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Abstract

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: facade 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.
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Introduction

European integration to the Western Balkans started in 1999 with the launch of the SAP
(Stabilisation and Association Process) which aimed at gradual rapprochement of the Balkan
region with the European Union (European Parliament, 2024). Soon after, the European Council
declared at 2003 the Thessaloniki summit that the future of the Balkans lies with the European
Union (European Parliament, 2015). More than two decades later, the so called WB6 have not
reached membership - Serbia, North Macedonia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Montenegro hold candidate status, while Kosovo* is a potential candidate. After 25 years of
engagement and close cooperation with the European Union, the Western Balkan countries were
expected to advance on their democratic trajectory, however, they are increasingly a haven for

illiberal practices and are undergoing serious democratic backsliding (Gafuri and Muftuler-Bac,

2021).

The WB6 has been on a downward trend without any indication of improvement - in 2016, the
average democracy score for the region (excluding Slovenia) returned to the very same value it
held in 2004 (Balkan Insight, 2017). Recent reports label developments in the Western Balkans
as ‘worrying’ with the average democracy score in the region being 3.57 out of 7 (Freedom
House, 2024), despite increased engagement with the EU after the invasion of Ukraine - an event
that served as a geopolitical incentive to the EU to revive enlargement (Karjalainen, 2023). A
critical puzzle emerges from this contradiction - how come the transformative power of the EU
has no effect on democratization in the WB6, to the extent of an evident downward trend in
democratic qualities? The authoritarian tendencies of official candidate countries are raising
doubts about the EU's capacity to successfully export democracy through its enlargement

program and its transformational potential (Kmezic and Bieber, 2017).



This puzzle has been addressed in the literature by multiple scholars, who investigate a possible
tradeoff between democracy and stability, coining the term “stabilitocracies” to refer to Western
Balkan regimes. Stabilitocracy is a government which claims to secure stability, pretends that it
is espousing integration with the EU while relying on clientelist, informal structures, media
control and a regular production of crises with the goal of undermining democracy and rule of
law domestically (Bieber, 2018). The persistence of stabilocratic regimes is not fully homemade
(Bieber, 2018) - EU conditionality not only didn’t counter state capture, it also involuntarily
contributed to the entrenchment of informal networks in the WB6 and aided the elite in
strengthening their power grip (Richer and Wunsch, 2020). Contrary to this, other studies show
that EU conditionality is crucial for the quality of domestic institutions and their governance,

thus conditionality contributes positively to protection of human rights and freedoms (Qerimi,

2021).

The existing literature has laid down the theoretical foundations that accommodate stabilitocratic
regimes, and has shown that they persist, among other things because: the EU prioritizes stability
over democracy (Gafuri and Muftuler-Bac 2020), has turned a blind eye or even praised
autocratic leadership (Pavlovic, 2016), because of economic factors and top-down conditionality
(Richer and Wunsch, 2020) and EU’s weakened transformative power (Bieber, 2018). Key
factors in stabilitocracy survival are superficial reforms and the EU's technical approach
(Kmezic, 2019). While a growing body of research acknowledges that EU rule of law
conditionality may inadvertently contribute to the persistence of stabilitocratic regimes in the
Western Balkans (Gafuri and Muftuler-Bac 2020, Richter and Wunsch, 2020, Kmezic, 2019),
existing studies typically focus on broader patterns of formal compliance, elite
instrumentalization or general shortcomings of the EU conditionality strategy. To address this
gap, this study conducts a detailed reform-level analysis which traces how specific rule of law
reforms (adopted under EU guidance) unfold in practice and how this process contributes to

stabilitocracy entrenchment in Serbia and North Macedonia.



Accordingly, this study examines: How has the EU’s enlargement conditionality on rule of
law reforms shaped entrenchment of stabilitocratic governance in Serbia and North

Macedonia?

This research question is particularly relevant, as the effectiveness of EU conditionality in the
Western Balkans is critical for the EU’s credibility as a promoter of democratic norms and
fundamental values in its immediate neighbourhood. The European Union, through its
integration project, has been committed to spreading democratic values, prosperity and peace
across the European continent (European Commission, 2025). EU enlargement has often been
labeled as the EU's most important foreign policy project (Ginsberg, 1998) and one of the most
powerful foreign policy tools (Emmert and Petrovic, 2015). However, liberal democracy has
been experiencing ‘a crisis of confidence’ (Fetterolf and Wike, 2018). This decade has been
marked by concerning trends, such as weakening democratic norms and increased support for

leaders with shaky support for democratic practices and values (Fetterolf and Wike, 2018).

Despite the internal illiberal challenge to democracy in Hungary and Poland, which jeopardizes
EU’s legitimacy (Hooghe and Marks, 2019), the EU’s integration project to the WB is challenged
by competing powers like Russia and China (Marin¢ et al., 2020). The Western Balkans is even
considered ‘a playground for power games, a geopolitical chessboard’ (Panagiotou, 2020) and a
testing ground in the new Cold War (Erlanger, 2018). Therefore, the WB region is geopolitically
very important to the European Union and the stability of the continent, which makes the lack of
progress and democratic development on their EU path concerning. Stabilitocratic regimes are a
challenge, particularly because they are hard to call out, since they constantly keep up the
illusion that they are democratizing, while domestically undermining all that this process
encompasses. WB countries see conditionality reforms as a box to tick off and not as a

mechanism for pragmatic, real-life change.

Through a qualitative comparative case study approach, this research finds that the technical rule
of law conditionality approach results in a formal-compliance bias - Western Balkan leaders

adopt EU-driven legal and institutional reforms without ensuring effective implementation.
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Although formal criteria are fulfilled, the substance of democratic reform is subverted
domestically. The facade reforms and formal compliance without democratic progress give
domestic elites the chance to ripe the benefits of EU candidacy and boost their legitimacy while
engaging in undemocratic behaviors, thus contributing to stabilitocracy entrenchment.

Furthermore, this study finds that the success of reforms depends more on the domestic political
context, than the role of the EU as a driver for democracy. This questions the EU's transformative

power.

The organization of this thesis research is as follows; Firstly, the study covers the literature
review and theoretical framework. This is followed by the research methodology, data and case
selection section. After that, the study moves to the empirical analysis of rule of law reforms in
the chosen cases: Serbia and North Macedonia. The discussion and conclusion sections compare
and reiterate the findings, and the limitation section points to shortcomings as well as areas for

future research.

Literature Review

EU conditionality refers to the political, economic and legal conditions that a country must fulfill
to join the EU (Szarek-Mason, 2010). The process of enlargement itself confers upon the EU
external governance mechanisms and unprecedented influence to restructure the domestic
institutions and public policies of candidate countries (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, 2004).
Even though the EU had power to significantly shape the policies of candidate countries in CEE
through the conditionality-based accession process, the effectiveness was limited by lack of
precision, consistency and enforcement mechanisms (Grabbe, 2006). Even when assessing EU
democracy promotion two decades ago, there is evidence that aid distributions did not have
strong correlations with democratic progress (Youngs, 2004). Rewards were often administered
based on rhetorical promises of reform, rather than pragmatic democratic change. One example
is the case of President Nano in Albania, who was favoured by the EU based on his strong

rhetoric against corruption, but in reality succumbed to conservative influence (Youngs, 2001).



The traditional ‘enlargement fatigue’ has been replaced by a new set of challenges for the EU
enlargement policy, most notably the inability or unwillingness of WB countries to adopt the
needed political (or economic) changes necessary for accession (Economides, 2020). The war in
Ukraine did reinvigorate EU enlargement to the Western Balkans as a geopolitical necessity,
however success is dependent on overcoming the stagnation from the past and igniting a genuine
democratic reform in the region (Karjalainen, 2023). On the other hand scholars argue that even
though the EU revived the enlargement process after the invasion of Ukraine by Russia, the goal
of the EU's agenda is not the inclusion of more states in the union. Instead, the EU uses its
enlargement strategy as a stabilization mechanism and a security building tool - the same goals

the EU pursued following the Balkan wars in the 1990s (Anghel and Dzankic, 2023).

Criticism of the declaratory beliefs that Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries are
successful democracies is not rare. Having formal democratic institutions does not equate
democracy - institutions alone are not sufficient to assess democracy because these may overlook
crucial aspects like rule of law, elite behavior and political culture (Osland et al., 2024). It is
widely accepted that what accounts for the EU-WB integration flaws, is an EU approach which
prioritizes regional stability over democracy - the union has helped these countries remain
conflict-free and stable, however this comes at the cost of democratic consolidation (Gafuri and

Muftuler-Bac, 2020).

The first reference to the idea of a stabilocratic regime can be traced back to 1968, when Lijphart
in his Politics of Accommodation (1968) identified that stable democracy in deeply divided
societies could be achieved through elite-level cooperation with the goal of counteracting
conflict. This very much resembles the enlargement strategy of the EU that has predominantly
been focused on elite-level bargaining and communication with the idea of stabilizing the

ethnically and religiously divided Balkan region.

The concept of “stabilitocracy” is contemporarily used to explain how regimes in the Western
Balkans maintain their external legitimacy by giving declaratory promises of commitment to EU

integration and stability while simultaneously undermining democracy through clientelist
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networks, media control and manufactured crises (Bieber 2018). Despite their “commitment” to
European integration, the WB6 political elites have struggled to break away from illiberal
practices and abandon clientelist and corrupt habits from the past (Fagan and Wunsch, 2018). To
enjoy external approval and legitimacy, stabilitocratic leaders rhetorically claim they are reform
oriented and committed to EU accession and often exhibit “frustration” because of their inability

to make progress in their membership path (Bieber, 2018).

It is further believed that EU conditionality has, perhaps unintentionally, contributed to and
reinforced state capture by elites in the Western Balkans, thus aiding the entrenchment of
stabilitocracies (Richter and Wunsch, 2020). Historically, there have been instances in which the
EU prioritized stability and strategic interests over genuine democratic progress when pursuing
external relations; There is evidence that conditionality has been applied inconsistently and
selectively, and a blind eye has been turned to authoritarian practices when the governments in

question are considered strategically important (Youngs 2004).

In a case study of Serbia and North Macedonia, findings show how the EU, through its
democracy aid legitimized the political regimes regardless of the evident autocratisation and
democratic backsliding (Gafuri and Muftuler-Bac, 2021). Similarly, by endorsing Montenegro's
Prime Minister Milo Djukanovic and his stabilitocratic regime, the EU exacerbated distrust in
western institutions among the civil society of Montenegro (Pavlovic, 2016). Furthermore, a
study of democratic decline in North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, Bosnia, Albania and
Croatia showed how democratic decline in Southeast Europe is stemming from the gradual rise
in illiberal politics rooted in patronage, executive dominance and informality all masked by a
facade of formal democratic institutions, making these countries competitive authoritarian
regimes (Kapidzic, 2019). An assessment of research contributions to democratic backsliding in
Central and Eastern Europe identified the need to reexamine “the trade-offs between democratic
stability and democratic quality”, to enhance the integration of illiberal structures like corrupt
networks and oligarchal groups, and to openly critique democratic backsliding as a regional trend

(Cianetti et al., 2019).



There are multiple explanations set forward which elaborate the mechanisms between the EU
enlargement project and the entrenchment of stabilitocracies in the Balkan region. Three key
mechanisms considered important by some scholars are: economic liberalization in a weak
institutional context (money), top-down conditionality which weakens political opposition
(power), and external legitimization of ruling corrupt elites (glory) (Richter and Wunsch, 2020).
Predominantly, the key flaws of EU enlargement policies identified in the literature as crucial for
this process are: an overly technical approach, lack of clarity on the rule of law, inadequate
reporting, failure to call out backlash, an overly leader oriented approach, political affiliations
between parties and a facade of formal democratic institutions (Kmezic and Bieber, 2017),

(Kapidzic, 2019), (Zweers et al., 2022).

Theoretical Framework

This study employs an integrated theoretical framework that fuses literature on hybrid regime
and state-capture. Like other Balkan states, Serbia and North Macedonia are hybrid regimes
(Freedom House, 2024), or competitive authoritarian regimes. In this kind of regime, democratic
institutions and elections do exist, however incumbents routinely abuse their position and state
resources, control the media and undermine the opposition to maintain power, all under a veneer
of democracy (Levitsky and Way, 2012). Formal democratic rules are widely in place however
the ruling elites abuse their power and tilt the playing field to their advantage (Levitsky and Way,
2012).

This framework further incorporates the idea of state capture to explain how formal institutions
can exist yet be powerless. State capture refers to the process in which informal patronage
networks and ruling elites infiltrate and hijack state institutions, and bend them to serve private
interests all while maintaining a facade of lawful governance (Richter and Wunsch, 2019). In
captured states, institutions like anti-corruption agencies, media regulators, or courts may
nominally meet EU standards (on paper) but are prevented from acting independently - this

makes them hollow institutions.
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EU conditionality which was designed to promote democratic reforms is interacting with
domestic systems that are prone to simulating reforms without truly surrendering their power.
Genuinely curbing corruption or media control would threaten the elitist networks of power, so
domestic elites find ways to “cheat” or work around EU demands. As long as these regimes
deliver just enough formal change to keep support and funding from the EU, they can avoid
deeper transformation. The framework thus emphasizes rational actor behavior of the External
Incentives Model: Balkan ruling elites choose to comply cosmetically with EU conditions
because they calculate that the benefits of pretending to reform outweigh the costs - especially
since the EU prefers to use the carrot (reward) instead of the stick (punishment). The External
incentives model assumes that in European enlargement both sides are utility maximising actors -
states will comply with EU conditions if the benefits of expected rewards exceed the domestic
costs (Schimmelfenig, 2005). Western Balkan elites have found a way to ripe the benefits

(funding) while keeping the interests of their clientelist networks.

This framework generates four key mechanisms: 1. Facade compliance, 2. Elite
instrumentalization of EU tools, 3. Institutional hollowing and 4. Standardized (one-size-fits-all)

conditionality.

Facade compliance refers to the “decoupling” of on-paper compliance with conditionality and
stagnation or decline of democratic governance in practice (Richter and Wunsch, 2019). Elite
instrumentalization of EU tools explains how domestic elites can subvert conditionality to their
interests; In Europeanization literature the EU can function as a “political opportunity structure”
that is used by domestic actors to harness their own interests and needs (Borzel, 2005) and to
support their pre-defined preferences (Exadaktylos et al., 2020). Facade compliance and elite
instrumentalization are complemented by the third mechanism: institutional hollowing.
Institutional hollowing is an outcome of facade compliance and elite instrumentalization, and
also reinforces strabilitocracy. Institutional hollowing refers to the set up of an oversight
institution or responsible body, but depleting it of the abilities to make a substantive impact.

When it comes to the fourth mechanism, standardized conditionality, it posits that EU rule of law
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conditionality is a one-size-fits-all approach that is overly technical and not adaptive to the

domestic political context (Kmezi¢ & Bieber, 2017) or who governs.

Drawing from the literature review and framework, this study posits the following hypothesis:

H: Formal-compliance bias.
EU rule-of-law conditionality leads to formal compliance without substantive implementation,
allowing ruling elites to preserve clientelist and undemocratic practices, thus entrenching

stabilitocries.

Methodology, Data and Case Selection

This thesis employs a qualitative, comparative case study design with the goal of investigating
how EU rule of law conditionality (independent variable) contributes to the entrenchment of
stabilitocracy in Serbia and North Macedonia (dependent variable). The comparative case study
design encompasses the analysis of two or more cases with the goal to identify similarities or
differences and make broad generalizations about the studied phenomenon (Knight, 2001). The
methodological framework proposed by Bennett and George (2005) emphasizes the importance
of case studies for testing and refining theory-bound hypotheses in social science research.
Furthermore, analyzing and comparing a few cases is helpful when it comes to “particular types
of national political regimes”, and political phenomena are best understood from a thorough
examination of a small number of cases (Collier, 1993). Small-N case studies excel at capturing
context, nuance, and meaning - dimensions of social phenomena that large-N studies often
cannot grasp (Collier, 1993). In social sciences, many variables like political culture, democracy,
state strength or power are very difficult to measure (George and Bennett, 2005), and this thesis

explores complex, and hardly measurable phenomena like institutional facade and elite behavior.

According to Yin’s 2x2 matrix (Yin, 2018), the research design falls within the multiple case,
embedded unit - using multiple cases (Serbia and North Macedonia) and using multiple parts

inside them, or embedded units (individual rule of law reforms in each country). While this
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research method is not intended to produce statistical generalizations, it allows for what is
referred to as analytic generalizations - the identification of patterns or mechanisms that may be

present in other contexts and can apply to other similar situations (George and Benett, 2005).

This thesis relies on a process-tracing, document-based analysis. The primary empirical material
are EU-driven rule of law reforms in Serbia and North Macedonia. These reforms are the
embedded units of analysis within the broader comparative case study framework, and will allow
both inside (within case) and outside (cross case) comparison. The reforms selected for analysis
include, in the case of Serbia: Law on Prevention of Corruption (2019) and the Media Reform
Package (2014). For North Macedonia: Law on Civil Liability for Insult and Defamation (2012)

and Law for Prevention of Corruption and Conflict of Interests (2019).

The selected reforms were chosen because they represent highly visible, EU-prioritized measures
in the core domains of anti-corruption and media freedom, both of which fall under Chapter 23
of the acquis and are central to the EU’s rule of law conditionality. Chapter 23 of the EU acquis
is named Judiciary and Fundamental Rights and it focuses on ensuring the independence,
efficiency, and accountability of the judiciary, combating corruption, and safeguarding
fundamental rights, including freedom of expression and media pluralism (European
Commission). The acquis communautaire (acquis), is the entire body of EU laws, principles, and
obligations that all member states and candidate countries must accept and implement
(EUR-Lex). The chosen reforms were explicitly promoted by the European Commission in
annual country reports and were framed as key benchmarks for progress on the accession path.
Importantly, each reform case provides a clear timeline of EU recommendation, formal adoption,
and subsequent implementation, which allows for process tracing of how EU conditionality
operates in practice. Their selection also enables cross-case and within-case comparison between

policy domains (media vs. anti-corruption) and country contexts (Serbia vs. North Macedonia).

The analysis relies on primary sources like EU Progress Reports, reports from other international
institutions, national legislation such as media and anti-corruption laws, and reports from
domestic bodies. It also draws on Freedom House’s Nations in Transit, the V-Dem dataset, and

Transparency International’s CPI, as well as secondary sources like peer-reviewed literature.
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To test the hypotheses on the Western Balkan region, and have a representative sample, the cases
chosen for this study are Serbia and North Macedonia. Serbia is considered the most exemplary
case of a stabilitocracy. As the biggest country in the region, it plays a key role in WB stability
(Gafuri and Muftuler-Bac, 2021), and democratic shortcomings have been tolerated in exchange
for stability in an ethnically charged region (Grzech, 2025). Since 2012 up to date, for more than
a decade, Serbia has been ruled by the same political party SNS (Spasojevic, 2024), while
President Aleksandar Vucic remains a dominant figure with authoritarian tendencies and
centralized power (Bechev, 2024). Despite being classified as partially free, and an electoral
autocracy with democratic score 3.61/7 (Freedom House, 2024), Serbia’s President aftirms the
country’s commitment to the EU path (Bzganovic, 2025). North Macedonia, on the other hand,
was ruled for more than a decade (2006-2017) by right wing VMRO-DPMNE (Trpkovski, 2024),
with leader Gruevski promising advancement in EU accession while in reality subverting
democracy (Gafuri and Muftuler-Bac, 2021). The stabilitocratic regime ended in 2017 when the
opposition party (SDSM) came to power, however VMRO-DPMNE won the 2024 elections and
is back in government (Trpkovski, 2024). North Macedonia is a partly free hybrid regime with a
democracy score 3.79/7 (Freedom House, 2024).

Notwithstanding the shortcomings of democracy and somewhat divergent domestic political
landscape, both formally claim the status of EU candidates and enjoy political endorsement as
well as financial assistance from the EU. Moreover, the selected cases reflect different
trajectories of stabilitocracy within the Western Balkans - a regime that has been in power
uninterruptedly and still is (Serbia), and one that got briefly replaced but returned to power
(North Macedonia). The selection of countries with different trajectories of elite rule ensures
variation in the degree and continuity of a stabilocratic power. Most importantly, as this study
will show, these countries share a common pattern of adopting EU-recommended legal and
institutional reforms, but fail to produce substantive democratic change on the ground. In both
cases adopted reforms are formal, selectively implemented, and instrumentalzied by elites to
keep their grip on power. This makes them an ideal testing ground for the limits of EU

conditionality and its transformative power in the Western Balkans.
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Serbia

Media Reforms Package (2014)

In 2014 Serbia adopted a package of three laws: the Law on Public Service Broadcasting, the
Law on Public Information and Media and the Law on Electronic Media (European Commission,
2014). The laws were adopted with the goal of fulfilling important parts of the EU-driven Media
Strategy that was adopted by the country in 2011 (Freedom House, 2015). At the time of
adoption, concerns over freedom of expression were present, as well as deteriorating conditions
in the media sector, lack of transparency on media funding, advertising and a tendency of self

censorship (European Commission, 2015).

The laws adopted aimed to improve the conditions in the media sector and clarify the legal
framework, especially related to state financing and media control (European Commission,
2014). Under the new laws nearly all publicly owned media were to be privatized by the state
and the state was to stop direct funding of most outlets through the 2015 budget, with a few
exceptions (Freedom House, 2015). Furthermore, the laws aimed to align with EU standards by
enhancing transparency, ensuring media pluralism, and strengthening regulatory independence.
They also introduced mandatory disclosure of media ownership, established a centralized media
register (where outlets share detailed financial and ownership information), and created an
independent regulatory authority (REM) to oversee licensing and prevent political interference in

media operations (Media Landscapes, 2025).

The adoption of these laws was labeled as a “significant positive development” (European
Commission, 2014). It was considered as good progress as it further aligned the country’s legal
framework with the European Union acquis (European Commission, 2014). However, this was
not the first time legal reforms remained a “set of good wishes or a window dressing intended for
abroad” (Svarm, 2021). Serbia was commended following the adoption of the new set of laws,
however their implementation was a failure - the overall media environment significantly

deteriorated in the subsequent years (Svarm, 2021). The Serbian government, the one that
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promoted the reforms, was the first to violate them. The EU was called out for bearing partial
responsibility, since it tolerated the increasing repression of the media in exchange for political
stability under Vuci¢. This leniency allowed Vuci¢ to subjugate the media early and use them as
tools to silence opposition and consolidate power, all while formally advancing on the EU path

(Trevisan, 2018).

The reform documents were indeed drafted in an inclusive and transparent way, and identified all
the challenges that need to be addressed and the ways to address them. The problem lies in
implementation - the Media Strategy and Action plan are considered just words on paper (Svarm,
2021). President Aleksandar Vuci¢ and his SNS party only showed increasing control over the
media - a decade later pro government outlets are still generously funded with public money. The
Association of Journalists of Serbia found that in the first half of 2020, four pro-government
tabloids (Kurir, Alo, Srpski Telegraf, Informer) received EUR220.000 public money, even
though they violated the Code of Journalists 3900 times that year (Svarm, 2021). Beside many
cases of threats, violence and intimidation of journalists, as well as lack of transparency, the state
controlled Nikola Tesla Airport was willing to ban the sale of magazines Danas, Nedeljnik, NIN

and Vreme simply because they were critical of the government (Svarm, 2021).

Between 2014 and 2025, EU progress reports were consistently critical towards Serbia’s media
environment, and often highlighted political pressure, lack of pluralism, and the persistent gap
between legal reforms and implementation as challenges. Despite the adoption of new strategies
and action plans, the Commission noted little to no tangible progress, and expressed concerns
over intimidation of journalists, and state dominance in the media remained unchanged. By 2025,
media freedom continued to be flagged as a major unresolved obstacle in Serbia’s EU accession
path (European Commission, 2014-2025). Furthermore, Serbia’s press freedom sharply
deteriorated on Reporters Without Borders between 2014 and 2025 - its ranking dropped from
54th to 96th, and its 2025 score marked a historic low. Consequently, Serbia is labeled the
“informational weak link of Europe” (Reporters Without Borders, 2014-2025).
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EU conditionality induced the adoption of three major reforms for media freedom, without
contributing to any substantive tangible progress for over a decade (Dragojlov, 2023).

The failure of Serbia’s 2014 media reform package exemplifies how EU conditionality can be
subverted by ruling elites to entrench stabilitocracy, through the combined operation of facade
compliance, elite instrumentalization, institutional hollowing, and standardized conditionality.
The ruling elites adopted EU-aligned media laws, however never gave up their grip on power.
The media laws introduced very important measures and were praised by the EU as “significant
progress” (European Commission, 2014), yet they were never genuinely implemented. Instead,
the reforms functioned as window dressing - legislation was passed, but practices remained
unchanged and even deteriorated, pointing to facade compliance. Although the reform package
was introduced to eradicate political influence, the Vuci¢ government was the first to temper it
through elite instrumentalization by continuously directing public funds to pro-government

tabloids and using state-owned enterprises like Nikola Tesla Airport to suppress critical outlets.

The regulatory structures set up by the media reforms were ineffective through institutional
hollowing - the REM was legally established to control political influence over the media,
however it failed to reduce disproportionate state financing of partisan outlets. The regulatory

institution existed in form but not in function.

Through the lens of Schimmelfennig's external incentives model, Serbian elites behave based on
rational cost-benefits decisions. According to the model, Serbia would comply with EU
conditions if the benefits or rewards exceed the domestic costs (Schimmelfenig, 2005). However,
if the ruling elites give up media control this could destabilize them - as evidenced by the
Government’s efforts to censor critical journalists or ban critical outlets from airports. The
technical nature of standardized conditionality and the tendency of the EU to use the carrot
instead of the stick (Schimmelfenig, 2005) makes it possible for the government to adopt
legislation that will align with the acquis, but keep the stabilitocratic regime in power through the
mechanisms of facade compliance, elite instrumentalizaiton and institutional hollowing. As a
result, Serbian elites continue to receive benefits from the EU despite deterioration in media

freedom qualities (International Press Institute, 2025).
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Law on Prevention of Corruption (2019)

In 2015 the EU Commission Report on Serbia recommended that the country should swiftly
adopt a new Anti-Corruption Agency reform to strengthen the role of the Agency as a crucial
institution to effectively battle corruption (European Commission, 2015). The same was
emphasized in the 2016 report (European Commission, 2016). In 2018, the EU Commission
reported that “there has been a serious delay in adopting the new law on the Anti-Corruption

<

Agency”. The country was instructed to “urgently adopt the new law on the Anti-Corruption

Agency” (European Commission, 2018).

On May 21, 2019, the National Assembly of Serbia adopted the new Law on the Prevention of
Corruption. This law, according to Serbia’s action plan, regulates the prevention of corruption
comprehensively and strengthens the role of the Anti Corruption Agency (ACA) significantly
(Action Plan, Chapter 23, 2022). The Anti Corruption Agency is an independent body held
accountable by the National Assembly. The new responsibility of the ACA after this reform is to
monitor conflicts of interest and incompatibility of public functions, to control the assets of
public officials, to maintain registers of officials, property and gifts, to oversee political
financing and conduct education as well as necessary analyses. The new law further reinforced
the powers of the ACA by granting it direct electronic access to state databases, by enhancing its
cooperation with other institutions and by enabling it to initiate criminal or misdemeanor

proceedings (Action Plan, Chapter 23, 2022).

Furthermore, it includes new rules on "functionary campaigns", which requires officials to
clearly separate their duties as public representatives from their political campaigning, and
explicitly prohibits the use of public funds for political purposes (Velisavljevic and Kovacevic,
2019). Soon after the adoption of the new law, a critical question emerged: is this law just going
to be “another piece of paper enacted to accommodate the recommendations of international
bodies and another task crossed on the long “to do” list towards liberal democracy?” (Cucki¢,

2020).
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Reports on Serbia showed that the country’s anti-corruption efforts remained largely ineffective,
with persistent problems in both prevention and prosecution of corruption. The ruling SNS party
seemed rather distant from the anti-corruption agenda it championed upon taking office in 2012
(PrEUgovor, 2020). Civil society watchdogs reported no noticeable improvement in the
implementation of the new Agency law and stated that it was facing serious challenges

(PrEUgovor, 2020).

The Anti Corruption Agency and responsible institutions did not properly investigate numerous
corruption allegations linked to the financing of pre-election campaigns (PrEUgovor, 2023). The
Agency, which is tasked with controlling the financing of political parties, was not inquiring
about the prices at which advertising space was purchased during the campaigns. On the other
hand, civil society organizations pointed out that the Agency was obligated to investigate this
(PrEUgovor, 2023). Furthermore, in 2019 the Agency decided the President was not guilty of
breaking the law during his “Future of Serbia” campaign, as touring Serbia represented the
exercise of the constitutional powers of the President of the Republic, and not the promotion of
political parties through the use of public resources (PrEUgovor, 2023). The Agency was also
found to be late with the reviews of annual reports of independent institutions for the year 2022

(PrEUgovor, 2023).

According to a study which measures the effectiveness of key institutions, the Agency operated
with only 61.9% of staff in August 2019, and it was found to be burdened by political pressure
and inefficiency (Institucionalni Barometar 2.0, 2019). Furthermore, there were concerns raised
over the (lack of) credibility of the Agency Director, who was a member and donor of the ruling
SNS party and a representative of the electoral commission before taking office in 2018 (Cucki¢,

2020).

The Anti-Corruption Agency maybe had the potential to drive change in the fight against
corruption, however, successive Directors and Boards had a priority to pursue minor cases, such
as sanctioning school principals, while consistently neglecting high-level political corruption

(Cucki¢, 2020). Anticorruption prosecutors who pursued embezzlement charges against officials
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at the state electricity utility were reassigned without explanation and threatened (Popovic,
2023). Serious allegations against top officials, including Finance Minister SiniSa Mali, former
Health Minister Zlatibor Loncar, and politician Nenad Popovi¢ have not resulted in legal
consequences. Aleksandar Vulin, sanctioned by the U.S. for corruption in 2023, was reappointed
as deputy prime minister in 2024 (PrEUgovor, 2025). Nevertheless, Statements by high-ranking
officials, such as those by the President promise a “fiercest fight against corruption”
(Transparentnost Srbija, 2024). Serbia’s 2022 Action Plan pointed out that Serbia “has ratified all
major international instruments in the fight against corruption” and that “laws and regulations are

mostly compatible with accepted international standards” (Action Plan, Chapter 23, 2022).

Between 2019 and 2024, the European Commission consistently assessed Serbia’s fight against
corruption as showing limited or no progress. Implementation of adopted reforms remained
weak, with persistent political influence, lack of accountability, and no final convictions in
high-level corruption cases. The Anti-Corruption Agency was repeatedly criticized for
inadequate capacity and effectiveness, and concerns grew over selective law enforcement and

pressure on independent prosecutors (European Commission, 2019-2024).

The 2024 collapse of a freshly reconstructed canopy which turned out fatal sparked a movement
against corruption and politicized institutions (PrEUgovor, 2025). The findings of a survey
conducted by Transparency Serbia show that for the first time in 25 years, corruption was

identified as the most urgent problem in the country (PrEUgovor, 2025).

From 2019 to 2024, Serbia’s performance on Transparency International’s Corruption
Perceptions Index (CPI) has steadily worsened. In 2019, Serbia scored 39 out of 100, ranking
91st globally. The score dropped slightly to 38 in both 2020 and 2021, with Serbia falling to 94th
and then 96th place. The decline continued in 2022 and 2023, as the score fell to 36, pushing
Serbia further down to 101st and 104th place, respectively. By 2024, Serbia reached its lowest
score in over a decade - 35 points, ranking 105th out of 180 countries. (Transparency

International, 2019-2024).
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The 2019 reform of Serbia’s Anti-Corruption Agency (ACA) demonstrates how EU-induced
reforms can be absorbed into stabilitocratic rule through the four mechanisms. The anti
courruption law was adopted following repeated EU recommendations, with the EU framing it as
a key step forward. However, empirical evidence shows that corruption only worsened
afterward: Transparency International’s CPI scores steadily declined from 2019 to 2024, and the
European Commission continued to report no real progress. This gap between formal adoption

and deteriorating outcomes shows facade compliance.

At the same time, the Anti Corruption Agency became a clear case of institutional hollowing.
The reforms followed EU recommendations and increased (on paper) the Agency’s powers.
However, it was understaffed, operated at only 61.9% capacity after being established, and failed
to investigate major corruption allegations or review political campaign finances. The institutions
is in place, but it is not operating effectively or has the capacity to drive change. The agency's
credibility was also weakened by its passive stance toward high-level officials, which confirms
elite instrumentalization; High-profile figures like Aleksandar Vulin (who was sanctioned by the
U.S. due to corruption) were appointed to new government positions, and corruption cases
involving ministers like SiniSa Mali and Zlatibor Loncar were left unprosecuted which shows
that law is instrumentalized and applied selectively. These outcomes are consistent with the
External Incentives Model cost-benefit calculations; genuine enforcement of anti-corruption

measures would threaten the elite’s own power networks, so superficial reform is the safe road.

North Macedonia

Law on Civil Liability for Insult and Defamation (2012)

Freedom of expression, protected by Article 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights, is
fundamental to a functioning democracy. However, the misuse of defamation laws through
criminal sanctions or excessive penalties can suppress public debate and negatively affect
journalists and media outlets. In line with this, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of

Europe called for the abolition of prison sentences for defamation and urged all member states of
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the Council to synchronize their legislation with case law and recommendations of the European
Court of Human Rights with the goal of preventing this kind of abuse and protecting media
freedom (Council of Europe, 2007).

The Commission Staff Working Paper of 2011, pointing to the enlargement strategy and main
challenges for years 2011 and 2012, noted that defamation in North Macedonia has not been
decriminalized. The leading party (VMRO-DPMNE) members would often sue those journalists
and media outlets who would be critical of their activities, who would expose corruption and
other scandals and who would spark a debate about their governance (Georgievski, 2018).
Journalists in North Macedonia were very vulnerable to this type of pressure due to their low
salaries and work insecurities, leading to widespread self-censorship rather than an expensive
judiciary process (Georgievski, 2018). Thus EU reform recommendations in the area of media
were focused on reducing the number of defamation lawsuits and court cases, in order to
improve media freedom and freedom of expression (Georgievski, 2018). The EU
recommendations called for North Macedonia to step up the efforts to align with the acquis and
synchronize with case law of the European Court of Human Rights (European Commission,

2011).

In response to EU recommendations, North Macedonia adopted a reform in 2012 to
decriminalize defamation and insult through the Law on Civil Liability for Insult and
Defamation. In a parliamentary report for the area of freedom of expression and media the
Deputy Prime Minister responsible for European affairs in North Macedonia emphasized that the
main objective of the country is to align its legislation with European standards, particularly
regarding defamation cases, the level of fines in such cases, the abolition of detention as a
sanction, and the establishment of clear provisions for legal sanctions that may or may not be
applied. It was noted that the law was being drafted in close cooperation with experts and

professionals from the EU and other international organizations (Mandaten Izveshta;j,

2011-2014).
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The new law shifted defamation cases from criminal to civil law - this meant that individuals
facing defamation lawsuits could go through civil courts instead of criminal prosecution. Prison
sentences were replaced with civil fines with a cap (maximum amount that can be charged)

(Sluzben Vesnik na Republika Makedonija, 2012).

The law which decriminalized defamation was very much welcomed by the European Union and
other international organizations. An OSCE media freedom representative noted that “This is a
courageous and much-needed step by the authorities to start creating a safer and freer working
environment for journalists and media, particularly keeping in mind the high number of criminal
defamation cases currently pending before courts” (OSCE, 2012). But, has this made the media
and journalists in the country free and independent? The goal of the reform wasn’t only to
statistically reduce the number of defamation cases, but to reduce pressure on journalists and
media outlets and promote media freedom (Sluzben Vesnik na Republika Makedonija, 2012). As
with other media-related reforms, adopted under European Union conditionality and
recommendations, the implementation of this reform was unfolding unacceptably slowly

(Georgievski, 2018).

In 2013, year after the adoption, Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right
to freedom of opinion and expression Frank La Rue suggested that the national legal framework
in North Macedonia, in relation to the freedom of expression and opinion, is at large aligned with
international standards (United Nations, 2014). However, when assessing “on the ground”
developments the rapporteur found a “worrying deterioration” of the climate for free expression,
especially when it comes to the media. Particular concern was raised regarding incidents in
which the authorities use different legal procedures to intimidate journalists and media outlets

who were critical of the government (United Nations, 2014).

Post-2012 progress reports issued by the European Commission recognized positively the
amendment of the Criminal Code. However, they raised concerns over the pervasiveness of
censorship and economic pressures on media and journalists (European Commission,

2012-2018). Concerns about government control over the media remained the following years,
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and media freedom was further deteriorating, as shown by the World Press Freedom Index
published yearly by reporters without borders. The index is compiled from expert questionnaires
and quantitative data assessing pluralism, media independence, the legal framework, journalists’

safety, freedom of expression and other factors.

Between 2011 and 2017, North Macedonia was experiencing a sharp decline in press freedom,
with its global ranking falling from 94th to 123rd by 2014, and government control over media
was growing. By 2017, press freedom remained severely restricted, making North Macedonia the
worst-ranked country in the Balkans on the RSF index. (Reporters Without Borders, 2015-2017).
During this period, critical outlets were shut down, defamation laws were misused against
journalists, and state advertising was channeled to pro-government media (European
Commission EU Commission, 2011-2017). Furthermore, the publication of intercepted cellphone
conversations showed that journalists in the country have been under unlawful and extensive
surveillance for multiple years (European Commission, 2015). The country was for multiple
years in a row rated as “not free” in the Freedom House, Freedom of the Press index showing a

continuous decline in media freedom (European Commission, 2012-2017).

Finally, the EU Commission report for 2018 reflected slight improvement in media freedom and
freedom of expression (European Commission, 2019). It is important to note that in 2017, the
stabilitocratic regime of VMRO-DPMNE was removed from power and replaced by SDSM.
Subsequent reports labeled the media climate as conducive to freedom of expression promotion
(European Commission, 2020) and even though progress was limited, the further legal
framework revision in consultation with the EU acquis was giving hope (European Commission,
2021). This was reflected in the World Press Freedom Index that showed a steadily improved
ranking compared to the previous years - the country rose to 95th place in 2019, climbed to 57th
place by 2022 and even reached 36th place by 2024. The year 2025 saw a decline in the ranking
again, after the VMRO-DPMNE party returned to power in 2024 - the country saw a drop to the
42nd place.
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The V-dem indicator measuring government censorship efforts in North Macedonia shows rather
a stall in progress post 2012 reform adoption (zero (0) as the lowest score shows the government
routinely attempts to censor the media, (4) as the highest score referring to a government which
rarely attempts to censor the media). In 2012, the value for the indicator was 1.24 and until 2017
it only moved to 1.52, reflecting very limited, if no progress in media censorship efforts. It was
only in 2017 and 2018 that the indicator saw significant improvement to 2.6, which already
brought the government closer to limited and rare censorship (years when SDSM opposition
came back to government). The years 2023 and 2024 again saw an increase of media censorship,
right when VMRO returned to power (V-Dem, 2024). Despite this, the BTI 2024 report noted
that overall media control remained weaker than during the Gruevski era and it reported less

pressure on journalists and no systematic state control (BTI, 2024).

The improvement in freedom of media, journalists and expression with the change of the
government points to the flaws of the standardized one-size fits all conditionality. Under the
stabilitocratic VMRO-DPMNE government legal alignment was in place, however the freedom
of media and expression deteriorated significantly. Positive change occurred only when another
party assumed power, showing that democratic transformation doesn't depend on the European
Union and EU conditionality, but on the domestic political context. This questions the EU’s
transformative power and challenges the proactiveness and adaptability of conditionality -
conditionality emerges as overly technical and is instrumentalized according to the interests of
domestic elites. The elite instrumentalization of EU tools mechanism explains how a government
(SDSM) that had a predefined preference of joining the EU, instrumentalized the available tools
to democratise the country (even if progress was limited). SDSM led by Zoran Zaev openly and
decisively made the progress in Euro-Atlantic integration its top priority (Burazer, 2024). On the
other hand, the stabilitocratic elites of VMRO that were in power for 11 years prior to 2017
instrumentalized EU conditionality to their preference by simulating progress in media reform

while at the same time tightening their grip on journalists and outlets.

The 2012 reform furthemore shows how facade compliance harmonized domestic law with EU

legislation, and signaled hope for media freedom. However, under VMRO
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media freedom sharply deteriorated in practice. Press freedom rankings fell from 94th in 2011 to
123rd in 2014, and V-Dem data shows minimal progress in censorship scores until 2017. The
European Commission noted a “considerable gap between on-paper legislation and practice,”
and stressed that adoption alone is not meaningful without implementation (European
Commission, 2017). Elite instrumentalization allowed domestic elites to use different tactics to
keep their grip on media, such as the surveillance of journalists' phone call conversations.

The indexes that measure safety of journalists and media freedom showed a rather concerning
pattern during the VMRO rule, possibly reflecting hollowed out institutions that didn’t have the

capacity to protect journalist’s freedoms.

Anti-Corruption Agency Law (2019)

One goal and a mitigating element for the success of reforms and advancement in all social
domains in North Macedonia was to strengthen integrity as a fundamental component of the
anti-corruption policy. (SCPC, 2015). The 2018 country report on North Macedonia issued by
the EU Commission stated that corruption is prevalent in a lot of areas and is a continuous and
serious problem. The ability of institutions to effectively combat corruption was deemed and
structurally and operationally deficient. The report urged that it is necessary to reform the
institutional framework so that the State Commission for Prevention of Corruption (SCPC) has
“clear powers” and adequate resources to work completely independently. (European

Commission, 2018).

In January 2019, the Parliament of North Macedonia passed the Law for Prevention of
Corruption and Conflict of Interests with 81 votes in favor. Two key reforms were enabled by the
adoption of this law; Firstly, it introduced a transparent, merit-based and public way to select
members of the Anticorruption Commission. Secondly, it conferred competencies upon the
Anticorruption Commission and provided it with tools necessary to implement anticorruption
measures (Conley and Melino, 2019). In accordance with the new Law on Prevention of
Corruption and Conflict of Interest, the State Commission for Prevention of Corruption (SCPC)

was reestablished in February 2019 under new leadership through an inclusive and open process.
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This was endorsed by the international community as soon after, the European Council approved
the Council's decision to begin accession talks with North Macedonia on March 26, 2020. These
efforts were very encouraging and acknowledged in the 2019 report by the European Union.
However, what was more important than the legislative reform was the implementation - both
when it came to low-level everyday corruption as well as high level corruption cases that are

politically sensitive (Conley and Melino, 2019).

From 2019 to 2025, the State Commission for Prevention of Corruption emerged as a highly
proactive watchdog - it investigated high-level cases across party lines, uncovered pervasive
nepotism when it comes to public appointments, and issued hundreds of administrative fines;
most notably 403 misdemeanor orders in 2022 related to asset declaration violations, with 375
fineable offences issued and 243 paid (SCPC, 2023). Public trust grew accordingly - the number
of citizen corruption reports surged from around 180 in 2019 to nearly 700 annually by 2022
(SCPC, 2023). The SCPC’s transparent practices, like the live-streamed sessions and an online
asset registry gained praise from the European Commission and civil society as a “rare light” in
the region’s anti-corruption landscape (European Commission 2020-2024). In 2023 and 2024 the
SPC had oversight of the 2024 election campaign and initiated 65 cases related to violations of
the Electoral Code and anti-corruption law during elections (Transparency International

MK, 2024).

Despite the renewed mandate of the Commission and its visible activism, the SCPC remained
structurally constrained in delivering real accountability. Although it exposed dozens of cases
that involve nepotism and referred multiple criminal complaints, including 12 in 2022, to the
Public Prosecutor’s Office, follow-up by enforcement bodies has been rare or absent; the
European Commission repeatedly warned that institutions “too often” ignore the SCPC’s
findings and initiatives (European Commission, 2023). For example, many high-profile
individuals, like former Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski, convicted of abuse of office, have
evaded justice, never being prosecuted (Freedom House 2022). Moreover, although the SCPC is
empowered to issue administrative sanctions, it lacks prosecutorial powers and cannot dismiss

officials or annul corrupt decisions. The Commission depends instead on the political will of
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other institutions (prosecutors, ministries, regulatory bodies) to act on its recommendations
(SCPC 2022 Report). Despite the commission’s efforts, overall impunity persisted: only 6 prison
sentences for corruption were issued nationwide in 2022, while most were suspended (European

Commission, 2023).

The public often criticized the fact that SCPC initiatives rarely result in formal charges
(Transparency International, 2024). In 2024, some civil society organizations raised the alarm
that the new SPCP member selection was politically biased and not truly transparent (European
Commission, 2024). In sum, the SCPC did show an effort in exposing systemic corruption,
however it was never given enforcement powers or institutional backing to hold entrenched elites

truly accountable; The effects of the SCPC’s work are quite limited (Freedom House, 2022).

Between 2019 and 2020, the European Commission acknowledged some progress in North
Macedonia’s anti-corruption efforts. From 2021 onward, the tone of EU progress reports became
increasingly critical, and called out poor institutional implementation. In 2023 and 2024, the
Commission reported no progress, and warned that corruption had become one of the country’s

most serious and persistent challenges (European Commission, 2019-2024).

Between 2018 and 2020, North Macedonia’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) score declined
from 37 to 35, and reached its lowest ranking of 111th (Transparency International, 2018-2020).
The country then showed modest improvement, rising to a peak of 42 points and 76th place in
2023, before backsliding to 40 points and 88th place in 2024 (Transparency International,
2021-2024). Despite these fluctuations, North Macedonia consistently ranked among the more
corruption-prone countries in Europe and remained well below the EU average throughout this

period (Transparency International, 2021-2024).

The Law on Prevention of Corruption represents yet another case of facade compliance - it was
an optimistic step in the fight against corruption, but remained largely ineffective, as corruption
is still perceived as one of the country’s biggest challenges. What is particularly evident in this

reform are the elite instrumentalization and institutional hollowing. Although the State
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Commission for Prevention of Corruption was set up and working effectively, it had a very
limited impact on the fight against corruption. The institution was hollowed by lacking
enforcement mechanisms and by being dependent on other institutions - the other responsible
bodies rarely followed the guidance from the Commission and ignored its recommendations. The
agency thus functioned more as a symbolic presence than a transformative one. Furthermore,
through elite instrumentalization, laws were selectively applied, with high ranking officials

evading prosecution - including the PM Gruevski himself.

Discussion and Conclusion

This thesis set out to investigate how EU rule of law conditionality contributes to the
entrenchment of stabilitocratic governance in the Western Balkans, with a focus on the cases of
Serbia and North Macedonia. Through a detailed comparative case study of key anti-corruption
and media reforms, this research has demonstrated that rather than fostering genuine democratic
consolidation, EU conditionality has mainly produced formal compliance without substantive
change. This enabled ruling elites to maintain clientelist networks and illiberal practices and
simultaneously be aligned with the EU acquis and enjoy EU candidacy and funds. The findings
confirm the hypothesis of a formal-compliance bias: EU rule-of-law conditionality leads to
compliance in form but not in substance, and allows elites to preserve undemocratic structures

characteristic of stabilitocracies.

The integrated theoretical framework which draws from hybrid regime theory and state capture
literature proves crucial for unpacking the mechanisms at play. In both Serbia and North
Macedonia, the analysed legal and institutional reforms were adopted largely in response to EU
pressure, which is consistent with the rational actor logic of the External Incentives Model.
Ruling elites in both cases strategically calculated that the costs of real democratic
transformation outweighed the benefits (since it might threaten their grip on power), while
formal reforms would be sufficient to secure external legitimacy and material rewards. This
rational calculation is visible in the recurring pattern of fagade compliance, elite

instrumentalization of EU tools, and institutional hollowing. Moreover, the standardized nature
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of EU conditionality (all size fits all) and its failure to adjust to varying domestic contexts further

reduced its transformative potential of the EU.

In Serbia, the adoption of crucial reforms, like the 2019 Anti-Corruption Law and the 2014
Media Laws formally aligned domestic legislation with EU demands and acquis. Yet
implementation was either very weak or actively subverted. The Anti-Corruption Agency was
granted extended powers on paper, however due to the mechanism of institutional hollowing it
lacked political backing, personnel, and prosecutorial independence. The institution was
hollowed out from within: it pursued low-level infractions but avoided major politically sensitive
cases, and its leadership was captured by individuals loyal to the ruling SNS party. High profile
officials accused of corruption were never prosecuted, and were even appointed to top
governance spots, like in the case of Vulin. Serbia is thus an exemplar of elite
instrumentalization - democratic institutions set up as a system of checks operate inefficiently

and are subverted by ruling elites to serve their own purposes.

Similarly, Serbia's extensive 2014 media law package demonstrated strong formal alignment but
ultimately media control intensified and media freedoms deteriorated in the subsequent decade.
Though initially praised by the EU as a significantly positive step, the government itself violated
the reforms it claimed to promote by funneling state funding to pro-government tabloids,
targeting critical journalists, and using SLAPP lawsuits and smear campaigns. The long-term
erosion of press freedom, as documented by the constantly declining international indices and
watchdog reports, reveals that the media laws served more as a facade-compliance rather than a

driver for genuine democratic transformation.

North Macedonia shows a similar but slightly more nuanced trajectory. The 2012 defamation
reform and the 2019 SCPC law reveal how the same conditionality tools can produce
differentiated outcomes based on domestic political will and the ruling elites. Under the
VMRO-DPMNE government, the decriminalization of defamation was internationally accepted
as a crucially positive reform, however freedom of expression, journalists rights and generally

media freedom only deteriorated post-reform adoption. The government continued to control the
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media through financial pressure, intimidation, and legal harassments as reflected in official
country scores and reports. This again confirms facade compliance and elite instrumentalization:

legal change occurred without behavioral transformation.

A temporary positive shift occurred under the SDSM government (2017-2024), when
improvements in press freedom and anti-corruption efforts were visible. This period shows that
tangible change can occur when domestic political elites share the EU’s reform objectives. This
is evidenced by SDSM’’s strategic prioritization of Euro-Atlantic integration. When it comes to
the anti corruption reform, the SCPC became an active watchdog in North Macedonia, and it
initiated high-level investigations and gained public trust. However, the Commission had very
limited impact on the fight against corruption. Despite its activism, the Commission lacked real
enforcement powers, and its findings were routinely ignored by other state institutions. This
decoupling between the activism of an institution and its impact on corrupt networks happens
through institutional hollowing - the SCPC wasn't given enough resources or power to initiate a
genuine transformation. This may reveal the limits of EU-driven reform even when domestic
actors are motivated. The return of VMRO-DPMNE in 2024 and the corresponding decline in
media rankings and anti-corruption efforts reaffirm the fragility of the previous gains and the

dominance of the political context over the power of conditionality.

The comparison between Serbia and North Macedonia thus reveals important commonalities and
differences. Both maintain their stabilitocratic governance through the four core mechanisms
identified in the theoretical framework. However, Serbia represents a more consolidated
stabilitocracy because elite dominance has been uninterrupted during the examined period. On
the other hand, North Macedonia is a case of alternation in power with episodic reform - the
stabilitocratic governance of the VMRO government was briefly interrupted. This contrast shows
that the preferences of domestic elites plays a significant role in mediating the effects of EU
conditionality. Where political will aligns with EU norms, as briefly seen in North Macedonia,
some progress is possible. Where elites are entrenched and insulated from electoral competition,

as in Serbia, EU conditionality is more easily co-opted for authoritarian consolidation.
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This study finds that a key challenge of the standardized EU conditionality is its inability to
adapt to the domestic political context. Rather than driving reform on its own, conditionality’s
impact depends heavily on how ruling elites choose to use it. This means that EU conditionality
lacks transformative power and depends on how domestic actors instrumentalize it. As shown in
the case studies, it is not the conditionality itself, but elite preference that ultimately shapes

reform outcomes.

This can be understood through the hybridity spectrum of the Freedom House, according to
which Serbia falls under the category of autocratizing hybrids, while North Macedonia is a
cyclical hybrid regime. Autocratizing hybrids are on their way to being semi-consolidated
authoritarian regimes. In these regimes key institutions are captured and abused by the ruling
party beyond the expected level for hybrid regimes (Freedom House, 2024). This is evident in
Serbia where democratic qualities in the area of media and corruption are deteriorating
significantly. On the other hand, in cyclical hybrid regimes there are changes of the elites in
power. As the elites cycle in and out of power, elites that pursue personal gains capture the weak
institutions, until they are replaced by the opposition. As a consequence, the regimes “ricochet
between democratic and autocratic breakthroughs” and they seem to never achieve total
consolidation in either direction (Freedom House, 2024). This is evident in the case of North
Macedonia where the country exhibited the cyclical nature of backsliding and limited reform,

according to regime change.

Overall, this thesis affirms that EU rule-of-law conditionality spurs superficial reforms that are
vital for stabilitocracy survival. Conditionality primarily relies on formal criteria and it lacks
adaptive sensitivity to domestic political contexts, and almost never applies sanctions (the stick)
for non-compliance. These weaknesses reduce EU’s transformative power but also help the
entrenchment of stabilitocratic regimes that manipulate the accession process for their own ends
through elite instrumentalization, hallowed institutions and facade compliance. This agrees with

the findings of the literature on stabilitocracies and their survival, where the EU compromises
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genuine democratic reform with regional stability. The EU enlargement conditionality in the

areas of the analyzed reforms, contrary to its intended purpose, hasn't resulted in positive results.

Limitations and Future Avenues for Research

While this study provides a focused analysis of the relationship between EU rule-of-law
conditionality and the persistence of stabilitocratic regimes in the Western Balkans, several
limitations must be acknowledged. First, the analysis is based on a qualitative case study design
with a small number of embedded units, which might limit the generalizability of the findings
beyond the selected cases, however it should be generalizable to all Western Balkan countries.

Secondly, even if a specific reform falls short of improving or transforming a certain sector, it
can be a positive step in the right direction that maybe wouldn’t have happened without EU
conditionality. However, this thesis doesn’t argue that EU conditionality contributes to the
erosion of democratic norms, but that EU conditionality is subverted by elites using the
mechanisms presented, in order to maintain their power and receive EU-candidate benefits
(stabilitocracy). Thirdly, although the study seeks to isolate the effects of EU conditionality, it is
important to recognize that other domestic and international factors may also influence
democratic backsliding and elite entrenchment. These include structural weaknesses in public
administration or path dependency - legacy institutions from the post-Yugoslav transition or
regional instability. Furthermore, the time frame for assessing the outcomes of certain reforms, in
particular of recent judicial amendments, may be too short to fully capture long-term effects.
Despite these limitations, the study aims to identify recurring patterns and mechanisms that show
how EU-driven reforms can be instrumentalized by elites, and it can encourage further research
into the broader causal mechanisms of democratic stagnation in the Western Balkans. Future
research could explore how EU rule of law conditionality functions in other Western Balkan

states to test the broader applicability of the identified mechanisms.
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