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UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR 

EUROPE (UNECE)

The UNECE is one of five regional commissions of the United 
Nations. Its major aim is to promote economic integration 
across its 56 member States located in Europe, North America 
and Asia. UNECE provides policy-oriented analysis, advice and 
capacity building to member States and cooperates with part-
ner agencies, civil society and key actors from the private sector. 

UNECE supports countries in the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals thanks to its 
role as a platform for governments to cooperate and engage 
with all stakeholders on norms, standards and conventions, its 
unique convening power across the region, its multisectoral ap-
proach to tackle the interconnected challenges of sustainable 
development in an integrated manner and its transboundary 
focus, which helps devise solutions to shared challenges.

UNECE maintains a long-standing commitment to achieving 
gender equality and women’s empowerment in the economic 
realm. UNECE addresses gender gaps across the region by pro-
viding capacity-building workshops for women entrepreneurs 
and a multinational platform for the exchange of economic and 
social policies, measures and instruments with a gender per-
spective.

UNITED NATIONS ENTITY FOR GENDER EQUALITY 

AND WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT (UN WOMEN)

UN Women is the UN organization dedicated to gender equality 
and the empowerment of women. A global champion for wom-
en and girls, UN Women was established to accelerate progress 
on meeting their needs worldwide.

UN Women supports UN Member States as they set global 
standards for achieving gender equality, and works with gov-
ernments and civil society to design laws, policies, programmes 
and services needed to ensure that the standards are effectively 
implemented and truly benefit women and girls worldwide. It 
works globally to make the vision of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals is a reality for women and girls and stands behind 
women’s equal participation in all aspects of life, focusing on 
four strategic priorities: Women lead, participate in and ben-
efit equally from governance systems; Women have income 
security, decent work and economic autonomy; All women and 
girls live a life free from all forms of violence; Women and girls 
contribute to and have greater influence in building sustainable 
peace and resilience, and benefit equally from the prevention 
of natural disasters and conflicts and humanitarian action. UN 
Women also coordinates and promotes the UN system’s work in 
advancing gender equality.
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SUMMARY

1	 It is worth noting that different sources (e.g. SORS, Eurostat, etc.) give somewhat different figures for labour force participation, 
employment and activity rates. The latest available data was provided by ILO (November 2020) and that is what is referenced here. 

Serbia’s population of around 7 million people is 
declining due to emigration and a negative natural 
birth rate of -5.4. Given its ageing demographics, 
improving the accessibility, affordability and quality 
of formal care options — especially childcare — is a 
crucial element of economic growth. This is particu-
larly important because overall, Serbia has relatively 
low levels of female labour force participation and 
childcare provision. Improved options would enable 
informal caregivers to reallocate their time to formal 
labour market activities, thus contributing to eco-
nomic output and easing the costs associated with 
an ageing, declining population. Simultaneously, 
an enhanced childcare sector would advance child 
development via better availability of early childhood 
education. A number of key messages emerge from 
this review of childcare, women’s employment and 
the impacts of COVID-19. 

Childcare Provision

	y Serbia has an integrated system of care for children 
from 6 months to 6.5 years old.

	y Childcare coverage is generally low in Serbia, 
increasing by age group with 26 per cent in nurseries 
(6 months to 3 years), 63 per cent in kindergartens 
(3 to 5 years old) and around 97 per cent in the 
compulsory preparatory preschool programme (5.5 
to 6.5 years old). The share of childcare coverage for 
children from vulnerable groups (including Roma 
children) is much lower. 

	y There are wide disparities in coverage between 
urban and rural areas. In urban areas, an insuffi-
cient supply of affordable childcare centres creates 
a capacity problem; in rural areas, the provision 
of childcare services (with the exception of com-
pulsory preschool) is either very limited or entirely 
absent. 

	y Lack of physical capacity is only one aspect of the 
low coverage. Around 50 per cent of kindergarten 
parents say there is no need for childcare because 
there is someone at home to take care of the 

children (World Bank, 2016a). Aside from the cru-
cial gender question as to who undertakes this 
caring at home, it is worrying that parents report 
perceiving no benefits from preschool attendance 
for their children’s development. 

	y The childcare funding model is a key issue in 
Serbia. While funding is predominantly pub-
licly provided, it is through local governments 
and municipalities, with the exception of the 
central government-funded preparatory preschool 
programme. Municipalities are clustered into 
educational groups that are based on enrolment 
rates and average number of children per group. 
The level of municipalities’ underdevelopment cor-
relates with coverage rates across all municipalities 
in Serbia. For example, more than two-thirds of 
children attending preschool are from the Belgrade 
region, while the minority are largely from Šumadija 
and Western Serbia regions. Further, children aged 
between 3 and 5 in rural areas are much less likely 
than their urban counterparts to be enrolled in kin-
dergartens at just 27 per cent compared to 62 per 
cent (OECD, 2020).

Women’s Employment

	y The gender gap in labour force participation 
declined from 17 per cent in 2011 to 14 per cent 
in 2019.

	y The gender difference in inactivity rates is due to 
women’s markedly higher inactivity in the labour 
market; in 2020, women’s 53.5 per cent inactivity 
rate was significantly higher than men’s 38.1 per 
cent inactivity rate (ILOSTAT, 2020).1 The gap is even 
more pronounced in rural areas, with the employ-
ment rate gap being nearly 3.5 times greater than 
it is in urban areas.

	y Youth unemployment remains a key labour mar-
ket issue; the unemployment rate among young 
people (aged 15 to 24) is almost 3.5 times that 
of adults. This is particularly acute among young 
women, because labour market improvements 
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over the last decade have tended to benefit young 
men more than young women. Young women’s 
unemployment rate in Serbia is 29.5 per cent. The 
main barriers to their labour force participation 
include family responsibilities, lack of childcare and 
low levels of education.

	y The gender pay gap in the public and private sec-
tors in Serbia is estimated to be around 11 per cent; 
even with identical levels of education and work 
experience, women have to work an additional 40 
days in a year to earn as much as men do in the 
labour market.

	y Unpaid care work is an important factor in labour-
related inactivity, with 7 per cent of inactive women 
(compared to 0 per cent of inactive men) citing 
childcare responsibilities as a primary reason for 
their inactivity. Further, 96 per cent of those who 
are working part-time and who cited care respon-
sibilities as the reason for not working full-time 
hours are women, whereas only 4 per cent are men.

	y A plurality (41 per cent) of women with children 
aged 0 to 14 rely on informal childcare; 6 per cent 
use formal care (35 per cent use a mixture of both). 
Informal care is most common for children who 
have yet to start preparatory preschool.

Impacts of COVID-19

	y The COVID-19 pandemic’s gender-specific impacts 
on employment reflect underlying structural and 
gender inequalities, especially in relation to occu-
pational segregation, social insurance coverage 
and the uneven distribution of unpaid care. 

	y The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly reduced 
women’s employment and working hours. The 
overall share of employment in sectors with high 
labour-related vulnerabilities is around 6 percent-
age points higher for women than for men (ILO/
EBRD, 2020). 

	y The increase in care burdens resulting from the 
closures of schools, kindergartens and nurseries 
has fallen disproportionately on women. The ces-
sation of contact with elderly family members who 
were heretofore often informal care providers has 
exacerbated the situation.

2	  In the sector Human Health Activities, women make around 76 per cent of the total workforce, while in the sector Residential Care 
Activities they account for 78 per cent of the total workforce (ILO/EBRD, 2020)

	y Household incomes were significantly impacted; 
the majority of households have reported reduc-
tions of up to 30 per cent of their monthly incomes. 
Over 25 per cent of households reported having 
unplanned expenses, mainly due to increased 
expenditures for hygiene items, health expenses 
and food. For 39 per cent of these households, 
unplanned expenses represented over 25 per cent 
of their monthly income (UNICEF, 2020).

Response and Recovery

	y Overall, the Serbian government’s response and 
recovery measures are viewed favourably (ILO, 
2020). Serbia introduced some significant gender-
responsive measures – that is, defined as those 
that seek to directly address gendered risks and 
challenges caused by the COVID-19 crisis (UNDP 
Global Gender Tracker). These include a package 
of support to micro-enterprises, entrepreneurs 
and the self-employed; a universal one-off cash 
payment; the temporary extension of entitlement 
to social assistance benefits (both conditional and 
unconditional); and a 10 per cent increase in the 
salaries of health-sector workers and care workers 
in nursing homes2. 

	y Although the government issued a decree that 
parents with young school-age children ought 
to be allowed to work from home at full salary, 
the decree did not include an adequate legal or 
financial framework for practical implementation. 
Further, no measures were introduced that were 
specifically addressed at working parents who 
were affected by the closure of childcare services 
and schools. 

	y Pre-COVID-19 structural and societal inequalities 
have become more visible. The intensification of 
unpaid care work and the loss of working hours 
and income for women underlie the urgent need 
for greater investment in childcare provision and 
greater flexibility both in childcare provision and by 
employers in terms of flexible working hours and 
appropriate work-life balance policies. Achieving 
greater efficiency and equity entails shifting fund-
ing for public childcare and preschool needs from 
municipalities to the central government in order 
to ensure greater coverage.
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3	 It is worth noting that different sources (e.g. SORS, Eurostat, etc.) give somewhat different figures for labour force participation, 
employment and activity rates. The ILO provided the latest available data (November 2020) and that is what is referenced here. 

As is the case across the world, women in the Republic 
of Serbia carry a disproportionate amount of unpaid 
work. On average, Serbian women spend 4 hours 
and 36 minutes per day on unpaid household work, 
whereas Serbian men spend an average of only 2 hours 
and 5 minutes per day on the same category of work 
(UN Women, 2020). While the unequal distribution of 
unpaid work — especially care work — is pronounced 
across all types of families, it is most evident in fami-
lies with children under 6 years of age and in cases of 
single parents (who are mostly women). The dispar-
ity between women and men in care responsibilities 
has significant ramifications for women’s economic 
empowerment. 

Similar to global trends, women’s labour market par-
ticipation in Serbia is lower than that of men. Despite 
increases over the last few years, women’s employ-
ment rate in 2019 was about 14 percentage points 
below men’s employment rate (58 per cent compared 
to 72 per cent) (Eurostat Database, 2021). 

The difference in employment rates is mainly due 
to women’s markedly higher inactivity in the labour 
market. In Serbia, women’s labour market inactivity 
rate in 2020 was 53.5 per cent, whereas men’s rate 
was 28.1 per cent (ILOSTAT, 2020).3 Women also take 
on fewer full-time roles. Among those who cited the 
care of children and other persons as the reason for 
part-time work, 96 per cent are women and only 4 
per cent are men. (UN Women, 2020; SORS, 2019). 
Seven per cent of women cited care responsibilities 
as a primary reason for their labour market inactivity, 
compared to 0 per cent of men citing this reason (UN 
Women, 2020). 

The simultaneous and conflicting demands on 
women’s time for care and work activities represent 
a fundamental barrier to their economic empower-
ment. These demands generate a vicious circle of a role 
as primary care provider, which subsequently lowers 
their labour market attachment, which in turn rein-
forces sociocultural expectations of that caretaking 
role. This cycle perpetuates gender-based inequalities 
and women’s economic vulnerabilities. Gender equal-
ity and women’s economic empowerment are thus 

closely intertwined; childcare provision is a key com-
ponent in ensuring more balanced sharing of family 
responsibilities and investing in children. 

COVID-19 has brought these issues into sharp relief. 
The pandemic has affected women’s participation 
in the economic sphere in several ways. In terms of 
jobs and livelihoods, women were already paid less 
and held less secure jobs, often in the informal sector 
(informal sector employment is less likely to provide 
sick pay or social protection). The pandemic and relat-
ed response measures have had the greatest impacts 
on employment sectors in which women tend to be 
over-represented (e.g. retail, hospitality and tour-
ism). Finally, women already carry a disproportionate 
amount of unpaid care responsibilities, which have 
increased due to childcare and school closures, the 
cessation of contact with elderly family members and 
the provision of care to the ill.

This report explores how childcare provision (or the 
lack thereof) affects women’s labour market par-
ticipation in Serbia. It provides an overview of public 
and private care provision and explores the extent to 
which this responds to the care needs of families with 
children, particularly the women and girls in those 
families. It provides an overview of the framework 
of formal childcare services in Serbia, its legal and 
financing systems, its current provisions and the gaps 
therein. It examines the perceptions and barriers to 
the use of quality formal care in Serbia, explores the 
reasons behind the continued predominance of infor-
mal care provision (especially for very young children), 
and analyses the sharp differences in urban and rural 
experiences in relation to childcare provision, afford-
ability, quality and accessibility. The report looks at the 
current situation of women’s labour force participa-
tion in Serbia, unemployment and activity rates, the 
gender pay gap and the linkages between women’s 
employment, childcare provision and family policies 
(including maternity and parental leave). It examines 
the impacts of COVID-19 response measures, espe-
cially in terms of closures and the reopening of child 
and early education facilities, the indirect effects on 
women’s labour market participation and the policies 
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