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Executive Summary: Charting a Course for Connection and Change

In the vibrant yet turbulent Western Balkans, where civic freedoms are often challenged
and democratic norms tested, the Balkan Civil Society Development Network (BCSDN)
stands as a strong stakeholder for civil society. This communication strategy, titled
"BCSDN's Communication Compass for Impact in the Western Balkans & EU," is
designed to empower BCSDN and its network members not just to survive, but also to
expand their influence significantly.

We acknowledge the critical juncture: a shrinking civic space, the ebb and flow of donor
support (including USAID's withdrawal and the EU's renewed, albeit complex,
engagement), and the persistent struggle against abstract messaging and limited
mainstream media reach. This strategy is our compass, guiding us to refine our
narrative, amplify our impact, and forge deeper connections with our diverse
audiences across the Western Balkans and the EU. We aim to transform complex
data into compelling stories, leverage every communication channel — from the robust
Monitoring Matrix to engaging social media — and reframe civil society from "problematic"
to "indispensable" actors for democratic progress and EU integration. By embracing
straightforward, relatable, and proactive communication, we will empower citizens,
influence policymakers, and ensure that the voices defending democracy resonate
powerfully in every corner of the region and beyond, driving effective advocacy for
a truly enabling civic space.

1. Introduction: Why a Communication Strategy is Essential for Civic Space in the
Western Balkans

A strong communication strategy isn't just an optional add-on; it's a fundamental necessity
for organizations operating in the civic space, especially within the highly dynamic political
environment of the Western Balkans. This region, marked by a tradition of authoritarian
regimes, the enduring impact of unresolved historical issues, and ongoing ideological
clashes extending from EU member states, presents unique challenges and opportunities
for civil society organizations (CSOs) like BCSDN.

From a political perspective, in an environment where democratic institutions often
falter and state capture is prevalent, CSOs serve as critical countervailing forces.
However, their legitimacy and impact are frequently undermined by smear campaigns,
"foreign agent" narratives, and legislative initiatives aimed at curtailing dissent. A strong
communication strategy allows BCSDN to proactively counter disinformation, reframe
narratives, and assert the indispensable role of civil society in fostering accountability,
transparency, and democratic values. It enables strategic engagement with political elites,
promoting a clear and consistent message on the importance of civic space as a
cornerstone of genuine EU integration and democratic resilience. It also provides a
framework for rapid response to political pressures and crises, ensuring that violations
of civic freedoms are not only monitored but also effectively publicized and
challenged. Effective communication is, therefore, the backbone of advocacy,
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allowing BCSDN to translate its evidence and policy positions into political will and
action.

From an Organizational Perspective: For a network like BCSDN, with members across
diverse countries (North Macedonia, Slovenia, Albania, Serbia, Kosovo, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Turkiye), a unified communication strategy is vital for
coherence, coordination, and shared advocacy. It fosters internal alignment on
messaging and priorities, strengthening collective action and amplifying the
network's overall voice. A clear strategy enhances an organization's visibility and
credibility, attracting partners, donors, and top talent. It systematizes the dissemination of
crucial research and advocacy outputs, ensuring they reach intended audiences and
generate tangible impact. It also enables continuous learning and adaptation, refining
communication approaches based on audience feedback and evolving political
landscapes, thereby making the organization/network more resilient and effective. This
internal coherence and external credibility are prerequisites for impactful
advocacy, enabling the network to speak with "one voice" on critical issues.

From a Practical Perspective: On a day-to-day level, a communication strategy
provides practical guidelines for crafting messages, selecting channels, and engaging
with stakeholders. It addresses key challenges identified by BCSDN members, such as
the use of abstract language and low penetration in mainstream media. By adopting a
"360-degree approach" that includes tailored messaging for different audiences, utilizing
local language, visuals, and examples, and actively leveraging various media platforms
(digital, social, mainstream), the strategy ensures that BCSDN’s valuable work translates
into relatable and actionable information for the public. It facilitates the transformation of
complex research (like the Monitoring Matrix) into compelling stories that resonate
beyond expert circles, mobilizing broader public support and engagement for civic
causes. This practical guidance directly informs more effective advocacy
campaigns, ensuring that policy recommendations are understood and accepted
by both decision-makers and the specific and broader public.

2. Context of Civic Space and Operations in the Western Balkans and Turkiye

The civic space in the Western Balkans and Turkiye operates within a complex and often
deteriorating environment, shaped by a blend of political polarization, democratic
backsliding, and the fluctuating influence of the EU integration process, with negative
trends in the past decades.

Political and Civic Environment Overview:

« Democratic Decline and Authoritarian Tendencies: The region has
experienced an overall trend of democratic decline. Countries like Serbia and
Bosnia and Herzegovina (particularly Republika Srpska) show significant
regression, with legislative initiatives aimed at stigmatizing CSOs and curbing
dissent. Examples include the reintroduction of criminal defamation penalties and
the adoption of "foreign agent" laws. Tilirkiye also exhibits low performance across
democratic categories (Rights, Rule of Law, Participation), with significant declines
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over the past decade. A weakening of the rule of law, political polarization, and
limited democratic accountability of public institutions characterizes this trend.
This environment necessitates strategic advocacy to expose and counter
restrictive measures, defending the space for critical voices.

o Shrinking Civic Space: Fundamental freedoms of association, assembly, and
expression are under increasing pressure. State interference in CSOs' internal
affairs is rising, and critical voices often face intimidation and judicial prosecution
(e.g., SLAPPs). Public trust in civil society is often low due to pro-government
media portraying CSOs as "traitors" or carrying out "foreign agendas." Advocacy
here must not only defend existing freedoms but also proactively advocate
for positive legislative changes and public recognition of civil society's
legitimate role.

« Media Freedom Challenges: Media freedom is significantly constrained, with
pro-government media acting as an extended arm of political powers, engaging in
sensational and selective reporting. Independent journalists are subjected to
credibility attacks, and there's a rise in mis- and disinformation, fostering anti-EU
sentiments. Advocacy efforts must include strategic partnerships with
independent media and concerted campaigns to counter disinformation,
ensuring evidence-based narratives reach the public.

« Low Civic Engagement: Persistent socio-political status quo, fears triggered by
regional and global events (like the war in Ukraine), and general disillusionment
contribute to insufficient readiness of citizens to engage in public issues. Brain
drain further exacerbates the challenge of finding and retaining engaged citizens.
Advocacy needs to inspire and mobilize, translating complex issues into
relatable calls for action that encourage broader civic participation.

« Donor Shifts and Financial Viability: CSOs face continuous financial viability
and sustainability challenges due to limited public funding, non-transparent
procedures, and unfavorable tax treatment. The withdrawal of major donors, such
as USAID, has left a significant void, impacting skilled professionals and forcing
CSOs to seek new funding models. Advocacy towards donors and
governments is crucial for securing transparent and accessible funding,
thereby ensuring the long-term sustainability of civil society work.

EU Integration Process and its Dependability:

The EU integration process remains a strategic objective for all Western Balkan countries
(Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia),
with varying statuses in accession negotiations. However, the process has been slow,
often marred by political blockages, unresolved regional issues, and a lack of effective
repercussions against democratic backsliding. This has caused a decline in credibility and
trust among all stakeholders, including political elites, institutions, civil society, and the
EU itself. While the EU maintains its commitment and provides significant financial
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assistance, its transformational power has diminished. The success of EU integration is
heavily dependent on the political will within the region to undertake reforms and on the
EU's consistent application of conditionality, rather than geopolitical considerations
overshadowing democratic principles.

Advocacy Opportunities and Imperatives within the EU Integration Process:

The EU integration process, despite its flaws, remains a key lever for change. BCSDN's
advocacy must therefore strategically target:

EU Institutions: Directly lobby key departments (DG NEAR, EEAS), the
European Parliament, and Council working groups, using evidence from the
Monitoring Matrix to demonstrate the direct link between civic space erosion and
a lack of genuine reform. Advocate for explicit, enforceable benchmarks for civic
space within accession criteria.

Member States: Engage with EU member state governments and their
diplomatic missions in the region to encourage stronger political will and consistent
messaging on the importance of civil society.

Regional Governments: Advocate for genuine dialogue mechanisms between
governments and CSOs, ensuring civil society's meaningful participation in policy-
making processes related to EU reforms.

Public Opinion: Communicate that a strong and vibrant civic space is not just an
EU requirement, but a fundamental ingredient for a prosperous and democratic
society, benefiting all citizens. This is where communication becomes
advocacy, turning data into compelling arguments that influence policy and
public perception.

Specific Data from Democracy Indexes (lllustrative, as exact latest data requires
specific report access):

Freedom House: Many countries in the region are categorized as "hybrid
regimes," positioned between democracy and autocracy, with notable declines in
freedom in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. These findings are crucial
advocacy points to highlight the urgency of interventions.

International IDEA: Turkey exhibits low performance in Rights, Rule of Law, and
Participation, with significant declines over the past decade. Serbia has
experienced the most significant deterioration in democratic performance scores
in the Western Balkans over the past decade, particularly in the areas of Freedom
of Association and Assembly, as well as Civil Society. Kosovo is occasionally an
exception in certain areas, such as judicial compliance and free and fair elections.
BCSDN leverages these reputable indices to bolster its evidence-based
advocacy and present a compelling case to international actors.

V-Dem Institute: Indicates declining levels of freedom of expression and
alternative sources of information across the WB6, with a particularly strong
decline in media freedom in Serbia over the past two decades. This data forms
the basis for targeted advocacy campaigns on media freedom and the fight
against disinformation.
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This challenging context necessitates a communication strategy that is not only proactive
and adaptive but also deeply rooted in evidence and committed to translating complex
realities into accessible and actionable information for diverse audiences, ultimately
strengthening BCSDN's advocacy impact.

3. BCSDN's Strategic Directions, Challenges, and Communication Objectives

BCSDN's strategic direction, particularly as outlined in its 2024-2027 Strategy, directly
addresses the pressing issues in the region. The network focuses on:

Protecting and expanding civic space is the core mission, which involves
advocating against restrictive legislation and safeguarding fundamental freedoms.
Securing more favorable donor practices for civil society development:
Recognizing the impact of donor shifts and the need for sustainable funding
models.

Strengthening BCSDN mutual learning, coordination, and collaboration:
Enhancing the collective impact and solidarity of its diverse member organizations.
Resisting increasingly authoritarian tendencies: Directly confronting the
political backsliding in the region.

Pushing to revive a withdrawn EU to restore a credible enlargement
process: Advocating for the EU to prioritize democratic conditionality over
geopolitical interests.

Key Challenges Faced by BCSDN and Network Members (Comms & Advocacy
Perspective):

1.

Abstract Language (Comms & Advocacy): The language used for
communicating outputs is often very abstract, especially in local languages,
making it difficult for the general public and even some stakeholders to grasp the
relevance and impact of BCSDN's work. This directly hampers public advocacy
and mobilization.

Low Penetration in Mainstream Media (Comms & Advocacy): BCSDN and its
members struggle to gain significant traction in mainstream media, which are often
controlled or influenced by governments. This limits reach for public advocacy and
allows negative narratives about civil society to proliferate unchallenged.

Donor Shifts and USAID Withdrawal (Advocacy & Comms): The uncertainty
and void left by donor shifts, particularly USAID's withdrawal, impact operational
capacity and force a redirection of communication efforts towards new funding
streams (e.g., highlighting EU's efforts to fill the void). This requires advocacy for
more flexible and sustainable funding models.

Countering Disinformation and Smear Campaigns (Advocacy & Comms):
CSOs are frequently portrayed negatively, requiring constant defensive



NS

7=\

Balkan Civil Society
Development Network

communication rather than proactive narrative building. This directly undermines
their legitimacy for advocacy.

Matching Challenges with BCSDN Objectives and Communication Fulfillment for
Advocacy:

BCSDN

Objective/Challenge How Comms Can Fulfill/Address (Advocacy Focus)

What should we do differently? Shift from purely
academic/technical language to solution-oriented,
human-interest narratives that resonate with
policymakers and citizens. Highlight the real-world
impact of civic space restrictions on citizens' daily lives,

Protecting and forming the basis for compelling advocacy cases. Use
Expanding Civic powerful visuals and storytelling to illustrate issues like
Space SLAPPs or "foreign agent" laws, making them tangible

advocacy points. Proactively communicate the benefits
of civic freedoms, positioning them as essential
European values that must be upheld and advocated
for relentlessly to national governments and EU
institutions.

What should we do differently? Develop tailored
communication for donors, emphasizing measurable
impact (results vs. impacts) and clear accountability.
Showcase success stories that align with donor
Securing Favorable priorities (e.g., rule of law, anti-corruption), building a
Donor Practices strong advocacy case for sustained and flexible
funding. Publicly acknowledge EU efforts to support
civil society, while also constructively advocating for
better funding mechanisms and consistent application
of democratic conditionality.

What should we do differently? Create dedicated
platforms for members to share communication best
practices for advocacy campaigns. Develop joint

Strengthening Mutual communication campaigns on common regional issues,
Learning & facilitating collective advocacy efforts. Promote
Collaboration cross-country learning on effective media engagement

for advocacy purposes. Highlight the strength and
diversity of the network itself as a key asset for broad-
based advocacy.
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BCSDN
Objective/Challenge

How Comms Can Fulfill/Address (Advocacy Focus)

Resisting
Authoritarian
Tendencies

What should we do differently? Adopt a proactive,
rather than reactive, messaging strategy for
advocacy. Develop campaign materials that directly
counter disinformation and false narratives about CSOs
(e.g., "we're not foreign agents" vs. "here's how we
improve your community"), thus defending civil
society's legitimacy to advocate. Use humor,
comparisons, and analogies to make complex issues
relatable and engaging for the general public,
encouraging them to support advocacy initiatives.

Reviving Credible EU
Enlargement

What should we do differently? Develop targeted
communication for EU institutions and policymakers,
using evidence-based advocacy (e.g., Monitoring Matrix
findings) to highlight the critical link between civic space
protection and credible EU accession. Advocate for
clear benchmarks on civic space within the
enlargement process and monitor their
implementation. Showcase how a vibrant civil society is
a prerequisite for successful reforms and democratic
stability, making it a compelling argument for EU
engagement.

Challenge: Abstract
Language

What should we do differently? Simplify messaging
for all audiences. Translate technical reports into policy
briefs, infographics, and short videos tailored for
policymakers and public alike. Use plain language and
avoid jargon. Implement a "local lens" — adapt language,
visuals, and examples to resonate with local contexts,
making advocacy messages more accessible and
impactful locally.

Challenge: Low
Penetration in
Mainstream Media

What should we do differently? Develop a
comprehensive media engagement strategy beyond
just press releases. This includes building strong
relationships with independent journalists, offering
expert commentary, pitching human-interest stories
linked to advocacy goals, and exploring paid media
opportunities (radio, local news, social media ads)
where trust is strongest. Leverage local influencers.
Focus on "glocal" storytelling — regional data presented
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BCSDN
Objective/Challenge

How Comms Can Fulfill/Address (Advocacy Focus)

through local examples — to generate broader media
interest in BCSDN's advocacy efforts.

Challenge: Donor Emphasize the long-term commitment to civic space
Shifts / USAID regardless of specific donor changes. Communicate the
Withdrawal value proposition to new and existing donors,

What should we do differently? Highlight BCSDN's
resilience and adaptability. Showcase the diverse
funding sources and sustainability efforts of the network.

demonstrating how BCSDN's work aligns with broader
development goals in the region and how investment
in civil society is an investment in democracy.

Who should be our target audience, aside from the general one?

Beyond the general public in the Western Balkans and the EU, our specific target
audiences are crucial for advocacy:

EU Institutions and Policymakers: The European Commission (DG NEAR),
the European Parliament (especially relevant committees such as AFET and
LIBE), the European External Action Service (EEAS), the Council of Europe, and
the Venice Commission. These are primary targets for direct policy advocacy.
National Governments: Relevant ministries (Justice, Interior, European
Integration), parliamentary committees, local authorities in the Western Balkans,
and Turkiye. Direct advocacy targets for national-level policy change.

Donor Community: Existing and potential international donors (foundations,
bilateral agencies), including those focused on democracy, human rights, and
regional development. Advocacy for funding priorities and models.
Diplomatic Missions: Embassies and international organizations present in the
Western Balkans. Key allies and channels for advocating to their respective
capitals.

Academic and Research Community: Think tanks, universities, and
researchers focused on democracy, civil society, and the Western Balkans.
Partners in developing and validating advocacy arguments.

Independent Media Outlets and Journalists: Both regional and international,
with a focus on investigative journalism and human rights reporting. Crucial for
amplifying advocacy messages to the public and holding power
accountable.

Grassroots Activists and Local CSOs: Especially those not directly part of the
BCSDN network, but who could benefit from or contribute to its work. Key for
bottom-up advocacy and public mobilization.

10
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Youth: As a demographic vital for future civic engagement and democratic
change. Future advocates and beneficiaries of civic space.

What are our weakest and our strongest sides from a comms perspective?

Weakest Sides (also impacting Advocacy):

Abstract Messaging and Jargon: As identified, the use of technical and
abstract language hinders broad understanding, making advocacy less accessible
to the public.

Limited Mainstream Media Penetration: Difficulty in breaking through state-
controlled or biased media landscapes directly limits public exposure for advocacy
campaigns.

Reactive vs. Proactive Communication: Often responding to negative
narratives rather than consistently shaping positive ones, putting advocacy on the
defensive.

Underutilization of Human-Interest Stories: Missing opportunities to connect
complex issues to relatable individual experiences, which are powerful for public
and policy advocacy.

Inconsistent Dissemination Strategy: Outputs, such as the Monitoring Matrix,
are valuable but may not be consistently promoted or repackaged for diverse
audiences, thereby limiting their advocacy reach.

Strongest Sides (foundations for Advocacy):

Evidence-Based Advocacy: The BCSDN produces high-quality, empirical data
and analysis (e.g., Monitoring Matrix, policy briefs), providing a strong and credible
foundation for its advocacy arguments.

Network Strength and Expertise: A vast network of members across the region
provides diverse perspectives, local insights, and a strong on-the-ground
presence, which is crucial for both broad-based and localized advocacy.
Credibility and Trust (among key stakeholders): Recognized by EU
institutions and some international partners as a reliable source of information on
civic space, which enhances the weight of BCSDN's advocacy.

Commitment to Key Issues: Dedicated focus on critical themes like civic space,
rule of law, and EU integration, allowing for specialized and focused advocacy.
Existing Communication Channels: Established platforms, including the
website, email alerts (EMA), and social media presence, albeit with room for
improvement, provide existing channels to disseminate advocacy messages.

4. BCSDN Results vs. Impacts: A Critical View on Dissemination for Advocacy

BCSDN produces a wealth of valuable outputs, but there's a clear need to critically
evaluate their dissemination to maximize both immediate results (reach and engagement)
and long-term impacts (policy change, strengthened civic space, and public awareness).
The current challenge of abstract language directly affects how these outputs are
consumed and understood, significantly impeding their advocacy potential.

11
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Key Outputs and Critical Dissemination View for Advocacy:

e Monitoring Matrix Reports:

o

Result: Provides comprehensive, evidence-based data on civic space.
Regularly updated reports are published.

Impact Potential for Advocacy: Critical for informing policy-makers,
researchers, and civil society actors on the state of civic freedoms. It can
be a powerful tool for evidence-based advocacy, providing concrete data
to underpin calls for policy change.

Dissemination Critique: While valuable for specialists, the format can be
dense and highly technical, making it less accessible for quick policy
briefings or public campaigning.

e Need for Inprovement:

o Repackaging for Advocacy: Transform key findings into digestible

advocacy formats, including brief policy recommendations, infographics for
policymakers, short animated videos explaining key trends, opinion pieces
for wider media, and social media carousels with compelling statistics and
calls for action.

Targeted Advocacy Outreach: Proactive dissemination to specific EU
policymakers (e.g., DG NEAR, MEPs' offices), national government
officials, and media contacts. Accompany reports with a clear "ask" or policy
recommendation.

"Glocal" Storytelling for Advocacy: Extract country-specific highlights
and translate them into local languages, emphasizing their relevance to
local communities and empowering national members to engage in
localized advocacy.

e« MEL Framework (with focus on indicators):

o

Result: Internally provides a structured approach for measuring advocacy
outcomes and organizational effectiveness.

Impact Potential for Advocacy: Enhances accountability, demonstrates
tangible contributions, and informs strategic adjustments, strengthening the
credibility of BCSDN's advocacy claims.

Dissemination Critique: Primarily an internal document; its indicators
and findings aren't widely communicated externally, which is a missed
opportunity to showcase impact for advocacy and fundraising.

Need for Improvement:

= Transparency for Advocacy: Publicly share high-level MEL
outcomes and key indicators (e.g., "Advocacy Monitoring Tool"
results) in an accessible format, demonstrating BCSDN's
commitment to accountability and impact for donors and partners.

12
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= Impact Stories for Advocacy: Use MEL data to craft compelling
"impact stories" that showcase how BCSDN's advocacy has led to
concrete policy changes orimprovements in civic space, turning data
into powerful narratives for influence.

« EmA (E-mail Alerts):

o Result: Effective bi-weekly dissemination service with a significant
subscriber base (1500+).

o Impact Potential for Advocacy: Keeps stakeholders informed, promotes
collaboration, and serves as a rapid alert mechanism for emerging threats
to civic space, enabling timely advocacy responses.

o Dissemination Critique: While useful for existing subscribers, it might not
actively expand reach to new, non-traditional audiences. The format might
still be text-heavy for some.

o Need for Improvement:

= Enhanced Content for Advocacy: Include more visual elements,
direct links to short-form content (such as videos and infographics)
that support advocacy messages, and clear calls to action (e.g.,
"Write to your MEP" or "Share this info").

=  Growth Strategy for Advocacy Reach: Implement strategies to
expand the subscriber base beyond traditional civil society circles to
include policymakers and media.

= Targeted Alerts: Consider segmenting alerts for specific
audiences (e.g., "Policy Alert for EU Institutions,"” "Media Brief
on Civic Space Threats") to make advocacy communication
more precise.

o Briefs (Policy Briefs, etc.):

Result: Concise analyses on critical topics.
Impact Potential for Advocacy: Direct influence on policy debates by
offering clear, evidence-based recommendations.

o Dissemination Critique: May still use somewhat academic language,
limiting broader appeal. Distribution might be limited to expert networks.

o Need for Improvement:

= Executive Summaries for Advocacy: Always include concise,
actionable executive summaries with clear policy recommendations
and "asks" at the beginning, designed for quick consumption by busy
policymakers.

= Accessibility for Advocacy: Design for easy readability with
strong headlines, visuals, and clear calls to action.

13
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= Strategic Pitches: Actively pitch briefs to relevant journalists and
policymakers with personalized messages highlighting the
advocacy implications.

« Events (Hackathons, Webinars, Forums):

Result: Foster engagement, capacity building, and networking.

Impact Potential for Advocacy: Direct interaction with stakeholders,
generating media attention, and facilitating knowledge exchange are crucial
for shaping advocacy agendas and building coalitions.

o Dissemination Critique: Promotion may not always reach beyond
established networks; post-event dissemination of outcomes can be more
effective in reaching a broader audience.

o Need for Improvement:

= Diverse Promotion for Advocacy: Utilize social media, partner
networks, and targeted advertising to reach broader and more
diverse audiences, including policymakers and the media.

= Pre- and Post-Event Comms for Advocacy: Develop
communication plans for each event, including teaser content to
attract specific advocacy targets, live updates on key discussions,
and post-event summaries (video highlights, key takeaways, media
coverage) that emphasize policy recommendations and
advocacy outcomes.

« Public Releases, Reactions:

Result: Timely responses to critical developments and public statements.
Impact Potential for Advocacy: Shape public discourse, hold actors
accountable, demonstrate leadership, and contribute to rapid advocacy
responses in times of crisis.

o Dissemination Critique: May not consistently achieve high mainstream
media pickup, particularly in controlled media environments.

o Need for Improvement:

= Media Outreach for Advocacy: Develop strong relationships with
independent journalists and relevant media outlets to ensure pickup
and maximize the advocacy impact of urgent statements.

= Visual Elements: Accompany releases with strong visuals (photos,
quote cards, short videos) to make advocacy messages more
shareable.

= Local Language Emphasis: Ensure clear and impactful
translations in local languages to maximize resonance with
domestic audiences and policymakers.

= Consistent Messaging: Reinforce key messages consistently
across all platforms to ensure a unified advocacy voice.

14
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Road Map of Promotion for Key Outputs:

1. Monitoring Matrix:

Phase 1 (Preparation): Develop a communications toolkit for each report,
explicitly designed for advocacy: Executive Summary (1-pager with key
policy asks), infographic of key findings, social media cards with compelling
stats/quotes, short explainer video, and a concise "Advocacy Brief"
outlining specific recommendations derived from the data.

o

o Phase

o

2 (Launch):

Website/Hub: Placement on BCSDN homepage and Hub,
dedicated news article highlighting advocacy opportunities.

EmA: Feature as lead story with direct links to summary, full report,
and the advocacy brief.

Social Media: Multi-post campaign over a week (Facebook,
LinkedIn, Instagram) using infographics, videos, and clear calls to
action for public support or specific policy asks. Tailor content for
each platform.

Media Outreach: Targeted press release to independent media
and international correspondents. Follow up with personalized
pitches emphasizing the policy relevance and advocacy angles.
Direct Advocacy Outreach: Emailing EU officials, relevant
parliamentary committees, and diplomatic missions, attaching a
specific advocacy brief, and offering expert briefings.

Phase 3 (Sustained Engagement):

Reference findings in all advocacy efforts, policy briefs, and public
statements.

Organize webinars and briefings specifically for EU officials and
national stakeholders, presenting key findings and advocacy
recommendations.

Develop country-specific spotlights from the data for localized
advocacy campaigns.

2. MEL Framework (Results & Key Indicators):

Phase 1 (Preparation): Identify 3-5 key impact indicators to communicate
externally. Develop a simple, visually appealing "Impact Report" (e.g., an
annual infographic or a short web page section) that highlights these
indicators and corresponding success stories, specifically demonstrating
how advocacy leads to tangible change.

Phase 2 (Launch):

o

o

Website: Create a dedicated "Our Impact" section to showcase
high-level MEL results and advocacy achievements.

Donor Communications: Proactively share impact reports with
current and prospective donors, making a compelling case for
continued funding in support of advocacy.

15
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3. EmA:

= Social Media: Share impact stories and key metrics to
demonstrate tangible results and motivate public support for
BCSDN's advocacy.

Phase 1 (Review & Refine): Analyze subscriber engagement.
Experiment with different content formats (more visuals, shorter
paragraphs, bullet points) that are conducive to quick advocacy alerts.
Phase 2 (Content Enhancement):
= Regularly include links to newly produced short-form content (videos,
infographics) that support advocacy campaigns.
= Feature compelling "stories from the field" from network members,
highlighting local advocacy successes or challenges.
= Add a prominent "subscribe" button across all BCSDN platforms.

Phase 3 (Growth Strategy):
= Run targeted social media campaigns to encourage subscriptions
from policymakers, journalists, and engaged citizens.

= Collaborate with partners to cross-promote EmA.

= Include a strong call to action in every BCSDN communication that
leads to EmA subscription, positioning it as a tool for staying
informed and participating in advocacy.

Box Approach: Can you suggest directions?

The "box approach™ can be interpreted as creating self-contained, easily digestible
communication packages or "toolkits" that can be used and adapted by different actors
for advocacy purposes.

Directions for a Box Approach with Advocacy Focus:

1. Policy Advocacy Boxes: For each key policy issue (e.g., "foreign agent laws,"
"SLAPPs," "EU conditionality on civic space"), create an "advocacy box"
containing:

o

A one-page policy brief with specific recommendations and a clear
llask.ll
Key data points (infographic for quick understanding).

Short explainer video framing the issue from an advocacy perspective.
Sample social media posts and visuals, including calls to action for public
advocacy.

Key messages for media interviews, emphasizing the advocacy angle and
BCSDN's position.

Link to the full report/brief.

This empowers network members, partners, and even journalists to quickly
grasp and advocate effectively on complex issues.

16



<,

=N\

Balkan Civil Society
Development Network

2. Impact Story Boxes for Advocacy: For each successful intervention or project,
create an "impact story box" that highlights its advocacy dimension:

o

A compelling narrative of the problem, BCSDN's advocacy intervention, and
the positive change achieved.

High-resolution photos and videos of beneficiaries or activities that illustrate
the human impact of the advocacy.

Key statistics showing the impact, framed to support future advocacy or
fundraising efforts.

Quotes from beneficiaries, partners, or policymakers acknowledging the
role of advocacy in the change.

This provides ready-to-use content for donor reports, presentations, and
general public awareness campaigns that demonstrate advocacy
effectiveness.

3. Civic Space Explainer Boxes for Public Advocacy: For broader public
education on concepts like "civic space," "freedom of assembly," "human rights,"
create simplified "boxes" that directly encourage public advocacy:

o

o

Define terms in plain language.

Explain their relevance to daily life (e.g., "Why does civic space matter to
you?" "How does shrinking civic space affect your rights?").

Provide local examples of how these rights are protected or violated,
enabling citizens to identify with the issues.

Offer clear calls to action for citizens to engage in advocacy (e.g., "how
to report a violation," "how to participate in public consultations," "contact
your local representative").

These can be promoted through local media, community events, and
educational campaigns to mobilize grassroots advocacy.

5. Social Media Communication Strategy for Advocacy

BCSDN's presence on Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn provides a foundational
platform for engagement; however, a critical analysis reveals opportunities for a more
impactful and strategic approach to overcome challenges, such as the use of abstract
language and low penetration, particularly for advocacy purposes.

Critical Analysis and Observations on Current Communication (From an Advocacy
Perspective):

Based on the general challenges, it can be inferred that BCSDN's social media
communication might:

o Lack of Relatability for Advocacy: Content may often be too formal or abstract,
using language that resonates more with experts than with the broader public or
even engaged citizens, thereby limiting their willingness to engage in advocacy
actions.
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Be Output-Focused, Not Impact-Focused: Posts might primarily announce
reports or events, without sufficiently highlighting the real-world impact or "why it
matters," which is crucial for building a compelling advocacy narrative.

Struggle with Narrative Control: While reacting to negative narratives (e.g.,
"foreign agents"), BCSDN may not consistently lead with a strong, positive,
hope-based, and proactive narrative about the value of civil society, which is
essential for building public legitimacy for advocacy.

Underutilize Visual Storytelling: Given the complexity of the issues, there
might be insufficient use of compelling visuals, infographics, and short videos to
break down information into easily digestible advocacy points.

Inconsistent Engagement with Broader Audiences: Engagement may be
limited to existing followers, without effectively reaching new segments, particularly
youth and those outside civil society circles, which are crucial for broad public
advocacy.

Dedicated Social Media Communication Strategy:

The social media strategy should align with the overall communication objectives:
countering negative narratives, making information relatable, and increasing reach and
impact, all in service of strengthened advocacy.

Core Principles for Social Media Advocacy:

Audience-Centricity: Tailor content to the specific demographics and interests
of each platform's audience, considering what motivates them to engage in
advocacy.

Storytelling for Action: Shift from data dumps to compelling narratives that
showcase impact and clearly articulate the "call to action" for advocacy.

Visual First: Prioritize engaging visuals, infographics, and short videos that
effectively and concisely convey advocacy messages.

Action-Oriented: Include clear calls to action (e.g., "visit website to read our
policy brief," "sign our petition," "share this post to raise awareness").
Localization: Adapt messages and examples to specific country contexts and
languages to maximize local engagement and advocacy potential.

Proactive Narrative Building: Consistently highlight the positive role and impact
of civil society, building trust and legitimacy for BCSDN's advocacy.

Strategy by Platform:

1.

Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/balkancsd.net):
o Focus: Community building, public awareness, sharing news and analysis
in an accessible format, driving public engagement for advocacy.
o Content:
= Translated Summaries with Clear Asks: Post easy-to-understand
summaries of reports and briefs in local languages, accompanied by
eye-catching visuals and direct questions to stimulate discussion or
calls to action.
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o

Impact Stories with Advocacy Angle: Share success stories from
network members, featuring photos and quotes from beneficiaries,
explicitly linking how BCSDN's advocacy led to positive change.
Event Promotion & Live Streams: Promote upcoming events
(webinars, public debates) relevant to advocacy, and consider live
streaming key sessions or Q&As to encourage audience
participation.

News & Reactions: Share timely reactions to current events
affecting civic space, framed in a way that resonates with the general
public and highlights specific advocacy points.

Short Videos: Explainer videos on key concepts (e.g., "What is
civic space and why does it matter to you?"), testimonials, and
animated clips summarizing policy recommendations.

Engagement: Encourage comments, shares, and discussions to foster a
vibrant community. Actively respond to comments. Run targeted ad
campaigns to reach new audiences interested in democracy, human rights,
and the Western Balkans, driving them to advocacy content.

2. Instagram (https://www.instagram.com/bcsdn /):

o

o

@)

Focus: Visual storytelling, humanizing BCSDN's work, reaching younger
audiences, and driving visual advocacy.
Content:

Infographics & Data Visualization: Visually appealing summaries
of Monitoring Matrix findings, transformed into shareable advocacy
messages.

Photo Essays & Behind-the-Scenes: Show the human face of
civil society and the work involved in advocacy.

Reels/Short Videos: Quick explainers on advocacy issues, "day in
the life" of a civil society activist, highlights from events, snippets of
interviews, all aimed at a younger, action-oriented audience.
Quotes & Key Messages: Visually appealing quote cards from
reports or statements, focusing on strong advocacy statements.
Stories: Interactive polls ("Do you think civic space is shrinking?"),
Q&As, event countdowns, and "swipe up" links to advocacy actions.

Engagement: Use relevant hashtags (both local and international, e.g.,
#CivicSpace, #Balkans, #EUforDemocracy). Collaborate with local
influencers and youth organizations to amplify advocacy messages and
reach a broader audience. Encourage user-generated content (e.g., "Show
us how you engage in your community").

3. Linkedin (https://www.linkedin.com/company/balkan-civil-society-
development-network-bcsdn-/?viewAsMember=true):
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o Focus: Professional networking, advocacy, thought leadership, and
engaging with institutional and donor audiences.
o Content:
= Policy Briefs & Reports with Advocacy Highlights: Share full
reports and briefs that include concise professional summaries,
explicitly detailing key policy recommendations and advocacy
requests.
= Strategic Analysis: Post longer-form articles or insights on policy
developments, donor landscape, and EU integration, framed as calls
to action for policymakers or expert discussions.
= Event Recaps with Advocacy Outcomes: Professional
summaries and key takeaways from conferences, webinars, and
high-level meetings, with a focus on policy discussions and advocacy
commitments.
= Organizational News: Announce partnerships, new projects, and
team achievements, linking them to broader advocacy goals.
= Calls for Consultation/Expert Input: Directly engage relevant
professionals on advocacy issues.

o Engagement: Participate in relevant groups, connect with policymakers,
academics, and donor representatives to foster meaningful relationships.
Share insights from network members that contribute to the collective
advocacy agenda.

Overarching Social Media Tactics for Advocacy:

Content Calendar with Advocacy Focus: Develop a consistent content
calendar across all platforms, ensuring a mix of proactive, reactive, and evergreen
content, with clear advocacy objectives for each post.

Multilingual Content for Advocacy: Prioritize key content in local languages
(e.g., Albanian, Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian, Macedonian, Montenegrin, Turkish) in
addition to English, especially for Facebook and Instagram to maximize local
penetration and localized advocacy efforts.

Paid Promotion for Reach: Allocate a budget for targeted social media
advertising to boost reach for critical advocacy messages, events, and reports,
ensuring specific policymakers or targeted public segments see them.

Media Monitoring and Rapid Response: Actively monitor social media for
mentions of BCSDN, civic space, and related issues to inform rapid responses and
identify emerging narratives, enabling timely advocacy interventions.

Influencer Engagement for Amplification: Identify and collaborate with trusted

local influencers (journalists, academics, community leaders, activists) who can
amplify BCSDN's advocacy messages to new audiences.
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Partnership Ampilification: Develop a strong system for network members to
share and cross-promote each other's content, maximizing collective reach and

reinforcing unified advocacy messages.

By implementing these strategies, BCSDN can transform its communication from
a challenge to its strongest asset, ensuring its vital work resonates across the
Western Balkans and beyond, effectively "Navigating the Storm™ and charting a
course for lasting positive change through empowered and impactful advocacy.
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6. Internal Communications

Our goal is to maintain a vibrant, well-informed network where every team member

and partner organization is inspired and aligned with BCSDN's overarching mission.
Everyone should feel connected to our shared mission and empowered to make a
meaningful impact through joint advocacy efforts. To make onboarding seamless and
energizing, there is a need for a clear and inspiring "blueprint” that helps new team
members quickly grasp the strategic landscape for making meaningful
contributions.

Why it's Crucial (Revisiting Challenges):

Network Coherence: With members across North Macedonia, Albania, Serbia,
Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Turkiye, a unified
communication strategy is vital for coherence, coordination, and shared advocacy.
Without strong internal comms, "one voice" becomes difficult.

Abstract Language: If even experienced PR professionals find it hard to grasp
internal strategic directions, new employees will face a significant hurdle,
perpetuating the challenge of abstract language.

Knowledge Transfer & Onboarding: The lack of a clear blueprint or
systematized knowledge transfer means that new hires, regardless of their
external experience, will struggle to quickly understand BCSDN's specific strategic
directions, past advocacy successes, and internal processes.

Avoiding Silos: Effective internal communication prevents different units or
member organizations from operating in silos, ensuring that regional data
translates into local impact and vice versa.

Empowering Advocacy: For external advocacy to be strong, internal
understanding and buy-in are paramount. Everyone needs to understand the "why"
and "how" behind BCSDN's policy positions and operations.

Key Pillars & Strategies for Internal Communications:

1.

Strategic Onboarding "Blueprint” for New Employees:

o Comprehensive Welcome Pack: Develop a digital and/or physical
welcome pack that includes:

"BCSDN at a Glance™": A concise (1-2 page) overview of BCSDN's

mission, values, strategic directions (2024-2027 Strategy highlights),
and the primary advocacy goals.
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= "Our Advocacy Journey": A brief, engaging document or
infographic outlining key past advocacy successes, lessons learned,
and the process from research (e.g., Monitoring Matrix) to policy
impact.

= Glossary of Terms: A user-friendly glossary explaining common
CSO, EU, and BCSDN jargon.

= "Who's Who" Guide: An internal directory with photos, roles, and
key areas of expertise for core staff and primary contacts within
member organizations.

= "Comms Toolkit Quick Start": A mini-guide to BCSDN's
communication channels, where to find key documents, branding
guidelines, and how to contribute to communication efforts.

Dedicated Onboarding Sessions: Management (Executive director and
second-in-line) needs to mentor new hires during their first few weeks.

Access to Centralized Knowledge Hub: Ensure immediate and easy
access to a well-organized internal Google Drive or similar platform
containing all key strategic documents, research, and communication
materials.

2. Harmonized Messaging & Narrative Development:

"Key Messages & Talking Points" Repository: Create and regularly
update a centralized, easily accessible document with BCSDN's core
messages on civic space, EU integration, and anti-authoritarianism. This
should include common rebuttals to "foreign agent" narratives and be
available in relevant local languages.

Regular Internal Briefings/Webinars: Conduct monthly or quarterly
internal webinars to discuss strategic directions, new advocacy
opportunities, and share communication successes or challenges, ensuring
everyone is on the same page.

3. Enhanced Internal Collaboration & Knowledge Sharing Platforms:

o

"Lessons Learned" Exchange: Establish a mechanism for members to
regularly share their successes, failures, and best practices in
communication and advocacy. This could be a dedicated section on the
internal platform, a regular segment in an internal newsletter (Digest).

Joint Communication Planning Sessions: When launching major
reports (e.g., Monitoring Matrix) or campaigns, organize internal planning
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sessions with communication leads from member organizations to ensure
coordinated messaging and amplification.

4. Transparent Performance & Impact Communication:

o Internal MEL Updates: Regularly share high-level Monitoring, Evaluation,
and Learning (MEL) results internally, with a focus on advocacy outcomes
and collective impact. This reinforces the "results vs. impacts" perspective
and demonstrates the effectiveness of collective efforts.

o "Wins of the Week/Month™: A brief internal communication (e.g., via
email or internal platform) highlighting recent advocacy wins, successful
communication initiatives, or positive media mentions achieved by BCSDN
or its members. This builds morale and reinforces collective purpose.

By consciously building these internal communication structures, BCSDN can
ensure that its "Communication Compass" guides not just its external messaging
but also its internal strategic alignment, knowledge sharing, and overall
organizational resilience, making it a truly powerful advocacy engine in the
Western Balkans and the EU.
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