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This paper analyzes the international strategic communication evolution and its 
long-term impact onto the domestic democracy and its legitimacy in North Mac-
edonia, starting from the 2018 Macedonian referendum to 2025. By defining the 

term “diplomatic pressure,” the study analyzes how security- driven narratives—de-
ployed influenced politics and cognitive security through both traditional diplomatic 
channels and early-stage digital influence operations. The research is anchored in the 
author’s original 2020 empirical study5 of 464 respondents, which documented a signif-
icant “trust deficit”. The findings highlight the perception of 53.2% of the citizens of the 
country over these multifaceted pressures as pushy rather than persuasive. The paper 
argues that the sophisticated digital pressure witnessed during the 2018 referendum, 
characterized by aggressive social media campaigns and algorithmic targeting, served 
as a precursor to the sophisticated Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference 
(FIMI) observed today. The author finds a clear correlation between the perceived inter-
ference of 2018 and the present “resilience deficit” in Macedonian institutions by com-
bining these longitudinal insights with the 2025 IKS study on “Institutional Response 
to FIMI6.” The findings suggest that the early normalization of digital and diplomatic 
pressure eroded societal cognitive security, leaving a legacy of polarization. The study 
concludes that the institutional battle to counter hybrid threats in 2025 is deeply rooted 
in the damaged public trust established during the referendum period, necessitating a 
strategic shift from top-down narratives to systemic resilience-building.

Keywords: public diplomacy, strategic communication, cognitive security, FIMI, 
institutional resilience
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1. Introduction
The referendum on changing the constitutional name of the Republic of Macedonia 

(30 September 2018) was no ordinary political event. It unfolded in the context of un-
precedented international community activity, there were 113 official visits by foreign 
representatives within a mere 105 days, from the signing of the Prespa Agreement to 
the day of the vote, and brought to the surface fundamental questions concerning the 
sovereignty, security, and cognitive immunity of a small Balkan society (Pecova-Ilieska 
and Babanoski, 2019; Slaveva, 2020).

The outcome was paradoxical: 91.5% of those who turned out voted “YES”, yet only 
36.91% turned out at all-far below the constitutional quorum. The State Election Com-
mission (SEC) declared the referendum invalid, noting that “the decision has not been 
adopted because more than half of the total number of citizens registered in the Elector-
al Register did not vote” (Akademik.mk, 2018). Nevertheless, the Macedonian Parliament 
subsequently adopted constitutional amendments by a two-thirds majority, contrary to 
the national will expressed in the invalid referendum. This phenomenon - a massive, co-
ordinated international diplomatic campaign that fails to shift the civic will, yet whose 
instruments are later institutionalized - is the central object of analysis in this paper.

The paper argues that the mechanisms identified in 2018—algorithmic targeting, 
synchronized diplomatic messaging, funding of media campaigns through internation-
al funds - constitute an early, semi-legitimized form of what the European Parliament 
and academic literature today designate as Foreign Information Manipulation and In-
terference (FIMI). The Macedonian case thus offers a rare opportunity for longitudinal 
analysis: tracing the evolution of information operations in one society over the period 
2018 to 2025, drawing on original empirical data (Slaveva, 2020), the baseline analysis 
by Haxhi-Janev and Stoilkovski (2025a), and the public policy document produced by 
the Institute of Communication Studies (ICS, 2025b).

The paper is organized as follows: following the literature review (Chapter 2) and 
methodology (Chapter 3), the findings are analyzed in Chapter 4 - covering diplomatic 
pressure during the referendum, empirical findings, the digital dimension, and the 
state of FIMI in 2025. Chapter 5 discusses the conclusions and security implications, 
while Chapter 6 sets out the limitations and directions for future research.

2. Literature review

2.1. Public Diplomacy and Diplomatic Pressure

The concept of “public diplomacy” in academic literature denotes a government’s 
direct communication with a foreign public in order to promote its own interests and 
shape perceptions (Marolov, 2013; Sotiroski and Dostinova Zaprova, 2015). The dis-
tinction between foreign policy and diplomacy is essential: diplomacy does not exist 
for its own sake but is placed in the service of foreign policy (Markovski, 2002). In the 
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context of small Balkan democracies, however, the line between legitimate public 
diplomacy and instrumentalized diplomatic pressure remains theoretically and prac-
tically contested.

Antras and Padro i Miquel (2008) demonstrate that “countries interested in influ-
encing the political balance in another country spend resources trying to obtain dec-
larations in line with their interests,” with a “typical open channel” being “the careful 
use of diplomatic gestures, bilateral meetings between political leaders.” In the case of 
the Macedonian referendum, those “diplomatic gestures” escalated into a systematic 
campaign of 113 official visits in 105 days—a phenomenon without direct precedent in 
the international comparative literature.

Research by Shulman and Bloom (2012) on the Ukrainian case (2004) shows that West-
ern influence over electoral processes is unwelcome to average citizens, while interfer-
ence from non-democratic states (Russia) is perceived as less alienating, a paradox with 
a direct parallel in the Macedonian context, where 70% of respondents felt no Russian 
influence, yet 67% perceived Western activities as direct interference (Slaveva, 2020).

2.2. Cognitive Security, Hybrid Threats, and Securitization Theory

Securitization theory, developed by Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde (1998) within the 
Copenhagen School of Security Studies, understands security also as a speech act: an 
issue becomes “securitized” when an authorized actor successfully presents it to an 
audience as an existential threat requiring emergency measures beyond ordinary polit-
ical norms. This theoretical framework is directly applicable to the analysis of the 2018 
referendum campaign in Macedonia.

The concept of cognitive security denotes the protection of the capacity of individ-
uals, communities, and institutions to critically process information and make auton-
omous decisions, as opposed to deliberate attempts at manipulation (EEA, 2023; EU 
Diplomatic Service, 2025). FIMI, in turn, encompasses “the organized, intentional, and 
covert exploitation of information with the aim of influencing political decisions, pub-
lic opinion, or democratic processes” (EEA, 2023). In the Macedonian context, the base-
line analysis (Haxhi-Janev and Stoilkovski, 2025a) represents the first comprehensive 
study of the FIMI phenomenon, documenting that the national capacity for detection 
and countermeasures remains limited and uncoordinated, while political representa-
tives’ awareness of the threat is merely declarative.

2.3. Foreign Influence on Referendums —
        A Comparative Perspective

The comparative literature offers several relevant cases. Walter et al. (2018), in their 
analysis of the Greek referendum (2015), show that “costly signals from foreign actors” 
made voters more pessimistic about the consequences and significantly increased the 
share of cooperative votes. Coufoudakis (2004) analyses the influence of the US, the 
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UN, and the EU on the Cyprus referendum (2004), pointing to a historical pattern of 
using Euro- Atlantic integration perspectives to influence small Balkan and Mediterra-
nean countries. All three cases - Greece, Cyprus, Macedonia, share a common charac-
teristic. It is the use of legitimate diplomatic instruments to target public opinion, with 
long-term consequences for democratic legitimacy and cognitive security.

3. Research methodology
The research rests on a mixed methodology (Bryman, 2003), combining quantitative 

analysis of primary empirical data with qualitative analysis of documents and con-
tent—an approach recommended by Andonov et al. (2016) for research in the fields of 
media, political communication, and security policy.

3.1. Primary Empirical Data

The quantitative component is grounded in the original research conducted in 2020 
(Slaveva, 2020). An anonymous online questionnaire via Google Forms was distributed 
through social media over a period of seven days and was completed by 464 citizens of 
the Republic of Macedonia. The questionnaire contained closed, and open-ended ques-
tions divided into two thematic blocks: (a) the influence of internal factors - the govern-
ment, political parties, and the media; and (b) the influence of external factors - visits by 
international representatives, international organizations, and foreign funding. Univar-
iate analysis was applied with a diagrammatic presentation of results (Slaveva, 2020).

The qualitative component comprises three semi-structured in-depth interviews 
with key actors in the referendum process: Timcho Mucunski (International Secretary, 
VMRO-DPMNE - in opposition at the time of the referendum), Saso Pangovski (activ-
ist, “Boykotiram” network), and Marjan Gijovski (historian). Interviews were conducted 
face-to-face, and the respondents consented to remain identified by name. A meeting 
with a representative of SDSM (Deputy President Kosta Petrov at the time) was also 
requested, but no response was received (Slaveva, 2020).

3.2. Secondary Sources and Methodological Limitations

The secondary layer encompasses: the baseline analysis (Haxhi-Janev and Stoilk-
ovski, 2025a); IMPETUS reports (Pecova-Ilieska and Babanoski, 2019); the chronological 
overview of 113 official visits by international representatives (June–September 2018); 
EU and NATO institutional documents on FIMI (EEA, 2023); the Strategy for Countering 
Hybrid Threats (Government of RSM, 2021); and media content and official statements 
from the campaign period. Qualitative content analysis was applied to identify security 
narratives, vectors of influence, and cognitive effects. The principal methodological 
limitation is the statistical non-representativeness of the 2020 sample (n=464): results 
offer valuable indications but do not permit statistical generalization.
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4. Findings

4.1. Diplomatic Pressure During the 2018 Referendum

4.1.1. The Intensity and Nature of International Engagement

The period between the signing of the Prespa Agreement (17 June 2018) and the ref-
erendum day (30 September 2018) was characterized by an unprecedented intensity of 
international diplomatic activity. The chronological analysis (Pecova-Ilieska and Ba-
banoski, 2019; Slaveva, 2020) records 113 official visits and meetings with international 
representatives in just 105 days.

The government led by Zoran Zaev held 38 bilateral and multilateral meetings with 
international representatives, ambassadors, deputy presidents, senators, and chairs 
of committees on national security and regional security policy. In parallel, Defense 
Minister Radmila Shekerinska, NATO National Coordinator Stevo Pendarovski, Deputy 
Prime Minister Bujar Osmani, Justice Minister Renata Deskoska, and Chief Technical 
Negotiator Bojan Maricic all carried out parallel diplomatic activities (Slaveva, 2020).

Appeals came from the highest possible level: US Secretary of Defense James Mat-
tis warned of Russian malice in the Macedonian process; German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel endorsed the referendum; NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg stated that 
“the name agreement is the only path to NATO”; and EU High Representative for Foreign 
Affairs Federica Mogherini called on citizens “not to remain silent on 30 September.”

“That worries me... That kind of malign behavior that Russia is practicing from 
Estonia to the United States, from Ukraine and now to Macedonia, always adapts to 
the specific situation and has always been unacceptable.”

— James Mattis, US Secretary of Defense, Skopje, 2018 (quoted in: Rizaov, 2018)

4.1.2. The Nature of Security Narratives: Securitization of a Political Issue

Analysis of the messages disseminated through the media during the campaign re-
veals consistent application of securitization - transforming a political question (the 
change of the constitutional name) into an existential security threat (Buzan, Waever, 
and de Wilde, 1998). The rhetoric was structured around three security arguments: 
(a) Euro-Atlantic integration - NATO and EU membership promised as a guarantee of 
security and prosperity; (b) the Russian threat - implicit or explicit warnings of Russian 
interference in the event of an unsuccessful referendum; and (c) regional destabiliza-
tion - suggestions that failure would have negative consequences for regional security, 
particularly regarding Kosovo and Serbia (Slaveva, 2020).

Securitization functions effectively only when the target audience accepts the threat 
framework (Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde, 1998). In the Macedonian case, this did not 
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occur. Particularly significant is the contrast between the Western narratives and the 
position of Russian Ambassador Oleg Shcherbak, who publicly invoked international 
law and the principle of non- interference, without lobbying for or against the referen-
dum, an inversion that directly undermined the security narratives of the campaign.

“The rhetoric contained warnings that Russia might attempt to interfere in the 
process, while on the other hand, Russian representatives in no case lobbied for or 
against voting in the referendum, in any of their statements.”

— Slaveva, M. (2020), Master’s Thesis,
Institute of Communication Studies – Skopje, p. 47

4.2 Empirical Findings: The Trust Deficit (n=464, 2020)

Table 1 summarizes the key findings from the author’s original
research (Slaveva, 2020), organized by thematic blocks:

% Question / Finding Thematic Block

83.4% The referendum was NOT successful Legitimacy

10.6% The referendum was successful Legitimacy

6.0% Do not know Legitimacy

40.4% SDSM had the greatest influence on citizens’ views Internal factors

30.5% International representatives had	the greatest influence External factors

84.7% The media conveyed positions in favor of the government Media

48.2% Did NOT feel coercion or pressure to vote Security perception

42.6% Felt threats or coercion to vote Security perception

88.8% Foreign interference in domestic politics existed External factors

83.4% Visits by int’l representatives did NOT
influence their decision

Cognitive resilience

13.8% Int’l representatives DID influence their
voting decision

Cognitive resilience

53.2% Pressures perceived as COERCIVE, not persuasive KEY FINDING

79.4% “EU for You” campaign directly linked to the referendum Instrumentalization

67.0% USAID, UNDP, Council of Europe influenced the referendum Foreign funding

65.6% EU funds misused to persuade citizens to vote “YES” Foreign funding

70.0% Did NOT feel Russian influence Russian factor

41.8% Observed vote-buying during the referendum Process integrity

85.0% The government (SDSM) did not respect the will of the people Democratic deficit

Table 1: Key findings from the empirical research (Slaveva, 2020, n=464).
Highlighted in green = key finding for the central thesis.
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4.2.1. The Paradox of Cognitive Resilience

The findings reveal a significant cognitive-security paradox: 88.8% perceive foreign 
interference, yet 83.4% maintain that the visits did not influence their decision. This 
suggests an organic cognitive resilience—the ability to recognize a manipulative at-
tempt without succumbing to it—that is nonetheless spontaneous rather than institu-
tionally supported. The finding that 53.2% perceive the pressures as coercive is central 
to understanding the long-term security consequences. When citizens perceive that 
international representatives treat their democratic decisions with pressure rather 
than argument, this erodes the trust foundations of democratic legitimacy and renders 
them vulnerable to FIMI narratives.

The expert interviews corroborate the quantitative picture. Mucunski (VMRO-DP-
MNE) stated that “the pressure on the opposition was quite explicit, with attempts at 
foreign influence.” Pangovski (Boycotiram) concluded that “the people of Macedonia 
were the only ones who did not comply with their guidelines” and that “the people 
have been brutally deceived by the international representatives.” Gijovski character-
ized their messages as “politically motivated and unrealistic” (Slaveva, 2020).

4.2.2. The Official Response and the Constitutional Paradox

Following the vote, the US State Department welcomed the result, stating that 
“citizens expressed their support” (mk.usembassy.gov, 2018). Only three days later 
(3 October 2018), the SEC officially declared the referendum as invalid. Nevertheless, 
on 11 January 2019, the Parliament adopted the constitutional amendments by a two-
thirds majority, implementing the Agreement without a valid referendum mandate. 
This constitutional paradox is a primary structural point of security vulnerability, as 
it normalized the perception that the vote of citizens is not binding upon the govern-
ment (ICS, 2025b).

4.3. The Digital Dimension: Early-Stage FIMI

Alongside the official diplomatic activity, a digital campaign operated during the 
referendum campaign whose characteristics we now recognize as an early manifes-
tation of FIMI: coordinated messages distributed through social media, algorithmic 
amplification of certain narratives, and the use of EU- funded organizations for direct 
targeting of citizens (Pecova-Ilieska and Babanoski, 2019).

The empirical findings (Slaveva, 2020) reveal a significant inversion: 70% felt no Rus-
sian influence, while 67% perceived the activities of USAID, UNDP, and the Council of 
Europe as direct interference in the referendum. The “EU for You” campaign, designed 
to promote European funds, was perceived by 79.4% of respondents as directly linked to 
the referendum—a textbook example of “the use of legitimate channels for illegitimate 
purposes” (EEA, 2023).
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4.4. FIMI in North Macedonia: The State of Play in 2025

The baseline analysis (Haxhi-Janev and Stoilkovski, 2025a) documents systematic 
FIMI vectors: disinformation and propaganda; media manipulation through financial 
infiltration; cyberattacks; economic and diplomatic channels through foreign govern-
ment-funded media (RT, Sputnik); and the use of influencers—a newly identified secu-
rity risk specific to 2025.

The institutional deficit is documented precisely: no budgetary resources exist for 
FIMI capacities (all activities are donor-funded); the Strategy for Countering Hybrid 
Threats (Government of RSM, 2021) exists, but the Council mandated to implement it 
is not operational; and no specialized legal framework for FIMI is in place - existing 
provisions of the Criminal Code are insufficient (ICS, 2025b).

A comparative overview of the challenges across 2018 and 2025 is presented in Table 2:

Table 2: Comparative analysis of challenges, 2018–2025

Dimension 2018 — Referendum 2025 — ICS FIMI Study

Primary actors Western diplomats + alleged 
Russian campaign

Multiple state and non-state 
actors; complex hybrid network

Channels of influence Official visits, traditional media, 
early social media

Digital space, bots, algorithmic 
targeting, influencers

Institutional response Absent; no specialized legal 
framework

Declarative; Strategy exists but 
not operationalized

Cognitive resilience Organic, spontaneous 
(83.4% did not yield)

Unsystematic; media literacy still 
weak

Polarization Pronounced; created during the 
referendum period

Permanent inherited structure; 
exploited by FIMI actors

Funding of influence EU funds, USAID, UNDP
(perceived)

Foreign media, strategic 
investments, donors

Theoretical framework Securitization (Buzan et al., 1998) FIMI; hybrid threats;  
cognitive security

5. Discussion

5.1. Four Structural Lines of Continuity (2018–2025)

The analysis establishes four structural lines of continuity between the diplomatic 
pressure of 2018 and the FIMI phenomenon documented in 2025.

First, algorithmic normalization. The aggressive social media campaigns during the 
referendum were the first systematic use of algorithmic targeting for political pur-
poses in Macedonia, creating a technological and operational infrastructure that FIMI 
actors subsequently built upon.
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Second, legitimization of foreign interference. The mass presence of foreign repre-
sentatives without a corresponding legal framework created a precedent: interference 
in internal political processes became normalized, a direct precondition for today’s FIMI.

Third, media financial dependency. The use of international funds (EU, USAID, 
UNDP) in the campaign exposed the media space to financial influences that remain 
a structural vulnerability in 2025, as documented in the public policy document 
(ICS, 2025b).

Fourth, erosion of institutional legitimacy. The overriding of the invalid referendum 
in Parliament created a lasting perception that institutions do not protect civic rights—
precisely the crack through which FIMI campaigns enter (MKD.mk, 2025).

5.2. Security Implications

The paper identifies three key security implications.

First implication: Cognitive security is structurally compromised. The trust deficit 
documented in 2020 has not been overcome by NATO membership (2020) or progress 
towards the EU - the polarization created in that period has become raw material for 
contemporary FIMI campaigns.

Second implication: The institutional resilience deficit is a critical security vulner-
ability. The absence of an operational coordination mechanism, budgetary resources, 
and a specialized legal framework means that Macedonia is institutionally unprotect-
ed against systematic FIMI attacks, particularly in the context of Euro-integration pro-
cesses, electoral cycles, and regional security challenges.

Third implication: The security narrative can be a double-edged sword. The use of 
securitization in 2018 eroded citizens’ cognitive mechanisms for threat assessment, 
generating “threat fatigue” - a public conditioned to inflated security narratives be-
comes more resistant to warnings, even when they are genuine.

5.3. Policy Recommendations

The paper formulates eight concrete recommendations:

•	 Redesign international diplomatic communication strategies targeting small 
democracies: the 2018 Macedonian case empirically demonstrates that high-in-
tensity securitized campaigns perceived as coercive (53.2% of respondents) are 
counterproductive and generate long-term trust deficits exploitable by FIMI ac-
tors. Future engagement with small democracies during referendums and other 
critical democratic processes should prioritize dialogue-based formats, concrete 
deliverables, and participatory communication over top-down pressure.
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•	 Initiate the development of a diplomatic conduct protocol for foreign represent-
atives during referendums and electoral processes. The 113 official visits docu-
mented in 105 days during the 2018 Macedonian referendum operated in a com-
plete legal vacuum — no domestic or international regulation governs the scope, 
intensity, or messaging of foreign diplomatic engagement during such processes. 
North Macedonia should lead a regional initiative to develop a code of conduct 
for foreign representatives during referendums, modelled on the existing OSCE/
ODIHR rules for election observation missions.

•	 Establish a Cognitive Security Baseline Survey — an annual, nationally represent-
ative measurement of citizens’ perceptions of foreign influence, FIMI exposure, 
and trust in institutions, modelled on the Eurobarometer methodology. No such 
instrument currently exists in Macedonia or the broader Western Balkans region. 
This would institutionalize the measurement framework pioneered in the au-
thor’s 2020 empirical study (n=464) and provide policymakers with a longitudinal 
data series for tracking the evolution of cognitive security and societal resilience.

•	 Establish a national FIMI coordination and resilience mechanism with a clear 
mandate and protocols, aligned with the EU/NATO East StratCom Task Force and 
Hybrid Center of Excellence models.

•	 Operationalize the Strategy for Countering Hybrid Threats (2021) by activating 
the Coordination Council with dedicated budgetary resources independent of do-
nor funding.

•	 Adopt a specialized legal framework for FIMI aligned with EU regulatory stand-
ards (Digital Services Act; Code of Practice on Disinformation).

•	 Systematically integrate media and digital literacy into the education system with 
measurable indicators for cognitive resilience.

•	 Implement a strategic shift in diplomatic communication: transition from top-
down securitized narratives towards participatory trust-building grounded in 
concrete results.

5.4. Main Conclusions

The 2018 referendum represents a historically documented case of a massive diplo-
matic campaign that failed to shift the civic will, yet eroded the democratic legitimacy 
and cognitive security of society. The original empirical findings (Slaveva, 2020, n=464) 
document organic cognitive resilience alongside a structural trust deficit that became 
a long-term security vulnerability. The early-stage digital campaign identified in 2018 
constituted an early form of FIMI, whose institutionalized manifestation in 2025 is 
documented by the baseline analysis (Haxhi-Janev and Stoilkovski, 2025a) and the pub-
lic policy document (ICS, 2025b). The Macedonian case offers an important lesson for 
security studies: securitization of a political issue without civic identification with the 
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threat framework not only fails to achieve its goal, but generates threat fatigue and 
deepens security vulnerabilities.

6. Limitations and directions for future research

The statistical non-representativeness of the 2020 sample (n=464, online question-
naire distributed through social media) is the principal methodological limitation. Ad-
ditionally, the confidential nature of intelligence information and the dynamic charac-
ter of FIMI campaigns make comprehensive documentation difficult (ICS, 2025b).

Directions for future research include: (a) a representative national survey on per-
ceptions of FIMI and cognitive resilience; (b) longitudinal analysis of media content 
from 2018 to 2025 using automated content analysis methods; (c) a comparative study 
with Moldova, Georgia, and the Western Balkans; (d) evaluation of the effectiveness 
of media literacy programs in enhancing cognitive resilience; and (e) analysis of the 
impact of the constitutional name change on identity security and its implications for 
FIMI vulnerability.
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