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1 INTRODUCTION

It is well known that women and men
have unequal economic opportunities,
but it is less well known how the situa-
tion evolves when the right influencing
factors are targeted. This paper provides
an overview of the current situation on
the Serbian labor market. Many previ-
ous policies were aimed at empowering
women and improving their position in
the labor market (Government of the
Republic of Serbia 20213, 2021b). Nev-
ertheless, women still have poorer pros-
pects on the labor market and are more
affected by poverty despite being em-
ployed (Ognjenovi¢ and Pavlovi¢ 2021).
The gender gap in employment initial-
ly widened slightly to 14.8 percentage
points in 2021, and then narrowed to
13.1 percentage points in 2024, while
the difference in labor force participa-
tion rate between men and women in
2021 and 2024 was 15.5 and 14.1 per-
centage points, respectively (Statistical
Office of the Republic of Serbia 2025a,
2025b). At the same time, the uncorrect-
ed gender pay gap for full-time and part-
time employees was 12.1% in 2022 (Sta-
tistical Office of the Republic of Serbia
2024), making Serbia one of the coun-
tries with a relatively high, but still grow-
ing wage gap (Eurostat 2025a).

This paper analyzes the performance
of women in the Serbian labor market af-
ter the introduction of the Employment
Strategy for the period from 2021 to
2026. The general objective guiding this
strategy paper refers to stable and sus-
tainable employment growth (Govern-
ment of the Republic of Serbia 2021a).
The specific objective of the Employ-
ment Strategy, which refers to improv-
ing the situation of the unemployed,
highlights hard-to-place women as one
of the main groups to be incentivized.
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Therefore, this paper applies an ap-
proach that focuses mainly on analyzing
the impact of the policy measures inte-
gratedin the Serbian Employment Strat-
egy and the two specifically developed
implementation plans (Government of
the Republic of Serbia 2021b, 2024).
This paper pursues at least two objec-
tives. Firstly, to explain the gender-spe-
cific differences in labor market status.
And, secondly, to analyze the gender
pay gap from a more recent perspective.
The two main objectives are considered
in the context of the opportunities of-
fered to women through a range of la-
bor market policies.

Anumber of previous studies for Ser-
bia have focused on key indicators of la-
bor market participation, the gender pay
gap and the promotion of the right to
equal pay for work of equal value (Vla-
disavljevi¢, Avlijas and Vuji¢ 2015; Ognje-
novi¢ 2021, 2024), while another strand
of research has examined the economic
resilience of women entrepreneurs (Og-
njenovi¢, Pavlovi¢ and Bodroza 2022;
Babovi¢ and Kocovi¢ De Santo 2023),
and, more generally, the vulnerability
of entrepreneurs in times of crises (Og-
njenovi¢ and Duki¢ 2023). Compared to
previous studies, the novelty of this pa-
peris a comprehensive overview of the
main labor market indicators, focusing
on the results of the implementation
of the existing employment strategies
and their implementation plans. There-
fore, this paper also presents a situation
analysis, focusing on women'’s achieve-
mentsin terms of gender equality in the
workplace and the exercise of employ-
ment-related rights. The realization of
the objectives of this paper is guided
by the answers to the following ques-
tions. What do the main labor market
indicators show? Are inequalities be-
tween men and women in the labor mar-



ket decreasing? Is the pay gap widening
and how is it distributed across econom-
ic sectors, indicating the hidden effects
of occupation choice? Are labor market
policies having the expected effect by
including unemployed and hard-to-place
women in active measures?

In the continuation of these efforts,
the public policy framework for the la-
bor market in Serbia is presented with a
comparison to the institutional context
of the EU. The theoretical-methodolog-
ical part presents the theoretical frame-
work developed based on the review of
the relevant literature and the results of
recent studies, while the methodologi-
cal part explains the research concept,
describes the data sources, defines the
indicators and justifies their selection.
The results of the descriptive data anal-
ysis and their discussion are providedin
two separate sections. Finally, the con-
clusions of the paper are presented with
the most important recommendations.

2 FRAMEWORK OF
EMPLOYMENT POLICIES

The scope of public labor and employ-
ment policies set out in the Employment
Strategy of the Republic of Serbia until
2026 (Government of the Republic of
Serbia 2021a), is largely based on the
Employment Guidelines for EU Mem-
ber States with regard to cross-sectoral
measures to achieve the objectives of
improving the quality of labor supply,
stimulating labor demand and increas-
ing participation in the labor market.
The European Pillar of Social Rights,
which essentially comprises 20 key fac-
tors, promotes the realization of these
rights in practice by creating more and
better jobs, improving skills and equal
opportunities, as well as better health
and social protection and inclusion. The
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European Pillar of Social Rights Action
Plan sets three main measurable targets
by 2030, aiming to increase the employ-
ment rate of the population aged 20-64
to 78%, increase the annual education
rate of the adult population by at least
60% and reduce the number of Euro-
peans at risk of poverty by at least 15
million, including five million children
(European Commission 2021). The Em-
ployment Guidelines for the EU Mem-
ber States were amended twice. First-
ly, in 2020 due to the consequences of
the COVID-19 crisis (Council Decision
(EU) No. 2020/1512 2020) and second-
ly in 2022, to support the integration
of Ukrainian refugees of working age
into the European labor market (Coun-
cil Decision (EU) No. 2022/2296 2022).
The revision of the Employment Guide-
lines builds on the Porto Summit held
in May 2021, which emphasized that
the European Pillar for the Realization
of Social Rights (European Commission
2021) should enable an easier transi-
tion (digital, green and fair, inclusive)
for the members of the Union and con-
tribute to social and economic conver-
gence, recognizing the importance of
demographic changes due to the aging
of the population. The key points of the
2022 revision relate to (i) strengthening
the demand for labor, (ii) improving la-
bor supply and access to employment,
lifelong learning and skills develop-
ment to facilitate the transition result-
ing from technological, demographic
and environmental change, (iii) improv-
ing the functioning of the labor market
and strengthening social dialogue, (iv)
promoting equal opportunities, social
inclusion and combating poverty, with
the aim of taking measures that effec-
tively prevent all forms of discrimina-
tion and promote equal opportunities
and gender equality, in particular the
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promotion of disadvantaged groups in
the labor market, including women and
young people, with a focus on regional
and territorial coverage (Council Deci-
sion (EU) No. 2022/2296 2022).

The Employment Strategy of the Re-
public of Serbia for the 2021-2026 pe-
riod has as a general goal the creation
of conditions for stable and sustainable
employment growth with continuous
improvement of the level of knowledge
and promotion of decent work, which is
to be achieved through three main ob-
jectives: (i) employment growth through
cross-sectoral measures to improve
supply and stimulate demand for labor,
(i) improving opportunities for the un-
employed through fair integration into
the labor market, (iii) improving the le-
gal framework for the implementation
of employment policies and increasing
the capacity of employment service pro-
viders (public and private sector) and
raising the level of social dialogue be-
tween the parties concerned (Govern-
ment of the Republic of Serbia 2021a).
Compared to the previous strategic
framework, this document focuses on
achieving a smaller number of strategic
objectives, but requires cross-sectoral
measures to improve labor supply and
demand, targets vulnerable groups of
labor market participants and provides
for a number of measures to improve
the economic position of women. In the
implementation plans for achieving the
Strategy’s goals by 2026, activities to
improve the position of women in the
labor market are proposed as a part of
the measures to promote women's em-
ployment (Ministry of Labor, Employ-
ment, Veteran and Social Affairs of the
Republic of Serbia 2022, 2023, 2024).
The less favorable economic position of
women stems from the observed imbal-
ances resulting from lower labor force
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participation and employment rates
and lower average wages compared to
men, which perpetuate gender gaps in
employment, occupation and income.
The objectives of the Strategy in
terms of improving the environment for
creating equal opportunities for all are
realized through the implementation
of the Law on Gender Equality (2021),
which replaces the former Equality
Act (2009) in the domain of prevent-
ing discrimination and promoting gen-
der equality through equal treatment
of men and women, with the aim of re-
alizing the rights in the areas of work,
employment and self-employment.
The legal framework implemented in
Serbia to promote gender equality is
based on the principles of the Europe-
an Directive on equal opportunities and
equal treatment of men and women in
employment and occupation (Directive
2006/54/EC 2006). This regulation fo-
cuses on the employer and other par-
ties whose actions may restrict access to
employment, career development and
promotion, and place a disadvantaged
group in an unfavorable position. The
practical implementation of the princi-
ple of equal pay for equal work or work
of equal value is the fundamental start-
ing point of the EU directive to achieve
greater equality in the labor market,
as gender pay gaps and gender segre-
gation are common practice in Euro-
pean countries (European Commission
2020a). The application of this principle
was further emphasized in the European
legal area by the introduction of the Di-
rective on pay records and pay transpar-
ency (Directive 2023/970/EC 2023). The
European Strategy for Gender Equality
by 2025 is a response to the green and
digital transitions, fair inclusion and de-
mographic change, which are all pri-
ority actions in the field of labor and



employment and form a part of the Eu-
ropean Pillar of Social Rights (European
Commission 2020b). In this way, it pro-
motes the concept that gender equali-
ty favors the creation of more jobs and
supports productivity growth.

3 THEORETICAL AND
METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

3.1 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Given the low participation of women
in the labor market, the fundamental
question has long been how to optimal-
ly allocate time between domestic re-
sponsibilities and investment in human
capital, in order to raise women'’s mar-
ket wages to a level that is acceptable
if they decide to participate in the labor
market in greater numbers (Mincer and
Polachek 1974). The main theoretical
concept to which the empirical research
refers, assumes that gender pay gaps are
the result of differencesin the individual
characteristics of men and women and
that the elimination of these differenc-
es would lead to a correction of the pay
gap, which is one of the central problems
of gender equality (Blau and Kahn 2003).
Therefore, gender equality policies are
mainly based on improving the female
labor supply so that the differences be-
tween men and women can be attribut-
ed to the dissimilarities in their observed
characteristics (Rubery, Grimshaw and
Figueiredo 2005). Studies conducted in
Eastern European countries show that
men and women perceive their roles in
the household and outside the house-
hold differently, with women valuing a
fair distribution of household tasks more
than men (Fodor and Balogh 2010).
Women'’s financial vulnerability is
largely the result of income inequality
between men and women and is there-
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fore reflected in women's everyday lives
and career progression (Schneebaum et
al. 2018; Ognjenovi¢ and Pavlovi¢ 2021).
Regarding women in Eastern European
countries, the results of empirical stud-
ies also show that less than a third of
women hold responsible decision-mak-
ing positions in political and social life,
and that violence against women is
disproportionately high, which is illus-
trated by the finding that one in four
women is exposed to violence by the
partner (Cuberes, Munoz-Boudet and
Teignier 2019).

Company-level research and liter-
ature based on public policy analysis
in the EU show that pay transparency
and pay gap are inversely proportion-
al, confirming the fact that more trans-
parency reduces the gender pay gap
(Bennedsen, Larsen and Wei 2023).
However, there are also opponents of
this hypothesis who point out that pay
transparency can affect human free-
doms and reduce productivity at com-
pany level (Bennedsen et al. 2022).
Transparency of wage setting in the
EU is a mechanism introduced to en-
courage companies to reduce the pay
gap between women and men, which
in turn contributes to the promotion
of gender equality (Rubery, Grimshaw
and Figueiredo 2005). Although the in-
fluence of unionization has declined in
the EU, data from women'’s unions sug-
gest that the secrecy of workers’ pay
has a significant impact on the pay gap
due to the payment of lower wages to
women (Bennedsen et al. 2022). Thanks
to pay transparency, women may prefer
to seek employment in the companies
where the pay gap is low. Legislative
solutions to promote equal opportuni-
ties have helped to change the climate
in European companies in favor of wom-
en when filling high-paying positions,
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which in turn helps to reduce the pay
gap (Bennedsen, Larsen and Wei 2023).
There is empirical evidence of a statisti-
cally significant correlation between the
appointment of women to management
positions and the pay gap (Theodoro-
poulos, Forth and Bryson 2022). New
studies investigating the impact of ro-
botization on pay gap are also essential.
The results do not argue for a reduction
in the pay gap, but show thatincreasing
robotization in countries with already
high inequalities would likely lead to
widening of the pay gap. More precise-
ly, a 10% increase in robotization would
enlarge the pay gap by 1.8% on average
(Aksoy, Ozcan and Philipp 2021: 10).

Empirical research does not lead to
a uniform conclusion when it comes to
how much of the difference in earnings
between men and women can be ex-
plained by job-related characteristics
or personal traits, and how much is due
to gender discrimination. In the West-
ern Balkans (WB), including Serbia, men
earn on average up to one fifth more
than women, and the evolution of the
pay gap depends on numerous factors,
such as the observation period, the type
of microdata and the methods of anal-
ysis used (Ognjenovi¢ 2021, 2024). The
pay gap falls below 10% if characteristics
of an employee, the workplace and the
employer are considered (Vladisavlje-
vi¢ Avlijas and Vuji¢ 2015). The intensity
of gender inequality changes over the
course of working life and is usually neg-
atively correlated over time.

Empirical results from the compar-
ison of gender inequality in the labor
markets of the WB, Turkey and the EU
show that the largest gender gap is in
the labor force participation rate (twice
as high as in the Union countries), while
the gender gap in self~-employment is
close to the Union average. Using the
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occupational choice model, Cuberes, Mu-
noz-Boudet and Teignier (2019: 87) show
that the loss of average income due to
current gender inequalities would be up
to 20%, and 6% only due to the gender
gap in self-employment. When analyzed
by age cohort, the largest gender differ-
ences in labor force participation rates
are found among older people, the larg-
est differences among employers are
found with middle-aged people, while
the self~-employed differ significantly
when looking at young cohorts. Fore-
casts on the development of skills supply
and demand in WB labor markets until
2030 indicate that the current trend of
simultaneous skills shortages and skills
obsolescence will change direction (Leit-
ner 2022), inducing a negative impact on
the pay gap if there is no response from
companies and policy makers.

3.2 METHODS

The paper analyses synthetic indicators
of the labor market status, as they cap-
ture and represent the changes most
fully. As emphasized at the beginning of
the paper, the aimis to place the entire
analysis of labor market participation by
sex in the context of the implementa-
tion of the Employment Strategy in Ser-
bia, and evaluate its potential impact on
the employment of women, especially
from vulnerable groups, which is includ-
edin the paper through participation in
active labor market policy measures. The
time frame of the analysis for most of
the selected indicators is limited to the
period 2021-2024. Another explanation
for the choice of this time frame are the
changes in the methodology of the EU
Labor Force Survey (EU-LFS) conduct-
ed by Eurostat (2021), which were also
adopted by the Statistical Office of the
Republic of Serbia (SORS). In 2021, the



EU-LFS methodology was adapted to
the recommendations of the EU bodies,
to align with international labor stand-
ards. From 2023, the weights used for
the Serbian Labor Force Survey (LFS)
data are estimated using demographic
trends in population growth based on
the 2022 Census. For reasons of com-
parability, the figures analyzed in this
paper therefore refer to the data after
the 2021 revision (Statistical Office of
the Republic of Serbia 2021).

The paper uses the standard meth-
od for calculating the indicators of la-
bor force dynamics segregated by sex.
Three groups of harmonized synthetic
labor market indicators are used for the
analysis of differences between men
and women: (i) the labor force partic-
ipation rate for men and women (the
share of male and female labor force in
the corresponding subset of the work-
ing age population), (ii) the employment
rate for men and women (the share of
employed men and women in the cor-
responding subset of the working age
population), and (iii) the unemployment
rate for men and women (the share of
unemployed men and women in the cor-
responding subset of the labor force).

The population framework used in
connection with the calculation of se-
lected indicators comprises the popula-
tion aged 15 to 64, i.e. the working age
population. An additional methodolog-
ical explanation for the choice of the
working age contingent as a statistical
framework for the calculation of stand-
ard labor market indicators is the fact
thatitis particularly relevantin the con-
text of countries where the activity lev-
el of the post-employment contingent
is low, as is the case in Serbia.

On the basis of these indicators, the
differences between the indicators cal-
culated for men and women are pre-
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sented as gender-specific differences in
labor force participation, employment
and unemployment rates, and inter-
preted as changes in percentage points.
The analysis is extended by two impor-
tant characteristics of men and women,
which are embodied in their age and
level of education. Thus, a tripartite di-
vision is made in each segment, dividing
the participants into three age groups
(15-24; 25-54 and 55-64). In order to
systematize educational attainment into
comparable groups, the ISCED levels of
the International Standard Classifica-
tion of Education (ISCED) from 2011 are
grouped, expressing primary and lower
education, secondary (general and voca-
tional) and tertiary education. Addition-
al explanations are provided further in
the paper.

Several data sources were used to
derive the research results presented in
this paper. First, as already mentioned,
the data from the continuous, regularly
conducted surveys of the SORS, includ-
ing the LFS, the Structure of Earnings
Survey (SES) and other publicly available
data on labor market trends were used
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Ser-
bia 2020, 20253, 2025b, 2024). These
data were combined with the Eurostat
labor market statistics to make compari-
sons more meaningful (Eurostat 2025a).
Finally, data from the register of unem-
ployed persons and recipients of active
labor market policy measures published
by the National Employment Service
(NES) in its annual reports were used
(National Employment Service 2023a).
The Employment Strategy for Serbia
promotes active labor market policies
that would lead to greater equality in
performance between men and women
and creates the basis for a critical review
of what has been achieved so far.
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4 DESCRIPTIVE DATA ANALYSIS

4.1 GENDER DIFFERENCES
IN LABOR MARKET STATUS

The starting point for defining the frame-
work for employment policy measures is
the existence of significant inequalities
in the labor market, which are primarily
identified by statistically examining the
differences in measurable outcome indi-
cators for men and women. Therefore,
regulatory and incentive measures have
been envisaged, that are primarily aimed
at improving the economic situation of
women. The economic status of wom-
en has not improved significantly since
the start of the transitional reforms. Giv-
en the significant economic backward-
ness of women, which was due to the
restructuring of the real sector and the
decline of industrial enterprises where
many women worked, as well as the fact
that new jobs required skilled labor and
workers who are in productive age, many
women retired rather than returned to
work. The focus of the real sector, on
the other hand, was on conquering the
market and increasing competitiveness,
which was foreseen by systemic chang-
es and the new legal framework (Ognje-
novi¢ 2015). Technological progress has
facilitated the return of younger female
cohorts to the labor market, as their ed-
ucational structure has also visibly im-
proved (Gligorijevi¢ and Baki¢ 2022).
Nevertheless, the employment rate of
women is significantly lower than that
of men, and women from the so-called
“disadvantaged” groups are more like-
ly to work in the informal sector and as
contributing members of households
and family businesses. This picture is
unique across the WB region and is slow-
ing the countries’ convergence towards
the EU average (Atoyan and Rahman
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2017). At the same time, each “global”
crisis, including the last one caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic, slows them
down further. Poorer countries are less
generous in terms of all forms of aid and
need more time to return to their pre-
vious economic path (Ognjenovi¢ and
Duki¢ 2023).

Figure 1 shows that men and wom-
en in Serbia differ in terms of their eco-
nomic activity and that these differenc-
es persist. Based on the LFS data in a
short time span, it is not possible to de-
termine whether anything significant
has changed between 2021 and 2024
and whether the impact of employment
policies has influenced the reduction of
the gender gap. In fact, the difference
in the labor force participation rate
(population 15-64) in 2024 is slightly
smaller than in 2021, which is because
men have entered the labor market in
greater numbers than women. In rela-
tive terms, the labor force participation
rate of men increased by 1.8 percent-
age points in 2024 compared to 2021
and that of women by 4.3 percentage
points, so that the gap is still high at 11.7
percentage points, but is decreasing. In
the EU-27, this difference is smaller and
amounts to 9.3 percentage points with
a female labor force participation rate
of 70.7% in 2024. A similar trend can be
observed in the development of gender
differences in employment. For wom-
en in Serbia, there is a slight upward
trend in the employment rate of 60.8%
in 2024, compared to 54.8% in 2021,
while the employment rate for men is
71.7% (narrowing the gender gap by 2.9
percentage points compared to 2021).
For the same age population in the
EU-27, the employment rates for men
and women in 2024 were 75.3% and
66.2% respectively, resulting in a gender
gap of 9.1 percentage points (Eurostat
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Figure 1 Labor force participation (LFP), employment (EMPL) and unemployment (UNEMPL)
rates for men and women in Serbia, 2021-2024

Notes: M stands for “male”, F for “female”, while A(M-F) denotes the difference in the values of the
indicators for men and women. Working age population 15-64 years.

Source: Eurostat (2025a) and Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2021, 20253, 2025b).

2025a). The unemployment rates of men
and women have "converged” in recent
years, so that the gender gap in 2024
was 0.3 percentage points, which is due
to the higher unemployment rates of
women. According to EU-LFS data (Eu-
rostat 2025a), the gender gap in the un-
employment rate in 2024 at EU-27 level
was 0.5 percentage points, with unem-
ployment rates for men (5.8%) and wom-
en (6.3%) being lower on average than
in Serbia (8.8% and 9.1% respectively).
The bigger gender differences in the
labor force participation rate of young
people (15-24 years) result from the age
structure of activity among the working
age population, so they are likely to be
larger among those characterized by low
levels of economic activity due to pursu-
ing education. In addition, census data
show that the gender differences in la-
bor force participation can be observed
through different patterns of behavior

of girls and boys in relation to education.
General trends show that girls are more
oriented towards higher education than
their male peers, so they are likely to
enter the labor market only after com-
pleting their education (Devedzi¢ and
Sobot 2025).

The gender differences in the labor
force participation rates of the prime-
age population (25-54 years) are the
smallest, which is supported by the fact
that women are present in the labor
market at this age and most of them are
employed. The labor force participation
rate of women decreases faster with age
than that of men, with the largest gap
in the 54+ age group (Figure 2).In 2021,
the difference in the labor force partici-
pation rate between men and women in
the 55-64 age group was 21.4 percent-
age points, i.e. 5.2 percentage points
more than in 2024, indicating a slight
tendency for the gap to narrow, which
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Figure 2 Differences in labor force participation (LFP), employment (EMPL) and
unemployment (UNEMPL) rates by sex and age groups in Serbia, 2021-2024

Notes: Working age population 15-64 years.
Source: Eurostat (2025a) and Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2021, 2025a, 2025b).

is a sign that women are present in the
labor market for longer due to, among
other things, the postponement of the
retirement age and the expected higher
returns to work experience.

The gender gap in the employment
rate of young men and women (15-24
years) is decreasing (it was 15.7 percent-
age points in 2024) and is approaching
the difference between the employ-
ment rates of workers at the upper end
of the age distribution (55-64 years),
which was 15.1 percentage points in
2024. In the 25-54 age group, the gen-
der gap in employment is primarily de-
termined by the employment rate of
women, which increases during the ob-
served period. The time frame of this
study is too short to adequately explain
the existing divergence in the employ-
ment rate by sex.

The gender gap in the unemployment
rate of the oldest group of workers de-
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creases over the years, but the unem-
ployment rates of young women and
men still differ significantly, confirming
that young women have less chance of
finding employment than men immedi-
ately after leaving school, even if their
educational attainment improves. The
exception is the year 2024, in which
the unemployment rates of young men
(23.0%) and women (23.1%) have equal-
ized, narrowing the gap. However, these
data are not consistent with the NES
data for 2024 on the duration of unem-
ployment among young women, which
show that three-fifths of all women reg-
istered as unemployed are looking for
their first job. The difference is caused
by the NES only keeping data on regis-
tered unemployed persons. However,
the higher unemployment rates of wom-
en in the 25-54 age group are present
throughout the period analyzed, which
certainly slows down the decline in the



gender gap among people of the most
productive working age (National Em-
ployment Service 2025). While this find-
ing is worrying, it is not possible to ob-
tain more precise answers on the basis
of observing developments over a peri-
od of four years.

The economic activity of the work-
ing age population in Serbia by educa-
tion level is shown in Figure 3 for the
male population and in Figure 4 for the
female working age population. In or-
der to obtain a more comprehensive
structure for the needs of the analysis,
a methodological tripartite division was
made according to the highest com-
pleted school level (primary, secondary
and tertiary education). The labor force
participation and employment rates of
women with the primary school qualifi-
cation are the lowest compared to oth-
er levels of education, but they are also
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lower than the labor force participation
rates of men, which contributes to the
gap in their status in the labor market.
Asillustratedin Figures 3 and 4, in 2024,
the labor force participation and em-
ployment rates of women and men at
this level of education were 34.6% and
29.5% (women) and 50.9% and 43.9%
(men), respectively. The gender gap in
labor force participation (16.3 percent-
age points) and employment rates (14.4
percentage points) is therefore also the
greatest among those with primary edu-
cation or less, indicating that either the
supply of low-skilled women is thin, or
that these women have left the labor
market because the demand (supply of
jobs) is low. Women are also less like-
ly than men to take part in in-company
trainings to acquire the qualifications
they lack on the labor market and ensure
employment stability (Ognjenovi¢ 2023).

: 0§ & F §F E F o5 §E :F & :
= c b= = c = = c = = c T
o ] P o ] b o ] b a 3 s
[} [} [} [}
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Figure 3 Male labor force participation (LFP), employment (EMPL) and unemployment
(UNEMPL) rates by educational attainment in Serbia, 2021-2024

Notes: Male working age population 15-64 years.
Source: Eurostat (2025a) and Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2021, 2025a, 2025b).
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Figure 4 Female labor force participation (LFP), employment (EMPL) and unemployment
(UNEMPL) rates by educational attainment in Serbia, 2021-2024

Notes: Female working age population 15-64 years.
Source: Eurostat (2025a) and Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2021, 20253, 2025b).

Although the labor force participa-
tion and employment rates of women
with secondary school qualifications are
higher, they are not yet sufficient to sig-
nificantly reduce the gender gap. A high
percentage of women with a tertiary ed-
ucation make up the female labor force.
Nevertheless, there is still a difference
in the employment rate of men and
women with tertiary education, which
amounted to 15.3 and 14.6 percentage
points respectively in 2024. The employ-
ment rates of women with a tertiary ed-
ucation are rising faster. In the period
2021-2024, the rate has increased by
4.3 percentage points (women) and 2.5
percentage points (men), respectively.
The difference between the rates will
turninto an advantage for women in the
coming years, in the sense that the em-
ployment rates of women with tertiary
education will exceed those of men. This
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can also be explained to a certain extent
by slight differences in the current un-
employment rates, which in 2024 were
6.8% for women and 6.3% for men with
tertiary education.

Of particular concern are the high
rates and significant differences in ear-
ly school leaving indicators among 18-
24 year olds and young people (15-24
years) not in education, employment
or training (NEET), as shown in Table 1.
Young men drop out of education more
often than young women, which is con-
firmed by the better long-term educa-
tional structure of women, despite the
differences in the main labor market in-
dicators. The LFS data in Table 1 do not
indicate that young people of this age
drop out of school to find a job, but there
are other reasons as well, and when they
do find a job, they usually work in the
informal sector, in jobs that offer a low
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Table 1 Early school leavers and NEET population in Serbia by sex, 2021-2024

Year Indicator Men Women
2021 Early school leavers (18-24), % 8.7 6.6
NEETs (15-24), % 171 17.0
2022 Early school leavers (18-24), % 6.5 5.0
NEETSs (15-24), % 13.4 13.3
2023 Early school leavers (18-24), % 5.8 5.9
NEETs (15-24), % 12.7 12.2
2024 Early school leavers (18-24), % 6.8 5.7
NEETs (15-24), % 131 12.6

Source: Eurostat (2025a) and Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2021, 20253, 2025b).

level of security (Ministry of Labor, Em-
ployment, Veteran and Social Affairs of
the Republic of Serbia 2022, 2023, 2024).

The NEET indicator is almost equally
unfavorable for young men and women.
Due to the volatility, no clear downward
trend can be identified over the years.
The rates of 13.1% for men and 12.6%
for women, which represented a differ-
ence of 0.9 percentage points in 2024,
suggest that young men need more sup-
port to be successfulin the labor market
(Table 1). Both groups of young peo-
ple belong to a particularly vulnerable
group that is entitled to combined sup-
port measures to help them integrate
into the labor market, including training
to improve their skills. In 2024, the NES
launched the “Youth Guarantee” pilot
program (National Employment Service
2023b), which has aimed to improve the
situation of young people at risk. This
group of labor market participants usu-
ally forms the category of self-employed
out of necessity, whose survival rate on
the market is lower compared to other
entrepreneurs (Ognjenovid, Pavlovi¢ and
Bodroza 2022).

Countries with high unemployment
rates at almost all levels of education
demonstrate the need to integrate the
unemployed into active labor market
policies through additional education

and training measures or subsidized
employment. Above all, however, they
show that the labor market and the de-
mand for occupations cannot keep the
pace with the current supply. This means
that the labor market is functioning in-
adequately, partly due to an insufficient
supply of skills, and partly because the
pool of unemployed people who can-
not find work is generally stacked up
in long-term unemployment. NES data
show that more than three-fifths of the
registered jobseekers are long-term un-
employed (National Employment Ser-
vice 2025). Another current problem is
overqualification, which in Serbia stood
at23.2% (22.6% for women) in 2024 (Eu-
rostat 2025b).

In the EU-27, the structure of unem-
ployment by level of education is similar
to that in Serbia, although the unem-
ployment shares and the differences in
the rates for men and women are great-
erin Serbia (Figure 5). This is particularly
evident in the differences in unemploy-
ment rates by sex among those who fin-
ished primary school. Another curiosity is
the unemployment rates of both sexes
at the secondary vocational education
level (5.2% for men and 6.1% for wom-
enin EU-27), which are half as low, prob-
ably due to the practical skills acquired
during schooling to get people into the
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Figure 5 Unemployment rates of men and women by level of education in %,
Serbia and EU-27, 2024.
Note: Working age population 15-64 years. The ISCED level stands for the International
Standard Classification of Education from 2011.

Source: Eurostat (2025a).

labor market after leaving school. In Ser-
bia, the highest unemployment rates
are recorded among people with prima-
ry education, while the unemployment
trend is similar for people with general
and vocational secondary education. In
the group of people with general sec-
ondary education, the unemployment
rate is slightly higher for men (10.3%)
than for women (9.8%) (Eurostat 2025c¢),
even though a higher percentage of
girls (33.5%) than boys complete gram-
mar schools in 2024 (22.9%) (Statistical
Office of the Republic of Serbia 2025c).
Their unemployment rate can be partly
explained by the fact that they have not
been trained for vocations at grammar
schools. When they fail to continue their
education or to accept the jobs on offer,
they remain unemployed. The problem
of overqualification, on the other hand,
is partly a consequence of unemploy-
ment in the group of people with ter-
tiary education, which places the burden
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on them to work in professions for which
they have not been trained.

4.2 THE GENDER PAY GAP AND
ACTIVE EMPLOYMENT POLICY

The uncorrected gender pay gap in Ser-
bia, derived from the 2022 Structure of
Earnings Survey data, is 12.1% (8.8% in
2018) (Statistical Office of the Republic
of Serbia 2024). The gender pay gap is
calculated for employees in companies
with ten or more employees and does
not refer to the activities of households
as employers and non-territorial organ-
izations and entities, which characteriz-
es Serbia as a country with a "persistent”
and "increasing” gender pay gap. This
rate is higher than in North Macedonia
(8.3%, 2014), Slovenia (6.5%, 2022) and
Croatia (7.3%, 2022), while the EU-27 av-
erage in 2022 was 12.0%, excluding pub-
licadministration, defense and statutory
social security (Eurostat 2025a).



Figure 6 shows the uncorrected pay
gap between women and men by eco-
nomic sector in Serbia, calculated from
the 2018 and 2022 Structure of Earn-
ings Survey data. The finance and in-
surance sector is the extreme with the
highest pay gap, while the construc-
tion sector is the other extreme with
the lowest pay gap. Activities with a
higher proportion of working men, in-
cluding manufacturing (19.2% in 2018
and 19.6% in 2022) and energy supply
(15.1%in 2018 and 11.2% in 2022), also
show larger pay gaps. In these sectors,
there are major differences in the lev-
el of average earnings. In the finance
and insurance sector, where wages are
above average, the pay gap (20.1% in
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2018 and 20.6% in 2022) is due to the
high wages of people in management
positions, which are more commonly
men and whose total income includes
not only the basic salary but also man-
agement bonuses. The pay gap is also
above average in other service sectors,
such as healthcare, information and
property. A surprising increase in the
pay gap in the information and com-
munication sector was estimated at
20.3%in 2022. In contrast, construction
(-10.9%), transport (-6.0%), administra-
tion (-0.7%), mining (-0.5%) and water
supply (-0.3%), showed a reverse unad-
justed pay gap. These sectors account
for a smaller share of total employ-
ment; the dispersion of wages around
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Figure 6 The unadjusted pay gap by economic activity in Serbia in %, 2018, 2022
Source: Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (2024).
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the average is denser and consists main-
ly of low wages. However, considering
that the start of the Employment Strat-
egy measures almost coincided with the
implementation of the 2022 Structure
of Earning Survey, the interpretation of
the results and the conclusions drawn
from them regarding the effectiveness
of the measures in the area of wages,
are limited, while only a new cycle of re-
search based on the Survey will be able
to shed light on the pay gap trends.

The focus of active labor market pol-
icy (ALMP) measures is on the hard-to-
place categories of unemployed peo-
ple. Women in this group are considered
more difficult to place in the labor mar-
ket and have been allocated special
measures in the Strategy's Implemen-
tation Plan.

The proportion of women participat-
ing in active job search measures is high
bothin the group of all beneficiaries and
in the particularly vulnerable groups.
This allows Fflexibility in women’s job
search, but the intention to complete
training to pursue an entrepreneuri-
al activity is less pronounced. As men
are more likely to choose an entrepre-
neurial career, it is to be expected that
women are more likely to participate in
subsidized entrepreneurial training. The
proportion of women receiving financial
measures for self-employmentis 51.7%,
with the proportion of women from vul-
nerable groups falling to 42.9% (Nation-
al Employment Service 2023a).

Only two-fifths of women took part
in further training at the request of the
employer in 2022. Although this meas-
ure is relatively modest, it is still signifi-
cant, as it offers a high probability that a
participant will be hired by the employ-
er. The same applies to the unemployed
people who have taken advantage of the
practical skills training program — only
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42.3% of women who were difficult to
place took advantage of this program.
In the "My first salary” program, young
women have been represented above
average in all categories. This program
aims to make the transition to their
first job easier for young people. The
employment of people with disabilities
via the wage subsidy measure for peo-
ple without work experience has been
realized with an equal participation of
women and men. In 2022, however, only
39.8% of particularly vulnerable women
with disabilities took advantage of this
measure.

5 DISCUSSION

The aim of this paper is to examine the
economic opportunities of women and
men, to identify the differences in se-
lected indicators of labor market sta-
tus and to determine the pay gap. The
analysis was developed around several
research questions. The first two were
discussed through a comprehensive de-
scriptive analysis of selected summary
indicators of labor market development
with a focus on gender differences. In
response to the questions raised, it has
been shown that trends in labor market
indicators are converging, leading to a
narrowing of the gap, but that new chal-
lenges such as overqualification have
also been emerging. Statistically at least,
the position of women in the labor mar-
ket is improving, but the persistence of
the pay gap points to latent factors that
still prevent a significant improvement
in a financial sense. This observation is
significant in that the market needs la-
bor and the increase in women'’s eco-
nomic activity is precisely the channel
that could replace the shortage of la-
bor in the long term, given the increas-
ingly pressing demographic challenges.



Studies on women's education highlight
various economic and societal challeng-
es, as well as the impact on the family
(De Hauw, Grow and Van Bavel 2017;
Gligorijevi¢ and Baki¢ 2022).

Over the years, women have attained
the educational structure that, fora long
time, enabled men to choose an ade-
quately paid job in line with their qual-
ifications and occupations. Thus, the
educational structures of women and
men no longer differ to the extent that
could determine unequal employment
opportunities, and education and work
experience can no longer be blamed for
the unequal pay of women's work com-
pared to men'’s (Blau and Kahn 2003). In
addition to the entrenched gender pay
gap, the differences in the structure of
full-time and part-time employment be-
tween men and women are becoming
increasingly apparent. The literature
suggests this as one of the factors in-
fluencing the extent of the pay gap (Ru-
bery, Grimshaw and Figueiredo 2005;
Atoyan and Rahman 2017; Theodoro-
poulos, Forth and Bryson 2022). In Ser-
bia, there is a similar pattern of correla-
tion between women'’s education and
their participation in the labor market
as in other European countries. Flexibil-
ity in choosing different forms of em-
ployment, including part-time, remains
insignificant.

Empirical studies have moved away
from the standard patterns and intro-
duced new perspectives as possible
causes for the existence of the pay gap,
despite the institutional context that
protects women’s rights and opens up
new economic opportunities. For Serbia,
either no gender-disaggregated data are
available or no such measures have yet
been taken. In response to one of the
qguestions around which the structure
of this paper was developed, it can be
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stated that the pay gap has widened. In
the 2022 Structure of Earnings Survey,
the gender pay gap was estimated at
12.1% (8.8% in 2018) (Statistical Office
of the Republic of Serbia 2024). How-
ever, in the context of the implemen-
tation of the new strategic framework,
it is still too early to draw conclusions
about the impact of the measures in the
area of wages on the economic position
of women.

In addition, comparative studies
show that the correlation between
the type of labor contract, the employ-
ment rate and the degree of trade un-
jon participation has different effects
on employment outcomes and the pay
gap (Bertola, Blau and Kahn 2007). The
Scandinavian countries have the highest
membership rates in trade union organ-
izations, indicating a strong culture of
social dialogue. Although the data for
Serbia go back quite far, i.e. to 2010, it
shows that one third of employees are
members of a trade union. In the EU, it
is26.9% in Slovenia (2016) and 20.8% in
Croatia (2018), while in the other coun-
tries of the region it is highest in Alba-
nia (36.8%, 2017) and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina (30.0%, 2012), and lowest in
Montenegro (25.8%, 2012) and North
Macedonia (16.7%, 2019) (Internation-
al Labor Organization 2023). The data
do not include the trade union partici-
pation rates of women. Recent studies
analyzing the (positive) impact of the
legislation introducing transparency in
wage setting in EU countries (Directive
2023/970/EC 2023) show that greater
transparency of pay policies at compa-
ny level contributes to reducing the pay
gap (Bennedsen, Larsen and Wei 2023).

In 2022, 46.1% of unemployed wom-
en from the NES register were em-
ployed, which was below the planned
rate (49%). However, the annual rate of

STANOVNISTVO, 2025, 00(0), 1-24



18 | Employment Policy Measures to Improve the Economic Opportunities of Women in Serbia

participation of women in ALMP meas-
ures (56.3%) exceeds the share from the
strategy’s implementation plan by 0.3
percentage points (Ministry of Labor,
Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs
of the Republic of Serbia 2023). Thisis a
positive signal, indicating that women's
employment could increase if the imple-
mentation of the ALMP measures con-
tinues from one year to the next. Con-
sidering that women are more likely to
be unemployed than men, this dynamic
of implementing the ALMP measures
would also increase employment from
the NES register.

6 CONCLUSION

This paper complements existing labor
market studies by analyzing gender dif-
ferences in the statistical indicators cre-
ated to monitor the status of women,
examining the pay gap and assessing the
potential impact of active labor market
policies. Equally important is the assess-
ment of the potential representation of
(in)active women in future policies, but
also of women who are discouraged and
whose reintegration into the labor mar-
ket should be of particular interest for
policy planning. The paper applies an ap-
proach that focuses on the implementa-
tion of employment policies integrated
into the framework of the Employment
Strategy of the Republic of Serbia for
the period 2021-2026. Statistical meth-
ods of analysis are applied to data from
recent studies and other available data
sources, and the situation of women in
Serbia is compared with the countries
in the region and the EU using harmo-
nized indicators. The present economic
situation of women is less favorable than
that of men, due to lower average wages
and difficulties in exercising other social
rights, but is improving.
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Due to the gender gapsin labor force
participation and employment rates,
Serbia is one of the countries with per-
sistent inequalities between men and
women. All employment policies to date
are aimed at equalizing the participa-
tion and employment rates of women
and men, but the differences persist,
and each subsequent crisis has a deep-
er negative impact on the economic sys-
tem and the performance in the business
sector, and affects the functioning of
the labor market. If one were to gener-
alize the recommendations for the three
segments of the analysis presented in
this paper, they would be as follows:
itis necessary to promote and establish
a coherent economic and social policy
approach, to set up mechanisms that al-
low timely monitoring of the impact of
the employment policies implemented,
to improve measures to attract discour-
aged people and people who leave the
education system without qualifications
and whose prospects in the labor market
are modest, and to increase their eco-
nomic independence.

The paper has its limitations. First, the
short time frame in which the dynamics
of labor market indicators have been ana-
lyzed has a limited impact on the analy-
sis of gender differences. In addition, the
uncorrected pay gap has been used as a
measure of pay for work of equal value
and the results of the Structure of Earn-
ings Survey, which was last conducted
in 2022, have been used. In the context
of monitoring the impact of the imple-
mentation of the Employment Strategy
up to 2026, a much better insight would
be gained by extending the time hori-
zon and possibly adding a quantitative
dimension to the analysis of inequality
in the realization of economic opportu-
nities, whichis still the subject of further
research. Allin all, this work is part of the



medium-term assessment of the results
of the current employment policies.
The pay gap between men and wom-
en persists even when differencesin the
characteristics of human capital, work-
place and employer are considered, as
numerous studies cited in this paper
show (Ognjenovi¢ 2021, 2024; Vladisa-
vljevi¢, Avlijas and Vuji¢ 2015). However,
the differences in the former features
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have a negative impact on the pay gap
and lead to its reduction, which means
that the causes of the persistent pay
gap are to be found in other character-
istics that are beyond women’s control.
As the legislative framework in this area
evolves, one of the ways to improve the
economic position of women is to fur-
ther promote gender equality and pay
transparency.
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Mere politike zaposljavanja
za unapredenje ekonomskih
mogucnosti Zena u Srbiji

PROSIRENI SAZETAK

Cilj rada je analiza uc¢inka Zena na trzistu rada u Srbiji. Tema istrazivanja dobija na znacaju, jer
se Srbija nalazi u zreloj fazi sprovodenja svog strateskog okvira u oblasti politika zaposljavanja.
U ovom radu primenjuje se metodoloski pristup koji se fokusira na analizu uticaja mera politike
trzista rada usvojenih radi poboljsanja ekonomskog poloZaja Zena. Planovi sprovodenja politike
zaposljavanja sadrze pokazatelje za merenje ostvarivanja strateskih ciljeva u svakoj fazi strate-
Skog perioda i ¢ine osnovu za pracenje ostvarivanja rodne ravnopravnosti. Vazno je videti kako
Zene ostvaruju svoja prava na trziStu rada u poredenju sa muskarcima, ali je diverzifikacija po
razli¢itim individualnim karakteristikama takode vaZzna zbog direktnog uticaja na rezultate koje
Zene ostvaruju na trzistu rada. Statistika trzista rada analizira se paralelno sa relevantnim doku-
mentima za realizaciju politike u oblasti zaposljavanja, prethodnim studijama i nalazima istrazi-
vanja koji pokazuju kako Zene napreduju na skali merljivih pokazatelja rodne ravnopravnosti i
spremne su da iskoriste ekonomske mogudénosti suocene sa demografskim izazovima. Rezultati
analize pokazuju da, iako Zene i dalje zaostaju za muskarcima, njihovo ucesée u radnoj snazi i
zaposlenosti beleZi relativno i apsolutno poboljsanje. Razlike u osnovnim pokazateljima trzista
rada u kategoriji stanovnistva sa visokom stru¢nom spremom brze se smanjuju od 2023. godine.
Platni jaz i dalje postoji i polako se menja, uprkos propisima i naporima da se pomogne Zenama
na trzistu rada kroz aktivne mere. S obzirom na povoljniju obrazovnu strukturu mladih Zena, oce-
kivano je da ceS¢e ucestvuju u merama za sticanje prakti¢nih vestina i programima za pripravnike
sa visim obrazovnim kvalifikacijama. U posebno kreiranom programu zaposljavanja mladih ,Moja
prva plata“, mlade Zene su zastupljene iznad proseka. Ova mera usmerena je na poboljsanje
polozaja mladih na trZiStu rada i olakSavanje njihovog prelaska na prvo zaposlenje, ali i na una-
predenje statistike na osnovu koje se prati sprovodenje mera aktivne politike na trzistu rada za
mlade. Pilot faza programa ,Garancija za mlade”, koja je pocela 2024. godine, takode ima za cilj
poboljsanje stanja, ali ranjivih grupa mladih. Zaposljavanje osoba sa invaliditetom putem mere
subvencionisanja plata za osobe bez radnog iskustva ostvaruje se uz podjedano ucesce zena i
muskaraca. U radu se klju¢ni nalazi za Srbiju uporeduju sa nalazima drugih relevantnih istrazivanja
kako bi se izveli zakljucci zasnovani na uporednoj analizi potkrepljenoj preporukama.
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