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1 Introduction 
 

Roma women are one of the most deprived groups in Europe, as they suffer a double layer 

of exclusion: as women, and as members of Europe´s largest ethnic minority. Although there 

are no reliable data on the Roma population in the Western Balkans, available estimates suggest 

that the share of national populations represented by Roma ranges between 1.7 percent in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina and 9.6 percent in North Macedonia. Over half of these are women. As 

evidenced in the recently published World Bank report on Roma (Robayo-Abril and Millan 

2019), the Roma population in Europe has very limited access to basic services and economic 

opportunities, including education, health care, housing, employment and documentation, even 

relative to their non-Roma neighbors who live in close physical proximity. As will be shown in 

this report, the status and access to services and opportunities for Roma women is even poorer 

not only vis-à-vis non-Roma female neighbors but also when compared to Roma men.    

 

Box 1. Who Are The Roma? 

 
Roma is used to refer to a number of groups (for example, Roma, Sinti, Kale, Gypsies, Romanichels, 

Boyash, Ashkali, Egyptians, Yenish, Dom, Lom, Rom, Abdal), including travelers, without denying 

the specificities of these groups. These groups are all considered under the wider Roma umbrella in 

the European Union (EU) Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies (European 

Commission 2011). This report draws extensively from the 2011 and 2017 rounds of the Regional 

Roma Survey (RRS), the most comprehensive survey to date on living conditions and human 

development outcomes among marginalized Roma households in the Western Balkans, as well as non-

Roma households in the vicinity of Roma. In the survey, Roma populations are defined as those who 

self-identified as Ashkali, or Egyptians, or Roma. Therefore, the Roma sample was constructed based 

on the implicit endorsement of external identification (or implicit self-identification). In both waves of 

the RRS, the sampling framework included communities in which the share of the Roma population 

was larger than the share of Roma in the national population, referred to as marginalized Roma. The 

survey relies on non-Roma neighbors as a comparator group. In theory, because the two populations 

live in close physical proximity, varying circumstances that are expected to affect living conditions 

and outcomes, such as those related to geography, should be controlled for (Robayo-Abril and Millan 

2019).  
 

 

Ensuring the social and economic inclusion of Roma women is not only a moral imperative 

but also smart economics. On the one hand, gender inequality in human capital investments 

and in access to economic opportunities leads to untapped talent and potential that limits 

economic growth prospects, and to lower development outcomes related to poor agency. On the 

other, the educational and labor market gaps affecting the Roma also translate into foregone 

fiscal revenues, higher social protection spending and large opportunity costs. Investing in 

developing the human capital of the Roma, and particularly of Roma women, and working 

towards their economic inclusion become even more pressing in the context of ageing; the Roma 

represent a particularly young population group, and therefore a large labor reservoir (Robayo-

Abril and Millan 2019); female Roma remain largely – and more so than men – excluded from 

economic opportunity.  
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Both gender gaps and the exclusion of Roma entail large wealth losses. Previous evidence 

(Cuberes and Teigner 2015) shows that the constraints that female face may result in 

misallocated talent, which leads to sizable income per capita losses. For instance, GDP could be 

20 percent higher, on average, if women were to participate in the labor market at the same levels 

as men do; 5 percent of this GDP loss is due to the gap in participation of women as 

entrepreneurs. No similar estimates exist to quantify the losses due to gender gaps among Roma 

communities. Female’s employment not only promotes development through their impact on 

productivity, employment and economic growth, but also by increasing women’s voice and 

agency, leading to positive spillovers at the individual, family and societal level (Klugman et al. 

2014). In addition,  if the Roma population of working age were to exhibit the same employment 

rates and labor earnings as the general population in Serbia, the total gains from increased 

productivity alone could range from €314 million to €1.28 billion a year, or from 0.9 percent to 

3.5 percent of 2017 Serbian gross domestic product (GDP) (World Bank 2015b).  

 

Poor access to economic opportunities among vulnerable communities is not surprising 

considering the poor labor market outcomes registered in the region.  Labor markets in the 

Western Balkan countries are characterized by low employment rates and high unemployment 

compared to European standards. Almost the entire region is facing an ageing and shrinking 

population due to low birth rates and high migration. Unemployment fell between the second 

quarter of 2016 and that of 2017 by an estimated 169,000 people, from 18.6 to 16.2 percent, 

reaching historical lows in some countries. Despite the overall rise in employment and drop in 

unemployment, low activity rates particularly among women and young people, a large share of 

long-term unemployment (close to 80 percent in some countries) and high informality (i.e., those 

self-employed in unregistered businesses, wage workers without written contract and unpaid 

family workers) remain key challenges. Youth unemployment continued to be high compared to 

other EU countries: almost one quarter of the youth population was not in employment, 

education or training (NEET), which despite representing a decline from the previous year is still  

high by international standards (World Bank 2018b). 
 

Ethnic minorities like Roma communities, who are already in a hardship securing their 

basic rights, disproportionately suffer the consequences of unemployment and poor access 

to the labor market, with Roma females being particularly affected. According to the 2017 

UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey, on average 68 percent of marginalized Roma aged 15-

24 in the Western Balkans are not in employment, education or training (NEET) compared with 

only 34 percent among their non-Roma counterparts. Among women aged 15-24, 78 percent are 

NEET, vis-à-vis 59 percent of their male counterparts. Furthermore, Roma face higher 

unemployment rates than non-Roma populations living in their close proximity, with females 

being particularly affected. In the region, the unemployment rate among Roma females is 54 

percent, compared to 41 percent among Roma males.  The labor force participation rate among 

Roma women is extremely low:  in 2017, just 21.3 of Roma women participated in the labor 

market, compared to 49 percent of Roma males. 1 Limited access to jobs and socio-economic 

rights let Roma people remain trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty and social exclusion, where 

Roma women suffer the most, as they experience ‘double discrimination’(O’Higgins 2013). 

 

                                                 
1 Population weighted regional statistics constructed with the 2017 Roma Regional Survey. 
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This report builds on the analysis presented in the recently published Roma report 

(Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019), exploring in more detail the gender dimensions of 

exclusion. It is intended to be a concise and timely summary that highlights the key aspects of 

gender equality among marginalized Roma communities in the Western Balkans. The goal of 

the report is to strengthen the knowledge base and evidence to understand the key determinants 

of gender gaps among the Roma population. For that the report offers a summary diagnostic of 

the most important barriers that female Roma face, in particular, accessing education and 

employment; further, it explores the ways in which Roma women’s employment and educational 

outcomes are constrained above and beyond the constraints faced by Roma males. 

 

The report is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a brief synthesis of available studies on 

gender among Roma populations. Section 3 presents a gender profile and reviews gender 

inequality in its multiple dimensions, involving access to human capital, economic opportunities, 

and agency. Section 4 presents a brief summary of the the current policy environment with 

regards to Roma gender equality, including the institutional and legal framework, as well as 

policies and interventions that may work to promote gender equality among marginalized 

communities. 

2 Literature Review: What do previous data tell us about the status of Roma 

women in Western Balkans 
 

Previous evidence of the gender gaps among Roma populations in the Western Balkans 

and their driving factors remains limited, mostly due to data constraints. Ethnicity is 

generally not included in national household surveys, and sources of data are limited. The World 

Bank Country Gender Assessments for Bosnia and Herzegovina (World Bank 2015d), North 

Macedonia (World Bank 2013a), and Serbia (World Bank 2016c) and the respective policy notes 

on access to economic opportunities for women in the three countries provide some descriptive 

analyses in this regard (mostly based on the 2011 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey and 

the more recent Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey or MICS on Roma2). Qualitative studies in 

Serbia (Majumdar and Woodhouse 2019) and Bosnia and Herzegovina (World Bank 2017a) 

conducted by the World Bank offer further information. Other non-World Bank relevant sources 

of information in this area are highlighted in the box below. There seems to be more data and 

analysis on the situation of Roma women available in the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Serbia, while these seem to be particularly scarce for Kosovo.3 See Box 2 for details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 UNICEF MICS 2013 Montenegro, MICS 2011 North Macedonia, MICS 2014 Serbia, MICS 2013-2014 Kosovo, 

MICS 2011-2012 Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
3 As an example, the World Bank Country Gender Assessment (World Bank 2017c) barely pays any attention to the 

ethnicity dimension, possibly due to the fact that the 2011 Regional Roma survey data was not collected in Kosovo. 
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Box 2. Relevant Studies and Data on Roma and Gender in the Western Balkans 

 
World Bank studies reviewed include: 

  

• World Bank Country Gender Assessments for all countries, when available: Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (World Bank 2015d), North Macedonia (World Bank 2013a), Serbia (World Bank 2016c). 

• Policy notes on Roma female access to economic opportunities: Bosnia and Herzegovina (World 

Bank 2017a), North Macedonia (World Bank 2017b), and Serbia (World Bank 2017d).  

• Qualitative studies on Roma women in Bosnia and Herzegovina (World Bank 2016d) and Serbia 

(Majumdar and Woodhouse 2019). 

 

Non-World Bank relevant studies include:  

• Browne (2017), which analyzes gender gaps in general in the Western Balkans, with a specific 

focus on Roma based on data from the 2011 UNDP-WB-EC Survey.  

• Cukrowska and Kóczé (2013) explore the gender angle of the 2011 UNDP-WB-EC Regional 

Roma Survey results for the Western Balkans. 

• O´Higgings (2013) explores the persistence and driving factors of the existing gender wage gaps 

among the Roma population in Central and South East Europe. 

• UNWomen (2015) explores the reasons that prevent Roma women from joining the labor market 

in Serbia through qualitative methods.   

• UNICEF (2014) provides insights on the rights of Roma girls in Bosnia and Herzegovina, North 

Macedonia, and Serbia.  

• UNICEF (2017) concentrates on the phenomenon of child marriage among the Roma in Serbia.  

• Hughson (2014) studies gender gaps among Roma populations in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

• Kóczé and Raluca (2009) explore the gaps in research and policy that takes into account the 

intersectionality between ethnicity and gender in Europe.  

• Milenković (2018) presents the results of the 2017 unweighted UNDP-WB-EC survey on gender-

based violence in Montenegro, Albania and North Macedonia together with those of field visits. 

 

Sources of data include: 

 

• 2011 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey in Eastern European countries – including all 

Western Balkan countries, except Kosovo. 

• UNICEF MICS in all countries on Roma populations: MICS 2013 Montenegro, MICS 2011 

North Macedonia, MICS 2014 Serbia, MICS 2013-2014 Kosovo, MICS 2011-2012 Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. 

• CARE (2011) survey – conducted by CARE in Serbia to explore the educational outcomes and 

social inclusion of Roma girls. 

 

All these studies and data already highlight the persistence of important vulnerabilities 

among Roma women in the region across the three major dimensions of agency, 

endowments and economic opportunity. Gender gaps are evident within the Roma population 

living in these countries even in areas where, on average, a certain degree of equality has been 

achieved among the non-Roma population, such as education and health. A recent report that 

explores gender gaps in the region indicates that all structural disadvantages experienced by 

women are experienced doubly by Roma women, and there appear to be no indications of change 

over the last decade (Browne 2017).  
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According to this literature, particularly large gaps can be observed with regards to 

agency. As will be seen in further detail in the section on agency below, Roma women persist 

to hold and be bounded by traditional and patriarchal social norms on their roles vis-à-vis those 

of men. The public and social participation of Roma men is already compared to those of non-

Roma men. It can thus be expected that Roma women, who are most often expected to stay in 

the private sphere, taking care of the household and the family, would be even further excluded 

from public life. Clear indications of the very limited agency of Roma women across countries 

are provided by the higher prevalence and tolerance of gender-based violence, even by women 

themselves, and the high incidence of child marriage, which remains a widespread practice.  

 

This previous evidence suggests that gender gaps are also noticeable with regards to 

endowments, particularly in education. Roma males in Western Balkan countries spent on 

average 6.7 years in education and Roma females 5.6 years, compared to 10.9 among non-Roma 

males and 10.7 among non-Roma females (Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013). Around 28 percent of 

Roma women aged 16 to 64 have no formal level of education compared to 18 percent of Roma 

men and 2 percent of non- Roma women. In North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Serbia, Roma girls start to drop out of school after age 12, and fewer than 80 per cent of Roma 

women are literate (UNICEF 2014). In Bosnia and Herzegovina, for instance, the literacy rate 

for young Roma women aged 15-24 is estimated at around 69 percent compared to almost 99 

percent for other non-Roma women. Only 47 percent of Roma girls are enrolled in primary 

school and almost 80 percent of those do not finish it (World Bank 2015).  

 

Differences do not seem to be explained by performance or aspirations, but by persistent 

barriers mostly associated with the prevalence of patriarchal norms. Roma girls tend to do 

better in school than Roma boys in Serbia (CARE Serbia 2011), which is attributed to their 

learned obedience in a patriarchal society (Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013, Browne 2017).  In 

addition, a review of aspirations shows that Roma women do not have significantly different 

aspirations and do not assign significantly different values to education than Roma men (Browne 

2017). According to a survey in Serbia (CARE 2011) specific barriers for girls in the Roma 

community to access education appear to exist: increased risk of peer violence against them, 

violence by school personnel, and most critically “traditional” gender norms that promote early 

marriage and responsibility over housework and family rather than women’s education (CARE 

Serbia 2011). Indeed, Serbian teachers noted that early marriage was a big problem for Roma 

girls (Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013, Browne 2017).  

 

Differences in health outcomes are also noteworthy. The infant mortality rate in Roma 

settlements in Serbia is estimated to be more than twice as high as among non-Roma, at 13 to 

1,000 live births in 2012 (World Bank 2016c). Over half of Roma women aged 16-50 living in 

settlements near Belgrade, Serbia, were found to be undernourished. Almost all women in Roma 

settlements around Belgrade smoke tobacco, many beginning at the age of 11 or 12, and 71 

percent of Romani women taking part in the 2011 survey have declared experiences of ethnic 

discrimination from medical staff (European Union 2013). Roma, Ashkali, Egyptian and Gorani 

women and men had among the most geographic, financial and cultural barriers to accessing 

healthcare in Kosovo (Browne 2017). UNICEF (2014) reports that Roma women have skilled 

birth attendance in Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, and Serbia at the same rate as 

non-Roma (99 per cent). However, Cukrowska and Kóczé (2013) state that Roma women are 
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more likely to give birth outside a hospital, and that some countries have a very low rate of births 

attended by a professional: 23 percent in North Macedonia, 18 percent in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, 16 percent in Serbia, and 16 percent in Montenegro (Browne 2017).  

 

This literature also emphasizes that Roma women remain largely excluded from economic 

opportunities. Almost 65 percent of Roma women are not participating in the labor market at 

all, and only 15 percent are formally employed. As a result, most Roma women are financially 

dependent on men (Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013, Browne 2017). More than 80 percent of Roma 

women are unemployed in Bosnia and Herzegovina (World Bank 2015d).  Unemployment is 

estimated to be twice as high among the Roma and significantly higher among Roma women 

than among the non-Roma population in North Macedonia and Serbia (World Bank 2015d). 

Serbian Roma women most often do not work outside of the house, and when they work, they 

do so in low quality jobs (i.e., informally as cleaning ladies in non-Roma houses in Vranje). In 

most Central and South East European countries the gender wage gap is significantly larger 

among Roma compared to non-Roma (O´Higgins 2013). Although Serbia’s civil code protects 

women’s right to property, discriminatory traditions and social norms undermine this and other 

basic rights, especially among the Roma population (World Bank 2017d).  

 

The following sections will confirm and further elaborate on the findings presented in this 

section, drawing extensively from the more recent 2017 Regional Roma Survey and a 

complementary qualitative survey conducted in Serbia. The purpose is three-folded: to assess 

whether and how much the status of Roma women is more vulnerable than that of mainstream 

Roma men, to evaluate whether  and to what extent the situation of Roma women is even more 

vulnerable than that of mainstream women, and to identify recommendations on how to properly 

address the challenges that affect these populations. It must be noted in this regard that 

comparisons between the  2011 RRS and the 2017 RSS must be make with caution given changes 

in survey and sampling design between the two survey rounds.  

3 Roma Gender Profile and Determinants of Gender Gaps among the Roma 

Population  
 

This gender profile reviews gender inequality based on the framework developed in the 

World Development Report 2012, Gender, Equality and Development. The framework 

revolves around the notion that gender equality is essential to achieving sustainable poverty 

reduction and shared prosperity (see figure below). The economic costs of the misallocations 

entailed by gender gaps are large – around US$160 trillion according to recent estimations 

(Wodon and de la Briere 2018).  On the contrary, gender equality leads to multiple positive 

economic outcomes including increased productivity and more inclusive institutions and policies 

(World Bank 2012d). The framework assumes that gender gaps are the result of the interplay 

between households, markets and institutions, across three main areas: agency, endowments and 

economic opportunity. In the case of Roma women, the interaction between markets, institutions, 

and households presents particular characteristics when compared to mainstream populations, 

which combine with general conditions to make the situation of Roma women even more 

vulnerable.   
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Many factors have contributed to the key challenges that marginalized Roma females in 

the Western Balkans face today across the main areas of agency, endowments and 

economic opportunity. Agency refers to the capacity of Roma women vis-à-vis men to make 

decisions on their own lives, and act on these decisions. It is not only important in and of itself, 

but also because it helps to shape outcomes across all other areas. Endowments focuses on the 

accumulated investments in education and health for Roma women compared to Roma men. 

Differences in this area will lead to gaps in the potential of both groups to participate in economic 

and social life over time. Lastly, economic opportunity makes references to Roma women´s 

access to employment, productive assets and entrepreneurship on an equal footing with Roma 

men. The situation of mainstream women across all areas is already particularly vulnerable and 

important gaps can be identified.  

3.1 Gaps In And Constraints to Roma women´s Agency and Voice 

 

The agency of women in the Western Balkans appears to be limited overall;4 it can thus be 

expected that this would also be the case of Roma populations. The lack of capacity of women 

in general, and of Roma in particular, to decide on aspects that affect their lives and act on those 

decisions, is reflected in their lower levels of political representation, the high prevalence of 

gender-based violence, or the spread nature of practices such as girls´ marriage. These are 

underpinned by traditional and patriarchal norms that constrain women, and especially Roma 

women, to the role of housewives, mothers and wives. The gaps in agency are manifested in the 

high levels of domestic violence and child marriage registered, their minimal representation in 

democratic institutions and their weak decision-making capacity within the household, and, 

ultimately, in the widespread nature of patriarchal and discriminatory social norms on their role 

vis-à-vis that of men leading for instance to gendered patters of time use.  

 

                                                 
4 See Browne (2017) based on Petričević (2012), UNDP (2016), KGSC (2017), Hughson (2014), Drezgić (2010), 

Djikanovic et al. (2013), Božanić (2016), Avlijaš et al. (2013).  

Figure 1. WDR Framework to Assess Gender Inequalities  

 
Source: (World Bank 2012d) 
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Domestic violence is perceived as a common problem in the region (Browne 2017)  and thus 

can also be expected to affect Roma women to a larger extent. Intimate partner violence is 

socially accepted as a legal exercise of men’s power in many Roma communities in EU countries 

(European Union 2013). Different studies in Bosnia and Herzegovina suggest that Roma women 

continue to suffer discrimination and domestic violence, with little improvement in their 

situation since the end of the conflict (Hughson 2014, World Bank 2015d, Browne 2017). 

Moreover, Roma women are more reluctant to report the occurrence of episodes of violence due 

to fear, the existing community dynamics, and their distrust of institutions. In addition, Roma 

women may not have health insurance enabling them to access support (Hughson 2014). Without 

birth certificates, they are also more vulnerable to trafficking (Hughson 2014, World Bank 2015). 

Indeed, Roma are estimated to represent between 50 and 80 percent of trafficking victims in 

Eastern European countries (European Union 2013).  

 

A recent study on this issue confirms the heightened vulnerability to violence of female 

Roma across these countries. Despite the lack of up-to-date official data on the incidence of 

gender-based violence in these communities, evidence from the 2017 RRS and qualitative work 

in Montenegro, North Macedonia and Albania (Milenković 2018)  suggest that most Roma 

women who are victims of violence do not report it and tend to try to solve these situations with 

the mediation of the family and in-laws. The rates of conviction of perpetrators in any case are 

very low. Legislation is poorly implemented and institutions for the protection and assistance of 

these women do not function properly and are subject to disruptions with the political cycle.  

 

Roma girls are especially susceptible to early marriage in Western Balkan countries. 

Arranged and child marriage are common practice across European countries with Roma 

populations, and accepted by Roma women (European Union 2013). A UNICEF study of Roma 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, and Serbia (UNICEF 2014) shows that 15 percent 

of Roma women are married before age 15, and around 50 percent before they turn 18 years old.  

Many girls who are married young also have children early: 40 percent of 15 to 19-year old 

Roma girls in Serbia had already had a live birth or were pregnant with a first child (Browne 

2017). A qualitative study in Serbia (Majumdar and Woodhouse 2019) conducted by the World 

Bank argues that the high prevalence of early marriage is partly related to the customarily 

required virginity of girls.5 The lack of motivation for further education, primarily among girls, 

makes marriage seem desirable because there is no alternative model (UNICEF 2017). Early 

marriage is understood as harmful by Roma families in Serbia, but is still supported by the 

community as a way to control adolescent sexuality (Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013, and CARE 

Serbia 2011 in Browne 2017).  

                                                 
5 In some parts of Serbia (Novi Bečej), for instance, if a bride is found not to be a virgin, common-law court is still 

summoned to determine that the bride’s family should return the money invested in the wedding to the family of 

the groom. 
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Evidence from the 2017 UNDP-WB-EC 

Regional Roma Survey confirms that 

child marriage is more common among 

Roma than among non-Roma 

populations living in close vicinity. The 

share of Roma girls aged 20-49 who are 

married before they turn 18 years old 

amounts to as much as 31 percent in 

Albania, 29 percent in Montenegro and 

Serbia, and 21 percent in North 

Macedonia (Figure 2). Even in the two 

countries that register the lowest shares, 

almost a fifth of all 20-49 girls were 

married before they turned into adults. 

These percentages are much higher than 

those observed within non-Roma 

populations, reflecting the dimensions of 

this phenomenon among the Roma 

community in the region.  

 

The representation and participation of women in public life and decision making appears 

to be minimal. The very low level of Roma civic and political participation suggests that the 

interests of Roma communities – both men and women – are not represented in local decision-

making processes and policy-making mechanisms (Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013). It can therefore 

be expected that the public profile of Roma women is almost inexistent. Indeed, the number of 

female Roma that make it to the Parliament or local political structures is almost negligible across 

countries, as for instance indicated by survey data from 2004 (Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013). 

There are reports that Roma women only become visible in some countries (e.g., North 

Macedonia) over the electoral periods.6 Roma female activists in civil society also face particular 

challenges. According to Oprea (2015), when female Roma activists in Romania criticize 

internal practices, ¨they are portrayed as traitors to their communities¨ (gadjikanime or 

Westernized), and therefore risk ostracism, being forced to choose their race over their gender, 

as if both were mutually excluding.  

 

Previous evidence from the 2017 Regional Roma survey also suggests that Roma women 

have less bargaining power and voice in financial decision making within the household. 

Regardless of their employment status, Roma women are less likely to report that they have 

money of their own than their neighboring non-Roma counterparts (Figure 3 Panel a and b). 

More importantly, this holds true when controlling for employment, marital status, and age, 

suggesting that among Roma households, women have less agency and that intrahousehold 

dynamics tend to favor men more so than in neighboring non-Roma households. When women 

who report having money of their own are asked if they decide how to spend some or all of it, 

most Roma women do report that they do. The proportions, however, are somewhat lower for 

married women, especially in North Macedonia (Figure 4). As such, between 13 percent (in 

                                                 
6 See http://romalitico.org/new/index.php/content/item/30-roma-women-between-voice-and-voicelesness-in-politics-in-the-

republic-of-macedonia and Cukrowska and Kóczé (2013) 

Figure 2. Child Marriage is Common Among Roma 

Women Ages 20-49 

Percent of women aged 20–49 years who first married  

before the age of 18 

 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC 

Regional Roma Survey data. 

Note: Child marriage refers to women who were first married before the 

age of 18. 
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Serbia) and 46 percent (in North Macedonia) of married Roma women have no control over 

money that they consider to be their own. However, the data do not show a gap with respect to 

their neighboring non-Roma counterparts in this regard except for in Montenegro. Qualitative 

evidence from Serbia shows a more nuanced picture in terms of intrahousehold dynamics in 

which both men and women report taking decisions over household finances; however, men tend 

to have a strong say regarding decisions around child marriage and preserving women’s virginity 

prior to marriage (Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019). 

 
Figure 3. Roma Women Are Less Likely to Report They Have Money of Their Own, Even If One Controls 

for Employment 

a. Non-working women b. Working women 

  

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data. 

 
Figure 4. Most Roma Women Report They Decide How to Spend Some or All Their Own Money 

a. Married women b. Unmarried women 

  

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data. 
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patriarchal family system (European Union 2013). As an example, Roma women in these 

countries continue to hold traditional values about sexual health and maternity: 31 percent of 
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(Cukrowska and Kóczé 2013), while 51 percent of Roma men and 54 percent of Roma women 

find it unacceptable for a woman to lose her virginity before getting married (Browne 2017).  

Based on the 2017 RRS, between around one third of Roma respondents in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Serbia and North Macedonia and almost three fourths in Kosovo consider the 

arranged marriage of boys acceptable. These figures are much lower among non-Roma 

respondents. The share of Roma who consider the arranged marriage of girls acceptable is even 

higher across countries with the exception of North Macedonia. The most extreme are the cases 

of Kosovo (where 75 percent of respondents believe that girl marriage is acceptable) and Albania 

(at 64 percent). Again, the share of non-Roma respondents that report this belief is much lower,  

between 41 percentage points in Montenegro and 8.75 in Kosovo (see Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5. Child marriage is considered socially acceptable among a large share of the Roma population; 

marriage among Roma girls is more likely to be acceptable than among Roma boys 

a. Boys b. Girls 

  

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data. 
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RRS, between 8 percent of Roma respondents in North Macedonia to close to 41 percent in 

Kosovo accept a ¨slapping husband¨. These shares were systematically lower among non-Roma 

respondents.  Interestingly, gender violence against husbands is less tolerated among the Roma 

community.  

 

The gender role of a woman as a housewife, mother and wife is imposed on girls from early 

childhood, denying them the opportunity of pursuing different life choices. Within Serbian 

households, for instance, there is a clear gendered division of labor, with women bearing the 

brunt of household and care related chores (Majumdar and Woodhouse 2019). According to a 

UNICEF study on child marriage in Serbia, in Roma communities the traditional division of 

gender roles is almost completely preserved: men deal with the public and women with the 

private segment of life (UNICEF 2017).  A study by the World Bank on gender norms and agency 

in twenty countries confirms this trend (World Bank 2013b).  

 

Our analysis of the 2017 Roma Regional Survey data on time use confirms the clear gender 

division in tasks within the Roma community across all countries. Conditional on labor 

market status, wives generally dedicate more time to home production than husbands. Albania, 

where women dedicate twice the amount of time used by men to home production, presents the 

most extreme case. Moreover, husbands tend to participate more actively in the labor market, 

and the proportion of husbands with jobs is higher than the proportion of wives. In Montenegro 

and Kosovo, indeed, only 1 percent of female respondents had a job. Albania is the country 

where a higher  share of wives has a job -  about 13 percent (see Figure 7). 

 
Figure 7. Time Use among Roma Wives and Husbands 
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North Macedonia 

  
 

Serbia 

 
 

Kosovo 

 
 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data. 

Note: NP= Not participating; UE= Unemployed, PT=Employed Part-time, FT=Employed Full-Time  
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Discrimination against Roma 

women also appears to be 

comparatively high based on self-

reported perceptions.  Around 11 

percent of Roma women reported 

having experienced gender-based 

discrimination in society, as opposed 

to 5 percent of non-Roma women in 

Western Balkan countries (Cukrowska 

and Kóczé 2013 in Browne 2017). 

Self-reported discrimination data from 

the last round of the RRS survey also 

indicates that female Roma tend to 

perceive higher levels of 

discrimination across countries. The 

difference in self-reported 

discrimination is as large as 10 

percentage points in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, followed by 8 

percentage points in Montenegro (Figure 8). The only country where, interestingly, the levels of 

self-reported discrimination are higher among men is North Macedonia. In the rest the level of 

self-reported discrimination is only slightly higher among Roma women than men.   

 

The poor agency of Roma women across Western Balkan countries is a major factor behind 

the existing gaps in outcomes in education, health and economic opportunity. Roma women 

in the countries of study have limited agency, as refected by the higher incidence of violence and 

child marriage among them, their almost non-existent decision making capacity in public and 

private spheres, and the high prevalence of social norms that constrain them to the role of mothers 

and housewives. The weak ability of Roma women to decide on their own lives is likely to 

translate into large differences in access to education and health services, and ultimately in their 

labor market engagement. The next section will analyse the status of Roma women vis-à-vis 

Roma men and non-Roma women with regards to investments in basic endowments. Both their 

agency and accumulated human capital will in turn determine the capacity of women in the 

region to generate income, which is covered in section 3.3.    

3.2 Access and barriers to Health and Education   

 

Access and barriers to health services 

 

In several Western Balkan countries, there is a high prevalence of unmet needs for medical 

care among Roma females. The gender gaps in self-reported unmet needs for medical care 

among the Roma population aged 16 and above are relatively large and statistically significant 

in almost all countries, except for Albania and Kosovo (Figure 9 Panel a). Indeed, in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, 40 percent of Roma females declare having unmet healthcare needs compared to 

only 11 percent of Roma males – a 16 percentage point difference. In North Macedonia, 

Montenegro and Serbia, the gender gap in self-reported unmet healthcare needs reaches 11 

percentage points, 9 percentage points, and 7 percentage points, respectively. On the other hand, 

Figure 8. Self-Reported Discrimination by Roma Men and 

Women 

Self reported discrimination in the past 12 months due to 

ethnic origin (% Population) 

 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC 

Regional Roma Survey data. 

Note: Child early and forced marriage refers to women who were first married 
before the age of 18. 
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Albania and Kosovo exhibit the smallest gender gaps: 3 percentage points and 2 percentages 

points, respectively, which are not statistically different from zero. Barriers to accessing health 

services include cost, distance, waiting times, lack of cultural sensitivity and discrimination. 

 
Figure 9. High incidence of unmet needs for medical care; in some countries, a large share of the gap 

remains unexplained , Year 2017 

a. Self-reported unmet need for medical care, % of 

population ages 16+ 

b. Blinder Oaxaca decomposition of the 

percentage point gender gap in self-reported 

unmet need for medical care: explained versus 

unexplained 

 
 

c. Decomposition of the explained component 

Percentage points 
 

 

 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP-World Bank-EC Regional Roma Survey data. Gender gaps are only 

statistically significant in Bosnia, North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia. 

 

Note: Variables included in each category are as follows: Sampling variables: urban residence and Roma concentration in settlements 

(greater than 40 percent). Socio-demographic variables: household head, age, legal marriage, educational attainment, household size, 

number of children in the household, number of elders in the household. Employment status: employed during the reference period of the 
2017 RRS. Documentation: possession of an identity card and status as an internally displaced person (IDP). Health indicators: self-

perceived health status, use of preventive health care services, health insurance coverage, and disability. Living conditions: number of rooms 

in the dwelling, access to piped water, and access to toilet inside the dwelling. Assets: computer, internet, color tv, washing machine, and 
car. 
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Most of the gender gap in self-reported unmet needs for medical care remains unexplained 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia. Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions7 show 

that in the countries with the largest gender gaps in self-reported unmet healthcare needs - Bosnia 

and Herzegovina and North Macedonia - a large proportion of the gender gap remains 

unexplained after controlling for individual and household characteristics, suggesting that most 

of the gender gap can be attributed to differences in the returns to the individual and household 

characteristics or unobserved variables that are not included in the model due to the 

unavailability of information (e.g. access to health care services, lifestyle, or discrimination, 

among others).  

 

Indeed, and based on a recent assessment (World Bank 2019), health service provision in 

Western Balkans remains limited, and especially for the most vulnerable groups. The high 

out-of-pocket expenditures required leave many of the poorest households in the region without 

effective access to basic health services. The coverage of health insurance is generally low, 

which increases the risk of imporverishment due to catastrophic health costs. The lack of recent 

reforms to the health system has led to special difficulties and poor outcomes overall. This is 

particularly the case with regards to maternal and early child health. As an example, the number 

of women dying in birth in Albania is twice that observed on average in the EU, while in North 

Macedonia child mortality rates are three times those registered on average in the EU.  Child 

stunting remains a challenge in Serbia, Kosovo and North Macedonia, and still many vulnerable 

children are not vaccinated  against measles, for instance, across these countries. Roma, and 

Roma women and girls in particular, are likely to be especially affected by these challenges.  

 

On the contrary, in Montenegro and Serbia, all the gender gap can be explained by 

differences in observed household or individual characteristics - such as sex of head of 

household, age and children (see Figure 9 Panel b). In Montenegro, the explained component 

of the gender gap in unmet healthcare needs is mainly driven by socio-demographic variables, 

namely being the head of the household, age, and number of children in the household. Male 

household’s heads are less likely to report unmet healthcare needs than female household’s 

heads. Besides, age is positively correlated with the probability to report unmet medical needs 

for Roma males, but it is not statistically significant for Roma females. In addition, the number 

of children in the household increases the probability of reporting unmet healthcare need for 

Roma females, but it is not statistically significant for Roma males. Indeed, 16 percent of Roma 

females (against only 6 percent for males) declare not being able to consult a doctor or medical 

specialist since they could not go due to work or family matters, such as taking care of children.  

 

Employment status and health insurance coverage also play an important role in 

explaining the gender gap in Montenegro, while self-perceived help is particularly 

important in Serbia. Being employed is negatively correlated with the probability to report 

unmet medical needs; however, the employment rate among Roma females is extremely low in 

Montenegro (only 3 percent). Lower levels of health insurance increase the probability to report 

unmet needs for medical care and support the findings that the main reason for reporting unmet 

                                                 
7 The determinants of the gender gap are calculated using the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition – a methodology developed by 

Blinder (1973) and Oaxaca (1973)- that allows to decompose the gap between an explained component that accounts for 

differences in observable characteristics (endowments), and an unexplained component that accounts for differences in the 

returns to the characteristics. 
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healthcare needs is affordability. On the other hand, in Serbia, a large proportion of the gender 

gap can be explained by differences in socio-demographics characteristics and self-perceived 

health status. In fact, better self-perceived health status reduces the probability to report unmet 

medical needs for Roma males, but it is not significant for Roma females (Figure 9 Panel c). 

 

Access and barriers to education services 

 

Access to education is critical for girls and women’s opportunities in the Western Balkans. 

The years during the early childhood period from the conception through birth to eight years of 

age are key to the complete and healthy cognitive, emotional and physical growth of children.8 

Successful pre-primary integration has several economic and social paybacks in terms of reduced 

dropout and repetition rates, improved school achievements, greater adult productivity and 

improved social and emotional behavior.9 Roma children experience a cycle of inequalities 

starting from their birth due to language barriers, parents’ limited education, poor investments 

in education and household status. In addition, discrimination against Roma children starts from 

the early years within their locality and marks a life-long impact. 

 

Pre-primary enrolment is low for EU standards in Western Balkan countries except 

Albania. In Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo and North Macedonia pre-primary 

enrolment rates are close to the average for low-income countries and much below that of 

countries of similar income levels.  The quality of such services appears to be also poor; as an 

example, Albania, the country where coverage seems to be higher, no national quality standards 

exist regarding childcare for 0-3 years old children. This is particularly challenging for 

vulnerable children including Roma, for whom access to quality early child education appears 

to be especially important (World Bank 2019).  

 

Indeed, enrollment in pre-primary education is very low among Roma communities, 

affecting both Roma boys and girls; no significant gender gaps are observed in any of the 

countries except Bosnia and Herzegovina. As evidenced in the World Bank report on Roma 

exclusion (Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019), in nearly all countries, Roma children are 

significantly less likely to be enrolled in preprimary school than the national population and even 

their non-Roma neighbors, also vulnerable populations. Roma girls do not seem to be 

disproportionately affected by low enrollment rates when compared to Roma boys. Gender gaps 

in enrollment in early childhood education are not statistically significant in any of the countries, 

except in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the preprimary enrollment rate is just 1 percent among 

Roma girls, versus 6 percent among Roma boys. In Kosovo, the gap is only 3 percentage points 

(and not statistically significant), while the gender gap among non-Roma neighbors is 22 

percentage points (Figure 10).  

 

 

                                                 
8 UNICEF defining Early childhood development. Unicef. "Early Childhood Development: The key to a full and 

productive life." ed (2014). 
9 World Bank, 2018. Roma Gender Qualitative Study – Literature Review.  
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Providing universal access to education 

and ensuring the completion of 

compulsory10 school for all Roma girls 

and boys is one of the key areas of 

concern: compulsory school is not 

universal among Roma children, with 

both Roma boys and girls equally 

affected by low enrollment. While primary 

and lower-secondary education are nearly 

universal for the majority population in all 

countries, they are not for Roma children. 

For instance, in Montenegro only 62 percent 

of marginalized Roma children aged 7 to 15 

were enrolled in school in 2017. Across the 

region enrollment levels are quite low for 

both boys and gilrs, ranging from 61 percent 

among Roma girls in Montenegro, to 85 

percent in Serbia. Differences are not 

statistically significant.  

 

Among older cohorts, gender gaps in 

education are narrower since few Roma boys and girls complete upper-secondary; 

completion of tertiary education is extremely low regardless of gender. Completion rates  in 

upper secondary among Roma females ages 22–25 show a wide range across countries, from 

only 2 percent in Montenegro to 32 percent in North Macedonia (Figure 11).11 Gender gaps in 

favor of boys in upper-secondary completion are significant in Kosovo and Serbia, at 12 and 16 

percentage points, respectively. Completing secondary education is associated with higher labor 

force participation, higher earnings, higher levels of participation in civic life, and better health 

(Levin and Belfield 2007, Pleis 2010). Consequently, policies aimed at improving school 

completion rates and reducing the number of students dropping out of school are relevant, 

especially in the context of Roma, among whom upper-secondary completion rates are relatively 

low. Tertiary completion, increasingly important in the labor market, ranges from 0 to 4 percent 

among Roma females (ages 26–29.) There are no statistically significant differences with Roma 

males, among which tertiary completion ranges between 0 and 2 percent (Figure 12). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 In this note, compulsory education is understood as primary and lower-secondary (ISCED levels 1 and 2); in all 

countries, compulsory education covers up to lower-secondary, except in North Macedonia, where it covers up to 

upper-secondary (ISCED level 3). In North Macedonia, upper-secondary education (ISCED 3) has been compulsory 

since 2008. General secondary education covers a period of four years, whereas vocational secondary education 

lasts from two to four years, depending on the specific program. 
11 ISCED level 3. 

Figure 10. Gender Disparities in Pre-primary 

Education Are Not as Large as in Other Levels, Since 

Enrollment is Low Among Both Roma Girls And Boys  

Net preprimary enrollment (% children ages 3-5) 

 

Sources: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 Regional Roma 

Survey data. National data: most recent available: BIH MICS 2011-
2012, KSV MICS 2012-2013, MNE MICS 2013, MKD MICS 2011, SRB 

MICS 2014. Recent data for Albania is not available (latest MICS was 

collected in 2005). 

Note: Gender gaps are statistically significant at the 10 percent level 

only in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
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Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data. 

For upper secondary, gender gaps are statistically significant at the 10 percent level in Serbia and Kosovo. For tertiary, gender gaps are 

not statistically significant at the 10 percent level in any country. 
 

 

However, Roma females ages 18-21 face significantly large gender gaps in completion of 

compulsory education. Completion rates in 

compulsory education among Roma youth aged 

18-21 years old in the Western Balkans range 

from 34 percent to 70 percent, being Montenegro 

the country with the lowest rate and North 

Macedonia the country with the highest rate. The 

completion rates in compulsory education are 

especially low among Roma girls, ranging from 

30 percent in Montenegro to 63 percent in North 

Macedonia and Serbia. The gender gap is 

relatively large and statistically significant in 

three out of the six countries. Large and 

statistically significant gender gaps are observed 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina (14 percentage 

points), North Macedonia (14 percentage points), 

and Kosovo (12 percentage points). In Albania, 

Montenegro, and Serbia, the gender gaps range 

from 7 to 9 percentage points, although they are 

not statistically significant (Figure 13). 

 

While many factors can determine girls’ access to education, previous evidence shows that 

cost and social norms are significant barriers to preprimary attendance among both Roma 

boys and girls. Previous empirical evidence using the 2017 Regional Roma survey (Robayo-

Abril and Millan 2019), shows that the majority of Roma caregivers report that they do not send 

their 3-5-year-old boy or girl to preschool or kindergarten either because they cannot afford to 

and/or because they do not see a need - either because someone in their household can care for 

Figure 11. The Gender Gap is Wide in Upper 

Secondary Completion Only for Serbia and Kosovo 

Upper secondary (ISCED level 3) completion rate 

(ages 22-25) 

Figure 12. The Tertiary Education Completion 

Rate is Extremely Low Among Roma Males and 

Females 

Tertiary education completion rate (ages 26-29) 

  

Figure 13. Large Gender Gaps in Compulsory 

Education Completion (ISCED Levels 1 & 2)  

Compulsory education completion rate, % of 

children ages 18–21 

 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-
WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data. Gender gaps are 

statistically significant at the 10 percent level in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, North Macedonia, and Kosovo. 
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the child, or because they feel their child should stay with the family, or because their child is 

too young to attend school (Table 1). In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the country with the largest 

gender gap in enrollment, a higher share of parents is willing to send their girls to school if the 

affordability constraint is solved, compared to boys - 72 percent vs. 62 percent respectively. This 

is also the case in Serbia (Table 2). Eliminating tuition fees may thus allow more children, 

especially girls, to enroll. 

 

 

 

Additionally, structural constraints to access to education for Roma can play a critical role. 

Even when schooling is free of charge, going to school can be associated with several costs such 

as textbooks, clothes and transport; and in terms of foregone revenue that children may generate 

through work12. Further barriers, particularly to preschool education include: (i) insufficient and 

                                                 
12 World Bank, 2018. Roma Gender Qualitative Study – Literature Review.  

Table 1. Reasons for Not sending 3-to-5 years Old Children to Childcare, Preschool or Kindergarten, By 

Gender 

  

ALB   

Bosnia 

and 

Herze

govina 

  KSV   MKD   MNE   SRB   

  
Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

For children 

aged 3-5, 

reason of not 

being in pre-

primary 

                        

affordability 

(option 1) 
71 75 89 86 62 61 66 60 67 67 51 60 

availability 

(option 2, 3, 10)  
21 19 29 19 22 25 33 32 13 12 26 34 

don't see a need 

(4, 8, 9) 
72 62 54 55 72 71 72 72 77 74 68 73 

documents/repat

riated child (11, 

12) 

10 9 1 1 2 10 5 1 7 12 3 4 

language/treatm

ent (5, 6, 7)  
20 8 3 4 5 6 7 6 14 11 6 6 

Other reasons  

(95) 
4 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 5 6 8 

 Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP- World Bank-EC Regional Roma Survey data.   

Table 2. Factors of making respondents reconsidering sending child to pre-primary:  No school fees 

(attendance for free) 

  ALB   BIH   KSV   MKD   MNE   SRB   

  

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Roma 

Male 

Roma 

Female 

Yes 77 74 62 72 58 55 67 46 71 58 57 63 

Maybe 13 8 24 12 22 25 19 27 17 14 17 9 

No 11 18 14 17 21 20 14 27 12 28 26 28 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP- World Bank-EC Regional Roma Survey data.  
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unevenly distributed infrastructure, with fewer preschools spaces in underdeveloped, low-

income (including cities’ peripheries) and rural areas and over-crowded preschools where they 

exist; (ii) a tendency for preschool institutions with long waiting lists to give priority to families 

with working parents and/or to have non-transparent admission criteria; (iii) parents’ lack of 

understanding of the benefits of ECEC, especially when they can take care of the child at home 

(e.g. if they are not working) or through relatives, and/or their dissatisfaction with the quality, 

sensitivity (e.g. to the specific needs of individual children) and practical aspects (e.g. hours of 

operation) of the service provided; and (iv) other barriers such as language and lack of personal 

documents and proof of citizenship, even if not officially required for enrollment (especially for 

Roma and internally displaced families) (World Bank 2017d).  

 

Based on the most recent RRS results, lack of affordability seems to be the most significant 

barrier that delays enrollment of Roma boys and girls in compulsory education and above; 

among girls, early marriage is also an important barrier, while among boys, the need to 

provide additional income for their families seems important. Across countries, close to one-

half of individuals ages 6–24 who are not in school and who have, at most, completed 

compulsory education report that they did not attend school because of affordability reasons, 

namely, the cost of education or related expenses such as transport and books. A large share 

(especially among boys and men) also report that they needed to work for income or have found 

jobs; this is especially the case among boys and men in Albania (20 percent) (Table 3). A large 

share of girls is not attending school because of marriage, ranging from 11 percent in Bosnia to 

32 percent in Serbia. Further qualitative evidence from Serbia shows that many Roma perceive 

that their neighborhoods are unsafe, and this affects their willingness to send children, especially 

girls, to school (Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019). 
 

Table 3. Many Roma Cite Cost as the Main Reason for Not Attending School; among Roma Women, 

Child Marriage Is Also a Factor 

% ages 6–24 not attending school who have only completed ISCED level 2 or less 

Roma, males ALB BIH KSV MKD MNE SRB 

Costs of education too high (for example, fees, 

transport, and books) 52 49 57 46 41 46 

Need to work for income/found job 20 15 8 11 11 10 

Did not pass entry exam or did poorly in last level 1 5 0 0 2 2 

Feel sufficiently educated 1 11 6 7 9 14 

Marriage 5 3 4 7 8 8 

Pregnancy NA NA NA NA NA NA 

Other 21 18 24 29 29 20 

Roma, females       

Costs of education too high (for example, fees, 

transport, and books) 46 49 49 35 40 30 

Need to work for income/found job 10 11 1 7 5 3 

Did not pass entry exam or did poorly in last level 0 2 2 2 1 1 

Feel sufficiently educated 3 10 4 4 9 16 

Marriage 21 11 19 28 18 32 

Pregnancy 2 0 0 1 2 3 

Other 18 16 25 23 24 16 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data. Note: Data are for the 6–24 age-group 

who have only completed ISCED 2 or less. 
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Based on a Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition analysis while in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

North Macedonia most of the gender gap in compulsory education completion rate can be 

explained by differences in individual and household characteristics, in Kosovo a large 

proportion of the gender gap remains unexplained. In North Macedonia the gender gap is 

almost totally explained by differences in observed characteristics. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

11 out of 14 percentage points are explained by differences in observed characteristics, which 

represents almost 80 percent of the total gap. On the contrary, in Kosovo, the unexplained 

component accounts for the highest proportion of the total gap, whereas the explained component 

accounts for 42 percent of the total gender gap (Figure 14 panel a). These findings show that, 

overall, unobservable characteristics, which may include social norms and discrimination, do not 

significantly affect the gender gap in compulsory education completion rate in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and North Macedonia, while this might not be the case for Kosovo. 

 
Figure 14. Blinder-Oaxaca Decomposition of The Gender Gap in Compulsory Education Completion 

Rate Among Roma Population, ages 18-21, year 2017 

a. Decomposition of the total gender gap: explained 

versus unexplained, Percentage points 

b. Decomposition of the explained component 

Percentage points 

  

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP-World Bank-EC Regional Roma Survey data. Gender gaps are only 

statistically significant in Bosnia, North Macedonia and Kosovo. 

Note: Variables included in each category are as follows: Sampling variables: urban residence and Roma concentration in settlements 

(greater than 40 percent). Socio-demographic variables: age, early marriage (before age of 18), household size, number of other employed 

members in the household, other youth in the household who have completed compulsory education; speaking Romani language at home: 
Household head characteristics: sex, age, marital status, educational attainment, Health indicators: self-reported health status and 

disability. Living conditions: number of rooms in the dwelling, access to public sewerage, and access to toilet inside the dwelling. Assets: 
computer, Internet, more than 30 books, color tv, and washing machine. 

 

The main factors driving the explained component of the gender gap in compulsory 

education completion rate are characteristics of the household head. Household head’s 

characteristics including sex, age, marital status and, particularly, educational attainment, play 

an important role to explain the gender gap in compulsory education completion rate in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, and Kosovo (Figure 14 panel b). The higher the level of 

education of the household head, the higher the probability that boys and girls complete 

compulsory education. However, in almost all countries, Roma girls are more likely to live in 

households where the household head has attained lower levels of education, and therefore are 

less likely to complete compulsory education compared to Roma boys. This could be related also 
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to the fact that Roma girls are more likely to live in settlements with a higher concentration of 

Roma population, where access to schools can be even more limited.  

 

On the other hand, differences in socio-demographic characteristics between boys and 

girls, especially early marriage and household size, also contribute to explain the gender 

gap in compulsory completion rate. Indeed, marrying before the age of 18 is statistically 

significant and negatively correlated with the probability of completing compulsory education. 

Besides, early marriage is much more prevalent among girls than boys, and consequently, young 

girls are more likely to drop out from education (either voluntarily or forcedly) to undertake 

housekeeping and/or child-rearing responsibilities. Finally, girls living in households of larger 

size are also less likely to complete compulsory education, since they might be expected to help 

with households’ chores or to take care of younger siblings or elder family members.  

 

Child marriage, which as seen before is 

particularly widespread among the 

Roma, is associated with female 

educational attainment. Indeed, and as 

reflected in table 3, between 32 percent in 

Serbia and 11 percent in Albania of 6-24 

years old Roma women report dropping out 

of school due to marriage. Figure 15 shows 

that educational attainment is higher across 

countries among women 20-49 years old 

who did not marry early as compared to 

those who did. Barely any women who 

married early completed ISCED 3 level, 

while the share of those with incomplete 

ISCED2 or below is higher among those 

who married before they turned 18 years 

old.  Therefore, delaying marriage may lead 

to higher educational attainment among 

women.  

 

Qualitative evidence confirms that the reasons for Roma boys and girls to drop out from 

school early are different and related to social roles and expectations. Based on focus group 

discussions with Roma in Serbia, the most common reason for boys was to start working; among 

girls, these included child marriage, preserving sexuality, and responsibility over the 

household.13 These gaps are clearly underpinned by the prevalent traditional and patriarchal 

social norms attributing specific features and roles to masculinity and femininity in what is 

considered the natural and correct pathway. Among the Roma, building a masculine identity for 

boys is more related to working than studying, as compared to girls.  

 

                                                 
13 Quantitative evidence in the RRS also corroborates these results. Although the most commonly cited reason for 

dropping out or not attending school is the high cost of education, the next most commonly cited reason is marriage 

in the case of women and the need to work in the case of men (see Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019).   

Figure 15. Child Marriage is Correlated with Lower 

Educational Attainment 

Distribution of educational attainment among Roma 

women ages 20-49 

 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC 
Regional Roma Survey data. 

Note: Early marriage refers to women ages 20-49 who were first 

married before the age of 18. 
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I was thinking in a different way. Ever since I was a child I wanted to work, to make something of my life. 

When I finished primary school, I was 15, and I wanted to work, to be my own man. And that is exactly 

what I did  

—Young Roma male (February 21, 2018, Male Focus Group, Kamendin, Belgrade. 

 

However, the educational aspirations 

among parents for Roma boys and girls 

tend to be similar. Consistent with low 

returns to schooling, Roma have significantly 

lower educational aspirations for their 

children in general than non-Roma, and this is 

so across all countries (Robayo-Abril and 

Millan 2019). However, there are no 

significant gender differences in aspirations. 

Across the six countries, responses among 

Roma parents concerning the level of 

education that is considered adequate for a 

child do not differ much depending on 

whether the child is a boy or a girl (Figure 16). 

Roma respondents were equally likely to 

respond that a girl or a boy should aspire to 

either upper-secondary or tertiary education, 

suggesting that parents may not necessarily 

hope for their daughters to marry young and only fulfill domestic duties, while aspiring for more 

for their sons. The apparent inconsistency between reported parental aspirations – which are 

similar with regards to both girls and boys – and the behavior observed in practice is a 

particularly puzzling result requiring further research.  

 

It must finally be noted that the quality of educational services appears to be low across 

countries. Although access to affordable compulsory education at the primary and secondary 

level is fundamental to children´s opportunities, the quality of instructions is also a critical 

determinant of how much students learn. PISA results indicate that performance among students 

in these countries tends to be low, which may be a reflection of the quality of instruction. 

Learning outcomes are below the EU average in all countries but Serbia. About 70 percent of 

the students 15 years old and above in Kosovo and North Macedonia and 50 percent in Albania 

are functionally illiterate. Almost half of students in Montenegro do not attain basic proficiency 

in science and mathematics (World Bank 2019).  

 

Low performance is more pronounced among the most vulnerable populations such as the 

Roma, and among girls. As an example, the share of resilient students – those who come from 

the top bottom quarter of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status for the country 

but perform in the top quarter of all countries – among disadvantaged students (2015) is 

extremely low – among the lowest in all the OECD sample in Kosovo, North Macedonia and 

Montenegro (2.5, 4 and 9.4 percent). Differences in performance also exist between girls and 

boys across countries. For mathematics, a statistically significant gap of 9 percentage points 

exists in Kosovo – to the advantage of boys – and Albania – to the advantage of girls. The gap 

Figure 16. The Educational Aspirations of Roma 

parents for Their Boys and Girls are Similar 

Parental aspirations among Roma for boys and girls 

 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-
EC Regional Roma Survey data. 

Note: Data are based on responses from a randomly selected 
household member ages 16 and above. 
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in reading is much larger and to the advantage of girls in North Macedonia (46 percent), Kosovo 

(36 percent) and Montenegro (34 percent) (PISA 2015). 
 

Females may be key entry points and positive agents in education interventions. Qualitative 

evidence conducted in Serbia suggests that while Roma girls enjoy going to school, several of 

the interviewees were pulled out of education early to fulfill their household duties or as a 

precautionary measure to preserve their virginity for marriage. Indeed, one of the stark 

differences between girls and boys who drop out of school is that, while the former drop out 

voluntarily, the latter do so involuntarily relatively more often. Hence, young mothers typically 

aspire to send their girl child to school longer because the mothers were more often forced to 

drop out, unlike the boys their age – and even if both groups dropped out at about the same time. 

 

Increasing job opportunities among young Roma, especially young Roma women, could be 

a powerful tool to increase educational attainment. Qualitative evidence conducted in Serbia 

suggests that in places where good job opportunities exist, attending school among females is 

considered important. The study points to the relevance of understanding the influence of social 

norms within wider structural constraints by arguing that, in many Roma communities, child 

marriage, for example, is a frequent outcome of widespread unemployment leading to 

discouragement to pursue further education or opportunities for better jobs. In this sense, if 

women see that they can have a future outside the home, they are more likely to continue in 

school and not marry early. 

3.3 Access and constraints to Economic Opportunities 

 

Women’s access to economic 

opportunities is a key challenge to attain 

gender equality among Roma 

communities in the Western Balkans. 

Roma are at a disadvantaged position in the 

labor market and there are wide gender gaps 

in labor market outcomes; Roma females 

have significantly lower labor force 

participation rates than Roma males, which 

combined with the high incidence of 

unemployment have led to poor employment 

prospects.  

 

In all countries in the region the labor 

force participation rate among Roma 

females is extremely low, but especially so 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, 

and Kosovo. Roma females are much less 

likely to participate in the labor market than 

Roma males and significantly less likely to participate than the majority population as a whole 

(see Figure 17). Indeed, the labor force participation rates among Roma females range from 5 

percent in Montenegro to 30 percent in North Macedonia. Further, the gender gaps are markedly 

Figure 17. Large Gender Gaps in Labor Force 

Participation among Roma 

Labor force participation rates, % population ages 15-

64 

 

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 Regional 
Roma Survey data, World Bank SEE Jobs Gateway and Eurostat. 

Note: Chart shows labor force participation rate among the working-

age population (15–64). National level data are for 2016. 
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large and statistically significant in all countries, varying from 23 percentage points in Albania 

to 33 percentage points in Kosovo.  

 

Roma women with low educational attainment most often choose not to participate in the 

labor market. As will be seen later, this appears to be related to generally low returns. However, 

the few Roma women with higher educational attainment can perhaps obtain sufficiently 

attractive rewards; indeed, a larger share of them use this asset, although their labor force 

participation rates still fail to match those of Roma men with similar or even lower educational 

attainment levels. In Albania and Montenegro, labor force participation rates are lower among 

Roma women who have completed ISCED level 3 (upper-secondary) or above than among 

Roma men who have not completed compulsory education (Figure 18). 

 
Figure 18. Labor Force Participation Is Low among Less Well-Educated Roma Females 

a. Roma women b. Roma men 

  

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 Regional Roma Survey data and Eurostat. 

Note: Panels shows labor force participation rates by educational attainment among the working-age population (15–64). 

 

Even when Roma females are active, they experience higher rates of unemployment across 

the region. Despite the narrowing gender gap in unemployment among Roma in recent years, 

the incidence of unemployment continues to be significantly higher among Roma females, and 

their employment prospects are still poor. Across the region, over 53 percent of economically 

active working-age Roma females were unemployed in 2017, compared to 41 percent of Roma 

males.14 Unemployment rates among Roma females ranged from only 33 percent in Montenegro 

to 73 percent in Bosnia, much lower than among Roma males and their non-Roma neighbors, 

which are already much lower than the average national employment rates and those registered 

in the EU28 (Figure 19 panel a). 

 

Despite recent improvements, the employment rates of Roma women remain significantly 

lower than those of men and non-Roma women. Gender disparities in employment among 

Roma have recently narrowed, but they are still wide. The employment rates among Roma 

females are lower than 5 percent in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Kosovo; and 

around 11-13 percent in Serbia and North Macedonia. The gender gaps in employment rates, 

although smaller than the gender gaps in labor force participation rates, are still large and 

                                                 
14 Population-weighted regional statistics based on the 2017 Roma Regional Survey. 
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statistically significant, fluctuating between 13 to 23 percentage points. The largest gap is 

observed in Montenegro, where the employment rate of marginalized female Roma was 3 

percent in 2017, compared to 23 percent among men (Figure 19 panel b). Discrepancies in 

employment and the largely poor outcomes of women may be related to their lower educational 

attainment, social norms and time use patterns, and discrimination.  

 
Figure 19. Large Gender gaps in Unemployment and Employment-to-Population Ratio among 

Roma, Ages 15–64 

a. Unemployment rate b. Employment-to-population ratio 

  
Sources: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 Regional Roma Survey data, World Bank SEE Jobs Gateway and Eurostat. 

  

Significant gender disparities are observed among young adults not in education, 

employment or training (NEET), placing Roma females at higher risk of becoming socially 

excluded. NEET rates among young (15–24) marginalized Roma males remain high, ranging 

from 51 percent in Serbia to 77 percent in Bosnia. Young Roma women, with lower school 

attendance and employment rates, are also more likely to be NEET than their men counterparts 

(Figure 20 panel a). The gender gap is especially large in Albania, Montenegro, and Serbia. 

Roma women are more likely to be inactive, or out of the labor force, often engaged in domestic 

and caretaking activities, given the high incidence of child marriage and early family formation. 

On the other hand, men NEETs are more likely to be unemployed. 

 

When employed, Roma females are  more likely to be engaged in formal employment. The 

informal sector is defined as a sector not covered by labor market regulations. In all countries 

except Montenegro, Roma females are much less likely to be informal. For instance, informal 

employment15 accounts for 66 percent of overall employment among males in Albania, 

compared to only 46 percent among Roma females. The gender gap favoring females ranges 

from 5 percent in Bosnia to 31 percent in Kosovo. Montenegro is the only country where females 

are more likely to hold informal jobs, with informality rates reaching 72 percent among females 

versus 56 percent among males (Figure 20 panel b). This is probably related to the fact that Roma 

women are more often than not confined to household work and care activities.  

 

                                                 
15 Here, we define employment jobs the proportion of employed population ages 15-64 who do not have pension 

or health insurance for their job, paid for either by themselves or their employer (Social Protection definition). 
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Figure 20. High Incidence of NEETS and Low Employment-to-Population Ratio among Roma, Ages 15–

64 

a. Not in employment, education, or training (NEET) 

(ages 15-24) 
b. Informal employment (% of total employment) 

  

Sources: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 Regional Roma Survey data. 

 

 
Being Roma and being female both 

operate as mutually reinforcing 

disadvantages in the labor market. A 

recent UN Women (2015) report that 

analyzes the structural barriers to Roma 

labor force participation highlights their 

low levels of education and vocational 

training and discrimination by potential 

employers as the two main constrains 

that they face to access employment. 

However, when it comes to Roma 

women, two additional factors are cited: 

patriarchal norms within the Roma 

society, and the difficulty in accessing 

information and services/support. The more segregated the settlement, the more pronounced 

these structural barriers for women’s employment. Other potential institutional and market 

barriers include lack of access to childcare, limited access to information, networks and 

productive inputs such as credit, and limited flexible work arrangements and labor regulations – 

such as maternity leave provisions. Disincentives to work from taxes and social protection 

systems may also play a role (Figure 21). 

 

Access to effective social protection and employment services is generally constrained for 

the most vulnerable populations in Western Balkan countries. First, and although social 

assistance programs in the region are not properly targeted at the poorest or the most 
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for Roma Females  

 

 

Source:Own adaptation based on (Arias, et al., 2014) 
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vulnerable,16 the eligibility rules for some last-resort programs may be discouraging beneficiaries 

from seeking employment. In addition, and despite the large dimensions of the unemployment 

challenge across countries, spending on employment services and active labor market policies 

remains very limited and below the OECD average of 0.56 percent, with the exception of Serbia 

and Montenegro. Moreover, the existing services and programs are rather tailored to the needs 

of formal sector middle-class workers, while the most vulnerable – including the Roma 

populations and certainly Roma women– remain largely excluded from their coverage (World 

Bank 2019).  

 

In addition to these market factors, informal institutions including social norms and 

discrimination seem to be playing an important role to keep Roma women out of 

employment. Previous evidence (Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019) shows that in almost all 

countries, most of the gender gap in labor force participation is barely explained by differences 

in individual and household characteristics between Roma women and men. Blinder- Oaxaca 

decompositions carried out in this report also show that, in all countries, a significant share of 

the gender gaps in labor force participation and employment rates remains unexplained after 

controlling for individual and household characteristics. This indicates that gender gaps in labor 

force participation and employment rates are mostly attributable to differences in the returns to 

individual and household characteristics, and therefore likely to be associated with gender 

discrimination against Roma women or with social norms that tend to relegate women to the 

home. 

 

The explained component of the gender gap in labor force participation accounts for a 

small proportion of the total gap, especially in Albania, Montenegro, and Kosovo. In North 

Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia, it represents 16 percent–28 percent of the total 

gender gap (Figure 22 Panel a). The explained component of the gender gap in employment rate 

is especially low in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro. In Albania, Kosovo, Serbia, and 

North Macedonia, it accounts for 12 percent-36 percent of the total gap (Figure 22 Panel b). 

Several studies point out that gender discrimination in the labor market in developing countries 

may be the result of the cultural bias of employers, but also of household decision making, 

especially in countries or among groups in which patriarchal social norms predominate (Vella 

and Farre 2013), (Dao 2014), (Sukanya 2014), (Contreras and Plaza, 2010), (Verick 2014), (Jain-

Chandra  et al, 2018). 

 

 

                                                 
16 The levels of expenditure on social assistance are quite high in countries of the region. Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Kosovo and Montenegro spend for instance the average observed in countries in Eastern Europe and Central Asia 

(where social assistance spending is the the highest). However, programs targeted at the poor account for a small 

share of such amount, as most social assistance is allocated to specific categories of people. The share of poor people 

receiving social assistance ranges from 44 percent in Bosnia and Herzegovina to 22 percent in Montenegro. The 

low and fragmented coverage of social assistance programs appears to constrain their effectiveness to reduce 

poverty in the region. 
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Figure 22. Most of the Gender Gap in Labor Force Participation and Employment among Roma Cannot 

Be Explained by Differences in Characteristics between Roma Men and Roma Women 

a. Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition of the gender gap in 

labor force participation rate among Roma 

population, ages 15-64, year 2017: explained versus 

unexplained (Percentage points) 

b.  Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition of the gender 

gap in employment rate among Roma population, 

ages 15-64, year 2017: explained versus 

unexplained (Percentage points) 

  

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP-World Bank-EC Regional Roma Survey data. 

Note: Variables included in the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition: urban residence, Roma concentration in settlements (greater than 40 

percent), household head, age, age squared, early marriage (before age of 18), enrolled in education, highest educational attainment, 
number of children in de household, number of elders in the household, number of other employed members in the household, internally 

displaced person (IDP); speaking Romani language at home, whether the household received social assistance, whether the household 

received private transfers, self-reported health status, disability, number of rooms in the dwelling, access to piped water, access to toilet 
inside the dwelling, computer, Internet, color tv, washing machine, and car. 

 

Qualitative evidence from Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia confirms that Roma women  

face discrimination and adverse attitutes in the labor market. According to a recent 

qualitative study (World Bank 2016d) in Bosnia and Herzegovina many officials reported that 

Roma attitudes and lifestyles were the reason why they are disadvantaged in the workforce. 

Qualitative evidence from Serbia shows that while domestic and unpaid work is considered the 

domain of women, work is typically considered an activity for men. “My wife does the typically 

woman chores” and “why should I work if my husband is providing for me?” are common 

statements. Several women spoke of their limited mobility as a matter of pride and saw it as 

being linked to their husband’s accomplishment of the classic provider-and-protector 

masculinity. Women, even those working in the informal sector, seldom see themselves as 

working but as coping or making ends meet. Indeed anthropological studies on women’s work 

in the Balkans suggest that Roma women (much more than Roma men) are relying on innovative 

methods to make ends meet but identify these as coping or survival strategies rather than work 

or a good job. There is a strong desire among Roma women to have decent jobs, but they become 

caught up in coercive webs of appropriate gendered behavior in public spaces and within the 

household. 

 
I search through dumpsters, gather what’s valuable, prepare the goods and go to the marketplace on 

my own. Often police and communal inspectors come to the marketplace and take away my goods. I 

would rather do a job instead! Mop the stairs, anything! I would clean anything, just to have some 

source of income besides welfare, so I can use the welfare payments only for the bills.  

--Roma woman, 40-45 years (February 11, 2018, Women’s Focus Group, Kamendin, Belgrade) 

23
25

33

25
28 30

0

10

20

30

40

ALB BIH KSV MKD MNE SRB

P
er

ce
n

ta
g
e 

P
o

in
ts

Explained Unexplained Total

13
15

18 18

23 22

0

10

20

30

ALB BIH KSV MKD MNE SRB

P
er

ce
n

ta
g
e 

P
o

in
ts

Explained Unexplained Total



CLOSING THE GENDER GAPS AMONG MARGINALIZED ROMA IN THE WESTERN BALKANS 

 

38 

 

Further analysis indicates that age, education and number of children in the household 

matter to explain lower female labor market participation and employment rates.17 In 

almost all countries, age and age squared are statistically significant with an inverse quadratic 

structure, meaning the probability to participate (work) first increases with age and then 

decreases. Besides, higher levels of educational attainment are highly correlated with the 

probability to participate (work). When significant, being enrolled in education is negatively 

correlated with the probability to participate (work), especially among Roma males. Not 

surprisingly, the presence of young children in the household decreases the probability to 

participate (work) among Roma females in almost all countries, but has no significant effects 

among Roma males, reflecting the fact that women are the ones who are mainly responsible for 

child rearing.18  

Family formation and care responsibilities disproportionately affect Roma women; Roma 

women tend to live in households with relatively more children, and as such, face additional 

challenges when combining employment and parenthood or care of other adult family 

members. Roma households are notably larger in size than non-Roma households (on average, 

41 percent of households in the region have more than 4 family members compared to only 20 

percent among Roma neighbors19), and youth dependency ratios are much higher (Figure 23 

panel a). Notably, accessible and affordable formal childcare and eldercare services are limited 

across the region, as shown by recent child and elder care assessments conducted by the World 

Bank (World Bank 2015e, World Bank 2015f, World Bank 2015g, World Bank 2016e). The use 

of formal child care is consistently low, even when compared with countries of similar economic 

development (Figure 23 panel b). Also, despite of the existence of maternity leave in each 

country, there are additional barriers to employment that have not yet been addressed. For 

example, mothers are not guaranteed equivalent positions after maternity leave in North 

Macedonia and Serbia, and mothers in Kosovo are not entitled to nursing breaks (Iqbal 

2015). Furthermore, even after the first several months of a child’s life, women continue to be 

considered primary care givers past the duration of maternity leave and therefore often face 

barriers to combining participation in the labor market with household duties. Parents are entitled 

to flexible or part-time schedules only in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Iqbal 2015). 

 

 

                                                 
17 We model both the propensity to participate in the labor market and the propensity to work, separately for men 

and women. We include as explanatory factors socio-demographic characteristics; health indicators, such as self-

perceived health status and having disability; living condition variables, and household’s assets holdings. 
18 The number of other employed members in the household is positively correlated with the propensity to participate 

(work), suggesting that both men and women in households with higher work intensity are more likely to seek job 

opportunities. In addition, being the head of the household increases the propensity to participate (work), especially 

among Roma females. On the other hand, having any disability is negatively correlated with probability to 

participate (work), while better self-perceived health status is positively correlated with the probability to participate 

(work), especially among Roma males. Finally, household’s living conditions and household’s assets holding, have 

mixed effects on the probability to participate (work), although most of them are not statistically significant. 
19 Regional population weighted statistics based on the 2017 Roma Regional Survey. 
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Figure 23. High Young Dependency Ratios and Limited Use of Formal Child care in the Western Balkans 

a. Young-age dependency ratio, % b. Population in households using childcare (% of total 

population) 

 

 

Sources: Panel a. Roma and non-Roma: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2011 and 2017 UNDP-World Bank-EC Regional Roma 

Survey data. National estimates: ECAPOV (circa 2017), ALB: HBS 2016; KSV: ECAPOV 2017; MNE: ECAPOV 2015; MKD: EU-SILC 
2016; SRB: ECAPOV 2015. Panel b.  World Bank estimates based on 2016 data of LiTS (Life in Transition Survey) (database), European 

Bank for Reconstruction and Development, London, http://www.ebrd.com/what-we-do/economic-research-and-data/data/lits.html; World 

Development Indicators. 

Note: The young-age dependency ratio = ratio of children ages 0–14 in the household to the working-age population (ages 15–64). 

 

In addition, a low level of skills among working-age Roma has been recognized as a major 

barrier to employment in the Western Balkans; skill barriers seem to affect significantly 

more Roma females than males. Roma are much constrained than non-Roma neighbors in 

terms of access to formal education. Across countries, educational attainment is even more 

deficient among working-age Roma women, except in Albania (Figure 24 panel a). For example, 

in Kosovo, most of working-age Roma women (64 percent) have not completed compulsory 

education; in contrast, this is the case among only 45 percent of Roma men, and 17 percent of 

Roma men have completed upper-secondary or above. Low educational attainment among Roma 

women translates into low labor force participation and low earnings. Literacy rates among 

working-age Roma female are also lower (Figure 24 panel b) putting them at an additional 

disadvantage. The failure of the education system to adequately prepare Roma males and 

females, and the resulting difficulty in accessing jobs, point to the need for interventions to 

improve the public provision of education and training among vulnerable communities, actively 

promoting their skill acquisition. 
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Figure 24. Working-age Roma Females Attain Less Education on Average than Men, Already at Low 

Levels; Self-reported Literacy  

a. Distribution of educational attainment among 

working-age Roma, by Gender  

b. Literacy rates by gender, ages 15–64 

  

Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNPD-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data.Note: Panel a) shows the distribution 

of educational attainment among the working-age population (15–64). 

 

 

It is also possible that some Roma women, and especially those with lower educational 

levels, choose not to join the labor market based on the expected returns. As suggested by 

qualitative work, participating in the labor market is less profitable than home production and 

not highly valued by women or their communities (Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019). This 

provides an indication that their lack of labor market inclusion may also be the result of a 

conscious decision in some instances.   

 

The low progressivity of labor taxes may be affecting the low-wage and part-time workers, 

groups in which Roma males and females are overrepresented, potentially affecting the 

hiring of this type of workers as well as their labor force participation. The tax burden is 

high in the Western Balkans, particularly among low-wage and part-time workers (Figure 25 

Panel a). Arias et al. (2014) demonstrate the low progressivity of labor taxes in many Europe 

and Central Asia countries. Among both men and women, marginalized Roma are more likely 

than their non-Roma counterparts to take part-time jobs. In 2017, the share of part-time 

employment among employed Roma men ranged from 23 percent in North Macedonia (versus 

8 percent among non-Roma men) to 51 percent in Serbia (versus 13 percent among neighboring 

non-Roma men)(Figure 25 Panel b). Among women, the share reached 62 percent in Montenegro 

(versus 15 percent among neighboring non-Roma women). Low progressivity may also 

discourage Roma females, whose potential earnings are at the bottom of the earnings distribution 

and part-time workers to search for formal-sector jobs. 
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Figure 25. The Tax Burden is High for Low-Wage and Part-time Workers, Disproportionately Affecting 

Roma Males and Females Who Are Relatively More Likely to Take These Type of Jobs 

a. Labor taxes, levels and progressivity (selected 

countries) 

b. Part-time workers (% of total workers) 

 

 

Source: Panel a) Arias et al. (2014) based on OECD Tax and Benefit Model. Note: Tax wedge measures personal income tax and social 

security contributions paid by workers and employers as a share of total labor costs. The y-axis shows progressivity of labor taxes, measured 

as the tax wedge difference between average and low-wage workers (for a single person with no children at 100 percent or 33 percent of 
average wage, respectively). Progressivity refers to the increase in the tax wedge in percentage points. The x-axis shows the tax wedge for 

low-wage earners (earning 33 percent of the average wage). Panel b) World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP-WB-EC Regional 

Roma Survey data. Note: Sample restricted to working-age individuals (15–64). 

 

In addition to the high tax wedge, the existing restrictive labor legislation in some countries 

may particularly affect Roma women. Countries are adopting more flexible labor legislation, 

but it is still generally restrictive. For example, in Montenegro, part-time work cannot be less 

than one-fourth of a full-time schedule (that is, 10 hours a week). Employees with minor children 

have additional legal rights to flexible or part-time work arrangements. However, a new labor 

law proposal currently under consideration restricts part-time work even further to a minimum 

of 20 hours (half of full-time schedule) potentially affecting significantly Roma females. In 

Serbia, the wage that determines social security contributions is not adjusted for hours worked; 

so, part-time workers disproportionately contribute more than their full-time counterparts; lack 

of access to part-time work may disincentive women from joining the labor market because they 

are more likely to have caregiving responsibilities during regular working hours. Labor 

legislation related to maternity leave may be operating as a constraint to employment for young 

women in Kosovo. Indeed, women face discrimination by employers in Kosovo as firms bear 

most of the financial costs of maternity provisions and maternity leave is also the main family 

leave available. 

4 Policies and Interventions 

4.1 Institutional Framework and Policies on Roma Gender Equality 

 

To tackle gender gaps, each country in the Western Balkans has national legislation and a 

National Strategy and a Gender Action Plan in place. All countries indeed have passed a Law 

on gender Equality (Law on Equality of Opportunities in North Macedonia) (see table 4 below). 

Most of the policy  instruments outlined in the table refer to the more vulnerable position of 
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Roma women in the respective countries and foresee specific objectives or actions with regards 

to, for instance, access to health (Albania, Montenegro and North Macedonia), political 

participation (Albania and Montenegro), employment (North Macedonia and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina), human trafficking (Montenegro) and education (Albania).  

  

In addition, all countries have mechanisms to support gender equality. Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and Kosovo both have a Gender Equality Agency. In Serbia, where the Gender 

Equality Directorate was dismantled in 2014, the Coordinating Body for Gender Equality has 

since been created. In North Macedonia, the Sector for Equal Opportunities within the Ministry 

of Labor and Social Policy contains the Unit for Gender Equality as well as the Unit for 

Prevention and Protection against all forms of discrimination. In addition to these regulatory 

structures in place in, each country has a Gender Action Plan that aims to tackle a range of gender 

gaps in endowments, economic opportunities, and agency (World Bank, 2016f) (see Table 4 

below).  
 

Table 4. Legal, Institutional and Policy Framework for Gender Equality in Western Balkan Countries 

Country Legislation Policies Institution 

Montenegro Law on Gender Equality 

(2007, amended in 2015). 

 

Action Plan for Achieving Gender 

Equality (2017-2021). 

Department for Gender 

Equality in the Ministry for 

Human and Minority 

Rights.  

 

 

Albania Law on Gender Equality in 

Society (2008). 

National Strategy and Action Plan on 

Gender Equality (2016-2020). 

Sector for Gender Equality 

at the Ministry of Social 

Welfare and Youth.  

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

Law on Gender Equality 

(2003, amended in 2009). 

Gender Action Plan of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (2018 – 2022). 

 

Agency for Gender 

Equality. 

Kosovo Law on gender equality 

(2004). 

Program of Kosovo for Gender Equality 

(2008-2013).  

A new program has not yet been 

adopted. 

Strategy for the Protection against 

Domestic Violence 2016-2020 

Agency for Gender 

Equality, Office of the 

Prime Minister. 

North Macedonia Law on Equal 

Opportunities for Women 

and Men (2012).  

 

National Equality and Non-

Discrimination Strategy (2016-2020). 

National Action Plan for the 

Implementation of the Law on the 

Prevention and Protection Against 

Discrimination (2015-2020).  

Strategy for introducing Gender 

Responsive Budgeting in the Republic of 

Macedonia (2012-2017). 

 

 

Sector for Equal 

Opportunities in the 

Ministry of Labor and 

Social Policy, 

 

 

 

Serbia Law on Gender Equality 

(2009). 

 

National Strategy and Action Plan for 

Gender Equality (2016-2020). 

Coordination Body for 

Gender Equality. 

 

https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/47/topic/documents/id/16425
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/47/topic/documents/id/16425
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/47/topic/documents/id/21158
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/47/topic/documents/id/21158
http://www.legislationline.org/documents/id/20306
http://www.legislationline.org/documents/id/20306
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/31/topic/documents/id/19398
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/31/topic/documents/id/19398
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/31/topic/documents/id/19398
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Similarly, all countries have specific legislation and policies catered to the specific situation 

of the Roma minority. All countries legally prohibit discrimination on the grounds of sex and 

ethnicity (see table 5 below). Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina have passed specific laws for 

the protection of the rights of minorities. All countries have also developed strategies and action 

plans for Roma inclusion20. All these, with the exception of Bosnia and Herzegovina, feature 

women and girls as a specifically vulnerable collective within Roma communities, and therefore 

make provisions targeted at them, especially with regards to access to basic services, gender-

based violence and employment. Rreferences to the gender dimension of Roma inclusion are 

more obvious than those to Roma inclusion in instruments focused on gender equality.  
 

Table 5. Legal, Institutional and Policy Framework for Roma Inclusion in Western Balkan Countries 

Country Legislation Policy Institution 

Montenegro Law on Prohibition of 

Discrimination (amended in 

2014). Law on the Protection 

of Human Rights and 

Freedoms. 

Strategy for social 

inclusion of Roma and 

Egyptian communities 

(2016 – 2020).  

Ministry for Human and 

Minority Rights.  

Albania Law on Protection from 

Discrimination (2010). 

National Action Plan for 

Integration of Roma and 

Egyptians (2016-2020).  

 

Ministry of Social Welfare 

and Youth.  

Bosnia and Herzegovina Law on the Protection of 

Rights of Members of 

National Minorities of the 

Federation of BiH, of 

Republika Srpska. And of 

Brcko District. Law on 

Prohibition of Discrimination 

(2009). 

Action Plan for addressing 

Roma issues in the fields 

of employment, housing 

and health care (2017-

2020). 

Special Action Plan on the 

educational needs of 

Roma.  

 

Ministry for Human 

Rights and Refugees.  

 

Kosovo Law on Protection of 

Communities Rights and their 

members. Law on Protection 

against discrimination.   

Strategy and Action Plan 

for inclusion of Roma and 

Ashkali communities in 

the Kosovo society (2017-

2021).  

Office for Good 

Governance within the 

Office of the Prime 

Minister.  

North Macedonia Law on Prevention and 

Protection Against 

Discrimination (2010).  

 

Strategy for the Roma 

(2014-2020). 

 

 

National Coordination 

Body  in the Ministry of 

Labor and Social Policy.  

Serbia Law on Prohibition of 

Discrimination (2009).   
Strategy and Action Plan 

for Social Inclusion of 

Roma (2016-2025).  

Roma Social Inclusion 

Coordination Body.  

 

 

All Western Balkan countries have institutions in charge of the Roma agenda in place. 

Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina, indeed, have a Ministry responsible for Human 

Rights; in the case of Montenegro, the Ministry is explicitly dedicated to Minority Rights. In the 

case of Kosovo, the main agency – the Office for Good Governance – is part of the Prime 

Minister Office. In both North Macedonia and Serbia national coordination bodies exist.  Other 

                                                 
20 For a review of Roma action plans, see Robayo-Abril and Millan 2019. 

https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/47/topic/documents/id/16423
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/47/topic/documents/id/16423
http://www.legislationline.org/documents/action/popup/id/16433
http://www.legislationline.org/documents/action/popup/id/16433
http://www.legislationline.org/documents/action/popup/id/16433
https://www.legislationline.org/topics/country/31/topic/documents/id/20385
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relevant institutions in this area across countries include anti-discrimination commissions, 

minority councils and the Ombudsman. The EU institutions (e.g., European Commission)  and 

CSO organizations (e.g., Open Society Foundation) are also especially active in this area.  

 

Despite the myriad of institutions and policies on issues related to gender and Roma 

inclusion in Western Balkan countries, the persistence of gaps may be an indication of the 

inadequate capacity of implementation and enforcement bodies. Indeed, there are various 

reports that the financial and human capacity of these institutions is in many cases insufficient 

for them to fulfill their mandates and influence policy (Dokmanovic 2016, Government of 

Albania 2016, Lazarević and Tadić 2018,  EC 2018). In addition, it must be noted that 

coordination and coherence challenges – i.e. overlaps, gaps and potential inefficiencies – are 

likely to exist given the clear institutional separation between the Roma and gender agendas 

across countries. The compound result may be that Roma women oftentimes would not only not 

benefit from but also would even be adversely affected by both Roma policies and gender 

equality ones (Kóczé and Raluca 2009).    

4.2 The Road Forward: What Works for Roma Women Inclusion 

 

Targeted programmatic interventions should tackle the multiple barriers and disincentives 

that affect Roma females across all countries in the Western Balkans. With regards to 

markets, for instance, equalizing access to quality basic services among the Roma will likely 

require improvements in the coverage and quality of services, and their ethnic and gender-

sensitiveness. Achieving gender parity in employment among Roma communities may also 

demand specialized interventions to tackle constraints that affect significantly more young Roma 

females. On the side of (informal) institutions, working on social norms underpinning the 

especially large gaps in outcomes experienced by Roma women and girls appears to be 

fundamental across all areas studied, most likely through a combination of education, 

information and awareness raising activities targeting young people and parents. In addition, the 

formal legal and institutional framework for Roma and gender issues should be improved across 

countries to better reflect and address the needs of this particularly vulnerable group.    
 

This assessment confirms that important knowledge and data gaps exist. First, although 

much information and research exist with regards to demand-side constraints to Roma women´s 

inclusion, little is known about the supply-side constraints faced by this group. This is 

particularly the case with regards to those that go beyond the traditional structural and 

institutional barriers of rational choice theory (see below). Furthermore, most analysis on 

women’s issues within the Roma community treat ethnicity and gender as separate social 

categories, and the disadvantages rendered by it as additive.21 In addition, and as noted in the 

diagnostic, although parental expectations on the education of Roma boys and girls are similar, 

large gaps exist in enrolment and attainment that contradict such result. More research and 

analysis on what is driving these contradictory data would be of special interest to understand 

the dynamics behind differenciated outcomes. Finally, a better understanding of what is 

                                                 
21Several feminist scholars call this critique one of ‘missing intersectionality’, i.e. while scholars and practitioners 

alike have emphasized the unique ways women experience race / ethnicity and gender, during analysis the idea is 

widely cited but unevenly applied (see Kóczé and Raluca 2009, Oprea 2004, Schultz 2012, Corradi 2017) 
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preventing the effective functioning of institutions and policies in this area would be helpful 

moving forward.  

 

Box 3. Behavioral Economics and Roma Exclusion 
 

A recent paper concludes that people are prevented from participating fully in society through 

mechanisms that go beyond the structural and institutional barriers identified by rational choice theory 

(poverty, exclusion by law or force, taste- based and statistical discrimination, and externalities from 

social networks), and discusses four additional mechanisms that bounded rationality can explain: (i) 

implicit discrimination, (ii) self-stereotyping and self-censorship, (iii) “fast thinking” adapted to 

underclass neighborhoods, and (iv) “adaptive preferences” in which an oppressed group views its 

oppression as natural or even preferred. Stable institutions have cognitive foundations—concepts, 

categories, social identities, and worldviews—that function like lenses through which individuals see 

themselves and the world. Abolishing or reforming a discriminatory institution may have little effect 

on these lenses. Groups previously discriminated against by law or policy may remain excluded 

through habits of the mind. Behavioral economics recognizes forces of social exclusion left out of 

rational choice theory and identifies ways to overcome them (Hoff and Walsh 2017). 

 

 

Based on the analysis presented in this note, specific policy recommendations on gender and 

Roma include the following:  

 

Provide additional financial incentives to girls to attend school, such as more generous 

conditional cash transfers. As seen above, one of the major barriers to equitable access to 

education is lack of financial resources. A large literature finds that, if parents are provided with 

more financial assistance for the education of daughters than for the education of sons, the impact 

on enrollment rates among girls is large. An example of good practice is Mexico’s Prospera 

program, which offered larger cash transfers for girls than for boys. The initial analysis of 

Prospera’s impact on education showed that the program significantly enlarged the enrollment 

of both boys and girls, and particularly so of girls in secondary school. CCTs are also effective 

in postponing marriage and reproduction among school-age girls (Skoufias and McClafferty 

2001).  

 

Provide legal protection against child marriage. Early marriage is one of the key barriers for 

girls to access the same opportunities as boys in Roma communities, starting with education. 

Globally, girls married before the age of 18 are at a greater risk to experience gender-based 

violence, poorer health outcomes, early pregnancies, to drop out of school and consequently earn 

less over their lifetimes, and to live in poverty (Wodon et al. 2017). Girls under 18 years could 

legally be married with their parents’ consent in several countries including Kosovo, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Albania and Macedonia (UNFPA 2014, Girls not Brides 2014, UNFPA 

Macedonia22). Even in cases where early marriage is prohibited, such as in Montenegro or Serbia, 

the incidence of these phenomenon is large among the Roma and remains largely unpunished.  

 

Empowering girls and engaging their families and communities to prevent child marriage. 

The lack of regulation or enforcement of laws in this area combines with the generally weak 

                                                 
22 https://eeca.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/unfpa%20macedonia%20overview.pdf 

 

https://eeca.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/unfpa%20macedonia%20overview.pdf
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empowerment of women and girls and the prevalence of traditional and patriarchal norms in 

Roma communities. Especially promising interventions in this regard appear to be the safe space 

programs, which help girls to build their life skills, health and financial literacy and provides 

them with information on services; these programs offer a space where girls can meet regularly 

and learn from each other and from designated mentors in an informal environment. The 

Abriendo Oportunidades program in Guatemala offers an example of such programs.23 

Enagaging the families, parents and wider community in the discussion over the negative 

implications of child marrieage and the importance of girls´ education would also be central in 

this area.24   
 

Change labor laws reinforcing gender inequality. Western Balkan countries must ensure that 

labor legislation treats males and females in an equitable way. Enabling all parents to balanced 

paid work is important, facilitating an equal role for men in caregiving. Laws should ensure that 

parents have equal access to meet their children and adult family members´ needs. Providing and 

encouraging the use of effectively shared parental leave policies – for instance through ¨daddy¨ 

quotas or bonuses – and ensuring the effective protection of women´s work can play an especially 

important role in this area. Part-time and flexible work formulas need to be legally allowed and 

not discouraged. In addition, the low progressivity of labor taxes needs to be addressed.  

However, it must be noted that it is not the lack of legislation in general that undermines the 

situation of Roma women, but mostly its lack of enforcement due to, among others, potential 

discrimination based on patriarchal social and gender norms.   

 

Implement measures to reduce gender-biased social norms. There is evidence that social norms 

related to the role of women and girls vis-á-vis that of men and boys are in a state of flux. For 

instance, a study from Bulgaria shows that despite traditional gender roles being formally upheld, 

de facto male authority in the family seems to be increasingly challenged by women in many 

Roma communities.25 In addition, a qualitative study from Serbia also concludes that some norms 

and aspirations around early marriage, time use, and education are shifting, which offers a 

relevant entry point for policy interventions in this area.26 Education and information are key in 

this regard. A combination of self-help measures for women (see below) and promotional 

campaigns that for instance highlight the success stories of Roma women could be particularly 

helpful. Engaging men and boys in any initiative aimed at changing social norms would be 

necessary (see for instance OSCE and UNFPA 2018). 

 

Promote social cohesion and women´s empowerment using the proven model of self-help 

groups. Coordination among the poor and the vulnerable is generally costly, and women face 

particularly high barriers to collective action in communities. Self-help groups are membership-

based organizations that have been widely used to encourage social cohesion through a 

combination of education, access to finance, and links to development programs. This formula 

relies on women’s collective capacity to break barriers, increase access to assets, and improve 

their voice and agency. Self-help groups have showed to lead to higher solidarity between peers, 

                                                 
23 https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/how-can-we-end-child-marriage/#empower-girls; 

https://www.unicef.org/protection/files/Global_Programme_Brochure_2018(1).pdf 
24 https://www.unicef.org/protection/files/Global_Programme_Brochure_2018(1).pdf 
25 World Bank (2014) 
26 World Bank (2019) 

https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/how-can-we-end-child-marriage/#empower-girls
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more independent financial decision-making, and greater respect for women within households 

and communities (Brody et al. 2015).  

 

Implement measures to overcome constraints related to young female Roma’s care 

responsibilities. Interventions to overcome constraints related to young women’s care 

responsibilities can be classified into two types: (1) among females who do not have children, 

interventions that seek to delay marriage and reduce the fertility rate, raising enrollment and the 

retention of girls in school; and (2) interventions that alleviate the time constraints on women 

who already have children, for example, through high quality affordable childcare service 

provision. With regards to the second type of measures, there is a large body of evidence that 

shows that the provision of quality accessible and affordable childcare services tends to increase 

the labor force participation of women throughout countries in the world (Lokshin 2004 and 

Fong and Lokshin 2000, Scholsser 2011, Berlinski and Galiani 2007, Barros et al. 2011).  

 

Strengthening institutional capacity and ensuring adequate coordination. Coordination 

between the multiple institutons involved in the two areas of gender equality and Roma inclusion 

will be crucial for effectiveness. In some cases, such as Montenegro or Serbia, the main agencies 

in charge of both gender and Roma inclusion belong to the same main umbrella organisms; this 

could facilitate coordination. In other cases, however, they are completely separate, which could 

often lead to duplications, overlap and incoherence, and ultimately to the waste of limited 

resources. In addition, such institutional set-up may lead to Roma women not benefiting or even 

being disadvanagated by both Roma and gender policies. Strengthening both these agendas in 

an integral manner would require further and concerted efforts at the top governmental level.  

 

Setting up adequate monitoring and evaluation mechanisms in this area. Disagregated data 

and evidence on what drives the large gaps for Roma women faced with a double exclusion 

factor – gender and ethnicity – is particularly scarce and necessary to better address the 

vulnerabilities experienced by them. Adequate monitoring and evaluation mechanisms would 

allow to assess progress, and gain a better understanding of what works and what does not to 

address the existing gaps. The results of these efforts could then be used to inform future policy 

developments and therefore would contribute to the design and implementation of increasingly 

effective measures in this area. They could also be helpful to inform policies in other European 

countries confronting similar challenges.  
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Appendix. Regional Overview Tables by Gender 
Table 6. Regional Overview at a Glance: 2011 Roma Levels by Sex 

 
Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2011 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data.  
Notes: (1) All values shown are in percent, except for rooms per household member.  

(2) Cells in blue refer to gaps that are statistically significant at the 10 percent level.  

† Compulsory education refers to ISCED levels 1 and 2.  
†† A positive (negative) change in the gap for this indicator implies a reduction (increase) in inequality.  

††† This indicator is calculated at the level of the head of household. 

 

ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB

Net pre-primary enrollment rate (ages 3-5) 30 5 13 13 9 38 8 11 4 7 8 3 -2 -9 -2

Adjusted net compulsory education 

enrollment rate (ages 7-15)†
49 59 72 57 80 49 62 74 55 80 0 3 2 -2 0

Compulsory education completion rate 

(ages 18-21)
22 43 53 28 45 25 45 60 41 61 3 2 7 13 16

Upper secondary education completion rate 

(ages 22-25)
4 12 14 2 10 3 19 16 9 16 -1 6 2 7 6

Tertiary education completion rate (ages 26-

29)
0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 -1

Percentage of students attending majority 

Roma schools (ages 7-15)††
17 6 24 10 8 11 5 23 7 8 -6 -1 -1 -3 0

Percentage of students attending special 

schools (ages 7-15)††
0 1 2 3 6 2 2 6 8 8 2 0 4 5 2

Labor force participation rate (ages 15-64) 37 26 35 27 38 71 57 63 71 65 33 31 28 43 28

Employment to population ratio (ages 15-

64)
25 5 11 9 12 60 31 34 48 40 35 25 24 39 28

Unemployment rate (% of total labor force, 

ages 15-64)††
34 80 70 69 67 15 46 45 32 39 -18 -34 -24 -37 -28

Informal employment (% of total 

employment)††
80 77 68 64 76 88 81 63 53 74 8 4 -6 -10 -1

Not in employment, education, or training 

(NEET) (ages 15-24)††
80 84 79 85 78 49 69 61 55 57 -31 -15 -18 -30 -21

Health insurance coverage (ages 16+) 35 74 94 88 95 28 65 90 91 88 -7 -9 -3 4 -7

Self-reported unmet need for medical care 

(% of population ages 16+)
58 43 35 10 33 47 35 30 13 28 -11 -8 -5 3 -5

Self-perceived health (% of population ages 

16+ reporting good or very good health)
63 52 65 76 51 70 59 70 79 59 7 7 5 2 8

Use of preventive health care services (% of 

population ages 16+)
43 53 63 44 60 44 39 52 34 57 1 -14 -11 -10 -4

Electricity (% of population) 94 83 97 91 84 93 84 97 90 83 0 1 0 -1 -1

Piped water inside the dwelling (% of 

population)
46 87 89 79 70 44 87 90 80 72 -2 0 1 1 2

Connection to public sewerage or waste 

water tank (% of population)
71 69 83 65 59 71 70 82 66 59 1 0 0 1 0

Waste never collected (% of population)†† 30 25 18 18 25 30 25 17 19 24 0 1 -1 1 -1

Rooms per household member††† 0.4 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.0 0.0 -0.1 -0.2 -0.2

Overcrowding rate (% of population) 84 74 67 72 74 81 74 68 71 75 -2 0 0 -1 0

Birth certificate  (% of population) 97 97 98 94 99 97 98 99 96 99 0 0 0 2 0

ID card (% of population ages 16+, MKD 18+) 86 91 95 76 94 84 92 97 86 93 -2 1 2 10 -1
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Table 7. Regional Overview at a Glance: 2011 Non-Roma Levels by Sex 

 
Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2011 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data.  

 Notes: (1) All values shown are in percent, except for rooms per household member.  

 (2) Cells in blue refer to gaps that are statistically significant at the 10 percent level.  
† Compulsory education refers to ISCED levels 1 and 2.  

†† A positive (negative) change in the gap for this indicator implies a reduction (increase) in inequality.  

††† This indicator is calculated at the level of the head of household. 

 

ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB

Net pre-primary enrollment rate (ages 3-

5)
55 10 35 20 41 50 0 15 13 29 -6 -10 -20 -8 -12

Adjusted net compulsory education 

enrollment rate (ages 7-15)†
93 99 86 92 96 90 91 94 97 94 -3 -7 7 5 -2

Compulsory education completion rate 

(ages 18-21)
87 94 89 98 100 82 89 90 91 100 -4 -5 1 -7 0

Upper secondary education completion 

rate (ages 22-25)
53 84 65 88 85 43 83 83 90 79 -10 -1 18 2 -6

Tertiary education completion rate (ages 

26-29)
14 19 34 21 12 5 15 11 8 13 -9 -4 -23 -13 1

Percentage of students attending 

majority Roma schools (ages 7-15)††
0 11 13 0 5 3 7 12 1 8 3 -4 0 1 3

Percentage of students attending special 

schools (ages 7-15)††
4 2 3 1 2 2 0 5 4 5 -2 -2 2 3 4

Labor force participation rate (ages 15-

64)
40 36 39 50 50 70 62 63 74 69 31 26 23 24 19

Employment to population ratio (ages 15-

64)
31 24 26 32 32 60 45 49 55 55 29 22 23 23 23

Unemployment rate (% of total labor 

force, ages 15-64)††
22 35 34 35 37 15 28 22 25 20 -7 -7 -12 -9 -17

Informal employment (% of total 

employment)††
55 17 17 10 22 67 18 25 18 29 12 0 8 8 7

Not in employment, education, or 

training (NEET) (ages 15-24)††
44 30 42 41 35 26 30 29 42 23 -18 0 -14 1 -12

Health insurance coverage (ages 16+) 52 94 97 100 96 57 97 96 98 91 5 2 -1 -2 -6

Self-reported unmet need for medical 

care (% of population ages 16+)
34 24 21 5 23 29 20 16 5 17 -5 -5 -5 1 -6

Self-perceived health (% of population 

ages 16+ reporting good or very good 

health)
70 61 73 76 59 79 65 79 80 67 10 5 6 4 8

Use of preventive health care services (% 

of population ages 16+)
56 69 77 68 72 59 56 63 52 63 3 -13 -13 -16 -9

Electricity (% of population) 96 98 95 99 98 95 98 94 99 98 0 0 0 0 0

Piped water inside the dwelling (% of 

population)
71 99 99 94 98 70 99 98 93 98 -1 0 -1 -1 0

Connection to public sewerage or waste 

water tank (% of population)
78 90 91 94 87 75 90 90 94 85 -3 0 -1 0 -2

Waste never collected (% of 

population)†† 
31 27 9 28 21 31 24 10 29 21 0 -3 1 0 0

Rooms per household member††† 0.9 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.3 0.6 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.0 0.0 0.0 -0.1 -0.2 -0.2

Overcrowding rate (% of population) 60 30 36 37 33 59 30 33 36 31 0 0 -3 -1 -2

Birth certificate  (% of population) 99 100 100 98 100 99 100 99 97 100 0 0 0 -1 0
ID card (% of population ages 16+, MKD 

18+) 
88 97 98 95 98 92 95 98 94 98 3 -1 0 -1 0

Non-Roma Neighbor Females Non-Roma Neighbor Males Non-Roma Neighbor Gender Gap
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Table 8. Regional Overview at a Glance: 2017 Roma Levels by Sex 

 
Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data.  

Notes: (1) All values shown are in percent, except for rooms per household member.  

(2) Cells in blue refer to gaps that are statistically significant at the 10 percent level.  
† Compulsory education refers to ISCED levels 1 and 2.  

†† A positive (negative) change in the gap for this indicator implies a reduction (increase) in inequality.  

††† This indicator is calculated at the level of the head of household. 

 

 

ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB KSV ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB KSV ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB KSV

Net pre-primary enrollment rate (ages 3-

5) 30 1 9 19 8 12 35 6 11 23 10 15 4 5 2 5 2 3

Adjusted net compulsory education 

enrollment rate (ages 7-15)† 66 70 77 61 85 72 66 73 78 63 83 74 0 2 1 2 -3 2

Compulsory education completion rate 

(ages 18-21) 39 36 63 30 63 55 47 50 77 38 72 67 8 14 14 7 9 12

Upper secondary education completion 

rate (ages 22-25) 14 18 32 2 9 15 15 23 33 4 25 27 1 4 1 2 16 12

Tertiary education completion rate (ages 

26-29) 1 0 4 0 2 3 2 0 2 0 0 2 1 0 -2 0 -2 0

Percentage of students attending 

majority Roma schools (ages 7-15)†† 14 15 32 15 9 15 23 9 46 15 12 12 9 -6 14 0 3 -3

Percentage of students attending special 

schools (ages 7-15)†† 1 0 2 0 1 2 1 0 3 1 4 2 0 0 1 0 2 1
Labor force participation rate (ages 15-

64) 29 13 30 5 19 9 51 38 56 33 49 42 23 25 25 28 30 33

Employment to population ratio (ages 15-

64) 11 3 13 3 11 4 24 19 31 26 33 22 13 15 18 23 22 18

Unemployment rate (% of total labor 

force, ages 15-64)†† 63 73 58 33 45 53 53 51 45 21 32 47 -10 -22 -13 -12 -13 -5

Informal employment (% of total 

employment)†† 47 57 31 73 51 43 69 62 41 57 69 75 22 5 11 -16 17 31

Not in employment, education, or 

training (NEET) (ages 15-24)†† 86 86 75 88 75 77 67 77 60 70 51 63 -20 -10 -15 -18 -24 -14

Health insurance coverage (ages 16+)
28 74 95 78 92 10 26 72 93 82 92 10 -2 -2 -2 3 -1 0

Self-reported unmet need for medical 

care (% of population ages 16+) 37 40 22 27 30 27 34 24 11 18 23 25 -3 -16 -11 -9 -7 -2
Self-perceived health (% of population 

ages 16+ reporting good or very good 

health) 57 56 56 60 47 67 63 59 59 65 58 70 6 3 3 5 11 3

Use of preventive health care services (% 

of population ages 16+) 48 51 60 48 64 55 39 47 50 47 52 54 -9 -3 -10 -2 -12 -2

Electricity (% of population) 82 90 94 92 88 89 85 90 93 92 87 89 3 0 -1 1 0 0
Piped water inside the dwelling (% of 

population) 46 87 91 73 81 84 47 86 90 73 80 85 2 -1 -2 0 -2 1

Connection to public sewerage or waste 

water tank (% of population) 62 69 84 55 66 75 63 68 83 56 64 75 1 -1 -1 1 -2 0

Waste never collected (% of 

population)†† 6 20 5 20 21 9 5 18 6 21 24 8 -1 -1 0 1 3 -2

Rooms per household member††† 0.9 0.8 1.0 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.7 0.6 -0.2 -0.1 -0.3 -0.1 -0.2 -0.1

Overcrowding rate (% of population) 65 64 61 77 66 71 66 66 60 78 64 71 1 2 -1 1 -2 0
Birth certificate  (% of population) 98 98 98 96 99 97 98 99 99 97 99 97 0 1 1 0 0 0
ID card (% of population ages 16+, MKD 

18+) 91 94 95 81 94 88 90 93 94 85 94 91 -1 0 -1 4 0 3
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Table 9. Regional Overview at a Glance: 2017 Non-Roma Neighbor Levels by Sex 

 
Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2017 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data.  
Notes: (1) All values shown are in percent, except for rooms per household member.  

(2) Cells in blue refer to gaps that are statistically significant at the 10 percent level.  

† Compulsory education refers to ISCED levels 1 and 2.  

†† A positive (negative) change in the gap for this indicator implies a reduction (increase) in inequality.  

††† This indicator is calculated at the level of the head of household. 

 

 

ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB KSV ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB KSV ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB KSV

Net pre-primary enrollment rate (ages 3-

5) 68 0 33 30 39 5 56 4 21 41 19 27 -12 4 -12 11 -20 22

Adjusted net compulsory education 

enrollment rate (ages 7-15)† 96 93 81 92 99 90 97 88 94 91 98 95 1 -5 13 -2 -1 5

Compulsory education completion rate 

(ages 18-21) 96 94 96 96 96 94 100 96 91 98 97 96 4 2 -6 2 1 2

Upper secondary education completion 

rate (ages 22-25) 72 82 88 83 95 71 77 91 86 77 89 83 6 9 -2 -6 -6 12

Tertiary education completion rate (ages 

26-29) 37 23 35 32 26 33 12 18 26 17 6 17 -25 -6 -9 -15 -19 -16

Percentage of students attending 

majority Roma schools (ages 7-15)†† 14 6 12 12 4 3 8 5 12 14 18 7 -6 0 0 2 14 4

Percentage of students attending special 

schools (ages 7-15)†† 3 0 5 3 0 1 0 0 8 0 0 2 -3 0 3 -3 0 1
Labor force participation rate (ages 15-

64) 34 27 36 28 42 13 49 56 60 55 63 45 15 29 24 28 21 32

Employment to population ratio (ages 15-

64) 21 18 26 26 35 6 30 42 52 51 53 32 9 24 26 25 18 26

Unemployment rate (% of total labor 

force, ages 15-64)†† 37 32 26 6 16 49 39 25 14 7 16 27 1 -7 -12 1 1 -22

Informal employment (% of total 

employment)†† 11 12 10 27 11 27 30 17 19 30 16 49 19 5 9 3 5 22

Not in employment, education, or 

training (NEET) (ages 15-24)†† 26 41 27 37 31 46 46 45 27 30 36 35 20 3 0 -7 6 -11

Health insurance coverage (ages 16+)
43 95 97 98 99 10 44 94 97 98 96 13 0 -2 0 0 -3 3

Self-reported unmet need for medical 

care (% of population ages 16+) 22 16 11 11 20 28 22 15 5 7 12 17 0 -1 -6 -4 -8 -11
Self-perceived health (% of population 

ages 16+ reporting good or very good 

health) 67 64 61 66 56 71 72 67 62 73 63 81 5 3 1 7 8 10

Use of preventive health care services (% 

of population ages 16+) 65 74 76 81 82 65 69 57 67 77 59 62 4 -17 -10 -4 -23 -3

Electricity (% of population) 93 99 97 98 98 97 95 98 97 98 97 97 1 -1 0 0 -1 -1
Piped water inside the dwelling (% of 

population) 89 97 97 95 98 97 90 96 97 96 95 96 1 -1 0 0 -3 -1

Connection to public sewerage or waste 

water tank (% of population) 75 81 92 84 80 91 78 80 93 84 79 91 3 -1 1 0 -1 0

Waste never collected (% of 

population)†† 2 6 2 19 14 2 3 7 2 18 16 2 0 1 0 -1 1 -1

Rooms per household member††† 1.2 1.5 1.3 1.3 1.6 0.8 1.1 1.2 1.0 1.1 1.1 0.8 -0.1 -0.3 -0.4 -0.2 -0.5 0.0

Overcrowding rate (% of population) 32 23 31 41 22 53 27 20 26 40 23 49 -6 -3 -5 -1 1 -4
Birth certificate  (% of population) 99 100 99 100 100 98 100 100 100 100 100 98 1 0 1 0 0 0
ID card (% of population ages 16+, MKD 

18+) 96 96 96 96 97 95 98 96 97 96 98 94 2 -1 1 0 1 -1

Non-Roma Neighbor Gender GapNon-Roma Neighbor Males
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Indicator

Education

Labor Market

Health

Housing

Priority Area Non-Roma Neighbor Females
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Table 10. Regional Overview at a Glance: Roma 2011-2017 Percentage Point Changes by Sex 

 
Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2011 and 2017 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data.  
Notes: (1) All values shown are in percent, except for rooms per household member.  

(2) Green, red and yellow cells denote changes in the indicators between 2011 and 2017. Green denotes an improvement; red denotes a 

worsening; yellow denotes no statistically significant change at the 10 percent level. 
† Compulsory education refers to ISCED levels 1 and 2.  

†† A positive change in the gap for this indicator implies a reduction in inequality.  

††† This indicator is calculated at the level of the head of household. 

ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB

Net pre-primary enrollment rate (ages 3-

5) 1 -4 -4 5 -1 -3 -2 0 19 3 -3 2 4 13 4

Adjusted net compulsory education 

enrollment rate (ages 7-15)† 17 12 5 4 6 17 11 4 8 3 0 -1 -1 5 -2

Compulsory education completion rate 

(ages 18-21) 17 -7 10 3 18 23 5 16 -3 11 6 12 7 -6 -7

Upper secondary education completion 

rate (ages 22-25) 10 6 17 0 -1 12 4 17 -5 9 2 -2 0 -4 10

Tertiary education completion rate (ages 

26-29) 1 0 4 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 -2 0 -1

Percentage of students attending 

majority Roma schools (ages 7-15)†† -2 9 8 5 1 12 4 23 8 4 14 -5 15 3 3

Percentage of students attending special 

schools (ages 7-15)†† 1 -1 0 -2 -5 -1 -2 -3 -8 -4 -2 -1 -3 -5 1
Labor force participation rate (ages 15-

64) -8 -13 -4 -22 -18 -19 -19 -7 -38 -16 -11 -6 -2 -15 2

Employment to population ratio (ages 15-

64) -14 -2 2 -5 -2 -35 -12 -4 -22 -7 -21 -10 -6 -17 -5

Unemployment rate (% of total labor 

force, ages 15-64)†† 29 -7 -12 -36 -22 37 4 0 -11 -6 8 11 12 25 16

Informal employment (% of total 

employment)†† -33 -20 -38 9 -24 -19 -19 -21 3 -6 15 2 16 -6 18

Not in employment, education, or 

training (NEET) (ages 15-24)†† 6 3 -4 3 -3 18 8 -1 15 -6 12 5 4 12 -3

Health insurance coverage (ages 16+)
-7 0 2 -9 -3 -2 7 3 -10 3 4 7 1 0 6

Self-reported unmet need for medical 

care (% of population ages 16+) -20 -3 -13 17 -3 -12 -11 -19 5 -4 8 -7 -6 -11 -2
Self-perceived health (% of population 

ages 16+ reporting good or very good 

health) -7 4 -9 -16 -4 -8 0 -11 -13 -1 -1 -4 -2 3 3

Use of preventive health care services (% 

of population ages 16+) 5 -2 -2 5 3 -5 8 -2 13 -5 -10 10 0 8 -8

Electricity (% of population) -11 7 -3 0 4 -8 6 -4 2 4 3 -1 -1 2 0
Piped water inside the dwelling (% of 

population) 0 0 2 -6 12 3 -1 0 -7 8 4 -1 -3 -1 -4

Connection to public sewerage or waste 

water tank (% of population) -9 -1 2 -11 7 -8 -2 1 -10 6 1 -1 -1 0 -2

Waste never collected (% of 

population)†† -24 -5 -13 2 -5 -25 -7 -12 3 0 -1 -2 2 0 5

Rooms per household member††† 0.4 0.2 0.3 -0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 -0.1 0.2 -0.3 0.0 -0.2 0.1 0.0

Overcrowding rate (% of population) -18 -10 -6 5 -9 -15 -7 -7 7 -10 4 3 -1 2 -2
Birth certificate  (% of population) 1 1 0 2 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 -1 0
ID card (% of population ages 16+, MKD 

18+) 5 3 0 4 0 6 1 -3 -1 1 1 -1 -3 -6 1
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Table 11. Regional Overview at a Glance: Non-Roma neighbor 2011-2017 Percentage Point Changes by Sex 

 
Source: World Bank estimates based on weighted 2011 and 2017 UNDP-WB-EC Regional Roma Survey data.  
Notes: (1) All values shown are in percent, except for rooms per household member.  

(2) Green, red and yellow cells denote changes in the indicators between 2011 and 2017. Green denotes an improvement; red denotes a 

worsening; yellow denotes no statistically significant change at the 10 percent level. 
† Compulsory education refers to ISCED levels 1 and 2.  

†† A positive change in the gap for this indicator implies a reduction in inequality.  

††† This indicator is calculated at the level of the head of household. 

ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB ALB BIH BIHMKD MNE SRB ALB BIH MKD MNE SRB

Net pre-primary enrollment rate (ages 3-

5) 13 -10 -2 10 -1 7 4 6 28 -10 -6 14 8 18 -8

Adjusted net compulsory education 

enrollment rate (ages 7-15)† 3 -6 -5 0 3 7 -3 1 -7 4 4 2 6 -7 1

Compulsory education completion rate 

(ages 18-21) 9 -1 8 -2 -4 18 6 1 7 -3 9 7 -6 9 1

Upper secondary education completion 

rate (ages 22-25) 19 -2 23 -5 10 35 8 3 -13 10 16 9 -21 -8 0

Tertiary education completion rate (ages 

26-29) 23 5 1 11 14 7 3 15 9 -7 -16 -2 14 -2 -20

Percentage of students attending 

majority Roma schools (ages 7-15)†† 14 -5 -1 12 0 5 -2 -1 12 11 -9 3 0 1 11

Percentage of students attending special 

schools (ages 7-15)†† -1 -2 2 2 -2 -2 0 3 -4 -5 -1 2 1 -6 -4
Labor force participation rate (ages 15-

64) -5 -10 -3 -22 -9 -21 -7 -2 -19 -6 -16 3 1 3 3

Employment to population ratio (ages 15-

64) -9 -6 1 -7 3 -30 -3 3 -4 -2 -20 2 3 2 -6

Unemployment rate (% of total labor 

force, ages 15-64)†† 15 -3 -8 -28 -21 24 -3 -8 -18 -4 8 0 0 10 17

Informal employment (% of total 

employment)†† -44 -6 -7 17 -12 -37 -1 -6 13 -13 7 5 2 -5 -2

Not in employment, education, or 

training (NEET) (ages 15-24)†† -18 11 -15 -4 -4 20 15 -2 -12 13 38 3 14 -8 18

Health insurance coverage (ages 16+)
-9 1 0 -1 3 -14 -3 0 1 5 -5 -4 0 2 3

Self-reported unmet need for medical 

care (% of population ages 16+) -12 -9 -10 7 -3 -6 -5 -11 2 -5 5 4 -1 -5 -2
Self-perceived health (% of population 

ages 16+ reporting good or very good 

health) -3 3 -12 -10 -4 -7 2 -17 -7 -4 -4 -2 -5 3 0

Use of preventive health care services (% 

of population ages 16+) 9 4 0 12 10 11 1 3 25 -4 1 -4 4 12 -14

Electricity (% of population) -2 0 2 -1 0 -1 0 3 -1 -1 2 0 1 0 -1
Piped water inside the dwelling (% of 

population) 18 -2 -2 1 0 19 -3 -1 2 -2 1 -1 0 1 -3

Connection to public sewerage or waste 

water tank (% of population) -3 -9 1 -10 -7 3 -10 3 -9 -6 6 -1 2 0 1

Waste never collected (% of 

population)†† -28 -20 -6 -9 -6 -28 -17 -8 -10 -5 0 3 -1 -1 1

Rooms per household member††† 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.0 0.4 0.5 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.2 -0.1 -0.1 0.0 -0.2

Overcrowding rate (% of population) -27 -7 -4 3 -11 -33 -10 -6 4 -9 -5 -3 -2 0 2
Birth certificate  (% of population) 0 0 -1 2 0 1 0 0 3 0 1 0 1 1 0
ID card (% of population ages 16+, MKD 

18+) 8 0 -2 1 -1 6 0 -2 1 0 -2 1 0 0 1
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