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1. THE GLOBAL PICTURE:
FROM FULL TO FUL-“FILLING"
EMPLOYMENT

1.1 GLOBAL EMPLOYMENT SITUATION: STYLIZED
FACTS

While labour markets globally have proved resilient
to successive crises, inclusive growth that leaves no
one behind remains an elusive prospect. In 2025,
284 million workers lived in extreme poverty — that
is, less than USS$3.00 a day — and 2.1 billion work-
ers remain in informal employment, often without
access to basic rights, social protection or income
security. Real wage and labour income growth have
yet to fully recover from recent inflation shocks, lim-
iting gains in living standards.”

Slower labour force growth amid demographic shifts
is stabilizing unemployment rates despite weak em-
ployment growth. The global unemployment rate is
at a historic low of 4.9% in 2025, unchanged from
2024. still, global unemployment is forecast to reach
186 million in 2026, while the broader measure of la-
bour underutilization — the jobs gap — is projected at
408 million.”

In 2025, women represented only 40 per cent of
global employment and are 24.2 per cent less likely
than men to participate in the labour force, reflecting
enduring barriers to paid work. Young people face
particularly severe challenges: global youth unem-
ployment stands at 12.4 per cent, and 20 per cent
of youth - around 260 million people - are not in em-
ployment, education or training.’

Labour markets are transforming within a complex
backdrop, also shaped by:

« Stunted productivity growth*

* Disruptions in trade flows due to tariff wars and
the contraction in Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
flows, which undermine the historical potential of
the external sector to generate decent employ-
ment opportunities.’

* The emerging impacts of the ecological and cli-
mate crisis on the world of work.

* Regulatory mechanisms, including carbon pricing
instruments and border adjustment measures
that reduce competitiveness from traditional pro-
duction.

+ Technological change and Al.

serbia.un.org

In this context, promoting decent work for sustained,
inclusive and sustainable growth requires a compre-
hensive approach to create full and productive em-
ployment, achieve universal social protection and
enhance workers’ rights and protections. This in-
cludes investing in a workforce that has the rights,
the income support and the professional compe-
tencies and life skills for tackling the triple plane-
tary crisis, eradicating poverty, and enhancing social
development and social justice, in line with the Doha

Political Declaration of the “World Social Summit”.°

The remainder of this first section reviews some of
the framework interventions that have been endo-
rsed by the international community, modelled by
researchers, and trialed by policy makers with a fo-
cus on those with documented impact for middle
income economies undergoing a demographic tran-
sition.

1.2 ENHANCING LABOUR MARKET RESILIENCE

As recognized in the 2026 WEF Global Risk Report,
geopolitical shocks, rapid technological change,
climate and ecological instability, and societal po-
larization are collectively amplifying risks across
interconnected systems. Embedding resilience in
labour markets is then a key priority, to ensure that
workers and their families can thrive amidst contin-
ued disruptions.” In support, the ILO Decent Work
Agenda provides a rich toolbox that must be more
fully implemented, including by promoting rights at
work, strengthening social dialogue and social pro-
tection — particularly social protection floors and
unemployment insurance — and unlocking access
to employment and self-employment opportunities
for all through targeted vocational training, up-
and re-skilling, and continuous learning sys-
tems. These measures have proved theirworthas
mitigating stabilizers during shocks, also by easing
worker transitions to new jobs.®

Measures to enhance labour markets’ resilience
should also be contextualized in wider economic
policies, particularly as regards the external sector,
as this increasingly becomes a key source of insta-
bility. This can be achieved among others by: diversi-
fying export strategies; weaving labour clauses into
trade agreements to protect workers during trade
shocks; and conditioning FDI incentives to local
hiring, skills transfer, and decent work compliance.
Broadly, these measures are geared to leverage ex-
ports and FDI in support of the transformation of
economies and societies towards environmental
and social sustainability.
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1.3 CAPITALIZING THE DEMOGRAPHIC
TRANSITION AND ADDRESSING THE JOB
GAP

Between 2024 and 2050, demographic decline is
projected to lower annual GDP per capita growth by
0.4% in the region of the EU, the Western Balkans,
and Eastern Europe and the Caucasus as shrinking
working age populations lead to labour shortages.’

To offset the negative pull of workforce contraction
and accelerate convergence with higher income
countries, the actively employed face a bigger role in
sustaining and improving the living standards of the
whole population, requiring intensifications in both
productivity and workforce participation. As produc-
tivity gains are slowing (see below), increasing the
participation of the workforce and addressing the
job gap becomes then a critical lever for policymak-
ers aiming to raise living standards.

International best practice aimed at expanding labor
market participation includes:

* Encouraging women'’s participation in the labour
force, including by redistributing unpaid care re-
sponsibilities between men and women (e.g. by
enhancing care services for young children and
elderly citizens), as well as through trainings and
active labour market policies tailored to women
and girls and action on the digital gender divide."

* Improving coordination between social protection
and employment policies, including by linking wel-
fare benefits to participation in work-experience
programs.

« Protecting and promoting worker rights,"" and
aiming at ending all forms of violence and dis-
crimination in the workplace."”

* Implementing active labour market (ALM) poli-
cies, such as short-term upskilling and re-skilling
programs for the unemployed and hard to employ,
support to start a business, flexible work arrange-
ments, temporary wage subsidies to private em-
ployers to lower the risk of hiring long-term un-
employed; incentives for investment in depressed
geographies. Investing in lifelong learning, upskill-
ing and re-training programs for mid-career and
older workers and support for age-friendly as well
as mental health friendly workplaces."

* Implementing programs aimed at Youth Not in
Employment or Education (NEET) to support
youth entering the labor market (e.g. through tar-
geted temporary employment, and self-employ-
ment, as well as training programmes)."*
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1.4 INTEGRATING FOREIGN LABOUR AND
FIGHTING VIOLATIONS ON THE JOB
MARKET

Along with the expansion of participation in the la-
bour force, integrating foreign labour is increasingly
adopted as a response to shortfalls in labour mar-
ket outcomes. Efficient, effective and fair migration
systems - grounded in the principles set out in the
2018 Global Compact and reaffirmed by the 2022
Progress Declaration —will play a key and widening
role in addressing imbalances, particularly workers
;sshortages and mismatches in critical occupations.

For example, circular migration schemes have been
successfully trialed to fill immediate gaps in sec-
tors like agriculture, care, construction and manu-
facturing, boosting skills transfer and productivity
with benefits for workers as well as origin and des-
tination countries."® Skills Mobility Partnerships are
another tool that could be used further to facilitate
cross-border matching between demand and supply
of skills, supporting investments in education and
training systems in the origin country to meet skill
needs in both countries, while extending workers
access to streamlined visas, skills recognition, and
portable social protection, such as portable pen-
sions and health coverage.”’

Challenges in integrating foreign labour however
are widespread, ranging from language barriers and
lack of recognition of credentials, to labour market
segregation into low-wage and precarious roles, as
well as exploitation via recruitment fees and irregu-
lar status. These issues are often intensified by re-
sistance to migration, undermining social cohesion.
Targeted initiatives like employer incentives — such
as wage subsidies or tax credits conditional on in-
tegrating migrants into formal apprenticeships and
local upskilling initiatives — can help counter en-
trenched narratives and drive meaningful change."

Because severe forms of exploitation including
child labour and forced labour affect disproportion-
ately, although by no means exclusively, workers in
migrant employment, measures to strengthen mi-
grants’ protection - for example through ILO’s Fair
Recruitment Initiative - warrant priority attention,
alongside inspections and regulatory enforcement.
Ultimately, leveraging the full potential of foreign
human capital depends on the involvement of all
segments of society into a comprehensive strategy,
including tripartite oversight by unions, firms, and
governments to uphold decent labour standards
and prevent any form of abuse.
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1.5 UNLOCKING PRODUCTIVITY GROWTH

Productivity growth reflects “the ability to produce
more with less, owing to new ideas, innovation and
the capacity of human capital to harness technologi-
cal progress.””® As such, productivity is essential not
only as a foundation of decent employment oppor-
tunities, but also to reduce material extraction and

resource use, furthering sustainable development.

Restricting this broad topic to actions within the la-
bour agenda, this requires investments in lifelong
learning and skills development aimed at equipping
workers with skills for digital and green transitions,
and at ensuring that firms adopt productivity-enhanc-
ing technologies and business processes. National
training funds and incentives to firms that invest in
worker training, tax credits for R&D, and well-struc-
tured Dual Vocational Education and Training (VET)
are key enablers.”

These interventions must be embedded in more
systemic changes aimed at charting a path for in-
clusive and sustainable growth, including strength-
ening competition, improving governance, phasing
out untargeted public support to low-productivity en-
terprises, and financial markets reforms which help
unlock investments as well as trade and investment
policies, to integrate the most innovative enterpris-
es in international supply chains.

1.6 SUPPORTING LIVING WAGES

The years following the outbreak of the COVID pan-
demic have been marked by a widespread cost-of-
living crisis which has undermined families’ well-be-
ing, impacting poorer households the hardest.”
While inflation was brought under control, at least
until the conflict in the Gulf, millions of workers
worldwide continued to earn very low wages, mak-
ing them and their families unable to afford healthy
food, decent housing, medical care or schooling for
their children.

The ILO’s Governing Body has endorsed a frame-
work for estimating and operationalizing living
wages, recognizing their role in reducing poverty,
inequality, and promoting social justice. The con-
cept of a “living wage” refers to wages sufficient
for a decent standard of living, calculated using evi-
dence-based methods and adapted to national and
local contexts.”

ILO is actively furthering the implementation of this
approach including by supporting:

* minimum wage mechanisms regularly adjusted
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to productivity and cost of living, while ensuring
coverage extends to informal and non standard
workers.;

 collective bargaining through sectoral agree-
ments on wage floors; and

* equal pay audits to fight discrimination based on
gender, age and ethnicity.

1.7 INFORMALITY

Worldwide, informality ensnares more than 2 billion
workers, affecting 62% of the labour force in upper
middle-income countries in 2025, up from 54% a
decade earlier, disproportionately penalizing wom-
en.” This trend not only limits workers’ access to
social protection, workplace safety and job secu-
rity but also reduces productivity at both the firm
and economy-wide levels, as it correlates with low
skill development, limited training opportunities
and fewer incentives for innovation, depressing
business growth prospects, and competitiveness.
Additionally, and especially in the context of a de-
mographic transition, it challenges the stability of
pension and health funding nationwide.

ILO’'s work on the transition to formality for decent
work culminated with the adoption of a Resolution
on addressing informality in June 2025, which is
being followed up through an Action Plan and the
preparation of a global roadmap towards formal-
ization.” In view of the complexity and multifaceted
nature of informality, the ILO recommends an inte-
grated and coherent approach, based on: a) good
governance, an adequate regulatory framework and
strong political will, with access to adequate funding
mechanisms; b) reliable, quality and timely disaggre-
gated data, gathered through diagnostics and rapid
assessment and c) social dialogue and inclusive
consultation mechanisms.”

Pragmatic solutions, based on these pillars, should
aim at ensuring that the benefits of participating in
the formal economy are greater than any benefits
derived from remaining in informality. These include
the simplification of business registration process-
es and of compliance regimes; the removal of ad-
ministrative barriers, particularly for SMEs; capac-
ity-building initiatives for business chambers and
trade unions to support their members; facilitated
access to finance and preferential tax schemes con-
ditional on formalization.

A number of initiatives have been launched by de-
velopment partners in support of this broad agen-
da, including the Multistakeholder Engagement to
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Implement the Global Accelerator on Jobs and So-
cial Protection, a UN-World Bank partnership to co-
ordinate advisory and financial assistance and help
countries build integrated national policies for social
protection and decent job creation. *°

2. LABOUR MARKET DYNAMICS
AND POLICIES IN SERBIA

The previous section illustrates key global labour
market dynamics and framework interventions,
highlighting the urgency of a whole of society
approach in support of sustained labour market
participation, rights-based migration systems,
adequate wages, and the transition to formali-
zation to counter demographic pressures and
stagnating productivity growth. This section re-
views long term trends and recent developments
on the labour market in Serbia, as background
for continued action by the Serbia UN Country
Team and partners towards a legal framework
and economic and social policies that advance
decent work for all in Serbia.

2.1 THE POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL
FRAMEWORK

Headline labour market indicators proved resilient
overall, with the activity and unemployment rates at
56% (63.3% for men, 49.3% for women) and 8.7%
(8.4% for men, 9.0% for women), respectively, in
2025. While both indicators improved markedly over
the last decade they remain short of EU averages.
Between 2021 and 2023, even as the employment
rate increased by 1.4% and the unemployment rate
fell by 1.7%, the labour force contracted by 50,000
people, due to the overall reduction of the Serbian
workforce through natural population changes and
outmigration.”’

Average labour market figures also mask structural
differences between geographic areas, age cohorts
and sexes. Activity rates are much lower among
women, with a differential between the sexes of 14%,
due to well known constraints including the unequal
distribution of unpaid care responsibilities across
genders, gender-blind regulatory frameworks, and
inflexible and discriminatory workplace practices. .
Youth integration in the labour market also remains
a concern, with unemployment affecting 23.4%
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of the age cohort 15-24 (22.1% young men, 25.5%
young women). Among 15-29-year-olds, 15.1%
(14.4% young men, 15.9% young women) were not
in employment, education or training, falling in the
category referred to as “NEET” in 2025.%°

While there is a lack of reliable disaggregated sta-
tistics, vulnerable groups — including the Roma,
persons with disabilities, refugees and migrants,
the LGBTQ+ community — continue to face barri-
ers integrating into labour markets. . As most of
the agricultural production is carried out on family
farms, rural areas face specific concerns, which par-
ticularly impact women, including through the lack
of opportunities for employment and for enhancing
family farm / smallholder production. This results in
many women working in low skilled jobs: every fifth
employed rural woman works as an unpaid family
worker with no contract and social benefits on the
family farm.”

Stateless people in Serbia also encounter significant
obstacles in exercising their right to work, primarily
due to challenges in obtaining personal documen-
tation. Many people at risk of statelessness, par-
ticularly from the Roma community, lack birth reg-
istration and identification documents, which are
essential for accessing employment. This not only
hinders their ability to secure formal employment
but also limits access to social protection rights,
such as cash assistance and child allowances. Con-
sequently, many stateless individuals are compelled
to work in the informal economy, often under precar-
ious conditions. Additionally, societal discrimination
and social exclusion further exacerbate these chal-
lenges.

Average wages have risen rapidly in nominal terms,
with average net earnings up approximately 12.7%
annually during the 2020-25 period, yet once price
increases are considered, real purchasing power
grew by about 4.9% per year.* Differences among
groups remain pronounced, with higher-skill urban
sectors (IT, professional services) far outpacing low-
er-skill, rural, and informal segments. As the median
net wage remains far below the average, many Ser-
bian workers continue to earn relatively low wages,
as also evidenced by the large share of the popula-
tion who report that they cannot afford daily neces-
sities.”’

Informality in Serbia, according to official statistics,
fell to 11.4% of total employment in 2025 (11.3%
male, 11.6% female) down from 22.0%in 2016 (21.0%
male, 23.4% female), but continues to make up more
almost 50% of the employment in agriculture, with
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as many as 80% of female workers in the agricul-
tural sector informally employed. The actual number
of workers affected could however be higher, espe-
cially among those engaged in seasonal work, and
those working in the platform economy and in the
construction industry.*>

The protection of workers’ rights and the meaning-
ful involvement of social partners in policymaking
continue to face notable gaps.* Serious violations
have been repeatedly denounced. Notably, in De-
cember 2025, U.S. Customs and Border Protection
banned a shipment of tires manufactured in Ser-
bia by Linglong, based on evidence demonstrating
multiple forced labor measures on the company’s
premises.** Multiple cases were documented in
the construction and hospitality industry, alongside
reports of exploitation, underpayment, poor living
conditions and minimal social and health benefits.*
Child labour continues to jeopardize the well-being
of 9.5% children aged 5 to 17 in Serbia *

The labor market criticalities briefly reviewed above
can be traced back, with some simplification, to
three key drivers. The first is the quality of the labour
legislation and of its enforcement. The pace of la-
bour reforms has been sluggish: the umbrella La-
bour Law has been almost unchanged for 20 years.
Additionally, the workforce operates under a diverse
range of legislative references, leading to fragmen-
tation.”” Poor governance and the insufficient ca-
pacity of labour inspectorates prevent effective
monitoring while court cases rarely result in indict-
ments.*® Second, demographic ageing and outward
migration, particularly among young and mid-skilled
workers, lead to skills gap on the job market, while
limited flexibility in job arrangements and other bar-
riers prevent women at different stages of their lives
and workers with a diverse set of personal condi-
tions and time availability from accessing decent
work opportunities. Third, Serbia’s labor productivity
remains below half of EU levels, weighing down on
the possibility of sustainably increasing real wages,
even as a rising cohort of innovation-driven firms
are carving out leadership positions in specialized
global markets. This gap is widened by a pattern
of public investment that favors infrastructure and
construction over human capital development, while
FDI incentive frameworks continue to prioritize la-
bor-intensive sectors that generate low-skilled, low-
wage jobs rather than higher-value employment.*

These three drivers result in multiple labor market
mismatches. Deep and growing geographical di-
vides in income and access to services prevent
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geographical mobility, leaving many unemployed,
with few and inadequate employment opportunities,
even as companies increasingly resort to importing
labor as a short-term solution. While almost one
million and a half Serbians are currently either inac-
tive or unemployed, shortages in the availability of
qualified professionals — particularly semi-skilled
workers - are companies’ top concern, in particular
among SMEs. Looking ahead, as the Serbian pop-
ulation declines, many workers are set to retire the
next 5-10 years, but not enough young people will
be entering the job market with the desired profiles,
or a willingness to work these same jobs.*’

A misalignment between skills and jobs is clearly
emerging, but it is not one that will be solved through
upskilling and reskilling alone. While quality skills
training, including skills anticipation, career guid-
ance, Dual VET programs and education to entrepre-
neurship all retain their importance, progressively
re-orienting the Serbian economy towards innova-
tive, high-growth sectors that are environmentally
and socially sustainable, is equally important, in en-
suring a match between demand and supply of
skills and competences. The green transition, the
digitalization of the economy and the uptake of ar-
tificial intelligence - which notably require additional
technical competences — will also offer opportuni-
ties for job diversification. In managing this upward
transition, it will be important to also consider the
potential distributional impact of disasters and cli-
mate change including at the sectoral and regional
levels and avoid deepening inequality and fueling
depopulation of specific geographies.”’

2.2 THE POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL
FRAMEWORK

The Employment Strategy 2021-2026 adopted in
2021, provides the key policy reference. Its goal is
the creation of stable and sustainable employment
growth, underpinned by knowledge and decent work,
through cross-sectoral measures to enhance labour
supply and demand; actions to improve labour mar-
ket prospects for the unemployed; and an improved
institutional framework. The related Action Plan for
2024-2026 operationalizes these objectives, allo-
cating RSD 7 billion for active labour measures tar-
geting youth, women, Roma, and disabled persons,
with projected increases to RSD 7.5 billion in 2025
and RSD 8.5 billion in 2026, with additional contribu-
tions from municipal budgets targeted at local em-
ployment; by the Ministry of Tourism and Youth tar-
geted at youth employment — particularly the Youth
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Guarantee Programme - and by the Ministry of Econ-
omy targeted at entrepreneurship, with flanking allo-
cations for other specific measures.*

While the implementation of these measures is
making headway, the EU Annual Progress Report on
Serbia, while acknowledging improvements in head-
line labour market indicators, notes that budget allo-
cations for active labour market policies decreased
in 2025 and remain below the target set by the em-
ployment action plan and laments that unemploy-
ment benefits and subsidized job seeker measures
are insufficient.®

A welcome normative intervention was the adoption
of the amendments to the Law on Foreigners and
the Law on Employment of Foreigners in 2023, in-
troducing a unified procedure for obtaining a permit,
which combines both residence and employment,
and which should take no more than 15 days. This
was accompanied by various regional initiatives for
greater mobility of workers in the Western Balkans,
including the recognition of educational certificates
and professional qualifications and the Agreements
on freedom of movement with identity cards and
on conditions for free access to the labor market.
These interventions have significantly opened the
Serbian labor market to foreign labour, a result that
could be further strengthened with the conclusion
of transparent bilateral cooperation agreements for
planned migration with selected countries, to simul-
taneously enhance control on irregular migrants and
ensure better matching of supply and demand.*

In February 2024, the Law on Amendments to Law
on Employment of Foreigners also enabled refugees
and asylum seekers in Serbia to access the labour
market solely with their identity documents issued
by the Asylum Office of Ministry of Interior, making
work permits no longer necessary. Besides this, asy-
lum seekers are now given access to the labour mar-
ket six months after their asylum applications are
filed, compared to nine months previously. Further
shortening of this period would be much welcomed
by persons seeking asylum in Serbia and would fa-
cilitate their faster access to work. The mentioned
changes have made employment of these vulnera-
ble groups easier, as employers no longer need to
wait for work permits to be issued or renewed; ad-
ditionally refugees and asylum seekers are exempt
from paying administrative costs.

While these reforms are a positive development
overall, the exceptional increase in the number of
foreign workers was, however, not accompanied by
a corresponding increase in the capacity of the labor
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inspectorate, resulting in an increased burden for a
body that is already chronically understaffed. It also
requires stronger whistleblower protections, more
capacity for effective labour inspections and judicial
follow-up, as well as public awareness campaigns.®
A recent UNDP analysis recommends that “the in-
troduction of a special organizational unit within the
Labor Inspectorate that would deal with the super-
vision of the application of regulations on foreign
workers would be the optimal solution to avoid addi-
tional burden on the existing labor inspectors”, while
also calling for other mechanisms to increase the
capacity of labor inspectors, such as additional edu-
cation and specialization, alongside enhanced sup-
port from other inspection bodies, and cooperation
with the police and all other actors involved. *

Beyond the integration of foreign labour, building
a “culture of compliance” is also key to achieving
sustainable enterprises and high-quality jobs. This
requires strengthening labour legislation in line with
international standards and equipping institutions
such as the Labour Inspectorate with adequate
mandates and resources to both advise and sanc-
tion enterprises. Effective compliance creates a lev-
el playing field, prevents unfair competitive advan-
tages based on exploitation, and can even generate
new business opportunities, such as developing
local production linked to safety standards. Strong
compliance systems also enhance the country’s at-
tractiveness to foreign investors and international
supply chains that value good working conditions.

Another key opportunity forimproving labour market
outcomes is increasing the adaptability and respon-
siveness of the employment landscape. Currently,
the Serbian labor market lacks sufficient job flexi-
bility, in particular concerning working hours, work
locations and employment types. Women and vul-
nerable groups, such as single parents, Roma, peo-
ple with disabilities, and caregivers, struggle to find
jobs that accommodate their personal needs and
responsibilities. This negatively affects women who
find themselves unable to combine their heavier un-
paid care responsibilities with gainful employment.

Coordination between the Ministry of Labour, em-
ployers and trade unions and effective social dia-
logue could unlock opportunities for labor market
inclusion, by removing administrative and bureau-
cratic barriers that prevent employers from offering
flexible work options and encouraging the adoption
of remote work, flexible hours, and job-sharing pro-
grammes. Retraining and reskilling programmes
tailored to the needs of marginalized groups, such
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as women re-entering the workforce after parental
leave, older workers nearing retirement, refugees
and asylum seekers, or people with disabilities are
also critical to their integration.”

Over the past decade, Serbia's VET system (74%
of upper secondary learners are enrolled in VET)
has advanced mainly through a gradual shift to
qualifications- and learning-outcomes-based pro-
grammes under the National Qualifications Frame-
work, including systematic work on occupational
and qualification standards and curriculum develop-
ment. Governance and labour market linkage have
been strengthened through institutions such as the
Qualifications Agency and Sector Skills Councils
(SSCs), intended to improve stakeholder partici-
pation, regular update of qualifications and better
matching between education supply and employer
demand. However, persistent shortcomings affect
overall quality and responsiveness: skills mismatch
remains high (including overqualification), learning
outcomes vary substantially across learner groups,
and adult upskilling—though improving—still lags EU
levels. Key challenges include: turning skills antici-
pation into a “closed feedback loop” system, improv-
ing teacher and mentor professional development
and achieving a consistent quality assurance of
both school-based practical training and workplace
practice (dual and non-dual). Strategically, the Strat-
egy for the Development of Education and Upbring-
ing until 2030 and Serbia’s implementation com-
mitments aligned to EU VET priorities, including by
updating qualification standards and curricula with
stronger key competences, strengthening SSCs,
improving the quality of student practice and work-
based learning , expanding continuous and life-long
vocational training, recognition of prior learning, and
developing regional training centres for reskilling/
upskilling.

Broad collaboration among stakeholders is also an
important tenet to scale up programmes like the
Youth Guarantee that have shown positive results
across the EU. Support to entrepreneurship could
also contribute to bringing young people back to
the labor market and reduce NEET rates, alongside
economy-wide measures in support of innovation
and economic diversification that were described
above, accompanied by clear criteria for the prioriti-
zation of SDG-aligned FDI incentives.*

Strengthened capacities for enforcement and mea-
sures that support inclusivity on the formal job mar-
ket would also play an important role in fighting
informality. At the same time, successful interven-
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tions to curb informal jobs will also require changes
in Serbia’s fiscal policies, including further reducing
informal tax wedge on low incomes, which weakens
incentives for formal employment.*

Lastly, the availability of timely and accurate data on
employment trends, wage disparities, worker con-
ditions and job satisfaction need to be enhanced,
in particular as regards individuals with disabilities
or single parents, refugees and asylum seekers, as
a prerequisite for a more responsive and inclusive
policy design and also for targeted interventions.
Such interventions could include the creation of a
comprehensive labor market monitoring system, to
track vacancies and skills demand in real time; and
regular evaluations of labor market interventions, to
monitor long-term outcomes of ALMs and ensure
they deliver the intended benefits for workers and
employers alike.*

3. UNCT SERBIA'S INTERVENTIONS
IN SUPPORT OF JOB-RICH
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Labour market-related interventions in the Ser-
bia Cooperation Framework focus on promoting
equitable and decent employment opportuniti-
es through greener and more innovative eco-
nomic development, with a strong emphasis on
youth, women, rural communities, and vulner-
able groups. They include support to reforms
for circular and low-carbon growth and SME
competitiveness, incentivizing new green jobs
and self-employment, especially in rural and de-
populating areas. The Cooperation Framework
prioritizes active labour-market policies and
strengthened labour-market institutions, better
linking education, VET and lifelong learning with
employers’ needs, and supporting re-skilling, es-
pecially for young people and women. It also tar-
gets structural barriers to women's labour-force
participation — such as unequal unpaid care, di-
scrimination, informal work - and foresees tai-
lored programmes for Roma, refugees, migrants,
and small farmers to integrate into value chains
and formal employment.

Accordingly, UN agency activities in Serbia in the
2021-2025 period related to job-rich growth and
inclusivity through employment spanned across
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different areas which are presented below bro-
ken into four broad areas: support to the devel-
opment of normative and policy frameworks,
and social dialogue; generating new employ-
ment opportunities; building human capital to
improve matching between skills and jobs; and
targeted activities focused on women, the youth,
and hard-to-reach segments of the population
such as the Roma, refugees and migrants.

3.1 SUPPORT TO NORMATIVE AND POLICY
FRAMEWORKS, INSITUTIONAL CAPACITIES
AND SOCIAL DIALOGUE

UN agencies collectively advance Serbia’s regulato-
ry landscape by developing policies, standards, and
governance mechanisms that underpin equitable
employment. ILO, in partnership with the EU and oth-
er stakeholders, contributed to the technical review
and inputs for important legislative and normative
frameworks (Law on labour, Law on strikes, Law on
seasonal work and insurances against injuries at
work). It also fulfils a key role in monitoring the im-
plementation of ILO conventions in Serbia, including
Convention n. 81 on Labour Inspection and n. 138
on Child Labour.

Working within their respective mandates, IOM sup-
ports the development of evidence-based, compre-
hensive and inclusive labour migration policies, co-
ordination mechanisms and legal frameworks that
encourage good migration governance in line with
international standards, while UN Women strength-
ens gender-responsive budgeting, and advocates
for women'’s rights across all institutions, helping to
ensure that Serbia’'s economic policies reflect the
needs of women workers and female entrepreneurs.

Other UN agencies enhance institutional capacities
for employment policies and comprehensive labour
market analyses. Under this priority, WHO works
with Ministry of Health to prepare a comprehensive
labour market analysis that will serve as a baseline
for the development of the national health workforce
strategy, while UNDP is supporting the National Em-
ployment Service on nationalizing a skills taxono-
my and developing a job matching platform which
will facilitate connecting skills to jobs based on Al
analysis of CVs. This intervention is also expected
to assist workers in designing their desired career
pathway, for example, they could enter their desired
future job, or current jobs high in demand in Serbia,
and the system will return with an analysis of the
worker’s skills gap, and trainings or experiences they
should aim at acquiring to develop toward that role.

serbia.un.org

UNHCR contributes to smooth recognition of diplo-
mas and access to life-long learning and career
guidance for refugees, in cooperation with the Qual-
ifications Agency (QA) and the Serbian Commissar-
iat for Refugees and Migration (SCRM). To facilitate
the employment of refugees, UNHCR is cooperating
with the National Employment Service (NES), QA,
SCRM, as well as the private sector, including the
growing #ForRefugees private sector network. To-
gether with Council of Europe, Ministry of Education,
and QA, UNHCR contributed to introducing Europe-
an Qualifications Passport for Refugees in Serbia,
a unique instrument providing forcibly displaced
persons with an assessment of their qualifications
when these cannot be fully documented.

Finally, ILO continues to work to further tripartite
dialogue and strengthen worker protections, for
example through assistance for the implementa-
tion of the German Supply Chain Due Diligence Act
and combatting child and forced labour through the
“Measurement, Awareness Raising, and Policy En-
gagement.

3.2 GENERATING EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES
FOR A GREEN, SUSTAINABLE, KNOWLEDGE-
BASED ECONOMY

Through integrated efforts, agencies catalyze jobs
and entrepreneurial opportunities across sectors,
helping to diversify the job market and create a pull
towards sustainable, nature-based, knowledge inten-
sive, and tech-driven sectors. UNDP leads an innova-
tive mechanism that provides grants to startups and
SMEs in support of the implementation of project
ideas that target decarbonization, circular economy,
and pollution reduction, through “challenge calls.”
Implemented in partnership with the Government of
Serbia and the EIB, this initiative has so far generat-
ed a total investment value of $56 million, against $6
million in donor co-financing from the EU, Sweden,
Switzerland, Serbia, UNDP and Slovakia.*

Working to bridge geographical divide and create
opportunities at the local level, including in disad-
vantaged municipalities, UNOPS implements pro-
grammes like EU PRO, EU PRO Plus, and Norway for
You, providing direct grants, equipment, training and
technical assistance to hundreds of SMEs and start-
ups for job creation, competitiveness, and local eco-
nomic diversification, also specifically encouraging
women-owned and youth-led businesses and the
participation of vulnerable groups. Under this prior-
ity, UN Habitat contributes to shaping local environ-
ments where economic activity, public services and
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community development can flourish by contribut-
ing to improvements in urban mobility, planning, and
resilience — combined with better local governance
- helping support local job markets.

FAO advances organic agriculture and nature-posi-
tive production methods, boosting jobs in rural ar-
eas and in conservation, including by supporting
agri-food exporters in penetrating or increasing
exports to non-traditional markets. Working with
EBRD, the Government of Serbia and the Intellectual
Property Office it also assisted Serbian producers
and processors in developing production specifica-
tions and registering geographical indication labels,
ensuring that producer get an edge in a crowded
market. Interventions supporting forest manage-
ment planning, carbon resilient forestry, and climate
smart practices created jobs linked to conservation,
monitoring, and sustainable land use.

In the fast-growing ICT sector, the UN in Serbia is hel-
ping create an enabling environment for digital entre-
preneurship and skilled employment. Among others,
ITU helped strengthen the digital innovation ecosys-
tem and improve ICT accessibility by supporting na-
tional assessments, training programmes and awa-
reness-raising, and UNDP supported foundational
institutions for artificial intelligence research and a
supercomputer platform at the National Data Center
to stimulate research and development.

Through capacity building in the cultural and cre-
ative sectors, UNESCO helped expand income gen-
eration in culture-related fields. Projects enhancing
the management of heritage sites, archaeological
conservation and cultural tourism supported jobs
in culture, tourism and local services by improv-
ing economic potential linked to heritage assets.
UNEP promoted nature-based solutions, improved
air quality governance, and strengthened pollution
monitoring, helping create jobs in environmental
management, ecosystem restoration, and sus-
tainable urban planning. Joint programmes with
UNDP created opportunities in eco-tourism, con-
servation, and environmental services. Joint UN-
ECE and UNEP projects supported the transition to
the sustainable economy, indirectly contributing to
creating jobs in these sectors, while UNECE helped
support the transition to the circular economy, and
directly improved border crossing operations, gen-
erating opportunities in export-oriented sector.

serbia.un.org

3.3 HUMAN CAPITAL AND SKILLS
DEVELOPMENT

The The UN in Serbia continues to place strong em-
phasis on strengthening the human capital in Ser-
bia and reducing the skills mismatch on the labour
market, focusing on formal and non-formal training,
and developing capabilities to ensure equitable out-
comes for all. Excluding for the sake of brevity the
broad range of UN activities in the field of education,
contributions under this umbrella broadly related to
supporting access to the labour market, including
through career guidance, employability, and lifelong
learning.

UNICEF'’s contributions are focused on digital skills
development and green skills initiatives, creating
opportunities for young women and men to access
nonformal education and improving their employ-
ability. It also addresses barriers to labour market
inclusion among vulnerable youth and families by
strengthening social protection systems, improv-
ing data for policy development, and supporting
community-based youth participation mechanisms.
Their work with migrant and refugee children - in-
cluding support for inclusion in primary and second-
ary education — allows young newcomers to better
integrate and eventually transition into Serbian edu-
cation and labour markets.

ILO supported Youth Guarantee plan aims to en-
sure young people under thirty receive quality of-
fers of employment, education, or training within
four months of becoming unemployed. Following a
2023-2024 pilot, Serbia is now rolling out the plan
in cooperation with the EU, to helps build capacities,
design monitoring systems, and create service de-
livery mechanisms to improve the school-to-work
transition and reduce social exclusion. Also acting
on this priority, UNICEF's UPSHIFT skills-building
programme for 16-24-years-old, aims at providing
more adolescents and young people with the skills
necessary to transition from education to work,
while UNDP supported to the Office for Dual Educa-
tion and National Qualification Framework so it can
better serve its community. UNFPA focuses its activ-
ities related to the job market on life-skills education,
lifelong learning, and digital literacy for youth and
older workers’ market transitions. It also advocates
for support to the “silver economy” without affecting
rights to pensions.

At a more foundational level, WHO'’s continues to
strengthen the health system's capacity to protect
and sustain the workforce, helping keep workers
healthier and able to participate productively in the
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economy. This includes addressing environmental
determinants of health such as air quality, support-
ing mental health services for young people, among
other key activities aimed at a more resilient popula-
tion and labour force. WHO also works on regulatory
system strengthening and preparedness for health
emergencies, ensuring that the health system can
continue functioning under crisis conditions, as a
critical factor for maintaining labour market stability.

Together with the National Employment Service,
but also private sector actors such as IKEA, Infos-
tud and Impact Hub Belgrade, UNHCR organized
numerous skills’ development trainings for refugees
and asylum seekers, focused on entrepreneurship
and employment. By directly engaging with the pri-
vate sector, UNHCR also informs employers about
the opportunity to employ refugees, and also about
their specific status, documents, rights and reasons
for being in Serbia, as these often sharply differ from
those of foreign workers, who are much more visible
to the public.

3.4 PROMORTING GENDDER EQUALITY AND
INCLUSIVITY

UN Women advances women’s economic empow-
erment through targeted interventions that address
structural inequalities in labour markets. UN Wom-
en's involvement in the “Ending Violence, Empow-
ering Change” joint programme also included em-
ployment related dimensions, enabling survivors to
access training, employment, and economic reinte-
gration. Support for women in cultural and creative
industries, training on leadership and representa-
tion, and promotion of gender equality in economic
decision making all contributed directly to women'’s
empowerment in the economy.

UNDP promotes female employment and women
entrepreneurship in STEM and ICT and infrastruc-
ture, driving the National IT Re-skilling Programme,
“Women in STEAM," e-governance, and innovation
ecosystems for IT jobs. UNICEF offers digital skills,
STEM programs, and UPSHIFT challenges for youth
employability. ITU enhances ICT accessibility and
digital entrepreneurship training, while UNIDO estab-
lished the Smart Manufacturing Innovation Centre
for high-skilled manufacturing roles.

FAO worked to support gender responsive agricul-
tural policy work and training ensured that women in
rural areas gained access to resources, opportuni-
ties and livelihoods. UNFPA promoted family friend-
ly policies, women'’s engagement in the labour mar-
ket and balanced parenthood, in close collaboration

serbia.un.org

with employers. UNHCR supported refugees’ socio-
economic integration, helping them gain access to
tertiary education, skills development, and employ-
ment opportunities. By collaborating with relevant
ministries and the private sector, it also enhanced
refugees’ access to documentation and skills recog-
nition, also fostering their participation in the labour
market. IOM developed labour migration policies, re-
turn assistance, and social protection for migrants,
aligning mobility with market needs, while UNICEF
aided migrant and refugee children’s education for
labour market integration. Additionally, IOM sup-
ported the labour market integration of young peo-
ple, including Roma, returnees and minority groups
through IT and business, and advocated for labour
migration agreements promoting the ethical recruit-
ment of foreign workers.
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4. CONCLUSIONS

Across global and national contexts, the present
analysis demonstrates that labour markets are un-
dergoing profound structural shifts that require a
decisive move from a narrow focus on job quantity
toward a comprehensive agenda of ful“filling” em-
ployment—that is, work that is productive, adequate-
ly remunerated, socially protected, and inclusive. Ad-
dressing demographic pressures, fostering inclusive
migration systems, revitalizing productivity, ensuring
adequate wages, and tackling pervasive informality
as well as serious workers’ rights violations each
require specific responses. At the same time, glob-
al labour market dynamics highlight the urgency of
shifting from narrow, sector based interventions to-
ward integrated strategies that strengthen resilience,
expand participation, protect workers, and promote
fair and productive employment. A coherent, rights
based policy agenda—anchored in social dialogue,
robust institutions, and targeted investments—will
be essential to building labour markets that not only
generate jobs but also deliver meaningful, secure,
and sustainable livelihoods for all.

For Serbia, the diagnosis confirms progress in em-
ployment performance but also reveals deep struc-
tural constraints: demographic contraction, skills
mismatches, gender gaps in participation, uneven
wage growth, rising dependence on foreign labour,
weak enforcement of labour standards, and per-
sistent informality, particularly in agriculture and
among vulnerable groups. These trends highlight
the urgency of modernizing the labour governance
framework, reinforcing active labour market mea-
sures, strengthening the capacity for enforcement,
and prioritizing job-rich growth in innovative, green,
and knowledge intensive sectors.

The UN Country Team'’s contributions - ranging from
policy and legislative support to green-job creation,
youth employability, gender equality, and migrant
integration - are well aligned with these needs and
provide a strong foundation for the next programme
cycle. Going forward, Serbia’s pathway to inclusive
and sustainable growth will depend on coordinated,
whole of society action that expands participation,
improves job quality and wages, reorients invest-
ment toward high productivity sectors, and fully in-
tegrates vulnerable populations into formal labour
markets, ensuring that no one is left behind in the
country’s economic transformation.
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