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1 Introduction: research question 

The aim of the PhD thesis was to analyse the political challenges of the EU enlargement process 

in the Western Balkans. On one hand, the thesis discussed the progress of the relations between 

the European Union and the Western Balkans since 2003 by presenting the development of the 

enlargement strategy; on the other hand, the project analysed the accession related challenges 

through three (case) studies. The case studies of this thesis focused on three enlargement 

countries that have to fulfil the accession criteria: Serbia, the Republic of North Macedonia and 

Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

The common thread throughout the project was therefore the analysis of the ‘Europeanisation’ 

and the ‘democratisation’ of these countries. Europeanisation has been considered as the main 

driver of the EU’s transformative power; while democratisation gains a special importance as 

the Copenhagen political criteria requires stable democratic institutions and political system. 

The thesis also aimed to analyse the impact of these processes on the political sphere (mainly 

on politics and polity) as these are subject to the massive transformation power of the EU.  

1.1 The scope of analysis and the hypotheses  

In 2003, the European Council offered ‘perspective for membership’ for the six Western 

Balkan countries1. The European Union built its enlargement strategy on the principle of 

conditionality, as the ‘Copenhagen criteria’ and the ‘Stabilisation and Association Process’ 

became the cornerstones of the criteria.  

While the Copenhagen criteria defines the main political, economic, and administrative 

prerequisites of membership, the Stabilisation and Association Process focuses on (among 

many other aspects) regional stability and reconciliation. One might expect that a successful 

democratisation and market economic transformation would – as a spill over effect - contribute 

to the regional reconciliation in a post-conflict region however the efforts of these two flows 

somehow almost cancelled each other out. Although the European Union paid a special 

attention to manage the remaining regional and bilateral conflicts, less attention has been paid 

on the democratic progress. This temporary mismatch between the EU’s focus and the lack of 

                                                           
1 Albania, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Macedonia and Kosovo.  
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capacity of the enlargement countries can be linked to a combination of factors, but what has 

to be understood is that this resulted in a paradoxical situation, where there was a willingness 

to resolve regional conflicts, but at the same time, no substantial progress happened in terms 

of democratisation. This has been recognised by the EU and the renewed enlargement strategy 

put an even stronger focus on the democratic values and principles.  

Even though, the EU and the membership perspective certainly had an added value to the 

regional as well as to the national stability, only partial successes have been achieved in this 

field. The renewed enlargement concept therefore introduced or reinforced several aspects that 

are aiming to answer these obstacles on an appropriate manner. The first aspect is the 

‘fundamentals firs principle’, which means that democratic development became a priority 

issue. The second reinforced aspect is that countries have to overcome their regional and 

bilateral disputes before joining the EU. A third important aspect is that the renewed strategy 

has to offer assistance for countries that are still dealing with specific regional difficulties 

related to stateness or statehood problems. At the same time, we have to remember that the 

European Union also has to be able to integrate new members.  

The thesis set up the following three hypotheses: 

 

H1: The fulfilment of the accession criteria is not possible without the consolidation 

of the democracy. Therefore the EU should pay more attention to this field.  

H2: The EU has to continue its facilitator and mediator role in order to overcome 

regional, bilateral and national political divisions in the Western Balkans.  

H3: The EU’s enlargement strategy has to be tailored to the particular needs of the 

countries of the region.  
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1.2 Limitations 

Given the fact that EU enlargement covers a broad topic, the author decided to limit his research 

respecting the following aspects: 

1. The thesis analysed only the political criteria related challenges and obstacles of the 

ongoing enlargement process. Therefore the public administration and the economic 

transformation related challenges have not been subject of this thesis.  

2. The case studies focused on three countries that are in three different phases in the 

enlargement process.  

3. The three countries were not selected by “random” choice: each of them are in a 

different phase within the enlargement process and this approach allowed us to put 

focus on the transition (Europeanisation and democratisation) specific challenges.  

4. Some references were made to indicate the EU accession path of the remaining 

enlargement countries, Albania, Montenegro and Kosovo in order to give the big 

picture and to better present the regional characteristics of the Western Balkans. The 

references focused more on the Slavic countries and less on Albania.  

5. Europeanisation as well as democratisation is still an ongoing process. This means that 

the thesis analysed two processes, which’s outcome is still unknown. In other words, 

the project analysed an open-ended process, based on the current facts and knowledge.2 

1.3 The structure of the thesis 

The thesis consists of two main parts.  

The first part of the thesis focused on the development of the EU enlargement strategy in the 

Western Balkans. This part gave a theoretical and methodological overview of Europeanisation 

and democratisation. The reason behind this was to provide the topic of the thesis with an 

appropriate theoretical and methodological framework (chapter 2). 

The third chapter presented the Western Balkans as a sub-region of Southeast Europe. Chapter 

4 presented the development of the EU’s “Balkan policy” in the post-Dayton period.  

Chapter 5 presented the development of the EU’s enlargement strategy. Chapter 6 analysed the 

limits of the enlargement criteria and the EU’s integration (or absorption) capacity. 

                                                           
2 The manuscript of the thesis was submitted on 15 April 2019.  
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The second part of the thesis focused on the depth or deepness of the challenges mentioned. 

Moreover, as the time framework of the analysis differs between the countries it allowed a 

better and more comprehensive way to present the ongoing Europeanisation and 

democratisation process. For that reason, three different case studies analysed the presented 

aspects. Each of these states are in a different phases within the enlargement process. Serbia is 

a candidate country that has already started the accession negotiations. North Macedonia is a 

candidate country as well, but did not start the negotiations yet. Bosnia and Herzegovina is a 

potential candidate of the EU, which means that the country still has to make further efforts to 

become official EU candidate, although application for membership has already been 

submitted.  

The first case study analysed the democratic transition of Serbia, presenting the challenges to 

democratic consolidation process. (Answering H1) 

The second case study presented the importance of the European Union’s role in conflict 

management processes during the longstanding political and institutional crisis that occurred 

in Macedonia between 2014 and 2017. (Answering H2)  

Finally, the third case study presented the stateness related problems in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. This case study challenged H3 by pointing on the fact that the post-Dayton 

Bosnia and Herzegovina due to the complex institutional system is still suffering from inter-

ethnic divisions and frozen conflicts might challenge the statehood of the country. This means 

that the EU’s enlargement strategy should be even more ambitious and the dialogue on the 

constitutional reform of Bosnia and Herzegovina should be part of the enlargement agenda.  

 

  



5 

 

2 Theory and methodology 

 

The analysis of the EU-Western Balkans relation from an enlargement angle suffers from a 

theoretical gap. In order to full this gap, we decided to analyse the EU’s transformative impact 

on candidate and potential candidate. This required the analysis of two major aspects: 1) the 

Europeanisation and 2) the democratisation related transformation of the Western Balkans, in 

light of the EU enlargement. As it has been presented in this chapter, the Europeanisation 

process encourages the candidate countries to adopt the EU rules on their enlargement process.  

In chapter 2, we approached the concept of Europeanisation from three angles: 

Section 2.2 presented 1) the original concept of Europeanisation and its evolution in the EU 

academic literature. 2) We also explained Europeanisation as a top-down process, which is at 

the same time the main driver of the conditionality based enlargement strategy. 3) We also 

presented the possible limits of the Europeanisation in light of the Western Balkans EU 

enlargement process and discussed the possible areas of future analysis 

When it comes to the democratisation, section 2.3 approached democratic consolidation from 

a theoretical and methodological approach. Besides 1) giving an overview of democracy 

definitions, 2) we presented transition, consolidation, and political culture as important aspects 

of democracy. Finally 3), we gave a methodological overview that aimed to present that 

democratic consolidation can be considered as an ongoing process in the Western Balkans. 

Europeanisation and democratisation are appropriate theoretical frameworks to analyse 

enlargement as an ongoing process. As we still do not know the final outcome of the 

enlargement process we had to present the challenges based on our current knowledge.  

Methodological reports are good tools to measure and understand the level of democratic 

consolidation. These reports are analysing democracies in terms of progression or even 

setbacks from different aspects that cover important areas such as statness, the behaviour of 

the political actors, the situation of the rule of law, the stability of the institutions, political 

parties, elections, etc. In the following sections, we presented four reports that are closely 

following the development of democracies in transition countries. Besides the Bertelsmann 

Stiftung, the Economist Intelligence Unit and the Freedom House, we also presented the 

country reports issued by the European Commission.  
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3 The case studies 

Democratic consolidation in the post-Milošević Serbia 

Answering H1 

In the case of Serbia, since the beginning of the 2000s the institutional background for 

democratic political systems is provided in the region. However the stabilisation of the 

democratic system has been accompanied by the concentration of the political power. As a 

result of this phenomenon, real consolidation of the democracy could not happen. As a matter 

of fact, some academics, opposition politicians and EU representatives, as well as civilians 

raised their voices and demanded a stronger response from the European institutions in order 

to support democracy instead of the so-called “stabilitocracy3.”  

The State Capture Challenge in the Republic of Macedonia 

Answering H2. 

Although the Republic of North Macedonia has been a candidate country of the European 

Union since 2005 and the European Commission recommended several times the start of the 

accession negotiations, different sets of challenges prevented the opening of the accession 

negotiations with Skopje. Indeed, Macedonia has been the second country after Croatia 

receiving official candidate status from the European Council. The long standing name dispute 

with Greece and other bilateral tensions blocked the NATO and EU accession aspirations of 

Skopje. However we have to highlight that this unfavourable international situation was not 

the only problem throughout the years: Macedonia’s democratic transition was also delayed 

duo to domestic political problems. Macedonia (being a multi-ethnic state) faced a serious 

ethnic conflict following the Kosovo crisis, while a political and institutional crisis developed 

between 2014 and 2017 that eventually paralysed the state institutions.  

Stateness challenged: the post-Dayton Bosnia and Herzegovina   

Answering H3. 

                                                           
3 According to a Biepag policy paper released in March 2017, the notion “stabilitocracy” refers to a phenomenon 

where “weak democracies with autocratically minded leaders, who govern through informal, patronage networks 

and claim to provide pro-Western stability in the region.”  (BiEPAG 2017, 7) 



7 

 

Comparing to Serbia and to Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina experiences similar 

challenges in the democratic consolidation and Europeanisation process. But the EU 

integration path of the country is also challenged by other problems making the Bosnian case 

unique. More than 20 years after the end of the Bosnian War, the country still did not gain full 

sovereignty and the constituent nations still do not have a common vision on the future of the 

country. Bosnia and Herzegovina is based on an extremely complex institutional system, which 

resulted in the (ethnic) pillarisation of the society and politics. Besides the lack of dialogue and 

will of compromise between the elites, trust is also missing from the inter-ethnic relations. For 

that reason, Bosnia and Herzegovina is facing with a problem of stateness, which seems to be 

an additional burden to the fulfilment of the EU accession criteria. Although integration to the 

European Union is a priority for the political leaders, the membership perspective in itself was 

not strong enough to bridge the gaps between the main leaders of the federal country. The EU 

integration pace of Bosnia and Herzegovina is slower compared to the other countries in the 

region. This manifested in the fact that Bosna and Herzegovina is still “only” a potential 

candidate of the European Union.  

4 Conclusion 

The statement of the PhD thesis was that the Western Balkan states are experiencing difficulties 

in fulfilling the EU’s accession criteria. As the thesis presented, the EU through the processes 

of Europeanisation and democratisation, is engaged not only in the integration but also in the 

transformation of these countries that are part of a post-conflict region.  

The EU integration of the Western Balkans has been in the focus of interests and attention of 

many scholars and researchers since 2003, when the European Union gave the perspective of 

membership to the former Yugoslav countries and Albania. Since then, the process of 

Europeanisation could have started in the Western Balkans. However the accession process 

seems to be slower comparing to the previous enlargement rounds and it is obvious that (both 

political and economic) transition has been accompanied by many challenging obstacles. When 

the EU launched the Stabilisation and Association Process, there was no doubt that serious 

conflicts are still present in the Western Balkans, slowing down the dynamism of enlargement. 

Less attention has been payed to the internal conflicts of the EU, which are standing in the way 

of future enlargements. For that reason, there is strong need to analyse those factors that are 

preventing the European Union to play a more significant and decisive role in the 
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transformation process of the Western Balkans. To avoid this downturn, the European Union 

renewed its enlargement strategy in order to overcome the challenges. This is especially 

important, since the slow integration process could undermine the EU’s credibility and this 

situation might lead easily to an enlargement crisis.  

Since the end of the Bosnian War, the European Union replaced its previous reactive approach 

with a more active engagement to the Western Balkans. This more active role could be 

observed by the continuous development of the enlargement strategy. The EU was also able to 

identify the delaying factors of the enlargement and showed willingness to provide more 

assistance to the candidates. 

On the other hand, the European Union also has to overcome its internal problems in order to 

be capable to absorb new members. Moreover, external powers might cause problems for the 

EU’s transformative and integrative aspirations in the Western Balkans. These factors should 

draw attention on the geopolitical aspects of the enlargement and requires an even stronger 

cooperation of the member states is needed in the field of the common foreign and security 

policy.  

5 Publications  

In Hungarian 

Braun András: Lehetőség vagy kritérium? A stabilizáció kérdése a Nyugat-Balkánon. 

Mediterrán és Balkán Fórum, 2017  

Braun András - Németh Ferenc: A foglyul ejtett állam: Politikai és intézményi válság 

Macedóniában. International Relations Quarterly, Vol. 7. No.4 (2016 Tél)  

Braun András: Szerbia győzött? International Relations Quarterly, Vol. 7. No.1 (2016 Spring) 

5 p. 

Braun András: Európaizáció a Balkánon International Relations Quarterly, Vol. 6. No.4 

(2015/16 Winter) 6 p. 

Braun András: Regionális megállapodások a Nyugat-Balkánon In "Távol és közel, az elmúlt 

25 év területi folyamatai, szerkezetei, intézményei, ahogy az új generáció látja." A IX. Fiatal 

Regionalisták Konferenciájának előadásai. , szerző: Judit Berkes és Petra Kecskés. Győr: 

Széchenyi István Egyetem Regionális- és Gazdaságtudományi Doktori Iskola, 2015.  



9 

 

 

In English 

 

Braun András: Towards an a La Carte Democracy? Challenges of Democratic Consolidation 

in Serbia. AJRC-Analyses 2019A01.  

Braun András: Road to Europe: Politics of Montenegro between 2006 and 2016, 

International Relations Quarterly, Vol. 7. No.3 (Fall 2016) 7 p. 

Braun András: The Absorption Capacity of the European Union: Obstacles to EU 

enlargement in the Western Balkans. Central European Political Science Review. Volume 18, 

Number 70. 2017  

Braun András – Németh Ferenc: Perspectives and Challenges – The Euro-Atlantic 

Integration Of The Republic Of Macedonia. National Security Review 2017. 92-116. 

 

 


