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Abstract

Many new parties are electorally succeeding across European party systems, 
including in post-communist countries. This is especially true in Slovakia, where  
it is accompanied by another very specific phenomenon, which in our perspective 
defines recent parliamentary elections – the prevalence of new breakaway par-
ties. These newly formed parties created by splitting from parliamentary parties 
are now competing alongside them in early parliamentary elections. The 2020-
2023 period, in addition to seeing the fall of governments, and a general political 
crisis and instability, was also characterized by frequent party factionalism. During 
this period, turbulent development within SMER-SD, ĽSNS and OĽaNO translated 
into the formation of three new parties – HLAS-SD, Republika, and the Democrats, 
which represent our case studies. The aim of our paper is to analyse how these 
new breakaway parties differ from their original parties organizationally, in the pro-
cesses associated with intra-party democracy (IPD). We empirically explore their 
leadership selection, candidate selection and membership policies. The existing 
data (based on the Populism and Political Parties Database) indicate that their 
three parent parties are highly personalized with low IPD. The findings of our com-
parative analysis reveal that the new breakaway parties have incorporated more 
transparent approaches to intraparty processes compared to their parent parties. 
However, concerning candidate selection, they have not embraced greater inclu-
siveness than the parties they originated from. Overall, despite a noticeable trend 
towards intra-party depersonalization, the opportunity for a broader membership 
base to participate in the decision-making process remains largely unrealized. 
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1.  Introduction

New parties make electoral breakthroughs and even participate in government 	
in many European countries, especially in central-eastern Europe (CEE). Although 
these newcomers naturally gain the interest of the media and the public, relatively 
little attention is devoted to how they function internally and, more specifically, 
to their level of intra-party democracy (IPD). Many such new parties are estab-
lished by splitting away from established parties that have existed within the 
party system for a while, so-called breakaway parties. Considering the prevalence 	
of highly personalized charismatic leadership in new parties, these non-com-
promising individuals likely not only stand behind their party’s breakaway, but 
the experience of breaking away also strongly affects IPD within the new parties. 
Based on existing political theory, we expect that the new breakaway parties do 
not repeat the same approach towards party organization that was practised 
in the parent party, in order to avoid the same fate of further factionalism. The 
individuals who establish break-away parties will likely design the institutional 
structures of their new parties in reaction to what they perceived as weaknesses 
within the organization of their parent parties. Based on such experience, it can 
be expected that the newly formed parties will not replicate the practices that 
led to party splits in the past. This article thus contributes to the party politics 
literature by examining the internal structures of such new parties. 

The contemporary academic debate concerning IPD encompasses several areas 
and indicators of this process. In this paper, we empirically pay attention to some 
processes associated with IPD, a concept we map by looking at leader selection, 
candidate selection and the position of the party leader of these breakaway parties. 
Some research regarding the concept of IPD (von dem Berge and Obert, 2018), 	
as well as the process of leader and candidate selection, already exists in the CEE 
context (Kopeček & Hloušek, 2018; Hloušek & Kopeček, 2019; Kubát & Hartliński, 
2020). A large part of the theory that deals with IPD overlaps with that on political 
personalization, a complex process in which the importance of the institution (like 
a political party) declines while that of individuals (like party leaders) increases 
(Rahat & Kenig, 2018, p. 1; Pedersen & Rahat, 2021). Measured in three dimen-
sions – media, institutional and behavioural – increasing personalization is said 
to have a direct relationship with decreasing IPD (Gunther, 2001; Scarrow, 2005). 
Ignazi (2020) explains this link by stating that rising personalization, evidenced 
for example by more and more decision-making powers concentrated within the 
centralised party leadership structures, logically goes hand in hand with a dimin-
ished role for the rest of the party organization. Notably, others have looked into 
intraparty processes from the perspective of the theory of institutionalization and 
its impact on parties’ electoral outcomes (see Rybář & Spáč, 2020).

Our paper explores these theoretical relationships between different party 
organizational features and IPD using a set of three case studies of new breakaway 
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parties that competed in the recent general elections in Slovakia. Prior to the 2023 
general elections, Slovakia witnessed some of the most chaotic and fragmented 
eras of governing – even within the context of post-communist countries of CEE, 
where the bar is already set relatively low. Such instability at the level of national 
governance, in our view, has its origins in the country’s party system itself, and is 
evident even at the level of individual parties plagued by factionalism. This phe-
nomenon of factionalism is embodied by the trend of new party formation, when 
over time groups of MPs broke away from three existing parliamentary parties, 
founding new parties. Specifically, in June 2020, eleven MPs led by former PM 
Pellegrini broke away from SMER-SD, establishing a new party called HLAS-SD. 
In March 2021, following a problematic change in the party statutes of the far 
right ĽSNS, five of its MPs, and one MEP, Milan Uhrik, founded the Republika 
party. And finally, the collapse of Eduard Heger’s government in 2023 led to yet 
another split in OĽaNO, when Heger with eleven other MPs from took over the 
Blue Coalition party, renaming it the Democrats, establishing another new party. 
As such, three new breakaway parties were created in the parliament, without 
their parent parties disappearing. 

As such, not only have most Slovak parties been divided by these frequent 
splits, but these new factions successfully turn into newly formed parties 	
(i.e. breakaway parties) running alongside their original parties (i.e. parent par-
ties) in elections. The prevalence of these new breakaway parties in the Slovak 
party system in our view defines not only the recent parliamentary elections, 
but the overall state of political development in the country. To that end, our 
paper explores how these new breakaway parties differ from their original 
parties in regard to their party organization, analysing which aspects may have 
been adopted. 

Notably, the parties considered in our analysis can be perceived from many 
angles. For instance, some can be viewed as far-right, populist or anti-establish-
ment (De Vries & Hobolt, 2020; Jankowski et al., 2022). According to some schol-
ars, organizationally, the closest definition for them would be entrepreneurial 
parties, as they are closely related to their party leader, the so-called political 
entrepreneur who establishes the new party independently of other existing 
groups or institutions (see Paolucci, 2006; Hloušek, Kopeček, & Vodová, 2020). 
As opposed to such entrepreneurial newcomers, the existing theory that deals 
with new party formation also distinguishes other types of new parties – so-called 
rooted parties. They differ from entrepreneurial parties by being ‘supported 	
by already existing organisations or groups, which promote the new formation 
and contribute resources to build a party infrastructure’ (Bolleyer, 2013, p. 777). 
Other scholars may also categorize some of our parties under the more dynamic 
category of so-called challenger parties, solely on the basis of their office-holding 
experience, since such parties   did ‘not have the opportunity to control policy 	
or government’ per their definition (De Vries & Hobolt, 2020, p. 21). 



ARTICLES / 148

Independently of this conceptual discussion, all our concerned parties share 
certain ideological as well as rhetorical approaches. Specifically, the populist an-
ti-establishment and anti-corruption rhetoric present among some of our cases 
reflects changes that took place in Slovak politics in the past. Strong feelings 	
of protest have resonated among large segments of Slovak society for some time. 
Low trust in parties, and in politics in general, corruption scandals of major par-
ties and other challenges are behind the overall political change that our selected 
parties represent. Our theoretical discussion will illustrate how the demand for 
strong charismatic politicians (who try to utilize the growing frustration of the 
electorate) fuels the personalization of parties and diminishes their IPD. Vis-
à-vis the theory of IPD, we explore how the new breakaway parties differ from 
their parent parties regarding party organization, concretely in the selection 	
of leaders and candidates and in the role of party leaders. Our research objective 
is to identify which of these party organizational features were adopted from the 
parent parties, and how this affects the IPD of the breakaway parties. We expect 
that the breakaway parties will likely organise differently, adopting a more in-
clusive party organisational model, motivated by the desire to avoid the highly 
personalised and strictly top-down hierarchical modus operandi used in their 
parent parties, where the party leadership, or the party leader himself, makes 
the vast majority of decisions. To that end, our analysis deals chiefly with the 
following research question:

RQ: What are the party organisational features and IPD of new breakaway 
parties in comparison with their parent parties? 

Regarding our research question, we firstly expect that the party organi-
zational setup of our breakaway parties will follow that of their parent parties 
(reflecting in the level of personalization and IPD). Regarding candidate selection, 
we predict that the leader selection etc. of the new breakaway parties will be 
highly similar to the parties they split from.

Secondly, we expect the party leaders of breakaway parties to maintain 
control over the leader selection process as a safeguard of their position. Our 
last expectation is that the decision-making power of the party leaders over the 
party structures of our breakaway parties will be significant. 

	 Regarding the structure of this paper, the theoretical section below will 
incorporate the conceptual debate regarding breakaway parties, followed by 	
a discussion concerning political personalization and IPD. The next part of the 
article deals with the case selection, followed by a discussion related to the back-
grounds of these cases. The methodological section explains how the empirical 
analysis is operationalized, and what kind of data it relies on, followed by the 
empirical section where the actual analysis takes place. Finally, the conclusions 
section summarizes our findings and comments on their relevance in light of the 
existing theory that was reviewed at the beginning of the article. 
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2.  Theoretical discussion: breakaway 
parties, personalization and IPD

Parties, especially newly formed and newly governing parties, are as far from 
being unitary actors as any organization can be considering the different pres-
sures they face, such as the need to hold the party together, to communicate 
and coordinate between the central party organization and the party in public 
office, and to manage internal conflicts and relations within the organization 
as well as with coalition partners (Deschouwer, 2008, p. 7).

To begin our theoretical discussion, it is first vital to define the concept of breaka-
way parties within the universe of new parties. A vast body of theory concerning 
new party formation exists, both globally (see Rochon, 1985; Lucardie, 2000; 
Hartleb, 2012) as well as within the CEE context (Sikk, 2005; Bennich-Bjőrkman, 
2006; Hanley, 2012). There are many types of newly formed parties that differ 
in regard to their raison d’être and circumstances under which they emerged. 
There are multiple vantage points from which the emergence of new political 
parties can be examined, including institutionalization (Bolleyer, 2013), electoral 
success, responses to corruption (Engler, 2015), and their overall success and 
decline (Haughton & Deegan-Krause, 2020). This article aims to contribute to 
the literature by examining the intra-party structure of new parties.

Generally, three ways in which new parties can be formed are known – firstly, 
as first-time electoral contenders that have no organizational or personnel links 
with established parties. Secondly, as persistent minor parties that previous-
ly contested elections, but never broke through independently (Hanley, 2012). 
Thirdly, new parties can come into existence as breakaway parties, defined as 
new parties that form either by splitting from established parties or by elites 
breaking away from such parties (Hanley, 2012). Our research focuses chiefly 
on the breakaway parties. Such parties have a unique place in political science 
theory, as their formation is closely connected to the question of the organiza-
tional stability of parties, and in turn to party factionalism (see Spirova, 2007; 
Bos & Van Der Brug, 2010). 

Parties by nature function as collective entities, within which divided views 
and opinions have the potential to create internal pressures. Such pressures 
can eventually ‘trigger the formation of factions that render the unitary actors’ 
(Boucek, 2009, pp. 455–456). Such factions, when not muted in the party struc-
ture, can potentially strive for, and even succeed, in splitting the party. By the end 
of this process, the party dissenters may establish a new party, i.e. a breakaway 
party. Factionalism as a process does not occur in vacuum; certain conditions, 
such as scandals and pressures associated with participating in government, 
for instance, can trigger it. For parties trying to avoid or minimize the chances 	
of such developments, party cohesion is something to strive for (see Cirhan, 2023). 
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Such risks are even more relevant to newly formed and especially newly governing 
parties. We focus on the concrete breakaway moments in our case studies below.

As we discuss in the next section, we selected our cases based on the level 
of personalization in their parent parties, with the assumption that it will have 
an impact on their party organizational structures, and in turn affect their IPD. 
The term political personalization relates to the on-going theoretical discus-
sion concerning the importance of political institutions, like parties, versus that 	
of individual actors, like their leaders. Personalization takes place when these 
individual political actors become more prominent at the expense of their in-
stitutions (parties) (Karvonen, 2010; Rahat & Kenig, 2018). As a process, it is 
associated with the development of the media, especially with televised political 
debates and the spread of online communication, enabling an easier and more 
direct relationship between voter and politician (McAllister, 2007). 

The conceptualization of the term personalization involves three layers: 
behavioural, institutional, and media (see Balmas et al., 2014; Rahat & Sheafer, 
2007; Rahat & Kenig, 2018). For the purposes of our analysis, we are interested 
solely in institutional personalization, a process in which the internal party rules 
are amended in such a way as to favour the decision-making power of the party 
leader at the expense of the rest of the party, a so-called centralized personali-
zation (Balmas et al., 2014), sometimes also referred to as the presidentialization 
of politics (Hloušek, 2015; Poguntke & Webb, 2005). 

The above arguments in this theory overlap with, or better, stand opposite to 
IPD. In a nutshell, institutionally personalized parties, dominated by influential 
individuals, tend to have lower levels of IPD. 

The three parent parties in our study, SMER-SD, ĽSNS, OĽANO, are amongst 
the most highly personalized parties in Slovakia. For this reason, we explore 
whether or not our three breakaway parties developed organizationally along 
similar lines and thus have limited IPD. 

With the decline of mass parties, caused in part by a general lack of interest 
in membership (Van Biezen & Poguntke, 2014), some new parties attempted to 
attract new supporters by making the internal decision-making process more 
inclusive, even for those not holding membership status (Ignazi, 1996, 2020). 
Many scholars expected this trend of fuelling IPD by promoting the rights of 
members regarding selecting party leaders and candidates would be part of the 
new development (Scarrow, 2015).

But things developed differently. The growing personalization increased the 
gap between rank-and-file members and party leaders (Ignazi, 2020). To map this 
development, Poguntke et al. (2016) came up with a methodological scheme to 
measure and compare the IPD of different parties, comprising three categories: 
structures, resources, and representative strategies. We follow this method in 
our empirical analysis, looking at party structures using a set of three indicators 
– leader selection, candidate selection, and the role of party leaders in parties.
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Selecting leaders is without doubt one of the most important and challenging 
steps for a party. In regard to IPD, it is crucial who can participate in this process 
of leader selection (Cross & Blais, 2012), whether all grass-roots members, or 	
a closed group of selected party elites. The inclusiveness of the candidate selec-
tion process is an equally important indicator of IPD, which is why this process 
is subject to many studies (see Hopkin, 2001; Katz, 2001; Barnea & Rahat, 2007; 
Rahat, 2009; Hazan & Rahat, 2010). Finally, the autonomy and overall position of 
territorial party branches is an important part of IPD. The absence or diminished 
role of these units often indicates a centralized organization where the leader 
holds all the power (Gunther & Diamond, 2003). 

Our study probes the impact of Slovakia’s fragmented party system – char-
acterized by the existence of several factionalized (parent) and newly formed 
(breakaway) parties – on party organizational structures, and in turn their IPD. 
IPD in theory primarily concerns power distribution within parties, encompass-
ing the location of power, its holders, and member participation (Cross & Katz, 
2013). These trends and relationships can be assessed by looking at different fac-
tors like the candidate selection process (Barnea & Rahat, 2007; Hazat & Rahat, 
2010; Katz, 2001; Rahat, 2009), the leader selection process (Aylott & Bolin, 2016; 
Cross & Blais, 2012), and the various organizational aspects of the party, such as 
the autonomy of grass-roots networks or territorial party structures (Poguntke 	
et al., 2016). The theoretical debate focuses largely on different indicators of IPD, 
but does not tell us much about the relationship between parent and breakaway 
parties in regard to IPD. We attempt to supplement the existing body of theory by 
looking into this relationship. In particular, we aim to understand the organiza-
tional differences between breakaway parties and their parent parties, focusing 
on the dimensions of IPD. Thus, our analysis of the three Slovakian breakaway 
parties’ organizational structures maps their IPD by looking at these indicators 
– leader selection, candidate selection and the role of party leaders concerning 
party membership, territorial party structures and other key party organizational 
features. The breakaway parties are HLAS-SD, Republika, and the Democrats, 
which split from SMER-SD, ĽSNS and OĽaNO, respectively. We explain the reasons 
for the selection of these cases in the next part. 

3.  Case selection

We have selected three cases of breakaway parties for our analysis, HLAS-SD, 
Republika, and the Democrats. Our case selection is based on the similar levels of 
personalization within their three parent parties – SMER-SD, ĽSNS and OĽaNO, 
according to the Populism and Political Parties Database. The available data from 
the Populism and Political Parties Database (Meijers & Zaslove, 2021) indicate that 
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these three parent parties are highly personalized with low IPD (see Figure 1 for 
details). Indeed, scholars have noted the dominance of party leaders within the 
party structures of SMER-SD and OĽaNO (Rybář & Spáč, 2020). To illustrate the 
levels of personalization amongst these parent parties, two examples of highly 
personalized parties, Forza Italia (FI) from Italy and PVV (the Party for Freedom), 
are included in Figure 1. 

SMER-SD, ĽSNS, OĽANO are characterized by high institutional person-
alization and low IPD. Although these three parent parties are of course not 
identical when it comes to organizational matters, in all of them the vast majority 
of formal power is vested in the party leader. The selection of these three spe-
cific parent parties that are highly personalized puts us in a position to analyse 
how the breakaway parties that split from them approach party organization in 	
a comparative perspective. 

The strong position of party leaders (in regard to other party structures) 
seems to be co-facilitated by the legal setup of the Slovak electoral system and 
legislation on political parties. Concretely, the system has a single national district 
for parliamentary elections, meaning each electoral list may not geographically 
cover all the regions of the country. This system favours parties founded on 	
a single individual (see Haydanka, 2021). Similarly, the legal conditions for polit-
ical parties are not particularly stringent. The law requires some organizational 
prerequisites for establishing a political party, such as the existence of supreme, 
executive, arbitration, and audit bodies. Each party body, apart from the statu-
tory body, must have at least three members, the executive body must have at 
least nine members, and the supreme body of the party must have at least 27 
members. Additionally, for participation in parliamentary elections, a party must 
have either 45 members in the supreme body or a total of 300 members (Zbierka 
zákonov Slovenskej Republiky, 2005). Such a legal framework indeed seems to 
influence how parties in Slovakia organized, supporting the establishment of 
highly personalized parties with dominant party leadership. The relative lenience 
of the rules concerning political parties is visible for instance in the development 	
of OĽANO, which comprised only four party members (Cirhan, 2023). 
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Figure 1:  
Personalization and IPD of parent parties 

 
 
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on POPPA dataset. 
 
 

3.1 Background of the selected cases

This section deals with the backgrounds of the three breakaway parties with 	
a particular focus on how they split from their parent parties and what preceded 
such events. The cases are described in chronological order according to when 
the splits took place.

4.  New - born party in the midst of 
government crisis

SMER-SD has been present in the Slovak political space since 1999, and since 
2002 it has been a part of the Slovak parliament. Robert Fico has been leading 
the party since its inception. Due to the low consolidation of the Slovak political 
system, SMER-SD is considered one of the most organizationally and electorally 
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stable parties. Similarly, the party has been stable in terms of governance, always 
holding the position of the Prime Minister. SMER-SD formed a government for 
the first time after the 2006 elections, marking the first government led by Robert	
Fico. Then, with a two-year break, SMER-SD returned to power from 2012 to 
2016, where it was able to form a government independently. The SMER-SD 
government continued from 2016 to 2020, albeit with significant complications 
(Marušiak, 2021). On 15 March 2018, the party chairman and Prime Minister 
Robert Fico resigned, ending his third government. The trigger for this downfall 
was the murder of investigative journalist Ján Kuciak and his fiancée (Hájek, 
2018). Kuciak’s investigation had uncovered corruption at the highest levels of 
the Slovak political and justice systems, particularly within the governing SMER-
SD. He revealed connections between high-ranking politicians and Italian mafia 
networks, leading to the largest protests in Slovakia since the Velvet Revolution 
(Harris, 2019).	 Although the opposition demanded early elections, SMER-SD 
proposed a government restoration. The popular Minister of Investments and 
Informatics, Peter Pellegrini, became the new prime minister. The power struc-
ture within SMER-SD resembled that of Poland’s PiS, where the party was led by 
Jaroslav Kaczyński, but the prime minister was Mateusz Morawiecki (Kern, 2018). 
Additionally, Pellegrini became the leader of SMER-SD for the 2020 elections, 
campaigning under the slogan ‘responsible change’. It was the first time that 
Robert Fico was not the leader. However, this change did not prevent SMER-SD 
from suffering a defeat at the hands of Igor Matovič and the OĽANO movement 
(Havlík et al., 2020). Following the electoral defeat, Peter Pellegrini urged Robert 
Fico to step down from the presidency and leave the party: 

If Mr. Chairman Fico wants to help SMER-SD, social democracy in Slovakia, 
the time has come for him to step down from the helm of the party. 	
It will help SMER-SD become stronger, significantly increase its coalition 
potential, and create space for a new generation of politicians ready to fight 
(Echo24.cz, 2020). 

Fico offered Pellegrini the chairmanship but was unwilling to leave the party. As 
Pellegrini’s conditions were not met, he announced his departure from SMER-SD 
and the founding of a new political party. Along with Pellegrini, 10 MPs left SMER-
SD. On 11 September, the party HLAS-SD was officially formed, with Pellegrini as 
its chairman (Krkoška, 2020).
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5.  Criminal conviction as a trigger  
of new party formation

The People’s Party Our Slovakia (ĽSNS) was established in February 2010. The 
party didn’t follow the conventional path of formation but emerged through the 
rebranding of the Wine Friends Party, which Marian Kotleba and a few friends 
took control of. Shortly after assuming leadership of the party, they changed its 
name to the People’s Party of Social Solidarity, and after a few months, the party 
was renamed ĽSNS (Mesežnikov & Gyarfášová, 2016). Kotleba’s involvement with 
the Wine Friends Party followed the dissolution of his previous Slovak Togeth-
erness party. This party openly embraced the legacy of the World War Two-era 
fascist Slovak State, evident in actions such as wearing Hlinka Guard uniforms and 
condemning the Slovak National Uprising (Jancura, 2016). The party’s activities 
were deemed unconstitutional, leading to its dissolution by the Supreme Court 
in 2006, after operating for about a year (Pravda, 2006). Consequently, within 
the ĽSNS leadership, Kotleba had to adopt a different rhetoric that didn’t openly 
challenge parliamentary democracy or violate the constitution (Drábik, 2023). 
Despite toning down its rhetoric, the party remained quite radical, particularly 
in its anti-Roma appeals (Kluknavská, 2013).

ĽSNS’s first significant electoral success was Marian Kotleba’s victory in 
regional elections, specifically in the Banská Bystrica region. In 2016, the ĽSNS 
party entered the Slovak parliament for the first time with an 8.04% share. The 
party maintained its parliamentary position in the 2020 elections with a 7.97% 
share. At the start of 2021, Kotleba amended the ĽSNS statutes without consulting 
the rest of the leadership. Kotleba’s motive was to solidify the chairman’s position 
and retain control of the party even from prison, as he was sentenced to four years 
for promoting Nazism. In response to the statute changes, numerous significant 
ĽSNS politicians departed from the party, led by MEP Milan Uhrík and MP Mi-
lan Mazurek. Former ĽSNS politicians were offered the already existing HLAS 
LUDU party by former MP Peter Marček in order to bypass the requirement of 
gathering 10,000 votes  to establish a new party, which was challenging during 
the COVID-19 period. The party was subsequently renamed Republika, with MEP 
Milan Uhrík assuming the chairmanship (Kyseľ, 2021).

6.	 A broader coalition attempt  
gone wrong

The Ordinary People and Independent Personalities party (OĽaNO) emerged 	
in 2011 under the leadership of media sector businessman Igor Matovič. His own-
ership of regionPRESS, overseeing 36 newspapers across Slovakia, significantly 
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aided OĽaNO in gaining public visibility (Žúborová, 2015, p. 104). Matovič fre-
quently utilized his media outlets to disseminate political messages (Malová and 
Dolný, 2016). His foray into politics commenced with a civic initiative focused on 
combating corruption and clientelism (Rolko, 2013, p. 27). OĽaNO’s genesis took 
root when four of its members were elected from the candidate lists of the SAS 
party. The reception of preferential votes bolstered their resolve to establish an 
independent party. However, the early 2012 elections resulted in only modest suc-
cess, with just over an 8% vote share. Despite this, the party managed to maintain 
its parliamentary presence in 2016, securing 8.8% of the vote. The pivotal shift 
for OĽaNO took place in the 2020 elections. The scandal surrounding journalist 
Kuciak’s murder, which implicated the ruling Smer party, led to a seismic shift 
in the electorate (Havlík et al., 2020). OĽaNO capitalized on this wave of public 
dissatisfaction and swept the 2020 elections. Matovič orchestrated a broad coa-
lition comprising three parties (SAS3, For the People4, and We Are Family5) and 
assumed the office of prime minister.

Matovič earnestly sought to fulfil his pre-election promises and formed 	
a government that excluded SMER-SD. Yet, the coalition’s inherent weakness, 
with SaS under Richard Sulík, For the People led by Andrej Kiska, and We Are 
Family under Boris Kollár, lay in the clash of strong leaders unable to forge sus-
tained compromise and cooperation. This fragility became glaringly evident 
with the immediate challenge posed by the Covid-19 pandemic shortly after 
the government’s formation. Matovič’s clandestine negotiations with Russia for 	
a supply of the Sputnik vaccine triggered a political crisis, ultimately resulting 
in his resignation (Holroyd, 2021). Although Matovič stepped down as PM, the 
tumultuous conflicts within the coalition persisted (Zuzelka, 2022). Eduard He-

3	  Sloboda a Solidarita (SaS), established in 2009 with Richard Sulík as its founder and long-stand-
ing leader, is positioned on the liberal-conservative spectrum, emphasizing economic freedom, re-
duction of national debt, and the support of personal freedoms. SaS has been part of several Slovak 
government coalitions, such as the Iveta Radičová administration from 2010 to 2012 and again from 
2020 in a coalition led by Igor Matovič. In the 2023 elections, the Sloboda a Solidarita party secured 
6.32% of the vote.
4	  The For the People party, established in 2019 by former Slovak President Andrej Kiska, is centrist 
to centre-right, focusing on the rule of law, transparency in public administration, and support for 
social and economic reforms. It emphasizes the importance of civil rights, democratic principles, 
and sustainable development. In March 2020, Za ľudí became part of a four-party government coa-
lition led by Igor Matovič’s OĽaNO party. During the parliamentary elections in 2023, Za ľudí ran in 
coalition with OĽaNO and successfully secured one seat in the parliament, illustrating its ongoing, 
albeit limited, presence and influence on the Slovak political scene.
5	  The ‘Sme Rodina’ party, established by Boris Kollár, positions itself within a populist and some-
what right-leaning ideological framework, with a focus on traditional family values, a sceptical 
stance on immigration, and calls for direct democracy and adjustments in social welfare policies. It 
highlights national interests and support for small and medium-sized businesses, aiming to repre-
sent the ‘common people’ against the established political elites. However, during the parliamentary 
elections of 2023, Sme Rodina obtained 2.21% of the votes, which resulted in the party not meeting 
the threshold for parliamentary representation, leading to its exit from parliament. 
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ger, the Minister of Finance from OĽaNO, assumed the role of prime minister, 
seeking to restore stability.

However, irreconcilable personal animosities between Matovič and SaS 
leader Sulík proved fatal for the coalition. Even after SaS’s departure from the 
government in autumn 2022, internal strife continued within the coalition and 
OĽaNO itself. Eventually, by late 2022, another organizational crisis within OĽaNO 
led to ten of its MPs leaving its parliamentary club (Biró, 2022). This led to the 
collapse of the government through a vote of no confidence, compelling the 
president to call for snap elections due to the inability of existing parliamentary 
parties to resolve the deadlock.

Following the government’s downfall, former Prime Minister Heger left the 
OĽaNO movement, expressing a commitment to unite right-wing political forces 
for early elections. Alongside four ministers from his interim government, he 
joined the Blue Coalition, formerly known as SPOLU. The party later rebranded 
itself as the Democrats, with Heger assuming the role of chairman (Hanák, 2023). 

In summary, what the selected cases have in common is that the split from 
the parent parties was the only chance for the departing party elites to carry 
through their vision of the party. There was no, or very little, probability of al-
ternation in the party leadership, and no possibility to reform the parent parties 
from the position of party leadership. The leaders of the parent parties did not 
permit any change in the leading post. For instance, although Fico formally offered 
Pellegrini the post of party leader, he did not agree to leave the party, nor was he 
willing to lose his influence over party affairs. Although the secondary motiva-
tions may have varied between one party and another, ranging from a chaotic 
leadership style, to the public image of the leader, to personal animosities, the 
main motivation for setting up a new party was the same for all the concerned 
parties – the inability to replace the leader in control of the parent party.

7.	 Data and Methods

As mentioned previously in the introduction, our research objective is to explore 
how breakaway parties differ from their parent (highly personalized) parties 	
in regard to their party organization and in turn in regard to IPD. To that end, 
we analyse which party organizational features were adopted from the parent 
parties and how they affect the IPD of the breakaway parties.

This section examines how the analysis is operationalized and what kinds 
of data it relies on, starting with the methodology. In regard to the methodology, 
we explore the levels of IPD based on qualitative analysis of party organization. 
Concretely, this analysis involves assessing three different indicators that the 
literature considers as influencing IPD. These are the processes of leader selec-
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tion and candidate selection and the position of the party leader within the party 
organization. 

Simply put, the first indicator identifies who selects the party leader within 
the party, whether it is the delegates of the party congress, the party presidency, 
or any other arrangement. In this leader selection dimension, we are also inter-
ested in the length of a leader’s term. 

In regard to the second indicator, candidate selection, we investigate who 
has the autonomy to select candidates, and how this process is managed in the 
breakaway parties. We are chiefly interested in the selection process for candi-
dates in general elections to the National Council of the Slovak Republic. 

The third indicator in itself is operationalized to include three aspects of the 
decision-making capacity of the party leader. This entails the leader’s role and 
autonomy in regard to membership, party congresses and territorial branches. 
Regarding members, we investigate who approves and cancels party membership 
status. Concerning party congresses, we explore who summons them, and how 
often these events are held. In regard to territorial branches’ autonomy, we study 
who is in the position to establish and dissolve them.

Altogether, the analysis of leader selection, candidate selection and deci-
sion-making power over membership, party congresses and the affairs of territo-
rial branches will give us a clear picture of how each breakaway party approaches 
self-organization, and what this means for its IPD. In regard to data, our qualitative 
in-depth analysis draws from different types of primary data. Concretely, this 
includes various internal documents such as annual party reports, media reports, 
and party statutes. It is noteworthy that this methodological approach naturally 
has its limitations, as there always exists a certain space for disparity between 
the formal rules set forth in party documents and the informal practices within 
party organizations. The challenge to empirically capture this variation in party 
politics research is often bridged by conducting interviews with individuals 
from these institutions, which is a method we would like to include in our future 
studies on this topic. 

 

8.	 Empirical evidence

In this section, we focus on the analysis of our findings and discussion of their 
implications for our three breakaway parties. Concretely, we focus on three 	
aspects of party organization vis-a-vis the theory of political personalization 
and IPD – leader selection, candidate selection, and the role of party leaders 
within party structures. The latter indicator itself includes three dimensions – 
the decision-making capacity of the party leader in regard to membership, party 
congresses and territorial branches. 
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9.	 Leader and candidate selection 

First we analyse who selects the party leader and candidates. Figure 2 illustrates 
the details of leader and candidate selection in for each case.

Starting with SMER-SD and its breakaway party HLAS-SD, our findings 
show that in regard to party leader’s selection, these two parties are relatively 
similar. In both of them, the delegates of the party congress are solely responsible 
for selecting the party leader. The only difference between them is in the length 
of term of office of party leader. While in the former, the party leader serves 	
in his/her position indefinitely until he/she is expelled by the congress delegates, 
in the latter case, party leaders are selected for a period of four years. 

In regard to candidate selection, SMER-SD’s candidates are selected by the 
party presidency, but the party leader must first propose this step (Article 12, 
SMER 2020). HLAS-SD’s party statutes do not stipulate that party leaders be in-
volved in this process, making the process less personalized and less dependent 
on the party leader (Article 5, HLAS 2021). 

Regarding OĽaNO, the party statutes state that the party leader is selected 
only by party members participating in the party congress (Article 7, OLANO 
2017), which in itself is a relatively restrictive measure considering the low num-
ber of party members – 61 in 2022 (Výročná správa, 2023). Although at first sight 
the rule does not seem to be strict, in reality only a relatively small circle of close 
associates decides about the post of party leader. For the Democrats, a more 
standard procedure is in place: party congress delegates select the party leader, 
who serves for only two years (Article 11, DEMOKRATI 2023). In contrast, in the 
parent party OĽaNO, party leaders remain in position for four years. In addition, 
another rather symbolic step towards ‘de-personalization’ within the Democrats 
was made when the party leader Heger stepped down as an electoral leader ahead 
of the recent election, allowing the former For the People MP Letanovská to 
take his place as the main face of the party in elections (Denník N, 2023), which 	
at least publicly was a crucial decision. 

As for SMER-SD (and unlike HLAS-SD), in OĽaNO the party leader proposes 
the candidate selection, which is executed by the party presidency; in the Dem-
ocrats, only the party presidency runs the process without involving the leader 
individually. 

Moving on to ĽSNS, the party congress delegates select the party leader (Ar-
ticle 9, LSNS 2021), but his/her appointment in this position is not time-limited 
(we will explain the relevance of this measure later in our analysis). Republika’s 
party leader is selected by congress delegates for a period of four years (Article 
8, REPUBLIKA 2021). In both ĽSNS and Republika, candidates are selected by the 
party presidency. In Republika, however, the personalized nature of the party 
was diminished by publicly de-radicalizing its rhetoric, and simultaneously by 
focusing on presenting two main faces in the recent campaign – Milan Uhrík and 
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Milan Mazurek, instead of single party leader (which was the custom in ĽSNS 
in the past).

The findings here illustrate that in regard to leader and candidate selection, 
the parent parties are more personalized than their breakaway parties. SMER-SD 
and ĽSNS do not limit the period for which leaders hold office at all, while OĽaNO 
effectively restricts who can select the party leader by having a limited number of 
party members. Concerning candidate selection, in contrast to all the breakaway 
parties (which are already relatively centralized by having the party presidency 
selecting candidates), two of the parent parties (SMER-SD and OĽaNO) go even 
further by having their party leader involved as the initiator of selecting them. 

Figure 2: 
Leader and candidate selection 

 
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on party statutes.
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10.  �Role of party leader in party 
structures 

In this part of our analysis, we examine the role of party leader in party organ-
ization in regard to three dimensions of the leader’s decision-making capacity. 
Concretely, this involves the party leader’s power to make decisions about party 
membership, party congresses and territorial branches. See Figure 3 which illus-
trates the role of the party leader in regard to these three dimensions in each case.

Figure 3:  
Role of party leader in party structures 

 
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on party statutes.

In this analysis, we start with party membership. Regarding SMER-SD and 
HLAS-SD, our data show that the breakaway party actually follows a more cen-
tralized and hierarchical model than the parent party. In HLAS-SD, the party 
presidency is solely responsible for approving and removing all party members 
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(although in regard to approval it may authorize the regional branch on its be-
half) (Article 5, HLAS 2021). In contrast, SMER-SD has a much more IPD-friendly 
decentralized approach towards accepting and removing members (Article 7, 
SMER 2020). Our expectation is that this party membership strategy in SMER-
SD comes from its social democratic roots.

In contrast, for OĽaNO and the Democrats, the parent party follows a far 
more personalized mode of membership, since all members are approved and 
removed by the party leader himself/herself. The party presidency is also involved, 
but the party leader maintains the main decision-making power in this regard 
(Article 8, OLANO 2017). Likewise, in ĽSNS the party leader has a decisive role 
in admitting all new members to the party. The party presidency only decides 
on removal from the party, but anyone wanting to join the party needs to be ap-
proved solely by the party leader himself/herself (Article 11, LSNS 2021). In this 
respect, the breakaway Republika is far less personalized than its parent party. 
While the party presidency removes party members, it may delegate the approval 	
of new members to regional branches, which represents a relatively decentralized 
compromise in regard to IPD (Article 6, REPUBLIKA 2021). 

Regarding party congresses, our findings indicate that SMER-SD as the 
parent party again represents a less personalized case than its breakaway party 
HLAS-SD. While in SMER-SD the party presidency calls for new a congress to 
convene at least once every two years (Article 11, SMER 2020), in HLAS-SD this 
is the sole responsibility of the party leader (Article 4, HLAS 2021). However, 
the party leader is bound by several rules stipulating when it should happen – 
at least once per two years, or if requested by one of the different bodies of the 
party organization (e.g. the referee commission, half of the members of the party 
presidency, or four of the party’s regional councils). 

In the case of OĽaNO and the Democrats, the parent party follows the more 
personalized model, possibly the most personalized of all the parties being con-
sidered here. OĽaNO’s leader alone decides whether to summon a party congress, 
and the party statutes are not even transparent in regard to any timeline for it. 
This means that in OĽaNO, the party leader de facto has a free hand in organizing 
party congresses, and nobody else within the party can influence it (Article 8, 
OLANO 2017). In sharp contrast to its parent party, the Democrats convene a party 
congress every two years, and the party presidency is transparently responsible 
for this event (Article 11, DEMOKRATI 2023). However, perhaps the most complex 
and restrictive system of summoning a congress is found in ĽSNS. The leader’s 
term in office is not time-limited, but he/she can only be replaced by a vote during 
a party congress. Importantly, ĽSNS can call for a congress only when either the 
party leader requests it, or when two thirds of the party presidency vote for it, 
but in ĽSNS the party leader handpicks half of the party presidency (Article 9, 
LSNS 2021). This means that the party leader de facto secures his position indef-
initely. The only set of events that might allow for him/her to be outmanoeuvred 
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is if the party elite leaves the party and establishes a new one (which is exactly 
what happened with Republika). 

In regard to the autonomy of the party leader over territorial branches, 
again the rules of HLAS-SD provide more power to the party leader than in its 
parent SMER-SD party. As such, HLAS-SD is more personalized in this regard, 
too. While in SMER-SD the party presidency votes and decides collectively on the 
establishment and dissolving of territorial branches (Article 12, SMER 2020), in 
HLAS-SD only the party leader has power to propose this (Article 2 and 3, HLAS 
2021). Regarding the administration of territorial branches, OĽaNO is the perfect 
example of a centralized party organization since the party has no territorial 
branches. Contrarily, in the breakaway Democrats, the party presidency estab-
lishes and dissolves branches when instructed to do so by the general secretary 
of the party (Article 15, DEMOKRATI 2023).

In ĽSNS, all local matters are decided solely by the party leader, making 
it an extremely personalized party (Article 17, LSNS 2021). Republika follows 	
a similar approach in regard to establishing or dissolving territorial branches, but 
in a slightly more depersonalized mode. The party presidency makes decisions 
over these party organizational changes, but only when the party leader proposes 
to do so (Article 13, REPUBLIKA 2021).

11.	   Conclusion

Our findings highlight how the party organizational features and IPD of the 
three Slovak breakaway parties compare to their parent parties. We expected 
that the organizational setup of our breakaway parties would follow that of their 
parent parties, which should have been reflected in their levels of institutional 
personalization and in turn IPD. Our findings do not indicate that the majority 
of the breakaway parties followed their parent parties in regard to how they 
are organized (i.e. in the level of institutional personalization and in turn IPD). 	
It seems that, overall, the individuals who established the new breakaway parties 
may have acted in a reactive way, implementing different rules for organizing 
their new parties in order to avoid the kinds of developments that motivated 
them to depart their original parties in the first place.

Interestingly, although our analysis does not cover this, the election results 
indicate that the longer the break-away parties exist, the greater electoral success 
they achieve.

The findings related to the organizational features of our breakaway parties 
are not unambiguous in that regard. In the cases of the Democrats and Republika, 
these two parties are organized along different, far less-personalized lines their 
parent parties (OĽaNO and ĽSNS). The party statutes of both of these breakaway 
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parties lead to a less centralized and less personalized organizational setup than 
in their parent parties. Unlike OĽaNO and ĽSNS, where party leaders meddle 
significantly in the vast majority of crucial decisions, for instance in the selection 
of candidates, assembling party congresses, or making decisions about territo-
rial branches and party membership, the Democrats and Republika opted for 	
a more decentralized approach where decision-making powers are divided and 
delegated to different bodies of the organization. Overall, the power to make 
many decisions is not vested solely in the party leader, as is the case for their 
parent parties. 

In contrast to the Democrats and Republika, HLAS-SD is a breakaway party 
whose statutes clearly favour the more centralized personalized approach to party 
organization. For HLAS-SD this is the case across the majority of indicators, more 
so than for its parent party SMER-SD – in regard to decisions over membership, 
congresses as well as territorial branches. Such a finding is puzzling, considering 
that HLAS-SD is the only one of the three breakaway parties that succeeded in 
securing seats in the recent general elections. 

We also expected the party leaders of our breakaway parties to maintain 
control over the leader selection process as a safeguard of their own positions. 
Our findings do not indicate that the breakaway parties sustain control over the 
party leader selection process to the degree measured in their parent parties. 
While the party leaders in SMER-SD and ĽSNS have some sort of guarantee since 
their positions are not time-limited, the OĽaNO leader’s position is more ‘secure’ 
since his/her fate is in the hands of only a limited number of party members. 
In contrast to their parent parties, HLAS-SD, the Democrats and Republika have 
relatively standard rules regarding leader selection, where leaders are selected 
by party congress delegates for a specific period of time.

Lastly, we expected that in the breakaway parties, leaders would have sig-
nificant decision-making power over party structures. Regarding the Democrats 
and Republika, contrary to our third expectation, the party leaders’ role in de-
cision-making processes is not as important as in their parent parties. While 
within the parent parties the leader selects or removes members (and controls 
territorial branches, as well as congresses), in these two breakaway parties the 
decision-making structure is more decentralized and delegated to different lev-
els of party organization, such as the party presidency or regional branches. 
However, consistent with what we expected, the role of party leader is signifi-
cant in the third breakaway party – HLAS-SD, where the party leader maintains 	
a relatively significant role. He/she proposes the establishment and dissolution 
of territorial branches and has more say in summoning the party congresses. 
Perhaps interestingly, however, is that in HLAS-SD, although it is formally on 
the more personalized side of our breakaway parties, the negotiation talks held 
after the elections signalled that the position of party leader Pellegrini may not 
be as firm. While the party leader attempted to initiate discussing a potential coa-
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lition government with Progressive Slovakia, the party elite of HLAS-SD (largely 
composed of former SMER-SD MPs) overturned this effort and moved towards 
forming the government with SMER-SD instead (Grim, 2023).

To return to the existing theory and discuss our findings in light of it, our 
analysis demonstrates that breakaway parties exhibit a higher degree of trans-
parency in their internal workings compared to their parent parties. This trans-
parency is particularly evident in the selection of leaders, demonstrated through 
regularly held party congresses and clearly defined timelines for the leader’s man-
date (Cross & Blais, 2012, Scarrow, 2005). However, when it comes to candidate 
selection, the breakaway parties have not embraced greater inclusiveness, which 
would allow members to actively engage in this crucial process (Barnea & Rahat, 
2007; Hazat & Rahat, 2010; Katz, 2001; Rahat, 2009). Qualitatively speaking, there 
is a noticeable trend towards intra-party depersonalization in most cases. From 
the perspective of IPD theory (Cross & Katz, 2013; Ignazi, 2020), this shift does 
not significantly enhance the opportunity for the broader membership base to 
participate in internal decision-making processes.
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