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1. Research background and justification 
of the topic 

This dissertation results from my ten-year-long journey in 

the drug policy field. This journey involved research 

work, starting with my first drugs-related research back in 

2012 at the University of Warsaw and continuing and 

expanding ever since. It also included extensive 

practitioner experience, with establishing a small student 

association in Warsaw in 2011, to subsequently work for 

and with dozens of national and international 

organisations, and to – finally – lead a European-level 

foundation gathering NGOs from more than 20 countries 

and advising the European Commission. 

During my practitioner work, I have realised that there are 

significant between-country differences in the 

performance of services for people who use drugs. One 

can observe this high variance even in Central-Eastern 

Europe, where countries are characterised by a high level 

of similarity concerning many policy-related aspects. 

The research addressing possible reasons for such 

differences is virtually non-existent. The available data 

only includes process or output indicators without 



addressing broader context. There is no data that would 

provide a more complex picture of the situation – ways of 

delivering services, barriers in their delivery, policy and 

political context of service provision. 

This dissertation aims to address this gap and contribute 

to a more in-depth understanding of how policy 

performance is affected by policy formulation and 

implementation in a policy field that is essentially 

collaborative (as I argue in the following paragraphs). 

The specific focus of this work is on drug policy (and 

within it, harm reduction policy) and countries of the 

Visegrád Group as a context that is especially suitable for 

investigating the problem. 

The choice of drug policy and – within it – harm reduction 

for investigating the problem of policy performance was 

motivated primarily by its intersectoral character. This is 

understood both in terms of encompassing several policy 

areas and extensive involvement of non-state actors (in 

this particular case, non-governmental organisations) in 

policy implementation. In drug policy – and especially 

harm reduction – being the (ideal)typical example of a 

'wicked' policy problem, the substantial part of the policy 

implementation is non-state actors' task (Head, 2008). As 



such, it is a policy field especially suitable for 

investigating policy performance and factors influencing 

it in a collaborative context. 

The geographical scope of the work is Central-Eastern 

Europe. More specifically, I focus on countries forming 

the Visegrád Group (V4): Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and 

Slovakia. The V4 countries are highly suitable for 

comparative analyses of politics and policies (and, 

especially, their variance) due to significant similarities 

between them, including, among others, the generally 

poor condition of civil society, challenging policy 

environment of NGOs, and reluctance towards involving 

non-state actors in policy process. Importantly, however, 

there is one significant difference between them, namely, 

the extent of departure from the liberal democratic 

principles in policymaking, described as – among others – 

de-democratisation (Ágh, 2015), a U-turn (Kornai, 2015) 

or democratic recession (Diamond, 2015), which can be 

observed over the last several years in Hungary and 

Poland. State-NGO relationships are one field where signs 

of the illiberal turn manifest themselves. Given the above, 

the four selected countries are an excellent geographical 

scope for comparative research. 



In terms of temporal scope, the work focuses on 2010-

2019. 

To sum up, there is an exciting puzzle here – a policy field 

where especially policy implementation requires strong 

cooperation with NGO-type entities on the one hand, and 

policymaking context, which does not favour such 

collaboration. Additionally, in two out of four chosen 

countries, the environment of non-governmental 

organisations recently turned from disregarding to openly 

hostile, and policymaking became even less participatory 

than before. 

This work is a portfolio dissertation comprising three 

peer-reviewed articles, amended with a general 

introduction and overarching methodological remarks in 

the beginning, and conclusions at the end. Each article 

approaches a different aspect of policymaking, and as 

such, they complement one another. Particular focus is put 

on policy performance and various factors affecting it. 

2. Methodology 
All the papers comprising this work use the qualitative 

method. More specifically, all of them are, in essence, 

comparative qualitative case studies of exploratory nature. 



The first article of the dissertation (Chapter 2) focuses on 

the relationship between policy formulation and policy 

performance in the lenses of a morality policy analytical 

framework. The paper aims to explore the relationships 

between policy formulation and policy outputs through (1) 

identifying the dominant frame used to outline drug policy 

in a country, (2) assessing the performance of harm 

reduction policy, (3) identifying possible relationships 

between (1) and (2). The article's research question is: 

What, if any, is the relationship between drug policy 

framing and the harm reduction policy performance? 

To answer the research question, the article uses an 

analytical framework on policy framing borrowed from 

Euchner and colleagues, who differentiate between four 

frames: morality, health and social, security and public 

order, and economic and fiscal (Euchner et al., 2013). The 

article includes a quantitative content analysis of relevant 

parts of countries’ national drug strategies to classify them 

into policy frame categories. The policy performance is 

assessed based on country-level data of the European 

Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction. 

The second article (Chapter 3) addresses the issue of how 

illiberal governance affects collaborative governance. The 



article asks: What are the ideal types of collaborative 

governance regimes? And: How do CGRs within drug 

harm reduction policy differ in illiberal democracies 

compared with their non-illiberal (or less illiberal) 

counterparts in CEE? 

It applies qualitative comparative case study design 

combined with congruence analysis (Blatter & Haverland, 

2012). This approach includes the following steps: (i) 

developing a typology of collaborative governance 

regimes; (ii) identifying dimensions (variables) describing 

collaborative governance regimes and allowing for 

differentiation and comparison between them; (iii) 

determining the values of each dimension for each type of 

collaborative governance regime identified. Taken 

together, these steps produce a so-called prediction 

matrix, which allows for (iv) classifying the cases 

according to collaborative governance regime type, based 

on empirical data. 

The analysed data include documentary analysis 

(primarily the legislation and other subsequent 

regulations, and policy documents of the countries 

concerned and reports relevant to our area of interest) and 

is supplemented and contrasted with the perspectives of 



NGOs as entities historically being in the centre of harm 

reduction responses. Key-informants are selected using 

purposive sampling (Tongco, 2007), complemented by 

the snowball method (Goodman, 1961) and taking into 

consideration convenience. 

The third article (Chapter 4) aims to fill the gap in the 

literature on the delivery of drug-related services and 

contribute to the study of policy implementation. It 

attempts to determine: (i) what are the structural factors 

affecting the functioning of NSPs, (ii) how they vary 

between examined countries, and (iii) how they influence 

the provision of needle exchange services. 

This study uses an embedded multiple-case comparative 

case study design complemented by within-case analysis. 

The data is collected through semi-structured interviews. 

The data collected through interviews are complemented 

by analysis of relevant documents, reports, and online 

resources, primarily the countries’ criminal codes and acts 

addressing controlled substances, drug strategies and 

action plans, and reports. The analysis involves coding the 

data segments, using data-derived codes in the iterative 

process of de-contextualising and re-contextualising data 

units. Subsequently, aggregated data for each country are 



reviewed to identify common themes and detect possible 

irregularities on a higher level of abstraction. Twenty-four 

identified coherent themes are organised into 11 

categories. Subsequently, borrowing from the 

consolidated framework for advancing implementation 

science (Damschroder et al., 2009), identified themes are 

rated based on two aspects: the valence and the strength. 

In other words, it is assessed whether the influence of a 

factor is positive, negative, mixed or neutral and to what 

extent it impacts the needle exchange programmes’ 

operation. 

The interview data used in Chapters 3 and 4 of this 

dissertation was obtained between 2015 and 2019 from 20 

key informants, mainly occupying managerial positions in 

NGOs providing needle exchange programmes in major 

cities. The interviews were semi-structured and conducted 

using an interview protocol including 15 questions 

relating to the daily operation of the organisations, 

external relations (with clients, donors, public authorities, 

local communities, other NGOs). All the interviews were 

recorded and transcribed verbatim by the author. The 

average time of one interview was approximately 90 

minutes. 



3. The findings of dissertation 
3.1. The findings of the first article 

The analysis of countries' drug strategies revealed strong 

health and social orientation of the Czech drug policy and 

somewhat weaker such orientation in the case of Slovakia. 

In Hungary, the ‘morality’ frame was dominant in the 

country's drug policy, while in Poland, no frame was 

identified due to the highly technical character of the 

document. 

The examined policy outputs of needle exchange 

programmes were poor in Hungary and Poland. The 

highest indicators’ levels were observed in the Czech 

Republic. In the case of Slovakia, finally, the picture was 

more complex, with generally meagre performance on the 

country level and in the context of the entire population of 

people who use drugs, and much better performance at the 

organisation level (e.g. the number of distributed injecting 

paraphernalia per NSP client in an organisation). 

The case of Hungary suggests the association between 

morality framing and poor (and deteriorating) policy 

outcomes (specifically, the accessibility and quality of 

needle exchange programmes). Second, the case of 

Czechia suggests the association between strong health-



social orientation and excellent policy outcomes (with 

modest improvement over time) in the area of harm 

reduction. 

3.2. The findings of the second article 

The article addresses the problem of policy 

implementation in a collaborative field, looking at how 

types of collaborative governance depend on the essential 

contextual macro-political and policy features, which are 

the key factors affecting policy performance.  

Three findings, in particular, are central to the research 

objective. 

Firstly, taking an approach assuming the significant role 

of governments in shaping collaborative governance (as 

opposed to spontaneous occurrence), and including 

possible neutral and hostile government attitudes towards 

collaborative governance (as opposed to different levels 

of pro-collaborative attitudes existing in the scholarship 

hitherto), a conceptual classification of collaborative 

governance regimes was developed, and regimes were 

operationalised along a number of observable features. 

Secondly, only Czechia unquestionably exhibited the 

features of a pro-collaborative regime. Poland and 



Slovakia, meanwhile, were located between pro-

collaborative and neutral collaborative governance 

regimes. Importantly, however, one case – Hungary – 

indisputably qualified as an anti-collaborative governance 

regime – a regime distinctly different from the customary 

‘neutral collaborative governance regime’ characteristic 

for many countries in CEE (and elsewhere). This ‘anti-

collaborative regime’ predominantly differs from earlier 

ones in that it openly and deliberately impedes harm 

reduction NGOs. 

Thirdly, but no less importantly, this anti-collaborative 

regime appeared in only one of the two illiberal cases, 

namely Hungary, while it was absent from Poland. 

Nevertheless, although not covered by the empirical 

research, it seems justified to mention that an anti-

collaborative regime very similar to the one identified in 

Hungary is also present in Poland, not in harm reduction 

policy, but in reproductive and women’s rights and the 

services and advocacy activities attached to them. 

In sum, it seems that the specifically anti-collaborative 

element of collaborative governance regimes in CEE – 

where they exist at all – does not appear uniformly across 

different policy areas. On the contrary, large segments of 



the NGO community and the corresponding collaborative 

governance arrangements operate practically untouched 

by illiberalism. The illiberal doctrine is found only in a 

few policy areas, which embody, ideologically and 

politically, an antithesis of the worldviews held by the 

ruling political parties. 

3.3. The findings of the third article 

This study identified 24 themes (structural barriers and 

facilitators) across 11 categories on three levels (culture, 

state, local). They included issues related to the broader 

society (e.g., morality), politics and policy on state and 

local level, frameworks and amounts of funding, the 

situation on the education labour market, and attitudes of 

local communities. 

Based on the analysed data, it seems that structural 

barriers play a significant role when it comes to the 

performance of service delivery. Both cross-case and 

within-case analysis confirmed that the numerous and 

severe structural barriers are related to poor performance 

of needle exchange programmes, and the other way 

around, the presence of numerous facilitators is related to 

services’ development. 



Overall, the dissertation contributes to understanding 

policy performance in essentially collaborative settings. 

The results show the vital role of policy standards and 

objectives in determining the policy effects. However, 

perhaps even more notably, the study confirms, in line 

with the third-generation implementation researchers' 

observations (and especially scholars focused on network 

governance), the remarkable role of relationships between 

actors and level of conflict in affecting policy 

performance. It shows that in a complex policy field like 

drugs, collaboration is essential for achieving satisfactory 

policy effects (O’Toole, 1988). Further, the dissertation 

demonstrates that ‘policy implementation is far from 

being a trivial activity’ (Knill & Tosun, 2012) and 

highlights the importance of specific policy programmes' 

institutional context (McLaughlin, 1987). 

The principal value of this dissertation lies in its aim of 

exploring the policymaking process and explaining policy 

performance in case of a highly contested policy field, 

where conflicts around policy formulation and 

implementation include not only more technical 

considerations of choice of policy instruments, etc. but, 

first and foremost, disagreements on deep beliefs and 



values. Focusing on such a context made it possible to 

reveal challenges in the policy process that are clearly 

different from factors we can find in most implementation 

studies, which often focus on much less contested policy 

fields. 

The analytical approach, especially the development of 

the typology of collaborative governance regimes and 

adoption of the ecological framework for studying 

organisations, may serve as an inspiration and be applied 

by other researchers to investigate other, similar policy 

fields and policy issues, e.g., reproductive rights, 

migration, assisted suicide, homelessness, etc. 

The results of the dissertation also have considerable 

practical application. First, they can guide decision-

makers regarding how to design and implement 

controversial policies to minimise the influence of factors 

undermining policy performance. Second, they may 

contribute to the advocacy efforts of drug-related non-

governmental organisations in negotiating policy 

solutions. Third, they can serve as an important source of 

information for international organisations like, for 

example, the European Union, in mapping the challenging 



policy environments and addressing them in their own 

policy strategies. 
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