
This thesis examines how EU rule of law conditionality contributes to the persistence of stabilitocratic
governance in the Western Balkans, by analyzing the cases of Serbia and North Macedonia. Despite
formally committing to integration with the EU and adopting legal reforms, both countries exhibit
patterns of autocratic governance and democratic deterioration. By employing a comparative case study
of key reforms in anti-corruption and media freedom, this research traces how EU conditionality unfolds
in practice. Building on an integrated theoretical framework which combines hybrid regime theory, state
capture, and the External Incentives Model, the study identifies four mechanisms that explain this
dynamic: façade compliance, elite instrumentalization, institutional hollowing, and standardized
conditionality. The findings show that legal and institutional reforms often result in formal compliance
without meaningful implementation. This allows ruling elites to enjoy the benefits of EU candidacy
while preserving their grip on power. North Macedonia shows some variation linked to the changes in
government, however Serbia demonstrates a more entrenched form of stabilitocracy. Overall, the study
argues that EU rule of law promotion spurs superficial reforms and thus inadvertently entrenches
stabilitocratic regimes.


