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Abstract 

This paper examines the government discourses around low fertility in North 
Macedonia (2009) and Serbia (2018; 2022), which have introduced some of the 
most generous (relative to income) pronatalist child benefit packages in modern 
European history. Contributing to the literature on the politics of ideas around de-
mographic processes and identity politics more broadly, we examine the transfor-
mation of low fertility into a policy problem through four discursive frames: (1) 
socioeconomic; (2) patriotic; (3) ethnic; (4) moral. Using the Frame Analysis meth-
od, we assess the construction of these frames through the techniques of “frame 
amplification,” “frame bridging,” “frame extension,” and “frame transformation”. 

We examine 58 pieces of pronatalist government discourse derived from par-
liamentary debates, government press conferences and TV campaigns around the 
introduction and (in the case of Serbia) expansion of the support packages. We find 
considerable evidence of socioeconomic and (especially) patriotic and moral fram-
ing of low fertility in both countries, but we only find evidence of ethnic framing 
in Serbia. We suggest that the presence of the socioeconomic, patriotic, and moral 
frames in both countries might be due to the confluence of demographic decline, 
contested nation-building, and conservative ideology of ruling parties and (a major-
ity of) citizens. We also argue that the dominance of the patriotic and moral frames 
in both countries suggests that their pronatalism is more rooted in identity politics 
than in demographic realities. Finally, we posit that the divergence on the ethnic 
frame might be attributable to differences in party competition and interethnic re-
lations.

Keywords: low fertility, pronatalism, politics of ideas, identity politics, frame 
analysis, North Macedonia, Serbia
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Introduction and Motivation
In recent decades, fertility rates have been falling dramatically across Europe, 

reaching levels well below the population replacement level of 2.1 children per 
woman. The rapid rate of population aging and decline has been accompanied by 
a growing embrace of pronatalism – “intentional government discourse and action 
directed at influencing the fertility rate of a given population upward” (Togman 
2019: 3). According to the World Population Prospects database1, 55 countries in 
the world (28%) declared themselves as pronatalist in 2019, up from 9% in 1976 
(United Nations 2021: 5); almost half of them (27) are in Europe. However, the 
correlation between fertility declines and pronatalist government responses should 
not be mistaken for a causal – let alone “natural” – relationship. 

First, this correlation, while strong, is far from perfect. As many as 16 European 
countries, some of which have been rejecting the very premise that governments 
should influence fertility in any direction (Gauthier 1996), do not declare them-
selves as pronatalist despite their sub-replacement fertility rates (United Nations 
2021). Moreover, even when governments do embrace pronatalism in their dis-
course and/or policy, this often occurs decades after the fertility rate has fallen be-
low replacement, and not necessarily when births are at their all-time-lowest level 
(Seeleib-Kaiser &Toivonen 2011), suggesting that pronatalism is hardly a direct 
response to unfavourable demographic trends.

We thus treat pronatalism as a(n) (at least partly) constructed entity. We posit 
that the contested nature of the societal and individual implications of low fertility, 
as well as their complexity and potential unfamiliarity to the public, might require 
pronatalist policymakers to perform a discursive legitimisation of pronatalism as 
a political orientation and policy strategy. Accepting this premise opens numerous 
questions and guides this study to two particular ones: (1) What concerns about low 
fertility are articulated by pronatalist policymakers? (2) How do pronatalist policy-
makers make use of discursive techniques to frame low fertility as a policy problem 
through the articulation of said concerns?

Discourse is commonly defined as “a set of subjective interpretations by lan-
guage users of situations or events” (van Dijk 2006: 121). When applied to policy, it 
is typically divided into a “coordinative discourse”, where policy actors coordinate 
with each other regarding an ongoing policy-making process, and a “communica-
tive discourse”, where political actors (who may or may not overlap with the policy 
1 The database is compiled based on a survey filled out by governments around the world, usually 
through their social affairs ministries, health ministries, and/or national statistical offices. Among 
other questions, governments are asked to describe the current fertility rate in their countries (as 
too low, satisfactory, or too high), as well as their own policy orientation towards it (raise, no in-
tervention, or lower). Other data points include national plans and strategies, programme reports, 
legislative documents, official statements, etc. 
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actors above) seek to communicate to the public the necessity and appropriateness 
of already -designed policies (Schmidt 2008: 7-8). This study is interested in the 
communicative discourse around pronatalism. Moreover, as pronatalism manifests 
itself primarily through the welfare state, this study also seeks to contribute to the 
ongoing shift in the comparative welfare state literature toward a growing recog-
nition of the importance of ideas and discourse (Bеland 2016). Family policy, in 
particular, is “a domain in which the politics of ideas and ideational change are 
particularly pronounced, as they relate to competing values about the social order 
of society, in terms of public and private responsibilities, gender roles, and the ap-
propriate way to raise children” (Fleckenstein &MohunHimmelweit 2023).

Pronatalist discourses might contain references to any of the numerous socio-
economic rationales for pronatalism documented in the demography literature. As 
summarised compellingly by Gietel-Basten (2023: 5), these include counteracting 
shrinking labour supply to facilitate economic growth (Lee et al. 2014); mitigating 
the challenges to health and welfare systems (Lee & Mason 2012), minimising the 
growing emergence of sparsely populated areas (OECD 2022); maintaining cultural 
diversity (Signes-Pont et al. 2022), and managing the provision of ecosystem ser-
vices (Bruno et al. 2021) and infrastructure services (Franklin et al. 2018), such as 
water (Hummel & Lux 2007) and transport (Canzler 2008).

However, the political science literature invites the assumption that pronatal-
ism might not be primarily framed in such palpable terms by its discursive propo-
nents. In fact, one of the most pervasive trends in the politics of developed countries 
over the past few decades has been the rise of “identity politics” (Fukuyama 2018). 
Broadly understood as a shift away from material concerns towards identity-based 
concerns, identity politics has been linked to major recent political developments, 
such as Donald Trump’s victory in the US presidential election (Sides et al. 2016) 
and the Brexit referendum (Pickup et al. 2021). Identity politics encapsulates the 
growing salience of the cultural (libertarian vs conservative) cleavage over the eco-
nomic (redistributionist vs neoliberal) cleavage on the two-dimensional ideological 
axis as a driver of voting decisions across contemporary Europe (e.g., Norris & 
Inglehart 2019). If this broader political trend extends to pronatalism, then one can 
expect pronatalist discourses to be dominated by appeals to conservative consider-
ations around an alleged national and cultural decline rather than by references to 
socioeconomic concerns around population aging.

This expectation is partly derived from Armitage (2021), who argues that 
“changes in the size, age structure, geographic distribution, or ethnic composition 
of populations are couched within the realm of demographic imaginaries”. In these 
imaginaries, which Armitage also links to the more established social-science con-
cepts of “social imaginaries” (Taylor 2002) and “imagined communities” (Ander-
son 1983), it is “[the] dominant political tropes [of the time], rather than purely 
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technical considerations around demographic data, [that] are central to the creation 
and construction of a population crisis”. Even in the demography literature, it is 
firmly recognised that the public (and especially government) discourse around de-
population “is very different from the scientific, neutral concept of population de-
cline, as the [very] term evokes the language of war, devastation, and destruction” 
(Gietel-Basten 2023: 5).

Case selection
In line with our understanding of pronatalism as a partly constructed entity, we 

sought to select countries that have been undergoing palpable demographic change 
and the types of political processes that one might expect to yield (some of) the four 
sets of concerns and associated constructions around low fertility proposed earlier. 

One particularly strong candidate for such case studies is Eastern Europe. Over 
the past three decades, this region has mostly been studied in the social and fam-
ily policy literature through the notion of “re-traditionalisation” (Hantrains 2004; 
Javornik 2016; Simic&Simic 2019). Re-traditionalisation refers to the perceived 
shift in societal norms since the collapse of socialism in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, which are (perhaps paradoxically) deemed to have moved in a more tradi-
tional direction in recent decades, partly due to the abandonment of atheism as a 
state doctrine and renewed embrace of religion in societies with high (pre-socialist) 
historical rates of religious belief (Krastev 2016; Grzymala-Busse 2017; Berman 
&Snegovaya 2020; Fomina&Kucharczuk 2016; Kornai 2015; Stanley 2019). In 
terms of social and family policy, re-traditionalisation has led to the familialistic 
dismantlement of some signature socialist legacies such as high female labour force 
participation and free public childcare (Shiffman et al. 2002; Ghodsee 2018), partly 
through an increasing reliance on long maternity leave, with serious negative impli-
cations for gender equality (Dobrotic et al. 2013). 

Demography has played an important role in this shift, although there is some 
contestation around whether pronatalism has constituted a driver or a by-product 
of re-traditionalization (Szalma 2021; Fedor 2022; Driyanska 2021; Varsa&Szikra 
2020). In any case, demographic change has been both considerable and particular-
ly rapid in this region, as low fertility rates have been compounded by high rates of 
emigration (Frejka&Gietel-Basten 2016; Sobotka 2017, all against the backdrop of 
a comprehensive socio-political transition from socialism and authoritarianism to 
market economy and democracy (Vanhuysse 2006; 2009; Orenstein 2009; Hanley 
2012).

Within this region, we thus sought to select countries: (1) which declare them-
selves as pronatalist; (2) which have introduced explicitly pronatalist policies that 
have emerged as prominent in the political discourse; (3) whose populations are 
declining and aging at a fast rate; (4) whose nation-building processes are highly 
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contested; (5) whose predominant societal norms are traditional; (6) whose prona-
talist discourse is relatively understudied. All six criteria are met by North Macedo-
nia and Serbia, with North Macedonia announcing its pronatalist financial support 
for parents in 2009 and discontinuing it in 2018, and Serbia introducing a similar 
and ongoing policy in 2018. What follows is an overview of pronatalist politics and 
policy in the two countries, which we end by outlining our rationale for conducting 
a comparative rather than a single-case study. 

Overview of pronatalism in North Macedonia and Serbia

Pronatalism in North Macedonia
Between 2006 and 2017, North Macedonia was governed by the conservative 

party VMRO-DPMNE (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation – Dem-
ocratic Party for Macedonian National Unity). In 2009, the VMRO-DPMNE-led 
government introduced its Third Child Policy, a monthly child benefit of about 
8500 Macedonian denar (EUR 140)2 for each third and fourth child born after the 
introduction of the policy on May 1,2009 (Gerovska-Mitev 2012; Jakimovska et 
al. 2016). This was the first (and to this day only) explicitly pronatalist policy in-
tervention in the history of the country. The Third Child Policy benefit was issued 
irrespective of household income from the birth of the child until the age of 10. At 
the time of the introduction of the policy and throughout its implementation, the 
national fertility rate hovered between 1.5 and 1.6 (Macedonian Statistics Agen-
cy 2022). North Macedonia is a net emigration country, having lost an estimated 
32% of its population to emigration since independence in 1991 (Petreski 2021: 
12), with limited gains in immigration. The natural population growth rate (fertility 
minus mortality) was still mildly positive between 2009 and 2018, but after taking 
migration into account, North Macedonia’s population was rapidly shrinking.

Politically, VMRO-DPMNE was the largest member of a coalition government 
in the country’s parliamentary system. Its junior coalition partner throughout the 
period of interest, the Democratic Union for Integration (DUI), represented the 
country’s ethnic Albanian minority (about 25% of the population). Ethnic relations 
were fragile, with a limited armed conflict having occurred between the national 
army and Albanian paramilitary units in 2001. Crucially, the Third Child Policy was 
initially proposed by VMRO-DPMNE only for municipalities with fertility levels 
below 2.1, which was perceived as a deliberate attempt to exclude Albanian-major-
ity municipalities. Only after the Constitutional Court deemed its original design 
to be unconstitutional was the policy expanded to the entire country. North Mace-

2 The generosity level was indexed for inflation and therefore changed over the duration of the 
policy.
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donia used to be part of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and became 
an independent country in 1991. During the period of interest, it was not a member 
of either NATO or the European Union but had expressed the desire to join both 
organisations. In addition to the lack of both a clear geopolitical course and a long 
tradition of statehood, North Macedonia’s nation-building process was additionally 
complicated by its (now-resolved) naming dispute with neighbouring Greece3.

The Third Child Policy occupied an important role in the official rhetoric of the 
VMRO-DPMNE-led government. The policy featured heavily in speeches, inter-
views, parliamentary debates, and the tailormade nine-episode, government-funded 
TV campaign “Family and Children Are Our Biggest Treasure” aired in 2009. The 
Third Child Policy, as well as the broader pronatalist orientation of the government, 
were most commonly associated with Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski and the ul-
tra-conservative Member of Parliament Vlatko Gjorchev. 

Pronatalism in Serbia
Since 2012, Serbia has been governed by the conservative party SNS (Srpska 

NaprednaStranka), first as a junior coalition member and then as a senior coalition 
member since 2014. Like North Macedonia, Serbia used to be part of socialist Yu-
goslavia and did not become completely independent until 2006 (Gordy 2013). It 
has a parliamentary political system where the president has a largely ceremonial 
role. Yet, President Aleksandar Vucic, who has been in office since 2017 after pre-
viously serving as Prime Minister, is widely perceived as the most powerful (and 
increasingly authoritarian) political actor in the country rather than Prime Minister 
Ana Brnabic (Pavlovic 2020). Like North Macedonia, Serbia is characterised by 
a recent history of ethnic-based violence during the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s. 
In 2008, the Albanian-majority province of Kosovo seceded from Serbia and has 
been recognised as an independent state by most of the international community, al-
though not by Serbia, which also contains minority ethnic groups (mostly Albanian 
and Romani) within its borders, whose birth rates have traditionally been higher 
than those of the ethnic Serb majority (Shiffman et al. 2002). 

The first pronatalist strategy in Serbia was adopted by a centre-left governing co-
alition in 2008 (Government of Serbia 2008; Suli 2022) and encompassed various 
policies such as subsidised childcare and housing loans. However, despite the lack 
of a formal strategy, pronatalism featured strongly on the political agenda during 
the wartime period in the 1990s. During this time, pronatalism was framed in an 

3 The resolution to the naming dispute in 2018 led to the country’s current name, North Macedonia. 
During the period of interest to this research, the country was internationally known as The Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), but the then-constitutional name, Republic of Mace-
donia, was also used domestically and in bilateral relations with some countries (Fidanovski 2018).
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explicitly conservative fashion, as women were portrayed in the political discourse 
as “mothers of the nation” (Andjelkovic 1998) with a responsibility to “reproduce 
and renew the Serbian nation” (Cetkovic 1998). In any case, pronatalist policy in-
terventions before SNS rose to power had been characterised by limited financial 
commitment and flawed implementation. The first iteration of pronatalist policy 
by SNS, on the other hand, was introduced in April 2018. It consisted of a consid-
erable expansion of the national child benefit system, with the size of the monthly 
payments being increased to USD 104 for second children, USD 124 for third chil-
dren, and USD 186 for fourth children. The benefits are issued from birth until the 
age of 2 for second children and from birth until the age of 10 for third and fourth 
children. The second iteration of pronatalist policy was introduced in March 2022 
and consisted of a threefold increase in the one-off birth grant for first children from 
USD 1000 to USD 3000 (for first children, no monthly support is available). Both 
iterations are issued irrespective of household income. Like that of North Macedo-
nia, Serbia’s fertility rate has long fallen below replacement, hovering around 1.5 
children per woman since 2018 and has been experiencing net emigration (Serbian 
Statistical Agency 2022).

The policies of interest have been formally classified as pronatalist (like in North 
Macedonia) and have been administered by the Ministry of Family Affairs and De-
mography, which was established with an explicitly pronatalist mandate in 2020 
(unlike in North Macedonia, where they fell under the remit of the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare). Pronatalism and low fertility more broadly, and the 
policies of interest more specifically, are discussed most often by President Vucic 
and Family Affairs and Demography Minister Ratko Dmitrovic, and have featured 
heavily in speeches, interviews, parliamentary debates on the topic, and the six-epi-
sode TV campaign “Births Now”. A noteworthy fact is that the SNS-led government 
coalition between 2020 and 2022 was named For Our Children (Za nasudecu).

Methods and Data
To analyse pronatalist government discourse in North Macedonia and Serbia, 

we use the qualitative method of Frame Analysis (Beland 2005; Goffman 1974; 
Lindekilde 2014; Snow &Benford 1988; Snow et al. 1986; see Pierson 1994; Cox 
2001 for applications to social policy). While less commonly used than its more 
traditional alternative for examining social and political discourse, Critical Dis-
course Analysis (CDA) (e.g., van Dijk 2006), Frame Analysis is better suited to 
our research objectives. This is because Frame Analysis assumes a high level of 
strategic rationality among the discursive actors of interest (Lindekilde 2014: 224), 
therefore lending itself particularly well to an analysis of the way in which prona-
talist government officials with a vested interest in legitimising pronatalist policies 
portray said policies, or the way in which policymakers transform references to the 
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challenges associated with demographic change into value judgements on demo-
graphic “problems” (Gietel-Basten 2023). Specifically, Frame Analysis sheds light 
on “how particular ideas/ideologies are used deliberately to mobilise supporters and 
demobilise adversaries vis-à-vis a particular goal” (Snow &Benford 1988). Thus, 
“frames [themselves] are not policy ideas:  they constitute a discourse that helps 
political actors sell policy choices to the public” (Beland 2005: 12), which makes 
them particularly well-suited to an analysis of the communicative discourse around 
already-designed policies.  Finally, in contrast to some other discourse-based meth-
ods, Frame Analysis has been specifically developed for social science research. 

Frame Analysis distinguishes between four framing techniques: “frame ampli-
fication,” “frame bridging,” “frame extension”, and “frame transformation” in as-
cending order of ambitiousness of the framing process (Snow et al. 1986). Frame 
amplification denotes “the clarification and invigoration of an interpretive frame 
that bears on a particular issue, problem, or set of events” (idem, 469). It typically 
refers to discursive actors offering only one interpretation of the topic at hand or 
strongly highlighting said interpretation over other possible interpretations. Frame 
bridging constitutes the “linkage of two or more ideologically congruent but struc-
turally unconnected frames regarding a particular issue or problem” (idem, 467). 
It typically involves linking an evident manifestation or implication of the topic 
at hand to an event that is unrelated to said topic yet is deemed to resonate in a 
similar fashion, to a similar audience, and more strongly than the topic at hand. 
Frame extensions encompass “an effort to incorporate participants by extending the 
boundaries of the proposed frame to include or encompass the views, interests, or 
sentiments of targeted groups” (Lindekilde 2014: 208), thus broadening the range 
of audience members to whom the proposed frame might appeal. Finally, frame 
transformation is typically required when the proposed frames “may not resonate 
with, and on occasion may even appear antithetical to, conventional lifestyles or 
rituals and extant interpretive frames” (Snow et al. 1986, 473). In line with the liter-
ature (Snow &Benford 1986; Lindekinde 2014), we expect frame amplification and 
frame bridging to occur more often than frame extension and frame transformation, 
as the latter two techniques require a more complex framing process, which in turn 
carries a larger risk of not being understood by the target audience in the intended 
fashion.

The full data used in our analysis is outlined in Appendix 1 and consists of 26 
pieces of relevant discursive material in North Macedonia and 32 pieces of such 
material in Serbia. Our data mirrors the somewhat cyclical public attention to low 
fertility and pronatalism in our two countries, with all 58 pieces of discursive ma-
terial dating back to specific milestones around the introduction and (in the case 
of Serbia) expansion of the pronatalist policies of interest. Of the two types of 
discourse identified earlier (Schmidt 2008), we limit our analysis to the communi-
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cative discourse around the already-designed pronatalist policies in the two coun-
tries. This is because it has been well-documented that the ruling parties at the time 
of interest in both countries governed in a top-down fashion with limited public 
debate and in a considerably controlled media space (Gjuzelov&Hadjievska 2020; 
Jovanovic 2018). A strong illustration of this is the fact that, in both countries, the 
government press conferences announcing the policies had taken place before the 
parliamentary debates (as indicated in Appendix 1 below). The formal adoption of 
the policy did not seem to depend on the outcome of the parliamentary debates, as 
the two ruling parties already possessed the parliamentary majority necessary for 
passing the policies, with MPs in the two countries almost always voting along 
party lines.

We formulate our frames in line with the four sets of concerns commonly asso-
ciated with pronatalism in the academic literature summarised earlier. The result-
ing set of frames provides a comprehensive classification (in terms of our research 
question) of the discursive material into distinct yet not always mutually exclusive 
categories, mirroring the sometimes overlapping nature of pronatalist concerns and 
in line with the mutually interactive relationship of the frames inherent to the Frame 
Analysis method (Snow &Benford 1986).

To ensure a meaningful comparison, we operate with the same three types of dis-
cursive formats in both countries: (1) government press conferences; (2) parliamen-
tary debates (with an exclusive focus on speeches delivered by MPs from the ruling 
party); and (3) government media campaigns. The combination of discursive mate-
rial from policy and political actors in the executive (in (1), (3) and to a lesser extent 
(2)) and legislative branches of government (in (2)) ensures a wide representation 
of discursive voices. Our 58 “pieces of discursive material” refer to distinct discur-
sive utterances produced by the discursive actors of interest through one of the three 
types of discursive formats of interest and during the aforementioned policy mile-
stones of interest. Thus, multiple utterances by the same actor produced on the same 
occasion, such as for instance multiple interventions during a parliamentary debate 
spread in between interventions from other discursive actors, are counted as sepa-
rate pieces of discursive material. In Serbia, the pronatalist government discourse 
in the period of interest was dominated by members of the executive government, 
with President Aleksandar Vucic and Minister Ratko Dmitrovic making guest ap-
pearances at parliamentary debates beyond their participation in government press 
conferences on the topic. North Macedonia’s parliamentary debates on the topic, by 
contrast, did not include members of the executive government. However, all three 
discursive formats of interest were observed and thus analysed in both countries. 

While the results of the analysis encompass the entire data sample, only 11 (5 for 
North Macedonia and 6 for Serbia) of the 58 pieces of discursive material are quot-
ed directly in the (next section of the) paper due to reasons of space. These pieces 
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are highlighted as the most illustrative of their respective frames for each country. 
The entire discursive material of interest was produced by the discursive actors in 
the local languages (Macedonian and Serbian respectively), and all quotes in the 
next section are presented in translation.

Results
This section outlines a selection of our results under our four frames of low fertil-

ity: (1) socioeconomic; (2) patriotic; (3) ethnic; and (4) moral. Under the socioeco-
nomic frame, we observe rhetoric on the effects of population aging on economic 
growth, pension systems, healthcare systems, and other related challenges. Under 
the patriotic frame we identify concerns about the decline of the overall population 
size and the (perceived) cultural erosion that would ensue from it. The ethnic frame 
complements the patriotic frame in these highly ethnically polarised societies and 
refers to the relative decline in the size of the dominant ethnic group with respect to 
one or more minority ethnic groups. Finally, the moral frame encompasses depic-
tions of childbearing and parenthood as ends in themselves, rather than as a means 
of mitigating the concerns articulated under the three remaining frames. 

Our four frames are rather broadly conceived. For instance, economic growth 
and the stability of the national healthcare system are somewhat different policy is-
sues, yet they are framed by the discursive actors under the same broad umbrella of 
(alleged) implications of low fertility for the material well-being of individuals and 
societies, so we categorise them under the same (socioeconomic) frame. Similarly, 
the depictions of childbearing and parenthood as ends in itself can be (and indeed 
are) formulated with explicitly religious underpinnings or in completely secular 
terms. Yet, all such concerns about low fertility are framed through a common over-
arching conception of childbearing as morally virtuous per se, i.e., irrespective of 
its potential collective (socioeconomic, patriotic, or ethnic) implications, so we cat-
egorise said depictions under the same (moral) frame.

All 58 pieces of discursive material of interest contain an example of at least one 
of the four frames. This means that the relevant discursive actor makes a reference 
to at least one of these four sets of concerns about low fertility during the relevant 
discursive occasion (e.g., MD1a: Member of Parliament Silvana Boneva during the 
April 13, 2019 parliamentary session (as per Appendix 1)). As the four sets of con-
cerns about low fertility are not mutually exclusive, some of the 58 pieces include 
references to more than one of the four frames.

However, while the frames are therefore not always distinct from one another, 
they do encompass the full spectrum of concerns articulated with regards to low 
fertility in our analytical sample. This means that we do not observe any concern 
about low fertility in our analytical sample that does not relate to one or more of 
the four frames. Importantly, this is not meant to suggest that everything that is said 
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by the discursive actors in the 58 pieces can be captured under the four frames, but 
this is because said pieces also contain content that is not relevant to our research 
questions. Apart from the articulation of concerns about low fertility, which is by 
some distance the most common type of content in the material and is fully captured 
by the four frames, the discursive actors at times express their views also on the 
reasons for current fertility levels and/or their expectations about the effectiveness 
of pronatalist policy. However, such content is beyond our scope, as it does not pro-
vide additional insight into the concerns articulated by policymakers with regards 
to low fertility, i.e., into their discursive justification of their pronatalist orientation. 
The material also includes (albeit in very marginal quantity) references to the re-
distributive advantages of generous child benefits, but these are similarly beyond 
our scope.

In the remainder of this section, we present some of the content we observed 
under each of the four frames in both countries. Each frame is presented through the 
four framing techniques summarised earlier.

The socioeconomic frame of low fertility
Socioeconomic concerns around low fertility generally play a clear yet non-dom-

inant role in the pronatalist government discourses in both countries. Insofar as they 
are present, however, they are mostly expressed through frame amplification. For 
example, at the government press conference introducing the policy, Macedonian 
Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski says:

“(…) Low fertility carries the risk of less growth and investment and all sorts 
of implications in areas such as healthcare, education, pensions… you name it.” 
(MC1a.; February 2009)4

Here, Gruevski alleges a number of (implicitly negative) socioeconomic con-
sequences of low fertility. He amplifies the socioeconomic frame by clarifying the 
exact social domains that (he believes) would suffer from a continuation of low 
fertility trends, but he also exercises some caution in his rhetoric. He uses qualifiers 
such as “carries the risk” (instead of more definitive language, such as for instance, 
“will cause”) and the relatively neutral term “implication”. 

In Serbia, the socioeconomic frame is similarly marginal compared to the other 
three frames. Yet, President Aleksandar Vucic amplifies this frame on several oc-
casions (SC2a.; SD2b.), including at the government press conference announcing 
the policy:

 “(…) If our births stay low, we will have to bring in waiters from developed 
countries, and we already have a shortage of plumbers and mechanics” (SC1a.; 
February 2018)

4 All notations in brackets refer to Appendix.

Kristijan Fidanovski



16

Ревија за социјална политика, год. 16, бр. 19, декември 2023

Unlike Gruevski in North Macedonia, who focuses on the alleged implications of 
low fertility, Vucic highlights an allegedly necessary policy response to low fertility, 
albeit one that will presumably only be necessary if the pronatalist child benefits do 
not increase births in the meantime. Vucic’s language is more explicit than Grue-
vski’s (“will have to bring”) but nonetheless stops short of a frame extension that 
would cast low fertility as a threat to the entire population; in fact, one is unsure 
from such statements whether Vucic necessarily views the potential importation of 
foreign workers as an undesirable event (either for specific individuals or for the 
entire population).

The patriotic frame of low fertility
Patriotic concerns around low fertility are relatively common in both countries, 

with pronatalism being framed as essential to the survival of the nation.
During a parliamentary debate on the expansion of the policy in Serbia, Min-

ister of Family Affairs Ratko Dmitrovic amplifies the patriotic frame by casting 
population decline as a core threat to the Serbian nation. By describing low fertility 
as “the problem that overshadows all other problems” and positing that Serbs are 
disappearing “at the speed of light” (SD2a.; February 2022), Dmitrovic provides a 
heightened representation of an otherwise real demographic trend. Finally, in this 
type of rhetoric, echoed also by Minister of Finance Sinisa Mali (SD2d.; Febru-
ary 2022), the undesirable character of the potential disappearance of the nation is 
portrayed as obvious, with no additional discursive effort being made to articulate 
why any individual representative of said nation should be concerned about these 
prospects.

The articulation of low fertility as a disproportionately grave threat to his na-
tion is also expressed by Prime Minister Gruevski in North Macedonia. At the an-
nouncement of the policy, Gruevski amplifies the patriotic frame by contrasting 
North Macedonia’s demographic trends to those in Western Europe:

“People are having fewer kids almost everywhere. But don’t worry about the 
French and the Germans. They can always make up for it by getting more people 
from abroad, not least from our part of the world. Worry about our nation, which is 
losing people left and right.” (MC1a.; February 2009) 

Like Vucic, Gruevski does not specify why population decline, even if it is in-
deed more rapid in North Macedonia than in many other countries, should be con-
sidered problematic. Yet, by painting low fertility and national decline as worri-
some trends, he sets the rhetorical stage for more evocative patriotic framing of low 
fertility in the aforementioned TV campaign “Family and Children Are Our Biggest 
Treasure” aired in 2009. An episode titled “Family Album” episode features an 
elderly gentleman sifting through a family album. He then points to pictures of 
his great-grandmother and admires her for “hav[ing] four children during Ottoman 
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times, when she took food out of her own mouth to feed her children.” (MT1.) 
The episode links the declining size of the Macedonian nation to the “ideologically 
congruent yet structurally unconnected” (Snow et al. 1986, 147) topic of the experi-
ences of Macedonians during the Ottoman occupation. Thus, it bridges low fertility, 
which may or may not be perceived as concerning by the audience, to a well-known 
historical injustice, presumably to create a mental connection between the former 
and the latter, which can be expected to be already inspiring a set of negative emo-
tions in the audience. 

The ethnic frame of low fertility
Ethnic concerns around low fertility are relatively common in Serbia yet com-

pletely absent in North Macedonia. We propose some potential reasons in the dis-
cussion section later.

Most of the Serbian rhetoric in our sample reveals an ethnic-based conception of 
the Serbian nation as synonymous with the largest (and homonymous) ethnic group 
in it. On one occasion, Minister Dmitrovic acknowledges this (otherwise usually 
implicit) conflation by saying that “with all due respect to other ethnicities, I will 
only be talking [in his parliamentary address] about [ethnic] Serbs, the biggest eth-
nic group in our country.” (SC2b.; February 2018) President Vucic has also made 
an explicit effort to differentiate between patriotic and ethnic concerns around low 
fertility by arguing that population decline is not an ethnically neutral phenomenon:

 “(…) Let’s remember that most refugees in the history of the world have 
been and will be Muslim, and that would not be a problem for us [Serbs] if we were 
more open-minded, but history has shown us that we are not.” (SC2a.; January 
2022)

 “(…) Look at Angela Merkel. There’s a reason why she is the greatest states-
person in the world. If she waits for Germans to have more children, it will never 
happen. Instead, she has solved population aging by opening the door to foreigners. 
But our people, for reasons unknown to me, aren’t ready [for Serbia] to do that” 
(SC2a.; January 2022)

By acknowledging the ethnic dimension to patriotic concerns, Vucic is bridg-
ingthe two frames, while nonetheless stopping short from merging them fully into 
one. Vucic’s patriotic framing is not corroborated by references to any specific 
downsides to a declining population. Her provides one potential such downside 
(the falling number of ethnic Serbs at the expense of other ethnicities within and 
(presumably especially) outside Serbia), but he also explicitly distances himself 
from it by attributing it to xenophobic attitudes among the population [“our people 
aren’t ready”], rather than a personal ideological preference.

Kristijan Fidanovski
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The moral frame of low fertility
Moral concerns around low fertility are relatively common in both countries. 

In North Macedonia, they are most prominent in the “Family and Children Are 
Our Biggest Treasure” media campaign, which amplifies the moral frame in several 
rather distinct ways. In an episode titled “Professional Woman with Four Children”, 
a real-life female cardiologist recounts her experience of having four children. Her 
conclusion is that “no success is complete without children” (MT3.), casting child-
bearing as a fundamental prerequisite for individual happiness. This instance of 
moral framing also contains an implicit bridge towards traditional gender norms, as 
the main character is female (and no similar episode exists with a male main charac-
ter). Conveyed through the lens of a woman, the message might have been expected 
to resonate with the viewer better through the (unstated) assumption that women 
are (particularly) likely to derive a sense of fulfilment from parenthood, while being 
unlikely to derive it solely from their professional success. Another example is the 
episode “The Lives of Two Families”, which follows the lives of two married cou-
ples and contrasts their childbearing decisions. While the first couple conceive their 
first child immediately after their wedding and go on to have another three children 
and multiple grandchildren, the second couple prioritise their professional careers, 
only to end up alone and miserable at old age (MT 2.). Once again, the message is 
that childbearing is a precondition for long-term happiness and a healthy relation-
ship with one’s partner.

In Serbia, too, the moral frame is constructed in several distinct ways, although 
bridging and extension are more common framing techniques than (mere) amplifi-
cation. For instance, Member of Parliament Filipovic asks the following rhetorical 
questions: “If you have no children, who is going to take care of you when you are 
50 or 60? Who is going to bring you your medication?” (SD2c.; February 2022), 
thus amplifying the moral frame by casting childbearing as a responsibility towards 
oneself. Moreover, an episode of the media campaign “Births Now” titled “The 
Things That Matter in Life” includes the following message:

“Let’s think about our ancestors who had multiple children under much more 
dire circumstances: world wars, Balkan wars. They didn’t live for the latest iPhone 
series or brand of shoes; they lived for the sound of a baby crying.” (ST1.)

Here, the moral frame is bridged with the patriotic frame by using the childbear-
ing preferences of past Serbian generations to foster a sense of guilt about child-
lessness among Serbs today. Different iterations of the depiction of childlessness as 
antithetical to a morally virtuous life can also be observed in another two episodes 
of the campaign (ST3; ST5).
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Discussion and Conclusion
Our analysis of 26 pieces of discursive material in North Macedonia and 32 

pieces of discursive material in Serbia has revealed four distinct (yet not necessarily 
mutually exclusive) frames of low fertility in Serbia and three in North Macedonia. 
The socioeconomic, patriotic, moral, and (in the case of Serbia) ethnic frames of 
low fertility were constructed through frame amplification, bridging, and extension 
(albeit not through frame transformation). Through all these frames, pronatalist pol-
icymakers sought to portray low fertility as an extraordinary problem calling for 
extraordinary policy solutions, thus (explicitly on some occasions and implicitly on 
others) providing discursive justification for the introduction, preservation, and (in 
the case of Serbia) expansion of pronatalist child benefits.

Across the four frames, we found sizeable evidence of three of the four framing 
techniques examined. Frame amplification was employed by policymakers in both 
countries, as the demographic reality of low fertility and associated concerns about 
it were often cast in a dramatic and heightened yet vague and empirically uncorrob-
orated fashion (“all sorts of implications” (MC1a.); “losing people left and right” 
(MC1a.); “at the speed of light” (SD2a.)). Frame bridging was also relatively com-
mon, including between two of the four frames themselves (i.e., patriotic + ethnic, 
patriotic + moral). Patriotic concerns about pronatalism were often articulated in 
ethnocentric terms, as the future of the nation was (implicitly or explicitly) equated 
with the future of the majority ethnic group. At the same time, the alleged patriotic 
(collective) duty of ensuring the survival of the nation was often merged with the 
moral (individual) duty towards one’s future self or towards a set of prescribed ex-
pectations of “the correct way of life” in a multi-layered portrayal of childbearing 
as a virtuous behaviour.

At times, the patriotic frame also contained a temporal bridge, such as in the 
multiple contrasts (e.g., MT1.; ST1.) between population decline in the present 
amidst relatively favourable national circumstances and demographic growth un-
der difficult historical conditions in both countries. Finally, frame bridging also oc-
curred between one of the four frames and an “ideologically congruent but struc-
turally unconnected frame” (Snow et al. 1986: 467) unrelated to the subject matter 
of childbearing. This was observed in the occasional reinforcement of the patriotic 
and moral frames (in separate instances, e.g., MT1 and MT3) through the (stated 
or unstated) appeal to traditional gender norms, possibly under the assumption that 
appealing to such presumably popular norms might make the pronatalist message 
resonate better with the audience. 

We also found non-negligible evidence of frame extension, which is usually re-
garded in the literature as a less common framing technique (Snow &Benford 1986; 
Lindekinde 2014). Examples include the portrayal of socioeconomic concerns 
around low fertility as fatal to the entire economy (rather than posing potentially 

Kristijan Fidanovski
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manageable threats to specific aspects of it) (MD1a.) and the extension of moral 
concerns around low fertility to moral concerns around the alleged decline in mar-
riage rates and emergence of a “liberal Marxist ideology” (SC1a.). We found no ev-
idence of frame transformation, which means that the two more complex techniques 
as per the Frame Analysis method were either not used at all or used less (in the case 
of frame extension) compared to the two simpler techniques (frame amplification 
and bridging). 

In terms of the content of the frames, we found more similarities than differences 
between the two countries. The cumulative results are outlined below in the appen-
dices.

In both countries, the patriotic and moral frames emerged as the two most com-
mon frames. Within the patriotic frame, we found particularly strong similarities in 
the depiction of childbearing as a matter of historical duty towards past generations. 
Abundant similarities were also observed under the moral frame, albeit with one 
difference. While also present in Serbia (“Who is going to bring you your medica-
tions when you are 50 or 60”? SD2c.), the assertion of a moral duty towards oneself 
was more prevalent in North Macedonia (“no success is complete without children” 
(MT3.); “childbearing is about happiness, childbearing is about joy” (MC1a.), as 
opposed to the prevalence of a moral duty towards society and the national “way 
of life” in Serbia. Taken together, however, these two frames provide support to 
our theoretical expectation that pronatalist governments use their pronatalism as a 
tool for Renan’s “daily plebiscite” (1992) and the ongoing redefinition of national 
identity. However, contrary to our theoretical expectations given the multi-ethnic 
character of both societies and their relatively fraught interethnic relations, the eth-
nic frame was only observed in Serbia. 

The prevalence of the patriotic and moral frame over the socioeconomic frame 
in both countries also confirms our expectation that pronatalism in North Mace-
donia and Serbia is more rooted in identity politics than in demographic realities. 
This finding is at the same time consistent with the notion of a two-dimensional 
ideological axis in the contemporary politics of developed countries, as the patri-
otic and moral frames coexist with the (less salient yet present in both countries) 
socioeconomic frame, indicating that Macedonian and Serbian policymakers have 
adopted a multi-layered framing of pronatalism. In any case, the observed domi-
nance of (conservative) identity-based frames also fits the slightly broader notions 
of “re-traditionalisation” and “re-familialisation” that have marked the evolution of 
family discourse and policy in (most of) the Balkans and Eastern Europe since the 
collapse of socialism (Hantrains 2004; Javornik 2016; Simic&Simic 2019; Stone 
2020), with policy provisions either being cut altogether or focused on tools such 
as long maternity leave with little regard for gender equality. As demonstrated also 
by this study, these paradigms have manifested themselves discursively through an 
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increasing focus on individual (sometimes instead of – rather than alongside – sys-
temic) responsibility for demographic trends, and by extension, for the (allegedly 
uncertain) survival of the nation. 

In terms of potential explanations for our results, we propose some ‘push’ and 
‘pull’ factors for the main similarity in the results between the two countries: the 
dominance of the patriotic and moral frames. Of the ‘pull’ factors, patriotism and 
conservative values play a strong role in North Macedonia and Serbia, both of which 
have some of the highest rates of self-declared religious and patriotic attachment in 
Europe. As of 2015 (Pew Research Centre 2018), 72% of Serbs and 88% of Mace-
donians declared themselves to be religious (compared to a world average of 63%), 
while 65% of Serbs and 57% of Macedonians (compared to a world average of 
49%) viewed their respective countries as superior to others as of 2017 (ibid). ‘Pull’ 
explanations of discursive strategies are common in the literature, as said strategies 
are assumed to be effective only when they mobilise “political symbols ever-pres-
ent in the shared ideological repertoires, [i.e.] a relatively coherent set of cultural 
beliefs, [that are] available in their society” (Beland 2005). In family policy specif-
ically, the progressive shift in citizens’ attitudes towards gender equality regarding 
childcare has been linked with policy change in Germany and Japan (Morgan 2013; 
Fleckenstein & Lee 2014; Blome 2016); the lack of such a shift, on the other hand, 
has been cited as one of the reasons for Italy’s enduring familialist policy regime 
(Leon et al. 2021).

Of the ‘push’ factors, both VMRO-DPMNE and SNS (both during the periods of 
interest and today) are conservative parties whose ideological appeal has consistent-
ly been rooted in patriotism and (to a somewhat lesser extent) Christianity in coun-
tries with highly contested nation-building processes. At the European level, both 
parties are members of the centre-right European People’s Party (EPP). SNS leader, 
President Aleksandar Vucic, was Minister of Information in Slobodan Milosevic’s 
disgraced wartime government in the 1990s and has built his political persona as a 
defender of the Serbian nation (Jovanovic 2018; Vulovic 2022). VMRO-DPMNE 
has developed a similarly nation-saving brand over the years with strong patriotic 
imagery (Gjuzelov&Hadjievska 2020; Vangelov 2019), not least through its name, 
as VMRO stands for the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation (Vnatres-
na Makedonska Revolucionerna Organizacija), an anti-Ottoman paramilitary unit 
from the late 19th and early 20th century.

The main difference in the results, i.e., the embrace of the ethnic frame in Serbia 
and the complete lack thereof in North Macedonia, has confirmed our expectation 
about the importance of party competition, as the former might have been influ-
enced by the lack of a prominent ethnic-minority coalition partner and the pressure 
from a far-right challenger (Dveri), while the latter might have been affected by 
the need to preserve a complex interethnic governing coalition. The absence of an 

Kristijan Fidanovski
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ethnic frame of low fertility observed in VMRO-DPMNE’s rhetoric can also be 
seen as partly supportive of Jan Rovny’s (2004) seminal thesis on the effects of 
ethnicity on party competition in post-socialist Eastern Europe. Rovny found that 
the presence of a sizeable ethnic minority was associated with more progressive 
politics (although usually in the form of electoral losses for – rather than ideological 
moderation of – centre-right parties). In our case, the progressive outcome relates to 
VMRO-DPMNE’s avoidance of ethnic-based rhetoric and its choice not to instru-
mentalise the significant discrepancies in the fertility rate of ethnic Macedonians 
and ethnic Albanians – a common discursive focus of SNS in Serbia.

It is also important to highlight that the absence of an ethnic framing of low fertil-
ity in North Macedonia’s government discourse does not necessarily mean pronatal-
ism was never articulated in ethnic terms in the broader public discourse. The media 
space in both countries in this study has been characterised as highly politicised 
during the period of interest (Pjesivac et al. 2016; Jovanovic 2018), with the two 
ruling parties controlling or at least partly influencing most major media outlets. It 
is therefore conceivable that the media played an important role in the overall artic-
ulation of the pronatalist message intended by these governments. In terms of the 
ethnic framing, government-friendly media might have the undertaken the role of 
amplifiers of the existing ethnic framing in the government discourse in Serbia. In 
North Macedonia, their role might have been one of conduits, as prominent journal-
ists close to the government might have (ab)used their putatively impartial position 
to articulate ethnically charged narratives on behalf of the government that would 
be politically costly if emanated by said government directly (Stojarova 2019). The 
broader implication here is that a more explicit consideration of the role of media 
(especially in countries with curtailed media freedoms) in future analyses of prona-
talist discourses might lead to somewhat different findings. Other relevant actors of 
interest might be churches and conservative non-governmental organisations, who 
have emerged as important pronatalist advocates in (other parts of) Eastern Europe 
(Dobrotic et al. 2013; Shiffman et al. 2002).

We end by acknowledging several limitations to our research and proposing 
some further avenues of inquiry. First, our study was limited to the communicative 
discourse around pronatalism. We encourage future studies of the coordinative dis-
course between all political and policy actors before the introduction of pronatalist 
policy, especially in countries with stronger party competition and more meaning-
ful political contestation of pronatalism than North Macedonia and Serbia. Second, 
our analytical focus on the framing of low fertility as a policy problem, rather than 
pronatalism as a policy response, even though the two were sometimes overlapping 
in our data sample, prevented us from considering any potential government rhet-
oric on the policy implications of pronatalist child benefits beyond pronatalism, for 
instance in areas such as gender equality and child poverty. Third, while our case 
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selection was largely determined by our research focus, it was also shaped by our 
language skills, which prevented us from including other notable country cases of 
pronatalist discourse and policy. 

We thus invite further research on this topic, especially in countries where the 
discursive frames around low fertility analysed in this research might manifest 
themselves differently or be replaced by different frames altogether. For instance, 
in countries with high immigration and negative citizen attitudes towards immigra-
tion, the ethnic frame might be expected to take a much larger shape. Moreover, the 
implications of party competition for pronatalist discourses might be very different 
in countries with a narrower power gap between the ruling party and its challengers. 
In fact, such challengers might sometimes (albeit probably rarely) emerge also from 
the “left” of the political spectrum, as pronatalist policy in Poland, for instance, is 
also endorsed by the main (progressive) opposition party (Hrytsai 2021). Final-
ly, we hope that our research might prove useful to area studies scholars of North 
Macedonia and Serbia, as some of our findings might (indirectly) shed light on 
the broader discursive strategies of self-legitimation adopted by conservative ruling 
parties in these countries.

Kristijan Fidanovski
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Appendix: Data Sample and overview of frames of low fertility in North 
Macedonia and Serbia

Table 1: Data Sample
North Macedonia Serbia

Parliamentary 
debates

(app. total dura-
tion: 3h)

Press      
conferences
(app. total 
duration: 

1h)

TV campaign
(app. total dura-

tion: 1.5h)

Parliamentary de-
bates

(app. total duration: 
3h)

Press   confer-
ences   

 (app. total du-
ration: 2h)

TV campaign 
(app. total du-

ration: 1h)

MD1. First de-
bate on the sup-
port introduc-
tion     (April 
13, 2009):
*MD1a. Mem-
ber of Parlia-
ment Silvana 
Boneva (x2)
*MD1b. Mem-
ber of Parlia-
ment Vlatko 
Gjorchev
*MD1c. Mem-
ber of Parlia-
ment Ilija Di-
movski (x2)

MD2. Second 
debate on 
the support 
introduction     
(April 17, 
2009):
*MD2a. Mem-
ber of Parlia-
ment Marjan-
coKolevski 
(x2)
*MD2b. Mem-
ber of Parlia-
ment Nikola 
Kotevski (x3)

MC 1. An-
nouncement 
of the sup-
port (Feb-
ruary 24, 
2009):
*MC1a. 
Prime Min-
ister Nikola 
Gruevski 
(x3)
*MC1b. 
Member of 
Parliament 
Vlatko 
Gjorchev 
(x2)
*MC1c. 
Member of 
Parliament 
Ilija Di-
movski (x2)

MT1. “Family 
Album”
MT2. “The 
Lives of Two 
Families”
MT3. “Profes-
sional Woman 
with Four Chil-
dren”
MT4. “Young 
Mother”
MT5. “Empty 
Schools”
MT6. “Parents 
with Five Kids”
MT7. “Spring-
flower”
MT8. “Bee-
thoven Was Not 
Aborted”
MT9. “Abor-
tion in Hospi-
tal”

(Note: All 
episodes were 
released jointly 
in May 2009 
and were 
broadcast spo-
radically over 
several months 
on national TV 
channels)

SD1. Debate on 
the first support 
iteration 06-2/68-7 
(March 22, 2018):
*SD1a. Member 
of Parliament Sr-
bislavFilipovic (x2)
*SD1b. Member of 
Parliament Nebojsa 
Bakarec (x2)

SD2. Debate on 
the second support 
iteration (February 
23, 2022):
*SD2a. Family 
Minister Ratko 
Dmitrovic (guest 
appearance; x3)
*SD2b. President 
Aleksandar Vucic 
(guest appearance; 
x2)
*SD2c. Member 
of Parliament Sr-
bislavFilipovic (x2)
*SD2d. Minister 
of Finance Sinisa 
Mali (guest appear-
ance; x2)
*SD2e. Member of 
Parliament Samir 
Tandir (x2)

SC1. An-
nouncement of 
the first sup-
port iteration 
(February 14, 
2018):
*SC1a. Presi-
dent Aleksan-
dar Vucic (x3)
*SC1b. Family 
Minister Ratko 
Dmitrovic (x2)

SC2. An-
nouncement 
of the second 
support itera-
tion (January 
11, 2022):
*SC2a. Presi-
dent Aleksan-
dar Vucic (x2)
*SC2b. Family 
Minister Ratko 
Dmitrovic (x2)
*SC2c. Prime 
Minister Ana 
Brnabic (x2)

ST1. “The 
Things That 
Matter in Life”
ST2. “Mom, I 
Want a Broth-
er”
ST3. “Shush, 
The Baby Is 
Crying”
ST4. “Invest-
ment in the 
Future”
ST5. “The 
Serbian Tree 
of Life”
ST6. “When 
I’m Gone” 

(Note: All 
episodes were 
released joint-
ly in April 
2018 and were 
broadcast spo-
radically over 
several months 
on national TV 
channels)

Legend:
MD = North Macedonia – Parliamentary Debate
MC = North Macedonia – Press Conference
MT = North Macedonia – TV Campaign
SD = Serbia – Parliamentary Debate
SC = Serbia – Press Conference
ST = Serbia – TV Campaign
(x1); (x2); (x3) = the number of times the discursive actor spoke on the respective occasion (e.g. x3 = a Member of 
Parliament spoke for three non-consecutive times during the respective parliamentary debate)
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Table 2: Overview of the four frames of low fertility in North Macedonia
Type of 

discursive 
actor

Country Number 
of dis-
cursive 
pieces

Num-
ber   of              

frame ref-
erences

So-
cio-eco-
nomic

Patriotic Ethnic Moral

Executive 
government

Prime Min-
ister Nikola 

Gruevski

3 4 2 1 0 1

Legislative 
government

Member of 
Parliament Sil-
vana Boneva

2 2 2 0 0 0

Member 
of Parlia-

ment Vlatko 
Gjorchev

3 4 1 2 0 1

Member of 
Parliament Ilija 

Dimovski

4 5 0 2 0 3

Member of 
Parliament 

Marjan-
coKolevski

2 3 0 2 0 1

Member of 
Parliament 

Nikola Kote-
vski

3 3 0 2 0 1

Legislative 
government 
(TOTAL)

                          14 17 3 8 0 6

Ruling party 
as a whole 
(TV cam-
paigns)

N/A 9 12 4 4 0 4

TOTAL                          26 33 9 13 0 11

Kristijan Fidanovski
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Table 3: Overview of the four frames of low fertility in Serbia
Type of 

discursive actor
Country Number 

of dis-
cursive 
pieces

Num-
ber   of              
frame 

referenc-
es

So-
cio-eco-
nomic

Patriotic Ethnic Moral

Executive 
government

President 
Aleksandar Vucic

7 9 2 2 3 2

Prime Minister 
Ana Brnabic

2 3 0 1 1 1

Minister of Family 
Affairs Ratko 

Dmitrovic

7 10 2 3 3 2

Minister of 
Finance Sinisa 

Mali

2 3 1 0 1 1

Executive 
government 
(TOTAL)

18 25 5 5 5 6

Legislative 
government

Member of 
Parliament 

SrbislavFilipovic

4 7 2 2 1 2

Member of 
Parliament 

Nebojsa Bakarec

2 2 0 1 0 1

Member of 
Parliament Samir 

Tandir

2 3 0 1 2 0

Legislative 
government 
(TOTAL)

8 12 2 4 3 3

Ruling party as 
a whole (TV 
campaigns)

N/A 6 10 2 3 1 4

TOTAL                           32 47 9 13 12 13
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