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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

Populist discourses can be utilised by opportunistic political actors and media outlets to drum up 

support and grow audience numbers. In times of crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, as well 

as the stagnation of Albania’s EU integration, the use of emotive communication strategies that 

position the speakers as the “voice of the people” are employed to achieve support from the public. 

 

Considering an array of scholarly reflections on populism, this study seeks to appraise the ‘degree 

of populism’ within political actors and media in Albania, with a particular focus linked to the 

overarching issue of European integration. The research utilises a qualitative methodology 

approach of content and discourse analysis as well as in-depth interviews. 

 

This paper argues that the extent to which mainstream political actors in Albania employ populist 

discourses is contingent and that the stagnation of the European integration together with multiple 

crises have made mainstream politicians more prone to articulate populist discourses as an 

instrument to divert the public’s ire and shift the discourse from policy failures to get ‘closer to 

Europe’ and to generally improve living conditions. Mainstream politicians have strategically 

employed populist discourse based on their interest calculations deploying it to maximize their 

gains and mitigate risks to their hold on power.     

 

This research demonstrates that populist discourses of political actors in Albania are not an 

expression of a deeply rooted ideology or coherent system of political beliefs, but rather a 

communication style and a strategic response to contextual factors such as the stagnation of 

European integration and the need to galvanize popular support. The strategic opportunity 

observed in this research is the politicization of the opening of accession negotiations with the 

European Union. This has been an issue of considerable public salience, has dominated public 

discourse, and has created momentum, particularly for the Prime Minister and other governmental 

officials, to produce populist discourses that blame the European Union for the failure.  

 

Overall, this research argues that to make sense of these developments it is necessary to avoid 

treating (labelling) some political actors as populists and others as not. The construction and 

definition of the “people,” the articulation of the corrupt elite, and the choice of out-groups should 

be systematically analysed depending on contextual factors and at different degree levels. 

However, akin to the now established view that populism itself is not per se bad or good, if 

populism is, in essence, a communication phenomenon, we treat it as a continuum, and analyse 

the conditions and degree to which elements of populist communication are used by mainstream 

political actors and their implications.  

 

The study shows a shift towards populist discourses with the stagnation of the European integration 

process and an increase in the degree of populist discourses from one missed deadline to open the 

accession (set the date for the intergovernmental conference) to another. Although there is a 

general affirmation of the European integration as the only future of democratization and 

development for Albania by the Prime Minister and mainstream political actors, such populist 

discourses targeting the EU as the main culprit of the stagnation of the European integration 

process in Albania have significant implications on the level of citizens trust in the EU and might 

eventually lead to decrease of popular support about the integration process itself as the 
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overarching strategic goal of Albania. These discourses feed into the erosion of the credibility of 

the EU and declining trust in the European Union institutions. Even through the support for EU 

remains high in Albania, there is growing scepticism in the ability of the EU to deliver which has 

been fuelled to a great extent by the populist discourses of the main political actors. This then 

opens up space for increased influences of other actors such as Russia, China and Arab states 

which in turn might further enhance Euroscepticism.   

 

In addition, such populist discourses reinforce a narrative of EU’s influence waning in Albania 

and thus risking exacerbating further internal political polarization, conflicts and tensions and 

general demotivation for good governance, slow down of the pace of reforms and democratic 

processes considering that the EU integration has been the sole driving force towards these 

processes in Albania.  The backtracking of the EU when it comes to the accession process of 

Albania presents important implications for the broader democratic development of the country. 

Without the EU positive influence and clear progress steps towards accession, political elites and 

authoritarian forces would only be emboldened in Albania as in the region.  

 

Importantly, this research argues that it is necessary to consider not only populism through the 

media but also by the media. Media monitoring allows us to look at populism through the media, 

but future research should examine populism by the media, by exploring media ownership 

structures, competition, and political affiliations that drive coverage being centre stage, not as an 

add-on in analyses of the media. In addition, particular research focus should be paid to social 

media platforms and populist discourses in context and as part of a larger information system.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 

1.1 Rationale  
  

In June 2018, the European Council (the Council) agreed to the conditional opening of accession 

negotiations with Albania in June 2019, provided the necessary conditions had been fulfilled. 

However, both in June 2019 and October 2019 the Council failed to greenlight the opening of 

accession negotiations. In March 2020, it finally decided to open accession negotiations without 

setting a specific date, pending the fulfilment of a set of conditions. In July 2020, the European 

Commission (EC) presented the draft negotiating framework — the first to consider the ‘revised 

methodology for enlargement to the Western Balkans’ that was published in February 2020 — to 

the Member States. The adoption of this framework by the Council is a precondition for convening 

the first Intergovernmental Conference with Albania.1  

 

The general elections of April 25, 2021 were considered an important milestone in Albania's path 

towards EU membership en route to the first inter-governmental Conference. However, June 2021 

proved again disappointing with the failure of the European Union (EU) to reach an agreement on 

starting EU accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia (first intergovernmental 

conference). Although all 27 EU ministers in the case of Albania, and 26 in the case of North 

Macedonia, agreed that the two countries have met the criteria for talks to start, the Bulgarian veto 

blocked both countries’ paths towards the EU.2 

 

Despite its glacial pace, the path towards European integration has often been the overarching 

driving force behind democratisation reforms in Albania and the wider region. However, the 

current lack of progress has led to the perception that the process is stagnated resulting in 

frustration for political elites and even citizens.  

 

Scholars argue that the alienation from the EU is just an interim phase towards the next stage of 

'New Unpredictability', which is emerging across the region.3 The new unpredictability implies 

that the rule of law and democracy would no longer be a top priority given the decline of the 

European integration’s transformative power. Some argue that youth and citizens, in general, are 

growing despondent about Europe and apathetic about politics in general and populist narratives 

are being utilised by mainstream political leaders and media. As such, the surge of populist 

discourses and populism in Albania constitutes an area of research and public interest.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 “Current status – Albania”, 2021, European Parliament, available at https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/168/the-western-balkans (Accessed 

July 18, 2021). 
2 "EU again without a decision on starting accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia", European Western Balkans, June 2021, available at 

https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2021/06/23/eu-again-without-decision-on-starting-accession-talks-with-albania-and-north-macedonia/ (Accessed July 

18, 2021). 
3 Vurmo, Gj. (2021). “The EU and the Western Balkans – Serving the purpose of enlargement”, BiEPAG, available at https://biepag.eu/uncategorized/the-

eu-and-the-western-balkans-serving-the-purpose-of-enlargement/?fbclid=IwAR0oZbBOa_ZhsbGR3_YqQK_-

MklIPGBfpu8mnXqP9Xw9j1UnYKoFkm5rbSo (Accessed September 15, 2021) 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/168/the-western-balkans
https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2021/06/23/eu-again-without-decision-on-starting-accession-talks-with-albania-and-north-macedonia/
https://biepag.eu/uncategorized/the-eu-and-the-western-balkans-serving-the-purpose-of-enlargement/?fbclid=IwAR0oZbBOa_ZhsbGR3_YqQK_-MklIPGBfpu8mnXqP9Xw9j1UnYKoFkm5rbSo
https://biepag.eu/uncategorized/the-eu-and-the-western-balkans-serving-the-purpose-of-enlargement/?fbclid=IwAR0oZbBOa_ZhsbGR3_YqQK_-MklIPGBfpu8mnXqP9Xw9j1UnYKoFkm5rbSo
https://biepag.eu/uncategorized/the-eu-and-the-western-balkans-serving-the-purpose-of-enlargement/?fbclid=IwAR0oZbBOa_ZhsbGR3_YqQK_-MklIPGBfpu8mnXqP9Xw9j1UnYKoFkm5rbSo
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1.2 Research aim  
 

Against this backdrop, this study explores the interrelation between populist discourses in Albania 

by mainstream political and media actors and the stagnation of the European integration process. 

Considering an array of scholarly reflections on populism, this study seeks to explain the potential 

effect of the stalled European integration process on the ‘degree of populism’ by political actors 

and media in Albania.   

 

More concretely, this study explores different manifestations of populist discourses surrounding 

the opening of negotiations with the EU, solidarity after the earthquake, the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and vaccines, as well as the current state of the integration process of Albania after elections and 

in the aftermath of the June 2021 decision of EU.  

 

This research conceives populism primarily as an expression of political communication content 

and style. It zooms in on the functions and expressions that come into play when mainstream 

political actors produce populist discourses and the media in which they appear.  

 

Considering that systematic knowledge on populism and the European integration process is sparse 

in the case of Albania, this research contributes to filling in the gap in the literature, while also 

inferring conclusions about the potential implications of the surge of populist discourses in the 

democratic processes in the country.  

 

1.3 Report structure  
 

The report is structured as follows: in addition to the introduction, a detailed methodology section 

presents the research design, process, and methods used by considering both its limits and merits. 

The third section sets the research within a broader conceptual framework on populism and 

populist discourses. The fourth section contextualises the research within the enlargement policy 

of the EU integration process of the Western Balkans (WBs) and focuses more on the case of 

Albania, setting the ground for the analysis section. In the last section, qualitative data is presented 

and examined in line with the conceptual framework of the research and in the Albanian context. 

Finally, the last section presents conclusions, implications, and future areas of research.  
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II. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK ON POPULISM  
 

2.1 In search of a definition for populism  
 

There are various uses of the term populism, but a commonly accepted definition is still lacking. 

Scholars disagree on categorization, labels, and boundaries between different manifestations of 

populism in different political and social contexts.4 Historically, populism has been applied to 

different political movements, parties, regimes, political leaders, and even intellectuals. The label 

‘populist’ has been used as a pejorative tag for political leaders, particularly in media discourses 

to delegitimise political adversaries. In other cases, the label ‘populist’ has also been used with 

positive connotations, signifying proximity to the people.5 This is related to conceptual stretching, 

that is, broadening the boundaries of the concept to include an ever-increasing number of empirical 

referents without reducing its properties.6 Thus, the more flexible the concept of populism has 

become, the more categories labelled as ‘populist’ increase, which can make systematic analysis 

challenging as the term might lose its meaning.  

 

Some scholars7 have argued that populism is a necessary element of democracy that offers tension 

in democratic processes that can improve the representation of different groups in politics and 

policymaking. One of the most established definitions of populism is as a recurring or thin-

centered ideology that can be adapted to a multitude of contexts and that considers that society is 

divided into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, the pure people and the corrupt elite, and 

that maintains that politics should be the expression of the general will8. Other scholars define 

populism as a form of political organization based on the presence of a charismatic leader who 

raises his government with the direct support of the people.9 Populism has also been defined as a 

way to construct the political and as a set of ideas.10  

 

However, a more recent spectrum of research stemming from communication sciences defines 

populism as a communicative style, focusing on direct links to citizens without intermediaries.11 

In this conceptualisation of populism, the presence of a charismatic leader adopting a certain 

communicative style and rhetoric is considered a fundamental characteristic of populism. Leaders 

labelled as populists are successful and able to attract the masses due to their role as 'taboo breakers 

and fighters against political correctness.12 This holds true not only for populist parties but also for 

mainstream political parties, whose leaders employ a populist communication style and rhetoric.  

 

Key features of this populist style of communication appeal to emotions of fear, anxiety, and 

uncertainty of citizens; mobilise and build up enthusiasm by employing highly emotional, 

                                                 
4 Mudde, C. (2004). The populist Zeitgeist. Government and Opposition. 39(3): 541–563. 
5 For more historical examples see Policy Brief on The European Union and the challenges of populism, available at https://institutdelors.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2020/08/bref27_ysurel_en-1.pdf (Accessed, July 30, 2021).  
6 Pappas, T.  (2016). Modern Populism: Research Advances, Conceptual and Methodological Pitfalls, and the Minimal Definition. Oxford Research 

Encyclopedia of Politics, available at https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore (Accessed, October 30, 2021). 
7 For more historical examples see Policy Brief on The European Union and the challenges of populism, available at https://institutdelors.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2020/08/bref27_ysurel_en-1.pdf (Accessed, July 30, 2021).  
8 Aalberg, T., and de Vreese, C. H. (2017). “Introduction: comprehending populist political communication,” in Populist Political Communication in Europe, 

eds T. Aalberg, F. Esser, C. Reinemann, J. Strömbäck, and C. H. de Vreese (New York, NY: Routledge), 3–25. 
9 Taggart, P. (2000). Populism. Concepts in the Social Sciences. Buckingham: Open University Press. 
10 Laclau, E. (2005). On Populist Reason. London: Verso. 
11 Block, E., and Negrine, R. (2017). The populist communication style: toward a critical framework. International Journal of Communication. Vol. 11, 178–

197. 
12 Mudde, C. (2004). The populist Zeitgeist. Government and Opposition. 39(3): 541–563. 

https://institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/bref27_ysurel_en-1.pdf
https://institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/bref27_ysurel_en-1.pdf
https://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore
https://institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/bref27_ysurel_en-1.pdf
https://institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/bref27_ysurel_en-1.pdf
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simplistic, and slogan-based language; adopt a demagogic style and refer to resentment; offering 

easy solutions for complex problems and combine ‘verbal radicalism and symbolic politics with 

the tools of contemporary political marketing to disseminate their ideas among the electorate’.13  

 

Although there is considerable variety when conceptualising populism, scholars converge in what 

constitutes the fundamental characteristics of populism. Namely, that there is a focus on ‘the 

people’ and there is an established direct connection between the people and political power 

without the intermediation of political party structures, electoral process, media, and other 

intermediaries in place in contemporary representative liberal democracies. Populists claim that 

people’s aspirations have been betrayed by corrupt political elites at the national or European level 

and often argue that a conspiracy against the people is taking place. As a result, the charismatic 

leader (‘the saviour’ or ‘the messiah’) is the only one who embodies the will of the 'common 

people' and can speak on their behalf.14 The definition of what constitutes 'the people' varies: right-

wing populists see the people in terms of ethnicity and left-wing populist see the people in terms 

of social and economic class or status.  

 

For this research, we conceptualize populism primarily as a communicative style, as a discourse 

and rhetoric, and argue for a combination of different elements of conceptualisation of populism. 

Departing from exclusive definitions allows us to better explore the variety and nuances of 

different forms of populism across different contexts. The following section briefly outlines a 

conceptual basis for an understanding of populism as an expression of political communication 

content and style. 

 

2.2 Populism as a contingent communication style and strategy  
 

The conceptual framework of this research is situated in the intersection between political science 

(populism as a thin-centred ideology) and communication science (populism as a communication 

style articulated discursively by political actors). As a result, this research does not focus on what 

constitutes the ideology of populism in Albania, but rather on mapping and identifying how 

populism is communicated by mainstream political actors, i.e., populist discourses. This 

conceptualisation of populism as a communication style and strategy contingent on certain social, 

economic, and political contexts, shifts the focus from populist ideology to populists' messages 

and frames communicated directly by political actors and/or the media. In line with 

communication science literature, populism ‘as style’ refers to the fact that messages expressing 

populist ideology are often associated with the use of a characteristic set of presentational style 

elements.15  

 

This research aligns with the concept that mainstream politicians can be populist as demonstrated 

in several previous studies and there is significant variation in the extent to which political parties 

employ populist discourse16. Traditionally in Western Europe radical right and left political parties 

have shown more inclination towards populist discourses.17 However, recently a surge in populism 

                                                 
13 Mazzoleni, G., Julianne, S. and Bruce, H. (eds) (2003). The Media and Neo-Populism: A Contemporary Comparative Analysis. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers. 
14 Caiani, M., & Graziano, P. R., (2016). Varieties of populism: insights from the Italian case. Italian Political Science Review. 46(2): 243 – 267.  
15 de Vreese, C.H,m Esser, F., Aalberg, T., Reinemann, C., Stanyer, J., (2018). Populism as an Expression of Political Communication Content and Style: A New 

Perspective. The International Journal of Press/Politics. 23(4): 423-438. 
16 Schmuck, D., Hameleers, M. (2020). Closer to the people: A comparative content analysis of populist communication on social networking sites in pre-and post-

election periods. Information, Communication & Society, 23(10), 1530–1548. 
17 De Bruycker, I., & Rooduijn, M. (2021). The People’s Champions? Populist Communication as a Contextually Dependent Political Strategy. Journalism & Mass 

Communication Quarterly. 98(3), 896-922. 
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as a communication style is observed across different countries in Europe and the USA, 

demonstrating that populist communication does not occur in a vacuum but is embedded in specific 

social contexts.18 In this sense, populist discourse is not only an articulation of a thin ideology or 

set of ideas but can also be a strategic response to a political opportunity in a given context used 

by mainstream political parties and actors as well.  

 
Box 1: Populism and Euroscepticism 

Although populism and Euroscepticism are closely interlinked, they are conceptually distinct. As 

argued populism is a thin ideology and communication style and strategy, whereas Euroscepticism 

is a specific position towards European integration as a political issue. However, in practice many 

populist parties are Eurosceptic and many Eurosceptics are populists. They are both found on the 

fringes of the political spectrum, i.e. the radical right or left parties or political actors. Studies have 

shown that at the level of voters, populist and Eurosceptic attitudes coincide. The European 

integration process and the supranational project of the European Union are targets for populist 

discourses in the EU due to the technocratic policies, complex decision-making processes and 

multilevel structures of governance, and alleged elitism of the European bureaucracy. Also, the 

rise of populism in European democracies has escalated due to the economic crises, the refugee 

crisis, and the results of the British referendum, and more recently the management of the COVID-

19 pandemic. The Conference for the Future of Europe and attempts to mobilise citizens to 

participate and democratise the European democracy are clear attempts to mitigate populists' 

impact. 
*Based on literature review 

 

In addition, this research argues that populism as a communication style and strategy must be 

understood in contingency to different contexts. The media ecosystem and political 

communication ecology are by and large the core contingency factors impacting the articulation 

of populist discourses. We witness a hybrid, high choice media environment in which politics, 

media, technology, and citizens are all (inter)changing.19 A few key developments are the 

proliferation of news and information sources; an alteration of information formats; a convergence 

between mass and interpersonal communication; new alignments between consumer/ citizen 

preferences and media use; and changing news consumption patterns with a simultaneous 

development toward both active, self-selected versus pre-determined, algorithmic information 

seeking and selection.20  

 

Particularly worrisome and in light of the COVID19 pandemic is the risk of increasing relativism 

in which factual information comes to be seen as a matter of opinion, evidence is neglected, and 

conspiracy theories thrive.21 A recent study has argued that Albania in particular has been gripped 

by thriving conspiracy theories in connection to the virus and vaccination.22 Scholars generally 

agree that the rapid proliferation of new media and digitalisation processes are conducive to 

                                                 
18 De Bruycker, I., & Rooduijn, M. (2021). The People’s Champions? Populist Communication as a Contextually Dependent Political Strategy. Journalism & Mass 

Communication Quarterly. 98(3), 896-922. 
19 Van Aelst, et.al., 2017. Political Communication in a High-Choice Media Environment: A challenge for Democracy?. Annals of the International Communication 

Association.41 (1): 3–27.  
20 de Vreese, C.H,m Esser, F., Aalberg, T., Reinemann, C., Stanyer, J., (2018). Populism as an Expression of Political Communication Content and Style: A New 

Perspective. The International Journal of Press/Politics. 23(4): 423-438. 
21 Van Aelst, et.al., 2017. Political Communication in a High-Choice Media Environment: A challenge for Democracy?. Annals of the International Communication 

Association 41 (1): 3–27.  
22 “The Suspicious Virus: Conspiracies and COVID19 in the Balkans”, (2020). BiEPAG Report,  available at https://biepag.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2021/07/Conspiracies-and-COVID19-in-the-Balkan-English-2.pdf (Accessed October 1, 2021).  

https://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Conspiracies-and-COVID19-in-the-Balkan-English-2.pdf
https://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Conspiracies-and-COVID19-in-the-Balkan-English-2.pdf
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populist communication.23 In this regard, political parties, media, and citizens are key actors in 

conceiving populism as communication content and style.  

 

2.3 Populism by and through the media  
 

This research also makes a distinction between populism by the media and through the media. 

Populism by the media refers to media organisations and journalists explicitly engaging in their 

own kind of populism by being advocates on behalf of the people and critical of political elites and 

power structures24. Populism by the media should not be confused with the role the media has as 

a watchdog and fourth estate in holding political actors accountable. Populism by the media refers 

to media organisations and journalists embodying the same features of populism as political actors 

in an exacerbated and activist manner. Regarding populism through the media, the attention is less 

on the media as actors themselves and more on the contents they carry. By providing a forum for 

actors using populist communication, the media help disseminate these messages and increase the 

visibility and legitimacy of these actors.25  

 

Studies have shown that the media, intentionally or not, may serve as powerful mobilization tools 

for populist causes and that news coverage of populist actors has increased especially so in social 

media.26 For instance, politicians like Donald Trump in the United States of America have been 

highly successful at using social media, not only to bypass mainstream media but also, perhaps 

even more importantly, to set the agenda of mainstream media thereby amplifying the reach of 

their messages significantly and extending the duration of the impact of the message in the ongoing 

news cycle.27  

 
  

                                                 
23 Engesser, S., Ernst, N., Esser, F. & Büchel, F.(2017). Populism and social media: how politicians spread a fragmented ideology. Information, Communication & 

Society, 20(8), 1109-1126. 
24 de Vreese, C.H,m Esser, F., Aalberg, T., Reinemann, C., Stanyer, J., (2018). Populism as an Expression of Political Communication Content and Style: A New 

Perspective. The International Journal of Press/Politics. 23(4): 423-438. 
25 Esser, F., Stępińska, A., Hopmann, D. (2017). “Populism and the Media: Cross-National Findings and Perspectives.” In Populist Political Communication in Europe, 

ed. Aalberg, Toril, Esser, Frank, Reinemann, Carsten, Strömbäck, Jesper, de Vreese, Claes H., 365–80. New York: Routledge. 
26 Mazzoleni, G. (2008). “Populism and the Media.” In Twenty-First Century Populism: The Spectre of Western European Democracy, ed. Albertazzi, Daniele, 

McDonnell, Duncan, 49–64. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
27 Karpf, D. (2017). “Digital Politics after Trump.” Annals of the International Communication Association. 41(2): 198–207.  
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2.4 Populism as a force for change or threat to democracy  
 

The following tables show a list of the consequences of populism both as a force for change in 

democracy and as a threat to democracy itself.28  
 

Table 1: Normative approach on the impact of populism 

Force for change Threat  

Populism might increase the representation of groups 

at the margin of the political system 

Populism might also challenge or have outright 

negative consequences for liberal democracy 

Populism might mobilize groups of people that have 

felt on the fringe of the political system. 

Populism might curb minority rights. 

Populism might give a voice to groups of citizens that 

do not feel heard by the current political elite 

 

Populism can use an electoral mandate to erode 

independent institutions that are considered 

cornerstones of liberal democracies like the courts or 

the free media. 

Populism might broaden the attention for issues that 

are not in the mainstream news 

Populism might lead to political tribalism, which 

impedes civil discourse and discourages political 

compromise. 

 

Populism might improve the responsiveness of the 

political system by making actors and parties align 

their policies more with the “wishes of the people.” 

Populism provides simplistic solutions to complex 

policy issues that are not achievable  

Populism might be a refreshing wake-up call to 

powerholders, prompting periodic reflections on their 

conduct and elitism. 

Populism can be used as a proxy to delegitimise 

adversaries and reinforce the political establishment  

 

This research aligns with the conceptualisation of populism that refrains from offering a normative 

judgment on populism by neither condemning nor celebrating it. This research explores the 

different expressions of populism in Albania in a specific context, by focusing on mainstream 

political parties and their populist discourses as a communication style considering the stagnation 

of the European integration process. In literature, this position conceives populism as both a threat 

and a corrective for democratic politics.29 For instance, in countries with a consensual, 

parliamentary system; strong institutions of checks and balances; and a strong, autonomous, and 

publicly respected press, populism is much less likely to become an existential threat.  

 

However, this is not the case for Albania, which belongs to a hybrid-democracy group of countries 

according to Nations in Transit. Hybrid democracies have a polarized majority voting system, 

weak institutions of checks and balances, and a symbiotic relation between media, politics, and 

businesses. As such, populism discourses may prove to be more of a threat to democratic processes 

than an opportunity for positive change in Albania. However, the impact of populist discourses in 

democratic processes and on citizens (for example voter behaviour) falls out of the scope of this 

research and needs to be further researched in the Albanian context. 

 

                                                 
28 de Vreese, C.H,m Esser, F., Aalberg, T., Reinemann, C., Stanyer, J., (2018). Populism as an Expression of Political Communication Content and Style: A 

New Perspective. The International Journal of Press/Politics. 23(4): 423-438. 

 
29Mudde, C., & Kaltwasser, C. R. (2012). Exclusionary vs. Inclusionary Populism: Comparing Contemporary Europe and Latin America. Government and 

Opposition, 48(2): 147-174. 
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The review of studies and empirical research on populism show that it surges in some crucial 

contextual moments in politics and society. In Albania, these moments are related to the stagnation 

of the European integration process, high politicization, and polarization of society, social and 

economic crisis caused by the massive earthquake in November 2019, and the COVID-19 

pandemic as will be outlined in the following methodology chapter. Therefore, this study is 

significant because it allows us to better understand the surge of populist discourses, their 

implications, and how to react to them.   
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III. METHODOLOGY  
 

3.1 Approach  
 

A major stream of studies on populism uses a quantitative approach such as content analysis as a 

method to determine the type and degree of populism of a political agent (leader, party, and other 

actors). The quantitative approach makes it possible to shift the analysis from single case studies 

to large comparative studies ensuring greater reliability and replicability.30 On the other hand, most 

contemporary populism studies approach it as a discourse and as such employ a qualitative 

approach that allows for a systematic analysis of the multi-layered, complex discursive practices 

employed by populists in the public sphere.31  

 

Figure 1: Research design process 

 

 

The suitability of qualitative methods in researching populism springs from its focus on detailed 

analyses of messages and meanings uttered by political actors. Bearing in mind that populism is 

considered for this research as a discursive structure filled with content that depends on the 

context, qualitative methods are suitable. This research study uses triangulation: data is validated 

using in-depth interviews, content analysis of news media, and discourse analysis of political 

discourses. In addition, a survey of literature through desk research is conducted.  

 

 

                                                 
30 Lipinski, A., (2017). Qualitative approaches in populism research. Polish Political Science Studies, Vol. 56, 244-256.  
31 Canovan, M. (2004). Populism for Political Theorists?. Journal of Political Ideologies, 9(3), 241 – 252. 
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3.2 Methods: Data collection and analysis  
 

 

To explore populism as a communication style and rhetoric, discourse analysis is utilised which 

understands discourse as a form of symbolic power and a great conditioner of public opinion and, 

therefore, a key tool in the social construction of reality.32 Also, to know under which parameters 

the messages about the European integration were framed by political actors and the media, the 

concept of framing has been used. The discourse analysis involves key speeches33 from Prime 

Minister (16), President (5), and Leader of opposition (8) surrounding the opening of negotiations 

with EU, solidarity after the earthquake, COVID-19 pandemic and vaccines, the status of Albania 

after elections, as well as the discourses surrounding the June 2021 decision of EU on the 

intergovernmental conference. 

 
Table 2: Sample of discourse analysis 

Political actor Speech occasion / type 

Edi Rama, Prime Minister 

Socialist Party of Albania  

In government 2013 – current  

1. Speech at the Skopje Economic Forum 

2. Speech at the Symi Symposium 

3. Speech at the Berlin Summit 2021 

4. Speech for State of the Union 

5. Delivery of Sinovac vaccines from Turkey  

6. Speech during the delivery of Pfizer / BionTech vaccines 

7. Speech to introduce the Head of Negations with EU, Mr. Zef Mazi 

8. Speech at the National European Integration Council  

9. Message on the Council decision to open negotiations  

10. Speech at the donors’ conference on Albania in Brussels after the 

earthquake of November 2019 

11. Speech at the end of the donors’ conference on Albania in Brussels 

after the earthquake of November 2019 

12. Video Message regarding meeting Dr. Ursula von der Leyen, 

President of the European Commission  

13. Interview in the Italian broadsheet La Stampa 

14. Article in Bild newspaper on Rama discourses 

15. Declaration on Foreign Policy 

16. Declaration on Trump as the shame of our civilization 

Lulzim Basha 

Chairman of Democratic Party of 

Albania (in opposition) 

1. Speech at PPE 

2. National Assembly 

3. Forum on EU future perspective of Albania 

4. KAS Forum 

5. CDU Congress 

6. PPE Resolution 

7. Declaration on EU integration 

8. Declaration on EU negotiation failure 

Ilir Meta 

President of the Republic of Albania 

2017 - 2022 

Former Chairman of Socialist 

Movement for Integration 

1. National Council of European Integration Speech 

2. President’s Platform for Albania’s EU Integration  

3. President’s speech at Brdo-Brijuni Meeting 

4. President Meeting with Ambassador of EU Delegation to Albania  

5. President meeting with Commissioner for Enlargement  

 

                                                 
32 De Bruycker, I., & Rooduijn, M. (2021). The People’s Champions? Populist Communication as a Contextually Dependent Political Strategy. Journalism & Mass 

Communication Quarterly. 98(3), 896-922.  
33 There are different numbers of speeches per political actor based on the actual number of content and frequency produced by each of them. 



 

 19 

 

Content analysis is a research method for the systematic and quantitative description of the 

manifest content of communication.34 Content analysis will be used to provide insights into the 

overall trends and patterns of media coverage of the opening of negotiations with the EU, solidarity 

after the earthquake, COVID-19 pandemic and vaccines, the status of Albania after elections, and 

surrounding the EU’s decision on the intergovernmental conference in June 2021 as key moments 

in terms of the recent EU and Albania relation interplay. For the content analysis, the research 

includes at least one media outlet per each key media type in Albania. It uses manual search and 

coding to identify trends and populist claims.  

 
Table 3: Sample of media monitoring 

Media and 

news outlet 

Format or type Journalistic style General news framing 

Top Channel National Television Professional journalism with strong 

sensational style increasing  

Favouring the incumbent 

Government of the Socialist 

Party  

ABC News 24-hour news outlet Professional journalism focused on 

news  

Favouring the opposition 

parties with a slight critical 

approach to government  

Panorama 

Newspaper 

Broadsheet / national 

newspaper  

Quality Press for current affairs, 

politics, and economy, but with 

increased tabloid and sensational 

coverage  

Changes in editorial policy 

reflecting relations with 

politics, liberal and centrist   

Lapsi.al Online media portal Focused on politics, sensational  Anti-establishment sentiment, 

critical of government and 

most political actors 

Reporter.al Online news and 

analysis portal plus 

periodic newspaper  

Investigative and critical media 

Professional journalism 

Independent focused on fact 

verification, analysis, in-depth 

stories 

 

In-depth interviewing is a qualitative research technique that involves conducting intensive, 

individual interviews with a small number of respondents to explore their perspectives on a 

particular idea, program, or situation. This research entails in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with experts on EU integration, political developments, and the media landscape. The interviewing 

includes pre-interview steps, which include working on the questions for the interviews based on 

the research design and research question, as well as post-interview steps, which include 

transcriptions of key findings, documentation, analysis, and reporting of the interviews.  

 
Table 4: Sample for in-depth interviews 

# Expertise Organisation 

1 EU integration Institute of European Studies, University of Tirana  

2 EU integration European Movement Albania 

3 EU integration Albanian Institute for International Studies 

 

 

                                                 
34 Berelson, B., 1952, Content Analysis in Communication Research. New York, The Free Press. 
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The research focuses on populist claims in the news media and political discourses of mainstream 

political actors. Each article (media article or political speech or manifesto) was screened for its 

relevance, and only those that were directly related to media monitoring protocol and research 

question were retained. Extensive keyword searches were used for media monitoring and to 

identify articles. Once the articles were mapped, the statements made by political actors in these 

articles were archived and coded manually in a master sheet. Next, data analysis was performed 

by considering the key features of populism and populist discourses as defined in the conceptual 

framework.  

 

3.4 Merits and limits  

 
The main merit of this research is that it explores an area with limited systematic knowledge and 

data such as the interplay between populism and stagnation of the European integration process in 

the case of Albania. Using a qualitative methodology allows us to deepen the analysis and explore 

the nuances of populist discourses in Albania as they manifest themselves in specific contexts. 

However, the utilisation of content analysis would have required a broader sample of articles and 

timeframe and digital monitoring of media content that allows for a large set of qualitative data 

and text analysis. Also, the research design is such that it cannot explore the role that the media 

logic of content production plays in creating populist discourses.  
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IV. EUROPEAN INTEGRATION PROCESS IN CONTEXT 
 

4.1 The European integration perspective for Albania 
 

The country’s foreign policy shifted towards Euro-Atlantic integration right after the fall of the 

communist regime, thirty years ago. Ever since, Albania has had a pro-Western orientation, which 

remains strong. However, the stalling of the European integration process has brought about 

critical narratives on the EU which were previously almost absent. Popular support in Albania has 

always been in favour of EU Integration, with the latest poll in February 2020 by Ipsos scoring 

97% pro-European Integration.35 However, there is scepticism about the potential date of EU 

membership which reflects citizens’ perceptions about the ability of the governments to conduct 

policy reforms, among other things. In the case of Albania, this adds up to36.8% of citizens who 

expect their country to become an EU member only after 2040, or never.36 The EU remains one of 

the most trusted institutions in Albania with a positive trust rating from 75.1% of surveyed 

citizens.37 

 

Albania has been a candidate country to join the family of EU members states since June 2014. 

The country signed the Stabilisation and Association Agreement in June 2006 and was granted 

candidate status in June 2014. After almost six years, the Council of the European Union decided 

in March 2020 to open the accession negotiations. In its resolution on 25 March 2021 on the 2019-

2020 Commission reports on Albania, the Parliament welcomed the opening of EU accession 

negotiations with all political parties voicing clear support for EU integration. The Parliament also 

urged the Albanian authorities to intensify their efforts to strengthen the political dialogue and the 

functioning of the country's democratic institutions, while tackling corruption and improving the 

climate for media pluralism and civil society. 38 

 

Nevertheless, the opening of accession negotiations was accompanied by extra conditions for 

Albania. Given the requested set of new conditions and the EU internal dynamics, the 

Intergovernmental Conference has not yet taken place, despite being forecasted for early 2021. 

The Council’s statement of March 2020 states that [Albania] should adopt the electoral reform 

fully per OSCE/ODHIR recommendations, ensuring transparent financing of political parties and 

electoral campaigns, ensure the continued implementation of the judicial reform, including 

ensuring the functioning of the Constitutional Court and the High Court, taking into account 

relevant international expertise including applicable opinions of the Venice Commission, and 

finalise the establishment of the anti-corruption and organised crime specialised structures. 

Albania should also further strengthen the fight against corruption and organised crime, including 

through cooperation with EU Member States and through the action plan to address the Financial 

Action Task Force (FATF) recommendations. Tackling the phenomenon of unfounded asylum 

                                                 
35 Full study available at https://biepag.eu/news/public-opinion-on-european-integration-in-the-balkans-still-a-story-of-passive-consensus/ (Accessed September 3, 

2020).  
36‘Between a rock and a hard place: Public opinion and integration in the Western Balkans’, (2020). BiePAG series, available at  https://biepag.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2020/12/Between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-English.pdf (Accessed September 3, 2021).  
37 Trust in Governance Opinion Poll 2020, (2021). Institute for Mediation and Democracy, available at https://idmalbania.org/trust-in-governance/ (Accessed September 

3, 2021). 
38Albania no closer to joining the EU, European Parliament Albania, (2021). available at  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/690655/EPRS_ATA(2021)690655_EN.pdf (Accessed October 13, 2021). 

https://biepag.eu/news/public-opinion-on-european-integration-in-the-balkans-still-a-story-of-passive-consensus/
https://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-English.pdf
https://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-English.pdf
https://idmalbania.org/trust-in-governance/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2021/690655/EPRS_ATA(2021)690655_EN.pdf
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applications and ensuring repatriations and amending the media law in line with the 

recommendations of the Venice Commission remain important priorities.39  

 

 
Figure 2: Timeline of Albania’s EU Integration important milestones 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Compilation of the Authors, based on European Commission’s Website 
 

The integration process of Albania to the European Union (EU) is taking place within a wider 

regional context. Countries of the Western Balkans 640 (WB6) have been pursuing the integration 

path with a clear vision and commitment from all sides since the Thessaloniki Summit in 2003. 

Nevertheless, since then both the WB6 countries and the EU have encountered several challenges 

which have affected internal reforms for both actors, such as the enlargements of 2004, 2007, 2013, 

and more recently the Syrian refugee crisis, Brexit, and the COVID-19 pandemic. All these events 

are considered to have put the enlargement agenda of the EU on hold, while other initiatives 

promoting regional cooperation and regional integration, such as the Berlin Process, have been 

promoted as an alternative. 

 

Several scholars have considered the Berlin Process41, initiated in 2014 by German Chancellor 

Merkel, as a ‘substitute’ and ‘response’ to the stagnation of integration.42 Others have raised 

questions about the future of the Berlin Process without the leadership of Angela Merkel, who has 

invested a lot in the European future of the region. In her farewell visit to Belgrade and Tirana in 

                                                 
39Council of the European Union statement March 2020, available at https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7002-2020-INIT/en/pdf (Accessed October 13, 

2021). 
40 Political definition of the Western Balkans region as per Oxford Bibliographies, available at  https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-

9780199743292/obo-9780199743292-0094.xml (Accessed September 22, 2021).  
41 German Chancellor Angela Merkel launched in 2014 the Berlin Process aimed at stepping up regional cooperation in the Western Balkans and aiding the integration 

of these countries into the European Union. The Process is taking place with the support of the European Commission, international financial institutions, and the 

Member States involved in the Process – Austria, Croatia, France, Germany, Italy, Slovenia, and the United Kingdom. In the official communication, the process is 

communicated as supplementary to the individual countries' institutional EU integration process, based on the adoption of the acquis communautaire. 
42 Policy Report, (2018), “The Berlin Process for the Western Balkans: Gains and challenges for Kosovo”, available at  https://balkansgroup.org/wp-

content/uploads/2018/01/THE-BERLIN-PROCESS-FOR-THE-WESTERN-BALKANS_GAINS-AND-CHALLENGES-FOR-KOSOVO_WEB_FINAL-1.pdf 

(Accessed September 22, 2021).  
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September 2021, she pointed out that "my heart beats for this region even though I will no longer 

be in office",43 sending a clear message of support for the integration of the WB countries. 

Germany’s credibility has always been high in Albania and the Western Balkans in general given 

their crucial role in shaping the debate on EU enlargement in the region. Expectations are high for 

the next German government regarding the integration of the Western Balkans, but this new 

government will have to adapt to new challenges and circumstances pertaining to the region and 

to the EU itself. 

 

Following the Berlin Process Sofia Summit in November 2020, the EU and WB6 agreed on an 

ambitious follow-up plan to establish a Common Regional Market. This is seen as an inclusive 

regional integration project, which the EU deems crucial in increasing the attractiveness and 

competitiveness of the entire region, in speeding up the post-pandemic recovery, and maximising 

the benefits of investments in connectivity infrastructure.44 In 2019, the leaders of Albania, North 

Macedonia, and Serbia launched the Mini-Schengen (Open Balkan) initiative to boost regional 

cooperation. This effort is largely seen as running in parallel with the Berlin Process but still lacks 

the explicit support of the EU and the other Western Balkan countries.45 

 
Box 2: A new Enlargement Methodology 

A new Enlargement Methodology was adopted in early 2020 to make the enlargement process 

more credible, predictable, dynamic, and subject to stronger political steering. This was to 

reinvigorate the accession process and make it more effective, enhancing credibility and trust on 

both sides. According to official communication, Clustering chapters will allow for more thorough 

political discussions on thematic areas and to identify opportunities for early alignment and 

integration into EU policies. The cluster on fundamentals (rule of law, economic criteria, and 

public administration reform) will take a central role and sufficient progress will need to be 

achieved before other clusters can be opened.46The New Methodology has been received with 

some criticisms47. However, although the accession process might be delayed for the WB6 

countries, such a new approach aims to provide a solid and clear mutual commitment to credibility 

by both local governments as well as EU48. Nevertheless, the commitment must be real and clear 

from both sides, without more delays from the EU, when it comes to taking further merit-based 

steps into the EU Integration process for the countries of WB6. 

 

The EU-Western Balkans Summit in Brdo in early October 2021 reaffirmed the region’s European 

perspective and commitment to the enlargement process, based upon credible reforms by partners, 

fair and rigorous conditionality, and the principle of own merits,49 but without a decision on the 

adoption of the negotiation frameworks for Albania and North Macedonia by the Council. The 

                                                 
43 Xhambazi, V., (2021). Merkel’s Balkan Farewell More than Just Symbolic. Balkan Insight, available at  https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/22/merkels-balkan-

farewell-more-than-just-symbolic/ (Accessed September 22, 2021). 
44 European Commission, (2021). “Remarks by Commissioner Várhelyi in AFET to present the 2021 Enlargement Package”, available at 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news/remarks-commissioner-varhelyi-afet-present-2021-enlargement-package-2021-10-19_en (Accessed September 

22, 2021). 
45Xhambazi, V., (2021). Merkel’s Balkan Farewell More than Just Symbolic. Balkan Insight, available at  https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/22/merkels-balkan-

farewell-more-than-just-symbolic/ (Accessed September 22, 2021). 
46 European Commission. (2019). New Revised Methodology, available at https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/el/qanda_20_182 (Accessed September 

22, 2021). 
47 Vurmo, Gj. (2020) https://www.ceps.eu/a-credible-new-accession-methodology-or-just-a-face-saving-exercise/ 
48 Lula, L., (2020). "Commenting on the New Enlargement Methodology: Implications to the EU Integration Process of the Wes", available at  

https://www.institutegreatereurope.com/single-post/2020/05/06/commenting-on-the-new-enlargement-methodology-implications-to-the-eu-integration-process 

(Accessed September 22, 2021). 
49 European Commission. (2021). “EU-Western Balkans Summit in Brdo reaffirms European perspective and strategic engagement in the region”, available at 

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news/eu-western-balkans-summit-brdo-reaffirms-european-perspective-and-strategic-engagement-region_en 

(Accessed October 13, 2021). 

https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/22/merkels-balkan-farewell-more-than-just-symbolic/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/22/merkels-balkan-farewell-more-than-just-symbolic/
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news/remarks-commissioner-varhelyi-afet-present-2021-enlargement-package-2021-10-19_en
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/22/merkels-balkan-farewell-more-than-just-symbolic/
https://balkaninsight.com/2021/09/22/merkels-balkan-farewell-more-than-just-symbolic/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/el/qanda_20_182
https://www.institutegreatereurope.com/single-post/2020/05/06/commenting-on-the-new-enlargement-methodology-implications-to-the-eu-integration-process
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news/eu-western-balkans-summit-brdo-reaffirms-european-perspective-and-strategic-engagement-region_en
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president of the European Commission stated that the delay in EU accession talks with Albania 

and North Macedonia undermines the bloc’s position in the Western Balkans: “In the meantime, 

the European Union also has to deliver. In particular, the lack of a decision for opening the 

negotiations with North Macedonia and Albania is revising our standing and our leverage in the 

region”.50 The European Commission's progress reports on six Western Balkans countries seeking 

EU membership, published in October 2021 (The European Commission 2021 Enlargement 

Package), states that Albania and North Macedonia remain ready to start accession talks, but a date 

for the Intergovernmental Conference has not been set yet.  

 

As noted by many scholars, the path towards European integration has often been the sole driving 

force behind reforms in Albania and the wider region. However, the current hesitation from the 

EU to speed up the process for Albania and the WB6 region has led to the perception of stagnation 

of the process and frustration among political elites and citizens. Research papers and local events 

have backed this claim. The EU in 2021 has stalled within the discourse of the 'European 

perspective" for the WB and has fallen short of making a tangible commitment to the region. This 

has caused significant grievances, dissatisfaction, and disappointment on the side of governments 

and other actors. The Berlin Process, the Open Balkan and other initiatives cannot in any way 

replace the European integration process. This is not to say that they do not have the potential to 

positively contribute to regional and European integration, but that initiatives presented as 

substitutes to the European integration process allow leaders in the Western Balkans to project 

progress when no significant progress has been made.  

  

 

4.2 EU Integration of WB6: Instilling democracy or stabilocracy  
 

Traditionally the EU scholars have pointed out the role of the EU Integration process and more 

precisely the role of conditionality in the democratization of the accession countries.51 On the other 

hand, based on a report issued by GLOBSEC in March 2021 one third of the populations living in 

the CEE and Western Balkans sympathize with the authoritarian style of governance.52 Such 

discrepancy and gap are also linked to the stagnation of the EU Integration Process. Another 

important element highlighted by EU scholars is the transformative power of the EU towards 

candidate countries by enhancing reforms internally.  

 

In 2015, in a report commissioned by European Parliament, Marko Kmezic argues that 

“Frustration with the inability to progress in EU accession could easily translate the already 

growing Euro- scepticism into more blatant anti-Western sentiments, which could be followed by 

a further rise of populism, nationalism and possibly even religious fundamentalism in some of the 

countries in the region. Anti-Western sentiments are further boosted by the rise of populist, anti-

immigration discourse in some EU Member States53”. Whereas Brentin and Pavasovic Trost on 

the other hand emphasize that “the historical legacy of Communism, in addition to the EU 

                                                 
50 European Commission. (2021). “EU Enlargement Package 2021”, available at https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-

reports_en (Accessed October 23, 2021). 

51 Vachudova, M. (2006). Democratization in Postcommunist Europe: Illiberal Regimes and the Leverage of International Actors. CES Working Paper, no. 139, 

available at http://aei.pitt.edu/9023/ (Accessed September 12, 2021). 
52 “Between Democracy and Authoritarianism in Central & Eastern Europe and the Western Balkans”, available at  https://www.globsec.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/03/singlepages_Between-Democracy-Authoritarianism.pdf (Accessed September 12, 2021). 
53 Kmezic, M., (2015). “The Western Balkans and EU Integration: Lessons learned, way forward and prospects ahead”, available at  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2015/534999/EXPO_IDA(2015)534999_EN.pdf (Accessed September 12, 2021).  

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-reports_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/enlargement-policy/strategy-and-reports_en
http://aei.pitt.edu/9023/
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/singlepages_Between-Democracy-Authoritarianism.pdf
https://www.globsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/singlepages_Between-Democracy-Authoritarianism.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2015/534999/EXPO_IDA(2015)534999_EN.pdf
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accession and its lengthy process, have all impacted the nature of populism, and in this sense, even 

within the region, the origins and traditions of populist parties and movements before, during and 

post-Communism are unique”54.  

 

Other renowned scholars of the region, such as Florian Bieber have defined the state of 

democracies in the region as ‘Stabilocracies’. In Stabilocracies, he argues, the EU’s influence and 

impact are directly linked to the preservation of stability and status quo in the region. The authors, 

Bieber and Kmezic state that “the offer of EU accession is based on formal equality and 

democracy, thus breaking with the early understanding of foreign policy not driven by shared 

norms and values, but purely by interest and maintaining inequality between the centre, such as 

Western Europe, and the periphery, such as the Western Balkans55.”  

 

In another paper by BiEPAG the same authors analysed the increase of Euroscepticism and the 

EU’s internal crisis on the rise of populism in the Balkans. They have called this a symbiotic 

relationship where, according to them “for Eurosceptics, authoritarianism outside the EU is 

evidence as to why enlargement and cooperation (beyond realpolitik) with countries in Southeast 

Europe (including Turkey) is a mistake, while it allows authoritarian leaders in Southeast Europe 

to promote narratives of rejection and victimhood.”56 

 

Recent studies have argued that the COVID-19 pandemic has presented an opportunity for leaders 

in the Western Balkans to further their authoritarian model of governance by undermining the rule 

of law. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the weaknesses in the existing system of checks and 

balances in the Western Balkans and its impact on the state of the rule of law, and the ability of 

parliament and civil society to scrutinise government decisions.57 Another study also confirms that 

how the COVID-19 crisis was handled in the Western Balkans has amplified existing cracks in the 

region's unconsolidated democratic systems, along with problems related to rule of law and 

democratic performance. Ultimately, this pandemic is likely to have lasting social, political, and 

economic repercussions for the countries of the region.58  

 

 

 

  

                                                 
54 Brentin, D., & Pavasovic, T. (2016). “Populism from Below in the Balkans”. Contemporary Southeastern Europe, 3(2), 1-16. 
55 BiEPAG Series, available at https://biepag.eu/what-is-a-stabilitocracy/ (Accessed September 12, 2021).  
56 Bieber, F., & Kmezic, M., (2019). “EU Enlargement in the Western Balkans in a Time of Uncertainty”, available at  http://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/EU-

Enlargement-in-the-Western-Balkans-in-a-Time-of-Uncertainty.pdf (Accessed September 12, 2021). 
57 Hoxhaj, A., & Zhilla, F. (2021). The Impact of covid-19 Measures on the Rule of Law in the Western Balkans and the Increase of Authoritarianism, European Journal 

of Comparative Law and Governance (published online ahead of print 2021).  
58 “The Western Balkans and the COVID-19 effects on good governance and rule of law”, available at  http://www.legalpoliticalstudies.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/07/The-Western-Balkans-and-the-COVID-19-Effects-on-good-governance-rule-of-law-and-civil-society.pdf (Accessed October 22, 2021). 

https://biepag.eu/what-is-a-stabilitocracy/
http://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/EU-Enlargement-in-the-Western-Balkans-in-a-Time-of-Uncertainty.pdf
http://biepag.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/EU-Enlargement-in-the-Western-Balkans-in-a-Time-of-Uncertainty.pdf
http://www.legalpoliticalstudies.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/The-Western-Balkans-and-the-COVID-19-Effects-on-good-governance-rule-of-law-and-civil-society.pdf
http://www.legalpoliticalstudies.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/The-Western-Balkans-and-the-COVID-19-Effects-on-good-governance-rule-of-law-and-civil-society.pdf
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V. POPULIST DISCOURSES AND STAGNATION OF EUROPEAN 

INTEGRATION PROCESS  

 

5.1 Narratives on the EU integration path 

 
The analysis carried out in this research allows us to extract the principal discursive themes that 

the main political actors present in their communicative strategy regarding the European 

integration process in the selected timeframe in Albania. Initially, the main narratives regarding 

the European integration path of Albania are identified by conducting discourse analysis of the 

speeches, statements, and interviews of three main political actors and by analysing media content. 

First, the overarching narrative by politicians reproduced in the media is that of the European 

integration as the ultimate goal for Albania which can be observed in the Prime Minister’s quotes 

like: “The EU is the only and ultimate choice for Albania” and “Europe is like a religion for 

Albania” and “None of the other relations can substitute the one that Albania has with the EU”.59 

In the same vein, the leader of the opposition also has reiterated that “I believe and hope that in 

order to improve the lives of all Albanians we must accelerate and guarantee a safe path towards 

full membership in the European Union”.60 The President, in a meeting with the Enlargement 

Commission in early 2020, confirmed that “the EU integration remains the most important 

strategic project for Albania”.61  

 

This narrative is interlinked with that of the Europeanisation of Albania in terms of systems of 

values and democratic processes. This narrative, in the timeframe under analysis, can be observed 

less in the political discourses of political actors. Despite a fluctuation in political actors' discourses 

on the European integration process, the vision to join the European family of states as the ‘natural 

family’ of Albania and as the realisation of the dreams of Albanian citizens when the communist 

regime fell (“We want Albania to become as Europe”) remains unchanged. This narrative is usually 

combined with one that depicts European integration as a core process to achieve development 

and democracy in Albania by ensuring accountability of the government. These narratives place 

the emphasis on Albania, its strategic vision, its reforming, and efforts to join the European family 

of states with the assumption that the progress in European integration can be attributed to Albania, 

i.e. the Government.  

 

The following table highlights the key narratives observed surrounding the standstill of the 

European accession negotiations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
59 Prime Minister Edi Rama Speech the State of the Union (SOU), an annual high-level forum on the European Union hosted by the European University Institute (EUI) 

in Florence, Italy, to reflect on the theme ‘Europe in a Changing World available at https://kryeministria.al/en/newsroom/europa-ne-nje-bote-qe-po-ndryshon/ (Accessed 

October 11, 2021).  
60 Basha: European integration, the divine mission of the Democratic Party, March 2021, available at https://pd.al/2021/03/basha-integrimi-europian-misioni-hyjnor-i-

partise-demokratike/ (Accessed October 11, 2021). 
61 President Meta receives the new Commissioner for European Neighborhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations, Mr. Oliver Varhelyi, January 2021, available at 

https://president.al/presidenti-meta-pret-ne-takim-komisionerin-e-ri-per-politiken-e-fqinjesise-europiane-dhe-negociatat-e-zgjerimit-z-oliver-varhelyi/  (Accessed 

October 11, 2021). 

https://kryeministria.al/en/newsroom/europa-ne-nje-bote-qe-po-ndryshon/
https://pd.al/2021/03/basha-integrimi-europian-misioni-hyjnor-i-partise-demokratike/
https://pd.al/2021/03/basha-integrimi-europian-misioni-hyjnor-i-partise-demokratike/
https://president.al/presidenti-meta-pret-ne-takim-komisionerin-e-ri-per-politiken-e-fqinjesise-europiane-dhe-negociatat-e-zgjerimit-z-oliver-varhelyi/
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Figure 3: Key narratives identified on European Integration process 

                                      

 
                              *Source: A discourse analysis of political actors’ speech 

 

The discourse analysis identifies other narratives that form a political discourse, those that attribute 

the responsibility for the stagnation of the integration process to the European Union. The 

narratives of “Albania has done its homework set by the EU” can be observed on various occasions 

produced by the Government and the Socialist Party and reproduced by media: “We are 

successfully implementing the reforms required by us, justice reform is one of those achievements 

that should be appreciated even though we are still in the middle of the road”,62 and  “We have 

done our homework and we deserve to start formally”.63 This narrative goes hand in hand with the 

“the EU must open the doors for Albania” which reduces the complex European accession into a 

simple process of transporting Albania into the EU. The study shows a shift towards populist 

discourses with the stagnation of the European integration process and an increase in the degree 

of populist discourses from one missed deadline to open the accession (set the date for the 

intergovernmental conference) to another. The following sections examine populist discourses and 

how they are related to the European integration process.  

 

                                                 
62 Prime Minister Edi Rama interview for La Stampa, May 2021, available at https://shqiptarja.com/lajm/edi-rama-per-la-stampa-fati-i-shqiperise-eshte-ne-evrope-

pengesat-vijne-nga-brukseli (Accessed October 11, 2021). 
63 Prime Minister Interview for Euronews Albania, April 2021. https://www.euronews.com/2021/04/23/albania-is-no-closer-to-joining-the-eu-its-leaders-might-prefer-

it-that-way (Accessed October 11, 2021). 
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https://shqiptarja.com/lajm/edi-rama-per-la-stampa-fati-i-shqiperise-eshte-ne-evrope-pengesat-vijne-nga-brukseli
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5.2 Mainstream political actors employing populist discourse as a communication 

style  
 

Drawing from the conception of populism as a combination of thin-centred ideology that is 

articulated discursively by political actors and media actors, this research finds that mainstream 

political actors in Albania employ populist discourses as a communication style. In the Albanian 

political sphere, populism can be observed as a feature of the political communication strategy of 

mainstream political actors rather than an expression of their ideology. As one of the interviewees 

pointed out “populism in Albanian politics is an instrument, not an ideology that has been used by 

politicians in the left and right alike”.64 The lack of populism as a thin-centred ideology in 

Albanian politics can also be explained by the lack of clear ideological cleavages. One of the 

interviewees stresses that "it is not easy to identify ideological stances of political actors in Albania 

as basically there are no ideological discourses taking place, there is only political 

opportunism”.65 Given that populism is a political strategy hence the focus is on the contribution 

of the communication process to construct and produce populist discourses and at the 

presentational and aesthetical styles that systematically co-occur with them.  

 

The following tables present an overview of the discursive expression of the three main political 

actors analysed in this research vis a vis the conceptualisation of populism as thin centred ideology.  

  

                                                 
64 Interview with EU integration expert, September 2021.  
65 Interview with EU integration expert, September 2021. 
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Table 5: Mainstream political actors and populism as a thin-centred ideology 

 Features of the political communication of main political actors 

Populism as thin-centred 

ideology 

Prime Minister  

Edi Rama 

Leader of Opposition 

Lulzim Basha 

President 

 Ilir Meta 

Constructing a sense of 

in-group favouritism by 

framing ordinary people 

as central to political 

decision making  

 

“Co-governance with citizens – 

a platform that connects people 

to government in 3 minutes 

online” [Announcing results of 

the Co-Governance Platform in 

Spring 2021] 

 

“Please, I speak here on behalf 

of and from the heart of all 

Albanians, please, support us 

some more!” [Solidarity 

Conference on Earthquake, 

February 2020] 

 

“Albanians deserve a better 

future. This Government 

cannot do it, we will work 

to achieve it” [National 

Democratic Party 

Assembly, Summer 2021] 

“I will rise the people once 

more and the final moment is 

coming, with plans and heart 

we have not been sleeping for  

years” [Ilir Meta Interview 

Klan TV, Winder 2020] 

Antielitism refers to the 

dichotomy between 

corrupt elites and 

ordinary people 

 

PM Rama as an ordinary 

citizen scarifying by serving as 

a politician  

 

“I am not a politician and I do 

not want to be” [Open Balkans 

Facebook Status, Winter 2019] 

 

“I found myself trapped in 

politics as a daily activity 

through a dark twist of the 

universe. A life of politics was 

never my aspiration.” [Foreign 

Policy Interview, Summer 

2021] 

  

Verbal attacks and 

accusations against the 

Government  

Dichotomy: Corrupt 

government vs ordinary 

people, whose interest can 

be better represented by the 

Democratic Party  

Radical discourse against the 

“corrupt government” with 

strong verbal attacks  

 

“There are two institutions 

that do not waver, the people 

and the President of the 

Republic” [Interview Meta, 

April 2021] 

 

Corrupt government vs 

ordinary people, whose 

interest can be better 

represented by the President  

Recognizes the people as 

the legitimate sovereign 

entity and democracy as 

the mechanism for 

expressing the vox populi  

 

Generally referring to the 

‘people’ and ‘citizens’ in 

political discourses  

Generally referring to the 

‘people’ and ‘citizens’ in 

political discourses 

Generally referring to the 

‘people’ and ‘citizens’ in 

political discourses 

 

The discourse analysis shows that mainstream political actors have employed features of populism 

as thin-centred ideology occasionally based on specific political situations. Generally, there is 

always a reference to the ‘people’ and ‘citizens’ and they all present themselves as the only ones 

who know the real needs and interests of the ‘people’ and ‘citizens. However, populist features 

have not been used systematically by the mainstream political actors, but mainly as a 

communication strategy in a specific political context such as political polarisation and crisis. The 

following table highlights the features of populism as a communication style by the three main 

political actors.  
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Table 6: Populism as communication style by mainstream political leaders 

 Features of the political communication of main political actors 

Stylistic elements of 

populist communication 

 

Prime Minister 

Edi Rama 

Leader of Opposition 

Lulzim Basha 

President 

Ilir Meta 

Highly emotional, 

negative, or positive, 

oversimplifying, 

dramatizing, common-

sense, and centred on 

conflict 

 

“The EU is extinguishing the 

flame of hope for the future.” 

[Rama at Berlin Summit 2021] 

 

“We are at war with an enemy 

seeking hostages between the 

elderly and the chronically ill in 

our family and his greatest ally is 

our carelessness” [On COVID19 

protective measures, 2020-2021] 

 

“This is a process (about EU) that 

we need as humans need light and 

water, to make Albania a country 

with EU standards.” [On National 

EU Integration Committee 

Meeting, 2021] 

 

Irony, cynicism, sarcasm, and 

jokes/use of monologues  

 

“April 25, election between 

Justice and Ilir Meta. Luli just 

eats përshesh” [On general 

election, March 2021] 

Political communication 

appeals primarily to reason 

through arguments and 

evidence, standard political 

language, and formal style.  

 

Verbal attacks and 

accusations against the 

Government. Conflict and 

polarisation only vis a vis 

the Government  

 

“The main obstacle for EU 

integration is the links of 

the Government to 

organized crime” [Basha 

declaration on EU 

integration] 

 

Political communication was 

highly contingent on the 

conflict with the 

Government, ex. prior and 

post general election of 25 

April 2021  

 

Strong verbal attacks against 

the government with strong 

emotional appeal for the 

‘people’ centred around 

conflict, protests, uprising 

 

“In front of us is an 

international and local gang 

that has undertaken to 

launder the money of 

Ndragheta international 

mafia by oppressing and 

abusing the people of 

Albania” [On general 

elections, March 2021] 

 

 

 

Closeness to ordinary 

people with the means 

of certain elements of 

presentation style 

 

"I am a pop star among mayors 

but a mayor among pop stars" 

[BBC Profile, 2002 Rama as 

Mayor of Tirana] 

 

“I am a simple citizen serving my 

country’s politics”  

[Open Balkans Facebook Status, 

Winter 2019] 

 

Style of clothes and attire  

 

Style of communication and 

presence on all social media 

platforms including TikTok  

 

Frequent visits to ordinary homes 

including drinking and eating with 

common citizens  

 

Formal meetings and open 

events  

Door to door meetings 

during the electoral 

campaign  

Formal attire  

Visits across the country and 

outdoor activities  

 

General formal attire  

Appeals to the so-called 

‘man on the street’ by 

using plain language 

and a slogan-based 

rhetoric 

 

"The political earthquake in 

October was felt as a curse of 

history that was hitting us again. I 

am not here to point fingers.” 

[Solidarity Conference on 

Earthquake, February 2020] 

 

“The first wedding, the bride did 

not come. The second wedding, 

Formal and standard 

rhetoric 

Strong language and gestures 

including physical and verbal 

attacks with Police   
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again did not come and there is no 

more preparation for a third 

wedding, go to hell!” [Symi 

Symposium, September 2021, 

referring to the opening of EU 

accession negotiations] 

 

Charismatic leader Strong leadership  

Popular with about 40% of public 

endorsement  

Able to mobilise and inspire 

various groups in society 

Presents himself as a supporter of 

gender equality and women's 

rights (12 ministers are women 

out of 15 in the new cabinet) 

Not perceived as highly 

charismatic   

Extremely low popularity 

according to Opinion Poll 

Survey 2020 and public 

surveys in 2021 

Personalization of 

politics as importance 

of individual politicians 

at the expense of 

political groups  

 

The political weight of the Prime 

Minister as an individual actor in 

the political process has increased 

over time along with the 

concentration of power with the 

Socialist Party and the Council of 

Ministers with almost no internal 

opposition  

 

 

Towards personalization of 

politics by increasing 

personal political weight, 

but still faces turmoil within 

the party  

Strong signs of 

personalisation of politics by 

increasing its own political 

presence at the expense of 

the Institution of the 

President of the Republic  

Disintermediation 

processes concerning 

citizens  

 

Direct links to citizens without the 

intermediation of media or public 

institutions: Personal TV channel 

on Facebook: ERTV; Direct 

communication of Facebook and 

live chat; Co-Governance 

Platform and regular meetings 

with citizens to solve their 

problems with public 

administration  

Generally, uses 

intermediaries to connect 

with citizens such as party 

structures, formal meetings, 

mass media, and limited 

utilization of social media 

opportunities to directly 

connect with citizens   

Direct appeals to citizens, 

but primarily through 

intermediaries including 

mainstream media  

 

Considering populism as a communication style allows us to observe the degree of populist 

discourse of each of the mainstream political actors. The analysis shows that Prime Minister Rama 

employs a higher degree of populist discourse by ticking almost all the boxes of the features of a 

populist communication style.  

 

 

In media coverage by the Guardian in 2019, Shaun Walker described Edi Rama as “Albania's 

unconventional PM who wants to escape the 'curse of history'”,66 who faced an uphill battle to put 

Albania on the path to EU membership. In a profile for the Foreign Policy in August 2021, Una 

Hajdari and Aleksandar Brezar highlight that “Edi Rama as an artist dreamed of the West, but as 

an Albanian Prime Minister, the West is letting him down”67 referring to the stagnation of the EU 

integration process. Edi Rama goes to high-level meetings in Europe wearing sweatpants, 

colourful socks, white sneakers with a formal black suit, without caring what the others think of 

this attire but also conveying messages about Albania and countering its reputation abroad.68 

                                                 
66 Walker, S., (2019). “Edi Rama, Albania's unconventional PM who wants to escape the 'curse of history'”, available at 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jun/10/edi-rama-albania-pm-escape-curse-of-history (Accessed September 23, 2021). 
67 Hajdari, U., & Brezar, A., (2021) “Edi Rama is building bridges to Europe or Nowhere”, Foreign Policy, available at https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/02/albania-

edi-rama-bridges-europe-eu/ (Accessed September 23, 2021). 
68 Mejdini, F., (2017). “Stylish Rama ‘Sending Message’ To Europe About Albania”, available at https://balkaninsight.com/2017/07/14/albanian-pm-conveys-political-

messages-to-europe-in-sneakers-07-13-2017/ (Accessed September 23, 2021). 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jun/10/edi-rama-albania-pm-escape-curse-of-history
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/02/albania-edi-rama-bridges-europe-eu/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/02/albania-edi-rama-bridges-europe-eu/
https://balkaninsight.com/2017/07/14/albanian-pm-conveys-political-messages-to-europe-in-sneakers-07-13-2017/
https://balkaninsight.com/2017/07/14/albanian-pm-conveys-political-messages-to-europe-in-sneakers-07-13-2017/
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However, opponents say his flamboyant presence primarily serves to distract from his increasingly 

strong grip on the reins of government.69 

 

The discourse analysis of the political communication style of mainstream political actors 

demonstrates that they all use populism as a political communication style albeit to different 

degrees. In addition to stylistic features, populist discourses of the mainstream political actors are 

also contextual and especially linked with political polarisation and conflict. In the following 

session, the surge of populist discourses is explored when considering the stagnation of the 

European accession process as a contextual factor.  

 

5.3 The standstill of the European accession negotiations: Pragmatic populist 

discourses     
 

After Bulgaria vetoed the start of accession talks with North Macedonia in June 2021, Prime 

Minister Edi Rama compared Albania’s attempts (and North Macedonia’s) to join the EU to the 

absurdist play "Waiting for Godot" of Samuel Beckett. "But contrary to Samuel Beckett's 

characters ... we are not really waiting, we are going forward, pushing and pushing ...to make the 

life of our people and the life of our countries better"70 – Rama noted by highlighting the role of 

the government that is moving forward despite the EU. He also compared the process with a 

wedding whereby the bride does not show up: “The first wedding, the bride did not come. The 

second wedding, again did not come and there is no more preparation for a third wedding, go to 

hell!”.71 The frustration with the EU regarding the standstill of the accession process is 

understandable considering that the European Commission has confirmed that Albania has 

completed the conditions and has urged the Council to give the green light.   

 

The discourse analysis of the selected content of Prime Minister points to a combination of some 

of the main features of populism as a communication style such as strong personal charisma as a 

political leader, highly emotional and oversimplifying language, long monologues as speeches 

with storytelling as the mainline of narration, use of figures of speech, metaphors, daily jargon, 

and expressions, referring to the people as a unified homogenous entity whose will is best 

represented by himself. Two narratives can be observed during the last 2 years, one positive during 

the earthquake recovery support related to solidarity and the other one negative during the 

pandemic particularly in terms of vaccines and the stagnation of the integration process.  

 

As stated above and can be seen from the summary provided in Table 7, it is important to notice 

that throughout the different upper mentioned events, Rama’s narrative on the importance of the 

EU integration process is ever present, it’s the country’s Ithaca, but the path towards it is of the 

outmost importance for the country and its people, as it enables reforms and change, ultimately 

improving the quality of life of citizens.  

 

 
Table 7: Narratives of main political actors on EU 

                                                 
69 Hajdari, U., & Brezar, A., (2021) “Edi Rama is building bridges to Europe or Nowhere”, Foreign Policy, available at https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/02/albania-

edi-rama-bridges-europe-eu/ (Accessed September 23, 2021). 
70 “Albanian PM compares EU entry and 'Waiting for Godot'”, Reuters, June 2021, available at https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/albanian-pm-compares-eu-entry-

waiting-godot-2021-06-23/ (Accessed October 13, 2021).  
71 Rama in Symi Symposium, 2021, available at https://kryeministria.al/newsroom/ne-symi-symposium-per-bashkepunimin-rajonal/ (Accessed October 23, 2021).  

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/02/albania-edi-rama-bridges-europe-eu/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/02/albania-edi-rama-bridges-europe-eu/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/albanian-pm-compares-eu-entry-waiting-godot-2021-06-23/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/albanian-pm-compares-eu-entry-waiting-godot-2021-06-23/
https://kryeministria.al/newsroom/ne-symi-symposium-per-bashkepunimin-rajonal/
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 Contextual factors 

Mainstream 

political 

actors   

Earthquake of November 2019 COVID-19 and vaccines  European integration (opening 

accession negotiations) 

Prime 

Minister Edi 

Rama 

Gratitude and solidarity 

narrative  

“Thank you from the bottom of 

my heart for your invaluable 

support so far! 

And please, I speak here for and 

from the heart of all Albanians, 

please support us some more!” 

[Solidarity Conference on 

Earthquake, February 2020] 

Deserving and asking EU for 

opening negotiations narrative  

“… I, coming from a country so 

desperately looking to be part of 

the EU, see a big country like the 

Kingdom United decide to leave. 

How happy I would be if the 

magnificent Albanian flag were 

raised and replaced by the 

beautiful British flag that was 

removed in Brussels! However, I 

will not say "please do it", I will 

not ask for this, because life is 

not so simple…” [Solidarity 

Conference on Earthquake, 

February 2020] 

 

 

 

Lack of solidarity and blaming 

EU for abandoning Albania in 

securing necessary vaccines  

 

“Unfortunately, in the concept of 

planning to get access to 

vaccination through Pfizer, the 

EU did not look beyond its own 

borders. And left the fate of 

vaccinating people in our region 

to what was called the opportunity 

for bilateral agreements. Which is 

why today, with the exception of 

Serbia and Albania, no other 

country in the region has started 

vaccination.” [PM Rama in 

Parliament, January 2021] 

 

‘Us’ vs ‘them’ narrative 

whereby us is Albania and 

‘them’ the EU 

 

"To the shame of the world, we 

who are in the middle of Europe, 

the EU left us out.” [PM Rama 

interview, March 2021] 

 

“Albania managed to provide 

vaccines even though the EU did 

not show any solidarity with a 

small and poor country like ours.” 

[PM Rama Press Conference, 

January 2021] 

 

Gratitude and solidarity 

narrative (EU support for 

COVID19) 

 

"Thank you very much for 

everything dear friend and 

gratitude for coming here 

personally, to prove not only 

symbolically but also, in fact, the 

side of our country and all the 

countries of the Western Balkans" 

[PM Rama in Press Conference 

with Enlargement Commissioner 

Varhelyi, May 2021] 

 

Deserving and asking EU for 

opening negotiations narrative  

“The EU needs the Balkans, just as 

much as the Balkans need the 

EU.” [PM at the Skopje Economic 

Forum, September 2021]  

"Albania has done all the tasks – 

homework - for the opening of 

negotiations." [PM interview, 

April 2021] 

Blaming the EU narrative 

“We have formally received the 

promise to open negotiations. In 

Europe, it is by consensus. I 

always said we do the homework. 

We have not had any problems for 

a long time, they have invented 

problems for us. There is only one 

judge this job EC, then the 

European Council is the party 

committee. We did our homework 

on time, but add water and flour 

[PM interview, April 2021] 

European integration as the 

ultimate goal of Albania  

"We do not plan anything else but 

to continue working for them, 

because for us Europe is not an 

objective or political destination, 

Europe is a religion and no one 

can betray this religion in Albania, 

due to the simple fact that Europe 

is a testament and it is at the same 

time what we owe to our children 

and that is why we will work 

harder and harder to make 

Albania a fully functioning 

European state. ” [PM Euronews 

interview, May 2021] 

 

Opposition 

Leader 

Lulzim 

Basha 

Gratitude and solidarity 

narrative  

“Grateful to EU for their support 

in this troubled time” [Basha 

statement, December 2019] 

An accusation of 

mismanagement of the COVID-

19 crisis towards the 

Government  

 

“The situation is out of control, 

but the government is silent, while 

it should have taken measures to 

Blaming the Government of 

Albania and PM Rama for the 

stagnation of European accession 

negotiations  

 

“Albania has the highest number 

of closed businesses in the region, 

has the highest number of citizens 
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Appeal for transparency and 

accountability on the use of 

funds by the Government  

 

“Do you believe in government 

transparency about earthquake 

funds?” [Basha statement to 

citizens on social media, 

February 2020] 

activate a wide network of public 

and private laboratories for 

molecular and immunological 

tests” [Basha statement, July 

2020] 

 

Gratitude and solidarity 

narrative (EU support for 

COVID19) 

 

who lost their jobs, has the lowest 

economic aid that a government 

has provided to its citizens, has the 

highest theft in Europe while Tirja 

at the head of the government like 

no other prime minister continues 

to attack the EU.” [Basha 

Statement, January 2021] 

President  

Ilir Meta 

Gratitude and solidarity 

narrative  

 

 

Gratitude and solidarity 

narrative (EU support for 

COVID19) 

 

Albanian political actors actions 

to fasten EU integration process  

 

“Meta puts out a series of actions 

that parties should undertake to 

ensure a successful conference for 

integration.” [President Meta at 

National EU Integration Council] 

 

Gratitude to EU  

 

“Thanks the EC and member states 

for their efforts and work towards 

Albania. EU integration requires 

European behaviours, dialogue, 

communication” [President Meta at 

National EU Integration Council] 

 

Rama is seen attacking the EU about the delay in negotiations and not aiding with vaccines early 

in the pandemic. Rama while attacking, blaming the EU for the process, also emphasises that the 

country’s European future is the only one there is. Furthermore, Rama says that the integration 

process per se is important to reform the country: "for the future of our children, rather than just 

achieving such status”.  

 

A constant amplitude of Rama’s discourse can be noted from the analysed speeches. He is neutral 

pre-publication of decisions of the EC on opening of negotiations, and after such decisions are 

made public, he takes a more defensive stance attacking the process, while emphasising that EU 

is the future. In such cases, the Prime Minister’s discourse focuses on the EU Council and 

particular member states as well as the internal dynamics of the EU. Despite pointing the finger to 

the EU for the stagnation of the EU accession process, he still reaffirms that the EU is the future 

for Albania. In this discourse, he also seeks to reiterate an equal position between Albania and the 

EU, dismissing any sentiments of inequality or imbalance of power.  

 

There is a clear distinction between Rama and Basha and Meta's discourse. Contrary to Rama's 

provocative, at times clearly demanding progress from the EU on the process and even blaming 

the EU for the failure to open accession negotiations, the head of the opposition and the head of 

the state, do not engage in any sort of distinctive discourse on the work of the EU in the country. 

They are vocal only in cases, as is the failure to open negotiations, to attack Rama and his 

government, considering it as their failure e.g. it’s Rama’s fault, e.g. Basha stating “The main 

obstacle for EU integration is the links of the Government to organized crime”. Basha’s discourse 

and narrative seems to be constant with his political persona. He names and blames (the 

Government and Rama) and presents himself and the alternative he is offering as the hope for 

achieving European Integration.  
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One of the interviewees points out that the populist discourse is used strategically and 

pragmatically depending on public opinion. “The polls are positives towards EU and the politics 

has adapted to this. If there has been a misuse of EU-related narratives, it can be attributed to 

individuals. PM Rama is the one who has challenged this with his narrative but based on 

circumstances and without a clear ideology”.72 Nonetheless even in the cases of populist 

discourses with negative narratives towards the EU, still PM Rama has emphasised that European 

integration is the ultimate goal of Albania.  

 

Given that mainstream political actors have utilised populism as a communication style in the past 

contingent on contextual factors and that the populist discourses surrounding the standstill of the 

European integration process are used pragmatically by politicians, it can be argued that the surge 

in populist discourses in Albanian mainstream politics cannot be attributed to the stagnation of the 

European integration process. This is also confirmed by our expert interviewee who stresses that 

“it is relevant to emphasize that EU's stagnation did not create populism in Albania -it was already 

existent”.73 These populist discourses can also be identified as populism by and through the media.  

 

5.4 Populism by and through the media  

 
The media monitoring through content analysis shows that the media overall seems to report on 

the reaction of policymakers and political actors on topics related to EU and EU integration, as 

well as reporting news on the position of EU officials and institutions. However, there is no noted 

positioning of the media on the topics or critical analysis. It can be stated that the media echoes 

the main messages. As such, the analysis shows populism through the media to a considerably 

higher degree than populism by the media. The media narratives are a reproduction of the main 

political actors’ discourses which are only slightly framed according to their editorial policy. 

Media seem to lose their intermediary function and political actors are attempting to make 

professional journalism almost obsolete.  

 

We notice a simple copycat of the speeches, statements, and declarations of political actors in the 

mainstream media, apart from Reporter.al that focuses on in-depth analysis and critical assessment. 

For instance, some of the key headlines of Top Channel focus on overall direct coverage of 

statements by Rama, Varlehyi, Basha, Kim, Soreca on the positive development of the 

confirmation of opening negotiations. Whereas ABC News content on EU integration focuses on 

the contribution of EU to Albania and framing EU integration progress as the responsibility of 

Albanian political actors more than the fault of EU: “EU member states proved today that they 

support Albania and Albanians by expressing their willingness to open negotiations. Now 

everything is in our hands to meet all the conditions set for their launch.”74 Lapsi. al's content 

highlights more polarisation and critics on the role of the Government and European media 

attention to the integration of the Western Balkans. The following figure highlights the key 

narratives identified in the monitored media. 

 

                                                 
72 Interview with EU expert, September 2021.  
73 Interview with EU expert, September 2021.  

 
74 ABC News framing according to Basha’s main message   
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Figure 4: Narratives in the media 

 
 

This research shows that populist discourses produced by the media are at the fringe and sporadic. 

One of the interviewees states that “populism is also present among public opinion-makers or 

influencers that are every day in several media, at least when it comes to the editorial policy”.75 

Notwithstanding, an anti-EU or Euroscepticism discourse is not present in Albanian media 

narratives. The analysis shows that in light of the growing misinformation, disinformation, and 

manipulation of online media in Albania, there might be a risk of a surge of populism. “Media in 

Albania is seeking for outreach and click bites, due to the commercial pressure and there is more 

space given to sensational news. As such we might witness an increase of populism which can 

harm bilateral relations in the region and not only those with EU.”76 The populist worldview that 

frames politics as a conflict between the people and the elite is becoming part of the public and 

political discourse at large, which can have serious implications. 

 

In terms of populism through the media, this research argues that PM Edi Rama is highly 

successful in using social media. He uses it not only to bypass mainstream media but also, perhaps 

even more importantly, to set the agenda of mainstream media thereby amplifying the reach of his 

messages significantly and extending the duration of the impact of the message in the ongoing 

news cycle.  

 

Also, the media salience of the EU integration plays an important role in the populist discourses 

by and through the media. Media salience of the EU integration, i.e. the degree to which this issue 

is visible in news media debates, provides space for political actors to express their stance, and 

then the content produced by politicians enters the news cycle. Once the EU integration and related 

                                                 
75 Interview with EU expert, September 2021.  
76 Interview with EU expert, September 2021. 
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narratives become salient issues in the media, they can also become breeding grounds for populist 

discourses as communication styles.  

 

Additionally, populism by and through the media flourishes in a polarised environment and when 

political actors position themselves in antagonistic dichotomic stances. For instance, attributing 

responsibility for the stagnation of the EU integration process is a highly polarised issue with the 

PM Rama blaming the EU and the Opposition Leader blaming the Government and Rama himself. 

Both political actors engage in populist discourses over polarised issues instead of attempting to 

depoliticize or dismantle these issues. Such polarisation is then reproduced by the media.  
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CONCLUSIONS  
 
This study explored the interrelation between the production of populist discourses in Albania by 

mainstream political actors and media and the stagnation of the European integration process. 

Considering an array of scholarly reflections on populism, this study appraised the ‘degree of 

populism’ by political actors and media in Albania with a particular focus on European integration.   

 

Through a combination of content analysis of media monitoring, discourse analysis of political 

speeches, and in-depth interviews, the main discursive narratives we uncovered framed European 

integration as the ultimate goal of Albania. This narrative is interlinked with the one of the 

Europeanisation of Albania in terms of systems of values and democratic processes. This narrative 

is usually combined with one that depicts European integration as a core process to achieve 

development and democracy in Albania. The discourse analysis identifies other narratives that 

form a political discourse that emphasise the European Union by attributing responsibility for the 

stagnation of the European integration: Albania deserves EU Integration; EU internal dynamics; 

Homework is done; Failed promises.  

 

The discourse analysis of the political communication style of mainstream political actors 

demonstrates that they all use populism as a political communication style albeit at different 

degrees. In addition to stylistic features, populist discourses of the mainstream political actors are 

also contextual and especially linked with political polarisation and conflict. The study finds that 

populist communication is a contextually dependent strategy of mainstream political actors in 

Albania. It notices that political actors employ populist discourses as a political strategy rather than 

as an ideology. Rama’s populism is a strategic response to a political opportunity in a given 

context, i.e., the standstill in the European integration process. Rama’s populism is more a 

communication style and strategy rather than thin-ideology and must be understood in contingency 

to the EU-Albania relations specific context. The political communication ecology constitutes a 

core contingency factor facilitating the articulation of populist discourses by Prime Minister Rama. 

For instance, he communicates directly with citizens via ERTV and social media without 

intermediaries, making professional journalism almost obsolete. The media ecosystem is another 

core contingency factor facilitating the articulation of populist discourses by mainstream political 

actors as they seek audience reach and assume preferences for dramatic and emotional content, 

conflict and algorithms, polarization 

 

Populism in Albania is a mixture of populism by the media and through the media. Few media 

play a watchdog function in Albania that actively and professionally hold political actors 

accountable. Public opinion-makers and public intellectuals with ample space on TV and online 

media portals engage in their own kind of populism by being explicit advocates on behalf of the 

people and critical of political elites and power structures in an exacerbated and activist manner. 

Populism through the media is dominant in the case of Albania, the attention is less on the media 

as actors themselves and more on the content they carry. By providing a forum for actors using 

populist communication, the media helps to disseminate these messages and increases the visibility 

and legitimacy of these actors.  

 

The study shows a shift towards populist discourses with the stagnation of the European integration 

process and an increase in the degree of populist discourses from one missed deadline to open the 
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accession (set the date for the intergovernmental conference) to another. Although there is a 

general affirmation of the European integration as the only future of democratization and 

development for Albania by the Prime Minister and mainstream political actors, such populist 

discourses targeting the EU as the main culprit of the stagnation of the European integration 

process in Albania have significant implications on the level of citizens trust in the EU and might 

eventually lead to decrease of popular support about the integration process itself as the 

overarching strategic goal of Albania. These discourses feed into the erosion of the credibility of 

the EU and declining trust in the European Union institutions. Even through the support for EU 

remains high in Albania, there is growing scepticism in the ability of the EU to deliver which has 

been fuelled to a great extent by the populist discourses of the main political actors. This then 

opens up space for increased influences of other actors such as Russia, China and Arab states 

which in turn might further enhance Euroscepticism.   

 

In addition, such populist discourses reinforce a narrative of EU’s influence waning in Albania 

and thus risking exacerbating further internal political polarization, conflicts and tensions and 

general demotivation for good governance, slow down of the pace of reforms and democratic 

processes considering that the EU integration has been the sole driving force towards these 

processes in Albania.  The backtracking of the EU when it comes to the accession process of 

Albania presents important implications for the broader democratic development of the country. 

Without the EU positive influence and clear progress steps towards accession, political elites and 

authoritarian forces would only be emboldened in Albania as in the region.  
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ANNEXES   
 

In-depth interviews guidelines 
 

 

Project information:  Populist discourses in Albania and stagnation of European integration 

process 

 

Think tank:    Centre Science and Innovation for Development  

 

Lead researcher:   Blerjana Bino 

 

Researchers:    Lutjona Lula and Orkidea Xhaferaj  

 

 

Interviewing Process 

1 – inform the interviewee about the study and the researchers 

2 – inform about the aim of the interview and data usage  

3 – gain consent  

4 – proceed with interview  

5 – transcribe key findings from the interview in the in-depth interviews data spreadsheet  

 

Key questions to guide the conversation 

 

1. Brief profile, expertise, and interest in political developments in Albania  

2. How do you perceive the Albanian path towards European integration? What are the main 

consequences of the current situation in the process?  

3. What are the main narratives you have come through in the past two years regarding European 

integration? [Ex in relation to solidarity with earthquake, COVID19, influence of other actors, 

blaming the EU, stagnation of the process etc.] 

4. What populist narratives can you identify in Albanian public sphere?  

5. Who are the main political actors that produce populist narratives? Is that more of a political 

strategy and style or a thin ideology? 

6. Do you think that the stagnation of the accession process might lead to rise of populist discourses 

by political actors in Albania? Populist politics?  

7. What is the role of the media in (re)production of populist narratives in Albania related to EU 

integration process?  

8. Any other comments  
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Media monitoring 
 

 

Project information:  Populist discourses in Albania and stagnation of European integration 

process 

 

Think tank:    Center Science and Innovation for Development  

 

Lead researcher:   Blerjana Bino 

 

Researchers:    Lutjona Lula and Orkidea Xhaferaj  

 

 

 

Media monitoring is the examination of a substantial amount of content published in a given media 

environment to gain insight into what is being presented. For this research, media monitoring was conducted 

through content analysis of media materials published within a certain period and by certain media outlets. 

Media monitoring utilises the digital version of media content produced by the selected outlets. Content 

analysis was utilised to identify the narratives related to the European integration process of Albania.  

 

The unit of analysis was any article that deals with European Integration process and political actors’ stances 

in Albania during the monitoring periods (as explained below).  

 

Operational definition and key words 

European Integration process 

Operational definition and key words for 

political discourses 

1) European integration  

2) European Union  

3) European Commission  

4) European Parliament  

5) Council of Europe 

6) EU opens negotiations with Albania  

7) New methodology of integration  

8) Accession process  

9) EU integration progress 

10) Intergovernmental Conference  

 

1) Prime Minister Edi Rama  

2) Oppositional Leader Lulzim Basha 

3) President of the Republic Ilir Meta 

4) Solidarity of the European Union and 

Albania  

5) European Union support for COVID19  

6) Blaming the EU 

7) Failed promises 

8) Closed doors  

9) Uncertain future  

10) Political crises 

11) European scepticism and internal EU issues  

 

 

The content analysis included these time peaks:  

 15- 20 February 2020, which relates to the EU solidarity conference for Albania 

 24-30 March 2020, confirmation of opening negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia  

 06 – 08 October 2020, publication of progress report for Albania 2020 

 January 2021, EU and COVID19 vaccines  

 5 May 2021, EU and COVID19 vaccines: Commissioner Varhelyi in Tirana 

 20 – 25 June 2021, failure to set a date for Intergovernmental Conference  

 1-5 July 2021 Prespa Summit and Berlin Process Summit for Western Balkans 

 




