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Abstract

The Central and Eastern European (CEE) region and the Western Balkans
occupy a strategically significant position within the evolving European
and global security architecture. Since the end of the Cold War, states
in these regions have pursued divergent security trajectories, ranging
from full integration into NATO and the European Union to policies
of military neutrality and multi-vector foreign policy orientations. This
article examines the evolution of the regional security environment
through the roles of NATO and the EU, while also assessing the continued
relevance of neutrality as a strategic option. Methodologically, the study
employs qualitative comparative analysis along with a literature review.
Particular attention is devoted to unresolved conflicts, hybrid threats,
and democratic backsliding as key determinants of security outcomes.
The central argument advanced in this article is that the Western Balkans
remains a strategically fluid and only partially consolidated security space,
where historical legacies, domestic political constraints, and external
geopolitical pressures intersect. Consequently, security alignment in the
region remains differentiated, context-dependent, and subject to ongoing
transformation.
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Introduction

The Central and Eastern European (CEE) region and the Western
Balkans have long constituted a geopolitical interface between Western
Europe and Eurasia. Their strategic relevance has been continuously
shaped by shifting great-power dynamics and broader transformations
in the European security order. Since the end of the Cold War, both
regions have undergone profound political, economic, and security
changes (Keil, Arkan, 2015). However, the pace and depth of integration
into Euro-Atlantic structures have varied considerably. Whereas most
CEE states rapidly consolidated their position within NATO and the
European Union, the Western Balkans has followed a more complex
trajectory characterised by state dissolution, post-conflict reconstruction,
and persistent political fragility (Bieber, Tzifakis, 2020). As a result, the
contemporary security landscape of the broader region is characterised
by uneven levels of institutional integration and differentiated strategic
alignment.

This article addresses the following research question: How are the
countries of Central and Eastern Europe and the Western Balkans positioned
within the contemporary global security architecture, and which factors explain
their divergent security trajectories? The central argument is that the Western
Balkans constitutes a partially consolidated security sub-region in which
alignment choices are shaped by the interaction of three key factors:

- historical security legacies;

- domestic political constraints; and

- external geopolitical competition.

These factors do not operate in isolation; rather, they are mutually
reinforcing and jointly produce differentiated, context-dependent security
outcomes across the region.

Methodology and Analytical Framework

This study employs a qualitative comparative approach combining:
- astructured literature review;

- process tracing of regional security developments; and

- acomparative assessment of institutional alignment.

The analytical framework is grounded in the literature on security
governance and small-state strategy. The paper compares two regional
clusters:
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- Central and Eastern Europe (largely consolidated within Euro-
Atlantic structures); and

- the Western Balkans (partially integrated and strategically
heterogeneous).

The analysis focuses on three key dimensions:

- institutional alignment (NATO/EU integration);

- strategic orientation (alignment versus neutrality); and
- vulnerability to contemporary security threats.

This framework enables the identification of both convergence and
divergence patterns within the broader European security space.

Table 1. Comparative Security Positioning of Selected CEE and Western

Balkan States!

Country| Sub- NATO | EU Status Strategic Key Security
region | Status Orientation | Vulnerabilities
Poland |CEE Member | Member Strong Exposure to
(1999) (2004) Euro-Atlantic |Russia-related
alignment threats; energy
security
Hunga- |CEE Member | Member Formal Democratic
ry (1999) (2004) alignment backsliding
with selective |concerns; EU
autonomy tensions
Czechia | CEE Member | Member Consolidated |Hybrid threats;
(1999) (2004) Western energy
alignment dependence
Roma- |CEE Member | Member Strong Black Sea security
nia (2004) (2007) Euro-Atlantic |dynamics
alignment
Bulga- |CEE Member | Member Pro-Western |Corruption;
ria (2004) (2007) with internal |energy depen-
vulnerabilities |dence
Croatia |Western | Member | Member Fully Regional instabi-
Balkans |[(2009) (2013) Euro-Atlantic |lity spillover
Monte- | Western | Member |Candidate |Pro-NATO/ |Political polari-
negro Balkans |[(2017) Pro-EU sation; hybrid
interference

1 As shown in Table 1, the level of Euro-Atlantic integration differs significantly
between CEE and Western Balkan states.
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North |Western | Member |Candidate |Strong Identity politics;

Mace- |Balkans |(2020) Euro-Atlantic |reform fatigue

donia orientation

Serbia |Western |Military |Candidate |Strategic Kosovo dispute;
Balkans |neutral hedging / external balan-

multi-vector | cing pressures
Bosnia |Western | MAP Candidate |Formally pro |Institutional

and Balkans |partici- -EU/NATO fragmentation;
Herze- pant but internally |ethnic polarisa-
govina divided tion
Kosovo | Western [ NATO- |Potential Strongly Status dispute;
Balkans |prtected |candidate |pro-Western limited recogni-
(KFOR) tion

Source: the author’s compilation based on Keil, Arkan, 2015; Mulchinock, 2017;
Radoman, 2021; Uvalié, 2023.

Historical Legacies and Path Dependency

Cold War Structures and Strategic Reorientation

During the Cold War, most Central and Eastern European (CEE) states
were integrated into the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact, which significantly
constrained their foreign and defence policy autonomy (Mulchinock,
2017). Following the collapse of the bipolar order, these states pursued
rapid integration into Western institutions as a strategy of security
consolidation and geopolitical reorientation. In contrast, socialist
Yugoslavia occupied a distinct position due to its leadership role in the
Non-Aligned Movement following the 1948 Tito-Stalin split (Radoman,
2021). This legacy of strategic autonomy continues to influence parts of the
Western Balkans, particularly Serbia, where elements of non-alignment
remain embedded in contemporary foreign policy discourse.

Post-Yugoslav Conflicts and Security Externalisation

The violent dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s fundamentally
reshaped the regional security environment. NATO interventions in
Bosnia and Herzegovina (1995) and Kosovo (1999) marked a turning point
in the Alliance’s post-Cold War evolution (Mulchinock, 2017). While these
interventions contributed to conflict termination and stabilisation, they
also produced long-lasting divergences in perceptions of NATO across
the region. These historical experiences continue to shape contemporary
attitudes towards Euro-Atlantic integration. In much of the CEE region,

10



F. Mahmutovi¢, CEE and the Western Balkans in Global Security Architecture...

NATO is predominantly perceived as a security guarantor, whereas in
parts of the Western Balkans it remains associated with intervention and
contested legitimacy.

Path Dependency and Divergent Trajectories

The concept of path dependency helps explain why Central and
Eastern Europe and the Western Balkans, despite sharing a common post-
Cold War transition, have followed different security trajectories. In the
CEE region, prior incorporation into the Warsaw Pact generated a strong
post-1991 consensus in favour of rapid integration into NATO and the
European Union. Euro-Atlantic membership was widely perceived as
a mechanism for irreversible security anchoring and protection against
external coercion.

In the Western Balkans, by contrast, strategic culture has been shaped by
acombination of Yugoslav non-alignment, violent state fragmentation, and
uneven international intervention. Rather than disappearing, the legacy
of strategic autonomy has been selectively reinterpreted, particularly in
Serbia. As a result, security alignment in the Western Balkans is mediated
not only by institutional incentives but also by historically embedded
narratives concerning sovereignty, external intervention, and geopolitical
balancing. This contributes to persistent asymmetries in perceptions of
NATO and EU legitimacy across the region.

At the same time, these legacies should not be interpreted as
deterministic. Several Western Balkan states have made significant
progress towards Euro-Atlanticintegration,including NATO membership
and advancement in EU accession processes. However, the depth and pace
of convergence remain conditioned by domestic political dynamics and
competing strategic narratives.

Overall, the region reflects a layered form of path dependency in
which historical alignments, post-conflict legacies, and contemporary
geopolitical pressures interact simultaneously. This helps explain why
the Western Balkans remains more strategically fluid than the more
consolidated CEE region.

NATO and the Consolidation of the Euro-Atlantic Space

Enlargement and Security Lock-In in the CEE Region

NATO enlargement has functioned as the central mechanism of
security consolidation in Central and Eastern Europe. Beyond the formal
extension of Article 5 guarantees, accession has produced a broader
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process of so-called institutional “security lock-in”, embedding Member
States within dense networks of military interoperability, planning
coordination, and political consultation (Keil, Arkan, 2015). For post-
communist states, NATO membership represented a comprehensive
geopolitical reorientation rather than a narrowly military arrangement.
Defence reform, civilian control of the armed forces, and intelligence
cooperation were accelerated through accession conditionality. Equally
importantly, membership carried strong symbolic weight, signalling
a definitive anchoring within the Western security order and reducing
perceptions of external vulnerability.

Asaresult, CEE Member States today exhibit high levels of institutional
embeddedness and strategic predictability. Defence policies, procurement
patterns, and threat perceptions are broadly aligned with wider Alliance
priorities. This tendency has been further reinforced following Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, which has strengthened NATO’s deterrence posture
and deepened the logic of security consolidation in the region.

NATO’s Operational Role in the Western Balkans

In contrast, NATO’s engagement in the Western Balkans has been
shaped less by enlargement logic and more by post-conflict stabilisation
imperatives. The Alliance has played a decisive role in managing security
crises through operations such as IFOR (1995-1996), SFOR (1996-2004),
and KFOR (since 1999), which were designed to implement peace
agreements, prevent the recurrence of armed conflict, and support post-
war recovery (Mulchinock, 2017).

NATO’s presence in the region currently operates through several
frameworks:

- the ongoing KFOR mission in Kosovo;

- the Partnership for Peace (PfP) programme; and

- Membership Action Plans (MAP) for aspirant states.

These instruments create a differentiated security architecture across
the Western Balkans, combining elements of direct military presence with
partnership-based engagement. However, unlike in the CEE, NATO’s
legitimacy in the Western Balkans remains uneven. Public trust varies
significantly across states, with particularly strong scepticism in Serbia,
where the 1999 intervention continues to shape political narratives and
public perceptions (Radoman, 2021). In Bosnia and Herzegovina, NATO
integration is further complicated by internal political fragmentation and
divergent preferences among constituent entities.

12
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From Stabiliser to Strategic Enabler

NATO’s role in the Western Balkans reflects a broader transition from
direct stabiliser to long-term security enabler. While the Alliance has been
largely successful in preventing the recurrence of large-scale violence,
its influence remains constrained by limited domestic institutional
consolidation and ongoing political fragmentation.

The case of Bosnia and Herzegovina illustrates that NATO engagement
is not solely a technical accession process, but a deeply political one shaped
by constitutional arrangements and internal power dynamics. Similarly,
in Serbia, historical memory and identity politics continue to shape
perceptions of the Alliance, thereby limiting societal support for deeper
integration. At the same time, NATO’s continued engagement remains
essential for maintaining regional stability.

The central challenge lies in balancing deterrence with local ownership.
Excessive reliance on external security guarantees risks reinforcing
dependency, while premature disengagement could expose unresolved
vulnerabilities. Overall, NATO operates in a more complex environment
in the Western Balkans than in the CEE, requiring a calibrated approach
that combines credible security guarantees with support for domestic
defence capacity-building and institutional reform.

The European Union as a Security Actor

The CSDP and Civilian Power Projection

While NATO remains the primary military security actor in the
Euro-Atlantic space, the European Union has developed an increasingly
important complementary role through its Common Security and
Defence Policy (CSDP). The EU’s approach reflects its broader identity
as a civilian and normative power, focusing on long-term stabilisation
through institutional transformation rather than military deterrence
(EEAS, n.d.).

CSDP instruments in the Western Balkans are primarily concentrated
on:

- rule-of-law assistance;

- security sector reform;

- police and judicial capacity-building; and

- post-conflict governance support.

EUFOR Althea in Bosnia and Herzegovina remains the EU’s flagship
military mission and symbolises the Union’s continued commitment to
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maintainingasafeandsecureenvironment(EUFORAlthea,2026). However,
its strategic significance is less about large-scale military deterrence and
more about reassurance, confidence-building, and the preservation of the
Dayton framework. Importantly, the EU’s security influence in the region
extends well beyond formal missions. Through conditionality embedded
in the enlargement process, the EU exercises substantial structural power
over candidate countries’ domestic reforms, particularly in the areas of
governance, rule of law, and public administration.

Enlargement Fatigue and Strategic Drift

EU enlargement has historically been one of the Union’s most effective
instruments of external security governance (Wunsch, 2018). The
credibility of membership prospects created strong incentives for reform
across the Western Balkans, contributing to institutional development
and partial democratic consolidation. However, over the past decade,
the gradual slowdown of enlargement dynamics has weakened this
transformative leverage (Uvalic, 2023).

Enlargement fatigue within the EU, combined with reform fatigue in
candidate countries, has contributed to increasing uncertainty regarding
accession timelines. This uncertainty has produced what can be described
as “strategic drift” — a situation in which formal alignment with the
EU persists, while the depth and credibility of reform implementation
gradually erode. In this context, the motivational power of conditionality
declines, and domestic elites face fewer political costs for stagnation or
partial compliance.

EU Security Role: Between Transformation and Limitations

The EU’s security role in the Western Balkans is best understood
as structurally dual. On one hand, it remains the principal long-term
actor for institutional transformation and state-building. On the other
hand, its effectiveness is increasingly constrained by internal divisions
over enlargement policy and by limited credibility of accession
commitments.

EUFOR Althea illustrates the Union’s continued commitment to
regional stability, but it also highlights the limitations of its hard-security
capacity. The EU’s comparative advantage lies primarily in normative
influence and governance reform rather than in direct security provision.
At the same time, the effectiveness of EU conditionality does not solely
depend on EU credibility. It is also shaped by domestic political will
and institutional capacity within Western Balkan states. Where reform

14
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ownership is weak, conditionality loses transformative power even when
formally maintained.

Strategic Implications

The EU’s civilian power approach faces increasing pressure in
a geopolitical environment characterised by renewed great-power
competition and hybrid influence strategies. Institutional reform alone
is insufficient to address unresolved sovereignty disputes, entrenched
patronage networks, or external interference. This suggests that the
EU’s future effectiveness in the Western Balkans will depend on three
interrelated factors:

- the restoration of enlargement credibility;

- greater policy coherence across Member States; and

- closer coordination with NATO in security governance.

Insum,the European Unionremainsapivotal butincreasingly contested
security actor in the Western Balkans. Its long-term transformative
potential remains significant, but its short- to medium-term influence is
increasingly conditional and uneven.

Neutrality and Strategic Hedging

Serbia’s 2007 declaration of military neutrality (Belgrade Centre for
Security Policy, n.d.) illustrates the continued relevance of alternative
security strategies in the Western Balkans (Radoman, 2021). Rather than
representing strict isolation, Serbian policy is better understood through
the lens of strategic hedging — a deliberate attempt to maintain cooperative
relations with multiple major powers while avoiding full alignment with
any single bloc.

In practice, Serbia simultaneously:

— cooperates with NATO through the Partnership for Peace

programme;

- advances EU accession negotiations;

- maintains close political and energy ties with Russia; and

- expands economic cooperation with China.

This configuration allows for a degree of diplomatic flexibility and
bargaining space, particularly in relation to security and economic
interests. At the same time, it introduces structural ambiguity into Serbia’s
long-term strategic orientation.

15



Studia Europejskie — Studies in European Affairs, 2/2026

Strategic Hedging in an Increasingly Polarised Environment

While strategic hedging may be rational from a small-state perspective,
its sustainability is increasingly questioned in the context of renewed
great-power competition. As external geopolitical polarisation intensifies,
the space for maintaining equidistant positioning between competing
blocs is gradually narrowing (Bieber, Tzifakis, 2020). This creates growing
pressure on states such as Serbia to define their strategic orientation
more explicitly. Euro-Atlantic institutions, in particular, are increasingly
expecting greater alignment from partner states, especially in areas related
to foreign and security policy coherence.

Domestic and External Constraints

Strategic hedging also produces important internal trade-offs. While
it enables short-term political flexibility and domestic consensus —
particularly in contexts where NATO membership is unpopular — it
can also slow structural reforms in the security and defence sector.
Moreover, prolonged ambiguity may generate policy inconsistencies,
weaken institutional coherence, and complicate relations with external
partners. Over time, rather than increasing autonomy, sustained hedging
may expose states to multiple external pressures simultaneously, thereby
reducing strategic predictability.

Regional Implications

Serbia’s neutrality has broader implications for the Western Balkans
as a regional security environment. It demonstrates that Euro-Atlantic
integration is no longer perceived as the only viable strategic trajectory,
thereby introducing greater diversity in alignment choices. However, this
diversification also contributes to fragmentation within the regional security
landscape. Instead of convergence towards a single security framework, the
region increasingly reflects a spectrum of alignment models, ranging from
full NATO/EU integration to calibrated forms of non-alignment.

Future Viability of Neutrality

The key analytical question is not whether strategic hedging will
persist, but whether it can remain sustainable under conditions of
intensifying geopolitical competition. If external pressures continue to
increase, regional actors may face stronger incentives to shift from strategic
ambiguity towards more explicit forms of alignment. In this sense,
neutrality in the Western Balkans should be understood as a dynamic
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and adaptive strategy rather than a fixed or permanent position. Its long-
term viability will depend on the interaction between both systemic
international pressures and domestic political calculations.

Contemporary Security Challenges

The Western Balkans continues to face acomplex and multidimensional
security environment. Unlike the more consolidated security architecture
in Central and Eastern Europe, the region remains characterised by
a combination of traditional and non-traditional security challenges,
including unresolved bilateral disputes, institutional fragility, hybrid
threats, and democratic backsliding.

Unresolved Conflicts and Institutional Fragility

One of the most persistent sources of instability in the Western Balkans
remains the unresolved status dispute between Serbia and Kosovo. Despite
ongoing EU-facilitated dialogue, progress towards normalisation has
been uneven, with periodic escalations reinforcing the fragility of existing
arrangements. The dispute continues to generate wider regional security
externalities by sustaining nationalist narratives, limiting regional
cooperation, and diverting political attention from structural reforms.

Bosnia and Herzegovina represents another source of structural
vulnerability. Its highly decentralised constitutional framework,
established under the Dayton Peace Agreement, has contributed to chronic
governance inefficiencies and limited state capacity in key security sectors.
Persistent political contestation over institutional competencies, alongside
occasional secessionist rhetoric, continues to raise concerns regarding
long-term stability and institutional consolidation (Wunsch, 2018).

Hybrid Threats and External Influence

Hybrid threats have become an increasingly salient dimension of the
regional security environment. These threats include disinformation
campaigns, cyber operations, and broader forms of malign external
influence aimed at exploiting existing political and societal cleavages.

The Western Balkans is particularly exposed to such challenges due
to:

- relatively low media literacy;

- fragmented information environments;

- high levels of political polarisation; and

- limited cybersecurity capacities.
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Rather than operating independently, hybrid threats tend to
reinforce existing governance weaknesses, thereby amplifying internal
vulnerabilities. Cybersecurity has therefore emerged as a critical policy
domain. Although most states in the region have adopted national
cybersecurity strategies aligned with EU frameworks, implementation
remains uneven. Institutional capacity, incident-response mechanisms,
and regional coordination are still underdeveloped, leaving significant
gaps in resilience.

Democratic Backsliding and Governance Weaknesses

In parallel, democratic backsliding across parts of the Western Balkans
further undermines domestic resilience and complicates Euro-Atlantic
integration processes. Weak rule of law, politicised institutions, and
declining trust in governance structures create conditions that are more
vulnerable to both internal instability and external influence.

Democratic erosion is reflected in:

- executive dominance over institutions;

- the weakening of judicial independence;

- state-capture dynamics; and

- shrinking civic space.

These trends are particularly significant because democratic quality
and security resilience are mutually reinforcing. Institutional weakness
reduces the capacity to detectand respond to hybrid threats, while sustained
external pressure may further accelerate democratic deterioration.

Socio-Economic and Energy Dimensions of Security

Security vulnerabilities in the region are also shaped by socio-economic
conditions. Persistent youth unemployment, outward migration, and
uneven economic convergence with the EU contribute to long-term
structural fragility. These factors can increase susceptibility to populist
narratives and external influence strategies.

Demographic decline further reduces the human capital base necessary
for effective governance and security sector reform. Energy security has
also re-emerged as a strategic concern, particularly following broader
disruptions in the European energy market after Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. Many Western Balkan states remain dependent on external
suppliers and face difficulties in diversifying energy sources, thereby
creating additional geopolitical exposure.

18
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Overall Security Assessment

Despite these challenges, the Western Balkans has made incremental
progress in certain areas, particularly through NATO partnerships,
EU conditionality mechanisms, and regional cooperation initiatives.
Improvements in border management, defence professionalisation, and
crisis response capacities are evident, although they are uneven and,
in some cases, even vulnerable to reversible. Overall, the region can be
understood as a partially consolidated security space in which multiple
layers of risk coexist. Rather than being defined by a single dominant
threat, the Western Balkans is shaped by the interaction of political,
informational, economic, and cyber vulnerabilities.

Addressing these challenges requires sustained coordination between
NATO, the European Union, and domestic institutions, alongside
consistent progress in three key areas:

- strengthening the rule of law and institutional resilience;

- enhancing resistance to hybrid influence; and

- maintaining credible Euro-Atlantic integration pathways.

Without parallel progress in these domains, the region is likely
to remain structurally vulnerable to periodic instability and external
interference.

Conclusions

This article has examined the evolving position of Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE) and the Western Balkans within the contemporary global
security architecture, with particular attention given to the differentiated
roles of NATO, the European Union, and neutrality-based strategies.
The comparative analysis identifies a clear structural divergence between
the two sub-regions. While most CEE states have achieved a high degree
of institutional consolidation within the Euro-Atlantic framework, the
Western Balkans remains a partially integrated and strategically fluid
security space. This divergence is not accidental but reflects the interaction
of historical legacies, domestic political constraints, and shifting patterns
of external geopolitical competition.

The findings demonstrate that NATO enlargement functioned as
a powerful mechanism of security lock-in in the CEE region. Membership
embedded these states within dense networks of military interoperability,
planning coordination, and political consultation, thereby significantly
reducing strategic uncertainty. As a result, the CEE security environment
today exhibits relatively high predictability and cohesion. By contrast,
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NATO?’s role in the Western Balkans has been shaped primarily by post-
conflict stabilisation imperatives. Through IFOR, SFOR, and KFOR, the
Alliance has acted as a long-term security manager rather than solely an
enlargement platform. While this presence has been effective in preventing
renewed large-scale violence, it has also revealed the limits of externally
provided security in politically fragmented environments. Public
legitimacy gaps — most visible in Serbia — and institutional fragmentation
in Bosnia and Herzegovina continue to complicate NATO’s transition
from intervention-driven stabiliser to fully normalised security partner.

The European Union has emerged as an indispensable but structurally
distinct security actor. Its comparative advantage lies in long-term
transformation through conditionality, rule-of-law promotion, and
institutional capacity-building. EUFOR Althea symbolises continued
EU commitment, yet the Union’s most consequential influence operates
through the accession process. Historically, enlargement conditionality
generated strong reform incentives across the Western Balkans. However,
the gradual erosion of enlargement credibility has weakened this leverage
and contributed to patterns of strategic drift. Where membership
prospects appear uncertain, domestic elites face fewer political costs for
reform stagnation, and the EU’s transformative power correspondingly
declines.

This dynamic underscores a central paradox: the EU remains the
region’s most important long-term stabilising actor, yet its effectiveness is
increasingly contingent on restoring the credibility and consistency of the
enlargement process. The persistence of neutrality and strategic hedging
— most notably in Serbia — further illustrates the growing complexity
of the regional security landscape. Rather than indicating passive non-
alignment, neutrality in the Western Balkans should be understood as
an adaptive small-state strategy aimed at preserving maneuverability in
a competitive geopolitical environment. Serbia’s multi-vector approach
has provided short-term diplomatic flexibility, but has also generated
long-term strategic ambiguity. As great-power competition intensifies and
Euro-Atlantic institutions increasingly demand clearer alignment, the
structural space for sustained hedging is likely to narrow. This suggests
a trajectory towards greater polarisation of strategic choices, even where
formal neutrality frameworks persist.

The analysis of contemporary security challenges confirms that the
Western Balkans faces a layered and multidimensional risk environment.
Unresolved disputes — particularly the Serbia—Kosovo relationship —
continue to generate periodic instability and impede deeper regional
cooperation. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s institutional fragility remains
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a structural vulnerability that cannot be addressed through external
security guarantees alone. At the same time, hybrid threats, cyber
vulnerabilities, and democratic backsliding increasingly shape the region’s
security outlook. Importantly, these risks are mutually reinforcing;
weak rule of law and politicised institutions reduce resilience to hybrid
interference, while external influence operations may further accelerate
democratic erosion. Socio-economic pressures, demographic decline, and
energy dependence add additional layers of vulnerability that interact
with political and security domains.

Taken together, the Western Balkans can best be understood as
a partially consolidated security sub-system embedded within — but not
fully stabilised by — the broader Euro-Atlantic order. Traditional military
deterrence, institutional reform, and societal resilience must therefore
operate simultaneously. Neither NATO’s hard-security presence nor
the EU’s civilian power approach is sufficient to ensure durable regional
stability. Their effectiveness depends on sustained coordination, credible
long-term commitments, and stronger domestic ownership of reforms.

From a policy perspective, three strategic priorities emerge. First,
deepening institutional resilience and rule of law remains foundational.
Without credible domestic governance capacity, external security
guarantees will continue to produce only partial stabilisation. Second,
strengthening societal resistance to hybrid interference — including media
literacy, cybersecurity capacity, and strategic communication — has become
an urgent requirement in the contemporary threat environment. Third,
restoring the credibility and predictability of Euro-Atlantic integration
pathways is essential to counter strategic drift and reduce the appeal of
ambiguous multi-vector positioning.

Future research should further explore micro-level variation within
the Western Balkans, particularly domestic political drivers of alignment
choices and the effectiveness of hybrid threat mitigation strategies.
Greater attention to the interaction between socio-economic factors and
security vulnerability would further deepen understanding of long-term
regional resilience.

In conclusion, the Western Balkans remains a key testing ground for the
future of European security governance. The region is no longer defined
primarily by the risk of renewed large-scale conflict, but by the more
complex challenge of managing layered political, institutional, and hybrid
vulnerabilities. Whether the Euro-Atlantic community can successfully
support its full consolidation will depend on its ability to combine credible
deterrence, sustained enlargement engagement, and robust support for
democratic resilience. Without such a multidimensional approach, the
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Western Balkans is likely to remain strategically contested and only
partially embedded within the evolving global security architecture.
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