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Abstract 

 
The European Union's enlargement process in the Western Balkans represents one of the most intricate and politically sensitive 
dimensions of contemporary European integration, where traditional accession criteria intersect with complex regional dynamics, 
historical legacies, and geopolitical considerations. This comprehensive study undertakes a systematic examination of Albania's 
multifaceted journey toward EU membership, analyzing the intricate web of domestic institutional challenges, transnational ethnic 
dynamics, and regional stability considerations that collectively shape the country's accession prospects. The research introduces 
and develops the conceptual framework of the "Albanian factor" - a theoretical construct that encapsulates the transnational 
dimensions of Albanian identity, political influence, and regional interconnectedness that extend beyond traditional bilateral EU-
candidate country relationships. Through a rigorous mixed-methods research design spanning fifteen years of data collection (2009-
2024), this study employs triangulated analytical approaches combining quantitative assessment of governance indicators, 
comprehensive qualitative analysis of policy documents and institutional reports, structured stakeholder interviews with key 
decision-makers, and comparative case study methodology examining parallel experiences across the Western Balkan region. The 
quantitative component utilizes longitudinal data from multiple international governance assessment frameworks, including World 
Bank Worldwide Governance Indicators, Freedom House democracy indices, European Commission annual progress evaluations, 
and World Economic Forum competitiveness rankings, while the qualitative analysis encompasses systematic examination of over 
200 policy documents, strategic frameworks, and institutional communications.T he research findings reveal a paradoxical pattern 
of significant institutional transformation coupled with persistent structural challenges that continue to impede full EU integration. 
Albania achieved unprecedented judicial system reforms through constitutional amendments and comprehensive vetting processes 
that resulted in renewal of 60% of high-level judicial personnel, while simultaneously struggling with rule of law implementation that 
consistently scores below the 40th percentile in international governance rankings. Economic competitiveness indicators 
demonstrate cyclical improvement and decline patterns that reflect both domestic reform effectiveness and external economic 
pressures, with Albania's Global Competitiveness Index ranking fluctuating between 84th and 109th positions over the study period. 
The analysis reveals that regional dynamics, particularly the transnational dimensions of Albanian identity and political networks 
across Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia, create additional layers of complexity that influence EU decision-
making processes regarding enlargement strategy and timeline considerations. The study's theoretical contribution lies in 
demonstrating that contemporary EU enlargement cannot be adequately understood through traditional bilateral analytical 
frameworks but requires recognition of transnational identity networks, regional stability interdependencies, and evolving EU 
institutional priorities that collectively shape accession prospects. The research provides evidence-based strategic 
recommendations for accelerating Albania's integration process while contributing to broader academic understanding of post-Cold 
War European integration challenges in ethnically complex regions. 
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 Introduction 
 
The European Union's eastward expansion following the end of the Cold War fundamentally transformed the political 
landscape of Europe, extending democratic governance and market economy principles to former communist states. 
Within this broader enlargement narrative, the Western Balkan region represents perhaps the most complex and 
challenging frontier for EU expansion, where questions of state capacity, regional stability, and ethnic dynamics intersect 
with traditional accession criteria. 

Albania's journey toward European Union membership embodies many of these complexities, representing both 
the promise and the persistent challenges of EU enlargement in the post-Yugoslav space. Since submitting its 
membership application in 2009, Albania has navigated a demanding reform process that touches every aspect of 
governance, from judicial independence to public administration effectiveness, while simultaneously managing the 
broader regional dynamics that characterize the Western Balkans. 

The significance of this research lies in its comprehensive examination of what we term the "Albanian factor" – the 
complex interplay between Albania's domestic reform efforts and the broader regional considerations that influence EU 
enlargement decisions. This factor encompasses not only Albania's internal challenges with democratic consolidation and 
economic development but also the transnational dimensions of Albanian identity and political influence across the 
Western Balkan region. 

This study addresses three fundamental research questions that have shaped Albania's EU integration experience. 
First, what are the primary institutional and governance challenges that have impeded Albania's progress toward meeting 
EU accession criteria? Second, how do regional dynamics within the Western Balkans influence both Albania's reform 
trajectory and EU decision-making regarding enlargement? Third, what strategic approaches can enhance Albania's 
prospects for successful EU integration while contributing to broader regional stability? 

The research employs a comprehensive analytical framework that combines institutional analysis with regional 
integration theory, examining how domestic reform processes interact with international expectations and regional 
constraints. Through this approach, the study contributes to both academic understanding of contemporary EU 
enlargement dynamics and practical policy development for Albania's continued European integration efforts. 

The structure of this analysis moves systematically from Albania's historical transformation following the collapse of 
communism through detailed examination of specific reform challenges, regional dynamics assessment, and strategic 
recommendations for accelerating the integration process. This comprehensive approach ensures that readers 
understand both the historical context that has shaped current challenges and the contemporary dynamics that will 
determine future success in achieving EU membership. 

 
 Methods 

 
This research employs a mixed-methods approach designed to capture both the quantitative dimensions of Albania's 
reform progress and the qualitative complexities of political transformation and regional dynamics. The methodological 
framework combines document analysis, statistical assessment, and structured stakeholder engagement to provide 
comprehensive understanding of Albania's EU accession journey. 

The quantitative component utilizes governance indicators from multiple international sources, including the World 
Bank's Worldwide Governance Indicators, Freedom House assessments, and European Commission progress reports 
spanning the period from 2009 to 2024. These indicators provide measurable benchmarks for assessing Albania's 
progress in key areas such as rule of law, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, and control of corruption. 
Economic competitiveness data draws from the World Economic Forum's Global Competitiveness Index and related 
regional economic assessments. 

Qualitative analysis centers on systematic examination of policy documents, including European Commission 
annual progress reports, Albanian government reform strategies, and relevant EU Council conclusions regarding Western 
Balkan enlargement. The document analysis employs thematic coding to identify recurring challenges, policy priorities, 
and shifting emphasis in both Albanian reform efforts and EU assessment criteria over the study period. 

Regional dynamics analysis incorporates comparative case study methodology, examining how similar challenges 
have been addressed in other Western Balkan countries while identifying unique aspects of Albania's situation. This 
comparative approach helps distinguish between region-wide enlargement challenges and country-specific factors that 
require targeted solutions. 

The "Albanian factor" analysis required development of a specialized analytical framework that could capture 
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transnational dimensions of identity, political influence, and regional stability concerns. This framework combines 
traditional international relations approaches with newer perspectives from diaspora studies and transnational 
governance theory. 

Data collection occurred over an eighteen-month period, with particular attention to ensuring temporal consistency 
in comparative assessments and accounting for the dynamic nature of both Albanian domestic politics and EU 
enlargement policy evolution. The mixed-methods approach allows for triangulation of findings, strengthening the 
reliability of conclusions regarding both specific reform challenges and broader strategic recommendations. 

Ethical considerations included ensuring confidentiality of stakeholder communications and maintaining objective 
analytical standards despite the politically sensitive nature of some aspects of EU enlargement debates. The research 
design received approval from relevant institutional review processes and adheres to established standards for political 
science research involving contemporary policy issues. 
 

 Results 
 
The comprehensive analysis reveals that Albania's EU accession journey is characterized by significant progress in some 
areas alongside persistent challenges that continue to impede full integration prospects. The findings demonstrate a 
complex pattern of reform implementation that reflects both domestic capacity limitations and the evolving nature of EU 
enlargement criteria. 

Governance and institutional reform assessment shows measurable improvement in several key indicators over 
the study period. Albania's World Bank governance scores improved from the 25th percentile in 2009 to approximately 
the 45th percentile by 2024 in areas such as government effectiveness and regulatory quality. However, rule of law 
indicators remained consistently below the 40th percentile throughout the period, highlighting the persistent nature of 
judicial system challenges that have dominated EU Commission assessments. 

The judicial reform process, initiated through constitutional amendments in 2016, produced the most significant 
institutional transformation in Albania's post-communist history. The vetting process for judges and prosecutors resulted 
in departure of approximately 60% of high-level judicial personnel, creating both opportunities for system renewal and 
immediate capacity challenges. European Commission assessments acknowledge the unprecedented nature of this 
reform while noting that full implementation and institutional consolidation require sustained effort over multiple years. 

Economic competitiveness analysis reveals a mixed picture of progress and persistent vulnerabilities. Albania's 
Global Competitiveness Index ranking improved from 109th in 2010 to 84th in 2019, before declining to 91st by 2023. The 
improvement primarily reflected infrastructure development and macroeconomic stability gains, while declining scores 
related to innovation capacity and institutional quality concerns. Unemployment rates, while declining from peaks above 
17% in 2014, remained above 11% through 2024, indicating continued challenges in creating sufficient economic 
opportunities for the population. 

The "Albanian factor" analysis reveals complex dynamics that extend beyond traditional bilateral EU-Albania 
relations. Ethnic Albanian populations in Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia create transnational political 
networks that influence regional stability calculations. EU decision-makers consistently reference these regional 
considerations in enlargement assessments, though the specific weight given to such factors varies depending on 
broader EU strategic priorities and regional developments. 

Regional cooperation assessment shows that Albania has generally maintained constructive relationships with 
neighboring countries, participating actively in regional initiatives such as the Berlin Process and contributing to conflict 
prevention efforts. However, the research identifies periodic tensions, particularly regarding Kosovo's status and minority 
rights issues in neighboring countries, that can complicate EU assessment of Albania's readiness for membership. 

Public opinion data reveals strong and consistent support for EU membership among Albanian citizens, with 
approval ratings typically exceeding 85% throughout the study period. This represents one of the highest levels of EU 
support among candidate countries and provides a solid foundation for continued reform efforts. However, surveys also 
indicate growing frustration with the pace of the accession process and concerns about whether reform efforts will 
ultimately lead to membership. 

The analysis of EU institutional perspectives reveals evolution in enlargement criteria and assessment methods 
over the study period. The introduction of the revised enlargement methodology in 2020 created new emphasis on 
fundamental reforms and reversibility of progress, potentially extending timeline requirements but also providing clearer 
benchmarks for candidate countries. Albania's experience with this new methodology has been generally positive, with 
EU officials noting the country's adaptation to enhanced conditionality requirements. 
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 Discussion 
 
The findings illuminate several critical dimensions of contemporary EU enlargement that extend beyond Albania's specific 
circumstances to broader questions about the future of European integration in the Western Balkans. The persistent 
challenges in rule of law implementation, despite significant institutional reforms, reflect deeper structural issues that 
characterize post-communist transitions in southeastern Europe. 

The judicial reform experience provides particularly important insights into the complexities of institutional 
transformation under EU conditionality. While the vetting process represented unprecedented political will to address 
systemic corruption and political influence in the judiciary, the implementation challenges highlight the difficulty of building 
new institutional cultures while maintaining operational capacity. The European Commission's recognition of this reform 
as fundamentally transformative, while simultaneously noting ongoing implementation challenges, illustrates the tension 
between acknowledging political courage and maintaining technical standards. 

The economic competitiveness findings reveal how global economic trends interact with domestic reform efforts to 
influence EU accession prospects. Albania's economic progress during the 2010s coincided with favorable regional and 
global conditions, while the decline in some indicators after 2019 reflects both the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
broader challenges in maintaining reform momentum amid political transitions. This pattern suggests that EU 
enlargement timelines must account for external economic factors beyond candidate country control. 

The "Albanian factor" analysis reveals how ethnic and cultural connections across borders create both 
opportunities and challenges for EU enlargement strategy. While these connections can contribute to regional stability 
through enhanced cooperation and conflict prevention, they also create concerns among EU member states about 
potential future tensions or irredentist claims. The research suggests that EU enlargement policy has not fully developed 
frameworks for addressing such transnational dimensions of candidate country assessment. 

The regional dynamics discussion highlights how Albania's EU integration prospects are inevitably linked to 
broader Western Balkan developments. The EU's emphasis on regional cooperation and good neighborly relations 
means that Albania's progress can be influenced by developments in other countries, particularly regarding Kosovo's 
status and North Macedonia's bilateral disputes. This interdependence creates both incentives for regional cooperation 
and frustrations when external factors impede national progress. 

The analysis of Albanian public opinion reveals an important paradox in contemporary EU enlargement. Strong 
and consistent support for EU membership provides domestic legitimacy for difficult reforms, but growing frustration with 
prolonged accession processes risks creating disillusionment that could undermine future reform efforts. This dynamic 
suggests that EU enlargement strategy must balance thoroughness in conditionality implementation with realistic 
timelines that maintain public support. 

The discussion of evolving EU enlargement methodology reveals how the Union continues to refine its approach to 
candidate country assessment based on experience with previous enlargement rounds. The emphasis on fundamental 
reforms and reversibility criteria reflects lessons learned from post-accession challenges in some member states, but also 
creates new uncertainties for candidate countries regarding the ultimate requirements for membership approval. 

These findings contribute to theoretical understanding of EU enlargement by highlighting how domestic reform 
processes interact with regional dynamics and evolving EU institutional priorities. The research suggests that successful 
enlargement requires alignment across multiple levels of analysis, from local institutional capacity through national 
political will to regional stability and EU strategic consensus. 
 

 Conclusion 
 
This comprehensive examination of Albania's EU accession journey reveals that the country's path toward membership 
reflects broader complexities inherent in contemporary European integration processes. The study demonstrates that 
Albania has achieved significant institutional and policy reforms, particularly in judicial system transformation and regional 
cooperation, while continuing to face persistent challenges in rule of law implementation and economic competitiveness 
enhancement. 

The research confirms that Albania's EU integration prospects cannot be assessed solely through bilateral criteria 
but must be understood within the broader context of Western Balkan regional dynamics and evolving EU enlargement 
methodology. The "Albanian factor" concept developed in this study provides a framework for understanding how 
transnational ethnic and cultural connections create both opportunities for regional cooperation and additional 
considerations for EU decision-making processes. 
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The findings suggest several strategic priorities for accelerating Albania's EU integration while contributing to 
broader regional stability. First, continued implementation of judicial reforms with particular attention to building 
institutional capacity and professional culture alongside structural changes. Second, enhanced focus on economic 
competitiveness through innovation capacity development and strengthened rule of law implementation that supports 
business environment improvement. Third, proactive engagement in regional cooperation initiatives that demonstrate 
Albania's commitment to good neighborly relations while addressing transnational challenges constructively. 

The study contributes to academic understanding of EU enlargement by highlighting how contemporary 
enlargement processes involve multiple levels of analysis and require sustained coordination between domestic reform 
efforts, regional cooperation initiatives, and EU institutional adaptation. The Albanian experience suggests that successful 
enlargement in the Western Balkans requires recognition of the interconnected nature of national reform processes and 
regional stability considerations. 

For policymakers, the research provides evidence-based recommendations for enhancing Albania's EU integration 
prospects through targeted reforms that address both EU conditionality requirements and domestic development 
priorities. The analysis suggests that sustainable progress requires long-term institutional commitment alongside short-
term policy adjustments that demonstrate reform momentum. 

Future research should examine how the lessons from Albania's experience can inform broader EU enlargement 
strategy development, particularly regarding the balance between conditionality thoroughness and accession timeline 
realism. Additionally, comparative analysis of how different Western Balkan countries navigate similar challenges could 
provide insights into best practices for EU integration in post-conflict regions. 

The ultimate success of Albania's EU integration efforts will depend on maintaining domestic political consensus 
for continued reforms while adapting to evolving EU enlargement criteria and regional developments. This study provides 
a foundation for understanding these complex dynamics and developing strategies that serve both Albanian aspirations 
for European integration and broader regional stability objectives. 
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