each rayon consolidates and serves villages in the area – a legacy of the Soviet administrative 

system beginning in the 1930s. The center of such rayons is usually an SMC. These cities serve as 

administrative centers and provide basic public services to the wider rayon. However, some rayons 

contain additional small settlements called qəsəbə (towns), which are neither agricultural nor urban. 

 
Table 5: The population of cities and towns in Azerbaijan 

 Number 

of cities 

and 

towns 

Population 

<3000 3,000- 

5,000 
5,000- 

10,000 
10,000- 

20,000 
20,000- 

50,000 
50,000- 

100,000 
100,000- 

500,000 
500,000 

or more 

Total 339 171 26 42 45 40 11 3 1 

Cities 78 1 1 14 26 25 7 3 1 

Towns 261 170 25 28 19 15 4 - - 

Source: The State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan. 2016. 

 
According to the figures from 2015, there are an estimated 339 cities and towns in total. As 

the table illustrates, the population of 38 towns is equal to the size of small city populations. Although 

some measurements define cities as above 15,000 people, according to legislation cities can exist in 

settlements with 12,000 people (The State Statistical Committee of Republic of Azerbaijan 2016). 

As the terminology for city building is not clearly defined in Azerbaijan, in this paper I use 

the categorization that is used in international literature: 

1. Large cities: population >100,000 
2. Medium-sized cities: population of 50,000-100,000 

3. Small cities: population from 20,000 - 50,000 

Data provided by Azerbaijan's State Statistics Committee SSC shows that there are only 11 

cities in the country where the population is 50,000 - 100,000. Another 25 cities can be classified as 

small-sized cities, with a population of 20,000 - 50,000 people. On the other hand, some towns have 

a population equal to that of SMCs. Furthermore, two of Azerbaijan's cities have a population equal 

to the number of residents of settlements classified as villages. Such a picture proves that population 

size is not necessarily relevant in classifying the cities of Azerbaijan. 
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Table 6: Number of villages and population 

 Number of 

villages 
Population size 

<50 50-100 101-200 201-500 501- 

1000 
1001- 

2000 
2001- 

3000 
3001- 

5000 

Total 4249 142 179 353 963 987 879 312 184 

Source: The State Statistical Committee of Republic of Azerbaijan 2016. 

 
According to official data, Azerbaijan is still a predominantly rural country, with a large 

number of rural settlements. As of 2015, there were a total of 4,249 villages in Azerbaijan. 

 
Graph 1: Urban vs. Rural population change, 2000-2017 
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With the exception of a few years, official statistics indicate that the share of Azerbaijan's 

population living in urban areas had changed little since 1975 when the share reached 53% of the 

total population. However, these figures are debatable if we take account of alternative statistics and 

observation methods (Jafarli 2012). Census data can conceal a great deal of information regarding 

internal migration, and the methodological approach used for censuses is seen by many as outdated. 

There remain some questions about the size and functionality of cities in Azerbaijan. One of 

the challenges for the Azerbaijani government has been to create incentives for the population to 

move into cities and towns. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the notions of city and town were 

not questioned. Therefore their definition remains unclear. Some urban planners believe that what we 

see with city definitions in cases like Azerbaijan amounts to 'fake urbanization' (ChinaFile 2014). 

This 'fake urbanization' refers to when the city population is not employed in industry or related 

knowledge-based sectors of the economy. On the contrary, a largely rural lifestyle still dominates in 

these settlements - the majority of such cities can only deliver essential public services. 
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Map 1: Azerbaijan Prediction Weighting Layer 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source:  WorldPop 

 

The light pollution map displayed above gives a vivid picture of urban density and the level 

of urbanization in Azerbaijan, as of 2013. 

You will notice that the network of cities located along the highway between the two major 

cities of Baku and Ganja appear denser. As can be seen from the light-sensitive map, population 

accumulation in the regions is mostly based on networked cities. 

 
6.   Policy Findings 

 
If Azerbaijan seeks sustainable economic development which would be supported by 

urbanized areas, the country must have a strong vision of the future. The end of the 1990s and 

beginning of 2000s, which saw the migration of the rural labor force to the Greater Baku area, created 

great challenges for the fabric of economic development in the country. Baku became the 'primate 

city', a familiar feature of developing countries. In this light, future sustainable development heavily 

depends on effective regional development policies, especially those that support the rapid 

development of urban areas and the establishment of 'agglomerative economics.' Key policy areas 

which require attention in order to achieve these urbanization goals are briefly presented below, 

grouped into six different policy areas. 

 
6.1.   Key policy area 1: Decentralisation 

As well as affecting questions of territorial planning, decentralization also affects the size of 

administrative units and local governments. So far, some attempts to  optimize the number of 

municipalities, through the amalgamation and consolidation of territories, has not proved effective. 

A team of government  figures and an independent research team, which worked on a World 

Bank/USAID project to develop local self-governance in the South Caucasus region made a number 

of suggestions to the Azerbaijani government that seeks to optimize the size of municipalities (Fiscal 

Decentralization İnitiative for the Central and Eastern Europe 2016). The government also 

understands that municipalities may bring opportunities for local development and local democracy. 

Research carried out in 2003 by some municipal officers, and field experts showed that the number 

of municipalities in Azerbaijan is higher than the average number of European local self-government 
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entities, in terms of territorial fragmentation and the number of inhabitants per municipality (Fiscal 

Decentralization Initiative for the Central and Eastern Europe 2016). To resolve this issue, the authors 

recommended that the government revise this number as part of future reforms (Fiscal 

Decentralization Initiative for the Central and Eastern Europe 2016). Considering this advice, in 2012 

the number of municipalities was reduced from 2,774 to 1,776 (Bələdiyyə xəbərləri (Municipality 

News) 2016). This was achieved through the consolidation of small municipality units. However, the 

economic capacity of municipalities is still weak - according to official data, in the 2016 fiscal year, 

the total budget of all municipalities was only AZN 60 million (roughly USD 35 million). It should 

be noted that central government transfers to the budgets of municipalities were the only USD 6 

million in the same year and that this number has changed since 2000 (Bələdiyyə xəbərləri 

(Municipality News) 2016). 

Weak decentralization is one of the factors that negatively impact urbanization policies in the 

country. Azerbaijani laws separate the status of a municipality and private land in the country. Urban 

municipality units, especially on the outskirts of the Greater Baku area, have been  privatized, 

allowing developers to build housing units on formerly unused agricultural areas. This is an important 

factor when discussing urbanization patterns in Azerbaijan – because of the lack of city planning 

documents, problems with land ownership, privatization, and regulation, most municipal and state 

land is used for wasteful construction purposes. 

The Strategic Roadmap for the Azerbaijani economy up until 2025 foresees efforts to improve 

methods of data collection in order to improve the quality of the statistical database and to push the 

rural labor force into cities (Azerbaijan State News Agency n.d). Policies of territorial amalgamation 

and consolidation would improve the quality of services in these areas and commercialize underused 

land for construction. This would help to expand urban areas, especially in some prospective regional 

centers. 

 
6.2.   Key policy area 2: Regional centers and SMC development patterns 

Some regions have added new industries to their economies, and such activities have drawn 

the attention of neighboring regions. For instance, Nakhchivan city grew by developing 

manufacturing activities such as machinery, automotive industries, food processing, construction, and 

light industry - especially textiles - and as a result, it became more interesting for prospective settlers. 

Consequently, the population of the city increased by 45% (from 63,000 to 92,000) over the period 

of 1990 to 2015 (Ibadoglu 2017). Shirvan city - once one of the major industrial centers of the Aran 

region, which traditionally specialized in oil, gas and energy production - now introduced industries 

such as military equipment and food production. The city of Mingechevir, which also specialized in 

energy production and fiber cables, is now planning to develop textile enterprises and high technology 

industries such as computer assembly. The nearby city of Yevlakh has also once again started to serve 

as a regional city after two decades of not doing so. 

Currently, Khachmaz city is an unofficial center of northern region; Sheki and Gabala are at 

the center of the north-west region; Lankaran in the southern region; and Shamakhi and Ismayilli in 

the Shirvan region. 54% of the total population of the Yevlakh region lives in Yevlakh city; 47% of 

the population of the Shamakhi rayon live in Shamakhi city, and 40% of the population of the 

Lankaran and Khachmaz regions live in the respective cities. However, a number of regions of 

Azerbaijan have a smaller percentage of urban population, roughly–10 to 20 percent (Ibadoglu 2017). 

The central planning system that was a pillar of Soviet economic policies called for the 

definition of regional spatial development policy tools. The last such policies were prepared in the 

late 1980s as part of the Baku Regional Development Plan. Expanding current settlements in the 

Greater Baku Area into town and cities was seen as important for developing a polycentric urban 

form. One of the ultimate goals of the Soviet government for the Absheron region was to establish 

cities with a population of 50,000 to 150,000, from 1980 to 2005. The plan aimed to urbanize and 

industrialize seven such cities around Baku (The State Committee on Urban Planning and 

Architecture of the Republic of Azerbaijan 1986). 
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Additionally, some spatial development ideas were on the agenda of Soviet planners. For 

instance, in the 1980‘s Soviet planners defined the future population based on urban concentration in 

two additional cities of Azerbaijan. Aghdam, as one of the most densely populated areas of the 

Karabakh region, was intended to become a regional development center. Another densely populated 

and central region, Goychay, was intended to become a further regional center. After the collapse of 

the Soviet Union, these policies were canceled due to the changing agenda of the government toward 

regional development (Ibadoglu 2017). 

 
Map 2: The national spatial arrangement 

 
Source: The State Committee on Urban Planning and Architecture (SCUPA) Presentation 

 

However, there have been additional periods of urban concentration in Azerbaijan that are yet 

to be researched. However, it has become clear that in recent years, some high-level decision makers 

have shown favoritism toward these regions. Some of these cities added value through trade and 

direct investment in the regions. These 'favouritism' policies also allowed for the transfer of 

substantial budget allocations to these regions in order to implement some mega-projects. Gabala and 

Shamkir are only two of those cities which have received sufficient financial resources from the 

central government to support economic development. 

 
6.3.   Key policy area 3: Network of cities 

A number of SMCs in Azerbaijan are located alongside  central motorways. Given the 

additional benefits of strong transportation links, these cities receive natural advantages that coastal 

and more remote cities do not. According to the map (Figure 1), most settlement areas are located 

alongside the M4 highway which connects Baku with Tbilisi. Additional highways and roads are also 

connected with high-density areas, creating a network of cities across the country. The distance 

between SMCs in high-density regions varies from 18 to 40 kilometers in Azerbaijan. 
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6.4.   Key policy area 4: Merging / optimization of territories 

The number of territorial units in the country has not been modified since the collapse of the 

Soviet Union. There are two types of government in the country - central and local. Subnational 

government units exist in the case of the Nakhchivan Autonomous Republic. The country needs to 

have a sub-national level of government to deliver essential public services and supervise the 

activities of local governments. This would also reduce public expenditures for local government. 

As discussed earlier, the large number of villages and the long distances between them 

prevents the consolidation of unused agriculture land for commercial purposes. On the other hand, 

most rural residents own land inherited from the Soviet period, which is not privatized yet. The 

privatization and subsequent taxing of land and property must be addressed as a key issue for future 

development. 

 
6.5.   Key policy area 5: Local economic development and competitiveness of cities 

Weak decentralization hinders competition between cities and regions. With a few exceptions, 

the majority of regions are not able to finance local needs, and instead receive financial support from 

the central budget. Most regions heavily dependent on the allocation of state funds and only a few 

show steady growth and can be seen as prospective economic development regions. However, the 

labor force in both kinds of the region moves to urbanized areas in search of employment 

opportunities. Local economic development models are also highly centralized, meaning that any 

economic initiative must be approved by central government agencies. 

 
6.6.   Key policy area 5: Collapse of the registration system 

The registration system implemented in former Soviet cities, which was intended to control 

the number of urban habitats, collapsed when the newly independent states in former Soviet space 

liberalized the movement of rural inhabitants into cities. This system allowed state agencies to control 

the flow of the population across the country. One of the specific goals of this system was to control 

the migration of rural inhabitants into the city. It even allowed local governments to monitor the 

number of temporary guests from a rural area in the cities. As workplaces in the city required 

mandatory registration in cities, in most cases the rural labor force was unable to secure high paid 

jobs in the city. Therefore, the urban population might change industries and workplaces in an urban 

area, while the rural population had only limited access to such jobs. The ultimate consequences of 

this registration system are unknown. However, it is clear that the system seriously slowed down 

processes of urbanization in the countries of the Soviet Union, including Azerbaijan. Although the 

newly adopted Constitution of Azerbaijan in 1995 declared free movement of people throughout the 

country, the registration system still exists. The system is much 'softer' compared to the one that 

operated in the Soviet era – thus, there is no need to become an urban resident in order to get a new 

job in an urban area. However, it should be adjusted to a more flexible system which allows 

stakeholders to monitor population flows and make appropriate analyses using statistical data. 

 
6.7.   Key policy area 6: Weak urban planning institutions 

Urban planning institutions in Azerbaijan have not yet been fully developed. Other than a 

number of regulations and urban planning codes, such as the Urban Planning Code of the Republic 

of Azerbaijan - which expresses the will of the government to influence urban infrastructure and 

living standards - urban planning still requires the massive intervention of policymakers and business 

stakeholders. The central government agency SCUPA was established in 2007 to regulate the 

construction, zoning, and planning of cities in the country. At the same time, the local urban planning 

and architecture departments of cities and rayon executive powers (local branches of central 

government) work as part of local government rather than as local branches of SCUPA. Officially, 

local branches of SCUPA have a two-level hierarchy, which implies that local architecture and 

planning agencies must report to both SCUPA and local executive powers. The interaction between 

planning agencies is very weak and requires regulation. SCUPA also works independently to control 
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planning and construction activities. For instance, the World Bank-funded Greater Baku Regional 

Development Plan, which was intended to form the foundation of a future urban planning framework 

for Azerbaijan, was implemented by SCUPA (World Bank 2017). The project focused on the 

preparation of a strategic plan for the Greater Baku area up until 2030, however it has been changed 

to serve as more of a physical and economic forecasting plan. The current status of government bodies 

such as SCUPA, local governments, and local architectural and urban planning agencies must be 

reviewed and further reorganized. 

 
7.   Policy Recommendations 

 
The planned economy no longer exists in Azerbaijan, and the market economy has its logic 

for the location of industry and business. Governmental regional development policies might 

formulate some options for the business. However, such policies often require regulations and 

specific programs for development. In the coming decades, Azerbaijan will inevitably become more 

urbanized. Urban areas are gaining in popularity among younger generations, as they provide 

opportunities for moving from one industry to another. 

The data and current situation, as analyzed in this paper, has important implications for future 

policy. An oversupplied agriculture labor force determines the future of the productive land, as 

replacing rural labor by machines and new technologies may reduce the number of rural inhabitants 

and consequently the size of villages. With this in mind, the following government policies appear to 

be the most appropriate in order to achieve the following changes: 

 Improving the access of rural regions to national and regional markets; the delegation of 

functions and autonomy to the regions; open trade policies and encouraging competition 

among cities. 

 Regulating urbanization, by using administrative tools to regulate migration from rural areas 

into cities and towns. 

Only very few countries have specific urbanization policies implemented through a strong 

urban and regional planning framework. The experience of countries dealing with the legacy of a 

central planning system, like Azerbaijan, may find it more appropriate to create urban centers through 

administrative procedures.  State policies in China, which allowed members of the rural population 

to move into urban areas and become part of the urban labor force, may serve as a more relevant case 

study for Azerbaijan. 

The Chinese hukou registration system, which was somewhat similar to the Soviet one, began 

to collapse in 2014 when the central government decided to legalize labor migration into cities. Hukou 

was first implemented in 1958 in order to control rural-urban migration flows. The registration system 

served to control migration into cities and back to rural areas, which allowed central and regional 

governments to regulate the settlements system in the country. Since the implementation of the hukou 

system, the Chinese authorities had made some changes in urbanization policies - in 1978, when 

China declared its doors open to foreign investments and urban areas started to turn into urban 

agglomerations, the unskilled rural population began to move to metropolitan areas. Although central 

and regional governments were able to control and balance the system for many decades, the 

unanticipated pace of urban agglomeration since the 2000s has obliged the government to revise the 

registration system. Later, in 2014, the government introduced a new 'gateway' into the hukou system, 

which will allow tens of millions of members of China's unregistered urban population to become 

part of urban life. These changes will drive real estate development and improve the urban 

environment of the country. Such initiatives also demonstrate the political will of the government to 

China from a rural to an urban country in the coming decades. By the end of 2010, China's urban 

population had reached 47% of the total population, and it is estimated that the country will be 60% 

urbanized by 2020, according to government projections. The World Bank suggests that 'an 

urbanization rate of 40-50% leads to more rapid urban growth that begins to moderate when a country 
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becomes 70% urbanized' (Kamal-Chaoui 2009). The example of such an urbanization policy might 

create a reasonable benchmark for urban reforms in Azerbaijan. 

Policymakers must focus on a number of key issues in order to create new urban areas. The 

following policy recommendations should be considered when implementing reforms: 

1.    Develop the National Urban Policy. In order to develop urban areas, the government should 

work further on the urban development framework. Government agencies and regional authorities 

should carry out an analysis of the policy framework and make necessary legislative changes. 

2.    Prepare the National Spatial Development Plan and Regional Planning framework. In order 

to shape the future of spatial distribution, policymakers must focus on the national spatial 

development plan in order to identify the future of different territorial units. Some official and 

unofficial documents were prepared in the Soviet era, which was designed to encourage the rural 

labor force to move into the cities. However, new policy formulation should also build on the 

experience of other countries, such as China. In China, state economic policies are closely connected 

with urbanization, and the country has adopted a step-by-step approach toward urbanization which 

could be useful for Azerbaijan. The Azerbaijani government should develop a timeline and set 

specific milestones for further reforms in order to achieve economic growth and urbanization. 

3.    Decentralise and give financial autonomy to cities and regions. Another urgent policy reform 

must be the delegation of some of the functions of central government to lower levels of state 

administration. Since being accepted as a member of the Council of Europe (CoE), Azerbaijan 

committed to delegate local government functions to be elected and financially independent 

municipal units. Under this plan, local self-government would have broad autonomy - both economic 

and financial - which could create organic development patterns for regions as well as competition 

between regions. However although municipal units were created, municipalities still have only 

limited autonomy. Moreover, despite the requirements of the CoE, no city municipality for Baku has 

been created. 

4.    Improve the collection and analysis of statistical data. Current practices of statistical analysis 

in Azerbaijan act as a serious obstacle for the optimization and study of development patterns in the 

country. The recently adopted Strategic Roadmap also indicates the need to improve data collection. 

Particularly given that the real figures for the size of the rural and urban population in the country are 

not clear, there is a data gap on migration which must be closed. 

5.    Reform the registration system. The registration system must be liberalized and simplified in 

order to allow all residents to acquire legal status for full access to the job market. Furthermore, 

simplifying the system would allow state regulators to collect information about each urban resident 

in a census, which would be an important step for further processing and use of data. 

6.    Develop planning institutions and regulations. Master plan documents prepared by SCUPA 

include only the land use and zoning prospects of  rayon centers. However,  experts and field 

consultants from various international institutes emphasize the need for a comprehensive strategic 

plan for the region, which could include land use and economic forecasting for 15 to 20 years. The 

establishment of metropolitan and regional planning agencies will support stakeholders and 

landowners in regulating the future of regional development and land use. Regional and city-level 

urban planning departments must be merged into regional urban planning agencies in order to 

negotiate the future of land acquisition and marketization. First of all, the Baku metropolitan region 

needs such an agency in order to coordinate land use with regional local governments. 

7.    Design government incentives to attract rural population into the cities. The functionality and 

economic performance of post-Soviet cities should also be reviewed. The current transport system in 

the country allows the urban population to commute to rural areas and vice versa. However, the 

government must introduce some incentives for rural inhabitants to live in the city. The rural labor 

force may also work in agriculture, as the daily commute from rayon centers takes little time to reach 

one's workplace. Further, locating schools and other social services in the city would bring additional 

benefits for those moving into cities. This shift of the rural labor force into cities and towns must be 

encouraged. There is also an urgent need to improve labor skills by providing vocational training in 
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order to fulfill such a plan. Central government units and business should work together efficiently 

in order to offer 'lifelong learning' opportunities for those people who are the potential labor force for 

industry and intellectual work. 

8.   Amalgamate and optimize territories. The number of villages in the country must be 

amalgamated or optimized due to their size and efficiency. In most cases, the majority of villages is 

in a half-abandoned state and must be revised for the future commercialization of the land. The future 

status of abandoned agricultural land and rural areas must be regulated and clarified by law. As the 

experience of many countries shows, empty land can be subject to taxation for further land use and 

development for various types of usage, especially for the development of urban areas. 

9.    Improve public communication and governance. New alternative development plans must be 

reviewed by the government, business, and civil society actors. The mechanisms for coordination and 

collaboration between different management bodies in the public and private sectors, as well as with 

scientific research institutions, must be reviewed. 
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The paper analyzes the possible transition to a knowledge-driven economy in the abundance 

of state-led policies. A fundamental premise of the research is that state matter for social and 

economic development and more specifically capable states are central to development. Therefore, 

the major focus is to find out whether the state-led approach in Azerbaijan leads to an intended 

transition to a knowledge-driven economy. The paper applied the Knowledge Economy Framework 

pillars to the case of Azerbaijan, and it describes that (1) poor institutional quality performance, and 

(2) non-holistic strategic approach to development policies hinder the transition to a knowledge- 

driven economy. Drawing on the analysis, the paper will attempt to develop certain implications on 

how to move forward on building more effective state-led development approach in Azerbaijan. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Most developing countries rely on state guidance in their development strategies, as it is 

assumed that states have more power and vision to allocate resources and conduct rational economic 

decision-making. There are certain cases where the state-led development model has been successful 

in recent years, notably the East Asian ―miracle‖ countries. Although while there is some agreement 

on the possibility of successful state-led development programs in small countries, with limited 

resources and on a small economic scale (Chang 2010), there is still a puzzle over whether it can 

work to meet development goals in more diverse cases. 

In general, the role of the state in implementing development policies has always been subject 

to debate. The state-led model once enjoyed the support and encouragement of the international 

community (in the 1950 and 1960s); it was later criticised for its inefficiency and macroeconomic 

stability in the light of the experience of Latin American regional development (in the 1970s and 

1980s); it then fell out of fashion during the era of structural adjustment and market-oriented liberal 

reforms of the Washington Consensus (in the 1990s) (Johnson 1999); and last but not least the model 

has been re-evaluated in the light of the successful experiences of emerging East Asian countries 

(also since the 1990s). This timeline illustrates the fluctuating trust globally in state-led development, 

over the last 60 years of the history of development. Today the approach towards state-led 

development appears to be more pragmatic and balanced, rather than rigid and dogmatic. 

State-led development can either go badly wrong, or it can succeed by taking the economy to 

another level. In some cases, the new developmental trends of developed and emerging countries are 

advancing the economies of these countries into the post-industrial or so-called 'knowledge-driven 

economy.' 

The former Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan has been pursuing state-led development and 

investment since its independence in 1991. The collapse of the USSR led to a high rate of 

unemployment, monetary and fiscal distress, and poverty. The country has been battling against these 

problems for over 20 years. An abundant supply of natural resources has been a major source of 
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support and attracted investment into the country, leading to something of an economic roller-coaster. 

Nevertheless the country‘s latest development strategies - in the face of economic and educational 

reforms - originate from strategic papers (Ministry of Economy of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2015). 

These documents are designed to lead the country through the gradual transition toward a knowledge 

economy. 

A 'knowledge economy' relies on knowledge as the major engine of growth, rather than natural 

resources. Naturally, the conditions for a knowledge-based development process would seem to 

include an educated and skilled labor force, modern information infrastructure, an effective 

innovation system, and an institutional regime that offers incentives for the efficient creation and use 

of existing knowledge. This looks into existing strategic attempts in Azerbaijan by applying the 

'Knowledge Economy 4 Pillar Framework ‘, in an attempt to discover whether such a transition is, in 

fact, taking place in Azerbaijan. 

A fundamental premise of this research is that the state matters for social and economic 

development, and more specifically that capable states are central to development processes. 

Therefore, the primary focus is to discover whether the state-led approach in Azerbaijan leads to the 

intended transition to a knowledge-driven economy. Some scholars argue that it is either a lack of 

institutions (Acemoglu 2011) or corruption and geographic factors (Rodrik 2005), that become the 

major causes of ineffective or unsustainable state-led development and lead to some countries being 

better off than others. 

Nevertheless, this paper also describes how (1) poor institutional quality performance, and (2) 

a non-holistic strategic approach to development policies, can hinder the transition to a knowledge- 

driven economy. Drawing on the analysis, this paper will also discuss certain implications for how to 

move forward on building a more effective state-led development approach in Azerbaijan. 

 
2.   Literature Review 

 
The literature on state-led development policies has mostly emerged out of the experiences of 

East Asian countries since the 1950s and 1960s (Rodrik 2005). By the later 1970s, developmental 

states in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and Africa were being criticised and accused of being 

wasteful in delivering development outcomes. Most of the problems with developmental states were 

rooted in populist politics, which fostered their interests rather than promoting a development vision 

(Williamson 1990). As a result of this drop in popularity, by the 1970s the international community 

of policymakers, scholars, and political elites were in favor of neoliberal policies at the expense of 

state-led development, which was also encouraged by the Washington Consensus (Williamson 1990). 

However, this perception was challenged by the emergence of the so-called 'Asian Tigers' (Johnson 

1999), which provoked new thinking on the developmental state. The experiences of East Asian 

countries in the 1990s gave birth to the World Development Report in 1997, which was framed as 

'rethinking the state' by affirming the state as a central actor in social and economic development. 
The broader approach toward state-led development programs goes beyond even this (Johnson 

1999). Chang (2010) defines state-led development programs as those that intervene to promote 

economic development by explicitly favoring certain sectors over others. The author outlines the 

political, organizational, and human resource conditions that are required as a fundamental base for 

constructing a developmental state. 

Different models of state-led development programs illustrate that there is no single formula 

for success for the developmental state. For instance, the Latin American model was mostly based on 

conditional transfers, industrialization and total public ownership of welfare. Whereas the model in 

some East Asian countries relies on private-public partnership through micro-finance and heavy 

investment in human capital. However, all countries which have achieved success and sustainable 

results have been able to integrate educational and economic development policies into strategies that 

promote structural change. These experiences indicate that state-led development programs can 
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emerge under different political conditions, and can achieve sustainability with a combination of 

different tools. 

Despite the success stories of the state-led approach to industrial and post-industrial 

development, there are several important features to be noted here. Firstly, the state-led approach is 

usually achieved through a competitive national economy that operates in a free market. It is also a 

contingent and autonomous model that sacrifices efficiency for economic capacity. Nevertheless, an 

appropriate timeline should always be applied for severing links between industry and the state. 

According to Krugman (1998), growth not only depends on increased input but also on growing 

efficiency. The ultimate goal of the state-led approach should be the transition to free market forces 

that will discipline government itself, ensure efficiency and allow domestic competition. 

Nevertheless, Krugman (1998) believes that the success of the 'East Asian tigers' has been due to 

incredible levels of both capital and labor mobilization and that in the future these resources will no 

longer increase in volume to increase growth. He asserts the importance of heavy state investment in 

certain specified sectors and the gradual loosening of ties between the state and competitive 

industries. Though Krugman (1998) does not believe, as Wade did (1990), in the 'miracle' of 

transition, he does state that it is possible in the case of well thought-through investment and a future 

transition to a free market economy. 

The state-led model is neither a Soviet-style central planning system nor a free market system. 

It is rather a hybrid, with the state using elements from both worlds to protect their developing 

industries best, while making sure the system does not become too loose. If the assumed goal of 

developing nations is to become developed, then the adoption of elements of the state-led model seems 

more appropriate than purely market-led policies. This is not only for the greater political, social, and 

macroeconomic stability it affords but primarily because it represents the greatest likelihood for the 

successful industrial and technological transformation of the domestic economy (Wade 1990). 

As a post-industrial strategy, the state-led development model aims to transform advanced 

and emerging countries into knowledge-driven economies. Knowledge has always played a dramatic 

role in the development process. To illustrate, an important econometric study conducted by the 

World Bank (1999) compared the per capita gross domestic product (GDP) growth profiles of Ghana 

and the Republic of Korea over half a century. It is estimated that close to two-thirds of the differences 

between the two were attributable not to the accumulation of physical capital and labor, but to other 

sources of growth and productivity in which knowledge was crucial, although difficult to estimate. 

The decisive role of knowledge in development can also be illustrated by referring to various 

threshold points. For example, it is estimated that sustainable economic takeoff cannot take place 

below a threshold literacy rate of 40 percent (World Bank 2007). 

Joseph Schumpeter‘s analysis (1954) also emphasizes the importance of innovation in 

capitalism in the mid–20th century. After the Second World War, Robert Solow‘s approach (1956) 

offered a unified analytical framework, according to which economic growth is ultimately determined 

by extra-economic, exogenous factors such as technological progress. However the need to assess the 

importance of technological progress for sustainable growth - including related investments such as 

education - created the impetus for new growth theories that have tried to endogenize technological 

progress in their models. Using these growth models, however, it is still difficult to measure the effect 

of knowledge on economic growth. For example, it is tricky to single out the contribution of 

knowledge to total factor productivity, which is at the heart of the growth process and can be affected 

by other parameters, such as the more effective utilization of human or physical capital. In contrast, 

a more disaggregated set of analytical frameworks and indicators (such as the knowledge-driven 

economy Four Pillar Framework set forth here to appraise knowledge-based economies) can cast new 

light on knowledge-based economic growth. 

States in knowledge-driven economies usually invest heavily in education and skill 

development. It is well established that investments in education give rise to a wide range of non- 

economic benefits. The creation of economically relevant knowledge, skills, and competencies has 

benefits beyond work performance in areas of public health, security, community participation, and 



119  

 

social cohesion (OECD 1998). In addition, embedded knowledge is of fundamental importance in 

helping societies structure or restructure, as in the case of post-conflict rebuilding. 

Knowledge is also central to the policy-making process itself. In fact, most development 

policies are based on the identification and diffusion of good policy practices in all fields. This must 

be complemented by a deep knowledge of the idiosyncrasies of the economies in which policy 

measures will be exercised. The channels by which knowledge promotes development are more 

advanced and multiply faster in countries that have mechanisms in place to enable the transfer of 

ideas from one period to another (stability) and across different groups (inclusion). 

The mechanism by which knowledge reshapes economies has clearly been entering a new 

(post-industrial) era in recent decades. The role of manufacturing in economies has diminished, while 

that of services has increased. At the same time, states have altered their strategies and invested more 

in the knowledge-driven direction, in order to advance telecommunications, know-how and boost 

competitiveness (Powell & Snellman 2004). 

State-led development requires some form of capital, whether that be natural resources or 

knowledge. However, knowledge has some special features when comparing to natural resources. It 

becomes the basis of a different form of rent, replacing the rents derived from natural resources and 

cheap labor. There are several types of knowledge rent: technological (control of scarce processes or 

product capabilities), human resources (availability of unique or advanced human skills and know- 

how), organisational (control of unique or advanced management practices), and marketing and 

design (both increasingly important in recent years, with a direct correlation to consumer know-how). 

Knowledge rents such as these are transitory, however, and require continuous renewal. A closer look 

at the data presented in the graph 1helps us better understand the positive correlation between 

knowledge performance and economic development (GDP in this case) in emerging, advanced and 

developing countries. 

 
Figure 1: The Knowledge Economy and Current Economic Performance 

 
Source: World Bank 2007. 
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Table 1: Knowledge and Natural Resource Rent 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: World Bank 2007. 

 
As was discussed above, knowledge-driven economies perform better in competitiveness, 

economic growth and development, as long as these resources are able to find concrete applications. 

 
3. Research Methodology 

 
In order to assess the effectiveness of the state-led development model in Azerbaijan in 

particular, this research applies a combination of qualitative and descriptive quantitative 

methodology. 

In order to assess the transition into a knowledge-driven economy led by state, the paper 

applies the Four Pillar Framework based on good governance, using Research and development 

(R&D) data derived from the World Bank. 

For the sake of reliability and objectivity, the research is based on secondary data. It relies on 

the reports and data sets of domestic and international organizations, previous academic research, 

working articles, several published interviews, and several reports on developmental programs. 

Constrained data availability, however, is a challenge, as data on state intervention in development is 

limited. These limitations may influence the conclusions of the research project and therefore must 

be acknowledged. 

 
3.1.  The Four Pillar Framework 

Azerbaijan has been performing increasingly well in terms of GDP growth since independence 

thanks to income generated from natural resources. The following chart shows the trend in GDP 

growth from 1996 to 2014, during which time GDP increased more than sevenfold. Nevertheless, the 

transformation of this growth into development has been quite challenging (World Bank Data (a)). 
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Table 2. GDP growth of Azerbaijan from 1996 to 2014 
 

 
 

Source: World Bank Data, Country – Azerbaijan 

 
3.1.1.  First Pillar: Institutional Regime 

To enable the transition into a knowledge-driven economy, the country‘s institutional regime 

-and the set of economic incentives it creates - should allow for the efficient mobilization and 

allocation of resources. It should also stimulate entrepreneurship, and induce the creation and efficient 

use of knowledge in the economy. This notion covers a vast array of issues and policy areas, ranging 

from aspects of the macroeconomic framework to trade regulations, finance and banking, labor 

markets and governance. The latter includes the rule of law and its applications (judicial systems), 

the quality of the bureaucracy (as reflected in measures of government effectiveness) and levels of 

corruption. Mediocre governance, resulting in a poor business climate, is the single greatest hindrance 

to economic and social development in general, and to knowledge-based development in particular. 

Data derived from the World Bank's Good Governance Data Set illustrates the underperformance of 

Azerbaijan's institutions over the period of 1996 to 2014, which hinders the transition to a knowledge- 

driven economy (World Bank Data (b)). In all six sub-sections (including political stability and 

absence of violence, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, the rule of law and control of 

corruption), Azerbaijan has underperformed on good governance indicators over a period of 20 years. 

However, for the last five years indicators have been slightly improving and the country has now 

reached its best performance on good governance since 1996. 

 
3.1.2.  Second pillar: Educated and skilled labor force 

The labor force should be composed of educated and skilled workers who are able to 

continuously upgrade and adapt their skills to create and use knowledge efficiently. Education and 

training systems encompass primary and secondary education, vocational training, higher education, 

and lifelong learning. The weight placed on the different segments will differ somewhat depending 

on a country‘s level of development. Similarly, lifelong learning has increased in importance in the 

current context of the knowledge revolution, which requires constant adaptation of knowledge and 

know-how. It is also growing in importance as the population of developed countries ages. 

 
3.1.3.  Third pillar: Infrastructure 

A modern and adequate information infrastructure will facilitate the effective communication, 

dissemination,  and  processing of information  and  knowledge.  Information  and  communication 

technologies (ICTs) are the essential infrastructure of the global, information-based economies of our 

time, as railways, roads, and utilities once were in the industrial era. They can considerably reduce 

transaction costs by providing ready access to information. ICT-related policies cover 

telecommunications regulation as well as the investments needed to build and exploit ICTs 

throughout the economy and society through various 'electronic applications' —e-government, e- 
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business, e-learning, etc. The Azerbaijani state has been using e-government and online business 

registration services for the last ten years, which represents a huge step to forward for ICT-related 

policies. 

 
3.1.4.  Fourth Pillar: An effective innovation system 

This pillar is made up of firms, research centers, universities, consultants, and other 

organizations that keep up with advances in knowledge and technology. They are plugged into the 

growing stock of global knowledge, and assimilate and adapt it to local needs. Public support for 

innovation, science, and technology covers a wide range of infrastructure and institutional functions, 

from the diffusion of basic technologies to advanced research activities. In most developing countries, 

much of the knowledge and technology that nurtures innovation will originate both from foreign 

sources - entering the country through foreign direct investment (FDI), imports of equipment and 

other goods, licensing agreements and local investment. Nevertheless, state investment in research 

and development (R&D) in Azerbaijan in recent years has been only around 0.2% of GDP. Despite 

the growth in GDP from 1996 to 2014, R&D expenditures have changed little, and the country 

significantly underperforms compared to other upper-middle income countries (World Bank Data 

(c)). 

 
Graph 1. R&D Expenditure of Azerbaijan (percentage share of GDP) 

 
Source: World Bank Data. Research and development expenditure (% of GDP) 
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Figure 2: The Four Interactive Pillars Pillars of the Knowledge Economy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: World Bank 2007 

 
All four of these pillars of knowledge-driven economies must function effectively in order to 

spur knowledge-driven growth. The pillars are also interdependent. For instance, the economy should 

have a minimum level of human capital for developing an efficient research and innovation system, 

or to achieve productivity gains from investments in up-to-date ICT infrastructure. The steady 

interaction between improvements in the economic and institutional regime, and investments in 

knowledge-related factors (human capital and education, R&D, and ICTs), can be seen in the 

fundamental role played by state investment and reforms. Correctly used, state investment can both 

improve the business environment and increase knowledge endowments, thus stimulating a virtuous 

circle of development. 

However,  the  disparity between  knowledge  potential  and  use  is  particularly evident  in 

Azerbaijan. This is because the country's innovation system was not reformed in the transition from 

socialism, causing many of its most talented and creative citizens to emigrate or move into the 

financial services sector. Historically, the Soviet innovation system was a top-down affair, mirroring 

the planning system of the economy as a whole and poorly adapted to a market economy. Although 

state capital is available, self-financing remains the rule. Therefore, the major constraint faced by 

Azerbaijan and the other countries of the former Soviet Union is the economic and institutional 

regime. 

 
4.   Conclusion and Recommendations 

 
For countries undergoing state-led development, easier access to global knowledge and 

technology is crucial. Relevant knowledge and modern technology can be decisive in helping such 

countries achieve the transition into knowledge-driven economies. With globalization and the 

technological revolution of recent decades, knowledge has clearly become the key driver of 

competitiveness and is now profoundly reshaping the patterns of global economic growth and 

activity. Both developed and developing countries should, therefore, think, with some urgency, about 

their future under a knowledge-driven paradigm. Azerbaijan, similarly to other transitional 

economies, has to rethink and act simultaneously on its education base, its innovation systems, and 

ICT infrastructure. At the same time, it must also build a high quality economic and institutional 

regime, in order to become a successful knowledge economy. State-led developmental policies, for 
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each of these four pillars, must reflect the country‘s level of development and will often have to be 

slow, but they must be sure. However, international experience shows that some successful 

knowledge-driven economy champions have been able to achieve impressive leaps forward within a 

decade if institutional reforms are applied. 

 
Table 3. Knowledge Economy Related Government Action at Four Development Stages 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: World Bank 2007. 

 
The state-led approach to development should be pragmatic and should attempt to promote 

trust and societal cohesion around the transition to a knowledge-based economy through a 

combination of top-down reforms and bottom-up initiatives; a well-communicated development 

vision is also crucial. 
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EXPLAINING THE GENDER PAY GAP IN AZERBAIJAN: 

LESSONS FROM THE NEIGHBOURHOOD 
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The Soviet regime loudly trumpeted its achievements in ‗emancipating‘ women, particularly 

on the peripheries of the Union. However, the common economic, political and institutional legacy 

of the Soviet Union in the successor states has also left an ambiguous imprint on gender politics. In 

particular, it has left a distinctive legacy affecting the ‗gender pay gap‘ in the regions it extended to, 

which I argue offers a more reasonable measurement of the meaningful economic empowerment of 

female citizens than do simple workforce participation rates. 

The transition to a market economy in these countries was by no means a gender-neutral 

process, and women have been penalized by the widening wage gaps in transitional economies. 

However, diverse gender regimes are emerging that show some parts of departure. In this paper, I use 

the Most Similar System Design method to investigate a number of factors, which might account for 

that diversity. 

While no single factor (including national wealth, as it commonly assumed) confidently 

predicts positive outcomes on gender equality measures, the natural resource-fueled growth that has 

boosted the GDP of some countries in the region appears to have had a gendered impact that has 

disadvantaged women. There is also some tentative support for the theory that the cultural imprint of 
Islam proves a further obstacle for women in the workplace. 

On a policy level, in order to counteract the obstacles imposed by traditional cultural norms 

and emerging economic regimes that are failing women, the state must address its ambivalent 

approach toward the ‗woman question‘ and go beyond the state‘s nominal commitment to gender 

equality. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Since oil revenues began flooding into Azerbaijan from 2005 onwards, the country has 

enjoyed spectacular growth rates (annual growth averaged over 11% from 2001-15). However in 

tandem with this, gender equality measures and attitudes toward female autonomy have remained 

stagnant through Azerbaijan‘s independence period. The puzzle, therefore, remains - if economic 

growth is not the answer, what accounts for Azerbaijan‘s continuing non-egalitarian roles and the 

ongoing obstacles to women‘s economic empowerment, compared to some of its regional neighbors? 

The focus of scholarship on the region to date has focused on popular metrics such as 

workforce participation or educational enrollment rates. I suggest that these metrics, while important, 

paint an unrealistically positive picture of women‘s empowerment in daily life. Other literature 

provides qualitative commentary on the cultural obstacles facing Azerbaijani women in building a 

life outside of the home. These include the ‗double burden‘ legacy of Soviet policies, occupational 

segregation for those who do work outside the home, and the regression toward traditional values 

during the economic and political tumult of the immediate post-Soviet years. However, the coverage 

lacks explanatory power and there has been a little up-to-date exploration of data produced since the 

early 2000s. 
Contrary to the common attribution of problems of women‘s status to Azerbaijan‘s Islamic 

heritage, the problems of Azerbaijani women are echoed across the other Soviet successor states (both 
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Christian Orthodox and Muslim states), which share a common Soviet legacy. The well-documented, 

top-down, ‗imposed emancipation‘ policies of the Soviet authorities left a complicated legacy for 

emerging independent states, where we have observed a resurgence of national identities reflected in 

a primarily domestic role for women. 

By taking a regional approach, this research attempts to contribute to a more detailed picture 

of the obstacles preventing women from attaining meaningful participation in the workplace, and 

from building an identity outside the workplace. 

 
2.  Methodology 

 
The question I investigate in this paper is: Which factors impact the size of the gender pay gap 

in the countries of the former Soviet Union? 

See the Conceptual Framework in Section 2.3 for further details on my chosen variables. 

 
2.1.  Geographical scope 

The countries I considered for my sample were are all current and former members of the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)*, plus ‗associate members‘ Turkmenistan and Ukraine. 

Selection of units for analysis among this group was constrained due to lack of available data on key 

indicators in certain CIS states, leaving a group of 10 eligible countries: Armenia, Azerbaijan, 

Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, and Ukraine. 

 
Map 1: The Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I made the decision to ‗zoom in‘ on the post-Soviet region, in order to interpret how these 

global trends localize and articulate themselves in the distinctive post-Soviet context, among a 

group of countries which share significant common cultural, institutional and economic legacies. 
 

 
 

1.    Current  members:  Armenia;  Azerbaijan;  Belarus;  Kazakhstan;  Krygyzstan;  Moldova;  Russia;  Tajikistan; 

Uzbekistan. Former members: Georgia 
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2.2.  Hypotheses 

Based on a review of the relevant literature, I hypothesized the following within my sample 

of countries: 

1.   While economic growth itself will not lead to a narrowing of the gender pay gap, the type of 

growth (ie. which sectors dominate the economy) will have an impact. 

2.   The legal and policy framework alone in these countries will have a little significant impact 

on the gender pay gap. 

3.   Culture-religious factors (particularly a country‘s score on the materialist-postmaterialist 

scale developed by scholars) will have an impact on the size of the gender pay gap. 

4.   Given the early-stage nature of democratic transition in the region, the level of democratic 

governance itself will not have a significant impact on the gender pay gap. 

 
2.3. Conceptual framework 

 

 
 

 
 

3. Background and implications of research 

 
3.1.  Gender norms and the legacy of the Soviet Union 

A brief review of global gender equality indices shows that post-Soviet countries are 

exceptions to several of the trends observed in other parts of the world on a range of typical gender 

equality measures. 

The countries of the former Soviet Union tend to form a ‗cluster‘ in the middle of popular 

global aggregated gender equality indices. To illustrate, the scatter plot below shows the global 

performance  of  CIS  (red),  MENA  (green),  European  (yellow)  and  other  (grey)  countries  on 

‗Economic Participation and Opportunity‘ according to the World Economic Forum (WEF)‘s Global 
Gender Gap Index for 2015. 
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Figure 1: CIS, MENA and European performance on Global Gender Gap Index 2015 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Global Gender Gap Index 2015 

 

This appears to be the case despite this sub-set of countries being home to a combination of 

Muslim and Christian-majority populations (and Buddhist, if we consider Mongolia), which the 

‗cultural thesis‘ outlined below in Section 3.3 would suggest has a significant impact on gender 

equality outcomes. 

The respectable performance of the CIS region on these indices can largely be attributed to 

high scores on labour force participation2  , literacy3  , and higher education enrollment4  . I will 

comment briefly on each of these areas below. 

The gender pay gap under Soviet rule was low by international standards - by 1989 women 
earned 71% of men‘ earnings (Pascall & Manning 2000). Due to the legacy of the rigorous high-level 

promotion of women working outside the home during the Soviet era historically high female 

workforce participation rates can still be observed in countries of the former Soviet Union. Azerbaijan 

performs particularly well on this indicator, with 68% of women participating in the labour force by 

2015, compared to 73% of men (WEF 2015). However, several scholars note that women have 

suffered from the social costs of transition following the collapse of the USSR. In particular, as the 

centrally planned economies unraveled and the narrow Soviet-era wage differentials between 

occupations widened (Brainerd 2000), the transition to private markets left women concentrated in 

the lowest paying sectors of the economy (Beneria 1999). 

When it comes to both literacy and higher education, equality in post-secondary education in 

the CIS region compares favorably even to several Western European countries (EBRD 2010, 50). It 

is worth noting here, however, Ferid Heyat‘s observation that even during the Soviet era higher 

education was desirable for Azerbaijani women in large part because well-educated mothers were 

‗valued as capable of bringing up madani (cultured) children‘ and because it qualified them for ‗a 

white collar job in a profession that allowed for a greater amount of time and energy to be spent at 

home and with the family‘ (Heyat 2002). In Azerbaijan, this has led to the clustering of women in the 

low-paying, feminized health care and education sectors5  . 
 
 
 
 

2. The Global Gender Gap Index 2015ranks the 145 countries included by labour force participation: Azerbaijan (20th), 

Kazakhstan (24th) and Moldova (30th) are the top performing countries; Ukraine (53rd), Armenia (81st) and Georgia 

(83rd) follow; only Tajikistan (79th) is ranked in the bottom half of the countries included. 
3. All post-Soviet countries included in the index scored the maximum 1.00 on the ‗literacy rate‘ component, against a 

sample average of 0.89. Neighbouring countries such as Iran (0.9) and Turkey (0.93) scored far lower. 
4. Among the countries in my sample the average female-male ratio in higher education was 1.25. Within this sample, 

only in Taijkistan do more men attend university than women (WEF 2015). 
5. According to Azerbaijan‘s State Statistical Committee, in 2014, 38.4% of economically active women were in the 

educational sector, where average monthly income is AZN 281.00; and a further 16.4% were in ‗human health and social 

work activities‘, where average monthly income is AZN 178.8. 

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2015/
http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2015/
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3.2. Economic Empowerment in Azerbaijan: Looking Beyond Labour Force Participation Rates 

The available data on Azerbaijan‘s gender gap back up this wider regional story. According 

to the WEF‘s calculations, Azerbaijan‘s overall ‗gender gap‘ score in 2015 ranked them a respectable 

94th out of 145 countries. The index scores countries on the following dimensions: economic 

participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival, and political 

empowerment. When set against the performance by other countries in the CIS region, Azerbaijan‘s 

score was roughly average (Figure 2), and when we look specifically at the ‗economic participation 

and opportunity‘ component (Figure 3), Azerbaijan in fact scores above average for the region - 0.701 

against a global sample average of 0.592. 
 

Figure 2: CIS Total score on WEF GGI                   Figure 3: CIS Economic Participation score on GGI 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: WEF Gender Gap Index 

 
‗earned income‘ gap component of the ‗economic participation and opportunity‘ dimension 

(calculated as an estimated ratio of estimated female-to-male earned income) Azerbaijan‘s score 

stands at 0.44, 18% below the sample average of 0.54 and ranking the country 124th out of 145 

countries globally (Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4: CIS ‗Earned Income Ratio‘ score on GGI 

 

 
 

Source: WEF Gender Gap Index 
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Given what this initial glance at the data suggests, I believe the more careful analysis of this 

earned income gap requires further investigation in order to better understand the nature of in-work 

pay disparities. What we are missing is a more locally tailored examination, to account for the 

peculiarities of the post-Soviet legacy of Azerbaijan and its neighbors. 

More practically, I anticipate that my findings will prove useful as guidance for Azerbaijan‘s 

reform initiatives, as it faces a difficult transition towards a ‗post-oil‘ economy and an era of lower 

growth6  . In an environment of job scarcity, will women go to ‗the back of the queue‘, as some 

scholars have suggested? (Dollar & Gatti 1999). Depending on the relationships found between 

different factors, future growth strategies and social policy may have to be re-assessed and 

reformulated if Azerbaijan is serious about making the most out of its under-utilized female human 

capital. 

 
3.3.  Analytical Framework 

I have taken a comparative approach to this question, designed to help to identify which 

factors may account for the diversity in the ‗earned income gap‘ among a group of countries with 

similar Soviet legacies and social structures. Using the Most Similar Systems Design (MSSD) serves 

well this regional approach by investigating systems which are similar ‗except with regard to the 

phenomenon, the effects of which we are interested in assessing‘ (Anckar 2007). 

Unlike traditional Qualitative Case Analysis (QCA), the MSSD approach is a ‗strict variable- 

oriented approach‘. This  allows  me to draw more concrete and  comparative conclusions  than 

qualitative case study analysis can, allowing for better translation into policy recommendations 

(Anckar 2007). The MSSD is a common approach to small-N research problems (as opposed to case 

study design, where N=1). The obvious downside of such an approach is that causal complexity can 

be hard or impossible to determine from such a small sample, however, I will guard against this by 

using data patterns as suggestive clues to the importance of individuals factors. These clues should 

be weaved into insights from existing research, rather than used as definitive evidence of causality. 

In this way, the findings will shed light on the contours of this set of gender regimes, raising more 

informed questions for further research. 

 
3.4.  The many faces of „gender equality‟ 

Perhaps the greatest challenge of studies in this policy area is the choice of indicator to capture 

the multidimensional  nature of a phenomenon generically described  as  ‗gender equality‘. The 

difficulty arises because it is likely that different causal variables drive different dimensions, which 

can drive varying results in different global indices (see Permanyer 2009, for a critique of the different 

multidimensional indices on offer). 

As noted in Section 2.5, countries of the CIS tend to perform relatively well on educational 

measures and on workforce participation rates. This can be problematic when using highly aggregated 

gender indices to explain complex trends. In the post-Soviet space, I would argue this problem can 

skew such indices to present a more positive picture than the reality deserves. With this in mind, I 

have deliberately disaggregated the available ‗gender equality‘ indices for the purpose of this study. 

My approach has been to take a narrow focus on one dimension of gender equality - the gender pay 

gap (termed the ‗earned income gap‘ by the WEF), in order to effectively evaluate meaningful 

economic empowerment. By looking at meaningful economic empowerment, we can get a better idea 

of economic dependencies within families and societies, that can lead to vulnerabilities and 

constrained decision-making power. 

My chosen  index  is  the  World  Economic Forum  (WEF‘s) Global  Gender Gap  Index7. 

Permanyer (2009) has raised concerns over the methodology of the aggregate index, particularly in 
 

 
6. Current projections of future economic growth in Azerbaijan are low - the Asian Development Bank forecasts 1% in 

2016, followed by only 1% in 2017 and the growth rates remain vulnerable to a pick-up in global oil prices 
7. The WEF calculations are based on the United Nations Development program methodology, which calculates per capita 
income separately for males and females. The UNDP methodology estimates earned income based on male and female 
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the  comparability of  the  index  over  time.  However,  my disaggregation  of  this  index  into  its 

component parts should mitigate somewhat against this. 

 
3.5.  The „Earned Income Ratio‟ 

Initial reviews of the data suggest that the typically used absolute workforce participation rates 

do not accurately reflect economic empowerment in the region. By examining instead the ‗earned 

income ratio‘ (EIR) and how it changes (widens or narrows) with changes in some of the independent 

variables over time, we get a clearer picture of the level of meaningful economic empowerment and 

financial independence of women in this region. 

To justify this choice of indicator, I note some particularities of the Azerbaijani context. In 

the case of Azerbaijan, public opinion data from the Caucasus Barometer 2013 shows that, while 53 

% of female respondents reported receiving some personal income, only 3% earned over USD 

400/month, compared to 21% of male respondents (see Figure 5). A further survey question shows 

only 2% of respondents believe that under USD 400/month is sufficient to live a ‗normal life‘. At the 

bottom end of the range, the proportion of women earning over USD 50/month has been decreasing 

since 2009, as shown in the figure below (CRRC). This points to a situation whereby rising workforce 

participation rates mask a reality of the collapse of meaningful economic empowerment of women in 

the country. 

 
Figure 5: Female Workforce Participation Rate and Wages, Azerbaijan 2009-2013 

 

 
 

Source: Caucasus Research Resource Center 2013. 

 
In this way, I hope that my findings can shed some light on the problem observed in the post- 

Soviet space whereby women‘s access to higher education is promoted and widely supported, 

however, women are subsequently constrained in their ability to use these capabilities in the public 

sphere. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

shares of the economically active population, the ratio of male to female wage in all sectors and gross national income in 

purchasing power parity terms for female and male populations from the World Bank and the ILO. 
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3.6.  Conceptualising and operationalizing key variables 

 
 
4. Literature Review 

 
Here I will review the research to date on the impact of several different indicators, which 

scholars have suggested may have an impact on gender equality measures in a given country. In this 

review, I will take a particular focus on measures that evaluate the economic empowerment of 

women. 

 
4.1. Economic growth and gender equality 

While there is robust evidence to suggest that higher levels of gender equality in education 

and economic participation lead to higher rates of economic growth (Klasen & Lamanna 2009; 

Knowles et al. 2002; Esteve-Volart 2004), there is less consistency in evidence of the trend in reverse 

ie. do higher levels of economic growth result in higher levels of gender equality? 

Commonly in the 1960s and 1970s development community, ‗growth was seen as a panacea 

that would lift all boats‘, and it was ‗implicitly assumed that this included endemic problems of 
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women‘s literacy and education, their poverty, low pay, and occupational segregation in the 

workforce‘ (Inglehart & Norris 2010). Indeed Dollar and Gatti (1999) highlight the strong evidence 

that increases in per capita income lead to reductions in gender inequality, and that ‗gender equality 

and economic development are mutually reinforcing‘. This view is largely premised on suggestions 

that: 

a)  when material resources are scarce, women end up at the ‗back of the queue‘ for those 

resources, whether they be jobs, education or healthcare, whereas growth ‗reduces the grip of 

poverty‘ (see Dollar & Gatti 1999); 

b)  as economies open to global market forces, the increase in women‘s productivity encourages 

households to invest more resources in female members; 

c)  the ‗bargaining model‘ predicts that women boost their ‗bargaining power‘ in the home as 

economic growth allows them to participate in the labor market, and their external options 

outside the home are more lucrative (see Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2011). This can gradually 

lead to a more equitable distribution of domestic labor, freeing women up for work outside 

the home and gradually shifting gender norms (Duflo 2012). 

However, by the end of the 20th century, this gender-oriented ‗modernization thesis‘ was 

being thrown into doubt as overly simplistic. A new view acknowledges that although ‗income and 

wealth are important factors in enlarging peoples‘ choices, income and wealth are viewed as a means 

to reach the larger objectives of human good, not an end in themselves‘ (Beneria 2003, 17). 

Indeed there have been three routes suggested by which economic growth may not 

straightforwardly lead to progress on gender equality measures. The suggested mechanisms focus on 

the nature and patterns of growth rather than its pace: 

a)  Some suggest that while growth may allow women to participate more actively in the labor 
market, new gender inequality traps may emerge as old ones disintegrate (Elson 2009). For 

instance, women may become trapped in low  pay employment with few prospects for 

promotion, casting doubt on labor force participation figures as a measure of meaningful 

economic empowerment (as noted in the post-Soviet context in Section 2.5). In particular, 

scholars including Beneria have suggested that the logic of capitalism has different 

implications for ‗economic man‘ and ‗economic woman‘ (Beneria 1999), raising questions in 

particular for economies moving towards a market model in the post-Soviet years. Indeed, 

Brainerd observed in 2000 that the women in post-Soviet countries had ‗been penalized by 

the tremendous widening of the wage distribution in those countries‘ (Brainerd 2000). 

b)  ‗Resource curse‘ scholar Michael Ross has explored a further dimension of this debate by 
arguing that the presence of oil or other natural resources may be the critical factor in 

determining progress on gender equality, because of the nature of growth that natural resource 
dependency engenders. He finds that such dependency reduces the number of women in the 

labor force, reducing their political influence and leaving ‗atypically strong‘ patriarchal 
norms, laws and political institutions (Ross 2008). The rapid growth in Azerbaijan (and a 

number of its neighbors) has been largely oil-fuelled, making this a thesis is worth 

investigating8  . 

 
4.2. Democratic governance and gender equality 

4.2.1. Does democracy favor the underdog? 

Another variable suggested by some scholars to influence gender equality measures is regime 

type.  
Broadly speaking, researchers have found a link between a history of democratic rule and 

progress on a number of human development indicators, testing the assumption that ‗institutions of 

democracy propel a political dynamic favorable to the needs and interests of the less advantaged in a 
 

 
8. According to World Bank data for 2014 on % of GDP accounted for by natural resources: Azerbaijan (28.7%); 

Kazakhstan (27.5%); Mongolia (22.1%); Turkmenistan (20.6%); Russia (16.2%),Uzbekistan(13.7%); Ukraine (8.1%); 

Kyrgyz Republic(8.3%). In all other relevant countries, natural resources account for less than 5% of GDP. 

http://data.worldbank.org/country/kyrgyz-republic
http://data.worldbank.org/country/kyrgyz-republic
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society‘ (Gerring et al. 2012). When it comes to the specific impact on women, the causal logic behind 

the association is that under democratic conditions women are both ‗more able to mobilize and defend 

their interests‘ and more able to benefit from electoral accountability (Beer 2009). 

A cross-national statistical analysis by Beer (2009) found that countries with greater stocks of 

democracy and a longer experience of women‘s suffrage have higher rates of female labor force 

participation. However, despite common perceptions, there is little consensus on the relationship 

between democracy and gender equality and the puzzle remains an open empirical question (Beer 

2009). 

Regarding the relationship between democratic governance and women‘s economic 

empowerment, the correlation is also unclear. Fish, Donno, and Russett (summarised in Beer 2009) 

find that democracy is significantly related to women‘s political representation but not to other 

measures of status. The most common measure of economic empowerment analyzed by previous 

studies, however, is labor force participation rather than the earned income gap. 

The closest we can get to a consensus view is that being a democracy cannot be considered a 
‗sufficient condition‘ for women-friendly policy adoption. Ultimately, voting is a ‗blunt instrument‘, 

and Beer (2009) wisely questions whether an incumbent in a democratic state will be voted out on 

the basis of unpopular gender policies? 

 
4.2.2.  The importance of „stocks‟ of democracy 

Beer warns of the need to consider not only democratic standards at a certain point in time but 

to conceive of democracy as a long-term historical process, the consequences of which may take 

years to unfold. This necessitates looking at the stocks of democracy in a given country rather than 

merely the status (Beer 2009). He notes that the long-term participation of historically marginalized 

groups is key. The longer women have the vote and right to participate, the more time they have to 

learn how to effectively promote their wellbeing (Beer 2009). In the post-Soviet space, women have 

had to learn how to navigate a drastically different political system since the fall of the Soviet Union, 

in order to find a voice for their grievances. 

 
4.2.3.  Women‟s rights under non-democratic regimes 

Of the nine post-Soviet countries I will be examining that are covered by the Freedom 

House ratings (as of 2016), five are classified as ‗partly free‘, four as ‗not free‘ and none as ‗free‘ 

(Freedom House 2016). Indeed Hale has suggested that the break-up of the Soviet Union ‗looks like 

a de-democratizing event‘. They argue that this has left a ‗patronal legacy‘ that is ‗first and foremost 

a struggle among extended networks of personal acquaintances, not among formal institutions such 

as ―parties‖, ―parliament‖, ―firms‖‘ etc. (Hale 2016). We can speculate that women are likely to find 

themselves marginalized under such informal institutions, despite limited formal democratic gains 

such as the right to vote. However, some scholars have highlighted the diversity in authoritarian and 

semi-authoritarian regimes that should be taken into account. While some authoritarian regimes 

(notably Franco‘s Spain) may base their ideology on religious conservatism, others (such as 

communist Cuba) may proactively bestow rights on women (Beer 2009). Moreover, Ertan (2012) has 

investigated the government response to ‗women‘s issues‘ in authoritarian regimes, finding that one 

key factor that makes an authoritarian country more likely to be ‗woman-friendly‘ than others, it is 

being a post-Soviet country. Nevertheless, observers of the region also caution that in many post- 

Soviet countries the rights women once had have been lost since democratization - largely due to the 

rise of conservative ideologies and the discrediting of feminism due to its associations as a pillar of 

official Soviet ideology (Waylen 1994). There is evidence of this being the case in Azerbaijan, where 

during the nation-building process  through  the  1990s  women  found themselves  re-cast  as  the 

‗mothers of the nation‘ amid economic and social instability, rather than as ‗career women‘ (Heyat 

2002; Edgar 2006). 
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4.3. The „cultural thesis‟ for gender equality 

Proponents of the ‗cultural thesis‘ for gender equality have suggested the salience of cultural 

factors that might better explain different rates of progress on gender equality than measures such as 

growth rates or political shifts.Indeed, feminist economists like McCloskey have criticised the 

reliance on econometric models that use a ‗masculine methodology‘ to emphasize the technical and 

quantitative over the human and social components (McCloskey 1985). 

 
4.3.1. The importance of „initial conditions‟ and the cultural imprint of religion 

The ‗cultural thesis‘ places emphasis not on the economic growth trajectory in a country but 

on the initial conditions that characterize those trajectories. Kabeer and Natali (2013) argue that 

‗certain conditions have to be in place if economic growth is to constitute a strong enough force, or 

provide the preconditions necessary, to overcome the historically entrenched patriarchal structures 

which give rise to these inequalities of gender‘. This path-specific movement towards more 

egalitarian cultures is thought to be conditioned by cultural heritage, and particularly by religion. 

Contrary to scholars like Michael Ross (see Section 3.1) - who believe that economic factors 

have the power to overcome the ‗national mentality‘ that is often used to justified attitudes toward 

women - data from the World Values Survey suggests that ‗an Islamic religious heritage is one of the 

most powerful barriers to the rising tide of gender equality‘ (Inglehart & Norris 2010). Indeed, data 

collected by Dollar and Gatti (1999) show that there is a price to pay for gender inequality in terms 

of slower growth, but that ‗the fact that religion variables systematically explain differences in gender 

inequality suggests that some societies have a preference for inequality and are willing to pay a price 

for it. In this sense, the countries of the former Soviet Union present a complex picture. Four of the 

countries I analyze are former Muslim Soviet Republics, and all were subject to the top-down 

vigorous female emancipation initiatives of the Bolsheviks during the interwar period. However 

Edgar has highlighted the ambivalent impact this had under the surface of the public unveilings and 

educational initiatives for women, noting that these efforts often ‗reinforced Central Asian 

attachments to family structures and made it harder to reconcile feminism with Islam and indigenous 

nationalism‘, particularly compared to the more ‗home-grown‘ emancipation efforts in neighbouring 

Muslim states such as Turkey and Iran (Edgar 2006). 

Indeed there is a suggestion that attitudes toward women may have less to do with a crude 

measure such as religion, or the ‗initial conditions‘ of the cultural thesis, and more to do with the 

robustness of national identity in a given country. After breaking loose from Soviet ‗imperial‘ 

ideology in the early 1990s, countries in the region began to build a fragile sense of national identity, 

during which frequently the place of women in society (just as in the early years of Bolshevik rule) 

became key to a young nation‘s ‗sense of cultural authenticity and resistance to outside domination‘ 

(Edgar 2006). This often took the form of a backlash against the homogenizing project of the former 
Soviet rulers. 

 
4.3.2. Beyond the ballot box: shifts in worldview 

A further persuasive argument made by Inglehart and Norris (2010) is for the empirical 

relationship they find between the emergence of ‗post-materialist values‘ in a given society and its 

progress on gender equality. The global shift being observed today is away from the materialist values 

associated with industrial societies (chiefly emphasizing material wellbeing, economic and physical 

security) and toward post-materialist values (emphasizing autonomy, self-expression, 

democratization and the development of more humane societies, including notions of gender 

equality). This observation suggests that the perceived direct correlation between democracy and 

gender equality (See Section 3.2) may be spurious.  Instead, Inglehart and Norris theorize that 

‗modernization‘ rather than democracy is at the core of this equation that democracy promotes gender 

equality only because ‗the process of modernization drives cultural change, and in turn, this leads 

toward both the rise of women in public life and the development of democratic institutions‘ (Norris 

et al. 2010). 
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In summary, while Inglehart and Norris‘ study of cultural change and public opinion 

highlights the ongoing salience of cultural foundations (they maintain that ―culture matters… indeed 

it matters a lot‖), they also remind us that while cultural change is not sufficient for progress on gender 

equality measures, it is certainly a necessary condition for such progress and thereby should not be 

ignored (Inglehart & Norris 2010). However, this shift is clearly calibrated differently in different 

regions. The case of emerging Soviet successor states here is of  particular interest, given the 

expectation that the transition to a completely new model of social order and economic base will 

bring an accompanying shift in worldview. 

 
4.4. Gendered policy framework as a „fast track‟ to gender equality 

4.4.1. Gendered policy regimes: the global picture 

A further dimension which has been subject to much debate among both scholars and 

policymakers is the legitimacy and effectiveness of deliberate state interventions to ‗close the gender 

gap‘ through gender-progressive policymaking. Those that support such state intervention take their 

cue from Duflo (2010): „economic development alone is insufficient to ensure significant progress in 

important dimensions of women‘s empowerment …. it will be necessary to take policy action that 

favors women at the expense of men, and it will be necessary to do that for a long time.‘ 

In essence, we are asking the question of whether bundles of legal and policy provisions can 

affect the terms on which women take part in families, and on their ability to live outside those 

families, in a particular socio-political context? (Manning & Pascall 2000). 

Given my focus on economic rather than political empowerment measures, I will be focusing 

on policy bundles that address the former. Gender quotas have been rolled out globally to combat the 

absence of women from leadership positions, including quotas on corporate boards; However, Pande 

and Ford find that while political quotas can reduce gender discrimination in the long-term, the 

evidence for corporate board quotas is more mixed (Pande & Ford 2011). Nevertheless, gender 

progressive policy is not related only to quotas but also to policy areas such as taxation policy, 

childcare provision and support for parental leave. This is a particularly tricky area to navigate. A 

2000 study evaluating the integration of gender into law and policy-making in European countries 

lays emphasis not only on the (limited) value of formally established  government bodies and 

legislative foundations but on the interrelated factors that determine their effectiveness. They pay 

particular attention to alternatives for achieving ‗substantive gender equality‘ that go beyond the mere 

legislative framework - in particular positive action (whereby the state deliberately treats a 

disadvantaged group more favourably in order to overcome that disadvantage of participating more 

fully in society) and gender mainstreaming (a public policy concept that takes an integrated approach 

to assessing the implications for both men and women of any planned action) (Beveridge et al. 2000). 

 
4.4.2. Post-communist Gender Policy: the „Double Burden‟ and Divergence from Common Ground 

The historical dominance of the Soviet state in this region is seen as a key determinant of 

welfare regimes, as common legislative roots have left a common history of social policy and family 

law. However, scholars, Manning and Pascall have pointed out the challenges posed by the transition 

process in a region where the Soviet state once socialized many costs of motherhood and care work, 

but where now women are often left to fend for themselves (Manning & Pascall 2000). 

One goal pursued by policymakers in many parts of the world is ‗de-familiarisation‘, which 

aims to create a society where individual adults can ‗uphold a socially acceptable standard of living, 

independent of family relationships‘ (Manning & Pascall 2000). This is certainly a radical proposition 

for many of the predominantly patriarchal societies in my sample, where families remain the principal 

organizing principle of life. However, even in these societies, we can look to policy action to ‗alter 

the balance of power between men and women, between dependents and non-dependents, and hence 

the terms and conditions under which people engage in familial or caring arrangements‘ (McLaughlin 

and Glendinning, quoted in Manning & Pascall 2000). 
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Nevertheless, a note of caution here. The ‗achievements of gender equality imposed by the 

Soviet apparatus through social provision may change their meaning compared with the west‘ ie. 

post-Soviet citizens may be cynical and hostile to assertive or over-bearing state action in this area. 

Particularly for women who are aware of the ‗insupportable double burden‘ and the denial of the 

‗value and privacy of family life‘ that these Soviet-era impositions often entailed (Manning & Pascall 

2000), is leading to the suppression of calls for more interventionist policies. Even the head of 

Azerbaijan‘s State Commission for Women and Families - in charge of advising on gender policy - 

strikes an ambivalent official note in advising women to ―not be a workaholic, but rather be hard- 

working while preserving your womanhood.‖ (iKnow Politics 2008). 

 
5. Analysis 

 
You can find in Appendix I the matrix of factors, which I analyzed against their impact on the 

‗earned income ratio‘ in each country. Below, I analyze the impact of each independent variable 

separately. 

 
5.1. Economic growth: how post-Soviet economic booms are failing women 

Hypothesis 1: While economic growth itself will not lead to a narrowing of the gender pay 

gap, the type of growth (i.e. which sectors dominate the economy) will have an impact. NB throughout 

Section 4.1, data points referring to Azerbaijan on scatter plots are highlighted in red. 

 
Table 1: Absolute income level and GDP growth 

 

 
 

Source: World Bank Data Bank / WEF Gender Gap Index 

 

When I compare the absolute income level of countries in my sample (measured as GDP per 

capita, 2014) against the gender pay gap, there is no clear pattern in the data, supporting my original 

hypothesis. Moldova and Azerbaijan are both outliers - the former for it‘s small gender pay gap 

despite low GDP and the latter for its high gender pay gap despite high income. 
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Table 2. Comparison of Economic Growth and Shifts in Earned income Gap between Moldova and 

Azerbaijan 2006 – 2015 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: World Bank Data Bank / WEF Gender Gap Index 

 

When we look at the impact of economic growth on the opening or closing of the gender gap 

between 2006-15, we, in fact, see a negative trend i.e. those countries which underwent the greatest 

increase in GDP from 2006-15, in fact, saw their gender pay gap to widen. Nevertheless, we must be 

cautious in our interpretation of this trend within only a 9-year time frame; it may be a testament to 

the slow-moving nature of gender norms and gender equality dynamics than evidence of any specific 

harm done by GDP growth to the prospects of women. 

Bearing in mind research to date, I speculate that the reason why economic growth in the 

region has not translated into progress on women‘s‘ economic empowerment has two dimensions. 

Firstly, the short period of (largely oil-fuelled) growth in some parts of the CIS have fallen short of 

achieving the broad-basedaffluence needed to shift social norms; instead, as ‗resource curse‘ scholars 

suggest, such booms have tended to increase inequality of wealth and income. Secondly, at least in 

the case of Azerbaijan, it is clear that women have not moved into high-paying sectors and have failed 

to benefit from the impressive growth seen since 2000. I will expand further on both dimensions 

below. 

 
5.1.2. Natural Resources and Agriculture as Economic Drivers 

This dimension concerns the nature and distribution of economic growth, rather than its pace. 

While the distribution of income and wealth across society is the obvious place to look to assess this 

dimension, I excluded the Gini coefficient (a widely accepted measure of income distribution) from 

my analysis. This was due to the widely aired concerns about the improbably low figures registered 

for Azerbaijan (Ersado 2006) and the obstacles it could pose for drawing reliable conclusions. In this 

case, I assessed the nature of growth by assessing the dependence of the national economies on both 

natural resources and agriculture. 
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Table 3. Natural Resource Dependency and Earned Income Gap 
 

 
 

Source: World Bank Data Bank / WEF Gender Gap Index 

 

There is an apparent negative trend between natural resource dependency and the earned 

income gap score, providing some support for both my hypothesis and Michael Ross‘ theory that 

natural resource wealth can damage the prospects of women. However, Armenia and Georgia, with 

low levels of natural resource wealth, are notable exceptions to this trend. Unfortunately, there were 

too many missing data points to perceive a reliable trend where it comes to agriculture as a percentage 

of employment. 

 
5.1.3. The Market Transition and the Clustering of Women in Low-paid Sectors 

We noted in Section 3.1 the differing impacts of economic growth and market transitions on 

‗economic man‘ and ‗economic woman‘. In the case of Azerbaijan, the key driver sustaining a large 

gender pay gap appears to be the clustering of women in the low-paying health and educational 

sectors. Indeed official Azerbaijani statistics show that since 2000, average salaries in the male- 

dominated sector such as mining and finance have ballooned in tandem with the oil boom, while 

wages in the health and education sectors have remained stagnant. The graph below shows the 

trajectory of wages in the mining, finance, construction and security sectors (blue), the economy as a 

whole (red), and the highly feminized health and education sectors (green). 

 
Table 4. Average Wages by Sector, Azerbaijan 2000-2014 

 

Source: Azerbaijan State Statistics Authority 
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5.2. Impact of democratic governance: too early to tell? 

Hypothesis 2: Given the immature nature of democratic transition in the region, the level of 

democratic governance will not have a significant impact the gender pay gap. In analyzing this 

dimension I have chosen to focus on the quality of the transition toward democracy following the end 

of the Soviet historical experience. Several measures have been developed to assess this, however, I 

have attempted to capture this by using a mean of the Freedom House ratings from 2000 to 2015 for 

each country. 

When we analyze the data on democratic governance in the region, we find the group split 

into ‗not free‘ countries (Azerbaijan, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Russia and Tajikistan) or ‗partly free‘ 

countries (Armenia, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova and Ukraine). We find this whether we use the 

current Freedom House ratings for our sample, or the average rating since 2006, The average earned 

income ratio score for the ‗partly free‘ countries (0.584) was marginally higher than that of the ‗not 

free‘ countries  (0.566), however the difference is not significant enough for me to  reject my 

hypothesis. 

Further, the experience of a country like Georgia (which performs relatively well on 

democracy ratings  among  neighbors,  but  suffers  from  a  wider  gender  pay  gap)  suggests  that 

democratization itself does not necessarily have a great impact on the gender pay gap in the CIS 

region. This may well be due to the immature nature of democracy in the region. Gerring cautions 

that ‗new democracies and old democracies are not the same‘ (Gerring et al. 2012) and in this case, I 

am looking at a sample populated exclusively by new democracies. Indeed Gerring warned that ‗it 

would be surprising if the human development performance of countries moving from authoritarian 

to democratic rule were substantially improved over the course of the subsequent year or decade‘ 

(Gerring et al. 2012). It appears from the data that this may hold too for progress on gender equality. 

An intriguing alternative explanation, however, is that posited by Brainerd in 2000. 

Comparing the wage differentials in the transitional economies of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) 

and the CIS region, she suggests - citing competition theory - that the heavier monopolisation of 

markets in the CIS compared to CEE means that employers who practice discrimination (which is 

costly) will be ‗forced out of business or forced to change their ways, thereby reducing discrimination 

against women in those countries. Therefore, rather than the impact of democratic political 

mechanisms in the ‗more democratic‘ countries in my sample, it may be the impact of those 

institutions on the economic regime that accounts for their slightly narrower pay gap (Brainerd 2000). 

However, looking more closely at this possibility would require using other measures of institutional 

quality rather than democratic governance per se. This may be a fruitful area for further research. 

 
5.3. Impact of state action: emerging gender regimes and the „gaps‟ between the laws 

Hypothesis 3: The legal and policy framework alone will have little impact on the gender pay 

gap. 

 
5.3.1. Compiling the legal-policy framework index 

While bearing in mind the good advice that ‗there is a strong case for avoiding league tables‘ 

in this area (Pascall & Manning 2000), for this study I have been confined to evaluating gender 

regimes by using a set of World Bank indicators assessing the existence, or non-existence, of certain 

legal and policy measures designed to promote women‘s economic empowerment. 

Since 2009, a group within the World Bank has been collecting data on laws and regulations 

constraining women‘s entrepreneurship and employment, thereby limiting full economic 

participation. I drew my data from the 2016 wave, which covers 189 economies World Bank). I 

selected 4 indicators (detailed below) which I used to create a composite ‗legal and policy‘ score 

(whereby 0= least supportive policy and legal environment, and = most supportive). The lowest 

ranking countries on this scale were: Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Tajikistan. The highest scorings were 

Belarus and Kyrgyzstan. 
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Within the full data set, we find, as expected, a large degree of similarity among the countries 

in my sample. In general, Constitutions in the region have been renewed during the transition, but the 

legacy of equal rights tended to remain, at least on paper. As a consequence, these countries ‗have a 

very similar legislative base of equal rights, usually in the Constitution, and referring to international 

conventions‘ (Pascall & Manning 2000). All of the countries I analyze signed up to key conventions 

such as CEDAW. 

Similarly, the law mandates paid/unpaid maternity leave in all ten economies. However none 

have implemented more radical and binding measures such as quotas for women on corporate boards, 

which remain primarily the domain of Western European (and particularly Scandinavian) states. In 

addition, regional scholars have noted the collapse in spending on services such as kindergartens and 

support to mothers that was widely provided in the Soviet era to support women‘s paid labor, 

highlighting in particular that ―women in Georgia and Central Asia have experienced a dramatic 

collapse of services". However despite this common ground, ‗different gender regimes are emerging‘ 

(Pascall & Manning 2000). 

With this in mind, I chose my indicators based on whether a) there was significant variation 

in the measure among my sample countries on that measure, and b) whether the measure related 

specifically to economic empowerment of women, and encouraging their meaningful participation in 

the workplace (including support for combining motherhood and a career). The resulting 4 indicators 

included in the composite score were: 

●    Does the Constitution contain a clause on non-discrimination? (50% of sample) 

●    Is there compulsory and free primary education? (80%) 

●    Does the law mandate equal remuneration for work of equal value? (50%) 

●    Does the law mandate non-discrimination based on gender in hiring? (60%) 

Table 5. Legal/Policy Framework Score and Earned Income Gap 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: World Bank / WEF Gender Gap Index 

 
When we compare this score against the ‗earned income gap‘ score for each country, we do 

see a certain upwards trend, challenging my original hypothesis and suggesting that the policy 

framework does have an impact. Although here we must be wary of spurious correlation and consider 

the possibility of reverse causation, whereby those countries with the most egalitarian views on 

gender equality issues may be more likely to implement policies and laws that support women 

participating in the economy. 

 
5.3.2. Probing the Gaps between the Laws 

The real story, however, may lie in the gaps between the laws, and particularly the gendered 

impact of spending patterns. Researchers in 2000 noted that legislative frameworks in post-Soviet 

countries that give women ‗apparent equality at work‘ had been sustained, and predicted they would 

be resistant to back-tracking in the future in the ‗context of the need for international acceptance‘ 



143  
 

(Pascall & Manning 2000). Nevertheless, non-legal aspects of these regimes may be more influential 

than the laws themselves. 

For instance, while primary enrollment is compulsory in Azerbaijan (which is not the case in 

Armenia or Moldova), pre-school enrollment (only 23% in 2014) was significantly lower than in both 

Armenia (52%, as of 2012) and Moldova (82%, as of 2013) and is seen as a ‗pressing concern by 

UNICEF (Cheng n.d). Not only can this damage early learning opportunities but can be a significant 

obstacle for mothers looking to enter, re-enter or remain in the workforce. In Azerbaijan. public 

spending on education fell from 6.1% of GDP in 1992 to 2.5% in 2012 (World Bank n.d) with similar 

collapses visible in the rest of the South Caucasus (and, to a lesser extent, Belarus). This scaling back 

of public investment in family support services is particularly worrying considering the warning that 

―given the traditional patterns of responsibility in families, privatization of education and health 

services is likely to represent an even greater shift of work and responsibility to women‖ (Pascall & 

Manning 2000). 

 
5.3.3. The „Enabling Factors‟ for Policy Effectiveness 

Neither can formal policies stand alone or operate in a vacuum. Policymaking in the region 

stands against the backdrop of a number of interrelating ‗enabling factors‘ or obstacles. On the 

cultural level, this includes the ‗‘aspiration to domesticity‘ that has emerged in tandem with the 

resurgence national and regional identities (observed in Section 3.3) and, on the economic level, a 

collapse in the ability to raise revenues for the spending needed to implement these policies. 

Further, we must guard against reading too much into state-led policy action in a set of states 

where the rule of law is weak and informal norms regularly hold sway over formal ones. To give an 

example, when it comes to laws prohibiting gender discrimination when hiring employees, equality 

laws are often misinterpreted. When institutions and enforcement capacity is weak, ‗socially 

constructed understandings‘ of candidates mean that informal practices of inequality are often 

reproduced by employers at the recruitment stage, even if those practices are informed to some extent 

by formal documents (Koivunen et al. 2015). Even in the US, researchers have drawn attention to the 

‗subtlety‘ of the barriers for women in the workforce, beyond formal legislative protections (Welle 

& Heilman n.d). In a context such as Azerbaijan, these processes are likely to be far more pervasive. 

Researchers of the post-communist region have noted how job insecurity and the fear of losing your 

position at work have put considerable pressure on women to cut short whatever parental leave they 

are formally granted (Pascall & Manning 2000), making it more challenging for women to combine 

child care and paid employment. 

Ultimately, the introduction of legal and policy measures must be accompanied by the political 

will to implement those measures, otherwise, such moves can do little more than window-dressing. 

Instead, we see that gender policy and the treatment of the ‗woman‘ question‘ in post-Soviet 

Azerbaijan has been decidedly ambivalent (see Gureyeva 2010). 

As policy-making progresses and comes more into line with Western norms, some warn that 

‗in some respects and in some countries the gap between official declarations and the reality of 

unequal relations between partners may be large and growing‘, and that as regional identities are re- 

asserted, ‗equalities of family law, taxation and benefits coexist with domestic violence and with 

growing assertion of patriarchal family practices.‘ (Pascall & Manning 2000). 

Looking forward, legislative amendments alone are unlikely to be enough for Azerbaijan or 

its neighbors - unless they are accompanied by the political will to pursue a more holistic approach 

to lawmaking that involves positive action and gender mainstreaming. This would require going 

beyond the nominal commitment to gender equality that most of these states have inherited as part of 

their Soviet legacy. To date, there is little sign of the political will for this sort of transformative 

agenda, nor is there sufficient public support to pressure the government into such measures; public 

attitudes data for 2013 showed concerns over gender equality barely reaching the agenda of most 

Azerbaijanis (both men and women), overshadowed by unresolved territorial conflicts 

unemployment, poverty, corruption and other measures (CRRC 2013). 
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5.4. Impact of cultural-religious factors: religious identification, religiosity, and worldview 

Hypothesis 4: Culture-religious factors (particularly a country‘s score on the materialist- 

postmaterialist scale developed by scholars) will have an impact on the size of the gender pay gap. 

Back in 1999, Beneria asked to what extent market forces in these transitional economies will 

transform norms that constrain the autonomy of women and how the process of ‗modernization‘ 

might ‗shatter or erode patriarchal forms‘ in the CIS region? (Beneria 1999). This is what I hope to 

shed light on here. How resistant to the forces of political and economic transition are the patriarchal 

norms inherited from national tradition? 

Despite spectacular levels of growth in Azerbaijan, an official narrative of emancipation and 
progressive attitudes, and a number of recent legal amendments, public attitude surveys show ‗sticky‘ 

discriminatory attitudes toward women. A large part of even the younger generation continues to see 

work as a housewife to be as fulfilling as work outside the home9. Scholars have also noted evidence 

in the region of a reversal in emancipatory values following the break-up of the Soviet Union, 

whereby mothers have reverted to traditional home-based roles (Heyat 2002) and where we have seen 
a re-emergence of the ‗aspiration to domesticity‘ (Manning & Pascall 2000). 

 
5.4.1. Religious Identity and Religiosity 

The data does show support for my own hypothesis - the thesis of Inglehart and Norris (2010) 

that religious confession does have an impact on female opportunities. My sample splits into 4 

countries where Islam is the dominant religion, and 6 where Orthodox Christianity is dominant. The 

average gender pay gap for Orthodox Christian countries in the CIS is 12.46% higher than in Islamic 

countries. 

 
Table 6. Religiosity and the Earned Income Gap 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: World Bank Data Bank / WEF Gender Gap Index 

 

However, when we turn to religiosity (measured here by the percentage of the population 

attending religious services once per month) we find no clear trend to suggest that women fare less 

well in those countries with more church or mosque-goers. The most devout nations, according to my 

data, are Georgia and Armenia, and both countries also have large earned income gaps. However 

Moldova - where over 25% of Moldovans go to church once per month - is an outlier as it also has 

the smallest gender gap in the region. Azerbaijan is another clear outlier in this case - home to both 

the lowest ‗religiosity‘ rating in the region (only 9% of citizens regularly attend mosque) and the 

largest earned income gap in the region. 
 

 
 

9. According to CRRC Azerbaijani‘s Social Capital, Media and Gender Survey 2012, the percentage of respondents 

who agree that ―being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay‖ varies only minimally across generational 

cohorts: 65% of 18-35 year olds either ―agree‖ or ―strongly agree‖, compared to 65% of 36-55 year olds, and 67% of 

those over 65 
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These outliers suggest - at least in the post-Soviet space - that the cultural legacy of a country 

and hows its citizens identify religiously has more sway than how devout those citizens are when it 

comes to  the support  shown  to  women  to  enter and  remain  in  the workplace  and  pursue an 

independent career. For instance, while Azerbaijanis are not a particularly ‗actively‘ religious nation, 

a public survey from 2012 (CRRC 2012) shows that those who consider themselves ‗Muslims‘ agree 

more strongly with the opinion that ‗when jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job than 

women‘‘ than those of other denominations (such as Catholic, Protestant or Christian Orthodox) 

(Caucasus Barometer n.d).10
 

 
5.4.2. Materialism, Postmaterialism and Gender Equality in the CIS 

The final dimension I looked at was where the CIS countries lie on the materialist-post 

materialist scale devised by Ronald Inglehart and his team at the World Values Survey. The scale has 

been linked by scholars to gender equality measures (Inglehart & Norris 2010). 

In Wave 6 surveydata from 2010-2014, Azerbaijan and other post-Soviet neighbors were 

clearly clustered at the strong materialist end of the spectrum and Azerbaijan was notable as one of 

the lowest ranking countries on the scale (World Values Survey 2010-14). 

However, when we look at how the countries in my sample compare with each other, the 

evidence does not support my initial hypothesis. On the contrary, those countries with a greater 

number of ‗post-materialists‘ according to the scale show larger earned income gaps. The percentage 

of ‗materialist‘ respondents in each country had no significant impact on the earned income gap11  . 

On the one hand, this potentially undermines the ‗cultural‘ or ‗modernization‘ thesis described 
in Section 3.3. On the other hand, the close clustering of the data points in my sample toward the 

‗materialist‘ end of the scale means there are no easy conclusions to draw - the scale developed by 

Inglehart is arguably better devised to deal with broad sweeping changes than subtle differences 

between similar data points. My data points may simply be too close together to tell a reliable story. 

 
Table 7. Materialist Values and the Earned                      Table 8. Post-materialistic Values and 

Income Gap                                                 the Earned Income Gap 

 
Source: World Bank Data Bank / WEF Gender Gap Index 

 

While  post-Soviet  countries  have  certainly undergone  dramatic  economic,  political  and 

cultural changes since the 1990s, this distribution calls into question the assumption that changes 

around the globe will quickly mirror the ‗silent revolution‘ in cultural values experienced in advanced 

industrial societies following the Second World War (Inglehart 1971). In the West, this shift in 

outlook created the foundations for the cultural upheaval of the 1960s and the emergence of Second 

Wave feminism in Europe and the US and entailed a shift toward values which Inglehart links to a 

 
10. In the survey, 59% of those identifying with ‗Islam‘ agreed with the statement, 57% of Shias, 49% of Sunnis, and only 

43% of ‗other‘ denominations. 
11. WVS data not available for Moldova and Tajikistan 
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desire for ‗radical social change‘ (Inglehart 1971). It would appear that the transitional experience 

CIS region has not followed this trajectory. This is likely due to the absence of similarly long-lasting 

and broad-based affluence, despite impressive economic growth in many parts of the region. 

 
6. Summary and discussion 

 
6.1. Summary of Findings 

The analysis in this paper has revealed a good picture of where the experience of Azerbaijan 

lies in the context of the wider CIS region. While it has not uncovered any definitive causal 

relationships between the selected factors and the size of the earned income gap in the region, it has 

pointed in certain directions. However, there remains an explanatory gap, which is perhaps not 

surprising given the consensus that while greater levels of gender equality is desirable from both a 

social and economic perspective, there is no ―silver bullet‖ when it comes to achieving it. In 

particular, the impact of gender-progressive policymaking is an area that requires more targeted 

research. 

The preliminary conclusions we can make are the following. Countries cannot simply wait for 

high levels of economic growth or democratic progress do the job of evening the playing field for 

women in the professional sphere. This warning, in particular, should be heeded by natural resource- 

rich regimes, given the evidence that women in the region have missed out on the dividends of oil 

booms in the region. 

The  data  does  at  first  glance  does  appear  to  give  some  kudos  to  the frequently-heard 

explanation of this phenomenon from the mouths of Azerbaijanis: ―this is just our mentality‖. While 

unrelated to the active ‗religiosity‘ of citizens in countries such as Azerbaijan, women in those 

countries where an Islamic heritage has left a cultural imprint to appear to be at a slight disadvantage 

(as posited by scholars  analyzing global trends). However broader shifts in outlook along the 

materialist-postmaterialist spectrum,  which have become a fashionable framework for tracking 

societal-level shifts in outlook, are yet to make themselves clear to the Soviet successor states. 

However, this review of the data suggests that this is not a story about values, worldview or 

‗mentality‘ alone. Policy plays an important role - low enrollment levels in pre-school in particularly 

have been highlighted as an obstacle which could be addressed by state action. The data I have drawn 

on suggests that the pattern of the progressive dismantling of Soviet-era supports to working women 

(Pascall & Manning 2000) has continued since 2000. 

Azerbaijanis may rightly be proud of their secular history and appealing narrative of pre- 

Bolshevik ‗grass-roots‘ emancipation of women (notably, Azerbaijan introduced universal suffrage 

at the outset of a short period of independence from Russian in 1918). However, policymakers may 

have to confront and acknowledge the persistence of traditional attitudes toward women and design 

effective policy interventions. 

 
6.2. The Post-Oil Outlook for Azerbaijan: Lessons for Azerbaijan 

What does remain clear from the data is the persistent gap between educational attainments 

of Azerbaijani  women  (literacy rates,  university enrollments  etc) and  what  I call  ‗meaningful 

economic empowerment‘ i.e. earning a living wage on which a family can be supported. For a cash- 

strapped Azerbaijan, this represents a leaking of investment of human capital. Rather than 

participating in the high-value economic activity, female graduates are leaving the workforce or 

settling in low-paying jobs such as teaching, for a host of reasons, many of which are outlined in this 

paper. As researchers have highlighted, in any country ‗narrowing the education gap further will not 

yield significant benefits if additional numbers of educated women are unable to access productive 

employment‘, which means supporting the development of ‗social and cultural institutions that allow 

women to take advantage of better education‘ (Chatham House 2010). 

Therefore while it is difficult to draw any broad conclusions on a regional level, there is a 

clear need to reinforce support for women‘s unpaid work if the state is committed to fully taking 
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advantage of its female human capital in the post-oil era. However this possibility is likely to be 

threatened as economic growth and job creation slows, and state revenues dry up, as Azerbaijan 

adjusts to these ongoing economic shifts. 
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This paper looks at the link between social justice and welfare state provisions (in the example 

of unemployment benefits) in Azerbaijan. It discusses the most prominent social justice theories, such 

as John Rawls and Brian Barry and their critiques for understanding the concept of social justice and 

equity. While critically analyzing the unemployment scheme in Azerbaijan it becomes clear that there 

are gaps in the welfare service provision which leaves many people, particularly older unemployed, 

young people and rural subsistence farmers worse off. This paper highlights the importance of 

ensuring high-quality employment for population and improving vulnerable people‘s access to social 

benefits, namely unemployment benefits. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Unemployment is often framed to be a violation of social justice by many moral philosophers 

as it violates individual‘s right to income needed for living a dignified life. Unemployment benefits 

are therefore paid to jobless people in many countries at times of unemployment for decreasing the 

income inequality among groups of the population. However, the amount, duration and coverage of 

those benefits, as well as conditions for getting them differ from country to country. It is much related 

to  the approach  - either libertarian/Rawlsian  or egalitarian  - governments  adopt  regarding the 

introduction of unemployment schemes. In oil-rich Azerbaijan, unemployment benefits are part of 

social welfare scheme, and it apparently serves to the reduction of poverty and inequality in the 

country through facilitating people's access to basic income, as well as to vocational training for 

finding suitable jobs. However, in reality, these benefits are not equally accessible for all unemployed 

groups of the population. Due to many reasons, such as the misleading definition of 

unemployment/employment, national employment legislation, which does not meet European 

standards and international norms, land ownership, the status of employment (formal, informal or 

self-employment), bureaucracy, corruption, etc. 

So, the central question of this paper is to what extent the unemployment benefits in 

Azerbaijan are equally accessible by all categories of unemployed. To answer this question, the paper 

will first introduce general country background since independence covering nearly three decades, 

including so-called oil boom period and recent post-oil era. The overview of the socio-economic 

situation in the country will help to explain the causes of inequalities in the country despite high 

inflow of oil revenues. Second, the paper will discuss the most prominent theories of social justice 

and its critiques. From a social justice perspective, the welfare benefits play an important role in 

reducing social and economic inequalities in society. Therefore it is useful to understand the meaning 

of social justice and its link with welfare provision payments (including unemployment scheme). 

Further, the paper will briefly examine randomly selected several best practices in the field of 

unemployment benefit schemes from among the European countries to throw light on many possible 

variants of social justice provision in societies. Since many employment-related legislations, state 

programs and strategies in Azerbaijan assert the importance of integration to Europe and compliance 

with European standards in this area, it is useful to review some of the European practices related to 
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unemployment scheme for understanding any inconsistencies. Fifth, the paper will critically examine 

the overall situation with unemployment and unemployment benefits in Azerbaijan in order to 

understand the main conditions for receiving these benefits and the overall limitations faced by 

unemployed people in the country. The paper then will go on to assess the unemployment benefits in 

the light of social justice theories and discuss moral hazard issues often linked with unemployment 

benefits. Finally, the paper will introduce the results of analysis and suggest set of recommendations 

based on the findings. 

The paper used various sources of information, including labor market reports of the State 

Statistics Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan, the website of the State Employment Service of 

the Republic of Azerbaijan, relevant online journals, books, academic articles, newspapers and media 

portals for analyzing the unemployment benefits from social justice perspective in Azerbaijan. 

 
2.   Background 

 
The overall social security system in Azerbaijan began a new phase with independence in 

1991, but the structural legacies and expectations inherited from the Soviet Union continued to 

influence it. Among other post-soviet countries, the transition period in Azerbaijan was particularly 

dramatic due to Nagorno-Karabakh war (1988-1994) with all its consequences, such as loss of 20% 

of its territory and flow of over a million of refugees from the occupied regions into the remainder of 

the country. This problem along with several other political/economic factors led to the rise of poverty 

and unemployment level in the country. 

However, the Contract of the Century signed with the Western Oil Consortium in September 

1994 brought a substantial inflow of oil and gas revenues to Azerbaijan in the early 2000s and enabled 

the government to shift the overall situation of poverty for the better mainly through strengthened 

social protection system. As a result of the implementation of state programs for poverty reduction 

since 2003 and introduction of pension reforms and Targeted Social Assistance program poverty rate 

in Azerbaijan fell from 49% in 2001 to around 5% in 2013. Compared to most other post-Soviet 

successor states, the unemployment rate in Azerbaijan also decreased from around 12% in 2000 to 

5% in 2013 (UNFPA 2015, 20). 

In terms of a score of economic inclusiveness* Azerbaijan made progress between periods of 
1990-1999 and 2000-2012 respectively 73 and 0.83 (UN ESCAP 2015, 122). However, according to 

World Bank Gini index value† in Azerbaijan fluctuated during this period being 36.4 in 2001, 16.6 in 
2005, 31.8 in 2008 and 33.7 in 2013. Despite high inflow of oil and gas revenues during this period 

the income of the majority of the population remained low due to low salaries, vulnerable 

employment or employment in low-productivity sectors. The oil/gas sector in the country accounts 

for over half of GDP, but it employs very small portion of population (1.1% of jobs), whereas the 

agriculture sector generates more jobs (38% of total workforce) but accounts for only 5.5% of GDP 

in the country (ADB 2014, 5). So, the overall trend demonstrated a visible decline in inequality in 

Azerbaijan, as the abovementioned reforms and programs assisted in the decrease of unemployment 

and poverty, but it failed to address issues of socio-economic inequality (Garbe-Emden et al. 2011, 

10). 

Azerbaijan has been facing another quandary following the decline of global oil prices leading 

to significant revenue shortfalls since mid-2014. Because the Azerbaijani state budget heavily relied 

on oil revenues (95% of exports, 4/3 of government revenues and 40% of GDP), it is not difficult to 

imagine the scale of economic damage and structural shock in the country when oil prices fell 

considerably (Farchy 2015). Consequently, Azerbaijani government had to undergo two devaluations 

in the so-called post-oil era, which has resulted in a total official loss of 98.7%, and an actual loss of 
 

 
1. Economic inclusiveness score ranges between 0 and 1, a higher score meaning more inclusiveness. 
2. Gini Index is the most commonly used measure of inequality and represents income or wealth distribution among 

the population in a country. The Gini index value ranges from 0 (perfect equality) to 100 (perfect inequality) and helps to 

find the gap between the poor and the rich based on their net income. http://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gini-index.asp 

http://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gini-index.asp
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120% of manat‘s value against the dollar (CESD 2016, 3). All these drastic changes have brought 

about negative consequences for almost all spheres of life in the country ranging from economic to 

social welfare of citizens. The decrease in foreign trade turnover and the level of investment in the 

economy, increasing inflation level, rising food and commodity prices, reduced number of paid 

workers and depreciated average income of population are among the adverse effects of the post-oil 

era in the country. 

All these consequences demonstrate the financial and economic fragility of the country to 

crises. Although Azerbaijan got a perfect chance for building strong, competitive and sustainable 

economy during the oil boom, it did little to ensure diversification of the economy, strengthening of 

the private sector and establishment of small and medium entrepreneurship mainly due to lavish 

infrastructure projects, the existence of informal monopolies and corruption. Country‘s ranking in 

corruption indices is low which negatively affects overall reform process in Azerbaijan. The country 

made little progress in the Transparency International‘s Corruption Perception Index scoring between 

27-30 during 2012-2016 on a scale of 0 (highly corrupt) to 100 (very clean). For comparison, other 

so-called rentier states‘ most recent scores in terms of corruption perception were 61 in Qatar, 46 in 

Saudi Arabia and 45 in Oman (Transparency International 2016). 

The final sufferers of all these systemic problems have undoubtedly been many ordinary 

Azerbaijani citizens who are struggling to make ends meet during this crisis time. Since the poverty 

rate in the country has significantly reduced at the expense of oil-funded social transfers, ―the oil 

price decline put[s] the sustainability of public social expenditures under strain‖ (Guliyev 2016, 19). 

Dependence of most households on state social transfers has been one of the major products of oil 

boom period. According to World Bank data (Onder 2013, 8), the poverty rate in Azerbaijan would 

have been 60% higher if social security transfers were not in place since more than 80% of the poor 

population in the country lives in households that receive at least one social transfer. These 

calculations demonstrate the obvious flaws of poverty reduction strategy which made many citizens 

dependent on unsustainable social transfers. Although State Oil Fund of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

(SOFAZ) was established for preserving oil and gas revenues for future public spending and achieve 

intergenerational equity, unlimited and unconditional transfers from this Fund to the state budget have 

taken place during oil boom period. For example, in 2013 more than half of state budget revenues 

came from SOFAZ transfers (Aslanli 2015, 117). Therefore, this wealth fund is also not a reliable 

tool for achieving long-term and sustainable growth, as well as reducing poverty. The key instrument 

here shall be ensured of high levels of productive employment in the country. Although Azerbaijan 

achieved high economic growth during the last decade, ―labor market indicators have shown only 

modest improvements": labor force participation declined, male employment ratio decreased (women 

are engaged in self-employment in agriculture), and youth unemployment rose during the 2000s 

(Onder 2013, 18). Moreover, not all categories of the population got the equal share of the economic 

growth causing some group of people benefits less than others, including rural population engaged in 

low-productivity agriculture, unemployed or people in low-wage jobs and IDPs outside of labor 

market. 

From a social justice perspective, the welfare service provisions are to serve the expansion of 

equal opportunities and social privileges and fair distribution of wealth. However, the case of 

Azerbaijan shows that there are gaps in the welfare service provision which leaves many people, 

worse off in terms of access to employment. During the post-oil era, it is expected that the 

employment opportunities will diminish further. Introduction of a comprehensive package of benefits 

by the government for covering the entire life cycle of the working-age population is therefore 

important. Alternatively, employment support programmes can be introduced to specific groups of 

people, including unemployed older people, young unemployed, landowners without income, etc. 

 
2.1.  Social Justice Theories 

The term of social justice originally emerged in Italy in the nineteenth century, but the modern 

meaning it possesses appeared in England during the same period (Burke 2011, 31-33). In the 1840s, 
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the decade of revolutions in Europe mainly triggered by a miserable economic condition of workers 

and rampant unemployment, the concept of social justice was just a supplement to the traditional 

view of justice or a branch of it. However, in the twentieth-century social justice became a separate 

philosophical standpoint different from the concept of ordinary justice. It was started to be viewed as 

a ―demand addressed to society as a whole and not to the individual‖ which means a complete transfer 

of responsibility to the state since social justice can be realized only by the state (Burke 2011, 3). 

An eminent philosopher John Rawls was the first to bring the concept of social justice to the 

field of political philosophy since until him this concept was viewed mainly from the religious 

perspective (Burke 2011, 31). In his theory of justice, Rawls defines the key subject of justice as 

being the basic structure of society which is the social institutions assigning fundamental rights and 

duties and determining the distribution of the products of social cooperation. But as men are born into 

different social positions or conditions and therefore have different life prospects, profound 

inequalities in the basic structure of society cannot be avoided anywhere. Thus, certain principles of 

justice are needed to regulate the working of social, political and economic arrangements in the 

distribution of social and economic advantages. Rawls identified two main principles of justice that 

he believed would be adopted rationally by men in their original position: the principle of equal 

liberties and the difference principle. The former implies that all fundamental liberties such as 

freedom of speech, thought, conscience, assembly and the person, the right to vote and hold public 

office and other liberties identified by the rule of law are to be equal for all men. The latter applies 

"to the distribution of income and wealth and to the design of organizations that make use of 

differences in authority and responsibility" (Rawls 2004, 59) which should be compatible with the 

fundamental liberties and equality of opportunity. 

Hence, Rawls (2004) argues that all chief social values and primary goods such as rights, 

liberties,  opportunities,  income  and  wealth  should  be  evenly distributed  among  all.  However, 

inequalities (excluding breach of fundamental liberties for gaining social and economic advantages) 

are just and permissible only when everyone, particularly the worst-off benefit from them (Rawls 

2004, 59-67). All in all, Rawls brought out a philosophical justification for redistribution through 

state welfare provision (Lund 2002, 4-7). 

Rawls‘s theory of distributive justice faced criticisms from several academic circles. Robert 

Nozick, one of the critics of Rawlsian theory, offers an alternative view. He advocates for entitlement 

justice contending that redistribution of acquired resources infringes individual‘s property rights, 

because ―a person who acquires a holding in accordance with the principle of justice in acquisition is 

entitled to that holding‖ (Mandle 2009, 187). Furthermore, his theory maintains that taxation of 

income is tantamount to forced labor in a sense that appropriating the outcome of one‘s labor is the 

same with taking work hours from him (Nozick 2004, 96-98). According to Nozick, only a minimal 
state with limited interference is justifiable and legitimate, because an extensive state (or in this sense 
welfare state) engaged in redistributionist policies violates individual‘s rights (Bader 2010, 11-15). 

Unlike egalitarian Rawls, libertarian Nozick mainly focuses on rights and liberties rather than on 

equality and defends ―free exchange of goods and productive services‖ in the free marketplace, rather 

than redistribution of them by means of the welfare state (De Gregori 1979, 17). 

Friedrich Hayek, one of the representatives of New Right, also rejects the notions such as 

welfare state and social justice by arguing that ―a market economy…regulated by the rule of law…is 

the only institutional structure that can effectively promote cooperation among diverse…people and 

thereby advance the common good‖ (Burczak 2006, 2-3). According to Hayek‘s thinking, the idea of 

social justice is a ―mirage‖ and is not applicable to a market system, because the market is a 

―spontaneous order‖ that emerged outside of the human will. The idea of distribution intended to 

challenge the effect of the free market economy is erroneous and precarious in a sense that it can 

―lead to the extinction of all moral responsibility‖ and threaten ―other values of a free civilization‖ 

which in turn pave the way for totalitarianism (Lund 2002, 5). 

However, the libertarians' (such as Nozick and Hayek) focus on the free market as a deliverer 
of just society is criticized on the grounds that "ideas of fairness….are themselves used in defining 
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what counts as a free market." Therefore, it is difficult to determine the extent of the justness of given 

market competition (Franklin ed. 1998, 37). For example, an egalitarian philosopher Brian Barry 

(2005, 5) argues that the emergence of the concept of social justice and social allocation meant that 

―the justice of society‘s institutions‖, ―the power of the owners of capital, and …the dominance of 

the entire market system‖ could be challenged. He agrees that the institutions are of significant 

importance for the implementation of social justice; however, they are not the primary subject of 

justice as Rawls claims. The central subject of justice is the ―distribution of rights, opportunities, and 

resources‖ and therefore, the extent of justice in a society can be assessed by means of it (Barry 2005, 

17). 

In short, the concept of social justice was viewed from different perspectives through the 

twentieth century; some philosophers such as Rawls and Barry gave weight to the idea that rights, 

opportunities, and resources should be equally distributed. Whereas, the philosophers in the 

libertarian Right political spectrum, including Nozick and Hayek, completely deny the concepts of 

social justice and social rights, and reject redistributive policies by asserting that only free market 

economy exchanges can settle rival claims of individuals. 

Although libertarian view of social security emerges from time to time (e.g. recent debates on 

conditionality, moral hazard, big society and ideas of privatization of social security, so far, Rawlsian 

philosophy seems to prevail in social security system of majority of countries around the world, but 

with some flaws (for example, exclusion of informal workers in redistributionist programmes). Only, 

a few countries, particularly in Europe have somehow succeeded to redistribute more (such as through 

generous unemployment benefits) and achieve lower income inequality. 

 
2.2.   Unemployment in Azerbaijan 

Nowadays  unemployment  is  one of the biggest  social  policy challenges  in  Azerbaijan, 

although the official figures (5 %) do not suggest it to be the case. The unemployment rate didn't 

decline considerably during the oil boom period despite the economic progress in the country. 

Unofficial rate of unemployment was around 10% in 2011, and most of the unemployed were in long- 

term unemployment (Allahveranov 2013, 8). Survey-based unemployment rate exceeds the registered 

rate of unemployment in the country, as the number of unemployed people in Azerbaijan was 236,600 

in 2013. However, the number of officially registered unemployed was 29, 000 people in 2016 

(Twinning Fiche Azerbaijan 2016, 4). This is the result of a different approach to the definition of 

unemployment by the government. According to the Law on Employment of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan (2001), unemployed people are considered those people of working age who are jobless 

and incomeless and ready and able to start working, as well as getting registered at relevant authority 

as a job seeker. As a result, all other jobless citizens not getting registered as job seekers (mainly due 

to the difficulty of getting unemployment status or decent employment through state employment 

centers (Mammadov 2008, 11) are not counted as unemployed which makes the official 

unemployment rate unreliable. 

According to the World Bank (2015) study, ―the proportion of the employed among the work- 

able population has been decreasing‖ in recent years despite the low unemployment rate in the 

country. It is estimated that current unemployment rate would be higher in Azerbaijan (around 11%) 

if labor force participation didn‘t decline from 83% in 2005 to around 70 % in recent years. Moreover, 

due to the high share of self-employment*  (66.5% in 2013) (Rahmanov 2016, 12), the official 

unemployment figures misrepresent the real situation in the country (Garbe-Emden et al. 2011, 17). 

According to ESCAP statistics (2015, 107), the vulnerable employment in Azerbaijan constitutes 

more than 60%. Unemployment among youth is much higher and stands at 14%. Similarly, there is 

another group of population often ignored by the government who experiences a higher level of 

unemployment - older jobseekers under pension age (mainly aged 50-62) who are either forced into 

early retirement, or denied jobs on grounds of old age by employers, or lack work experience, or do 

 
3. People owning land in Azerbaijan automatically belong to the group of self-employed, and they are not counted as 

officially unemployed 
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not meet the requirements to qualify for unemployment benefits. Most of these old people depend on 

their relatives to survive as they also do not qualify for any state social assistance or other benefits. 

Pension reforms in recent years have been mainly in the direction of raising the retirement age which 

makes their situation even worse*. It is also worth noting here that age dependency is the lowest (9.3 

in 2015) in Azerbaijan in the South Caucasus region and according to European Demographic Data 

Sheet 2016 it will remain low in the next few decades. This shows that Azerbaijan unlike many 

countries worldwide won‘t face aging population challenge in the near future, on the contrary, youth 

bulge is considered to be one of the most important challenges, as people under 35 years constitute 

60% of total population in the country (World Bank 2015). 

 
Table 1. The percentage of officially registered unemployed according to age groups. 

 

 
 

 
By the end of 

year 

 

 
 
 

Total 

 

Unemployed according to age groups 

 

 

between ages 

of 15-19 

 

 

between ages 

of 20-24 

 

 

between ages 

of 25-29 

Those with 
pre- 

retirement 

age† 

Other 
persons of 

working 

age‡ 

2010 100 0.6 14.5 33.3 2.4 49.2 

2011 100 3.0 14.8 31.3 2.0 48.9 

2012 100 0.6 15.3 32.8 2.0 49.3 

2013 100 0.7 15.1 33.0 2.0 49.2 

2014 100 0.5 13.5 35.1 0.8 50.1 

2015 100 0.4 12.8 34.9 0.9 51 
Source: SSC, 2016. 

 
According to Table 1 more than half of registered unemployed are people aged 25-29 and 

older (30-62), although the official statistics do not make a clear distinction between the latter ages. 

Unlike young people, the unemployed elderly are a more vulnerable group of the population, as they 

face longer-term unemployment mainly due to lack of updated skills, ill-health, ageism in 

recruitment, etc. The older adults are also more likely to be laid off at times of economic crisis. 

Around 40% of the Azerbaijani workforce (especially older people) is mainly engaged in 

subsistence farming (De Waal 2016, 2) which is the major reason for rural poverty. Most of the rural 

population are in fact jobless or engaged in seasonal, part-time or short-term agriculture jobs with 

small income due to low yield (EC Country Report 2012, 21). Regional development programs 

approved by the government in the last decade haven‘t significantly changed the wellbeing of the 

rural population, although some regional disparities exist mainly due to remittances from relatives 

abroad. 

 
2.3.   Unemployment benefits in Azerbaijan 

Unemployment benefits are the part of a social security system in Azerbaijan and have been 

available since 1992 following the independence. State Employment Service under the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Protection of the Republic of Azerbaijan is the central state agency dealing with 

implementation  of active  labor market  policies,  as  well  as  granting unemployment  status  and 

assignment of unemployment benefits. According to the Employment Law of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan working age able-bodied citizens who are unemployed, ready to work and registered at 
 
 

4. The draft law has been approved by Milli Majlis recently on the gradual increase of pension age up to 65 years for both 

sexes until 2020's. 
5. The State Statistics Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan does not make the ages in this group explicit. 
6. The same as above. 
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employment agencies as job seekers but could not be offered any suitable job within ten days 

following their registration are entitled to unemployment benefits. According to the Law on 

Employment of the Republic of Azerbaijan ―Unemployment assistance for the citizens with 

unemployment status shall be determined in the amount of 70 percent of the monthly average salary 

received during 12 months period at the last workplace in case if he or she had paid work not less 

than 26 calendar weeks within 12 months period prior start of unemployment‖. The following citizens 

are not entitled to unemployment benefits according to the aforementioned law: 

    Citizens under the age of 15; 

    Citizens who receive old-age pensions; 

 unemployed citizens who reject two relevant job offers by the employment agencies during 

the ten days following their registration as jobseekers; 

    citizens who are first-time job seekers; 

    imprisoned citizens; 

    Employed citizens, including entrepreneurs, self-employed citizens, and landowners. 

Many citizens who are not entitled to unemployment benefits actually belong to the category 

of hidden unemployed people or people who are part of informal employment. For example, many 

people with plots of land cannot use them due to some reasons but anyway, are not entitled to 

unemployment benefits. Moreover, first-time job seekers are not entitled to unemployment benefits 

which make their lives harder. All these exclusions, in fact, complicate the realization of effective 

redistribution in society, as these people constitute a significant part of the poor. They are the category 

of people who are ―worse-off‖ as defined by Rawls and therefore need a special attention while 

redistributing income to achieve equality. 

The post-oil era crisis didn‘t directly hit the social security sector in the country, as there were 

not any cuts in this sector. On the contrary, the social security sector budget spending was 8.6% higher 

in 2016 compared to the previous year (Guliyev 2016, 18). During 2016 the average amount of 

unemployment benefits in Azerbaijan constituted 262 AZN, whereas the minimum amount stood at 
75 AZN. Although the amount of benefits is higher compared to previous years, due to devaluation 

welfare benefits paid in Azerbaijani manat lost almost half of its value in terms of US dollar. 

Moreover, the rising consumer prices also mean that the increase in the amount of social allowances 

does not affect the well-being of poor households. On top of that, utility bills were increased by the 

government  on  January 2017,  which  adds  up  to  the  already difficult  situation  of low-income 

households. In fact, the redistribution programmes of the government, particularly unemployment 

benefits not only fail to cover all categories of economically worse-off people but also do not make 

a big impact on the welfare of people who receive those benefits. 

During 2008-2010 years around five thousand unemployed could get unemployment benefits, 

however, the rest of the officially registered unemployed (35000 people) could not (Mammadov 2014, 

37). In 2015 there were over 240 thousand unemployed people and more than 28 thousand of them 

have been registered as officially unemployed and only 1543 of them received unemployment 

benefits in Azerbaijan. In general, only 1 out of 7 unemployed who obtained official unemployment 

status could get unemployment benefits during 6 months period (Mammadov 2014, 38). According 

to media reports, one of the reasons for the small number of unemployed citizens receiving 

unemployment benefits is an unawareness of people about their eligibility for benefits or the strict 

and non-transparent procedures for receiving these benefits, and the government seems to keep a low 

profile regarding unemployment benefits. Another reason is the bureaucratic obstacles set for 

registration at employment agencies, alongside cases of corruption. Moreover, in most cases, these 

agencies are not able to offer suitable or decent employment, which discourages citizens to apply to 

these services (Mammadov 2014, 16). 

Another challenge faced by low-income population in the country is related to receiving of 

targeted social assistance. One of the conditions for getting this monthly allowance is to obtain a 

reference from employment agencies regarding the official unemployment status. However, as 
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mentioned above it is tough to get this status due to bureaucracy and non-transparent ways of 

operation. As a result, people get trapped in the swirl of chronic poverty. 

Not all unemployed citizens who get registered at employment agencies end up with receiving 

unemployment benefits. The government also pursues active labor market policies in order to ensure 

employment for the population. More than four thousand registered unemployed citizens were 

directed  to  vocational  training  by the  employment  service  agencies  during  2015  (SSC  2015). 

However, the effectiveness of these policies is questionable, as there are meager visible results. 

Moreover, the public funding on labor market policies in Azerbaijan is extremely low and constitute 

only 0.01%-0.02% of GDP (Garbe-Emden et al. 2011, 19). 

All in all, unemployment and unemployment-related poverty remains a major social justice 

issue as a result of poor coverage of the needy (or equal access to benefits), short duration and low 

amount of unemployment benefits, plus ineffectiveness of active labor market policies in Azerbaijan. 

 
2.4.   Unemployment benefits: Best practices from around the world 

As a developing country, Azerbaijan is striving to economically and socially integrate to 

Europe and achieve international norms and standards in all spheres. At least, this goal has been 

established in almost all key legislative acts, state programs or strategies of the country. Employment 

legislation and state documents on employment-related issues are also not exclusion. However, as the 

below review will show, in practice, there are many inconsistencies regarding the overall approach 

to issues of social justice, employment/unemployment and related social transfers in Azerbaijan 

compared to many European countries and developed world. 

France is among one of the generous countries regarding the grant of unemployment benefits. 

The grant period of these benefits can last up to three years in comparison of six months in some 

countries. Only 11% of the receivers of unemployment benefits stay on benefits more than 20 months. 

The rest find jobs before the expiry of the period of benefits (Melvin 2014). Unemployed who worked 

the equivalent of four months in the past 28 months are eligible to receive benefits. Unlike France, in 

many countries (including Azerbaijan), however, the claimant must work for at least a year before 

being able to receive unemployment benefits. Moreover, France unemployment scheme has some 

special advantages for older job seekers (aged 50 or over), as they may benefit from unemployment 

up to three years due to the difficulty of finding a job for older people for obvious reasons. In many 

countries, unemployment insurance is only granted to full-time employed people, excluding part-time 

workers or self-employed as in case of Azerbaijan. However, in France, even people with small part- 

time jobs are eligible for unemployment insurance (Council of Europe 2005, 168). 

Another aspect of the France unemployment scheme is that the government has established a 

special state agency in the country for providing a minimum wage for the unemployed who are not 

entitled to unemployment benefits due to being out of employment for a long time or being first-time 

job-seekers (Penketh 2015). This is essential practice to take into consideration for case of Azerbaijan. 

As first-time job seekers - particularly consisting of women who are not entitled to unemployment 

benefits – remain in poverty due to circumstances mostly out of their control (e.g. prevalence of 

gender stereotypes in some communities, unpaid care work, child-bearing and rearing 

responsibilities, etc.). 

Denmark is another welfare state that provides unemployment benefits to job seekers who are 

members of an unemployment fund for at least one year (unemployment insurance is voluntary). The 

period of unemployment benefits is a maximum of 3 years as in France. The unemployed who worked 

for at least one year of standard working-hours or worked as self-employed in the last three years are 

entitled to unemployment benefits. Regarding the amount of unemployment benefits, Denmark is 

among leading countries, as the government pays 90% of the previous income of the registered 

unemployed up to a maximum of 505€ per week (EU 2013, 27). Moreover, graduates of business- 

related fields are also eligible to apply for unemployment benefits following their membership in 

unemployment insurance fund. 
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Among south-eastern European countries, Bulgaria is one of the most generous countries in 

terms of unemployment benefits. According to National Social Security Institute of Bulgaria 

individuals who contributed to the Unemployment Fund for at least nine months from the last 15 

months are eligible for unemployment benefits. Besides the government grants unemployment 

benefits also to seasonal agriculture workers. In case the receiver of unemployment benefits gets a 

part-time job with a salary lower than the minimum wage, he/she has right to continue getting 

unemployment benefits. The daily amount of unemployment benefits in Bulgaria is 60% of average 

daily wage/income of the claimant. 

The Israeli government also offers unemployment scheme which is mainly advantageous for 

older job seekers with dependants, as the period of benefits is extended depending on the age and 

number of dependants of the claimant. Unemployment benefits can be granted not only to previous 

salaried employees but also to self-employed and unemployed receiving income from work pension. 

However, the amount of the income of those unemployed shall not exceed the amount of 

unemployment benefits. In case the former is higher than the latter it shall  be deducted from 

unemployment benefits. Thus, people at low wages are eligible for receiving unemployment benefits. 

There is a specific arrangement for unemployed youth between 15-18 years as they do not qualify for 

unemployment insurance. In case they contribute 20% or more to the support of their parents, or they 

are without parents, they can get unemployment grant for youth (National Insurance Institute of Israel 

2017). 

All in all, the generosity may well be associated with either the duration of unemployment 

benefits or its coverage of many categories of unemployed or the amount of payment. There is not 

one criterion to assess the overall characteristics of unemployment schemes around the world 

countries; each has its own merits. However, some countries excel the others in terms of beneficence. 

Of course, unemployment benefits are introduced for tackling failure of labor markets, but in some 

cases, they are criticised for creating moral hazard, in which the unemployed are discouraged to find 

work or improve his/her financial situation. 

 
2.5. Unemployment benefits from a social justice perspective 

According to Miller (2005, 5-9), one of the four principles of social justice is the principle of 

social minimum which states that "all citizens must have access to resources that adequately meet 

their essential needs." This principle is chiefly about income since income is the key means to provide 

basic needs for living. This income can be acquired by paid work, a pension in old age, social 

allowances and other welfare provisions including unemployment benefits. In this respect, there are 

two major issues which are frequently brought up in the literature on the relationship between social 

justice and welfare service provision. Firstly, unemployment benefits along with other several welfare 

service provision benefits have faced harsh criticisms from different global political and academic 

circles that keep arguing that they gradually create a "culture of benefit dependency." It means that 

unemployment benefits encourage the unemployed to continue being jobless, since finding a job 

means losing the benefits. Secondly, it is argued that every unemployed citizen is entitled to a basic 

income, in this case, unemployment benefits, because they will be required to contribute to society in 

return. Miller (2005, 10) maintains that an individual who "chooses not to work, but, nonetheless 

receives basic income is taking unfair advantage of his fellows." In this regard, Jordan (1998, 39-42) 

mentions the principle of reciprocity which means that those who benefit from social cooperation are 

obliged to contribute to the society. In other words, social justice also supports the idea that ―rights 

imply responsibilities and benefits entail contributions‖ and ―free-riding‖ on the efforts of other 

people is unjust (Jordan 1998, 41). 

Many countries worldwide, including Azerbaijan introduced several conditions for receiving 

unemployment benefits. According to the principle of conditionality, in order to be eligible for a 

certain welfare provision an individual should consent to meet particular obligations. For example, 

one of the conditions put forward for the claimants by the Law on Employment of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan is that they have to first register at employment agencies and choose one of the two work 
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options in order to be entitled to unemployment benefits. If they do not appear at the employment 

agency during the specified time without good reason, they are denied for receiving unemployment 

benefits. All these conditions mean that the denial of basic subsistence to the citizens is justifiable on 

the basis of the citizens‘ responsibility; however, according to the principles of justice ―inequality is 

unjust if it is caused by circumstances outside the individual‘s control‖ (Kildal 2001, 16). Being 

unemployed is not always the outcome of lack of responsibility or will, but also lack of work (or 

suitable work) opportunities. Thus, by blaming the citizens for their fate and therefore refusing them 

basic goods, in this case, unemployment benefits, is not just (Kildal 2001, 16). Barry (2005, 146) 

argues that those people who are assigned to have new responsibilities are the most vulnerable 

members of society, such as the unemployed, lone parents, the sick and the disabled. Thus, from his 

point of view, it can be argued that emphasis on responsibilities and obligations of the citizens 

(excluding the wealthy ones), rather than their social rights does not overlap with the primary goal of 

social justice which is the equal distribution of burdens and benefits. This view can also be argued 

from Rawls's perspective since he asserts that any inequality that can arise should be in favor of the 

worst off (in this case the unemployed). On the contrary, from the perspectives of both Nozick and 

Hayek, these developments in the provision of unemployment benefits are justifiable at least based 

on the ―sacrifices…in terms of social justice at the altar of economic efficiency‖ (Bryson & Fisher 

2011, 9). 

So, in terms of Rawlsian social justice unemployment benefits as part of welfare provisions 

in Azerbaijan do not serve redistribution of wealth in a way that the worst-off will benefit. Many 

unemployed are having difficulties with getting unemployment status or finding a suitable job through 

employment agencies. Most of the unemployed are the poor population or vulnerable members of 

society, such as rural men or women, disabled, young people and older age people not reached 

pension age. Problems, such as monopolies, corruption and weak private sector in the country do not 

allow for opting for libertarian social justice ways. The economic growth is not sustainable as it stems 

from exhausting oil and gas revenues rather than employment expansion. Although labor market 

specialists worldwide mention the problem of "moral hazard" from time to time, there is no substantial 

evidence to support this argument. The average and minimum amount of unemployment benefits in 

Azerbaijan are so meager that it cannot negatively affect the incentives to take a job. 

 
3.   Conclusion and Recommendations 

 
From a social justice perspective, particularly Rawlsian approach Azerbaijan still lags behind 

in ensuring equal access to basic income through redistributionist programs. Although many people 

are in fact unemployed, most of them cannot obtain official unemployment status at state employment 

centers. This, in turn, results in distorted official unemployment rate figures in the country, as the 

definition of unemployment includes registered jobless citizens. 

To achieve inclusive and sustainable growth, the Azerbaijani government has to ensure high-quality 

employment for its population, particularly for young people, older jobseekers, and rural subsistence 

farmers. While the government claims to create jobs annually in the regions outside the capital city, 

the quality and sustainability of those jobs are questionable. Most of those jobs happen to be 

temporary or seasonal agriculture work. 

The following measures are recommended to be taken for improving the overall employment 

in the country and ensure equal access to employment opportunities by all groups of population: 

 Strengthening private sector through government subsidized mechanisms in order to decrease 

dependency on oil revenues and oil price shocks in the global market; 

 Further developing small and medium entrepreneurship through eliminating bureaucratic 

obstacles using ASAN* service tools; 
 

 
7. ASAN – Azerbaijan Service and Assessment Network is a public agency delivering government services to citizens. 

It was established as a one-stop-shop to make the delivery of public services in an easier and more transparent way. 
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 Improving vulnerable people's access to social benefits, including unemployment benefits 

through the application of more transparent mechanisms (again ASAN service mechanisms 

could be applied here); 

 Improving active labor market policies through increasing public spending and through 

setting up monitoring and evaluation system for assessing results/impact of redistributionist 

policies (in this case unemployment benefits); 

    Fostering employment in rural areas through small-scale industries; 

 Conducting labor market assessment as part of regional development programs funded by the 

government in each region for understanding the specificity of the employment requirements 

and for better coverage of the needy; 

 Benefiting from the good experience of some European countries and developed countries in 

general. 
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The fast-paced economic growth in Azerbaijan, sparked by the country's latest oil boom, did 

not contribute to the expansion of economic opportunities for women. Instead, women continue to be 

employed in the lowest paid sectors of the economy or occupy low-paid positions in higher paid 

sectors. This paper analyses three different factors that influence the gender-based disparities in 

access to the paid workforce: 1) cultural factors; 2) the legal and institutional framework; 3) the oil- 

based nature of the economy. This work emphasizes that, whenever we are analyzing the situation of 

gender disparities in the workplace and providing policy advice, all three of these dimensions should 

be taken into account. The article concludes by suggesting two key policy interventions: Firstly, 

revisiting state family policy, in particular, policies on childcare. Secondly, the need for reform of the 

national gender machinery. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Azerbaijan‘s economic growth, stimulated by oil revenues, has not led to the expansion of 

economic opportunities for women. Rather, the expanded job opportunities in traditionally male- 

dominated sectors - such as manufacturing, construction, and the service sector – have helped to 

consolidate the perception of men as the 'breadwinners' in society. While workforce participation 

rates for women are impressive, research shows that women in Azerbaijan have either been employed 

in the lowest paid sectors of the economy or have been occupying low paid positions in higher paid 

sectors. 

Most research to date on gender inequality in Azerbaijan has identified the prevailing cultural 

norms and values in society as the key factor that has limited women's participation in paid work. 

However, a comprehensive assessment requires consideration of the impact of apparently ‗gender 

neutral‘ policies and the lack of economic opportunities for women, in order to uncover the systemic 

nature of gender inequality in Azerbaijan. This paper will examine the current situation for female 

workforce participation in the light of its cultural and political conditionalities. It identifies key 

obstacles to expanding women's access to the labor market. The paper pays particular attention to the 

‗missed‘ opportunities for expanding this access during Azerbaijan's latest oil boom. 

Based on surveys and secondary public data sets, the work is written in acknowledgment of 

the dominant idea in Azerbaijani society that women ought to be primarily mothers and caretakers, 

rather than individuals with professional aspirations. There is a strong and persistent belief in society 

that career and family are mutually exclusive spheres for a woman. Many scholars attempt to explain 

gender inequalities in the workforce by citing such long-held values and norms in society. However, 

in reality, both institutional factors and the lack of economic opportunities for women interact with 

those societal values to perpetuate the existing situation. Given the influence of strong family values 

and the powerful image of motherhood in Azerbaijani society, this paper also focusses on the urgent 

need to reform childcare policies. 

The paper is divided into three parts, guided by the three key factors which influence gender 

inequality in employment in Azerbaijan. The first section outlines the cultural values and social 

constructs that condition the participation of women in the workforce, with particular attention to the 

'double burden' of unpaid labor in the household and caring for family members. The immediate 
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policy response for this problem is the provision of regular, reliable and affordable childcare services, 

which can at least free women from one element of their unpaid duties and leave more time for 

professional development. The second part will focus on the national gender machinery and its 

capacities to enforce gender-sensitive policymaking. This will illustrate how a serious reconsideration 

and reform of the policymaking process is required in order to address inequalities. The final section 

will assess the impact of resource-led growth on female workforce participation. This will help to 

demonstrate how the design and implementation of gender-sensitive policies are particularly 

important in the context of Azerbaijan, given its status as a resource-rich country. 

Evidence from practices across developed countries illustrates that the expansion of economic 

opportunities for women is a cornerstone for achieving both broader equality and economic 

development. With this evidence in mind, this paper suggests a series of policy interventions that 

could prompt the wider and more meaningful participation of women in the economic life of the 

country. 

 
1.1.   It‟s all about “mentalitet”… Or maybe not? 

Researchers  regularly point  out  that  cultural  values  perpetuate  inequality and  limit  the 

participation  of  women  in  the  paid  workforce  -  particularly society‘s  attitude  towards  gender 

inequality as a goal, and the socially constructed roles and duties of women (Thronton, Alwin & 

Camburn 1983; Vella 1994). This is often simply referred to Azerbaijani circles and debates as 

'mentalitet' (―Mentalitet‖ in Azerbaijani refers to the word that explains the cultural norms and 

traditions persistent in the society). However, the evidence below demonstrates that Azerbaijan is no 

exception and cultural values have been primordial in shaping employment trends for women 

globally. 

Data from the World Values Survey provides robust evidence that social norms in Azerbaijan 

tend to define the role of a woman as a caretaker. Approximately 73% of men and 68% of women 

believe that being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for pay. Moreover, 46% percent of 

respondents agreed that if in a household a woman earns more than her husband, it will potentially 

cause problems. Almost half of the respondents believe that if a mother is in a paid job, her children 

are likely to suffer (WVS 2010-2014). 

Such survey findings point to a situation where women in Azerbaijan are obliged to carry out 

the majority of unpaid work, such as housekeeping and raising children. If there are sick and elderly 

family members, it is again the woman who is obliged to care for them. Faced with such societal 

norms, the absence of adequate childcare facilities and social care programs for elderly and disabled 

people doubles the work obligations of women, resulting in the infamous 'double burden' of paid and 

unpaid work. Under this setup, women are left with scarce time to dedicate to their paid work and 

professional development. This perpetuates a division of labor whereby men are breadwinners and 

women are caretakers. Other findings of the same survey support this hypothesis, indicating that only 

22.4 % of female respondents are the chief wage earners in the house, compared to 63.7% of men 

(WVS 2010-2014). A household survey carried out by Azerbaijan's State Statistics Committee 

suggests that a large percentage of women are dependent on the income of a family member. Further, 

a recent report for GIZ by Aliyeva and Zeynalova (2016) states that: 'the combined income from both 

private and public employment for men makes 31 % of income, while among women this percentage 

is only 22.' 

These indicators demonstrate the extent to which the cultural values existing in a society and 

the reality of the employment situation can mutually re-enforce one another. 
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Graph 1: Division of paid and unpaid work hours between men and women. 

 
Source: Statistical Bulletin on Gender, State Statistics Committee 2008 

 
In addition, there is also a dominant belief in the society that men ―deserve‖ more than women 

and specifically senior positions in the workplace. Almost 85 % of male and 73 % of female 

respondents believe that in the case of job scarcity in the economy, men have more rights to jobs than 

women do. Also, 75 % of respondents believe that men make better business executives than women, 

while 70 % believe that men also make better political leaders. 

These survey findings suggest that the cultural values and gender attitudes in Azerbaijan can 

help to explain male-female disparities in earnings and economic productivity. Therefore it is not 

surprising that explanations to date of limited female participation in the paid workforce have been 

based largely on the hypothesis that it the participation is influenced by cultural values. However, the 

analysis in this paper suggests that, in addition to the strong prevailing patriarchal values in society, 

governmental policies and social institutions have not been designed to further economic 

opportunities for women. Even if there are some signs of willingness in the legislature and policy 

design in support of gender equality, an analysis of the progress made in creating equal economic 

opportunities for women problematizes the narrative of proactive and  genuine commitment to 

promoting gender equality in Azerbaijan. 

In reality, institutions and social norms interact to shape the role and position of women in 

society. This means that neglecting the institutional aspects of the issue and focusing solely on 

cultural dimensions leads to misconceptions, and can create serious obstacles in promoting gender 

equality. 

Comparative research from Russia and Sweden - countries that practice the same kind of 

―dual-earner/dual-carer‖ model - states that gender-role attitudes play a crucial role in defining the 

role of women in society. Meanwhile, the very same paper also states that family policies that 

facilitate the participation of women in the workforce are an essential first step and a cornerstone for 

promoting gender equality (Motiejunaite & Zhanna 2008). 
There is significant evidence in the literature to suggest that the employment status of a woman 

is closely linked with her role and position at home. This is well articulated in the concept of the 

gender contract, which states that the position of women and men in the labor force has an impact on 

the gender division of roles and work at home (Gottfried 2000). Simmons (2016) outlines the specific 

features of the labor-leisure model in his study on Resource Wealth and Women‟s Economic Power. 

According to Simmons, when women exit the workforce, they become financially dependent on their 

husbands. Consequently, this reduces the bargaining power of women in their households, which 

leads to a decrease in their utility in the household in the long run (Iversen & Rosenbluth 2010). The 

literature cited above is built upon the premise that the collision of public and private life happens 

within the institution of the family. A review of cultural values demonstrates that in Azerbaijan, 

within the institution of the family, a woman is regarded primarily as a caretaker, leading to limited 

progress in the transformation of society over the years into an equal one. 

This paper will explicitly focus on the role of institutions and the national gender machinery 

in perpetuating or challenging existing gender inequalities. This is because the literature suggests that 
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such institutions, while no 'silver bullet', are an essential first step in creating equal employment 

opportunities for women and men. 

 
2.   The legislature and policy framework for promoting gender equality and the 'real picture' 

 
The issue of women's workforce participation in Azerbaijan is influenced both by the country's 

institutional basis and by the lack of targeted policies addressing the issue. This section will sketch 

out the components of the national gender machinery in Azerbaijan and analyze the shortcomings of 

the existing institutional and legal frameworks. 

Official labor data demonstrates that women are employed in the lowest paid sectors of the 

economy - 38.4 % in education and 16.4 % in health and social spheres (Statistical Committee 2016). 

Moreover, there are disparities in the wages of men and women even within sectors. Overall women‘s 

wages are 53.9 % of the average monthly wages of men (Statistical Committee 2016). This is largely 

due to the fact that women are mostly employed in low paid sectors, and by the persistent vertical 

gender segregation in the labor force. ADB data from 2004 (ADB 2005) shows that women occupy 

only 11.4% of senior decision making posts in Azerbaijan. If we break the data down by sector, in 

such high-paid fields such as mining, women‘s monthly salaries are 58.7 % of those of men 

(Statistical Committee 2016). Even in those sectors dominated by women, such as education and 

healthcare, women receive 14% and 32% fewer salaries than men respectively (Statistical Committee 

2016). Thus, in addition to the low levels of female participation in the labor force, it becomes clear 

that these women are usually appointed to lower-paid positions. Men are more likely to occupy senior 

positions, even in those sectors that are dominated by female workers. 

 
Graph 2: The difference between male and female salaries in each sector 
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The UNDP's Human Development Report for Azerbaijan (2007) highlights that the 

privatization process in Azerbaijan in the post-independence period has also most favored men. The 

first cycle of privatization covered such female-dominated employment sectors as public catering, 

services, food processing, and trade. The impact of the process on women's employment was 
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significant, given that at the time these sectors employed 40% of all women. Moreover, research 

shows that 83% of women were unhappy with the privatisation of the enterprises in which they were 

employed – as a result, 74% of women lost their jobs and the number of small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) belonging to women comprised only 7% of the total number of SMEs (UNDP 

2007). Thus the private sector, which offers higher salaries and better working conditions in the case 

of Azerbaijan, has also been creating more opportunities for men than women. 

Another crucial dimension of the analysis of women's workforce participation in Azerbaijan is 

the growing level of informal employment following independence and the subsequent privatization 

processes. A report by the ADB (2005) clearly outlines the reasons for the rising number of women 

employed in the informal sector: 

 
Rising and persistent unemployment, the high costs of further education, the absence of public 

child-care facilities and the high cost of private substitutes, the lack of start-up capital to launch 

small businesses, the lack of business skills and market knowledge, and the cumbersome and 

often daunting procedures associated with entry into what is perceived as the predominantly 

―male‖ formal private sector, have all combined to push women into informal sector 

employment. 

 
The low level of economic activity among women and the disparities in income levels can be largely 

explained by choice of many women to stay at home and take care of children, a choice heavily 

influenced by cultural values (ADB 2005). However, this concept of 'choice' could be a 

misconception, and a veil for the lack of opportunities for women in labor market, which generates 

jobs which predominantly employ men. Moreover, a detailed look at the national gender machinery 

and policy framework demonstrates that there are serious gaps in strategies to achieve the apparent 

goal of broadening economic opportunities for women. 

The State Committee for Family, Women and Children Affairs (SCFWCA), established in 

1998 by Presidential Decree, acts as the central institution in promoting gender-sensitive 

policymaking. The Committee has been responsible for mainstreaming gender into legislation and 

public policy (Gureyeva 2010). However, the real impact of the SCFWCA on national-level policy- 

making processes has been somewhat limited. In a 2005 report on gender issues in Azerbaijan, the 

ADB highlights the limited amount of funding and resources that have been allocated for the 

Committee (ADB 2005). This limits the capacity of the Committee to fund large-scale projects that 

promote the empowerment of women and address systematic inequalities. 

Moreover, Gureyeva (2010) notes that the restructuring of the Committee (previously known 

as the State Committee on Women's' Affairs) into the State Committee on Family Women and 

Children Affairs reaffirmed the protectionist approach towards women. This restructuring and re- 

naming of the entity reinforced perceptions of the role of women in the society as primarily part of a 

family and undermined the entity's focus on the individual rights and freedoms enjoyed by women. 

This contributes to a landscape where patriarchal norms, which define the primary role of women as 

the caretaker of the children and family, are projected in both the institutions and legislature in 

Azerbaijan: 'The Committee attaches great importance to family values and in its policies considers 

women as part of the family unit, rather than as independent individuals.' (Aliyeva & Zeynalova 2016) 

Most activities in Azerbaijan addressing the 'gender' question have been carried out solely for 

the sake of complying with international commitments. Over the years, the government and executive 

institutions have demonstrated their apparent desire to promote gender equality through participation 

in international conferences and by committing to several important international agreements on 

women‘s rights. For instance, Azerbaijan's participation in the World Conference on Women in 

Beijing in 1995 demonstrated that the country recognized women rights within the broader framework 

of human rights (MFA 2013). However, it is difficult not to conclude that this, along with other steps 

taken by the government in the international arena, are more important in their role as a 'veil' than as 
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a genuine reflection of internal policy-making intentions (for detailed information on Azerbaijan's 

international commitments see Gureyeva 2010 and MFA 2013). 

The absence of a holistic national policy on gender equality in general, and particularly when 

it comes to economic empowerment, hampers the translation of the goals outlined in various policy 

documents (and stipulated in international agreements) into action. The lack of national targets on 

gender equality and equal representation of women in the workforce hinders the monitoring and 

evaluation of the situation and makes it difficult to implement accountability mechanisms. As gender 

expert Shahla Ismaylova points out, the only document outlining a gender strategy adopted by the 

government was published in 2000 and expired in 2005 (MFA 2013): 

 
In March 2000, the President of Azerbaijan signed the Decree ―On Implementation of the 

State Women‘s Policy in the Republic of Azerbaijan.‖ The Decree is a brief statement of 

policy intent and, in addition to providing for equal representation of women and men at the 

decision-making level in all state bodies, encourages the Cabinet of Ministers to ensure that 

gender equality provisions are taken into account in the implementation of economic reforms 

and confirms the importance of collecting sex-disaggregated data that meet international 

standards (ADB 2005, 21). 

 
As part of this Action Plan, in 2000 the government established a series of 'gender focal points' (GFPs) 

at each Ministry and at all State Committees, which were designed to contribute to gender 

mainstreaming on the national level (ADB 2005). There is very scarce public information available 

about these GFPs, their mandate, and their activities. Ministry websites display no information on 

their operations and comments by the expert during interviews carried out for this study suggest that 

the focal points have had a little notable impact. 

Shahla Ismayilova, Chair of Azerbaijani NGO the Women's Association for Rational 

Development (WARD), commented that she had contacted all of the GFPs at the various Ministries 

for a research project.  However, she found that none were genuinely aware of their role and 

responsibilities, that they were not introduced with any kind of Terms of Reference (TOR) and that 

representatives were appointed to the position in addition to their main job duties, without the 

provision of any additional funding. In order to ensure the effective functioning of these GFPs, the 

training of all employees on gender issues was a very important pre-condition. However, according 

to information from Ismaylova, GFP representatives in Azerbaijan were neither trained nor provided 

with any educational materials that would assist them in carrying out their duties in this role. The 

2014 recommendations of the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW) (2014) for Azerbaijan (covering 2015-2018) also suggest that government 

institutions should be provided with clear terms of reference and adequate 'human, financial and 

technical resources' for addressing gender issues. 

Ismayilova highlights that the second strategy on gender was planned for the 2005-2009 

period. However, the document never got beyond the draft stage. Since then no other national strategy 

has been developed. 

Detailed analysis of policy documents demonstrates the lack of clarity in mechanisms that aim 

to promote gender-sensitive policymaking. The principal policy document that outlines the 

government's approach to poverty lacks clear mechanisms for consideration of the gender dimension 

of poverty – the document outlines different perspectives for tackling poverty, including employment, 

healthcare and education policies, however the two sections that address gender issues lack clarity in 

the mechanisms required to address this gender dimension. For example, the "Social Policies Aimed 

at Poverty Reduction" (2003) section includes a section on "Gender Policy", which states that the 

gender aspect has been taken into account in all the activities and policies. Nevertheless, further 

analysis of the document reveals that most of the outlined policies lack gender mainstreaming (ADB 

2005). 

The Development Strategy Paper Azerbaijan 2020: Look into the Future states that 'the gender 
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problem in the country will remain at the center of attention.' A brief section of the paper dedicated 

to gender issues says that the creation of equal opportunities for women and men will be one of the 

Focal Action Points. However in this case too, mechanisms for how this goal will be reached remain 

blurry following a close analysis of the document: 

'The strengthening of the social security and protection of mothers and children, the 

facilitation of childcare for working parents in compliance with the ratified ILO Convention ―On 

Workers with Family Responsibilities‖, increasing the number of kindergartens and the development 

of the family planning service will be supported…. A number of special documents will be adopted 

to implement the above tasks. In this connection, it is planned to draft ―Azerbaijan‘s family strategy‖, 

a national action plan on gender equality, a children‘s code and a national children‘s strategy.' 

(Official Website of President of Azerbaijan 2014, 27) 

Although the document refers to the development of 'Azerbaijan‘s family strategy', there is no 
such document publicly available online. 

'Article 25 of the Constitution defines the right to equality, guarantees the equality of rights 

and freedoms irrespective of sex, and prohibits the limitation of human and civil rights and freedoms 

on grounds of sex. The Employment Act also includes the principle of equality between men and 

women in the exercise of the right to work and free choice of employment.' 

A bill on Equal Opportunities was adopted in 2006 and required the provision of: 'gender 

equality through the elimination of all forms of gender discrimination, the prohibition of sexual 

harassment and provision of equal opportunities for both men and women in political, economic, 

social, cultural and other fields.' 

However, even in conditions where some legal provisions and institutional framework have 

been put in place, a review of several data sets casts doubt on how well those laws and regulations 

are being enforced. For instance, the CIRI Human Rights dataset includes several indicators on the 

rights of women. From 1992 to 2011 Azerbaijan has consistently received a score of 1 on the 

Women's Economic Rights indicator, which takes into account the following factors: equal pay for 

equal work, job security, free choice of employment and the right to work night shifts and in 

occupations classified as dangerous. This score indicates that 'women have some economic rights 

under the law, but these rights are not effectively enforced.' The same dataset indicates that in 2007 

Azerbaijan also performed poorly on Women‘s Social Rights, asserting again that 'women had some 

rights under the law, but these rights were not effectively enforced' (Cingranelli & Richards 2010). 

Unfortunately, this indicator is not available for the years since. The Women's Economic Opportunity 

Index compiled by the Economist Intelligence Unit (2010) also illustrates the disparities between 

legal provisions and real practices in the country. Azerbaijan is ranked in 90th place overall, with a 

score of 46.8 out of 100. When countries are classified according to their income level, Azerbaijan 

lags behind other former Soviet states such as Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova. This indicator takes 

into account the following factors: labor policy and practice, access to finance, education and training, 

women‘s legal and social status, and the general business environment. 

There are clear deficiencies in the gender mainstreaming of policies in Azerbaijan, including 

a lack of clarity in the mechanisms and tools for the implementation of existing policies and 

legislature. In order to develop new policies and programs that support women's access to the 

workforce, a rigorous qualitative analysis of the barriers faced by women would be a good first step. 

 
3.   Are we missing something? The gendered resource curse. 

 
Azerbaijan's growth since the early 2000s has been largely oil-driven. The economic growth 

generated by these oil revenues, apart from transforming the country, has also had an impact on the 

inequality of employment opportunities available for men and women. Evidence from the literature, 

based on case studies from a number of countries, demonstrates that resource-rich societies run a 

greater risk of excluding women from paid work than resource-poor countries (Ngabiirwe 2014). 

Faced with this evidence, countries rich in natural resources should be particularly careful about 
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gender mainstreaming in their policy-making and in developing sectors that favor female employment 

in addition to those sectors that naturally develop as the consequence of resource-based growth. 

It has long been observed that economic growth should allow more women to participate in 

the paid labor market, thereby increasing their external options outside the home (see Iversen & 

Rosenbluth 2011). This increase in female labor force participation can therefore gradually lead to a 

more equitable distribution of domestic labor, freeing women up for work outside the home and 

gradually shifting gender norms (Duflo 2012). However, a number of cases in which countries have 

experienced rapid economic growth, including Azerbaijan, demonstrate that economic growth alone 

is not sufficient for promoting women's economic empowerment: 'Economic development alone is 

insufficient to ensure significant progress in important dimensions of women‘s empowerment. It is 

necessary to take policy action that favors women at the expense of men, and it will be necessary to 

do that for a long time.' (Duflo 2010) 

In the case of Azerbaijan, the oil sector is both one of the most well-paid employment sectors 
and one that employs mostly men. Moreover, jobs that were indirectly generated in other sectors 

during the oil boom, primarily in construction and the service sector, have also been dominated by 

men. 

A study by Simmons (2016) on women's labor force participation demonstrates that, within 

the United States, those states with significant natural resource wealth tend to suppress women‘s 

economic participation and political influence more than others, despite shared cultural norms: 'All 

else constant, among the set of communities that subscribe to such beliefs, those that also have an 

abundance of natural resources will have even less female participation in the economy than those 

similarly traditional communities that are resource scarce.' (Simmons 2016). 

This and other studies support the gendered resource curse theory outlined by Michael Ross 

(2012) that links the presence of oil or other natural resources to a lack of progress on gender equality. 

This Ross attributes to the gendered nature of growth stemming from natural resource dependency. 

Ross describes how women in low and middle-income countries are particularly disadvantaged, as 

they tend to enter into the labor market in low-wage jobs. According to him, unlike growth based on 

industrialization, growth based on oil and gas revenues does not create more jobs for women (Ross 

2008). This is because oil and gas export-oriented industries largely favor men, thereby perpetuating 

the exclusion of women from the advantages of natural resource-based growth (Ross 2009). Ross 

(2008) finds that such dependency reduces the number of women in the labor force, reducing their 

political influence and leaving in place ‗atypically strong‘ patriarchal norms, laws and political 

institutions. This again suggests that resource-rich countries should pay particularly close attention to 

the gender-sensitive design of their policies. 

The case of Azerbaijan‘s economic growth aligns in many ways with Ross's theory. 

Throughout the years of the latest oil boom (2007-2014), Azerbaijan‘s GDP grew from USD 43.62 

trillion to USD 78.377 trillion (World Bank 2017). However contrary to expectations, this did not 

create a great deal more opportunities for women, either in political or economic terms. High levels 

of global demand for oil in 2007-2014 guaranteed high wages in the oil industry and the industries 

which serve it. As a result, the construction and manufacturing sectors were the industries that 

developed most rapidly and offered a high level of wages during the oil boom era. In Azerbaijan, 

these sectors are male-dominated and are likely to remain so, due to persistent cultural values in 

society which view such sectors as inappropriate for female workers. 

In short, gender inequalities in Azerbaijan's workforce cannot solely be justified by cultural 

forces. The nature of resource-based economic growth in Azerbaijan has not promoted the inclusion 

of women into the paid workforce. The increased demand for labor in male-dominated sectors was 

not accompanied by the creation of economic opportunities for women, leaving almost half of the 

economically active population unable to reap the benefits of the country's oil boom, despite high 

levels of economic growth. 

As this paper is focused largely on the role of institutions and the national gender machinery, 

the following recommendations will concentrate on the need to improve the institutional framework. 
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However, this section aims to draw attention to the fact that it is equally necessary to consider 

carefully the creation of economic opportunities for women in future development strategies. 

 
4.   Essential next steps 

 
This paper has outlined three key factors that have contributed to the disparities in the 

employment situation of women and men in Azerbaijan: cultural values, weak national gender 

machinery, and the natural resource-based nature of economic growth. 

Cultural norms play a crucial role in defining the role and activities of women in daily life. 

Therefore, any policy strategy that aims to broaden economic opportunities for women should take 

into account those norms and values. Nevertheless, they should by no means be considered as the 

only impediment to the participation of women in paid work. Given the emphasis among Azerbaijanis 

on the care responsibilities of women within the family, the establishment of an adequate childcare 

system would serve as a significant step forward in freeing up women‘s time for pursuing their 

professional aspirations. 

With this in mind, the two major policy recommendations of this study are the following: 

 
4.1. Revisit family policy, in particular, state subsidization of childcare 

Firstly, strong gender perceptions of women as caretakers mean that they are under acute 

pressure to strike a work-life balance. This commonly either hinders their professional development 

or prevents their participation in the labor market at all. Thus, the involvement of public institutions 

in the provision of care is an important foundation for promoting women to enter and remain in, the 

workforce. 

In general, the state should introduce a family policy that will establish legal, economic and 

social support mechanisms for families, both in raising children and in caring for elderly and disabled 

family members. 

When it comes to childcare specifically, research evidence suggests that the participation of 

women in the labor market is sensitive to price and quality changes in the provision of childcare 

services (Anderson & Levine 1999; Blau & Currie 2004). Reliable, regular and affordable childcare 

is particularly important for the mothers of children between 0 and 4 years old (Gruber & Milligan 

2008; Bick 2011). Gustafsson and Stafford (1992) suggest that in Sweden the availability and 

affordability of high-quality public childcare have encouraged the participation of women in the labor 

force. Another comparison of different municipalities in Denmark and the provision of publicly 

subsidized daycare concluded that in those municipalities where an 'open slot' is guaranteed, the 

mothers of children aged 0-1 perform had a higher employment status (Simonsen 2010). Further 
research evidence from Russia and Romania also supports the same hypothesis (Lokshin 2000; Fong 
& Lokshin 2000). 

In the case of Azerbaijan too, freeing women from at least some of unpaid work that makes 

up their 'double burden' would leave them more time to advance professionally and participate in the 

labor market to their full potential. 

 
4.2. Reform the national gender machinery 

Secondly, it is essential to reform Azerbaijan's  national gender machinery. This means 

developing a robust National Gender Strategy, which outlines gender equality goals and mechanisms 

for pursuing them. The policy design process should take into account the fact that sometimes, due 

to different life conditions or to compensate for past discrimination, it is necessary to treat men and 

women differently in order to yield equal results (Status of Women Canada 1998). It would be 

productive to study the implementation of gender-sensitive ‗Scandinavia-like' state policy models as 

they have been applied in different countries. This will help to grasp the tenets of the institutional 

basis for achieving equality in the rights and duties of men and women. After taking into account, the 

specific cultural and economic characteristics of Azerbaijan's case, a locally tailored model could be 
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introduced as part of the National Gender Strategy for Azerbaijan. 

Based  on the analysis in this paper, the priorities in strengthening the national  gender 

machinery should be the following: strengthening the capacity of the SCWFCA by providing more 

funding and upgrading its status to the Ministry level. In addition, adequate training and clear Terms 

of Reference should be provided for the Gender Focal Points (GFPs) established at government 

agencies, given that these GFPs have the potential to be key tools for ensuring gender mainstreaming 

in state policy making across a range of policy areas. 

 
5.   Conclusions 

 
This paper has analyzed the various factors which contribute to imbalances in the division of 

paid and unpaid work between men and women, and to disparities in income levels for paid work. 

Much existing research has identified cultural values and gender attitudes within society as the key 

factor in creating these inequalities. Other studies went beyond this conclusion by pointing out the 

shortcomings in the institutional and legal frameworks that stipulate gender-equal policies. More 

recent research also touches on the neglected area of the relationship between oil-driven growth and 

workforce inequalities. 

Taking into account these three factors that condition women's participation in the workforce, 

this paper suggests two major recommendations: firstly, prioritizing policy reforms in childcare; and 

secondly, to reform the national gender machinery and show greater sensitivity to employment 

opportunities for women in policy design, given the resource-dependent nature of the economy. 
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PREDICTORS OF CHILD MARRIAGE IN AZERBAIJAN: A 

MULTI-LEVEL ANALYSIS 
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The paper reports the findings of the study aimed to identify the main predictors of child 

marriages in Azerbaijan. Child marriages, marriage before 18 years old, have decreased globally from 

18% to 15 % between 1980 and 2014. But they are rising in post-Soviet countries after the collapse 

of the USSR. In Azerbaijan, the former USSR countries, 12% of girls are married before turning 18 

in 2014. Globally, the driving factors for child marriage are a low level of education of children, 

poverty, and type of residence. A multilevel linear mixed effect regression model was used in this 

study to test if global factors are associated with the age of first marriage among women in Azerbaijan. 

Results were controlled by ethnicity, religion, age, and education of the subject's partner. Women 

were nested in districts of Azerbaijan. The data for this study came from the Domestic Health Survey 

2006 in Azerbaijan. The sample size was 5,260 women aged between 15 and 49 years old. Results: 

fixed effects- in the final model, the variables of years of education of the women, household income, 

type of residence and age of partner were statistically significant. A one-year increase in education 

resulted in a 0.28-year increase at the age of first marriage (b=0.28, SE= 0.03, t= 7.80). A one level 

decrease in household income caused the age at first marriage to fall by 0.29 unit (b=-0.29, SE= 0.05, 

t= -5.19). Women who lived in rural areas married 0.85 years earlier than women who lived in urban 

areas (b=-0.85, SE= 0.20, t= -4.25). A one-year increase in the age of the partner increased the age of 

the women at first marriage by 0.05 years (b=0.06, SE= 0.00, t= 10.43). Random effects-the effect of 

the education across all regions was 0.01, with a standard deviation of 0.11 between regions. The 

correlation between random intercept (age at first marriage) and random slope (years of education) 

was -0.97, which means that the effect of education on the age at first marriage does not vary across 

regions among women. The level of education of the women at first marriage was the same for all 

regions. Findings of the study suggest that women in Azerbaijan with lower levels of education, from 

poor families living in rural areas, are more likely to be victims of child marriage. As well as poverty, 

the type of residence and level of education is found to be associated with child marriage in 

Azerbaijan. Just as in every country, child marriage is a complex phenomenon that requires a complex 

and multi-component approach in order to address and eliminate it. The multi-component approach 

urges inter-sectoral collaboration and the mobilization of all of society's resources in order to help 

women to delay their marriages until later years. Ultimately when a woman delays marriage, everyone 

benefits - a woman who marries later is more likely to stay in school, more likely to work, and more 

likely to reinvest her income into her family. 
 

1.   Introduction 

 
The incidence of child marriage (marriage before 18 years old) has decreased globally from 

18% to 15% between 1980 and 2014. However, researchers claim that the rate of child marriage has 

rapidly increased in the post-socialist space since the collapse of communism (UNFPA 2014). As of 

1990 the rate of officially registered marriages involving girls aged 15-19 were: 27.2 % in Albania; 

19.1 % in Kyrgyzstan; 17 % in Georgia; 7 % in Turkmenistan; 6 % in Armenia; 5.9 % in Serbia; 2.2 

% in Ukraine; 2.2 % in Uzbekistan; and 0.9 % in Kazakhstan (UNFPA 2014). These rates are low 

compared to the South Asian and African regions, nevertheless, it is becoming a significant problem 

for the region which contradicts the achievements that these countries made on gender equality and 

 
* Aytakin Huseynli, MSW, PhD candidate in Social Work, Brown School, Washington University, St. Louis, the USA 



179  
 

women‘s rights under the communist regime (UNFPA 2014). Very few rigorous statistical analyses 

have been carried out on this issue in post-Soviet countries, thus this paper will analyze the secondary 

data available for Azerbaijan in order to fill this gap in the literature. 

Azerbaijan, a post-Soviet country located in the South Caucasus region, shows a relatively 

high prevalence of child marriage. According to UN statistics in 2016, 2 % of children are married 

before they reached 15 years old, and 12 % are married before 18 years old (UNICEF 2016). In 

Azerbaijan, anyone under 18 years old is considered a child under the law (Ministry of Justice of the 

Republic of Azerbaijan 2017). A survey by the State Statistics Committee of Azerbaijan (2011) - 

which polled 19,711 women from 20 regions of Azerbaijan - found out that 37% of them were married 

before the age of 18, and a further 29 % were married between the ages of 18 and 19. Only 9% of 

those surveyed married at or after the age of 25 (Eurasianet 2011). The legal age for marriage in 

Azerbaijan, for both women and men, is now 18 years old, which is stipulated by the Family Code 

and the Legislation on Child Rights of the Azerbaijan Republic (UNFPA 2014; Ministry of Justice of 

the Republic of Azerbaijan 1999; Ministry of Justice of the Republic of Azerbaijan 1998). Child 

marriages in Azerbaijan occur throughout the country, however, the prevalence is higher in certain 

locations – notably the villages of the Absheron peninsula, in southern cities such as Lenkaran, 

Masally and Lerik, and in the northern city of Guba (UNICEF 2011). 

The rise in child marriages is a somewhat paradoxical phenomenon in Azerbaijan. The country 

was once a pioneer among the formerly Muslim states in this region, in its progress in modernizing 

society and empowering women. This continued during the communist regime and following the 

collapse of the USSR in 1991 (Heyat 2005; Tohidi 1996). The country's relative proximity to Europe, 

the development of the oil industry during the first oil boom in the late 19th century, the rise of an 

indigenous bourgeois, and the commitment of early modernisers to the women‘s rights, clearly gave 

Azeri women a head start over other Muslim countries on the path to modernity (Heyat 2005). The 

pre-revolutionary early modernizers in Azerbaijan had lobbied and begun a trend for women‘s 

education, unveiling, and desegregation long before the Soviets took over the country in 1920. This 

was considered as an early women‘s emancipation movement. The movement also provided most of 

the cadre for Soviet campaigns in the towns and villages of the country (Heyat 2005). Women‘s 

participation in the public space began in 1901 when local oil billionaire Haji Zeynalabdin Tagiyev 

opened the first seminary for girls. Soon after, from 1906, several women‘s groups were established 

by the women themselves, and in 1911 the first women‘s journal was published (Aldsat 1992; Heyat 

2005). The Muslim Social Democrat Party raised further gender-related issues such as maternity leave 

for women, time off for nursing women and equal pay for all workers (Aldsat 1992). The involvement 

of women in social and public life was first recognized by the first Azerbaijan Republic, which 

granted women full political and civil rights in its inaugural proclamation in 1918 and gave them 
suffrage rights (Heyat 2005). The Soviet Revolution greatly accelerated the pace of change for 
women, and from the 1920s a more radical program was implemented (Heyat 2005). 

In 1920 Azeri women established the Ali Bayramov Women‘s Club, to help women develop 

their education and vocational skills. The model was recognized by Moscow and also implemented 

in other parts of the USSR. These clubs later became the Dom kulturi (community-based arts, crafts, 

sport, and  recreation  centers), spread  all  over the USSR  (Heyat  2005).  In  1921,  Azerbaijan‘s 

Parliament passed a decree on equal rights for men and women. In 1922 the Azerbaijani Communist 

Party passed several decrees which transformed the position of women in society, family, and 

marriage (Alsdat 1992). During the Second World War, female Azeri pilots and navy captains fought 

against the Nazis and the entire oil industry was left in the hands of female engineers as men left for 

the front line (Najafzadeh 2003). By 1983 women made up 39% of representatives in the Supreme 

Soviet and at the local level, this figure reached 48%. Up until 1991, the speaker of Azerbaijan‘s 

Parliament was a woman, and until late 1994 the literacy rate of women was 99.9% (Tohidi 1996; 

UNDP 1996). Since the late 1990s, the public status of women in Azerbaijan has undergone further 

dramatic changes as a result of the influx of Western companies in the country and the subsequent 

exposure to Western lifestyles (Heyat 2005). The departure of some minority groups, such as 
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Russians and Armenians, also left most of the jobs in the service sector to local women (Heyat 2005). 

Although there remains a small minority of young women who wear Islamic dress, the majority of 

women now choose to lead a 'modern' lifestyle (Heyat 2005). Studies also show that in Azerbaijan 

the mean age of first marriages has risen since 1989, following the collapse of the USSR, albeit not 

to the levels we see in Western Europe and North America (Roberts et al. 2009). 

In 1992, soon after Azerbaijan gained independence from the USSR, the country signed and 

ratified UNICEF's Child Rights Convention; in 1998 it adopted national legislation on Children 

Rights; in 1995 it ratified the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW); and in 2001 it signed and ratified the Optional Protocol of CEDAW (UNFPA 

2014). In 2014 the legal marriage age was raised from 17 to 18 years for both women and men, which 

can only be reduced in special cases if permission is granted by the local Executive Power offices 

(Ministry of Justice of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2016). 

Given this rapid progress on women‘s rights and emancipation, and the adoption of 

progressive legislation that so many developing countries strive to achieve, the rising level of child 

marriages in Azerbaijan leads us to wonder which factors predict this phenomenon in the country. 

Globally, among the leading factors are family income, the level education of the women, and the 

type of place of residence (UNFPA 2014). The purpose of this paper is to examine the leading factors 

in the specific case of Azerbaijan and to suggest some explanations and policy recommendations for 

eliminating child marriages. 

 
2.   Background 

 
According to UNICEF (2014), worldwide more than 700 million children are married before 

they reached 18. The underlying justification for combatting this trend is that choosing when and who 

to marry is one of life‘s most important decisions and no one has the right to make this decision except 

the person themselves (UNFPA 2012). This decision should be made freely and it should be an 

informed decision that is taken without fear, coercion, or undue pressure. However, daily around 

39,000 children are forced to trade their childhoods for a life that can be defined by isolation, violence, 

and illness (UNIFEM 2014; UNICEF 2014). According to UNICEF, child marriages destroy the lives 

of children, their families and their communities (UNICEF 2014). It constitutes an abuse of human 

rights and particularly a violation of children's' fundamental rights, as they are considered as incapable 

of giving their full consent (UNFPA 2012; UNICEF 2012). It is seen to deny them their childhood, 

disrupt their education, jeopardize their health, and limit their opportunities (UNFPA 2014). The 

victims of this phenomenon are usually girls living in poor areas, with low levels of education and 

high levels of gender inequality in the wider society. While there are also cases where boys are 

married as children, this is a practice that disproportionately affects girls (UNICEF 2012), with a 

devastating impact on women‘s lives, health and future opportunities (Vennum & Johnson 2014). 

According to research, marriage for underage girls can also lead to complications related to pregnancy 

and childbirth, which in developing countries are the major causes of death among 15 to 19-year-old 

girls (UNFPA 2012). Women who are married as children are exposed to sexually transmitted 

infections (STIs), including HIV (UNFPA 2012). In sum, for a girl marriage can mean the end of her 

education, can diminish her chances of building a career and can steal foundational life choices away 

from her (UNFPA 2014). 

Although, child marriage is a global issue affecting almost all regions of the world, it is most 

common in South Asia and in West and Central Africa, where two out of five women marry or enter 

into a union before the age of 18 (46 % and 41 %, respectively) (UNICEF 2014). There is a lower 

prevalence of this practice in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, the Arab States, and East Asia and 

the Pacific (11%, 15 %, and 18 %, respectively) (UNFPA 2012). In South Asia, 48 % of 15 to 24- 

year-old women were married before the age of 18 (9.7 million women), in Africa 42 %, and in Latin 

America and the Caribbean 29% (UNICEF 2014). However, experts from Albania, Kyrgyzstan and 
Tajikistan note that child marriages have become a significant issue for their countries since the 
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collapse of the USSR, while in Kosovo the practice reached its peak during the conflict of the 1990s 

(UNFPA 2014). 

 
2.1.   The negative health consequences of child marriages 

Women who marry and give birth as a child are at greater risk of dying and becoming injured 

during childbirth since their bodies are not fully developed (UNFPA 2013). According to UNICEF 

(2005), women who give birth under 15 are five times more likely to die during pregnancy and 

childbirth, compared to women over 20 years old. The newborn babies of these children are also at 

greater risk of death; if the mother is under 18 years old, the baby's chance of dying in their first year 

is 69% greater than babies whose mother is over 19 years old (UNICEF 2014). The infant mortality 

rate is relatively high in Azerbaijan – as of 2014 there were 74 deaths per 1000 live births and neonatal 

mortality was 20 per 1000 (UNICEF 2016; World Bank 2016). In 2015 the number of maternal deaths 

due to complications from pregnancy or childbirth was 48 and the maternal mortality ratio was 25 

per 1000 live births, which is relatively high in the region (WHO 2015). The increased incidence of 

adolescents bearing children may be one of the reasons for the rise in infant and maternal mortality 

in Azerbaijan (UNICEF 2011). Moreover, the children of underage brides are not registered in 

healthcare centers in Azerbaijan, in an attempt by the families to cover up the marriage, and 

subsequently, these children do not have access to proper medical care, including vaccinations. This 

also contributes to the high rate of infant mortality in the country (USAID Counter Part International, 

Clean World Public Union and League for Protection of Labor Rights of Citizens 2013). 

In addition to death, young girls face serious health problems during childbirth. One of the 

most notorious and dangerous is known as an obstetric fistula (Santhaya et al. 2010). It is a health 

condition whereby the vagina, bladder and/or rectum tear during childbirth, causing urine and faces 

to leak (UNFPA 2012). If these women do not undergo surgery, this problem will stay with them for 

the rest of their life. Fistula patients are usually low-income women, aged from 15 to 20, many of 

whom were victims of child marriages (UNIFEM 2012). 

Furthermore, child brides are at greater risk of being infected with HIV/AIDS than women 

who marry in their later years. Often their partners are older and more sexually experienced men, 

with whom it is difficult to negotiate safe sexual behaviors, especially when there is societal pressure 

to bear a child soon after marriage (UNFPA 2012). In Kenya and Zambia, married women aged 

between 15 to 19 are 75% more likely to contract HIV/AIDS than their peers who are sexually active 

and non-married. Research tells a similar story in 29 countries of Latin America and Africa (Clark 

2004). 

 
2.2.   Greater exposure to domestic and sexual violence 

Women who marry when they are children are at greater risk of exposure to domestic and 

sexual violence than their peers (Speizer & Pearson 2011). Studies by the International Center for 

Research on Women (2010) found that child brides in India face physical violence twice as often, and 

sexual violence three times as often, as women married at a later age. In all Central Asian countries, 

as well as in Azerbaijan, Albania, Armenia, Georgia and some Roma communities in East Europe 

and Ukraine, it is typical for child brides to move in with their husband‘s family. In such cases, they 

are assumed to occupy the lowest position in the family and take on a large burden of domestic 

responsibilities not only towards their husbands but also his immediate family and sometimes his 

wider relatives (UNFPA 2014). Child brides from Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Kyrgyzstan, 

Uzbekistan, and Kosovo report that their voices are ignored when decisions are made about them and 

that they lost all control over their bodies and sexual contact (UNFPA 2014). 

Girls from Azerbaijan, Central Asia, and Turkey reported physical and psychological abuse 

by their husbands, mothers-in-law and other members of the husband's family. Women also reported 

that they were unable to find help or support following such abuse (UNFPA 2014). Many child brides 

were not able to leave abusive relationships as they were dependent on their husband or his family to 

support themselves, as they were either not allowed to work or lacked appropriate employment skills 
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or education (UNFPA 2014). Once they are married, child brides are frequently not allowed to work 

outside the house of husband or to visit their family and friends and can become very isolated, 

especially in Central Asia and in Azerbaijan (UNFPA 2014). This negatively impacts their mental 

and emotional health and increases their vulnerability to violence and exploitation (UNICEF 2015). 

Studies from all regions, including post-Soviet countries, indicate that the age gap between 

child brides and older husbands creates asymmetric power dynamics, which is a significant 

contributing factor to domestic violence against women (UNFPA 2014). Likewise, studies in diverse 

settings have found that females who marry at a young age may be less capable than those who marry 

later of asserting themselves in their marriage, placing them at a higher risk of experiencing physical 

and sexual violence (Speizer & Pearson 2011). 

Studies from Central Asia and the South Caucasus revealed that couples were expected to 

produce children in the first year of their marriage, and they typically keep trying to conceive until 

they have a baby boy, under the influence of family pressure and societal expectations (UNFPA 2014; 

UNICEF 2015). Access to reproductive services for these girls is also limited, as husbands and other 

family members often stop them from attending clinics or insist on accompanying them to health 

facilities (UNFPA 2014). 

 
2.3.   Deprivation of childhood and future 

Above all, child marriages take away a childhood from the girls and boys who are victims of 

this practice (UNICEF 2005). They are overloaded with the burden of parenthood, taking care of their 

spouses and household, and being responsible for sexual relationships, rather than playing with their 

friends, thinking of their future and enjoying their carefree childhood years. In this way, child 

marriages paralyze childhood (International Center for Research on Women 2010). Child marriages 

prevent women from getting an education, either at school or in other facilities, which they need for 

their own personal development. It hinders them in preparing for adulthood, from being financially 

self-reliant, and from contributing to the wellbeing of their families (UNICEF 2014). 

 
2.4.   Globally contributing factors 

A large body of international research shows that the leading factors that predict child 

marriages worldwide are: income, type of residence of the family, and education levels. While most 

countries allow women to marry before 18, with parental or other consent, poverty often underlies 

child marriage (UNFPA 2014). The income of the girl's family plays an important role in pushing 

them toward early marriages.  In  Kyrgyzstan poverty leads  each  year to fewer  girls and  boys 

completing school and, for adolescent girls, it also often pushes them toward early marriage (UNFPA 

2014). In Armenia, Georgia and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, poverty was found to 

be the principal leading factor in child marriage (UNFPA 2014). Families interviewed in Turkey, 

Albania and Kazakhstan stated that by marrying their daughter earlier they can reduce the number of 

mouths to feed. They also receive money as a 'bride price' which helps the family financially (UNFPA 

2016). 

Another factor which pushes young girls to marry earlier is social exclusion, influenced by 

the social, geographical and linguistic isolation of certain ethnic and religious groups in Georgia, 

Armenia and Eastern Europe, as these societies provide few opportunities for them to progress 

(UNFPA 2014). Humanitarian crises exacerbate the vulnerability of young girls. In the absence of 

other forms of support, some parents genuinely believe that only marriage can secure their daughter's 

future, while others go further and see their daughters as a burden or even a commodity (UNFPA 

2014). 

Women living in rural areas of the developing world tend to marry or enter into the union at 

twice the rate of their urban counterparts (44 % and 22 %, respectively) (UNICEF 2014).  A 

correspondence can also be found between the prevalence of child marriage in rural areas generally 

and the values observed among remote rural regions of a country like Nepal (Santhaya et al. 2010). 

Research worldwide shows that women who are poor, have little or no education, and live in rural 
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areas, are most likely to marry or enter into the union before the age of 18 (UNICEF 2014). Stark 

urban/rural differences can be seen in Senegal, where only 15 % of urban women but 53 % of rural 

women were in a union by the age of 18, as well as in Peru, where 12 % of urban women and 35 % 

of rural women aged 20 to 24 were in a union by the age of 18 (UNICEF 2014). Only in Rwanda and 

Turkmenistan were urban women were more likely than their rural peers to have been married before 

age 18 (UNFPA 2014). 

Education is an intervention that tends to reduce the probability that girls will marry before 

their eighteenth birthday (International Center for Research on Women 2010). Women with only a 

primary education are twice as likely to marry or enter into the union as those with a secondary or 

higher education (Pathfinder International 2014). However, those with no education are three times 

more likely to marry or enter the union before age 18 as those with a secondary or higher education 

(Ford Foundation 2014). 

 
3.   Methods 

 
The purpose of this study was to identify the main predictors of child marriage in Azerbaijan. 

The predictors which are claimed to be the main driving factors for early marriages globally were 

analyzed, along with other covariates. The goal was to investigate whether the age of first marriage 

among women in Azerbaijan is associated with the type of residence, family income or education 

level of the women. Results were controlled by ethnicity, religion, age, and education of the subject's 

partner. Women were nested in districts of Azerbaijan. The hypothesis for the study is that marriage 

at an early age among women in Azerbaijan is associated with their type of residence, years of 

education and household income. 

 
3.1.   Data 

The data for this study was taken from the Domestic Health Survey (DHS) in Azerbaijan. This 

data was collected by the Azerbaijan State Statistical Committee and Macro International Inc. 

(Calverton, Maryland, USA) in 2006. The DHS data was collected through nationally representative 

household surveys that use a stratified multi-stage sampling strategy. It has been conducted in more 

than 80 developing countries and recently expanded to include the countries of the former Soviet 

Union. For the first time in this region, the survey provided a nationally representative data set on 

socio-demographic, household, women‘s status, and health variables for this region (Ismayilova & 

El-Bassel  2014).  The  standard  DHS  survey  consists  of  questionnaires  covering  questions  on 

'Household', 'Women‘s Health' and 'Child‘s Health'. They cover a number of topics including socio- 

demographic characteristics; women‘s status; fertility; family planning; and child survival 

(Ismayilova & El-Bassel 2014). Unfortunately, the last publicly available DHS dataset comes from a 

survey which took place in 2006. Similar data were collected recently by a local government agency, 

however, it is not publicly accessible. In the light of this, the DHS from 2006 was the most appropriate 

available data to use for analysis in this study. 

 
3.2.   Sampling 

The sample size of women who reported the age of their first marriage was 5,260, aged 

between 15 and 49 years old (the total number of women in the DHS was 8,444, however, this study 

limited the number of cases to only those who reported their age at first marriage, which brought the 

final sample size to 5,260). The total sample was selected in two stages. In the first stage, 318 clusters 

in Baku and 8 other economic regions (such as Baku, Absheron, Ganja-Gazakh, Lankaran, Guba- 

Khachmaz, Aran, Yukhari Garabagh and Daghligh Shirvan) were selected from a list of 'enumeration 

areas' from the master sample frame that was designed for the 1999 Population Census. A list of 

households was carried out in each selected cluster. In the second stage, the 7,619 households were 

systematically selected from each cluster for participation in the survey. A total of 11,002 people 

were interviewed, of which 8,444 were women and 2,558 were men. 
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All of the female subjects were either permanent residents of the households in 2006 or were 

visiting the household on the night of the survey and therefore were eligible to be interviewed. The 

interviewers were trained in conducting household interviews (Ismayilova & El-Bassel 2014). Each 

respondent was provided with consent forms and informed about the purpose and objectives of the 

study. 

 
3.3.   Measures employed 

The outcome measure is the age at first marriage of the women in the sample, and a continuous 

scale was used. Predictive measures on Level 1 of the study included the individual characteristics of 

the women and their partners. These were: years of education, household income, type of residence, 

religion and ethnicity of the women, and the age and years of education of their partners. Both the 

years of education of the women and their partners and the age of partners were measured on a 

continuous scale. The type of residence, household income, religion and ethnicity of women were 

measured using a categorical scale. The type of residence had two categories - 'urban' and 'rural', with 

'urban' acting as the reference point. Household income had five categories: 'poorest', 'poor', 'middle', 

'richer' and 'richest'. Religion was also categorical, with 3 categories: 'Muslim', 'Christian' and 'other'. 

Ethnicity had two categories: 'Azerbaijani' and 'other'. Only one measure was included in Level 2 and 

this was the number of regions in Azerbaijan. The data was collected for 17 districts, out of a total 70 

regions in the country. In total Azerbaijan has 8 economic zones and 70 administrative districts. 

 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Continuous Measures 

 

Variables N  Mean Median SD 

Age at first marriage  5260 21.06 20 3.99 

 

Years  of  education 

of women 

Years  of  education 

  

5260 

 
5260 

 

10.70 

 
12.46 

 

10 

 
11 

 

2.60 

 
10.35 

of partners      

 
 

Age of Partners 5260 39.38 40 9.31 

 

4.   Data analysis 

 
A linear mixed effect regression model was used in this study and a two-tailed test was used 

for the analysis. The significance level for the models was set at the 0.05 level. 

 
4.1.   Intra-class Correlation Coefficient (ICC) 

An unconditional model was built and values from it were used to calculate the intra-class 

correlation coefficient (ICC). The ICC, the ratio of the between-group variability and total variability 

in the model, was 0.011. It is lower than 5, meaning there is weak statistical evidence for this data. 

This is one limitation of the study that prevents us from making definitive generalizations. 

 
4.2.   Models 

After building a null model, four different models were built by adding predictors. Two of 

them were random intercept models. The first random intercept model estimated Level 1 individual 

characteristics which belonged only to women, such as years of education, household income, 

ethnicity, religion and type of residence. The second random intercept model was built by adding the 
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Fixed Effects 

 
Coefficient 

 
SE 

 
t-value 

 
Coefficient 

 
SE 

 
t-value 

Intercept 19.99 0.42 47.36 17.63 0.49 35.94 
Education years 0.30 0.02 12.93 0.29 0.02 13.11 

Household 
income 

-0.26 0.06 -4.67 -0.27 0.56 -4.96 

Type of residents -0.86 0.19 -4.65 0.82 0.20 -4.15 
 

Religion 
 

-0.01 
 

0.02 
 

0.40 
 

0.01 
 

0.02 
 

-0.59 

Ethnicity -0.00 0.00 -0.46 0.00 0.00 0.48 

Partner‘s age    0.06 0.00 10.14 
Partner‘s 
education 

    
-0.00 

 
0.00 

 
-1.59 

  
M odel 1    

M odel 2   
 

Random Effects 
 

Variance  Random 
effects 

 
Variance   

Intercept 0.19  Intercept 0.08   
Explained 
var iance 

 
R2  Explained 

var iance 
 

R2   

Level 1 0.04  Level 1 0.05   
Level 2 0.48  Level 2 0.48   
M odel fit -2LL 

29318.14  M odel fit -2LL 
29229.44   

 

 

Level 1 measures belonging to partners of the women, such as age and number of years of education 

of the partners (See Table 2). 

 
Table 2. Random Intercept Models 

Table 1: Linear fixed effect model estimation for age at first mar riage for women 

 
M odel 1 (N=5260, M =17)                                                            M  odel 2 (N=5260, M =17) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*All t ratios with absolute values >2.8 are significant at p < 0.05. Significant values are bolded. 

 
 

The third model was a random slope model, where a Level 1 variable (years of education of 

the women) was allowed to vary across the Level 2 variable - regions. The fourth model was a random 

slope model with interaction. The interaction between the years of education of the women and the 

type of residence was estimated in this model (See Table 2). The data was analyzed using version 

3.21 of R Studio. 

 
Table 3. Random Slope Models 

Table 3: Linear fixed effect model estimation for age at first marriage for women 

 
                                        Model 3 (N=5260, M=17)                      Model 4 (N=5260, M=17)                    

 

 
Fixed 
Effects 

 
Coefficient 

  
SE 

  
t-ratio 

  
Coefficient 

  
SE 

  
t-ratio 

Intercept 17.81  0.58  30.66  16.03  1.20  12.39 

Education 
years 

0.28  0.03  7.80  0.45  0.10  4.31 

Household 
income 

-0.29  0.05  -5.19  -0.29  0.06  -5.22 

Type of 

residents 
-0.85  0.20  -4.25  0.34  0.73  -0.47 

Religion 0.00  0.02  0.55  -0.00  0.02  -0.58 

Ethnicity 0.00  0.00  0.50  0.001  0.00  0.50 
Partner‘s 

age 
0.06  0.00  10.43  0.06  0.00  10.45 
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Partner‘s 

education       -0.00                   0.00                 -1.64                   -0.00               0.00             -1.65 

 
 

Interaction                                                                                     -0.11               0.06             -1.68 
 
 
 

 
Random 

Effects 

Model 3 

 
Variance 

 
Random 

effects 

Model 4 

 
Variance 

Intercept         1.57                                            Intercept                 1.25 

Education 

years 

0.01                                            Education 

years                        0.01 

Model fit       -2LL 
29220.34 

Model fit            -2LL 
29223.26 

 
*All t ratios with absolute values >2.8 are significant at p < 0.01. Significant values are bolded 

 

Based on values of AIC and ANOVA, the third model was chosen to be the final model for this study 

(See table 3). 
 

Table 4. AIC values for models     

Models Df AIC 

Model 1 5 -310.309 
 

Model 2 
 

10 
 

29229.442 
 

Model 3 
 

12 
 

29220.343 
 

Model 4 
 

13 
 

29223.264 

 

4.3.   Assumption checks 

All five assumptions were checked for Model 3 as it was decided this would be the final 

model. Assumptions were: 1) independence of observations; 2) linearity; 3) normal distribution of 

error terms; 4) approximately 25 observations per variable; and 5) independent variables being 

continuous or categorical. The observations did not depend on each other and there were more than 

25  observations  per variable.  The study had  both  continuous  and  categorical  variables  as  the 

independent variable. All assumptions, other than the normality of residuals, met the requirements. 

Residuals of the third model were extracted. Based on the Q-Q Plot we can say that the normality 

assumption was violated and residuals were not normally distributed. Moreover, the boxplot and the 

histogram show that the residuals were not normally distributed and instead were positively skewed. 
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5.   Results 
 

5.1.   Descriptive statistics 

About 51% of women were from urban areas. The majority of them (65%) were from poor 

and middle-income households, with 22% coming from middle-income families. 

Based on the findings, we can see that 85% of the marriages among this sample happened 

between the ages of 16 and 25 years old. 15% of women, out of the total of 5,260, married before 

they turned 18 years old (See Table 1). 

 
Table 5: Socio-economic characteristics of participants 

 

 
 

Variables                                                             N                                          % 
 

Place of residence 

Rural                                                                    2705                                   51.43 

Urban                                                                    2555                                   48.57 

Household Income 
 

Poorest                                                                  1088                                   20.68 

Poorer                                                                    1148                                   21.82 

Middle                                                                   1196                                   22.74 

Richer                                                                    1020                                   19.39 

Richest                                                                  808                                     15.36 

Religion 

 
Muslim                                                                  5222                                   99.27 

Christian 

 
Ethnicity 

0.63 

33 

Azeri                                                                     4821                                   15.36 

Other                                                                     439                                     7.81 

 
The mean years of education of the women was 10 years, with a minimum value of zero years 

and maximum of 20 years (M=10; SD 2.63). The average years of education of their partners was 11 

years (M=11, SD=10.35). 

 
5.2.  Fixed effects 

In the final model, the variables of years of education of the women, household income, type 

of residence and age of partner were statistically significant (See Table 6). A one year increase in 

education resulted in a 0.28-year increase at the age of first marriage (b=0.28, SE= 0.03, t= 7.80). A 

one level decrease in household income caused the age at first marriage to fall by 0.29 unit (b=-0.29, 

SE= 0.05, t= -5.19). Women who lived in rural areas married 0.85 years earlier than women who 
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lived in urban areas (b=-0.85, SE= 0.20, t= -4.25). A one year increase in the age of the partner 

increased the age of the women at first marriage by 0.05 years (b=0.06, SE= 0.00, t= 10.43). 

 
5.3.   Random effects 

The effect of the education across all regions was 0.01, with a standard deviation of 0.11 

between regions. The correlation between random intercept (age at first marriage) and random slope 

(years of education) was -0.97, which means that the effect of education on the age at first marriage 

does not vary across regions among women. The level of education of the women at first marriage 

was the same for all regions. 

 
Table 6. Final Model 

 

 
Table 6. Random Slope Model 

 
Fixed Effects 

 

 
 

Coefficient 

Model 3 
 

 
 

SE 

 

 
 

t-ratio 

Intercept 17.81  0.58 30.66 
 

Education years 
 

0.28  
 

0.03 
 

7.80 
Household income -0.29  0.05 -5.19 

 

Type of residents 
 

-0.85  
 

0.20 
 

-4.25 

 

Religion 
 

0.00  
 

0.02 
 

0.55 
Ethnicity 0.00  0.00 0.50 
Partner‘s age 
Partner‘s education 

0.06 

 
-0.00 

 0.00 

 
0.00 

10.43 
 

-1.64 

 

Model 3 
 

Random Effects Variance 

Intercept                              1.57 

Education years                   0.01 

Model fit                             -2LL 

29220.34 
 

 
 

The system of equations for the final model: 
 

Level 1: Age at first marriage = β0j+β1j(Years of education)ij+ β2j(Type of Residence)is  + 

β3j(Household Income)ij+β4j(Religion)ij+β5j(Ethnicity)ij+ β6j(Age of Partner)ij+ β7j(Education of 

Partners)ij+rij 

 
Level 2: β0j=Ƴ00+ Ƴ01(Years of education)+u0j 

β1j= Ƴ10+u1j 

β2j= Ƴ20+u2j 

β3j= Ƴ30+u3j 

 
Mixed-Effects Form: 

 

Age at first marriage= Ƴ00+ Ƴ10(Years of education)ij+ Ƴ20(Type of Residence)ij+ Ƴ30(Household 
Income)ij+  Ƴ40   (Religion)ij  +  Ƴ40   (Ethnicity)ij   +Ƴ40   (Age  of  Partner)ij+Ƴ40   (Education  of 
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Partners)ij u0j+ u1j(Years of Education)ij+ u2j(Type of Residence)ij + u3j(Household Income)ij + 
u4j(Religion)ij+ u5j(Ethnicity)ij+ u6j(Age of Partner)ij+ u7j(Education of Partner)ij+rij 

 
6.   Discussion 

 
A linear mixed effect regression was run to identify the factors predicting child marriage in 

Azerbaijan. Around 5,260 women were nested in 17 regions of Azerbaijan. The study examined 

global factors such as family income, type of residence and the level of education of the women, and 

found that they were also associated with child marriage in Azerbaijan. Women from low-income 

families in rural areas with fewer years of education are more prone to child marriage in Azerbaijan. 

These findings coincide with previous studies conducted on child marriage both in Azerbaijan and in 

other parts of the world. UNICEF (2007) found that rates of child marriage in Azerbaijan were 

particularly high in rural areas. In Ethiopia, the rate of child marriage is three times higher in the 

northern region of Amhara (75 %) than in the capital city of Addis Ababa (26%) (UNIFEM 2012). 

In Chad, 65% of urban women aged 20 to 24 were married at age 18, compared to 74 % of rural 

women (UNICEF 2014). 

Global research also shows a high association between increased years of education and 

increases in the age of first marriage among the women. For instance, in Tanzania, women with 

secondary education were 92 % less likely married by the age of 18, compared to women who had 

attended primary school only (Clark 2004). Most notably, in the Central African Republic, 44 % of 

women who attended post-secondary education were married by age 18. While in each of these 

countries, more than 50 % of women aged 20 to 24 were married by age 18 (Clark 2004). The 

preventative effect of education was seen most strongly in Senegal, where 20 % of women who had 

attended primary school had been married by the age of 18, compared to 36 % of those who had not 

attended school (UNFPA 2014). 

Previous studies from post-Soviet countries have reported that poverty emerges as one of the 

factors driving child marriage in these countries (UNFPA 2014; UNICEF 2015). The logic is that 

socio-economic factors in Azerbaijan push low-income families to overcome poverty or better their 

economic and social status by choosing early marriage for their children (UNICEF 2011). Economic 

hardship serves to reinforce practices of nepotism, whereby people seek support from their extended 

family and take refuge in traditional social norms (UNICEF 2011). Early marriage, especially 

marrying off young girls, is perceived as indicative of the stability and prosperity of the husband‘s 

family. The extended family may also overtly promote early marriage by providing support in the 

form of an apartment for the young married couple, or help in obtaining higher education or getting 

a prestigious job (UNICEF 2011). 

In Azerbaijan, it has been suggested that young girls are pushed toward early marriage after 

graduation from secondary school due to limited access to higher education and minimal participation 

in recreational, cultural and other services in their communities, especially in remote parts of the 

country (League for Protection of Labor Rights of Citizens 2013). UNICEF (2011) concluded that 

although child brides mostly came from low-income families living in poor conditions (and marrying 

into low-income families), child marriages also take place among wealthier families. 

Child marriage is a very complex phenomenon, affected by the social and economic 

conditions in a given national context, as well as cultural, social, and religious attitudes to gender 

roles, sexuality, and the appropriate age for childbearing. However, it is certainly revealed gender- 

based discrimination. In the post-Soviet region, as elsewhere in the world, child marriage is an 

unmistakably gendered phenomenon (UNFPA 2014; UNICEF 2015; UNIFEM 2016). Research 

suggests that in Central Asia and the South Caucasus child marriage is based on the lack of value 

placed  on  women‘s  education,  their future role  in  society and  their  potential  for professional 

fulfillment. There is also a link between the control of women‘s sexuality and the broader concept of 

family and community ‗honor‘. There is a prevailing perception that a woman's role should be 

confined to marriage and child-rearing and an often unquestioned assumption that a ‗good wife‘ is an 
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obedient, servile spouse (UNFPA 2014). Even considering poverty, violent conflicts and traditions, 

the marrying of a female child embody and maintains a cycle of gender discrimination, upholding 

traditional gender roles and the marginalization of women (UNFPA 2014). 

During the Soviet period, the emancipation of women was very much on the political agenda. 

The communist party achieved full political and legal equality for women through their extensive 

participation in the labor force, their full access to educational and professional opportunities, and by 

putting in place liberal family legislation. This legislation regulated marriage, divorce, and abortion, 

provided for extensive maternal protective policies and public child care facilities and, in the eyes of 

some, changed deeply ingrained cultural values, customs, and attitudes towards women (Lapidus 

1978). Soviet policy on women, influenced by a Marxist-feminism view of liberating women from 

patriarchy, encouraged women to attend school and develop vocational skills. However, after the 

collapse of the USSR, it was missing from societies of the post-Soviet republics (Lapidus 1978). 

Fierce propaganda strove to balance the importance of family in the life of Soviet women by providing 

opportunities for women to participate in politics, become party members and vye for elected and 

administrative positions (Clemens 1994). However, in the most of the republics, including 

Azerbaijan, patriarchal values remained in place, especially in rural areas (Tohidi 1996). Currently, 

in all the post-Soviet republics which are no longer subject to this propaganda, the family has become 

a priority in life for most of these women. Research by UNICEF (2011) in Azerbaijan illustrates the 

strong patriarchal values which remain in society, which see marriage as a woman‘s destiny and 

understand marriage and childbearing as a woman‘s main accomplishment in life. Statistics show that 

the number of women applying to university decreased between 1993-2014 in Azerbaijan (State 

Committee on Student Admissions 2014); in 1993, out of a total of 51,447 applicants, 33,494 (65.15 

%) were female, however by 2014, out of 97,362 applicants only 46,313 (47.57 %) were female (State 
Committee on Student Admissions 2014). 

Following the collapse of the USSR, patriarchal values began to re-emerge again and concepts 

of virginity, chastity and family ‗honor‘ rose to prominence again in the countries of the South 

Caucasus and Central Asia (UNICEF 2011). In neighboring Georgia, early marriage may be related 

to the control of women‘s sexuality - the findings of a 2010 Reproductive Health Survey in Georgia 

confirmed that traditional norms remain strong and sexual abstinence before marriage is a common 

practice (UNFPA 2014). In Azerbaijan, UNICEF (2011) found that there was a very high degree of 

acceptance of child marriage, both among families in which early marriages have taken place and in 

society as a whole. Among relatives and acquaintances, very few condemned early marriage, while 

more than half welcomed it (UNICEF 2011). 

The available literature confirms that religion, which was free to be practiced once again in 

post-Soviet republics following the collapse of the USSR, reinforced patriarchal values in these 

countries (UNICEF 2011). Under the USSR, the ability and authority to perform marriages was taken 

away from religious institutions and was given solely to the state (Lapidus 1978). However today all 

post-Soviet countries enjoy religious freedom and religious institutions have begun to register 

marriages once again. When families are unable to register child marriages with state agencies due to 

their illegality, they turn to religious leaders in order to get a religious registration. Since the collapse 

of the USSR, this practice has increased dramatically in all post-Soviet republics, including 

Azerbaijan, (UNICEF 2011; UNICEF 2014). However religious marriages in Azerbaijan are not 

recognized as legal. In theory, there is an agreement between religious authorities and the state that 

religious leaders should require birth and civil marriage certificates from a bride and groom before a 

religious marriage ceremony, but in reality, this is not always the case and, mostly, no one monitors 

these incidents (UNFPA 2014). This gap allows many families to marry off their children before 18 

years by holding religious ceremonies, and thus many child marriages go unregistered. When local 

religious leaders will not perform religious marriages, families often turn to religious leaders from 

neighboring countries via social media in order to get the marriage registered (League for Protection 

of Labor Rights of Citizens 2013). 
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The major obstacle in addressing this issue is the gap between existing laws, policies and their 

implementation in Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan, compared to other countries in the region, has a relatively 

solid legislative framework to prevent child marriages. However, due to weaknesses in the system, 

their execution is ineffective or they are not executed at all. Article 10 of the Family Code states the 

minimum age of marriage for both genders as 18 years. Under article 152 of the Criminal Code of 

the Republic of Azerbaijan, engaging in sexual activity with minors below 16 years old is punishable 

with up to three years of imprisonment; under Articles 150.1 and 150.3, forcing a person to engage 

in sexual activity is punishable by three to five years imprisonment; if these actions involve a person 

under 14, the punishment is 8 to 15 years imprisonment. Under Article 176-1 of the Criminal Code 

of Azerbaijan, forced marriage is punishable by up to two years imprisonment or a fine of AZN 2,000 

- 3,000 (roughly $1,200 - $2,600) in the case of an adult (UNFPA 2014). If a minor (below 18) is 

forced into marriage, the penalty rises to four years imprisonment or a fine of AZN 3,000 (roughly 

$1,800) to AZN 4,000 (roughly $3,000). Marriage by abduction, which still takes place in the country, 

qualifies as abduction and falls under Article 144.1 of the Criminal Code of the Azerbaijan Republic, 

punishable by five to ten years imprisonment (UNFPA 2014). However largely, the families and 

religious leaders who carry out religious marriages ignore these rules, keeping the marriage secret, 

and no one monitors the activity. Even community members do not report these incidents to the 

authorities, and the police do not take appropriate measures, considering it as an intervening in a 

―private family matter‖ (UNFPA 2014). 

There are a number of social protection policies, such as targeted social assistance and family 

and child allowances. Some are targeted at low-income groups and others are universal. However, 

they are not accessible to most low-income families due to the long and deliberately complex 

bureaucratic procedures and informal payments. This makes poor families more vulnerable, 

especially those families with many children. The school system in Azerbaijan consists of three stages 

- primary education from first to fourth grade, general education from fifth to eighth grade, and 

comprehensive education from ninth to eleventh grade. Children start school from six years old and 

when they graduate they are 17 years old; before starting school, they are required to attend one-year 

compulsory school preparation at the age of giving (MoE of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2017). But 

in some rural parts of the country, the comprehensive education stage is not available and children 

must travel to another village if they want to continue their education. Families are often reluctant to 

send their female children to another village and thus girls do not complete their comprehensive 

education, even though nine-year general education is officially compulsory in Azerbaijan (MoE of 

the Republic of Azerbaijan 2017). According to Article 118.0.01 of the Civil Code of the Azerbaijan 

Republic, dropping out of any stage of education is in violation of the National Law on Education 

and is punishable by AZN 300 (roughly $170) for individual citizens and AZN 3,000 Manats (roughly 

$1,700) for 'legal citizens' such as entities and organisations (Ministry of Justice of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan 2016). However, when children leave school due to marital obligations, it usually goes 

unreported. 

Civil society organizations have been important drivers of many changes in Azerbaijan since 

the collapse of the USSR. As of 2011, there were around 120 women‘s organizations in Azerbaijan 

(Graduate Warner Institute 2011). In recent years civil society has gone through a difficult period due 

to the marginalization of their power, autonomy, and funding. However, there remain a number of 

strong women‘s rights organizations in the country. Nevertheless, these organizations have some 

weaknesses  related  to  their  capacities,  such  as  human resource management  and  geographical 

coverage. They are mostly located in the large cities, have limited funding, and cannot count on 

human resources with a strong background in gender or women‘s studies. Indeed often their leaders 

themselves hold strong patriarchal values. In 2012, out of twenty leaders of women‘s organizations 

only one stated that women have other important roles in life in addition to being a mother. The 

remainder stated that the principal mission of women in life is to be a loyal wife and mother and to 

give birth to a child. According to them, if a woman is not married she is not ―complete‖ (Dursun 
2012). Such weaknesses prevent these organizations from promoting women‘s rights effectively and 
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encouraging emancipation in society, especially in rural areas and when lobbying for changes in 

legislation related to the enhancement of women‘s status. This weak alternative voice in mainstream 

society diminishes the status of women and indirectly contributes to the problem of child marriage. 
 
7.   Limitations and strengths of the study 

 
This study has some limitations. Despite the significant association between type of place, 

years of education, household income, the age of partners and age at first marriage, the use of cross- 

sectional data precludes us from making causal inferences. Furthermore, the data collection 

procedure, an interviewer-administered survey, may pose constraints given the need for participants 

to disclose sensitive information. 

Among 3,184 women, information on age at first marriage was missing, which is a very high 
number of missing cases. In addition, the model which was used for analyzing the data for this study 

did not fit the data ideally. In addition, the R2  value was very low, which is weak ground for 
identifying policy implications. 

There is a further limitation regarding the availability of statistics on child marriages during 

the Soviet era. Although much literature states that rates of child marriage have been increasing since 

the collapse of the USSR, the scarcity of information from that period on this issue prevents us from 

making reliable comparisons. Data on child marriages and other social issues were mostly collected 

only in the post-independence era, from 1991 onwards. 

Despite these limitations, this study has practical and research implications. Firstly, it lays the 

groundwork for future research in this area. Future studies can make use of the results of the current 

study to examine the association between years of education, type of residence, household income, 

the age of partners and child marriage in post-Soviet countries. Policy makers and program developers 

can also use the results of this study when developing programs and services in this area. This will 

be fresh information for policymakers,  experts, and organizations which work in this field in 

Azerbaijan. 

Another advantage of this study is that it fills the gap in the literature on this issue for the post- 

Soviet region. Despite an awareness of the existence of this problem, few papers have been written 

on the subject. Therefore, perhaps the most valuable contribution of this paper will be its contribution 

to research in this area, and in raising awareness about the issue among important stakeholders. 
 
8.   Conclusions and Policy Recommendations 

 
The results of the study suggest that women in Azerbaijan with lower levels of education, 

from poor families living in rural areas, are more likely to be victims of child marriage. As well as 

poverty, the type of residence and level of education is found to be associated with child marriage in 

Azerbaijan. Just as in every country, child marriage is a complex phenomenon that requires a complex 

and multi-component approach in order to address and eliminate it. The multi-component approach 

urges inter-sectoral collaboration and the mobilization of all of society's resources in order to help 

women to delay their marriages until later years. Ultimately when a woman delays marriage, everyone 

benefits - a woman who marries later is more likely to stay in school, more likely to work, and more 

likely to  reinvest  her income into  her family.  Crucially,  a woman  who  marries  later is  more 

empowered to choose whether, when, and how many children to have. When investments in women 

are made, all segments of the society win - families, communities, and the economy itself. 

Azerbaijan has a strong presidency. Thus, there is a need for initiation and coordination from 

the relevant department of the Presidential Apparatus and the development of a multi-component 

national strategy, which involves diverse actors in the country to combat child marriage in an effective 

way. The following recommendations may form part of a National Strategy for the Elimination of 

Child Marriage in Azerbaijan: 

1.    Gathering and publishing accurate statistics on persons entering into marriage under 
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18 years old. Research on child marriages in post-Soviet countries, including Azerbaijan, states that 

there are no accurate statistics on the number of children marrying. This is because the major part of 

child marriages go unregistered with the authorities, or are only registered once the younger spouse 

has reached the age of 18 (UNFPA 2014). This serves as an obstacle to estimating accurate prevalence 

rates. It also puts these married girls in a very vulnerable situation, as they have no legally recognized 

rights. Therefore, this paper recommends that the State Statistical Committee of the Azerbaijan 

Republic, jointly with the State Committee on Family, Women and Children Issues (SCFWCA), 

Ministry of Education (MoE), Ministry of Labor and Social Protection (MLSP), Executive Power 

offices, municipalities, Ministry of Health, and the State Committee on the Affairs of Religious 

Entities, creates a regularly updated database on the number of children getting married, to ensure an 

accurate statistical base. It is also recommended that schools collect data on vulnerable children, 

including children from low-income families, in order to better monitor these children. 

2.    With the exception of a few qualitative studies, there is little research that discusses 

the contributing factors to child marriage. This paper recommends that, as an integral part of the 

National  Strategy,  the  SCFWCA conducts  methodologically sound,  mixed  method  research  to 

identify which factors are associated with child marriage; 

3.    SCFWCA is the sole governmental agency working on women‘s issues and there is no active 

policy or service targeted at enhancing women‘s status in society (SCFWCA 2017). Reflecting on 

successful experiences during Soviet times, this report recommends further reflection on these USSR- 

era experiences, and collaboration with relevant global organizations (including UN agencies) to 

design a policy which will combat strong patriarchal values and traditional expectations from women. 

These expectations largely prioritize marriage, child rearing and domestic labor over education, 

career success and the professional achievements of women. It is important to promote a new image 

of the Azerbaijani woman, who is not only an obedient, servile spouse and the sole protector of family 

honor, but also highly educated, self-reliant and possessing the professional skills required for 

employment. In addition, the policy should include some awareness-raising activities, which will 

decrease the burden on women to act as the sole protectors of 'virginity' and 'chastity' and balance this 

burden between the two genders. It is also time for Azerbaijan to raise awareness about the sharing 

of domestic labor and household chores between a wife and husband, in order to eliminate the 

perception that these chores are solely the role of women. In the context of a strongly patriarchal 

society, such traditional stereotypes and expectations of women in Azerbaijan are factors that push 

families to choose girls over boys during times of crisis, for example choosing not to send girls to 

school and/or marrying them off early. 

4.     The high degree of social endorsement of early marriages reveals how little is known in 

Azerbaijan about the negative consequences of the practice (UNFPA 2014). Adolescents and their 

families do not receive adequate information and education about reproductive and sexual health and 

contraception. Married adolescents reported relying on abortion to avoid unwanted pregnancies 

(UNFPA 2014). Several awareness-raising projects on child marriage are delivered by non-profit 

organizations and some government agencies, especially by the SCFWCA. However, these projects 

do not engage schools, health facilities or social protection centers, and they do not cover the whole 

country. This report recommends that the SCFWCA, jointly with the MoE and the MLSP, extends 

these projects to intervene in schools, health facilities, and social protection systems, reaching both 

adolescents and their parents. Awareness-raising activities should also target young girls and their 

parents, teachers, healthcare providers, representatives of municipalities, executive offices, social 

service providers and religious leaders. 

5.    There are several pilot projects at schools in Azerbaijan, such as the 'School Children Union' 

and 'Friend of Pupils' programs existing in some selected schools (MoE 2017). This report 

recommends that the MoE includes activities related to the prevention of child marriages into the 

agenda of these pilot projects. Activities may include those that empower young girls psychologically 

and socially, helping them to plan for the future and coaching them through their school years. The 

examples of the Big Brothers Big Sisters program from the USA, Baba Beni Okula Gönder from 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiZrLzT_4jSAhVJ1oMKHd-4DfIQFggaMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbog.org%2F&usg=AFQjCNGzZZr6B_mIPupzHajfXGFuB1UmDg&sig2=02pBxJsHeYYOn0avDZdtAQ
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Turkey and other successful mentorship programs from around the world can serve as models for 

launching similar culturally sensitive programs for Azerbaijani students (Aydin Doğan Vakfı 2017; 

Big Brothers Big Sisters of America 2017). 

6.    This report recommends the introduction of social workers into the school system, tasked with 

overseeing the socio-economic issues affecting the children, connecting them with resources, and 

preventing school dropouts (especially among girls). These individuals will be able to detect at early 

stages any young girls who are at risk of child marriage. These social workers will be able to help 

work through the problems in a child's life that affect their adjustment in school; to prepare a social 

or developmental history of a child with a disability; to counsel the students (in group, individual 

and/or family); to mobilise family, school, and community resources to enable the child to learn as 

effectively as possible; and to assist in developing positive behavioural intervention strategies. The 

social work profession is very new in Azerbaijan - the first educational program in this area was 

established in 2005 at Baku State University (BSU) by alumni who graduated from Washington 

University and Columbia University. Currently, there are seven universities in the country which 

offer undergraduate and postgraduate programs in Social Work. The roughly 300 graduates from 

these programs since 2005 are mostly unemployed, however, these graduates could serve as valuable 

human resources for creating school-based social worker positions. 

7.    The findings of this study show that the longer girls stay in school, the later they get married. 

Therefore, in order to keep girls in school, this report recommends that the government increases the 

number of years of compulsory education from nine to eleven years, and introduce across the country 

'eleven-year education' schools, as some villages do not have this option. 
8.    This report recommends that the MoE provides children from low-income families with 

school lunch, school supplies, and seasonal uniforms in order to keep them at school. The National 

School Lunch Program from the USA can serve as a model for launching a similar policy in public 

schools (USDA, Food and Nutrition Service 2017). 

9.    Azerbaijan has a strong legislative framework to protect childrens' rights, to provide social 

protection services, to prevent cohabitation or sexual activities with minors, and to prevent forced 

marriages and drop-outs from schools. However, due to gaps in the system, these laws do not function 

properly. Often Ministries do not collaborate with each other and ignore each other's requests related 

to vulnerable groups, and thus the problems of these vulnerable groups are never resolved. This report 

recommends that these rules, especially those related to children, are reinforced and monitored. In 

order to achieve this, control from the Presidential Apparatus is vital in ensuring that each Ministry 

fulfills its duties. Finally, a coalition or alliance of women‘s organizations may be established to 

monitor the implementation of those laws related to child marriage. 

If nothing changes, developing countries will face an increase in child marriages: globally, 

there will be 142 million child marriages from 2011-2020, increasing to 151 million in the subsequent 

decade (UNICEF 2014). As the number of women who are married as children grow, the numbers of 

children bearing children will increase and deaths among girls will rise. Ending child marriage will 

help countries to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. Azerbaijan, as a leading oil and gas 

exporting country, needs a strong will to target poor households with young girls in rural areas to 

prevent this practice from continuing. 
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E-SERVICE AS AN ANTI-CORRUPTION TOOL IN SOCIAL 

SERVICE DELIVERY: THE CASE OF AZERBAIJAN 
 

 

Mahammad Muradov*
 

 

 
This research paper studies the impact of e-service on administrative bribery and middlemen 

in the delivery of targeted social assistance to poor households in a developing country, such as 

Azerbaijan. The exploratory survey has revealed that the e-service neither eliminated corruption nor 

the use of middlemen in the application process for targeted social assistance by poor families lacking 

digital skills and information on the public service. The new system while having dealt away with the 

former network of intermediaries in the decision-making process has instead generated a "new" 

category of middlemen in the application stage. Unlike public officials, who had been the decision- 

makers in the previous system, the current "corrupt network of middlemen" do not make decisions 

and therefore do not rely on coercive power per se. Instead, they coordinate their activity in such a 

way that disadvantaged families are induced to resort to their services, usually by paying bribes, to 

have their applications for social assistance prepared and submitted electronically. As a result, while 

corrupt actors shift, the corrupt transaction remains intact. The study, therefore, suggests that e- 

services may not necessarily be a panacea for administrative bribery in low-income support delivery; 

especially, in those cases, when a state agency requires too much data on the applicant family‘s 

income and spending. Instead, it breeds new corruption risks for middlemen to exploit. 
 

1.  Introduction 
 

A number of researchers have examined the relationship between e-government and 

corruption. Two main researches in this field have compared corruption and e-government indices 

across the country to test whether the use of e-government and low corruption is correlated or not. 

They came to similar conclusions: e-government decreases the corruption. Thus, Andersen (2007) 

examines 126 non-OECD countries over the period 1996-2006 by comparing control of corruption 

index developed by Kaufman with E-GOV index (internet based e-government) developed by Brown 

University. As a result of this research, he concludes that increase in the use of e-government 

translates to improvement in levels of corruption over the period 1996-2006. Mistry and Jalal (2012) 

also apply the same methodology. They examine the relationship between e-government and 

corruption by comparing e-government development index developed by UN and corruption 

perception index developed by Transparency International. The found out that as the use of ICT or e- 

government increases (1 %) corruption decreases (1, 7 %). 

However, there are few researches at the micro-level, which explores the impact of e- 

government on administrative corruption. In this regard, this research paper will explore the impact 

of e-service on administrative corruption in the delivery of social assistance to poor households in 

two villages of Azerbaijan. The findings of this paper are based on exploratory survey and do not aim 

to give generalizable knowledge in this field of research. Instead, the paper attempts to explore 

proposed hypothesis and to develop a new relevant hypothesis for the research literature. 

The following reasons make Azerbaijan an ―interesting‖ country to explore the relationship 

between e-government and corruption. First, Azerbaijan is a developing country. Jalal and Mistry 

(2012) suggest that e-government is more successful in developing countries rather in a developed 

country (Mistry & Jalal 2012). In this regard, it will be interesting to test this claim and see to what 

extent e-government implementation is successful in dealing with corruption in a developing country, 

such as Azerbaijan. Second, Azerbaijan has a contradictory international record. Thus, Azerbaijan 

has low anti-corruption records in the Corruption Perception Index developed by Transparency 
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International (a) (n.d) (123 out of 174 countries surveyed in 2016 with 30 points out of the best 

possible 100) (Azerbaijan Service and  Assessment Network  n.d) and  has relatively ―good‖ e- 

government records in the UN E-government Development Index (in 2016, ranking No56 out of 193 

countries) (Ministry of Transport, Communications, and High Technologies of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan 2016). Therefore, it is interesting to study the effectiveness of e-government in tackling 

administrative corruption in Azerbaijan. Third, the government of Azerbaijan envisions e-services as 

a strong anti-corruption tool in tackling administrative corruption in the country (Azerbaijan State 

News Agency 2011). Accordingly, e-government infrastructures, such as one-stop shop e- 

government portal, smart cards and mobile phone-based e-signatures, e-payments tools have been 

introduced (Transparency Azerbaijan n.d). Besides, the Cabinet of Ministers ordered all central 

executive bodies and agencies (more than forty agencies) to set up e-services (more than four 

hundred) on their website (Cabinet of the Ministers of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2011). In addition, 

the last, but not the least, there is no research to test the relationship between use of e-government 

and the level of corruption in Azerbaijan within public service delivery perspective. The importance 

to explore the relationship between e-government and corruption in social benefit delivery could be 

explained by the high exposure of this public service to corruption in the country. 

According to the Global Corruption Barometer 2016, 105 households (7%) out of 1510 

households surveyed in Azerbaijan entered into contact with state officials to get unemployment 

benefits, and 45% of them paid a bribe (Transparency International 2017). Targeted social assistance 

is considered one of the unemployment benefits in Azerbaijan and is not well protected from the 

corruption. 

Targeted Social Assistance (TSA) program is being administered by the Ministry of Labor 
and Social Protection of Population (hereinafter, Ministry) since 2006 to provide social protection for 
the poor (i.e. low-income) households. This program makes monetary transfers to the beneficiary 

household monthly during a two-year period based on certain economic and social criteria1  . The total 

financial cost of the program was 206 mln AZN (Central Bank of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2017)2 

and covered 112,622 families (or 5% of the total population - 485,622 people) with an average of 146 

AZN for each family in 2015 (Statistical, Economic, and Social Research and Training Center for 

Islamic Countries n.d). World Bank considers this program efficient in channeling social transfers to 

the neediest people (World Bank 2010). However, during the last 10 years, corruption remained one 

of the major concerns in the administration of this program. In the first three years of the program‘s 

implementation (2006-2009), ten senior officials, who were responsible for grant allocations, were 

fired because of their corrupted behavior (Musavat.com 2009). In one case, a senior consultant of the 

Social Protection Center of the Ministry in Baku was arrested for demanding a bribe from a citizen. 

Further, in the result of the search conducted by the Anti-Corruption Department under the Prosecutor 

General, more than 100 banks cards and more than 300 pin codes for the bankcards were found in his 

office (Azerbaijan State News Agency 2012). Upon illegal verbal agreement, the public official kept 

bankcards as bribes to draw funds for his benefit for the first six months in exchange for the provision 

of this benefit to beneficiaries for a year. This is the most traditional way of corruption in the delivery 

of targeted social assistance in Azerbaijan (Azadlig.org n.d). ―I could destroy the corruption, but 

cannot destroy the bribery, to destroy the bribery, the system should be automated. There is no other 

way, contact between official and citizen should be eliminated,‖ said Minister of Labor and Social 

Protection of Population in his interview to the local TV channel (Youtube 2015). 

Since February 2016, the Ministry has started to introduce the Single Electronic Application 

and Delivery System (hereinafter VEMTAS) ―to eliminate the bribery in delivering targeted social 

assistance‖ (Youtube 2015). After introduction of e-services, the Ministry's official stated that 

introduction of e-service had been translated into the following achievement: a contact between 

citizens and public officials, bureaucracy, red tape (collection of certificate and documents, and 
 

 
1.          Law on Targeted Social Assistance, 21 October 2005, www.e-qanun.az 
2.          Currency rate of Central Bank of the Republic of Azerbaijan: 1,7 AZN-1 USD, as of 22.09.2017 

http://www.e-qanun.az/
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visiting other state agencies), "subjective" factors conducive to negative cases have been eliminated 

in the decision-making process, transparency was ensured, and information bank on low-income 

families were created (E-vetendash.az 2017). However, these official statements should be studied 

carefully. Lack of time and resources makes us humble in formulating our research questions; 

therefore, this paper seeks to address the following questions: 

Has introduction of e-service eliminated administrative bribery in the delivery of targeted 

social assistance to poor households in two villages of Azerbaijan? 

Has introduction of e-service removed "middleman" in the delivery of targeted social 

assistance to poor households in two villages of Azerbaijan? 
 

2.    Literature Review 

 
2.1. Basic definitions 

2.1.1. E-government 

United Nation defines e-government as to the use of information and communication 

technologies (ICT)-such as Wide Area Networks, the Internet, and mobile computing - by 

government agencies‖ (Almarabeh, AbuAli & Jordan 2010). OECD definition emphasizes the role 

of ICT, including the role of the internet in achieving better government (Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development n.d). 

 
2.1.2. E-service 

Zeithaml and Bitner (2003) define e-service as web services delivered through the internet. 

OECD emphasizes the importance of other ICT tools and defines e-services as electronic interactions, 

which includes telephone (fixed line & mobile), email, and Web (internet, portals, web services) use 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2010). 

 
2.1.3. E-service measurement 

European Union e-Government Benchmarking uses 5 stages model to measure maturity 

(development) level of e-services. This benchmarking divides the maturity of e-service into five 

stages (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2012): information, one-way 

interaction, two-way interaction, transaction, personalization. One-way information stage is limited 

to the provision of static information about public service and regulation while one-way interaction 

stage makes available downloadable and printable forms online to users. In two-way interaction, stage 

public agency makes available e-application to public service users while in transaction stage, full 

electronic case handling of the procedure by the service provider (incl. decision, notification, delivery 

and payment if necessary) occurs. Personalization stage includes two concepts: pro-active and 

automated service delivery. In pro-active service delivery, the government pre-fills data in the 

application forms by retrieving data from different public databases to the extent permitted by law 

and presents filled application forms for the confirmation of users. In automated service delivery, the 

state agency is aware of social and economic rights of citizens (business), provides public service 

without application of citizens (businesses). 
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Picture 1: Development stages of e-service 

 
Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 2012 

 

2.1.4. Corruption 

Rose-Ackerman (1999) considers corruption as the abuse of public power for private benefit, 

while Transparency International defines corruption as the abuse of ―entrusted‖ power for private 

gain (Transparency International (b) n.d) and it is divided into petty and grand corruption. Petty 

corruption is an administrative corruption ―driven by need‖ and often occurs when citizens want to 

access to basic public services, and companies try to avoid administrative burden and officials abuse 

of its discretionary power (European Commission 2010). Grand corruption is state capture "driven 

by greed" occurs when high-level officials and other groups are able to influence and/or exploit the 

rules and regulations set by the state in ways that allow them to extract undue economic and/or 

political benefits (European Commission 2010). 

 
2.1.5. Bribery 

Transparency International defines bribery not as just giving and accepting, but also offering, 

promising, soliciting of an advantage as an inducement for an action which is illegal, unethical or a 

breach of trust. Inducements can take the form of gifts, loans, fees, rewards or other advantages (taxes, 

services, donations, favours, etc.) (Transparency International (b) n.d). 

 
2.1.6. “Middleman” 

Oldenburg (1987) explains a middleman role in the corruption transaction, and he says that 

corruption is not a deal just between a donor and a recipient, the third part - middleman also plays a 

role. Jyoti Khanna and Michael Johnston (2007) have found that middleman (i.e. an agent) links 

citizens (i.e. a recipient) to officials (i.e. a donor) by using his ―positional‖ and ―relational‖ power 

and reduces transaction costs and corruption related risks for both sides by its facilitation service, act 

as a guarantor for corrupt and sometimes legitimate transaction for a price. 

 
Table 1: Schematic Diagram of Middleman Role in Corruption Transactions 

 Outsiders Recipient‘s side 

Donor’ Side Brokers Touts Recipient’s Side 

Right-hand man Commission agent ―Big-timer‖ Personal assistant 

Sycophant Fixer Helper Junior Officer 

Gofer Petty broker Barker Clerk/Office boy 
Source: Oldenburg. 1987 

 

2.2. Theoretical discussion 

2.2.1.   Why corruption? 

There are various approaches aimed to explain the causes of corruption in the research 

literature: individual and organizational perspective are more common. Individual perspective sees 
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the problem of corruption at the individual level. "Rotten apple" theory explains the cause of 

corruption in the police system. This theory assumes that corruption-prone individuals and groups 

can be found in every organization, and they have nothing to do with organizational governance 

(Brecher n.d). Another individual view is the theory of rational choice. The rational choice theory 

claims that the corruption is the outcome of the cost-benefit analysis of independent agent. Thus, the 

public officials perceive that the potential benefits of corruption exceed the potential costs and choose 

to be corrupt (Rose-Ackerman 1978). The principal-agent theory claims that agent may have the 

motive to take actions influenced by his or her narrow self-interest, because of the information 

asymmetry over principal or regulatory bodies (Stephenson 2015). 

Organizational  Perspective pays  more  attention  to  the background factors that  agent  is 

working. Punch assumes that certain corrupt group culture leads to a certain mental state. And that 

mental state leads to corrupt behavior (Punch 2000). Klitgaard (1988) considers institutional structure 

as the most critical in bearing on opportunities for corruption: (1) the monopoly power of officials; 

(2) degree of discretion that officials are permitted to exercise; and (3) degree to which there are 

systems of accountability and transparency in an institution. Klitgaard (1998) even gives equation: 

Corruption = Monopoly + Discretion – Accountability. 

 
2.2.2.   E-government: does it matter in reducing corruption? 

There are different explanations of how e-government decreases the corruption. Klitgaard 

(1995) thinks that e-government decreases the corruption by reducing monopoly power of public 

officials, reducing discretion power of public officials, increasing accountability of public officials, 

and eliminating so called-public official between citizen and public service. Hopper (2009) thinks 

that e-government decreases the corruption by reducing interactions with officials, speeding up 

decisions, reducing human errors. Shim and Eom (2008) say that use of information technology has 

already proven benefits in the fight against corruption, notably by enhancing the effectiveness of 

internal control and management of corrupt behavior by promoting government transparency and 

accountability. 

 
2.2.3.   E-government: closing opportunities or opening new opportunities for a middleman? 

The term disintermediation refers to the removal of the physical intermediary from the service 

delivery channel (Chircu & Kaufmann 1999). In this regard, e-government is considered one of the 

disintermediation strategy for the removal of middleman in public service delivery. Kaur considers 

that e-government close opportunities for a middleman (Kaur 2015). In some countries, e-government 

as a disintermediation strategy was successful. The survey conducted in India concludes that 82 % 

respondents felt e-governance can help in removing middleman (Sharma n.d). But in some countries, 

where e-government implementation is slow, new intermediaries, such as e-offices are emerged to 

help citizen to deal with e-services. E-office refers to the physical premise, which consists of 

interactive terminals and authorized administrators (officers) to assist citizens with their online 

services with different government agencies (AlSobhi, Kamal & Weerakkody 2009). To explain these 

phenomena, the term ―reintermediation‖ is being used in the research literature.  Reintermediation 

refers to the emergence of new intermediaries in electronic service environment by re-establishing 

themselves in the center of e-service transaction process (Bailo Bakos 1997). 

 
2.3. Hypothesis 

The literature review, allows us to propose the following hypotheses for this research. 

 H1: Introduction of e-service eliminates administrative bribery in delivering social benefits to 

citizens. 

 H2: Introduction of e-service removes a middleman between public service and citizens and 

thereby reduces administrative bribery in delivering social benefits to citizens. 
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3.    Methodology 
 

For the purpose of this research, the survey is conducted to collect the data in two villages of 

Goranboy. Goranboy, a territorial unit of Azerbaijan specialized in agriculture, has a land area of 

1790 kilometer square and a population of 102.4 thousand according to the 2017 census (State 

Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan n.d). Having a local contact in this region is the 

main rationale for choosing two villages for the survey. The list of targeted social assistance recipients 

(households) for Goranboy is posted on the website of the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection, 

indicating their name, surname, time of granting and the amount of targeted social assistance 

(Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of Population of the Republic of Azerbaijan n.d). During 

the survey, 52 households were approached, and 25 households were interviewed among 2619 

households in February and March 2017. Respondents were asked twenty questions, 15 out of them 

were multiple-choice ended questions and the rest five questions were close-ended questions. Survey 

questions were given to two groups of respondents: Paper-based applicants and recipients of targeted 

social assistance (hereinafter: paper-based applicants) and e-applicants and recipient of targeted social 

assistance (hereinafter-e-applicants). 

 
3.1. Paper-based applicants 

This group of respondents applied for targeted social assistance until 16 February 2016. They 

applied to social benefit in a traditional way. Thus, they collected paper-based certificates and 

documents about their family‘s income and expenses, submitted by visiting the regional center of 

Labor and Social Protection, and got the benefit. Paper-based applications should not pay any legal 

fee (direct financial cost) for submission of application. TSA commission under the regional center 

of Ministry of Labor and Social Protection decided the granting of targeted social assistance. 

According to the statistics of March 2017, paper-based applicants were approximately 1388 families 

in Goranboy region. Approximately 13 respondents from paper-based applicants in Goranboy are 

selected from the list. 

 
3.2. E-applicants 

E-applicants are applicants who applied or had an opportunity to apply to targeted social 

assistance by electronic tools. This group of respondents applied to targeted social assistance since 1 

March 2016. E-applicants should pay 5 AZN legal cost to a public notary to register their application 

and get their application number to be able to submit their financial statement declarations 

electronically to the electronic system (VEMTAS). The electronic system sends a confirmation to the 

user's screen after the electronic form has been registered. The data provided in the declaration is 

electronically verified with the databases of other public organizations. If the data is provided 

correctly and the applicant is eligible, the applicant is notified of the grant of targeted social assistance 

within 15 days. If the data is not provided correctly and the applicant is not eligible, the rejection is 

notified with applicants. According to the statistics of March 2017, e-applicants were 1231 families 

in Goranboy region. Approximately 12 respondents from paper-based applicants in Goranboy are 

selected from the list. 

In the survey, it is used a word of ―cost‖ instead of ―bribery‖ while asking survey questions 

in the local language. By answering this question, respondents are revealed how much they paid as a 

bribe to get the public benefit. In this regard, the calculation is made on two formula to sort out the 

amount of bribery: 

1.    Bribery= Cost to get targeted social assistance (cost to certificates + cost to transport+ legal 

fee+ cost to middleman)-Legal fee-Transport cost 

2.    Bribery=Cost to get targeted social assistance (cost to certificates + cost to transport+ legal 

fee) + Cost (bribery) to intermediary persons -Cost to legal fee-cost to transport 
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The latter formula is applied in case the amount of cost spent to an intermediary person is the 

same or above the amount of cost (bribery) spent on targeted social assistance. 
 
4. Analysis 

 
4.1. VEMTAS – Electronic System of Application to Targeted Social Assistance 

To understand the new electronic system properly, we need to explain how citizens applied 

for targeted social assistance in the past. Previously, a family member had to visit several government 

agencies to collect certificates about the family's social and economic status before submitting a 

paper-based application to Social Protection Centers in each territorial unit under the Ministry. An 

authorized person (a social inspector) who was responsible for checking the data provided and to 

collect detailed data on the household income and property of TSA applicant received the application. 

In this regard, a social inspector visited the house of family. Then a social inspector submitted the 

collected data with certificates to TSA Commission under Local Social Protection Centre. Then TSA 

commission reviewed the documents and approved the household's eligibility or refused (World Bank 

n.d). 

 
Picture 2: Paper-based application and decision-making process to targeted social assistance before 

February 1, 2016 

 

 
 

 
Source: World Bank. 

 
As described above, the application of a family was processed, and the local Social Protection 

Centre under the Ministry decided on the award of targeted social assistance. Due to the introduction 

of e-service (called, VEMTAS system), some institutional and procedural changes occurred. 

First, a family member does not need to collect many certificates. Thus, one paper certificate 

on family composition from the local executive authority is required to prove the number of family 

members and their place of living. Second, people do not need to go to local regional and national 

centers under the Ministry, but they shall first apply to a notary public. Thus, a family shall present 

its paper-based family composition certificate with ID cards of eligible family members to a notary 

to submit their first paper-based application -"declaration of intention." This procedure has three 

functions: to declare the intention of the family to apply for targeted social assistance, to register one 

of a family member as a legal representative of the family, to express consent with Ministry's 

"upcoming" information search by using different public databases about the family members. By 

doing authentication in the electronic system, notary official retrieves identification data (name, 

surname, birthplace, etc.) of a family member from the ID card public databases and confirms family 
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members within an electronic system. In the result of this procedure, the notary gives identification 

number of application to a legal representative of the family. 

 
Picture 3: New automation concept of Targeted Social Assistance Program to poor families in 

Azerbaijan 

 
Source: Statistical, Economic and Social Research, and Training Center for Islamic Countries 

 
If the family has the identification number of application given by a public notary, it means 

that notary confirms the family members and the family has a legal representative authorized to apply 

to public service. In addition, family expresses consent to information search about the family's 

economic and social status and is ready to apply its "health, social, financial" declaration to the 

electronic system administered by the Ministry. Third, the family can apply and get the decision 

(notification or refusal of delivery targeted social assistance) online. The applicant passes 

authentication within the electronic system with an identification number given by the notary. Then, 

the applicants themselves without uploading any scanned document present the health, social and 

financial related data (showed in table 1) of each family member. The final decision is communicated 

via an electronic system and mobile phones. 
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Table 2: A list of data about each family member that notary and family representative should submit 

electronically to VEMTAS electronic system 

 IDENTIFICATION 

DATA 
HEALTH DATA SOCIAL STATUS DATA FINANCIAL DATA 

1 Name, Surname and 
father‘s name 

Being pregnant (minimum 8 
days) or not 

EDUCATION DATA INCOME DATA 

   Education level TİN (Tax İdentification Number) 

2 Personal Identification 
Number 

Being nursing mother for baby 
(not above 1 year) or not 

State-sponsored or self-payed 
student 

Category of entrepreneurship activity 
(simplified taxpayer, profit taxpayers, 
agricultural activity related taxpayers) 

3 Identification 
Document‘s data 

Having a mental illness or not WORK-RELATED DATA Turnover for 12 months as a simplified 
taxpayer 

   Currently, works as a hired 
worker or not  

4 Mobile phone number Needing medical operation to 

cure life-threatening illness or 

not 

Having registered its 
unemployed status or not 

Number of revenue earned months as a 
simplified taxpayer 

5  Accepting medicine and 
medical treatment to cure life- 
threatening illness or not 

Caring child (not above 8 
years) or not 

The general amount of revenue 

6  Being bedridden or not Caring for disabled persons 
under the 1st category or not 

Category of revenue 

7  Being in need of lifelong care 
or not 

Caring for disabled persons 
under 18 age or not 

Amount of 12 month‘s average revenue 
from ailments 

8  Being in a situation that cannot 
move without help of another 
person or not 

Currently don‘t work, but 
having revenue in the last 12 
months from work 

Amount of 12 month's average revenue 
from the insurance agency 

9   SOCIAL CATEGORY DATA Amount of 12 month‘s average revenue 
from other social transfer 

   Being refugee or not  

10   Being an entrepreneur or not Amount of 12 month‘s average natural- 
based revenue 

11   Being foreigner (permanent or 
term-based ) or not 

Having bank credit (loan) or not 

12   Currently being in jail or not  EXPENDITURE DATA  
    Subscriber number for electricity 

13   Being in term-based military 
service or not 

Subscriber number for gas 

14   Being (labor) pensioner or not Subscriber number for water 
15   Being beneficiary of monthly 

social allowance or not 
Amount of average 12 month‘s 
expenditure for electricity 

16   Being beneficiary of monthly 
compensation from labor- 

related damage and illness 

Amount of average 12 month‘s 
expenditure for gas 

17   OTHER DATA Amount of average 12 month‘s 
expenditure for water 

   Being currently in abroad or 
not  

18   Being searched by state or not Amount of average 12 month‘s 
expenditure for communication (mobile 

phone) 
19   Being declared as a missing 

person or dead by the court or 

not 

 

20   Being dead  
 Submitted by a notary 

public 
Submitted by family Submitted by family Submitted by family 

 

Fourth, decision-making is centralized. In other words, the decision-making authority on 

granting targeted social assistance has shifted from 77 regional social protection centers to VEMTAS 

electronic system administered by IT department of Ministry. Fifth, business model of the decision- 

making process has been re-engineered and now is based on three compliance procedures. In the first 

compliance, the applicant could get rejection immediately after he or she submits its health, social 

and financial data. If the data provided by applicant conforms to the assistance criteria, then second 

compliance procedure starts with "verification of data through databases of Ministry and other state 

agencies." If the data provided by an applicant allows providing social assistance to the family, a third 

compliance procedure starts. Ministry sends its social worker to check real living conditions of the 
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household. In real time, a social worker files declaration with data (photo of living house, etc.) to the 

electronic system (VEMTAS) via individual tablets. The accumulated data translates to points. If 

these points are above the threshold, then the decision on granting targeted social assistance is 

communicated to a family with SMS. The rejection is also communicated to a family with mobile 

phones. 

Despite many ICT tools, such as VEMTAS (Electronic Application to Targeted Social 

Assistance) information system, ATM kiosks, internet, mobile phones, and electronic tablets are 

applied in the delivery of targeted social assistance, not all of the stages of this public service are 

digitalized. If we define 5 stages of this public service: identification/registration in submitting 

targeted social assistance, submission for targeted social assistance, processing of application, 

notification of decision and delivery of a service result, official procedures require direct contact 

between citizens and public officials in identification/registration and processing, and delivery of a 

service result stages. According to regulations, the citizens shall meet with an official of the local 

executive agency, a notary, a social inspector from the Social Protection Fund, and a bank official. 

However, these officials are not decision makers. Legally, citizens on their own shall perform 

submission of health, social and financial data to the electronic system. 

 
4.2. Results of the Survey 

4.2.1. Administrative Bribery 

In the survey conducted among respondents of two villages of Goranboy, 83 % of e-applicants 

reported that they had paid money while getting social benefit through e-service. Each e-applicant 

has paid an average of 288 AZN of which 216.5 AZN was spent on the intermediary service of an 

intermediary and 71.5 AZN on getting certificates and documents from other state agencies. 

 
Picture 4: The amount of "cost" reportedly paid by e-applicants in Goranboy 

 

The amount of "cost" reportedly paid by each e- 
applicant in Goranboy 
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Applicants who submitted their documents to the older, paper-based procedure (paper-based 

applicants) reported having paid an average of 320 AZN as a "cost" for getting the public benefit. 215 

AZN of this amount was spent on the service of middleman, and 105 AZN were paid for getting 

required, and in most cases, "non-required" certificates and documents from other state agencies. 
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Picture 5: Cost reportedly paid by paper-based applicants in Goranboy 

 
 

The research also suggests the existence of a high rate of self-reported "cost" spent in 

Goranboy. The disturbing revelation is that one of four e-applicant respondents interviewed reported 

to pay a standard 500 AZN "cost" to facilitation service of public officials. Three respondents said 

that they had paid money to Social Protection Centre's employees and a notary employee. Another 

respondent reported to pay a bribe worth more than 500 AZN in a non-monetary form to a local 

executive official. One respondent acknowledged that he had paid 100 AZN for "a person sitting 

behind a computer." 

 
Picture 6: Cost reportedly spent on middleman in Goranboy 

 

Amount reportedly spent on cost of middlemen's 
services in Goranboy 
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4.2.2. Middleman 

The assignment of TSA via e-service has not removed "middlemen" (local public officials) 

from public service delivery, but instead expanded the "corrupt middleman network." The previous 

model of «corrupt middleman network» mainly consisted of a worker of social protection center, a 
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bank official, in some cases unaffiliated persons. Now the new "corrupt middleman network" has 

emerged and mainly consists of employees of local center of Ministry, notary public, ICT support 

(computer) center, local executive body and unaffiliated persons. New "corrupt middleman network" 

are not decision makers in granting targeted social assistance, but they coordinate their activities in 

such a way that poor families are "impelled" and "incentivized" to pay a bribe when applying to 

targeted social assistance. 

The survey results show that e-service has increased the number of intermediaries in public 

service delivery. Thus, 53% of the paper-based applicants reported that they had benefited from only 

―facilitation service‖ of local Social Protection Centre‘s employees while applying for targeted social 

assistance.  However, 50% of the e-applicants  acknowledged  that  they had  benefited  from  the 

facilitation service of various intermediary persons, such as employees of social protection centers 

and notary public to apply for targeted social assistance. 

 
Picture 7: Applicants who used middlemen‘s‘ ―facilitation‖ services in Goranboy 
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As explained above, e-applicants shall follow two procedures before applying for online e- 

service. These procedures are: 

(i)   Obtaining a paper-based certificate on family composition from the local executive body; 
(ii)  Presenting this certificate along with other paper identification documents to a notary public 

to register identification data of family members in the electronic system and getting 

identification number (login and password) to be able to upload online health, social and 

financial data of family members to the electronic system. 

However, 83% of e-applicants in Goranboy have followed more than two procedures (3-7 

procedures), such as collecting certificate and documents confirming 

a.    their income, 

b.    land ownership, 

c.    utility expenses, 

d.    education level 

In addition, some of the e-applicants have visited local centers of Ministry; however, it is not 

required legally to visit the Ministry to apply to e-service. This fact shows that almost all of the e- 

applicants for targeted social assistance service benefited from facilitation service of intermediary 

persons.  If citizens must collect more than required documents such as paper certificates and 
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documents confirming household income, land ownership, utility expenses, education level and a 

visit to social protection center, they are most likely doing this at the behest of the middlemen to assist 

them with the application process. In other words, the data given in the certificates and documents 

provide "middlemen" with a valid date to be able to apply to electronic system on behalf of the family. 

 
Picture 8: E-applicants who have followed more than two ―offline‖ procedures 
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In the past, one of the traditional corruption mechanisms in the provision of targeted social 

assistance was the assignment of one year-long TSA by a public official in return for the official's 

keeping the cards to withdraw his "share" in the first 6 months. In this regard, three paper-based 

applicants reported that they had received their social assistance bankcards not from bank officials, 

but from other persons. This result strongly suggests a corrupt relationship among corrupt middlemen 

network has existed in social benefit delivery. Instead of this, all e-applicants stated that they had 

received their bankcards from bank officials. This result suggests that e-service has reduced the role 

of middlemen in delivering public service result. In other words, now middlemen play a role in 

applying to public e-service, but not the delivery of public e-service result. According to one 

respondent, workers of so-called "computer centers" manipulate data of a family to "slow down" the 

application process for targeted social assistance upon the "recommendation" of employees of local 

center of the Ministry. 

 
5. Discussion 

 
Two hypotheses are proposed in this research paper: 

 H1: Introduction of e-service eliminates administrative bribery in delivering social benefits to 

citizens. 

 H2: Introduction of e-service removes a middleman between public service and citizens and 

thereby reduces administrative bribery in delivering social benefits to citizens. 

In the case of H1, the finding suggests that e-service is a weak instrument in reducing 

administrative bribery when citizens have a poor awareness of e-service. The survey suggests that 

people do not know what has exactly changed and public officials benefit from this confusion. A 

citizen comes to Social Protection Centers, and employee of a Center requests a citizen to present 
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paper certificates as before, plus "identification number" from a notary. The people collect these paper 

certificates and present them to a public official in social protection center. By requesting paper 

documents,  public officials  indicate that  nothing has  changed,  in  other words,  "old  rules  still 

function." The second finding is that e-service is a week instrument to reduce corruption if corrupt 

organizational culture, as well as the factors that stimulate corrupt organizational culture, remain 

intact. Although the new electronic system is installed to provide targeted social assistance, low salary 

of employees of Social Protection Centers remain, and this factor stimulates them to think about their 

private gain. For that reason, local centers of the Ministry have reinvented themselves as the 

"supporting" centers in the e-application process for a fee (bribe) compared "granting" center before. 

As far as the second hypothesis is concerned, the study indicates that e-services removes 

traditional middlemen in the decision-making process, but creates new opportunities for 

(reintermediation function) new middlemen, as well as "corrupt middleman network" in the e- 

application stage for targeted social assistance. In other words, e-service can remove middlemen when 

a citizen has sufficient digital skills to use electronic services. The survey finds out that citizens are 

unable to submit their application online, they come to Social Protection Center and notary public, or 

ICT support center and request to submit to the electronic system data on health, social, financial data 

of family members on behalf of a citizen. Data on income, property, including land, utility cost, and 

education level of a member of the family is required to be presented to the electronic system without 

uploading any scanned documents. The "middleman" do not rely on verbal statements of citizens and 

request them to present paper-based certificates as before. Based on the data provided in the paper 

certificates, a middleman fills in and submits an application on behalf of citizens on the electronic 

system in exchange for a fee so that the latter can apply to the public service on behalf of the family. 

Furthermore, as this e-service is not fully digitalized, there are corruption risks for a middleman to 

exploit. Thus, direct communication between a public official (notary, social inspector) and citizen is 

still needed in registration, application and processing stages of e-service, though indeed, submission 

to the electronic system shall be done by citizens themselves, and the decision is notified 

electronically via mobile phone of citizens. That is the reason why citizens are prone to use of 

facilitation service of a middleman in submitting their declaration to the electronic application system. 

The following hypothesis is proposed to test the relationship between corruption and e- 

service: 

H1. The digitalization (maturity) level of e-service matters in eliminating administrative 

bribery 

intact. 

 
H2. E-service does not reduce administrative bribery if corrupt organizational culture remains 

 
H3. E-service does not eliminate administrative bribery when citizens have a poor awareness 

of e-service 

H4. E-services remove traditional intermediaries in public service delivery, but creates new 

opportunities for new intermediaries if citizens have digital illiteracy or e-service can remove 

middlemen when a citizen has sufficient digital skills to use electronic services. 
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APPENDIX: SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 
The following main questions are asked to define the level of administrative corruption (bribery) in 

getting targeted social assistance: 

    How much time have you spent to get targeted social assistance? 

    How much cost have you spent to get targeted social assistance? 

    How much cost have you spent on transport? 

    How much cost have you spent on intermediary persons? 
 

The following questions  are  asked  to  know whether the applicant  used  facilitation  service of 

middleman, and what is the status of middleman, and how much cost has the citizen spent on the 

intermediary person. 
 

    How many documents/certificates have you collected to apply for targeted social assistance? 

    Which  documents/certificates  have  you  collected?  Please,  specify  the  name  in  the  list 

provided below…. 

    How many state agency have you visited to get targeted social assistance? Please, specify the 

name provided below… 

 Have you found intermediary persons to help you in collecting certificates and in getting 

targeted social assistance? 

    What was the status of the middleman? 

    How much cost have you spent on intermediary service? 

    From whom have you took your targeted social assistance bank cards? 
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The amendments to the Law on Grants, the Law on State Registration of Legal Entities and 

the State Registry and the Code of Administrative Offences in 2014 have limited the activities of the 

Civil Society Organizations in Azerbaijan. This paper explores the Azerbaijani government's policies 

toward civil society in the light of the amended NGO legislation and the resulting environment, which 

emerged as a result of these laws. This will include an analysis of the government's influence over 

the space allowed for public life, the shifting borders of that space, and the types of difficulties and 

burdensome conditions, which have been created for NGOs. The paper also seeks to better understand 

the meaning of the government's policy regarding democracy. In addition, this research clarifies the 

legislative conditions faced by NGOs in their operations and the potential outlook for the socio- 

political life of Azerbaijan. 
 

 

1.   Introduction 

 
On the eve of the presidential and parliamentary elections of 2003-2005, demonstrations and 

protests, under the leadership of the opposition parties, began to evolve and expand. However, they 

were soon suppressed by the police and military forces (Welt 2014). These events were interpreted 

in different ways by different sides. On the one hand, they were seen by the opposition as a pro- 

democracy demonstration; on the other hand, by the government as an unsuccessful attempt to 

promote a 'color revolution' against the existing political system (ESI 2011). Regardless of the validity 

of interpretation, all these processes have led to a deterioration of the relationship between politicized 

civil society organizations (CSOs) and the government. Following these incidents, the government 

began to develop a new policy towards civil society, characterized by a hostile attitude toward critical 

opposition and social actors, and endeavors to create new ranks of supporters. Initially, the policy 

consisted of 'cleansing' public life of critics and opposition forces - activists, journalists, advocacy 

groups, intellectuals, etc. - and the establishment of certain state institutions to shape new regime 

followers. However, since 2013, this approach has evolved to include restrictive amendments to NGO 

legislation. 

 
2.  Literature Review 

 
Under its most common definition, civil society is described as the 'third sector', standing apart 

from the state and the private sector. It constitutes the space outside the family, and it is considered 

as non-governmental, non-profit activity. It is based on un-coerced or voluntary associational life 

(Chambers & Kopstein 2006). If we consider the term in its expanded sense, diverse organizations 

and activity types - from grassroots associations and activities to social movements, faith 

communities, NGOs, social and political debates, etc. - may be included in the scope of this definition. 

For the purposes of this paper, I will treat civil society as only voluntary associational life, given it is 

clear that this is the direct target of state policy in Azerbaijan. 
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Moreover, I take here civil society policy as a relationship between the state and civil society 

that is the practices such as legislative amendments, sanctions, constraints, and reforms carried out 

by different state agencies and institutions dealing with and regulating this space. The space for the 

civil society is considered here as an environment that NGOs operate, exist in, and are able to survive 

in. It is an enabling legal environment for such organizations to function effectively. This paper builds 

on previous research on this topic by looking at the primary criteria for the space allowed for civil 

society. 

A crucial issue for NGOs is conditions and mechanisms available for their establishment and 

registration. Next, there is a question as to what extent they are able to operate effectively, without 

any restrictions on their internal management and relations with other local and foreign socio-political 

actors. Further, one of the most important concerns for non-profit organizations is their financial 

situation and how easily they are able to access financial resources. Finally, there is the question of 

how the existing legislation regulates the termination and suspension of NGOs, and whether those 

rules are used for political objectives or not. All of the above criteria are considered in this paper as 

the major borderlines of the space allowed for civil society, and they are used to analyze the extent 

of the expansion or shrinking of that space. 

When we look at government policies that have restrictive consequences for civil society, we 

can see some commonalities in diverse regions across the world. The UN's Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG) number 16 'promotes peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, 

provides access to justice for all and builds effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all 

levels' (Sidel 2015, 1). Comprehensive research on this issue in the Asia and Pacific region found the 

following mechanisms for how the restrictive policies of governments are implemented: 

 
Establishment, registration and incorporation requirements for CSOs; prohibited and 

permitted purposes and activities for CSOs; government supervisory and management 

requirements and measures vis-à-vis CSOs; the legal treatment of foreign organizations and 

foreign funding; the regulatory treatment of CSO resources, including fundraising, CSO 

economic activities, investment, and related issues (Sidel 2015, 3-4). 

 
Moreover, while exploring how this issue plays out in Africa, many commonalities were found in the 

new policies adopted by the Azerbaijani government. As in Azerbaijan, the restriction of civil society 

activities is conducted by imposing barriers to entry, restrictions on operational activity and free 

speech, and erecting barriers to accessing resources (Elone 2014). Additionally, freedom of 

association is restricted, CSOs engage in self-regulation, and amendments are made to NGO 

legislation (Olugbuo 2014). 

Investigations of how the government treats civil society in Azerbaijan are primarily based on 

the annual reports and research projects of international organizations, NGOs, and other institutions, 

as well as by a small number of local organizations and freelance researchers. These studies employ 

various theoretical frameworks, methodologies, definitions of civil society, and policy influences. 

The first type of investigation is found in the reports of the UN, EU, Council of Europe (CoE), and 

OSCE. These include general overviews of the social, political and legislative situation following 

notable political events such as parliamentary and presidential elections, referendums. In such reports, 

any changes in the country are assessed in terms of their influence on democracy and democratic 

institutions. The second type of investigation is found in the reports, research projects and other works 

of various international NGOs, such as Human Rights Watch, Freedom House, Amnesty International 

and Transparency International. In general, in these works, civil society (and its relation to the 

government) is conceived of differently, including processes of dissident activity and political 

activism (HRW 2013; HRW 2016), the pro-democracy movement and democratization process 

(Amnesty International 2015), or human rights activism (IPHR 2015). 
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3. Data and Methods 

 
This research analyses the legislation governing NGOs and the amendments made since 2013 

to the following laws: the Law on Non-Governmental Organizations (Public Unions and Foundations 

) (hereby the '2000 Law on NGOs‘), the Law on State Registration and the State Register of Legal 

Entities (hereby the ‗Law on Registration‘), the Law on Grants, the Law on Voluntary Activity and 

the various new rules adopted by state bodies determining new procedures for the registration of 

foreign NGOs and grants. The paper is also based on previous researches written since 2013 in 

reaction to the amendments to NGO legislation and to evaluate the changes from a legal perspective. 

 
4. The amended to the NGO Legislation 

 
Freedom of association, which enables associational life, is protected under the 58th article 

(the right to join) of the 1995 Constitution of the Azerbaijani Republic. This formally ensures that all 

enjoy the rights ‗to join other people‘, ‗to establish any union, including a political party, trade union 

or other public organization, or to enter into existing organizations.' However, a series of amendments 

adopted to this and other related laws since 2013 have had a significant restrictive influence on 

freedom of association and the space for NGOs. It has reinforced the restriction on civil society 

activities. 

The  major  targets  of  the  changes  were  not  only local  NGOs  that  were  critical  of  the 

government, but also foreign institutions and foreign donor organizations. In this regard, the 

government has established new rules regulating and limiting the sector, and new restrictions and 

prohibitions have emerged. In order to understand the current environment for NGOs, and its 

influence over the space for civil society, we must analyze each of the issues mentioned above in the 

light of the legislation and subsequent amendments. 

It should be noted that according to statistics, by the end of 2015 in Azerbaijan there were 

around 4,100 registered CSOs and an estimated further 1,000 unregistered CSOs. However, a number 

of foreign and local CSOs suspended their operations in 2015 because of the emerging restrictive 

NGO legislation and financial difficulties. A total of 29 independent NGOs have been affected by 

criminal persecution, some foreign organizations decided to close their representations in the country, 

and at least ten foreign and 17 local organizations received fines (Ismayil & Remezaite 2016, 3). As 

a result, Azerbaijan‘s score on the 'CSO Sustainability' index compiled by USAID has decreased so 

notably during the 2013 to 2015 period (USAID 2015, 32-42). 

 
4.1.   Establishment and Registration 

4.1.1. Local NGOs 
The Law on NGOs defines two types of non-governmental organization - 'public unions' and 

'foundations'(Article 1.2). According to the legislation, local NGOs (as distinct from commercial 

entities, their branches, and the representatives of foreign legal entities in the country) can legally 

operate without state registration. There is no mandatory provision for registration. However, without 

obtaining the status of legal entity - which is received only after state registration (Article 16.2) - 

NGOs cannot enjoy some significant privileges which legal entities benefit from. 

Firstly, Article 7.1 states that 'a state-registered NGO can open branches and representative 

offices on the territory of the Azerbaijani Republic and beyond its limits.' Thus, The law gives rights 

only to registered NGOs, and it denies this opportunity from non-registered ones. In this context, 

NGOs cannot expand their activities through structures within the country and further afield. In other 

words, by using the law, strengthening and expansion of social organizations can be easily curtailed. 

The second benefit of having the status of a legal entity concerns the relationship between 

NGOs and donors. The Law on Grants, by describing non-profit recipients as 'resident and non- 

resident legal entities, their branches, representative offices and departments' (Article 3.2) prevents 

non-registered organizations from receiving funds from donors. In addition, without the status of legal 
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entity, NGOs cannot open a bank account, buy property, or enjoy tax benefits. Without funds from 

donors, the survival of NGOs in the Azerbaijani context is a challenge. 

Thus, in order for NGOs to access the resources needed for effective operation, and to sustain 

their activities in the long term, registration is an important precondition. 

 
4.1.1.1. Registration Procedures 

The Law regulates the state registration of NGOs on Registration, which declares that 'the 

registration of a non-profit organization intending to receive the status of legal entity ought to be 

completed in no longer than 40 days' (Article 8.1). However, considering the description of the 

procedure in the following parts of the same article, the provision lacks clarity. According to the same 

law, the compliance check for such applications by the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) takes up to 30 days 

(Article 8.2), a period that can be extended by up to 30 days in cases where 'there is a necessity for 

extra exploration.' Moreover, the MoJ can return the application and request corrections/amendments 

within 20 days. Finally, the Ministry must notify the applicant of the status of application - its 

acceptance or refusal – within no more than ten days (Article 8.4). 

Considering that, in legal terms, a day means a working day (Article 4.5), the MoJ is able to 

prolong the procedure for 90 working days, i.e., 18 weeks or around 4 to 5 months.However, the law 

states that the state registration of commercial entities ought to be carried out in no more than two 

days (Article 7.1). Hence, There emerges a clear gap between the attitude of the state toward 

commercial entities and non-profit entities. 

 
4.1.1.2. Instances of Rejection of Registration 

In practice, NGOs applying for state registration face many challenges, and they are often 

rejected for a number of reasons. In total, there are more than 1,000 NGOs, which were unable to 

register. It is relatively common for an NGO to apply 12 to 15 times seeking the status of legal entity. 

However, the MoJ often returns their application to review mistakes (Abdullayev 2014). 

Consequently, during 2013 and 2014 many cases were being reviewed in the local courts. In addition, 

around 50 applications regarding NGO registration have been sent to the European Court of Human 

Rights (ECHR) (Abdullayev 2014). 

According to the Law on NGOs, the MoJ can deny an NGO registration only by appealing to 

the grounds provided in the Law on Registration. However, amendments to the Law on Registration 

have restricted this appeal in the following cases: 

    When the submitted documents contradict the Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan, this 

Law and other Laws of Azerbaijan; 

    When the information provided in the application and (or) the documents enclosed with it are 

incorrect‖ (Article11.3.1-1, amended in 2012); 

    When the objectives, goals, and activities of the organization controvert local legislation 

(Article 11.3.2); 

 When there is in the statute of the NGO a provision on the appropriation of the authority of 

state bodies and local self-government (Article 11.3.2-1, amended in 2010); 

 When there is a violation of the requirements of the law on protection of company names, and 

(or) when two companies are found to have registered under identical names; when the NGO 

uses the title of state bodies or the names of eminent persons of the Republic of Azerbaijan 

(without permission of their next-of-kin or heirs) (Article 11.3.3, amended in 2010); 

 When the mistakes identified by the relevant  executive body in the NGO's foundation 

documents are not addressed within 20 days. (Article 11.3.4). 

Experts consider that the nature of the amendments and the codes regulating the registration 

of NGOs are problematic and that 'this type of grounds provide a significant judgmental authority to 

public officials and facilitates the search for grounds to deny state registration' (Mammadli 2015, 144- 

145). In addition, in practice when rejecting applications, the MoJ mostly refers to issues in the Statute 

of the NGOs in question (Abdullayev 2014). 
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4.1.2.  Foreign NGOs and Donor Organizations 

Since the amendment to the Law on NGOs in 2009, the state registration of the branches and 

representations of foreign NGOs has been carried out on the basis of agreements signed with such 

organizations (Article 12.3). The changes determining the registration of foreign NGOs were 

followed by further new amendments in 2013 to 2014. The registration mechanism, which differs 

from that for local NGOs, is seen as discriminating against foreign NGOs. Based on the Article 5 of 

the Constitution, 'the free functioning of all unions is assured.' However, the amended registration 

procedure is viewed by the Venice Commission as a set of 'new obligations upon branches and 

representations of foreign NGOs that can seriously hamper their registration and their very operations' 

(paragraph 56). 

In order to clarify the ground rules of this agreement, in 2011 the Cabinet of Ministers (CoM) 

adopted 'The Rules on the Negotiations for, and the Signing of, Agreements for the State Registration 

of Branches and Representatives of Foreign NGOs in the Republic of Azerbaijan' (hereby the ‗Rules 

for Foreign NGOs‘). These rules were amended twice: in 2013 and 2014. 

According to the amendment to Article 12.3 of the Law on NGOs (as well as the amendments 

to Code 4.1 of the Rules for Foreign NGOs), foreign NGOs are required to display an 'expiration date' 

on their registration agreement with the MoJ. These provisions enable the government to refuse 

prolonging agreement with foreign NGOs whose activities are seen as ‗not relevant.' As a result, 

NGOs operating under this regime are likely to self-censor, and in the longer term, the rule can be 

used as a political filtration mechanism for civil society. 

According to the 2014 amendments to Article 4 of the Law on Registration, 'foreign NGOs 

may establish one branch or representative office in the territory of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan'(Article 4.2.1). This provision clearly hinders foreign NGOs in expanding and 

strengthening their activities within Azerbaijan. 

A further amendment to the Law on NGOs requires that the deputy head of the organizations, 
branches, and representations of foreign NGOs (or those established by foreigners, foreign entities or 

stateless persons) must be a citizen of the Republic of Azerbaijan. (Article 7.5, amended in 2014). It 

is difficult to predict all repercussions of this rule, and whether or not it constitutes an attempt to 

monitor the activities of foreigners by citizens. However, the provision can be seen as the product of 

political rhetoric in Azerbaijan which sees foreign NGOs as a ‗fifth column‘ and creates a hostile 

environment for both foreign NGOs and those local social actors who have ties to them. All foreign 

NGOs are considered as potential executors of revolution in the country (Mehdiyev 2014). 

Another 2014 amendment to Article 19.7 of the Law of NGOs stipulates that 'if a foreign NGO 

unites with another organization or divides itself, or if its organizational-legal form changes, its 

branch and representative office on the territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan will be liquidated.' 

This further complicates the operations of the organization. 

Within the Rules for Foreign NGOs, there are two controversial requirements, which foreign 

NGOs ought to obey in their future activities following the agreement: 

    Respect for the 'national-moral values' of the Azerbaijan people (Article 3.2.2). 

In domestic political rhetoric, expressions such as „national-moral values‘ or ‗national 

mentality‘are used to express national integrity and the national ideology of the country. However, 

the rhetoric is also used to suggest potential threats (regardless of whether they are real or not) against 

the country from outside, or by a ‗fifth column.' In a social and political sense, this rhetoric is mostly 

used to conceal the real problems with human rights and democracy evident in the country, which 

have been highlighted by both local and foreign critics. These critics are stigmatized as agents who 

are acting against the 'national-moral values' or 'national mentality' of Azerbaijan, framing them as 

traitors. The inclusion of such political discourse in the NGO legislation as a requirement for the 

registration of foreign NGOs can be read as a warning to these critics. As a result, registered foreign 

NGOs feel at constant risk of being labeled ‗irrelevant‘, which can lead to self-censorship. The 

provision  can  also  be  interpreted  as  a  political  tool  designed  to  exclude  NGOs  carrying  out 
'unwelcome' activities. 
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    Not becoming involved in political and religious propaganda (Article 3.2.4). 

Throughout the last decade, the ‗political‘ space has enlarged to cover the ‗social‘ life in the 

country. In this sense, the promotion of human rights and democratic principles is considered as a 

political activity rather than merely a social one. Since criticism of human rights and democracy in 

the country is understood as a political activity, this provision can be evaluated as a condition for 

registration, obliging foreign NGOs to refrain from criticizing the government in this sense. It also 

promotes self-censorship among foreign NGOs, which may as a consequence halt their 'unwelcome' 

activities. 

 
4.2.   Operational Barriers for NGOs 

Various amendments made to the NGO legislation since 2013 have also created a restrictive 

environment that negatively influences the operations and activities of NGOs. The limited social 

environment is evident in a number of different ways. 

 
4.2.1. Studying the activity of NGOs 

To monitor the compatibility of the activities of local and foreign NGOs with their statutes 

and domestic legislation, new amendments were made to the Law on NGOs in 2014 (a new Article 

30.1, was added). As a result, on 28 December 2015, the MoJ collegium adopted the 'Rules on 

Studying the Activities of NGOs, Branches or Representations of Foreign NGOs' (hereafter the ‗Rules 

on monitoring NGO activities‘). These rules established new procedures for the inspection of NGOs 

and granted the MoJ the right to intervene in their activities. 

The Rules on Monitoring NGO Activities stipulate that the regional departments of the MoJ 

should report on the results of the monitoring of NGO activities twice a year (it is unclear whether 

these reports refer to the same NGOs or not) (Article 1.5). It is worth noting that each investigation 

period lasts for 30 days and the term can be prolonged for an extra 30 days on the authorization of 

the head of the regional department of the MoJ (Article 3.1). This means that a NGO can legally be 

subjected to 30-60 day long investigations by the MoJ for around a year. In addition to these 

inspections, the departments are permitted to investigate NGOs without notice under the following 

circumstances: 

    when 'relevant information' is received by state institutions; 

 when information is distributed in the mass media or appeals are received by legal entities, 

individuals or participants of the NGO; 

    when the MoJ detects a violation; (Articles 3.3.1, 3.3.2 and 3.3.3). 

While pre-planned inspections take place seven days after written notification is sent to the 
NGOs, in the case of unplanned inspections only one day's notice is given. (Article 3.3 & 3.6). 

The rules grant rights to the MoJ to inspect the financial management of the NGO - by 

reviewing the compatibility of their financial activities with their objectives - and to intervene in their 

internal management (Ismayil & Remezaite 2016, 16-17). In sum, the new amendments and rules can 

be considered as an attempt to systematically control NGO activity. The official justification is the 

need for transparency and accountability. However, it is clear that the underlying purpose is to 'check 

up' on each step taken by NGOs, even when it comes to their internal management. 

 
4.2.2.  Relations with political parties 

Another critical issue within the legislation regarding NGOs concerns their relationship with 

political actors and the political process. For instance, Article 2 of the Law on NGOs prohibits NGOs 

from providing political parties with 'financial and other material assistance.' The objective of such a 

stipulation can be seen as delineating the borders between civil society and politics, and between 

social and political life. However due to the lack of clarity over the term 'material assistance', the 

provision can be interpreted as a further restriction on NGOs. In practice, the Article can be used to 

restrict NGOs from providing any assistance to political parties on topics such as democracy and 

human rights principles, freedom of assembly, freedom of speech, etc. In particular, this could include 
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restrictions on conducting training, seminars and distributing promotional materials, which is one of 

the most important activities of social organizations. 

Observing the emergence of the pro-democracy movement in Azerbaijan, the active role of 

NGOs in the mobilization and education of both activists and political actors is clear to see. Many of 

the most active participants in the demonstrations of 2003-2005 and the participants of later 

demonstrations in recent years had been exposed to educational programs conducted by NGOs. In 

this light, the promotional activities of NGOs can serve as a primary source of advocacy for 

democratic and human rights principles in social and political life in Azerbaijan (Ergun 2010, 80-83). 

In the long term, if NGOs are prevented from functioning in this way, the value system of civil society 

and political life can easily deteriorate. 

 
4.3.   Access to Financial Resources 

In order to operate effectively and to survive in the long term, the most important concern for 

NGOs is the ability to receive funds without obstacles because these grants and donations form the 

basis of their budget. It should be noted that the majority of grants received by local NGOs are 

provided by foreign donors - foreign NGOs and international organizations, as well as individual 

donations. Recent legislative amendments have also changed the legislation on Grants and the rules 

for making donations, dramatically altering the grant-seeking activity of NGOs. These changes have 

created problems for both the donors (mostly foreign NGOs) and the recipients (local NGOs). 

 
4.3.1.  New Rules for Foreign Donors 

New requirements for foreign NGOs and all other foreign donors came into force following a 

number of amendments: the amendment to Article 2 of the Law on NGOs in 2014; the adoption of 

'The Rule for Foreign Donors to obtain the right to provide a grant in the territory of Azerbaijan' 

(hereby ‗Rule for Foreign Donors‘) on 22 October 2015; and new amendments to this Rule in 2017. 

The new rules require foreign donors to acquire permission, referred to as 'an opinion on financial- 

economic reasonability' from the Ministry of Finance (MoF) in order to be able to make a grant and 

fund local NGOs (Article 2.2). 

The amended rules established a new procedure for commercial organizations and non-profits 

under the 'single window principle' (not yet implemented). According to the rules, in order to receive 

the opinion of the MoF, organizations must appeal to the MoJ with the following documents attached: 

grant agreement, the project based on the agreement, the application of recipient, and the financial- 

economic reasoning of the grant (Article 2.3). The MoJ, as the coordinating state body, they ought to 

send the documents to the MoF no later than seven working days later, provided that the application 

conforms to requirements. In the case of any problems, the documents are sent back to the 

organization in order to resolve any shortcomings, which they are given ten days to correct (Article 

2.5). After receiving the application, the MoF should review the application and send its opinion 

within seven days. However, in cases that require extra investigation, that period can be extended to 

a further seven days (Article 3.1). Following the review, the MoF should send its opinion to the MoJ, 

and the MoJ must then send the opinion to the organization no later than three working days later 

(Article 3.2.1). 

The MoF should justify its response regarding any positive or negative opinions in its report. 

The Ministry can refuse to give a positive opinion on a grant in cases where 'the needs of the field on 

which the grant focuses are supplied by the state' or where 'the financial-economic reasoning of the 

grant is uncertain' (Article 3.3 and 3.4). Given the lack of clarity in these two grounds for rejection, 

any politically undesirable grant can be legally rejected as the result of a political decision, thus 

allowing the government to filter out any 'unwelcome grants' (Yusifli 2016, 2-4). 

 
4.3.2.  New Rules for Local Recipients 

Amendments to the NGO legislation since 2013 have established new procedures for NGOs 

to register grant agreements with the MoJ. As a continuation of the changes in the Law on NGOs and 
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Law on Grants, on 5 June 2015, the Cabinet of Ministers (CoM) adopted 'The Rules on Registration 

of Grant Agreements (decisions).' According to  the amended  Law on Grants, without a grant 

agreement, neither local NGOs nor the branches and representations of foreign NGOs can receive 

grants  (Article 1). The  rule is  also  applied  to sub-grants  (Article 1.1).  In  addition,  without  a 

confirmation of the grant registration by the MoJ, bank transactions cannot be carried out. Through 

these legislative amendments, all grants have become subject to the confirmation of the MoJ. 

Again, the new rules were presented by the government as a tool to strengthen transparency 

and accountability in the NGO sector. However, they can also be used as a political tool to manage 

the political discourse of civil society by controlling each and every grant. 

 
4.3.3.  New Rules for Service Agreements 

NGOs are now obliged to register each service agreement based on any foreign financial 

sources they are funded from, according to 'The Rule on the registration of contract on provision of 

services and works at the expense of foreign financial sources by NGOs, as well as branches or 

representations of foreign NGOs‖ (hereby ‗the Rule on Service Contract Registration‘) adopted by 

the Cabinet of Ministers on 21 October 2015. The agreements must be registered with the MoJ no 

later than 15 days from the date when the agreement is concluded. Without this registration, they will 

not be able to carry out any bank transactions. (Articles 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5). The application documents 

of NGOs are reviewed and a response issued within 15 days, however, this period can be prolonged 

for an extra 15 days when the MoJ sees the need for additional investigation (Article 4.1). 

 
4.3.4.  New Donation Procedures 

Following the amendments to the Law on NGOs over 2013-2014, local NGOs (and branches 

and representations of foreign NGOs) can receive donations only by transfer to their bank accounts. 

However, donations of less than AZN 200 can be accepted in cash (Article 24.1.4). Moreover, NGOs 

must report to the MoJ on the amount of the donation and disclose information on the person who 

donated, in order to register the donation. Without submitting this information, no bank or other 

transactions can be carried out concerning these donations (Article 24.1.5). Through these legislative 

changes, the government has further limited the 'breathing space' for NGOs in accessing financial 

resources. 

 
4.4.   Termination and Suspension 

Other amendments to the NGO legislation are related to the termination and suspension of 

NGO activities, which make civil society fragile when it comes to freedom of association. Following 

the changes, provisions have been enforced, which simplify the termination and suspension of local 

and foreign NGOs, putting them in a vulnerable position. 

Firstly, Article 31.4 of the Law on NGOs states that the MoJ can apply to the courts requesting 

the suspension of an NGO in cases where there are two 'violations' during a single year. The Article 

states that 'if an NGO, or a branch or representation of a foreign NGO, receives more than two 

warnings or requests for correction of violations within a year, the courts may suspend that NGO or 

its branch on the basis of the relevant executive authority.' It is clear that the MoJ can easily suspend 

any NGO, and the suspension of NGOs is subject to only two arbitrary decisions by public officers 

(Mammadli 2016, 7). 

The second problem with these amendments concerns the influence of disputes between the 

NGO and its members on the suspension decision. According to an amendment made to the Law on 

NGOs on 17 December 2013, 'if the court identifies a case of violation of the rights of a member of 

the organization, the activity of this NGO can be suspended.' As well as further simplifying the 

procedure for the suspension of NGOs, this can also cause social organizations to adopt a negative 

attitude towards their membership in the long term. 

According to the same set of amendments in December 2013 (to Article 19.7),'when a foreign 

NGO merges with another organization, or is divided, or changes its organizational, legal form, the 
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branch and representation of the organization on the territory of Azerbaijan will be terminated.' 

(Mammadli 2015). 

 
4.5. New Fines for NGOs 

A significant dimension of the amendments to NGO legislation since 2013 concerns the new 

fines imposed on NGOs. These have entered into force through changes to the Code of Administrative 

Offenses. The following chart illustrates the fines imposed for various violations according to the 

new amendments. Table 1 illustrates that the level of the fines is very high for Azerbaijan, considering 

that the minimum monthly salary in the country as of 2017 is AZN 116 (Official website of the 

President of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2017). 

 
Table 1: New Fines on NGOs 

Reason Fine          for 
natural 

persons 

Fine          for 
persons 

holding     an 

official 

position 

Fine for legal 
entities 

Not submitting information concerning grants 
on time 

AZN 2,000 AZN 1,500- 
2,500 

AZN 5,000 – 
7,000 

Receiving grants without grant agreement X AZN 2,500- 
5,000 

AZN 8,000- 
15,000 

Carrying  out  a  bank  and  other  transactions 
without grant agreement 

X AZN 2,500- 
5,000 

AZN 5,000- 
8,000 

If an NGO operates without the registration of 
changes to their founding documents after 

registration; 

-           a registry of members of the 

organization; 

-           the signing of volunteer agreements 

with volunteers; spending any funds generated 

by entrepreneurial NGO activities. Or for 

carrying out activities not compatible with the 

NGO‘s charter. 

X AZN 1,000- 
2,000 

AZN 500- 
3,000 

Creating obstacles for MoJ officials to conduct 
inspections on NGO activities 

X AZN 2,000 AZN 2,500- 
3,000 

Branches and representations of foreign NGOs 
operating without registration 

AZN 1,000- 
2,000 

AZN 2,000- 
3,000 

AZN 5,000- 
8,000 

Source: Alasgar Mammadli. 2015. 
Note: This table is based on the findings of the following research: Mammadli, Alasgar. 2015. Freedom of Association: 

Legal Analysis of NGO Legislation. Baku: Qanun Publish House; Ismayil, Zohrab, and RamuteRemezaite. 2016. 

Shrinking Space for Civil Society in Azerbaijan: Tackling restrictive laws, Criminal prosecutions, Tax penalties. 

International Report, Caucasian Initiative Center. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 
All of the amendments made to NGO legislation since 2013 and the resulting socio-political 

environment confined activities of the civil society and the NGO sector. These amendments created 

regulating mechanisms over these NGOs. This is designed to influence to actors who participate in 

them, the topics and issues they cover, their flow of resources, and their social and political discourse. 

The most alarming dimension of these changes is that, if the new mechanism is implemented in 
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practice, it could in the long term establish a new social order whereby social actors will emerge that 

are unable to take a critical stance and will simply act as a 'facade' of civil society. Considering that 

these amended laws create a limited space for civil society, we should understand that in the longer 

term this environment may further result in the disappearance of any critical civil society. 

The intention behind the creation of this mechanism is far from the transparency, 

accountability, and democratic principles that are cited in official justification. On the contrary, the 

nature of the amendments explicitly shows that the intention is to control, manage and determine the 

scope of the NGO sector. Firstly, the new mechanism grants the government power to determine 

which actors are active in the field. The government can easily use the new rules on registration in 

order to filter local and foreign NGOs and in order to 'cleanse' civil society of unwelcome activities. 

The new rules on the suspension and termination of NGOs further assist the government in this 

'cleansing' of the field in the longer term. 
Moreover, the amended legislation gives the government the opportunity to monitor, control 

and determine the activities of existing NGOs. Through the new rules for monitoring NGO activities, 

the government is able to keep a close eye on each step taken by NGOs, including their internal and 

financial management, and to target (using fines or suspension) those carrying out unwelcome 

activities.  Under the new rules  for the registration  of grant  agreements,  service contracts  and 

donations, each and every financial transaction must be confirmed by the government in order to be 

implemented. This represents a further tool for filtration and 'cleansing.' 

Given the extensive power granted to the government over civil society, the discourse of civil 

society can be easily managed. Furthermore, the newly amended NGO legislation gives the 

government the opportunity to establish a 'new' civil society, with pre-determined actors, pre- 

determined topics and with a pre-determined socio-political discourse. 

 
6.   Recommendations 

 
Many provisions of the current NGO legislation are discriminative in character and do not 

conform to democratic principles and the understanding of the freedom of association as expressed 

in CoE and OSCE documents. These provisions are hazardous to the development of pluralist, 

democratic,  and  liberal  civil  society.  Considering this,  the NGO legislation  must  be amended 

following public debates that involve larger segments of civil society, including also critical actors. 

The amended NGO legislation can be seen as a control mechanism for the government, and it 

can close the doors for participating in public life for critical actors. This, in turn, makes a change in 

the public life of the country difficult and tents the belief in the importance of civic action. If such 

civil society activities gradually lose their power, they may be replaced by 'underground' or violent 

action for change, contributing to radicalization in society. In the light of these concerns, space for 

civic life is essential, so the government should create new opportunities for change. 

The ongoing 'brain drain', NGO leaders and experts, activists, and journalists leaving the 

country, as a result of these conditions, is also sapping civil society of its strength day by day. This 

tendency undermining the spirit of society can easily spread to other sectors. In this regard, the 

government should provide new opportunities by making further amendments to the legislation that 

backtracks on those amendments already made. 

Given the levels of corruption, democracy, and transparency in the country, the amended NGO 

legislation may create new 'corruption clusters' within NGO operations. In order to prevent this, the 

NGO legislation must be redesigned to allow for open competition between all internal and external 

social actors. 

These types of amendments may also damage the national interests of the country, as we have 

seen in the case of Azerbaijan leaving the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI). In 

order to prevent further diversion from the path towards becoming a more democratic society, and 

further isolation in the international arena, legislation must be put in place for civil society to become 

more pluralist. 
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The April escalations of 2016 between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Karabakh 

conflict created great euphoria in Azerbaijani society, as Azerbaijan regained territory for the first 

time since the ceasefire signed in 1994. Civil society representatives in Azerbaijan, even those who 

had been involved in Track Two cross-border dialogue meetings with their Armenian counterparts, 

joined in with the war euphoria. The attitude of the ‗Track Two‘ community in both Azerbaijan and 

Armenia - where high-profile Track Two activists also reacted aggressively to the escalations and 

voiced support for military conflict - raised questions over the mission of Track Two activists in 

conflict resolution/ transformation, given their supposed advocacy of peacebuilding, tolerance and 

non-violent engagement. This paper seeks to explore this question from the perspective of Azerbaijan, 

as well as to shed light on the impact of the April escalations on Track Two communities. In doing 

so, it also clarifies the role of Track Two communities in the Nagorno Karabakh conflict resolution/ 

transformation efforts and contrasts this role with the expectations of them in wider society. 
 

 
1.  Introduction 

 
The 'frozen' Karabakh conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan has become a sensitive issue 

for public opinion in both Armenia and Azerbaijan. The conflict flared up at the end of the 1980s in 

the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO) of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic 

(SSR). Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Armenian minority in Mountainous (Nagorny) 

Karabakh, supported by their kin state Armenia, declared secession from Azerbaijan. This caused a 

full-scale war between Azerbaijan and Armenia, as a result of which Azerbaijan lost both the former 

NKAO and seven adjacent regions (Lachin, Kelbajar, Agdam, Jabrail, Fizuly, Gubadly and Zangilan). 

The lost regions constitute 13.62 percent of Azerbaijan's internationally recognized territory (De Wall 

2013). A ceasefire was agreed in 1994. However, a full peace agreement has not been reached. 

Since 1994, a number of escalations have been observed on the Line of Contact (LOC). 

However, the escalation that took place in April 2016 was undoubtedly the biggest since 1994. It 

broke out on the 2 April in Tartar-Agdere (Mardaket)-Agdam-Khojavand-Fizuly segment of the 

frontline, with the use of heavy artillery and rockets (Ministry of Defense of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan 2016). During the so-called 'four-day war' (from 2 to 5 April), the Azerbaijani Army 

crossed the LOC and liberated some height positions previously under the control of the Armenian 

Army (Ministry of Defense of the Republic of Azerbaijan 2016). News of these events caused a wave 

of enthusiasm in Azerbaijan, resulting in a certain 'war euphoria' in Azerbaijani society and fed hopes 

among the people that they will one day return to Karabakh. This 'war euphoria' phenomenon during 

and in the aftermath of the escalation compensated for the casualties of the four-day war, which saw 

93 Azerbaijani citizens lose their lives (Meydan TV 2016). 
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Since the early 1990s, individuals from various backgrounds in Azerbaijan and Armenia 

(journalists, NGO leaders, academicians, experts, etc.) have engaged in informal cross-border 

dialogue meetings to discuss issues around the conflict. They have been largely facilitated by 

international organizations and have become known as 'Track-Two diplomacy.' The main objective 

of the research paper is to study the reaction of those Azerbaijani 'Track-Two' activists who have 

engaged in conflict resolution and transformation activities in the past, to the escalations of April 

2016. I seek to clarify their roles and expectations in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, as well as 

challenges and perspectives for Track-Two diplomacy in the wake of the April escalations. In this 

way, the study is designed to explore the peace-building ambitions of Track-Two diplomacy to date 

in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. 
 

1.1. Research Question 

Conflict transformation theory suggests that civil society organizations (CSOs) can bring 

parties to a conflict to the table for discussion, as well as involve ordinary people in the long term 

reconciliation process, as it is able to reach to both decision-makers and the grassroots level (Hoch et 

al. 2016). In doing so, they can act as proponents of peace and reconciliation and can advocate peace 

against a backdrop of war and human rights violations during the armed conflict (Paffenholz, Thania 

& Spurk 2006). In other words, in order to prevent the recurrence of violence, a powerful civil society 

movement in society can transform the 'social climate in conflict-affected societies, particularly in 

situations where states are not inclined to compromise with each other (Hoch et al. 2016). 

According to my observations during the escalations of April 2016, the majority of the Track- 

Two community from Azerbaijan, as representatives of civil society, did not speak out against the 

war, nor defend peaceful efforts made in the past toward the transformation of the conflict by civil 

society. Rather, the majority supported the military escalation. These observations led to the major 

research question addressed by this paper: 

Why did Azerbaijani participants of the Track-Two cross-border dialogue meetings not take 

an openly critical stance toward the military escalations of April 2016? 

In addition, this paper also explores the following secondary questions: 
What are the negative and/or positive effects of militarization and military escalations, such 

as the four-day war of April 2016, on the activities of civil society addressing conflict 

resolution and/or transformation? 

What are the challenges, expectations, and perspectives of the Track-Two cross-border projects 

following the four-day war of April 2016? 
 

1.2.  Methodology 

This study focuses on analyzing the reaction to the four-day war of those non-state actors 

which regularly engage in the Track-Two cross-border projects related to the Nagorno-Karabakh 

conflict. For this reason, the study is based on a series of in-depth interviews with those actors: 

journalists, representatives of non-governmental organizations, conflict experts and researchers who 

have been actively involved in the meetings. As is clear from the research question, the study attempts 

to assess the political-psychological understanding of the four-day war on the part of civil society 

representatives engaged in the Track-Two cross-border projects. The attitude of this group, as 

representatives of civil society, is crucial because it helps to evaluate the meaning of participation in 

such meetings in times of crisis. In total, 12 in-depth interviews were carried out with different actors 

who contributed to Track-Two initiatives on the Karabakh conflict, several of whom are well-known 

faces in the Track Two activist community. A snowball sampling method was used to identify 

sufficiently experienced participants (Atkinson, Rowland & Flint 2001). Six of the actors were 

selected from the younger generation (under 35), while the remaining six were selected from the older 

generation (45-65), who have regularly attended Track-Two meetings since the early 1990s. The 

length of the interviews ranged from 20 minutes to one hour. Since the topic is a somewhat sensitive 

one for public discussion, it was agreed that the respondents would remain anonymous and their 

names have been coded by numbers. 
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As a complementary method, I reviewed and extracted relevant data from the online Facebook 

profiles of a number of prominent civil society leaders from both Armenia and Azerbaijan who 

engage in Track Two cross-border projects. Data was extracted from the period around the four-day 

war of 2016. In addition, some comments made to the media at that time have also been analyzed. 

For clarify I conceptualize the key terms  in  this  paper ('civil  society'  and  'Track  Two 

diplomacy') as follows: 

Civil society, as a political term, has no agreed definition in the literature. However, in this 

study, I refer to the definitions of three different authors in order to conceptualize the term (Reichardt 

2004; Mikhelidze, Nona & Pirozzi 2008; Hoch et al. 2016). Firstly, the chronological development 

of the term 'civil society' is conceptualized by Reichardt, as 'an intermediate social space between the 

state, the economy, and the private sphere', as well as an independent, self-organized and non-profit 

entity that applies itself to public sphere (Reichardt 2004, 35-55). It expresses 'the interests and the 

values of their members or other, based on ethical, political, cultural, scientific, religious or 

philanthropic considerations' (Reichardt 2004, 50). Civil society cooperates with the state and fosters 

democracy by involving grassroots actors in decision making and building an effective system for 

monitoring the state, to keep officials accountable and responsive (Reichardt 2004, 50). Being 

independent in its actions, civil society is 'communicative oriented, non-violent and tolerant.' Besides, 

civil society must cope with a variety of contradictions, conflicting interests, and opposing 

viewpoints. (Reichardt 2004, 50). Reichardt (2004) argues that compromise-oriented management of 

conflicts, through negotiation and mediation under the rule of law, should be considered as one of the 

main activities of civil society (50). Civil society can also engage in peacemaking activities through 

different activities and in different phases, in order to achieve sustainable peace between conflicting 

parties in war-torn societies, an area covered by Track-Two diplomacy efforts (Mikhelidze 2008, 6). 

Civil society should not always be understood only in its institutionalized form, such as NGOs, 

but can also encompass 'discussion platforms, think tanks, academic communities, religious 

organizations, freely operating media, or independent journalists' (Hoch et al. 2016, 2). 

The first mention of 'Track Two Diplomacy' comes from Montville, who first uses and defines 

the term in 1981 in context of cross-border dialogue meetings, as the 'unofficial, informal interaction 

between members of adversarial groups or nations with the goal of developing strategies, influencing 

public opinion, and organizing human and material resources in ways that might help resolve the 

conflict‖ (Jones 2015, 9). Montville simply states that 'if official diplomacy might be called 'Track 

one', then unofficial attempts to resolve differences might be called 'Track Two' (Jones 2015, 9). 

Since the time of Montville, several conflict scholars have attempted to define the term from different 

perspectives. While some groups consider that Track Two diplomacy should aim to influence official 

negotiation between conflicting parties and generate new ideas to assist 'Track One' in conflict 

resolution efforts, others consider that it should focus more on the grassroots level (Jones 2015, 9). 

Jones refers to Vincent Kavalovski‘s concept of 'transitional citizen peacemaking', according 

to which sustainable peace should be achieved 'by networks of informed and empowered citizens 

acting outside of the nation-state system' because states themselves aim to perpetuate the conflict 

(Jones 2015, 9). Jones underlines that real peace can be only achieved when all three levels in 

Lederach's pyramid work together – in this scheme, the decision makers (Track One) are at highest 

level, followed by an influential elite at the mid-level, i.e. NGO leaders, academicians, 

ethnic/religious leaders, etc. (Track 2), and finally the grassroots level i.e. local leaders (Track 3) 

(Lederach 2010). Finally, Jones (2015, 24) himself defines the term as: ―Unofficial dialogues, 

generally between two antagonistic parties, and often facilitated by an impartial Third Party and 

involving individuals with some close connections to their respective official communities, focused 

on cooperative efforts to explore new ways to resolve differences over, or discuss new approaches to, 

policy-relevant issues.‖ 

Conflict resolution theory points to the exploration of the origins of conflict and the restoration 

of the relations between conflicting parties, including civil society and local people. It involves the 
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‗skilled but powerless third party' to analyze the conflict and propose creative solutions for ways to 

find win-win outcomes for both parties (Miall 2004). 

Conflict transformation theory instead suggests a new paradigm for the resolution of conflicts 

between states. Though they have common features, Miall distinguishes conflict transformation 

theory from conflict resolution and conflict management theories by highlighting its approaches and 

actions toward the conflict. He argues that in contemporary conflicts, actors find it difficult to 

reformulate their positions and reach a win-win agreement. Therefore, conflict transformation seeks 

to change the very approach of the societies which perpetuate the conflict (Miall 2004). In this 

situation, the role of civil society becomes vital in dealing with the transformation of starkly 

conflicting interests and discourses to reach a win-win outcome, (Hoch et al. 2016) by combining 'a 

multi-actor and multi-track approach with short-, medium, and long-term perspectives' (Paffenholz 

2014). 

 
2.  Literature Review 

 
This review of existing literature is informed by an area of research focused on the similar 

case of the development of the Georgian-South Ossetian and Georgian-Abkhazian conflict during 

and after the Georgian-Russian war of August 2008. This literature discusses the reactions of civil 

society representatives – mainly conflict scholars and practitioners who actively contributed to Track- 

Two cross-border dialogue projects – toward the August war of 2008. 

The representatives of CSOs in Georgia and the breakaway regions see their work as creating 

the conditions for a peaceful resolution of the conflict. However, they cannot act as a 'wall' to prevent 

possible wars which are launched by official authorities (Track One). Instead, they consider 

themselves as actors who can ‗ring the alarm of impending fires and tank movements and have 

experience doing so before and during the resumption of localized violence in 1998, 2001, 2006 and 

2008‘ (Garb 2012, 93). Garb discusses the activities of Georgian and Abkhazian CSOs during conflict 

escalations and comments that: 

 
In each of these cases, when violence was resumed, both Abkhaz and Georgian civil society 

leaders appealed in writing and in person to their respective political leaders to demonstrate 

restraint in the use of military means. In August 2008, Abkhaz civil society leaders lobbied 

Abkhaz officials not to agree to the request by Russian military forces that the Abkhaz military 

to lead the way into Zugdidi, Georgia. These same civil society leaders, however, are the first 

to say that their conflict transformation activities alone cannot bring about a comprehensive 

peace agreement. (Garb 2012, 93) 

 
According to Garb, most people in Georgia accept that the Georgian intervention in South Ossetia 

was a wrong decision on the part of the government, and the only lesson learned from the August 

War was that Georgian public opinion considers that war is not an option to reclaim the breakaway 

regions. Afterward, when cross-border dialogue meetings were restored, one topic causing heated 

discussion was the question of why Georgian civil society did not react publicly to the Georgian 

military operation in South Ossetia, while its representatives did speak out about South Ossetian 

disloyalty to Georgia against the Russians. On the other hand, Garb believes that if Georgia had won 

the August War, the reaction of Georgian society and the CSOs  themselves would not be so 

aggressive (Garb 2012, 93). 

A research paper by Hoch et al. on the conflict transformation activities of Georgian and 

Abkhazian CSOs from 2009 until 2015 reveals that immediately after the August war of 2008, 

Abkhazian CSOs were no longer interested in launching intensive Track-Two cross-border dialogue 

meetings with Georgian counterparts. Abkhaz civil society leaders said that there was no point 

pursuing this since Russian recognition of their independence and security guarantee resolved the 

conflict. Nevertheless, that view changed in the 2014-2015 period. Abkhazian civil society leaders 
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understood that the conflict had not yet ended because even though Russian recognition brought a 

great deal of financial and administrative aid to Abkhazians, the 'partial recognition places great 

restrictions on the flexibility of our foreign policy' as well as creating additional burdens on the 

economy and social institutions. The authors conclude, following the August War, Abkhazian civil 

society no longer considers that the conflict is over (Hoch et al. 2016, 9). 

In a paper which sums up the Track-Two initiatives between Abkhazia and Georgia in 

chronological order, Francis points out that there were some cases in the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict 

before the August War in which regular participants of Track-Two projects from both sides reacted 

publicly to the particular events. In April 2001, 32 Georgian civil society representatives asked the 

Georgian authorities to assess the events that took place in the Gali district in May 1998, asking 

‗whether Tbilisi was interested in peace or hidden war' as Georgian soldiers moved into the security 

zone. Similarly, 47 civil society representatives wrote a letter to the Georgian government requesting 

an explanation of the operation held in the Kodori valley in October 2001. According to Francis, 

although these initiatives of civil society did not concretely affect events, ‗their letter and 

demonstrations against the military operation did contribute to confidence building.' Abkhaz civil 

society representatives also put pressure on their government to release a Georgian journalist arrested 

in Abkhazia in February 2008. Moreover, a series of bilateral meetings of Abkhaz and Georgian civil 

society members to show resistance to the August war of 2008 proves that the ties established between 

two were powerful. However, as Hotch et al. remind us, 'the war in South Ossetia then destroyed the 

last remnants of any Abkhazian trust in the Georgian regime' (2016, 9) 

One active Georgian participant of the Track-Two cross-border dialogue meetings, who 

openly reacted to the August War, was political scientist P‘aat‘a Zakareishvili. Hewitt describes 

Zakareishvili‘s reaction to the August War of 2008, noting how Zakareishvili observed the major 

changes in the practice and attitudes of the Georgian regime toward breakaway regions over time. 

Zakareishvili mentions how after the Rose Revolution, the Saakashvili regime did not favor Georgian 

involvement in informal meetings with Abkhazians and South Ossetians. Subsequently, the 

withdrawal of the planned Track-Two meetings by the Georgian side led to a loss of confidence 

among representatives of Abkhazia and South Ossetia earned during those meetings over time (Hewitt 

2013). 

Georgian conflict scholar Mikhelidze (2012) stresses that both the perception of the Georgian 

government of the Abkhazian and South Ossetian conflicts, as well as that of the people, are false. 

Moreover, she criticises the official view on the Georgian-Abkhazian conflict, which blames Russia 

alone and does not see Abkhazia as a player the conflict. She ultimately recommends that ‗the 

Georgian government should completely redesign its governance approaches by choosing the right 

interlocutor – the de facto Abkhaz government and ordinary local people (Mikhelidze 2012). 

A 2009 paper by Mikhelidze attempts to explain the effect of the August war on the wider 
Caucasus, starting from the Russian influence on events and the limitations of Western policies in the 

region, and also to touch on the 'urgency to engage in conflict resolution issues' and the need for 

energy diversification" in the region. Moreover, Mikhelidze openly criticises the Saakashvili regime- 

she considers that the military means used by Saakashvili to regain the secessionist regions created 

deep mistrust between Georgia and its breakaway regions (2009, 27-42). 

Archil Gegeshidze, previously the head of the Georgian Foundation for Strategic and 

International Studies, conducted extensive research, together with Ivian Haindrava on the post- 

August war dynamics in conflict transformation in both the Georgian-Abkhazian and the Georgian- 

South Ossetian context in 2010. It is based on a comparative analysis of pre-war and post-war 

dynamics in the conflict resolution strategies of Georgia and ―provides a snapshot in time of both 

societal reactions and policy orientations in the two years following the 2008 crisis‖ (Gegeshidze 

2010, 3-4). Gegeshidze also suggests that the regime change headed by Saakashvili in Georgia, which 

was supported by the West, came about as an ambition of official Tbilisi to solve all problems in one 

go: ―such an approach resulted in a disastrous role in conflict resolution in Georgia‖ (Haindrava 2010, 

17). Gegeshidze stresses that the 2008 war destroyed all negotiation and peace formats that had been 
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reached until then and suggested that ―there is no military solution to the conflicts in Abkhazia and 

South Ossetia. If there is any solution at all, it can only be achieved through dialogue and rebuilding 

of trust.‖ Secondly, he comments that ―Russia has made it perfectly clear that good relations with the 

West do not constitute a guarantee of security if Russia‘s interests are ignored.‖ He proposes the 

necessity of a new paradigm for Georgia for the resolution of the conflict, which includes serious 

compromise and de-isolation of Abkhazia in order to mitigate the high level of mistrust between the 

parties (Haindrava 2010, 21). 

In short, this review of the literature sheds light on the particular case of the Georgian- 

Abkhazian and Georgian-South Ossetian conflict. There were some voices from CSOs which publicly 

criticised the Saakashvili regime for the August war, which resulted in profound mistrust between the 

conflicting parties. However, most of this criticism emerged after the August war. As Popescu writes, 

during the August war of 2008, ‗extremely few voices in Georgia came out in the early hours of the 

conflict against the use of military means to solve a secessionist conflict' (2010). Similarly, when 

during Georgia's 2008 August war the Abkhaz authorities moved in to expel Georgian troops and 

inhabitants from the Kodori Gorge – a zone in upper Abkhazia controlled by Georgia – no one in 

Abkhazia condemned the launch of a unilateral initiation of military action by Abkhazia against 

Georgia. However, as Garb highlights, one of the roles of civil society leaders in any conflict 

transformation effort is to 'engage in critiquing their own society‘s role in perpetuating conflict‘ (Garb 

2012, 98). 
 

 

3.  A reaction of Azerbaijani Track-Two Activists to the April war of 2016 

 
A range of different reactions to the April escalations was observed among Azerbaijani 

Track-Two activists in 2016. In this section, I seek to reveal both individuals reaction to the 

escalations as well as an overall description of the reactions through the eyes of their colleagues. 

 
3.1. The reasons behind and aims of the four-day war: the political analytical views of the 

participants 

The first question that comes to the minds of those observing the four-day war is that of who 

initiated and benefitted from the war? Was it planned or did it happen spontaneously? In response to 

this question, the majority of the interviewed participants assert that the initiation came from Moscow, 

in an attempt by Russia to punish Armenia. This view rests on the assumption that there was some 

anti-Russian sentiment in Armenian society that was solved by the four-day war, which helped to 

secure the full loyalty of Armenian society. Indeed, once Russia sold the Iskander missile complex to 

Armenia, the anti-Russian sentiment in Armenian society allegedly disappeared (Interviewee no. 4 

2016). However, Avaz Hasanov, a prominent Azerbaijani conflictologist and a Track-Two activist, 

wrote in a Facebook post in April 2016 that Russian President Vladimir Putin reprimanded both 

Azerbaijan and Armenia for this war: 

 
Since Russian President Vladimir Putin boycotted the 4th Nuclear Security Summit held from 

31 March – 1 April 2016 in the US, he expected the same reaction from Armenia and 

Azerbaijan. When the opposite happened, Putin began provocations on the LOC. This caused 

Armenian resentment toward Russia, and Azerbaijan took precautions because Russia can 

involve its peacekeeping forces in Nagorno-Karabakh… [Translated from Azerbaijani to 

English by the author] (Facebook Post 2016) 

 
Another common view among participants is that such escalations were expected in 2016 due to the 

harsh socio-economic conditions in Azerbaijan beginning from early 2015 as a result of falling oil 

prices on the world market and the consequent double devaluation of the national currency. In other 

words, the Azerbaijani government sought to draw the attention of its citizens away from these socio- 

economic difficulties and gain political credit with a victory. 
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Nonetheless, interviewee no. 10 believes that the April escalations were the first serious 

attempt by Azerbaijan to change the status quo by military means: 

 
The April escalations were not a spontaneous event. They came as a response to the 

continuous provocations by Armenia on the LOC in recent years. Once we responded to these 

provocations, we liberated some more territories and forced Armenia to face a new reality. 

Thus, the April escalations were a first step in liberating our territories (2016). 

 
Eldar Namazov - a prominent politician, former advisor to President Heydar Aliyev on foreign policy, 

and active Track-Two participant – also stresses in the media that the aim of the April war was to 

demonstrate the military power of Azerbaijan to Armenians, in order to make them consider a 

compromise. Some Track-Two participants also defended this idea (Interviewee no. 4 2016; 

Interviewee no. 6 2016; Interviewee no.9 2016; Interviewee no. 10 2016). In this view, the Armenian 

side, as the winning party in the Karabakh war, does not consider compromise. Thereby, the four-day 

war aimed to change this viewpoint in Armenian society and remind that the war has not yet ended 

(Interviewee no. 9 2016; Interviewee no. 10 2016). Moreover, as Azerbaijan has boosted its military 

power since the early 2000s, the war served as a test to demonstrate the military might of Azerbaijan 

(Interviewee no. 11 2016). This 'military show' also tested the public reaction of Azerbaijani society 

toward the conflict (Interviewee no. 12 2016). From this perspective, the four-day war was a 

successful test, which boosted the spirit of patriotism among Azerbaijani people and demonstrated 

solidarity. 

The four-day war also came as a natural outcome of stagnation in diplomatic negotiations 

(Interviewee no. 3 2016). Underlining this point, interviewee no. 3 stressed that: This war in a way 

also exposed the dissatisfaction of Azerbaijan with the status quo, which has continued for more than 

twenty years (Interviewee no. 3 2016). 
 

3.2. Reactions of the Armenian Track-Two community to the April escalations 

During the four-day war of 2016, the atmosphere in Azerbaijani society was very emotional 

and the phenomenon of 'war euphoria' was quite clear. Many Azerbaijani citizens were happy in the 

hope that eventually the status quo may change. This war enthusiasm stems from traumatic memories 

within Azerbaijani society of losing the war over Karabakh. Azerbaijan has been both political, 

psychological and de-facto loser in the Karabakh war (Interviewee no. 12 2016). Therefore, the 

liberation of even a small piece of land from Armenian control brought about such enthusiasm in 

society. Representatives of Azerbaijani civil society engaged in Track-Two projects were not immune 

to this euphoria (Interviewee no. 5 2016; Interviewee no. 7 2016; Interviewee no. 8 2016). 

However, according to interviewees no. 2 and 3, compared to their Armenian counterparts, 

representatives of Azerbaijani civil society demonstrated a more neutral reaction to the conflict. In 

this  view,  the emotional  reaction  of the  Armenian side  was  unexpected  for most  Azerbaijani 

participants: 

 
Azerbaijani Track-Two participants, in general, had a stable and neutral reaction. I tried to 

understand what was going on, wrote analytical reports on it... However, our Armenian 

colleagues had very emotional reactions (Interviewee no. 3 2016). 

We saw that their position was not that of peacebuilders, but rather nationalistic, and they 

joined in with the war propaganda, which was unexpected for us. Afterward, relations between 

us deteriorated, and we don't know how we are going to continue to our joint work 

(Interviewee no. 2 2016). 

 
This emotional reaction from the Armenian side was understandable, given that their conception of 

security conception for the last twenty years was seriously shaken by the four-day war. Armenian 

society faced the fear of loss after twenty years, and the reaction of Armenian civil society reflected 

the radical reaction of the wider society. 
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Another expert sought to explain the emotional reaction of the Armenian Track-Two 

community and compared it with the 'war euphoria' in Azerbaijan: 

 
Strangely, the reactions of Armenian Track-Two experts were very emotional. We were ready 

to restore relations, but the other side abstained because Armenian society became so radical, 

and that became their voice too. In our case, it was the opposite. Azerbaijani society was 

largely happy about the April war. As Azerbaijanis no longer believe in peace negotiations 

due to 22 years of ineffective negotiations, military means were deemed acceptable and 

seemed logical for our society to get Karabakh back. The Armenian Track-Two community, 

on the other hand, began to collect counter-arguments to this war in order suggest that 

Azerbaijan works against us in the international arena and that Azerbaijan favors military 

escalation than the peaceful settlement of the conflict. Azerbaijani society should change this 

attitude in order to defend their fair claim for the peaceful settlement of the conflict 

(Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

 
The phenomenon of 'war euphoria' can be seen as reflecting common sense concerns over security in 

both societies (Interviewee no. 7 2016). According to one respondent, during the four-day war, the 

societies of both Armenian and Azerbaijani relied on the military power of their states to feel safe, 

rather than an abstract promise of peaceful perspectives. Indeed, this has become part of the identity 

of the conflict-affected societies (Interviewee no. 7 2016). Therefore, military empowerment and a 

military solution of the conflict remains attractive for the grassroots, including civil society. 
 

3.3. Civil society and war propaganda: criticism vs. justification 

Some Track-Two activists explicitly promote peace. This segment of activists stressed that 

they did not expect such emotional reactions from the Track-Two communities of Azerbaijan and 

Armenia, nor the way in which they 'joined the crowd' and spread military propaganda during the 

four-day war. It appears that the escalations caused a resurgence of nationalism, aggression, and 

hatred among the participants of Track-Two cross-border dialogue meetings on both sides. Almost 

90 to 95 percent of those who have been involved in the Track-Two projects forgot their mission and 

values, and they began to support the military conflict either directly or indirectly in Azerbaijan, 

Nagorno Karabakh, and Armenia. They became prey to military propaganda (Interviewee no. 5 2016). 

Interviewee no. 7 also made a similar point: 

 
The April escalations demonstrated that forming peace values has been difficult even among 

the Track-Two community itself. Those who considered themselves as peace-builders, who 

regularly attended peacebuilding trainings and even led such projects, supported military 

conflict... the April escalations revealed the true identity of these people and showed who is 

and who is not sincere in his/her activities (2016). 

 
Interviewee no. 8 also did not conceal her surprise when noting this phenomenon: There were some 

people who had been involved in peacebuilding activities for twenty years from both sides, who 

appeared aggressive and supported the war (2016). 

As can be seen, the expressions of sympathy toward the war by some Track-Two activists 

were criticised by some of their colleagues, according to whom they should have instead remained 

faithful to their belief in peacebuilding. 

A similar process was observed on the Armenian side. Both Armenian society and some 

prominent Track-Two experts reacted emotionally to the war, supported violence and spread war 

propaganda during the escalations of 2016 (Interviewee no. 2 2016; Interviewee no. 3 2016; 

Interviewee no. 5 2016; Interviewee no. 9 2016; Interviewee no. 12 2016). One example of such a 

reaction was that of Karen Ohanjanyan, a prominent human rights defender, and coordinator of the 

Stepanakert branch of the Helsinki Citizen Assembly. His public comments echoed war propaganda 

and spread hatred and aggression during and after the four-day war. In addition, he made a statement 
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on behalf of the Nagorno Karabakh Committee of the ―Helsinki Initiative – 92‖*†  to 'urge the 

authorities of Nagorno Karabakh and Armenia to forbid non-governmental organizations of Nagorno 

Karabakh and Armenia to cooperate with the non-governmental sector of Azerbaijan' (Aravot Daily 

2016). He also accused Armenian civil society leaders of being traitors due to their cooperation with 

their Azerbaijani counterparts (Facebook post-2016). 

Based on the interviews carried out, war propaganda was particularly encouraged by those 

who have never seen the war in their lifetime (Interviewee no. 6 2016; Interviewee no. 7 2016; 

Interviewee no. 8 2016; Interviewee no. 12 2016). In contrast, those people who have experienced 

conflict directly conflict were less likely to echo war propaganda during the four-day war and were 

more likely to seek a constructive approach to prevent violence and put an end the armed conflict. 

Nevertheless, there were conflicting views among participants on this point. For instance, others 

highlighted that those people living near to the LOC suffer from the constant threat of war and the 

exhaustion of constant skirmishes, and therefore hope to end this conflict period as soon as possible 

– in the words of one interviewee, ‗either go to war and kill the enemy and stop the war, or die there 

thus end this miserable life.‟(Interviewee no. 9 2016) 
 

3.4. The Silent majority 

Many Track-Two activists remained silent during the four-day war. The reasons for this may 

include fear, of both the public as well as the government, neither of which welcomed criticism of 

military operations to liberate the country's occupied territories: I prepared a statement against the 

war with some Track-Two activists during the April escalations, but we did not publish it because I 

knew that the future careers of the signatories to the statement would be in peril (Interviewee no. 5 

2016). 

Likewise, interviewee no. 7 pointed out the same threat: I and my Armenian counterparts 

wanted to make a peace statement on the 3 April, but due to a high level of war euphoria and pressure 

against peace supporters, we could not manage to do it in time (2016). 

Indeed, the public pressure on those who wanted to stand against the military escalation was 

intense. Doing so would put their positions at risk, as well as their status in society, and could lead to 

them being called traitors. 

Moreover, interviewee no. 12 considers that the majority were simply waiting to react, 

depending on the results of the four-day war: 

 
Most people were waiting for the results of the conflict. If Azerbaijan could extend its position 

on the front line and liberate some regions, the situation would be different. After that, we 

could question whether we need negotiations or not. In such a situation the Azerbaijani 

government would not claim any talks but put pressure on Armenia to solve the conflict in its 

desired form. Anticipating such a result, civil society largely remained silent (2016). 

 
Some groups from the Track-Two community also considered that the military operations of April 

2016 were a state secret and none of their business to question, suggesting that it was better to trust 

in the army (Interviewee no. 6 2016). Furthermore, Azerbaijani society had been informed that the 

April attack was a response to Armenian provocations on the LOC. Therefore civil society 

representatives were waiting in order to better understand the situation before making public 

comments (Interviewee no. 11 2016). 

Interviewee no. 10 justified the neutral and silent position of many members of civil society, 

underlining that if Armenian civil society wanted to their Azerbaijani counterparts to cease military 

operations, they should have spoken out against the presence of the Armenian Army in Azerbaijani 

territories before, especially on those regions that have never been part of Nagorno-Karabakh, and 

where Armenians did not reside (2016). 
 

 

*    The alternative name of the Helsinki Citizen Assembly 
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Another interviewee noted that the lack of willingness to compromise among Armenian civil 

society representatives over the years also discouraged Azerbaijani civil society, which otherwise 

may have been different during the four-day war. She also added that the Karabakh conflict is an 

asymmetric conflict, distinct from conflicts in Cyprus, for example, or other frozen conflicts in the 

South Caucasus (Interviewee no. 6 2016). A large portion of Azerbaijani territory, including Nagorno 

Karabakh, has been invaded and civilians living close to the LOC are under constant threat. During 

the four-day war, six civilians were killed by Armenian Army (Meydan TV 2016), therefore was 

deemed unacceptable to continue to accept the status quo. 
 

3.5. A few voices against the war 

Only a handful of Track-Two activists spoke out against military operations, in both Armenia 

and Azerbaijan. The statement of Arzu Abdullayeva (a prominent human rights defender and co-chair 

of the Azerbaijani office of the Helsinki Citizen Assembly who has been engaged in peacebuilding 

for more than twenty years) was impressive in this regard. In the statement, she underlined that 

spreading 'hatred and hostility only serve the interest of Armenia and Azerbaijani criminal clans.' 

Thus, she criticised the military operation, stressing that a military solution to the conflict is not 

possible, the only way to find resolution being peaceful methods (2016). 

One interviewee pointed out that there were many citizens who actively criticised military 

operations in Azerbaijani society. This attitude was largely a rational one, based on opposition to 

military solutions for conflict (Interviewee no. 8 2016). 

Similarly, very few Track-Two experts from Armenian civil society stood against the war and 

military propaganda. Some criticised their colleagues and contributed to spreading hostility and 

hatred during the four-day war. However, among those who stood against the war were Vahe Avetian 

and Edgar Khachatryan (Interviewee no. 3 2016). Khachatryan made a statement in English on his 

Facebook page in English on 3 April 2016, urging both Armenian, Nagorno Karabakh and 

Azerbaijani peace activists to cease any 'militaristic and pseudo-patriotic propaganda' (Facebook Post 

2016). 

Interview no.  3  emphasized  that  speaking out  against  the war from  the perspective of 

Armenian civil society was understandable. This was largely because, as the victor in the Karabakh 

war, Armenia does not want any disturbance on the LOC (which it drew itself) and any attempt to re- 

shape the LOC by the Azerbaijani side causes problems (2016). In contrast, Azerbaijani society was 

happy with the result of the war because of successful military operations that regained territory. 

Interviewee no. 9 expressed his view on the statement of Arzu Abdullayeva, suggesting that 

such calls were designed for the attention of international organizations and international facilitators 

of the conflict: ―the opinions voiced by Arzu khanim did not represent the voice of Azerbaijani 

society‖ (2016). 

Consequently, faced with public and political pressures on peace activists, few Track-Two 

experts from Armenian and Azerbaijani civil society stood against the military operations of April 

2016, and only a small number called on their colleagues not to become part of the pseudo-patriotic 

and militaristic propaganda. The reactions of other members of civil society to these people were 

mixed - while some appreciated their views, others saw their comments as an artificial endeavor that 

was not supported by the grassroots (Interviewee no. 3 2016; Interviewee no.6 2016; Interviewee no. 

9 2016). 
 

3.6. Consequences of the war: positive and negative impacts 

In general, the expansion of military empowerment and military rhetoric among conflicting 

parties is seen as a negative development in peacebuilding activities. Moreover, a tendency toward 

militarization and sporadic escalations (like those in April 2016) strengthen the mistrust of Karabakh 

Armenians  against  Azerbaijan.  Ultimately,  if  the  Azerbaijani  government  considers  Karabakh 

Armenians as its citizens, war rhetoric will not serve to reintegrate them into Azerbaijan. In the light 

of this, the Azerbaijani government should change its rhetoric and refrain from propagating the 
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military conflict in the media and schools (Interviewee no. 1 2016; Interviewee no. 7 2016; 

Interviewee no. 8 2016). 

Clearly, Track-Two activism is easily influenced by military escalations. Military escalations 

have a deadly effect on the already weak relations between the civil societies of the conflicting parties. 

It weakens the positions of peacebuilders and decreases the confidence which has been built over the 

years (Interviewee no. 1 2016; Interviewee no. 2 2016; Interviewee no. 3 2016; Interviewee no. 5 

2016; Interviewee no. 6 2016; Interviewee no. 7 2016; Interviewee no. 8 2016; Interviewee no. 9 
2016; Interviewee no. 12 2016). War can be considered in the short-term as an effective means for 

regaining occupied territories, however – in the words of one interviewee - this will not bring peace 

(Interviewee no. 2 2016). 

As a result of the April war, Track-Two projects within the EPNK initiative (European 

Partnership for the Peaceful Settlement of the Conflict over Nagorno Karabakh) were delayed. 

According to one interviewee, this was because Armenian civil society refused to cooperate with 

Azerbaijani civil society (Interviewee no. 3 2016). The high levels of emotion and 'war euphoria' 

seriously influenced peacebuilding activities: „everybody understood that nobody was ready for such 

an escalation‟ (Interviewee no. 8 2016). Thereby, civil society may need to review its approach, 

because what has been had done so far did not bring any tangible results in peacemaking (Interviewee 

no. 7 2016). 

Some experts, however, also noted the positive impact of the four-day war. The war granted 

some psychological superiority to Azerbaijan by liberating some high strategic territories on the LOC. 

This military victory increased feelings of solidarity and patriotism among Azerbaijani citizens and 

showed vividly how the Karabakh question is still a nationwide concern of the people. In addition, 

the war caused a change in the perception among Armenian society of Azerbaijan‘s military power – 

reminding that Azerbaijan is not ready to accept the status quo. 

Furthermore, as a result of the four-day war, the Karabakh conflict became a major topic of 

discussion once again in Azerbaijani society. Various groups began to discuss the conflict. This was 

considered among the positive impacts of the escalations because 'once grassroots believe that they 

have a role in the resolution of the conflict, a solution of the conflict will be easier.' (Interviewee no.7 

2016) 

In sum, theoretically, war is possible and can indeed be a shortcut to restoring Azerbaijan's 

territory – a belief held by most of Azerbaijani society. However, such a solution will not bring 

sustainable peace to Karabakh. Instead, it will weaken the position of peacebuilders. Militarisation 

and the sporadic ―heating‖ along the LOC have weakened civil society activities in the conflict 

resolution and transformation sphere. On the other hand, as the losing party in the Karabakh war, 

Azerbaijan used the conflict to demonstrate its power to Armenia, which serves to alter the 

perceptions among Armenians of Azerbaijan as the defeated party. Simultaneously, any successful 

military operation will bring self-confidence and solidarity to Azerbaijani society when it comes to 

the Karabakh conflict. 
 

3.7. Opportunities for the military solution of the conflict 

After serious fighting broke out on the LOC in April 2016, the question of a military solution 

to the Nagorno Karabakh conflict was re-considered. The question remains of whether a military 

solution of the conflict is possible? Taking into consideration the tendencies toward militarisation in 

both Armenia and Azerbaijan, it is logical to consider the prospects of such a solution. 

Interviewer no. 9 noted that the responsibility of the army is to protect the borders of the state, 

therefore in this situation, it is normal and consistent with international law that Azerbaijan conducts 

military operations to liberate its occupied territories (2016). Nevertheless, the case of the four-day 

war demonstrated that a military solution of the conflict is not yet possible (Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

Russia continues to be a major player in the conflict, and it will not allow either side to launch a large- 

scale war in Karabakh (Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

Interestingly, although the majority of the Track-Two community in Azerbaijan understood 

that war is not a solution to restoring the territorial integrity of the country, neither did they 
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denounce it. During the four-day war, military conflict was seen as a means of resolving the conflict 

by most members of civil society (Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

Moreover, comments by the interviewees suggest that, in the case of continued successful 

military operations, the Track-Two community would not react to the war (Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

Thus, although Track-Two experts expected only a short-term war, they kept silent and awaited the 

results of the operations before speaking out. 

One further issue that became clear is that today the question of war casualties is felt more 

intensely by Azerbaijanis compared to the early 1990s. As interviewee no. 12 emphasized: If the war 

had continued more than few days, and people had begun to feel the threat of death... if central regions 

of Azerbaijan had been bombed.... people would have understood that war was not only about the 

euphoria (2016). 

Nonetheless, the military superiority of states is decisive in the resolution of any conflict. That 

means superiority in both position and negotiations. As it stands, it is Armenia which defeated 

Azerbaijan in the early 1990s and occupied part of its territories. Azerbaijan was the losing party from 

both a psychological and military point of view, having also lost from a political point of view. 

Therefore, it Azerbaijan which seeks to change the status quo. In addition to the military power of 

the state, Azerbaijan's diplomatic power, its international image and the fairness of its claims also 

play a vital role in the resolution of the conflict (Interviewee no. 12 2016). However, although 

Azerbaijan's claims are considered to be fair in the international arena, and it has significant military 

power, the country's image and diplomatic power are not influential enough to gain superiority in 

negotiations. Furthermore, Azerbaijani society has greater faith in military power than peace 

negotiations,  which  is  a  dangerous  tendency for  the  image  of  Azerbaijan  in  the  wider  world 

(Interviewee no. 12 2016). 
 

3.8. Civil society's dilemma: feelings, realities, and expectations 

'War euphoria' and the patriotic atmosphere prevailing in Azerbaijan during the four-day war 

of 2016 presented a dilemma for Azerbaijani Track-Two activists. Some of them asserted that, under 

such an atmosphere, they were afraid of public censure. As a result, they refrained from public 

criticism of the war (Interviewee no. 8 2016). According to interviewee no. 8, civil society felt 

confused and “people did not know how to express themselves during the April escalations” (2016). 

Interviewee no. 7 added that: 

 
The April escalations also disclosed an interesting fact. Some of those who supported military 

escalation during the April escalations later changed their views and admitted that this was a 

mistake. It seems that during the escalation, war trauma came to the surface and pushed them 

to join in with the collective war euphoria and support military escalation. That also might 

happen because of a sense of collective security that was associated with the war. This group 

of Track-Two participants suffered from an identity crisis, and they have not yet been able to 

define their values (2016). 

 
Hence,  the  four-day war became  a serious  test  for  Azerbaijan's  civil  society,  some  of  whom 

reconsidered their attitudes during the re-escalation of the conflict. 
 

3.9. Challenges for Track-Two activism in Azerbaijan: “is it worth doing this?” 

The government of Azerbaijan has severely restricted political and civic rights, including the 

free activities of the civil society sector. For instance, the Azerbaijani government has adopted 

legislation to control the activities of NGOs, stipulating that any funding from foreign donors should 

be registered by the Ministry of Justice before being available for projects, which has caused problems 

for Track-Two cross-border initiatives. The detention of journalist and Track-Two activist Rauf 

Mirgadirov in April 2014 on charges of espionage (he was released after two years) further 

discouraged his colleagues from participating in Track-Two diplomacy initiatives (Interviewee no. 9 

2016). Moreover, the government's strategy toward regular Track-Two participants has been one of 
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humiliation, according to one interviewee (Interviewee no. 5 2016). Since these activists are few, the 

government can easily identify them and include them in its ‗blacklist‘, creating serious problems for 

them such as blocking their future career in governmental agencies (Interviewee no. 5 2016). 

Furthermore, there is significant public pressure on Azerbaijani Track-Two activists because 

of their unofficial contacts with their Armenian counterparts. As interviewee no. 8 pointed out, "to 

meet with an Armenian in Armenia does not make sense for an ordinary Azerbaijani, and they are 

traitor in the eyes of this person. Azerbaijani people don't believe in dialogue with the enemy‖ (2016). 

There is little grassroots support for Track-Two Diplomacy from the general public in 

Azerbaijan, creating additional moral pressure on Track-Two activists (Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

This may be connected to the trauma of defeat among Azerbaijanis, which causes an obstacle to 

public perceptions of Track-Two diplomacy (Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

Another important shortcoming of Track-Two activism is that it can result in great risks for 

those looking to build a successful career in the peacebuilding sphere, as it remains in the shadow of 

Track One decisions: 

 
A Track-Two expert can be very successful in his or her job, can achieve extraordinary success 

in his/her local area. However, if tomorrow something goes wrong thanks to a decision of the 

government and the country loses, the very great success of the Track-Two expert loses its 

significance in the wider picture, and you also became a loser (Interviewee no. 12 2016). 

 
Thus, Track-Two activism ultimately depends on the activities of Track One - its success is your 

success, its failure is your failure. 

It is also worth mentioning that, amid the tense environment that has emerged since the April 

2016 escalations, the opportunities for Track-Two projects have been limited. Neither the Azerbaijani 

government nor the wider society appreciates the efforts of Track-Two activists. Ultimately, the 

Track-Two community has no responsibility in the negotiation process itself and the resolution of the 

conflict: ―a conflict is launched by states and ended by states” (Interviewee no. 6 2016). However, 

when governments perceive the opportunity, they can use Track-Two Diplomacy as a supportive tool 

in order to restore communication between the conflicting societies. However as long as the 

government of Azerbaijan does not welcome independent Track-Two activism, this tool will remain 

weak and ineffective. 
 

3.10. Dissatisfaction with the activity of the “other side” and third parties to the conflict 

It should be stressed that Azerbaijani Track-Two experts are not happy with the views of most 

representatives of Armenian civil society, who are perceived as regularly taking an uncompromising 

approach to the status of the Nagorno Karabakh region. The Armenian representatives tend to follow 

the policy of Track-One in conflict, causing further mistrust between the civil society circles of the 

two countries: 

 
In meetings, representatives of civil society from both sides always express their concerns 

regarding the threat of war. That is understandable, but what do we want instead? We have 

not identified yet what kind of peace we [civil society representatives] want to see between 

our countries. Whenever we [Azerbaijani civil society] try to negotiate possible solutions to 

the conflict, they are blocked by the Armenian side because of the 'status' issue. Questions 

over the status of Nagorno Karabakh have become a taboo topic for Armenian Track-Two 

experts, who do not discuss this point. The whole conflict revolves around this topic, but they 

have already accepted that Nagorno Karabakh is an independent state. Thus there is no need 

to discuss the issue further. However, we must overcome this taboo in order to reach a 

constructive level of negotiation between the two parties (Interviewee no. 9 2016). 

 
Interviewee no. 12 expressed a similar view regarding the standpoint of Armenian civil society: 
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The general picture is that Armenian experts always start any dialogue on the status issue. 

Beginning with the question of status is a way to impose the power of Armenia on Azerbaijan. 

But we say - if you continue this, Azerbaijan can use different methods to show its superiority 

over you and change existing conditions. The status issue can be discussed after the 

Azerbaijani community of Nagorno Karabakh return to their homes. This is how it should be 

(2016). 

 
Such attitudes prompt Azerbaijani peace activists to defend the use of military means in order to 

demonstrate that they are not yet 'losers' in the conflict. 

Moreover, the Azerbaijani Track-Two community often blames facilitators, i.e. the (mainly 

Western) international organizations, for their silence during the negotiation process. They are 

accused by many, including some interviewees, of wanting only to preserve the status quo and prevent 

violence in the region. Their critics consider that they do not support constructive dialogue, the 

principles of international law, or the precedents that have formed the basis for the resolution of 

similar ethno-territorial conflicts in Western and Northern Europe. As a result, cross-border projects 

become unsustainable and fail to produce tangible results (Interviewee no. 5 2016). 

 
4.  Discussion: seeking an appropriate theory to explain the findings 

 
In the light of the results outlined above, the reasons behind the reactions of the Track-Track 

community to this conflict can be partially explained by nation-building theory and the question of 

territorial integrity within nationalistic discourse. Firstly, the terms ―nation‖ and nationalism have 

multiple written about at length by social scientists. The term ―territorial integrity‖ as a component 

of nationalism (nation-state) will be discussed in later (Pamir 1997). Meanwhile, nation-building 

theory, itself an expansive topic, is interrelated with nationalism and will be briefly outlined below 

in order to explain the findings of the interviews. 

Nation building is both an economic and political process (Hippler 2002), which aims for 

strategic economic development and political stability, especially in young and post-conflict states 

such as Azerbaijan. The state is both the actor in constructing nationhood and the means for it. It 

regulates societal integration, enables people to benefit from public goods and services, and takes a 

central position in the nation-building process (Hippler 2002). 

Among political, economic and social components of the nationn-building phenomenon, there 

is also a social-psychological element which explains how and why ―individuals develop attitudes 

toward their own and other nations." These attitudes reflect a "feeling about an attachment to a certain 

group‖ and this how they come to be loyal to that group. Druckman (1994) underlines that this attitude 

and feeling lies at the heart of nationalism. 

National loyalty is viewed as a basic human need, which appears at the level of the nation as 

economic, sociocultural and political needs, ―giving individuals a sense of security, a feeling of 

belonging, and prestige‖ (Druckman 1994). As individuals meet these needs within the group, they, 

in turn, demonstrate loyalty and commitment to the group. Moreover, the loyalty of individuals to the 

group is formed through a socialization process, as a result of which people care about the needs and 

interests of others within the group. Individuals come to distinguish their ―own people‖ than ―others‖ 

based on similar values, norms and stereotypes and, as a representative of that group, take 

responsibility for the group. In a competitive situation, Druckman emphasizes that people are inclined 

―to favor their group even when they could lose substantially in the process." This is how they develop 

and protect their national identification (Druckman 1994). This explains why Track Two activists did 

not speak out against war which was a national-sensitive issue for majority within the group. 

Moreover, for a young state in transition, there usually exists a strong central government for 

building nationhood and statehood. In addition to this, in a conflict-affected society where a 

resurgence of violence and war is likely, the central government uses greater power to establish 

stability and peace. 
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As a young state after regaining its independence in 1991, Azerbaijan is still in the process of 

a democratic transition and period of nation-building. The establishment of statehood in Azerbaijan 

has taken place through an endogenous process, i.e. on the initiative of the Azerbaijani nation itself. 

Due to the Karabakh war in the early years of independence, the Azerbaijani nation relied on 

empowering central government to maintain stability and peace in the country. As a consequence, as 

long as the central government is powerful, people currently feel safe. As the government has gained 

more and more power, the institutions of civil society and free media in the country have failed to 

develop fully. 

On the other hand, any victory in a situation of war helps to strengthen both national identity 

and the state-building process (Sambanis et al. 2014, 1-49). As can be observed in the case of the 

four-day war, the spirit of patriotism and solidarity with the Azerbaijani nation saw a resurgence over 

this period. This ultimately had a positive effect on the nation-building process, and the incumbent 

authorities increased their popularity among the people, as it attempted to solve a common problem 

of the Azerbaijani people. 

Secondly, the concept of territorial integrity helps to explain the support of Azerbaijani civil 

society for the military escalations and the liberation of lost territories. It also helps to explain the 

silence of others who wished for a peaceful settlement of the conflict but see no option in the face of 

a lack of compromise from the other side. 

The principle of territorial integrity is a crucial part of the international legal order and lies at 

the heart of the Westphalian state system as highlighted in the UN Charter of the United Nations 

(Wood n.d). Although there is extensive debate over the gap between the two fundamental but 

conflicting concepts of the UN Charter (i.e. territorial integrity of the state and the people‘s right of 

self-determination), the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan is supported by international law. There is 

no debate either among Azerbaijani people or in international law over the fact of the occupation of 

Azerbaijani territories by Armenian armed forces. The former NKAO and the adjacent regions are 

currently under occupation of Armenian armed forces. Four UN resolutions (822, 853, 874, 884) 

adopted in 1993 urging the withdrawal of Armenian forces from those areas (U.S. Department of 

State Archive). This fact of the occupation and the expulsion of around one million civilians from 

their homeland (a large part of which had never been inhabited by ethnic Armenians) cannot be 

concealed behind a discussion of ―people's right of self-determination." Thus, it is well-acknowledged 

in Azerbaijani civil society that Azerbaijan has the right to use force to liberate its territories in the 

case of no compromise from the Armenian side. Consequently, Azerbaijan's civil society largely 

supported the military escalations. 

 
5.  Conclusions and Discussion 

 
The findings of this study have revealed that fear of public reaction is one of the major factors 

preventing those representatives of Azerbaijani civil society involving in Track-Two diplomacy from 

openly criticising the military operations of April 2016. Under an atmosphere of 'war euphoria', the 

majority of the activists interviewed chose self-censorship rather than taking a critical approach 

against the war. This was primarily a precaution against the reaction of the 'grassroots' public, who 

may lose their trust and could potentially label them traitors. 

Another important factor preventing Track-Two activists from speaking out publicly against 

the four-day war was influenced by politics – the fear that the Azerbaijani government would react 

with intolerance. The Mirgadirov case was a clear message to activists in this regard. As a result, 

most Track-Two activists took precautions by self-censoring and shying away from publicly 

criticising such a sensitive issue in the eyes of the government. The sole voice speaking out against 

the military escalations was from Arzu Abdullayeva, co-chair of the Azerbaijani office of the Helsinki 

Citizen Assembly (2016). 

The four-day war was the first time since 1994 that Azerbaijan has conducted a successful 
military operation, which surprised many Track-Two activists, who did not immediately know how 
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to react. They preferred to wait until events had been somewhat clarified. While reviewing the 

literature concerning the similar case of the August War of 2008 between Russia and Georgia, a 

remark from Garb is worth repeating - if Georgia had been successful in the August War, Georgian 

civil society would not have denounced the military operations taken by Saakashvili (Garb 2012, 96). 

A similar process can be observed in the case of the April war, whereby a large number of Azerbaijani 

Track-Two activists either remained silent throughout the four-day war or supported the military 

escalation, in the light of the military successes. 

Some of those Track-Two activists who perceive themselves as peacemakers found it difficult 

to express themselves. The dilemma over whether to criticise the military action and defend peaceful 

negotiations, or to support the interests and desires of the grassroots, was caught up in considerations 

of the fairness of the claims of Azerbaijan to reclaim its territory, and the re-surfacing of the national 

trauma of losing the Karabakh war in the early 1990s. Indeed many fully understood that the war 

would damage relations between the civil societies of Azerbaijan and Armenia, but due to the factors 

outlined above they refrained from denouncing the war. Further, although they may be aware that 

under current circumstances there is no possible military solution to the conflict, some Azerbaijani 

Track-Two experts saw the war as a just war to liberate the occupied territories of Azerbaijan 

(Interviewee no. 9 2016; Interviewee no. 10 2016). They justify this in part referring to the inflexible 

position taken by the Armenian Track-Two participants on the question of the status of Nagorno- 

Karabakh, leaving little room for discussion and leading them to rest their hopes on change through 

military means. 

During the interviews, the majority of the experts used the term ‗peace‘ with great care. 

According to many of them, Track-Two activism does not necessarily mean that people participate 

for peacemaking purposes. Almost every interviewee agreed that Track-Two diplomacy builds a 

bridge for communication between hostile societies, which aims to create confidence between the 

different parties to the conflict and facilitates negotiations. However, at the same time, they regularly 

assert that this does not mean taking any responsibility for the resolution of the conflict itself 

(Interviewee no. 12 2016). First of all, this is down to a lack of recourses and opportunities, as well 

as the decisive role of Track-One in this issue, which does not allow civil society to take independent 

action and play a pivotal role in conflict resolution and transformation. 

On the other hand, half of the interviewed Track-Two activists, who characterize themselves 

as 'peacebuilders' or 'peace promoters', consider that some activists are not entirely sincere in their 

work and that this was revealed during the events of the four-day war. In their view, these individuals 

are either ―conflict tourists‖ (Interviewee no. 4 2016) who take advantage of the funding opportunities 

and do not believe in the peacemaking activities of civil society (Interviewee no. 5 2016), or otherwise 

are individuals who have not yet identified themselves in terms of their principles and view on Track- 

Two diplomacy (Interviewee no.7 2016). Nevertheless, some of the Track-Two activists who actively 

supported the military escalations later admitted that this was not the right way to behave if they 

wanted to contribute to conflict resolution (Interviewee no. 7 2016). Thus, there is little common 

agreement in judging the behavior of the various actors. 

The government of Azerbaijan saw its popularity boosted as a result of the military gains in 

the four-day war, which contributed to the nation-building process. While some of the Track Two 

community faced a dilemma between loyalty to the nation or standing against it. Eventually most 

refrained from the latter in order to avoid in-group conflict (i.e. the group in which they live and feel 

loyalty towards) and most chose to be loyal to their nation, supporting the military escalation which 

strengthened the sense of identity and self-esteem through national identification. 

Moreover, the concept of territorial integrity is supported by the international legal order, and 

the continuing occupation of part of their country leaves no room for Azerbaijani civil society to stand 

against military operations which aim to liberate lost territories. This stance is also influenced by the 

uncompromising approach of Armenian civil society in conflict resolution projects. 

This study has found that, while the theory of nation building and the concept of territorial 

integrity partially explain the results, questions remain the reason behind the militaristic attitudes of 
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most Track-Two participants. While most Track-Two participants repeatedly asserted that 

participating in such conflict resolution/transformation projects does not mean taking responsibility 

for settling a conflict peacefully, some of them condemned others for betraying their belief in peace 

by supporting the military escalations. Thus, a further area for research may be the question of 

whether or not the Track-Two community should be characterized as 'defenders of peace' against 

military operations in efforts to resolve any conflict. 
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