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Different Styles, Similar Paths: Party Leadership in Georgia 

Nanuli Silagadze 

 

Georgia as a sovereign country has existed since 1991 when a referendum with over 90% votes in favour marked a new beginning for its 

independence. Though significant progress has been achieved since then, considerable hurdles still need to be tackled by this young democracy. 

The social-economic development of the country has remained one of the major challenges: the small nation of around 3.7 million inhabitants 

suffers from high unemployment rates, especially among the young – almost one third of whom are out of work – while the average pension is 

around just 60 Euro (“National Statistics Office of Georgia,” 2018). The civil society, although it played an important role during the 2003 Rose 

Revolution and the subsequent change of power in 2012, continues to be structurally weak, among their vulnerabilities are the lack of domestic 

funding and their dependence on external donors. This phenomenon is closely related to the underdevelopment or almost non-existence of a 

civil participatory culture, where only 1-2% of the population is member of a socially- or politically-oriented civil-society organisation (Kakachia 

& Lebanidze, 2016, p. 135). 

In the wake of latest constitutional amendments, Georgia is moving towards a parliamentary system. Consistent with other post-Soviet states, it 

has a mixed electoral system. Nonetheless, its political landscape is particularly fragmented with a high number of political parties united under 

various fractions. In contrast to other post-communist countries, the rules for party registration have not been made stricter over the years. As 

a result there are around 190 registered parties, only a dozen of which are actively involved in political life (“National Integrity System. 

Transparency International country study,” 2011, p. 138). However, only two of these were represented in Parliament in the previous legislative 

period, 2012-2016. Moreover, political parties in Georgia are weakly institutionalized, with ideology playing only a minor role. Instead parties 

are built around a strong personality who performs a central role in the decision-making process: “it would be fair to say that, in Georgia, we 

encounter political groupings that are based more on charismatic leadership and cliantelistic approaches than on concrete ideologies and 

programmatic plans” (Lortkipanidze, 2016). Consequently, the political landscape has been dominated by a single party: Shevardnadze’s 

Citizens’ Union of Georgia (CUG) from 1995 to 2003, Saakashvili’s United National Movement (UNM) in the period 2004-2012 and from 2012 

onwards – Ivanishvili’s Georgian Dream (GD).   

 

This chapter aims at scrutinizing the six personality traits of party chairpersons and their influence on the overall performance of their parties. 

Taking into consideration the particular focus of the book, the leaders of the following two parties were selected as units of analysis: Shalva 

Natelashvili from the Georgian Labour Party and Mikhail Saakashvili from the UNM. Both of these parties are important for Georgian political 
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life. The Labour Party is the most successful left-wing political party in the country’s history; the only party that does not claim to be ‘centre-

right’ and has never allied with any blocs (Machaidze, 2012). The UNM in its turn is the only party in the history of modern Georgia that has 

not disappeared from the political landscape after losing  power. On the contrary, it remained the main opposition force, pla ying an 

important role, which is acknowledged even by its rivals. Though, vastly different in their electoral performance, both of these parties have at 

least one aspect in common - their founders have been their chairpersons for decades.   

The chapter provides a brief history of the two selected party leaders, their background, and characteristics of their parties. Next, their 

performance as chairmen is analysed with an emphasis on the link between their actions and the six personality traits. The subsequent section 

evaluates the repercussions of their behaviour on the overall party dynamics and examines the hypotheses. The conclusion section summarizes 

the main findings of the study and discusses their implications.  

History of the two leaders  

The founder of the Labour Party of Georgia (GLP) and its chairman for over twenty years is Shalva Natelashvili. Born in 1958 he is considered to 

be “Georgia’s veteran oppositionary politician” and described as an “unchallenged and flamboyant leader” (Civil Georgia, December 21, 2007). 

He graduated with a law degree from Tbilisi State University, served at the Soviet Foreign Ministry’s Diplomatic Academy and held various 

positions at the General Prosecutor’s Office. He embarked on a political career after Georgia’s independence, being elected to Parliament in 

1992 and playing an active role in drafting the Constitution of 1995 (Mikaberidze, 2015, p. 492).  

Since its founding in 1995, the GLP has been represented in Parliament via proportional system only once – in 2008 when the party came fourth 

with 7.44% of votes. Another important achievement was in 2003 when GLP gained over 12% of votes. However, in the wake of the Rose 

Revolution the results were annulled and in the rerun in 2004, the party failed to overcome the 7% threshold. Still, the most successful 

performance of the party remains the victory in the local self-governance elections for Tbilisi City Council ('Sakrebulo') in 2002 where GLP came 

first, leaving behind the bloc led by Saakashvili. Despite this modest electoral performance, the party is both unique and important for the 

Georgian political landscape. First, it is the most successful left-wing political party in the country’s history; though not always represented in 

Parliament, it has been a relatively consistent opposition force (Ghia Nodia & Scholtbach, 2006). Second, it is the only party  that does not claim 

to be ‘centre-right’ and instead propagates  programs for the poorest voters, such as free health care, education, subsidies for agriculture, etc. 
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(Mitchell, 2009, p. 38). Furthermore, it is one of the few parties that has never allied with other blocs (Machaidze, 2012). In the media, Labour 

Party is often referred to as “small but vocal”, “socialist”, and “outspokenly populist”.  

Mikheil Saakashvili entered Georgian politics in the mid-1990s. Soon enough the promising young lawyer, educated in Kiev, Strasbourg and New 

York, became the second most popular political figure in Georgia after President Shevardnadze. In 2000 he assumed the office of Minister of 

Justice, earning recognition from international observers. However, in September 2001, he stepped down stating: “I consider it immoral for me 

to remain as a member of Shevardnadze’s government” and subsequently quit the CUG. In December 2001, he founded the National 

Movement, a centre-right party “with a touch of nationalism” (Georgia: Country Study Guide, 2013, p. 74). The United National Movement 

(UNM) was created through the merger of two parties – the National Movement and the United Democrats – in November 2004 (Ghia Nodia & 

Scholtbach, 2006, p. 256). Saakashvili’s party had experienced its major success already in the 2002 local elections for Tbilisi City Council where 

it received the second largest share of votes. Nevertheless, due to the agreement between the GLP that came first and his party, he became the 

Council’s Chairman, offering him a new powerful platform for criticising the government. As Saakashvili, the hero of the 2003 Rose Revolution, 

became president of Georgia in 2004, he was 37 years old, the youngest national president elected in Europe (Antelava, 2015).  

The case of Saakashvili represents an unprecedented example of former president migrating to another country, gaining citizenship and 

becoming governor of one of its regions. Though informally a chairperson of UNM, a political party operating in Georgia, Saakashvili himself is 

wanted there. He left Georgia in 2013 after his presidency and in 2015 he was appointed by Ukrainian President Poroshenko (his companion 

from early student years) as governor of Odessa and granted him Ukrainian citizenship, which automatically meant losing his Georgian 

citizenship – ironically the law prohibiting foreign nationals from engaging in political activities inside Georgia was adopted under his 

presidency. From there on his turbulent fall gained speed. Soon enough he was at odds with Poroshenko. After roughly a year he stepped down 

as governor, then in summer 2017 he was stripped of Ukrainian citizenship and deported to Poland, having already been sentenced in absentia 

to three years in his homeland.  

Table 1: The List of the Party Leaders for Labour Party of Georgia and United National Movement (1995-2018)   

Parties and their Leaders Start of the term in office End of the term in office 
Labour Party of Georgia   
Shalva Natelashvili  August 1995 30 April 2006 

 1 May 2006 2 May 2014 
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 2 may 2014 - 

United National Movement   
Mikheil Saakashvili December 2001 5 October 2013 
 5 October 2013 December 2015 

Honorary Chairperson December 2015  -  

 

Six personality dimensions 

Shalva Natelashvili 

The case of Natelashvili, in regards to self-confidence, is fairly clear. He is the one who makes all the party decisions, in fact no other 

representatives (apart from the political secretary) are known to the public and so far the whole image of the party is synonymous with his 

own. In this spirit, Nodia (2016) refers to GLP as one of the examples of the “pocket” party of their leaders in Georgia. Curiously, the official 

party website is merely a collection of videos consisting solely of Natelashvili either addressing the public or meeting a US congressman.   

Having one person define the course of the party makes it easier to remain consistent in terms of political placement. Thus, the GLP has 

remained constant in its political stance, addressing the needs of the poor in the country and advocating free education and health care. 

Additionally, during his 2008 presidential campaign Natelashvili promised to reduce the cost of gas, electricity and water by half and 

introduce allowance for the unemployed.  

Natelashvili is an eloquent public speaker who knows how to attract the media’s attention and constantly be visible in the news. This is thanks 

to his showy statements and speeches and their entertaining character. Besides, one of his main skills is, in essence, criticising everyone in a 

distinctly populist, provocative, and polarizing way: both the ones in government and the other opposition parties. There hasn’t been a 

president in the country whose resignation he has not demanded, each under different justifications. This image of his contributes to the 

party's political profiling by creating and demonstrating evident differences from other parties and political players. Although, his critique is not 

often followed by any plausible actions. As he had the chance to prove that he is able to implement his own promises, he preferred to step back 

and let someone else take charge: after the 2002 local elections Natelashvili surprisingly declared that he would not run for the Tbilisi City 

Council chairmanship himself, but rather offered this position to Mikheil Saakashvili whose National Movement party came second (Civil 
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Georgia, December 21, 2007). This step can be perceived not only as inconsistent but also brings up speculations that he doesn’t want to 

take responsibility and undermines all further campaigns, making his promises appear less credible. Soon enough he reassumed critiquing 

Saakashvili. Similarly, though he had always been an outspoken critic of Shevardnadze, during the Rose Revolution of 2003 he chose not to align 

with other opposition parties. The Labour Party boycotted the presidential election and Natelashvili himself posited that “the revolution was 

organized against his party and not to overthrow President Shevardnadze's government” (Mchedlishvili, 2003).  

Natelashvili has an image of a politician who is fond of exaggerated statements and is “prone to sensational accusations and demagogy” 

(Mikaberidze, 2015, p. 492). This does not contribute to a serious image of his, nor does it affect the performance of the party in a positive way. 

For instance, while announcing his participation in the 2018 presidential elections, he not only called the current government “robbers and 

leeches”, but described his motivation for running for the presidency as an act of “self-sacrifice” for the people: "I have been thinking a lot 

about how to congratulate my people for Christmas and the New Year. There is no better way to congratulate people in our country than an 

expression of willingness for a self-sacrificing battle… I am ready to return our country back…” (Tabula, December 22, 2017). Earlier, in the 2013 

presidential elections, when Natelashvili came fourth gaining 2.88% of votes, he refused to acknowledge the victory of opponents and 

claimed that he was the one who came first, or at least second. Why a candidate whose party, in the recent parliamentary elections received a 

marginal 1.24% of votes, would assume having the best chances for victory (in sharp contrast to all the polls) remains unclear. 

Furthermore, it is somewhat contradicting when he stated in 2007 being in favour of constitutional monarchy (Civil Georgia, December 21, 

2007) but has not missed a single chance to run for presidency (2008, 2013, 2018). By the same token, in 2007 Natelashvili expressed his 

wish for “the post of the president to be scrapped” (“Trend News Agency, September 28,” 2007), however, as all the opposition parties in 

2008 supported one candidate as a challenger for Saakashvili, GLP was the only party to nominate their own chairman for elections. Already in 

2012 the Labour Party’s program manifested a completely different position, stating “we will strengthen the presidency” (“Labour Party of 

Georgia: Internal Policy,” 2012).  

Shalva Natelashvili is the principal decision-maker in the party and nearly its only representative actively present in the media. Interestingly, the 

party statute specifies in detail all the functions and responsibilities of a chairman (Art. 6.6), however it only states that in the case of a 

chairman stepping down, the Congress (the supreme governing organ) elects a new one (Art. 6.7) (ლეიბორისტული პარტიის წესდება). In  

over two decades, this procedure has taken place twice. Shalva Natelashvili, who has been leading the party since its founding, was re-elected  

as chairman on May 1, 2006 at the 3rd Congress as he was the only candidate running for this position (Civil Georgia, May 8, 2006). Even more 
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spectacular was his resignation on May 2, 2014 when he stepped down from his post for a few minutes for delegates of the 5th Congress to 

approve him as head of the party (“რადიო თავისუფლება, May 2,” 2014). There is no doubt that he is the most, if not the only, powerful 

person in the party and truly pluralistic decision-making procedures are, in reality, absent: “Labor Party always lacked the pluralistic leadership 

and is not run collectively by a group of prominent individuals. The Party is dependent on the popularity of the one person - Shalva 

Natelashvili…” (Civil Georgia, May 8, 2006). A clear demonstration of his unlimited power was his demeanour during the 2012 intra-party crisis 

when six out of eight members of the political committee (main decision-making body) left the party. Natelashvili commented on the incident 

only after 100 days and remained as self-critical as before – instead of reflecting on the situation within the party he chose the strategy of 

blaming  others: "We have warned the society more than once that the Prime Minister Ivanishvili is trying to disassemble or discredit the 

unilateral and disobedient Labor Party with all its resources and special services” (Datuashvili, 2013).  

In the Georgian context it is highly difficult to measure party leaders’ flexibility in terms of responsiveness to the public opinion changes since 

no regular public opinion polls take place. In rare cases when they do occur, they are usually conducted by the NGOs under the request of one 

of the political parties, typically shortly before elections. Moreover, the results of the polls carried out by different institutions of the civil 

society do not necessarily match, thus, leaving space for interpretations. However, referring once again to the internal events within the GLP, in 

2012 when more than two thirds of the members left the crucial organ of the party, Natelashvili showed no intention of dealing with this issue 

either by conducting discussions or by elaborating on the possible reasons. He merely ignored the incident and did not even comment on it for 

over three months. This shows little to no ability of the leader to react to the opinions of the party members or to be accessible to them.  

On the other end of the spectrum would be the party’s position on European community, NATO accession, and Russia, which is fairly 

ambivalent. In 2006 Natelashvili stressed the importance of having partnership relations with Russia and favoured “many-sided” foreign policy 

(Civil Georgia, May 8, 2006). However, as time passed the position became increasingly blurry. In 2007 he suggested withdrawal from the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) as a consequence of deteriorating relations (“Civil Georgia, June 9,” 2007). The same year, as 

leading political groups signed the pro-NATO declaration, Natelashvili made his signature dependent on whether Saakashvili stepped down or 

not (“Civil Georgia, March 12,” 2007). A couple of years later the election program of the GLP was not in favour of NATO membership anymore, 

stating: “Georgia will actively continue to integrate with the EU. At the same time, relations with Russia will quickly be improved, and economic, 

transport and other contacts will be restored. We reject Georgia’s participation in military alliances” (“Labour Party of Georgia: Internal Policy,” 
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2012). In contrast, during his presidential campaign only one year later, Natelashvili declared NATO, USA, and EU to be Georgia’s strategic 

partners (“Presidential Candidate’s View: Shalva Natelashvili,” 2013). 

 
In general, Natelashvili is well known for his blunt and simplistic statements which result in other players using him as a metaphorical equivalent 

to be applied if someone does not care about the validity of their statements. Due to the space limitation only a few instances of the described 

behaviour are highlighted. To begin with, while introducing the party’s political secretary, Giorgi Gugava, as a candidate for Tbilisi mayor 

elections in 2017, Natelashvili solemnly assured:  

"If someone oppresses you, you do not need to do anything, Gugava will come himself. If the bank comes to evict you, Gugava will come. If a water pipe 

bursts, Gugava will come. If the road is damaged, Gugava will come. If you have any difficulties, Gugava will stand alongside you.” (“Tabula, September 14,” 

2017)  

As one would expect this statement had little in common with reality, triggering a wave of jokes and mockery videos on social media.  

Other examples illustrate his misplaced assertions. In 2006 he accused Saakashvili of “Georgian people’s genocide”. It is needless to say that 

the term “genocide” is more than inappropriate when used in the given context. Saakashvili himself almost never responded to Natelashvili’s 

accusations and referred to him as Shaliko – a diminutive form of Shalva – hinting that he does not see him as a serious politician (“Civil 

Georgia, May 8,” 2006). Furthermore, Natelashvili declared that Saakashvili was brought into power “with the help of the U.S. and Russian 

special services” and that “Saakashvili and his dirty gang is financed by two financial-political centers: Washington and Moscow” (“Civil 

Georgia, September 8,” 2006). These are rather implausible statements since USA and Russia pursue diametrically different policies and 

interests in the regions and often act openly adverse. As Mitchell (2008) puts it: “The Russians viewed the Rose Revolution as a negative 

development from its earliest days”, whereas it “was immediately hailed as a success story for the promotion of democracy and  U.S. foreign 

policy”. In one of the latest interviews conducted in the course of the presidential campaign he stated that Ivanishvili’s crimes overshadow 

those committed by all fascists who were convicted during the Nuremberg trials (“რადიო თავისუფლება, October 22,” 2018). Such a 

statement is not only shocking, but calls into question whether Natelashvili possesses enough knowledge of history or common sense. In the 

same imprudent manner he stated earlier that “there are two criminal regimes on earth, ISIS and Ivanishvili’s Georgia” (“Tabula, December 2,” 

2015). Certainly the comparisons between ISIS and fascism with Georgia’s current government are more than appalling and simply illustrate 

a great deal of populism and ignorance.  
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Apart from fallacious accusations, Natelashvili is not known for offering any viable solutions to existing problems. For instance, during one of  

the 2012 presidential campaign debates, his answers were merely a compilation of political slogans without any specifics. Thus, among others, 

the answer to the question of tax and fiscal policies and possible ways for financing social programs, he responded: “It will be financed as soon 

as a people-loving government comes into power” (“Civil Georgia, September 10,” 2012).  

Mikheil Saakashvili 

The November 2007 protests demonstrated the inconsistency between the claimed ideals of democratic governance and the brutal reality, as 

well as a high level of decisiveness at the end of the standoff. The protests had socio-economic roots: popular expectations of improved living 

standards were not being met, especially in the provinces. However, in contrast to 2003 events, neither was the opposition united over the goal 

of the protests — demands ranged from early parliamentary elections to Saakashvili’s resignation, nor was the government discredited. After 

reaching its peak on 2 November, the number of participants started decreasing sharply from day to day. Despite this, on 7 November, the 

police violently broke up the remaining demonstrators, several hundred people were hospitalised, a state of emergency was declared, 

opposition leaders were arrested, and all non-state television and radio stations were forced to stop broadcasting. Why Saakashvili decided to 

use violence to disperse the demonstrations as they were already tapering off was unclear to many observers.  

However, his messages are not always congruent. For instance, responding to criminal charges against him in July 2014 Saakashvili says:  

“After failure to find billions misappropriated by me, because I have never misappropriated even a tetri – on the contrary, we increased Georgia’s budget 

eleven-fold; after failure to prove any specific crime, because I have not committed any – on the contrary, we almost brought crime rate to zero, they 

[authorities] have brought purely political charges against me.” “Civil Georgia, July 28,” 2014)                                                                                                                    

A few days later he stressed the lack of time as the main reason why he was not willing to return to Georgia (“Civil Georgia, August 7,” 

2014).  

The recent presidential elections in Georgia demonstrated  that despite the defeat of UNM’s candidate, Saakashvili is “capable of mobilizing the 

huge financial, political and media resources needed to compete”, even while being abroad (Kakachia & Lebanidze, 2018). Similarly, during the 

2016 parliamentary elections, Saakashvili, though campaigning from afar, remained the most recognisable figure of the opposition and enjoyed 

an increase in popularity. Already back in the early 2000s, as Saakashvili promised to “paralyze Shevardnadze’s government”, his main strategy 
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was “radicalizing the political situation and expanding the political space” by bringing the discontent population back into the active political 

arena and positioning himself as the toughest fighter against the regime and rampant corruption (Kandelaki, 2006, pp. 4, 8–9). Besides, having 

staged the bloodless revolution of 2003, he is considered to be a “master of street protests”, able to mobilise support. As in 2009, he himself 

was facing street protests, ironically noted: “They have no idea what to do. If I were in their place I would topple the government in about two 

weeks” (Sharashenidze, 2016). In general, his rhetorical skills are indisputable.   

 

During his last months in office as president he personally addressed the UNM parliamentarians to support the constitutional amendments 

directed at cutting presidential powers, suggested by the ruling Georgian Dream coalition. This was a strategically reasonable step, 

demonstrating that the government was not able to make important decisions without his party’s support, thus, highlighting the prestige of 

UNM as an influential political power.  

 

The fact that the former president of a country opted for losing his citizenship to obtain a governor’s post in another country was justly called  

an “insult” to the Georgian state by former President Margvelashvili. Though Saakashvili contradicted it with an absurd assertion: “We will all 

together build a new Ukraine. Without a new Ukraine, there will be no Georgia”, this step can be viewed as an example of him putting his 

interests above his party's (“Civil Georgia, May 31,” 2015). Towards the end of his last presidential term, Saakashvili announced: “Only recently 

I was thinking about appropriateness of leaving politics, but now it would amount to fleeing” (Menabde, 2013). Shortly after his resignation, he 

did leave Georgia, stating: “I am Georgian, I am Ukrainian, therefore I am European” (“Civil Georgia, December 7,” 2013). His statements over 

his role in Georgian politics remained contradicting. In one of his later interviews he emphasized having left Georgian politics only 

“temporarily”, signalling the possibility of his comeback (Menabde, 2015a). One year after, while addressing a rally in support of UNM, he 

pledged to “return to Georgia immediately after UNM’s victory” (“Kommersant, October 6,” 2016). However, two days later, Saakashvili 

unexpectedly told Ukrainian television that he would not be returning to Georgia “whatever the outcome of the elections” (“Interpressnews, 

October 8,” 2016).  

Commenting on the arrest of one of the leading UNM politicians, Ugulava, Saakashvili said that “UNM does not stand on separate individual 

political figures whether it’s him, Ugulava or any other UNM leader”, adding that  “people can replace each other, but this idea of Georgia’s 

progress and development cannot be stopped…” (“Civil Georgia, July 3,” 2014). This is in sharp contrast with his actions directed at keeping 

his position as chairman of the party at any possible costs. Interestingly, Saakashvili was also very quick at distancing himself from his 
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Movement of New Forces in Ukraine as it wasn’t polling well, stating: “It wasn’t me…I am always among the three or four most popular 

politicians. It’s not about my party. It’s about me” (Tamkin, 2017). 

Saakashvili has been UNM’s leader since its founding in 2001 and was re-elected as the party’s chairman in October, 2013. Since 2015 when 

he lost Georgian citizenship, the position of UNM party chairman has remained vacant (“Civil Georgia, December 6,” 2015). Formally, the 

statute of the party (Art. 6.2) defines the functions of the chairman, but specifies neither the term of office nor the procedure for re-election 

(“‘ერთიანი ნაციონალური მოძრაობა’ წესდება,” 2013). Accordingly, Saakashvili resisted all the attempts by the party leadership to elect a 

new head, asserting that the process was meant to push him out. The issue of chairmanship served as a reason for multiple splits within the 

party. The first rift appeared in 2015 as several prominent figures of UNM, along with the executive secretary, left the party, vaguely indicating 

the need for “renewal”. Saakashvili, in response, expressed his disappointment and said that he almost left the party in protest himself 

(Menabde, 2015b). He did not reflect on the topic of disapproval itself, but rather commented that “a party is a live organism — some cells die 

out and others replace them” (Menabde, 2015a). Later instead of electing a chairman, the party moved to team governance: “For 3 years the 

party has been under team management, there is a political council, chairperson and general secretary of the political council, and these 

structures are making decisions in the party, so no need and utility in electing a new chairman. The party will continue to be managed by the 

team”, stated party official Bakradze (New Posts, December 5, 2015). Another intra-party crisis evolved in the aftermath of the 2016 

parliamentary elections, resulting in UNM’s defeat to the GD coalition. Saakashvili called for boycotting the results, questioning the legitimacy 

of elections, whereas most political council members and future MPs preferred entering Parliament. In the end Saakashvili lost the debate and 

the political council decided to be represented in Parliament. Another conflicting point was the issue of party leadership: the majority of UNM’s 

lawmakers were in favour of electing a new chairperson, while others were fiercely for leaving the post vacant (“Civil Georgia, January 12,” 

2017). In January 2017, after months of intra-party frictions, UNM split as the majority of its famous members declared their decision to leave 

the party. Ex-Mayor of Tbilisi and freshly released from prison Gigi Ugulava became the head of the new opposition party, stating: “One person 

is responsible for dismantling the party – the person, who established the party” (“Civil Georgia, January 12,” 2017). A reality-distant 

assessment of the situation was provided by Saakashvili: “The party is as united and as strong as it has never been in the last four years…” 

(“Civil Georgia, January 12,” 2017). This division in the biggest opposition party was seen with concern by analysts since a divided UNM was 

predetermined to be politically and electorally weaker. Saakashvili’s ambitions being above party interests were confirmed: “The fundamental 

issue is that Saakashvili’s personal political agenda is often at cross purposes with that of the party he started” (Cecire cited in Tamkin, 2017a). 
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He currently enjoys the status of Honorary Chairperson of UNM. However, the price for Saakashvili staying the “spiritual” leader of UNM is quite 

high, since due to this split, UNM lost most of its parliamentary membership (Navarro, 2018).  

The mere fact that the president of one country accepts the offer of becoming governor of a province in another country exhibits a decent level 

of flexibility, judgements set aside. Saakashvili himself elegantly replied: “Former presidents either write memoirs or are forgotten by all. I 

became a governor. Is that really a lowering of rank?” (Menabde, 2015a). However, Saakashvili resigned from the governor post  just after UNM 

was defeated in the parliamentary elections. One might see it as a step towards repositioning himself, adapting to new circumstances. He 

realised that he would not be able to regain power in Georgia in the near future, and thus, viewed the option of entering Ukraine’s national 

political stage with a new opposition party as a reasonable alternative (Rukhadze, 2016). The question of whether one can be an opposition 

leader in two different countries simultaneously is a different topic.  

However, when it came to his position as chairman of UNM, Saakashvili remained determined and unwilling to show any responsiveness 

towards his fellow party members. Though, once, as a move of political manoeuvring, he offered that UNM should elect a new leader but 

negated this a couple days later (Rukhadze, 2016). This obviously did not resolve the issue and the party split occurred. Although, Saakashvili 

might be justly criticised for showing little to no flexibility in this matter, others saw the break-up as a natural phenomenon, with or without 

Saakashvili being  chairperson: “political parties that lose four consecutive elections, in this case two for parliament, one presidential and one 

local election, rarely hold together” (Mitchell, 2017). During the recent presidential campaign Saakashvili struck a conciliatory tone towards his 

former rivals - the European Georgia – the party that was formed as a result of the above mentioned 2017 split, suggesting that everyone 

“should forget old offenses” and unify their forces. The two opposition parties agreed to back each other’s candidates, if one of them made it 

into the second round and not to attack each other throughout the campaign (“Civil.ge, May 2,” 2018).  

Saakashvili is known for his dramatic and  populist rhetoric. In one of his recent speeches in Brussels he claimed: “We have no time to 

lose…Soon there will be no people left in Georgia…We need a national government that will put an end to anti-Georgian, anti-

Christian…developments…I can act as a regular activist (fighter) if necessary. Georgian people should get their country back” (“Rustavi 2, April 

9,” 2018). What he meant by “soon there will be no people left in Georgia” is unclear, since there is neither a war taking place, nor any kind of 

ethnic purge. Earlier, when UNM lost parliamentary elections in 2012, Saakashvili announced its “purification, catharsis and renewal” and 

accused the GD coalition of “populism” (“Civil Georgia, October 15,” 2012), forgetting the fact that he and his party had been in power for 
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almost a decade in order to address the issues that the GD promoted in their campaign. Later on he tried to persuade the public of his 

popularity in Ukraine saying: “I’m the one who gets most of the selfies” (Tamkin, 2017a).  

However, Saakashvili had some innovative ideas for Georgia’s development. During 2018 presidential campaign he expressed his ambition to be 

a director of the free economic zone in a new port town of Lazika, built on the Black Sea coast not far from Abkhazia. He added: “I want the free 

economic zone of Lazika to have an English law system with British judges, zero VAT tax, free business environment and guaranteed protection 

of rights” (“Civil.ge, November 27,” 2018).  

Table 2: The Character Traits of Natelashvili and Saakashvili 

 Terms in office Self-confidence Competence Integrity Need for Power Flexibility Cognitive complexity 

Natelashvili First (1995- 2006) High Medium Low High  Medium Low 
  Second (2006-2014)  High Medium Low High Medium Low 

 Third (2014-) High Medium Low High Medium Low 

Saakashvili  First (2001-2013) High High High Medium Medium High 
 Second (2013-2015) High Medium Low High Medium Medium 

 Third (2015-)1 High High Low High Medium High 

 

4. Analysis of consequences for parties  

The analysis demonstrated that these two party leaders exhibited diverse results in the studied personality dimensions. In total, Saakashvili 

scored higher compared to Natelashvili. While the GLP chairperson showed in fact no change in behaviour throughout his terms, considerable 

change was observed in the UNM chairman’s performance. This appears logical since in the case of Natelashvili there were no alterations: he 

has been the party leader since the very beginning, the profile of his party has remained steady and GLP also stayed constant but marginal force 

on the Georgian political landscape, with the vote share ranging from 1-7%. In contrast, Saakashvili and his UNM had been ruling the country 

for almost a decade and unprecedentedly managed to remain the main opposition force in a country where previously ruling parties would 

                                                 
1 as Honorary Chairperson 
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disappear after the electoral defeat. Besides, Saakashvili personally experienced several ups and downs during the same period of time. The 

parties under scrutiny and their leaders have always had disparate roles in the Georgian society.  

In the matter of Natelashvili (who consistently displayed a high level of self-confidence and need for power, a medium level of competence and 

flexibility, and a low level of integrity and cognitive complexity), his traits and demeanour led to a weakened electoral performance in two 

subsequent elections, a substantially decreased party membership and a constricted intra-party cohesion during his second period in office. In 

regards to elections, two concrete events shed light on the dynamics. First, it was clearly a miscalculation on his side not to join other 

opposition parties during the Rose Revolution as subsequently GLP failed to overcome the threshold and lost a considerable share of its 

members (around 15-17%) due to the taken position (Nodia & Scholtbach, 2006).  Conversely, during November 2007 events GLP supported the 

opposition campaign against Saakashvili’s government and played a leading role in organising a massive rally in Tbilisi, which the government 

violently dispersed. This move was perceived positively by the public and he subsequently came fourth in the 2008 presidential elections, 

garnering around 6.5% of votes, compared to just 2.9% of votes in the 2013 presidential elections.  

In contrast, Saakashvili’s impact on the party was somewhat different, namely much better electoral results (though steadily declining), split 

within the party and no effect on party membership. However,  the effect on party membership could be miscalculated since in Georgia no legal 

requirements for tracking party members exist, neither are there institutionalised mechanisms for the public authorities to verify the numbers. 

Thus, one is wholly dependent on the statements of the parties about the number of their own members. They are not always accurate - 

parties tend to exaggerate the number; besides, different representatives of the same party might claim incongruent figures (Silagadze, 2018). 

In total, Saakashvili has proven to be a decisive and confident person who is not afraid of new challenges, has no problem moving around the 

globe, and knows how to stage himself in the media. With undeniable rhetoric skills and an ability to mobilise supporters and resources even 

from abroad, he is an extraordinary figure in many ways. His competence was assessed as “medium” in the second term due to his strategic 

mistake of losing Georgian citizenship, though keeping the ambition of staying chairman of the Georgian party. As Ghia Nodia, a recognised 

political scientist who served in Saakashvili’s cabinet, noted: “He hurt himself politically in Georgia by giving up his citizenship. His decision 

displayed impatience and lack of strategic judgment: he cannot just wait out for better times and loves to be in the center of action” (Tamkin, 

2017b). Conversely, his need for power increased after his resignation as president. Although he built a party with democratic decision-making 

mechanisms, frictions leading to the split appeared as he insisted on staying the party leader from afar at any cost (even though having founded 

another party in Ukraine). Throughout his first term as party chairman, which lasted 12 years (8 of them as president), he built an image of a 
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trustworthy and consistent politician, whereas afterwards he made several contradicting and unserious assertions, acquiring an image of a less 

trustworthy statesman without a state.  

Table 3: The Consequences for the Parties 

  Electoral performance Intra-party cohesion Party membership  

Natelashvili  First (1995- 2006) Slightly lower vote share No effect Decreased 
  Second (2006-2014) Lower  vote share2 Declined No data3  

 Third (2014-) Higher vote share No effect  Decreased  

Saakashvili First (2001-2013) Lower vote share  No effect No effect 
 Second (2013-2015) No effect4 Declined  No effect 

 Third (2015-) Significantly lower vote share5 Declined No effect6 

 

Figure 1: Electoral support for GLP and UNM and their candidates (1995-2018)7 

Parliamentary elections 1999 2004 2008 2012 2016 

GLP 7% 6.14% 7.44% 1.24% 3.14 

                                                 
2 Though the party experienced a slight improvement in their electoral performance in 2008 elections by roughly 1%, it subsequently plummeted to a total percentage of 

around 1% of votes in the subsequent elections.  

3 There is no data on party membership available in the period from 2008 to 2012. However, judging from the electoral results during this time, one could assume the 
decline not only in vote share, but also in membership.  

4 No elections held in this period. 

5 In regard to the parliamentary elections, rather a good result in the 2018 presidential elections.  

6 The latest information on the party membership at disposal is from the year 2016.  

7  Here are depicted only the outcomes of the elections where either the party itself or its candidate took part. Furthermore, the 2003 parliamentary elections are not 
covered since their results were annulled.  
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UNM  - 67.75% 59.18% 40.34% 27.11% 

Presidential elections  2000 2004 2008 2013 2018 

GLP8 - - 6.64% 2.88% 3.74% 

UNM  - 96.0%9 54.73%10 21.72%11 40.48%12 

 

5. Concluding remarks  

This chapter aimed at analysing important personality dimensions of the two party leaders and their overall impact on their parties. At first 

glance these leaders are quite contrasting: Saakashvili being in power for almost a decade, his party being the main opposition force in the 

country and he himself currently stateless and wanted in Georgia. Contrarily, Natelashvili has never assumed any public office and the best 

performance of his party was reaching around 7% of votes, but he is a very recognisable figure, constantly in the media spotlight for his 

sensational statements. In accordance with their distinct roles and political weight, they acted and scored differently. It can be concluded that 

Saakashvili, who ranked higher on personality traits, also performed better in electoral terms. Though, UNM steadily lost votes and experienced 

party split, it managed to remain the main opposition power of the country.  

 

Admittedly, some traits might matter more than others for the performance of the party. This offers a venue for future research which would 

address each personality feature separately and connect it with different aspects of a party’s ups and downs. Since parties in the Georgian 

context are built around strong personalities and rarely outlive their leaders, the finding that both chairmen exhibited high demand for power 

was not surprising, although, they operate within different settings. If Natelashvili is the only one who determines the direction of his party, 

Saakashvili, though having considerable influence over UNM, is not solely responsible for the decisions taken. The organisational structure of 

                                                 
8 The only presidential candidate from GLP has been Natelashvili himself  

9 Presidential candidate Mikheil Saakashvili 

10 The holder of the office – Saakashvili  

11 Presidential candidate Davit Bakradze  

12 Presidential candidate Grigol Vashadze gained 37.74% in the first round and 40.48% in the second. 
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UNM allows for a real collective decision-making process – for instance, Saakashvili’s suggestion to boycott the elections in 2016 was turned 

down by the majority of the political council. In fact, it was UNM that split, not GLP, thus, would this mean that other features bear more 

explanation than need for power in terms of party cohesion? Furthermore, the common theories suggest that learning and change occurs 

through the terms. However, the findings illustrate that there was no change at all in the case of Natelashvili, as opposed to Saakashvili who 

demonstrated higher competence and integrity, but a lower need for power during his presidency. This suggests that not the nominal sequence 

of office terms as a party leader is decisive, but rather whether or not a chairperson has held other political posts. Being active in an additional 

role and acting in a different environment not only fosters one to acquire another perspective, but to increasingly and inevitably face challenges 

and conflicts while interacting with other players. Subsequently, the new setting encourages to compromise, learn, stretch and grow as a 

politician and as a party leader.   
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