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9Executive Summary

Executive Summary

Despite years of aligning its normative and strategic framework with Euro-
pean social inclusion approaches, Serbia’s operationalization and consistent 
application of prescribed support measures remain limited. Consequently, 
the inclusion of Roma and returnees is not progressing at the rate expected 
based on existing policies- particularly in the field of employment—while 
certain segments of educational and social inclusion show stagnation or 
limited reach.

The project “Economic and Social Inclusion of Roma and Returnees,” was 
implemented from July 2022 to April 2026 with the support of the BMZ and 
in partnership with SODI, Roma Forum of Serbia, URBO, and Romanipen, 
tested and validated a model demonstrating how this gap can be bridged. 
The starting logic was clear: the obstacles faced by Roma and returnees do 
not appear in isolation but are interconnected; therefore, the solution can-
not be reduced to a single service, institution, or support measure.

Through three local career and community centres in Novi Sad, Kragu-
jevac, and Požarevac, approximately 2,200 beneficiaries—including around 
600 returnees from Western European countries—received comprehensive 
support tailored to their specific life situations. Legal and administrative 
aid, psychosocial support, career counselling, and labour market mediation 
were integrated into a single, continuous process, with a special focus on the 
unemployed without required qualifications, youth in NEET status, Roma 
women, and families in acute crisis.

The results confirm the value of this approach: over 130 beneficiaries 
were placed into employment, internships, or self-employment; around 400 
students continued their education with the support of the centres; over 
120 parents were empowered to more actively support their children’s edu-
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cation; approximately 1,000 beneficiaries received individual legal support 
and over 800 beneficiaries submitted applications to exercise social and oth-
er rights. Furthermore, three local action documents formally recognized 
the work of these centres and incorporated elements of the model into local 
inclusion policies.

The project’s experience demonstrates that existing support measures 
can be made significantly more effective when they are cantered around the 
actual needs of the beneficiaries. This model, given the appropriate insti-
tutional prerequisites, is scalable and applicable more broadly within local 
and national employment and social inclusion policies for Roma and re-
turnees in Serbia.
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Introduction:  
Why This Publication and Who It Is For

In the last decade, significant strides have been made in Serbia regarding the 
educational inclusion of Roma men and women, particularly concerning 
increased enrolment in primary and secondary education. These advance-
ments hold long-term importance not only for individuals and their families 
but for society as a whole: they demonstrate that through targeted support 
measures, continuous support, and community engagement, visible results 
can be achieved even in areas marked by decades of deep inequality.

However, this progress is neither uniform nor consolidated, and above 
all, it has not translated into economic inclusion. The employment rate of 
Roma in Serbia is either stagnating or worsening. Many young Roma remain 
outside the flows of both education and employment while the employment 
rate for Roma women remains significantly lower than that of Roma men 
and women in the general population. Returnees under readmission agree-
ments continue to face complex obstacles to reintegration. Where employ-
ment does exist, it is predominantly informal, unstable, and low-paid. This 
pattern is not the result of individual failure, but of deep-rooted structural 
exclusion in which educational, administrative, gender, class, and discrimi-
natory barriers reinforce and reproduce one another.

The fact that this structural gap persists is no accident. It reveals a dis-
connect between what the normative framework mandates and what insti-
tutions actually deliver to beneficiaries facing multiple challenges.

The project “Economic and Social Inclusion of Roma and Returnees” was 
designed as a response to this gap. From July 2022 to April 2026, with fi-
nancial support from the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development of the Federal Republic of Germany (BMZ), the project was 
implemented in partnership by the organizations SODI, Roma Forum of 
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Serbia, the Braničevo District Roma Association (URBO), and Romanipen. 
During this period, a model of career and community centres was devel-
oped and tested in Novi Sad, Požarevac, and Kragujevac. As unique entities, 
these centres combine professional career counselling and labour market 
training with individual and group psychosocial support and coordination 
with local institutions, thereby ensuring the sustainable inclusion of Roma 
men and women into the labour market. The centres were not designed as 
a new service alongside existing ones, but as a mechanism that makes what 
already exists- support measures of the National Employment Service, the 
education system, social and health care systems, and the anti-discrimina-
tion framework—accessible and functional for those furthest from them. 
Through a clearly defined “beneficiary journey”, from the initial needs as-
sessment to monitoring after employment or continued schooling, the cen-
tres have operationalized integrated support that has proven to be measur-
ably more effective than partial interventions.

This publication is the result of careful monitoring of that process. Its 
purpose is not merely to document the activities and results of a single proj-
ect, but to demonstrate how a holistic model was created, how it was tested 
in practice, what challenges it faced, and what lessons can be drawn from 
it. In this sense, the publication contributes to the development of new ap-
proaches in the field of socio-economic inclusion of Roma at the local and 
national levels, addressing the question of how these processes can be im-
proved and adapted to the real needs of Roma men and women in Serbia. 
Its fundamental value lies not only in recording what has been achieved, but 
in enabling concrete experiences to provide relevant lessons for other lo-
cal communities, other organizations, and—equally importantly—for pub-
lic institutions and policymakers who wish to translate existing norms and 
strategies into functional support mechanisms.

Consequently, this publication is intended for a broad range of stake-
holders. It addresses local Self-Governments seeking operational models to 
implement local inclusion plans, offering a concrete guide on how to trans-
late local policies from strategic documents into functional support mech-
anisms with clear professional profiles, cooperation protocols, and measur-
able outcomes; relevant Institutions in the fields of employment, education, 
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social protection, and administration that aim to improve coordination and 
the accessibility of existing support measures; donors supporting socio-eco-
nomic inclusion programs—offering an evaluation framework that high-
lights which elements of an integrated approach yield sustainable results 
and the minimum requirements for their replication; employers interest-
ed in more inclusive hiring practices—providing insight into a partnership 
model that reduces discriminatory barriers and has already led to employ-
ment that standard selection processes would not have facilitated and Civil 
Society Organizations developing or planning similar initiatives, for whom 
this publication offers a methodology and experiences adaptable to differ-
ent contexts. At the same time, and perhaps most importantly, it serves as a 
guide for public actors considering how to effectively combine existing sup-
port measures to ensure they truly deliver results.

The value of these experiences is further amplified by the broader social 
moment in which they emerged. The issue of successful labour market in-
tegration for Roma men and women has long transcended the framework 
of mere minority policy. Amidst demographic aging, emigration, and an in-
creasingly acute labour shortage, Serbia is increasingly faced with the need 
to activate the labour potential of groups long left on the margins of eco-
nomic flows—including women, youth, members of minority communities, 
and other vulnerable categories. In this sense, the inclusion of Roma is not 
only a matter of social justice but also a question of societal development, 
institutional rationality, and the state’s ability to ensure that existing human 
resources are not permanently left untapped. Precisely because of this, the 
findings of this publication are vital not only for understanding a specific 
project but for a broader reflection on how inclusion policy can be trans-
formed into a policy of effective labour market engagement and sustainable 
income generation—as prerequisites for full participation in social life.

Methodologically, the publication is based on an analysis of the project’s 
three-year implementation, its design, working methods, and the results 
achieved through three local centres. It bridges an insight into the context 
of Roma and returnee employment in Serbia, a presentation of the organi-
zation and logic behind the career and community centre model, an analy-
sis of services provided and the project’s institutional effects, the relevance, 



14 From Support to Sustainable Employment: Improving the Approach to the Inclusion of Roma Men and Women

added value, and sustainability of this approach, as well as the possibilities 
for its application in other environments. Thus, the model is viewed not just 
as a collection of individual indicators, but through the lens of how results 
were achieved—specifically through the architecture of support, the quali-
ty of cross-sectoral cooperation, and the relationship between direct work 
with beneficiaries and the impact on local inclusion mechanisms. As such, 
the study does not assume that a successful approach can be mechanically 
copied; rather, it attempts to illuminate the operational logic, key principles, 
and the conditions under which an integrated model yields results.

The structure of the publication follows this approach. After the intro-
ductory section, it outlines the broader socio-economic status of Roma in 
Serbia and the barriers they face in the labour market. It then presents the 
project itself, its conceptual framework, theory of change, locations, and the 
organizational structure of the career and community centres. Subsequent 
chapters analyse the services provided, examples of beneficiary support, key 
results and outcomes, as well as the sustainability and replication potential 
of the model. The final section summarizes key findings and offers recom-
mendations for actors wishing to further develop, adapt, or integrate this 
approach into existing public and local support mechanisms.
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1. �Between Strategy and Practice: 
Structural Challenges in the Employment 
of Roma and Returnees in Serbia 

1.1. Socio-economic Status of Roma in Serbia: A General Empirical Profile

Roma men and women in Serbia continue to face deep and multifaceted 
exclusion from the formal labour market. Despite the lack of perfectly pre-
cise and harmonized administrative and statistical data, available interna-
tional and domestic sources clearly indicate that this disadvantaged position 
is not limited to lower employment rates but also includes higher exposure 
to long-term unemployment,1 lower economic activity 2 and hindered access 
to support measures.3 

The latest data from the 2024 FRA Roma Survey, conducted in 13 Euro-
pean countries, show that 54% of Roma/Travellers aged 20–64 were in paid 
employment. Although this represents an improvement compared to 43% 
in 2016, this share remains significantly lower than the employment rate of 
the general EU population, which stands at 75%.4 In Serbia, however, there 
is no unambiguous progress compared to the previous comparative wave: 
the participation of Roma women in paid work rose from 31% to 34%, while 
the participation of Roma men fell from 73% to 70%, indicating limited and 
gender-uneven movement.5

1   European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA). 2025. Rights of Roma and Travellers in 13 
European Countries: Perspectives from the Roma Survey 2024. Luxembourg: Publications Office of 
the European Union.

2   Žunić, V., S. Milutinović and V. Simunović. 2025 "Education and Employment of Roma Men 
and Women in the Republic of Serbia." In "No Room to Run Fast": Growing Up and Education in 
Substandard Settlements, edited by S. Milutinović, D. Mitrović, and V. Simunović, 101–120. Belgrade: 
ADRA Serbia and the Institute of Psychology.

3   Kurtić, V. 2021, Inclusion, Trends, and Employment Policies for Roma Women in the Republic of 
Serbia. Belgrade: Roma Women's Network (RŽM).

4   European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA). 2025. Rights of Roma and Travellers in 13 
European Countries: Perspectives from the Roma Survey 2024. Luxembourg: Publications Office of 
the European Union.

5   For Serbia, the comparison does not refer to 2016, but to the previous comparative wave of 
2021/2019.
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The unfavourable position of Roma men and women in the labour mar-
ket cannot be reduced to a matter of individual choice or insufficient activa-
tion. It is a pattern of deep-rooted structural inequality in which education-
al, gender, class, and ethnic disadvantages overlap and produce a permanent 
distance from formal employment. This is particularly true for women, 
youth, and returnees under readmission agreements.

The gender gap in Roma employment remains exceptionally high. Ac-
cording to the 2024 FRA survey, across all covered countries, 38% of Roma 
women aged 20–64 were in paid employment compared to 69% of Roma men 
in the same age group, representing a gender gap of 31 percentage points; in 
2016, this gap was 27 points.6 In Serbia, the gap is even more pronounced: in 
the previous comparative wave (2019/2021), it stood at 42 percentage points 
(31% vs. 73%), while in 2024, it was 36 percentage points (34% vs. 70%). 
Although the gap has narrowed slightly in that sense, it remains very high 
and confirms the markedly disadvantaged position of Roma women in the 
labour market. Recent domestic analyses confirm the same pattern: Roma 
women are less present among the economically active population, more 
frequently face long-term unemployment, 7 and are excluded from the for-
mal labour market to a greater extent.8

A significant reason for this is an extremely unfavourable educational 
structure. For instance, according to a 2019 UNICEF study, 59% of surveyed 
women in Roma settlements in Serbia cited primary education as their high-
est level of schooling, while 10% are completely illiterate 9 (UNICEF, 2020). 

6   European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA). 2025. Rights of Roma and Travellers in 13 
European Countries: Perspectives from the Roma Survey 2024. Luxembourg: Publications Office of 
the European Union.

7   Kurtić, V. 2021. Inclusion, Trends, and Employment Policies for Roma Women in the Republic of 
Serbia. Belgrade: Roma Women's Network (RŽM).

8   Citing 2019 data from the Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia (SORS), Kurtić states that 
men make up 77.5% and women only 22.5% of the active Roma labour force, representing a higher 
gender differentiation compared to the total population, where men account for 57.9% and women 
47.1% of the total active labour force.

9   UNICEF. 2020. Statistical Snapshot: Serbia Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2019 and Serbia 
Roma Settlements Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2019. UNICEF Belgrade. Available at:https://
www.unicef.org/serbia/media/16056/file/MICS%206%20Istra%C5%BEivanje%20vi%C5%A1estrukih%20
pokazatelja%20za%202019.%20godinu.pdf
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These members of the Roma population wait the longest for employment.10

Behind these figures lie multiple, intertwined mechanisms that exac-
erbate the position of young Roma women. UNICEF’s regional overview 
shows that in Serbia, 56% of women aged 20–24 from Roma settlements 
were married before the age of 18.11 Early marriages, combined with unpaid 
domestic work, childcare, and poor access to support for balancing family 
and work responsibilities, directly narrow the opportunities for completing 
education 12 and later entering the labour market.13 Therefore, the status 
of Roma women cannot be understood merely as part of the general prob-
lem of Roma employment, but as an expression of a specific accumulation 
of gender and ethnic barriers, requiring gender-sensitive responses within 
support measures.

The position of young people is particularly unfavourable. According to 
FRA data (2025), every second young Roma/Traveler aged 16–24 falls into 
the NEET category (Not in Employment, Education, or Training). While the 
overall European sample shows a slight decrease in this rate compared to the 
previous wave, Serbia records either a stagnant or negative trend, indicating 
that the progress registered in other countries has not reached the domestic 
context.14

Research indicates that the disadvantage faced by young Roma cannot 
be viewed in isolation from educational interruptions, early school leaving, 
and limited access to support measures during the transition from educa-
tion to work. UNICEF findings for Serbia show that in Roma settlements, 
only about one-third of children aged 3–5 attend early childhood education 
programs, while only 28% of children of high school age attend upper sec-

10  Stanković, A. 2022. Analysis of the Employment of Roma Men and Women in the Labour 
Market in Serbia and the Western Balkan Countries. Roma Education Fund. 

11  UNICEF. 2024. Breaking Barriers: A Rights-Based Regional Analysis of Roma Children and 
Women in the Western Balkans and Türkiye. Geneva: UNICEF.

12  Ibid.

13  Kurtić, V. 2021. Inclusion, Trends, and Employment Policies for Roma Women in the Repub-
lic of Serbia. Belgrade: Roma Women's Network (RŽM).

14  For Serbia, the comparison does not refer to 2016, but to the previous comparative wave of 
2021/2019.
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ondary school.15 — the educational gap widens with age, and the transition 
from primary to secondary education represents one of the critical points of 
later labour market exclusion.16

Returnees under readmission agreements from European Union coun-
tries—among whom Roma men and women constitute a significant por-
tion—represent a particularly vulnerable category. Their position should 
not be viewed as a separate issue, but as a specific and further intensified 
manifestation of the same structural barriers that shape the status of the 
Roma population as a whole. For returnees, educational, administrative, 
housing, linguistic, and employment obstacles often converge within a short 
period, making the reintegration process especially complex and uncertain.

For many, returning marks the beginning of a new cycle of insecurity, 
requiring them to simultaneously renew or obtain personal documents, reg-
ulate residency, re-establish access to education, healthcare, and social pro-
tection, and only then attempt to enter the labour market. For children and 
youth returning from abroad, additional problems include interruptions 
in education, difficulties integrating into the school system, and a loss of 
learning continuity—all of which directly impact their future employment 
prospects.

The European Commission’s 2021 Progress Report for Serbia explicitly 
states that returnees under readmission agreements are in a particularly dif-
ficult situation regarding social and economic inclusion and that mecha-
nisms for addressing their needs must be strengthened.17 Where support 
remains sectoral, short-term, and poorly coordinated, the risk of re-exclu-
sion remains high. For this reason, the reintegration of returnees cannot 
be reduced to one-time assistance or administrative registration; it requires 
coordinated and continuous support across education, social protection, 
employment, and anti-discrimination protection simultaneously.

15   UNICEF. 2024. Breaking Barriers: A Rights-Based Regional Analysis of Roma Children and 
Women in the Western Balkans and Türkiye. Geneva: UNICEF.

16   Žunić, V., S. Milutinović, and V. Simunović. 2025. "Education and Employment of Roma Men 
and Women in the Republic of Serbia." In "No Room to Run Fast": Growing Up and Education in 
Substandard Settlements, eds. S. Milutinović, D. Mitrović, and V. Simunović.

17   European Commission. 2021. Serbia Report 2021. Brussels: European Commission.
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1.2.	 Structural Causes for Exclusion

The structural causes of the disadvantaged position of Roma men and 
women in the labour market are multifaceted and interconnected. The 
educational structure of the Roma population remains unfavourable, and 
low levels of formal education directly limit access to more stable and bet-
ter-paid jobs. Recent analyses indicate that Roma employment is strong-
ly correlated with the level of education attained: the higher the level of 
education, the shorter the job-seeking period. Simultaneously, poor edu-
cational outcomes, combined with poverty and unfavourable living condi-
tions, are among the key mechanisms for the reproduction of unemploy-
ment 18 and social exclusion.19 

However, the relationship between education and employment is not lin-
ear. Research warns that even those who complete secondary school or at-
tain higher education often face serious difficulties in finding employment, 
demonstrating that educational progress, while necessary, is not sufficient 
on its own to close the gap in labour market access.20

In addition to educational barriers, administrative and spatial hurdles 
play a significant role. The lack of personal documents, unregulated resi-
dency, limited access to information, and poor availability of services repre-
sent serious obstacles to entering formal employment. A study conducted in 
four substandard Roma settlements in Belgrade states that 91.9% of respon-
dents do not consider job advertisements easily accessible, while they high-
light childcare support, proximity to employers, and information on where 
and how to find a job as the most important forms of assistance.21 These 
findings show that the problem lies not only in formal qualifications but also 

18   Žunić, V., S. Milutinović, and V. Simunović. 2025. "Education and Employment of Roma Men 
and Women in the Republic of Serbia." In "No Room to Run Fast": Growing Up and Education in 
Substandard Settlements, edited by S. Milutinović, D. Mitrović, and V. Simunović, 101–120. Belgrade: 
ADRA Serbia and the Institute of Psychology.

19   Kurtić, V. 2021. Inclusion, Trends, and Employment Policies for Roma Women in the Republic of 
Serbia. Belgrade: Roma Women's Network (RŽM).

20   Ibid.

21   Žunić, V., S. Milutinović, and V. Simunović. 2025. "Education and Employment of Roma Men 
and Women in the Republic of Serbia." In "No Room to Run Fast": Growing Up and Education in 
Substandard Settlements, edited by S. Milutinović, D. Mitrović, and V. Simunović, 101–120. Belgrade: 
ADRA Serbia and the Institute of Psychology.
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in the absence of intermediary mechanisms that would allow beneficiaries 
to access work opportunities in the first place.

A study conducted in substandard Roma settlements in Belgrade further 
illustrates the psychosocial dimension of this exclusion: 87.5% of respon-
dents do not feel a sense of control over their employment situation, the av-
erage length of work experience is only 2.27 years, and 61.3% of respondents 
have never been employed.22 This data is crucial as it shows that long-term 
absence from the workforce affects not only material status but also the per-
ception of one’s own capabilities and how beneficiaries perceive institutions 
and support measures, which has direct implications for the design of acti-
vation approaches.

When viewed together, these obstacles do not act in isolation but cu-
mulatively. Low education increases the likelihood of long-term unemploy-
ment and work in the informal sector; early educational interruptions and 
the burden of unpaid labour further restrict the position of Roma women; 
administrative hurdles and spatial segregation hinder access to services and 
information. This is precisely why the problem of Roma employment can-
not be solved through sectoral support measures aimed at only one point 
of exclusion; rather, it requires linked and cross-sectoral interventions that 
simultaneously address education, access to services, labour market media-
tion, and protection against discrimination.

BOX 1: �Education and employment- Progress not yet  
Translated into Outcomes

During the “Decade of Roma Inclusion” (2005–2015), measurable progress 

was achieved: the share of Roma children completing primary school rose 

from 28% to 69%, and enrolment in secondary school increased from 10% to 

28% (Žunić et al., 2025).23 However, according to the latest Multiple Indica-

tor Cluster Survey,24 a 5% decline in the primary school completion rate has 

22   Ibid.

23   Ibid.

24   UNICEF. 2019. Serbia Roma Settlements Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2019 (MICS 6). UNICEF 
Belgrade.
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been recorded compared to 2014—only 64% of children who enrol in primary 

school actually complete it.25 Secondary school enrolment stands at 55%, 

but only 28% of children of high school age actually attend, with the coverage 

for girls (15%) being significantly lower than for young men (28%). Although 

some research indicates that Roma with completed secondary or higher ed-

ucation have unemployment rates close to the national average—confirming 

a direct link between educational status and employability—other data sug-

gest this is not the case across all categories. For instance, according to the 

latest FRA analysis, Serbia is recording a stagnant or negative trend in the 

NEET rate among young Roma.26 These figures indicate that the effects of 

earlier policies have begun to wane and that structural factors of exclusion 

continue to persist within the educational system.

1.3. Discrimination as an Autonomous Barrier

Discrimination in hiring and at the workplace is not merely one of many 
obstacles; it is often considered a key challenge in employment. According 
to 2024 FRA data, 36% of Roma/Travellers over the age of 16 stated that they 
had experienced discrimination due to their Roma background while looking 
for work in the previous 12 months, while 22% reported discrimination at the 
workplace.27 Both indicators are dramatically higher than in 2016, when they 
stood at 16% and 5%, respectively. This suggests that the increased visibility of 
Roma in the labour market has been accompanied by a rise, rather than a de-
crease, in discriminatory experiences. In Serbia, the number of respondents 
reporting experiences of discrimination fell from 37% to 21%.28

25   Žunić, V., S. Milutinović, and V. Simunović. 2025. "Education and Employment of Roma Men 
and Women in the Republic of Serbia." In "No Room to Run Fast": Growing Up and Education in 
Substandard Settlements, edited by S. Milutinović, D. Mitrović, and V. Simunović, 101–120. Belgrade: 
ADRA Serbia and the Institute of Psychology.

26   European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA). 2025. Rights of Roma and Travellers in 
13 European Countries: Perspectives from the Roma Survey 2024. Luxembourg: Publications Office 
of the European Union.

27   Ibid.

28   For Serbia, the comparison does not refer to 2016, but to the previous comparative wave of 
2021/2019.
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Nevertheless, findings from the Commissioner for the Protection of 
Equality confirm that discrimination is not a peripheral but a central part of 
the problem. Research on the Roma community’s perception of discrimina-
tion shows that 67% of respondents believe that Roma are “very much” or 
“mostly” discriminated against in the field of labour and employment, while 
a significant number cite personal or family experiences of discrimination 
when seeking work, during the hiring process, or at the workplace.29

In a special report by the Protector of Citizens (Ombudsman) on the im-
plementation of the Strategy for the Social Inclusion of Roma, it was noted 
that ethnic distance among employers is not decreasing, despite existing in-
centive support measures. Employers often avoid hiring Roma by justifying 
their refusal with a lack of qualifications or the alleged uncompetitiveness of 
the candidates, even when these reasons are not objectively grounded. In the 
same context, it is noted that 68.36% of surveyed Roma have never received 
a job offer from the National Employment Service and that retraining and 
additional qualification programs have not yielded the expected results.30 

These findings have concrete implications for the design of interven-
tions: support measures aimed exclusively at raising the competencies of 
beneficiaries will not, by themselves, close the employment gap if the de-
mand side- namely employers, institutions, and local communities- is not 
simultaneously addressed. In short, the formal existence of an anti-discrim-
ination framework is insufficient on its own without effective mechanisms 
for its implementation and monitoring in practice.

1.4. Normative Framework and Institutional Gaps

The Republic of Serbia possesses a normative and strategic framework 
for improving Roma employment, defined by the Strategy for the Social In-
clusion of Roma Men and Women in the Republic of Serbia for the period 

29   Commissioner for the Protection of Equality. 2023. Perception of the Roma Community on 
Discrimination. Belgrade: Commissioner for the Protection of Equality.

30   Protector of Citizens. 2019. Special Report of the Protector of Citizens on the Implementation 
of the Strategy for the Social Inclusion of Roma with Recommendations. Belgrade: Protector of 
Citizens.
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2022–2030,31 which serves as the key document for advancing inclusion in 
all social spheres, including employment. This Strategy establishes a series 
of support measures aimed at increasing Roma participation in the labour 
market and reducing socio-economic inequalities.

One of the primary strategic components concerns the development 
and consistent implementation of Roma employment programs. These are 
designed to improve the accessibility and visibility of programs addressing 
different groups within the Roma population (e.g., youth, women, and qual-
ified personnel) through active employment support measures, the promo-
tion of inclusion, and partnership initiatives with the civil sector and local 
communities.

The Strategy places particular emphasis on the need to institutionalize 
local mechanisms that support Roma inclusion—such as health mediators, 
Roma coordinators, and social inclusion teams—to increase the effective-
ness of programs directed toward formal Roma employment. These roles are 
envisioned as a bridge between the Roma community and state structures; 
however, their full institutionalization has yet to be realized. The Strategy 
also addresses the fight against antigypsyism, as a form of racism and dis-
crimination that manifests in the labour market through stereotypes and 
unequal treatment, providing recommendations for education and sensiti-
zation within both the public and private sectors.

However, the gap between normative goals and operational practice re-
mains visible. Active labour market policies (ALMPs) implemented by the 
National Employment Service—such as career counselling, training, subsi-
dies, public works, and self-employment support—formally include Roma 
as a priority category, but in practice, they often fail to reach beneficiaries 
facing multiple barriers.32 Training programs are also not always aligned 
with local labour market needs. The inclusion of Roma men and women in 
local employment policy support measures remains very low, with the main 
reasons cited being a lack of a systemic approach at the local level, weak 

31   Official Gazette of the RS, No. 30/18. 2018. Strategy for the Social Inclusion of Roma Men and 
Women in the Republic of Serbia for the period 2022–2030. Belgrade: Official Gazette.

32   Furthermore, budgetary allocations for active labour market support measures remain 
stagnant below 0.1% of GDP, despite the target of 0.16% established by the Action Plan for Chapter 
19, and were even reduced in 2025 (European Commission, 2025).
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cooperation with civil society organizations, the absence of formal monitor-
ing, and insufficient financial resources.33

In short, despite a relatively robust normative framework, there are sig-
nificant limitations in the operationalization of the planned support mea-
sures. The problem lies not only in the fact that certain support measures are 
underdeveloped, but also in the fact that they are often poorly connected, 
insufficiently adapted to multiply vulnerable beneficiaries, and have limited 
reach among those furthest from institutions.

BOX 2: Framework of Public Policies and Operational Gaps

Intervention 
framework

Intended effects Observed limitations 
in practice

Implications for 
intervention

Strategy for the 
Social Inclusion 
of Roma Men and 
Women 2022–2030

Increased 
labour market 
participation 
of Roma; 
development of 
targeted programs; 
strengthening 
of local inclusion 
mechanisms.

Insufficiently 
developed 
operational 
mechanisms for 
working with 
beneficiaries 
facing multiple 
barriers; uneven 
implementation at 
the local level.

The need for 
operational models 
that link the strategy 
with individualized 
beneficiary support.

Active Labour 
Market Policies 
(NES) — training, 
subsidies, public 
works, self-
employment

Increased 
employability 
and employment 
of hard-to-place 
categories.

Limited reach toward 
the most vulnerable; 
insufficient 
adaptation to 
local needs; lack 
of continuous 
beneficiary 
monitoring/follow-up.

Development of 
an integrated and 
continuous support 
flow that follows the 
beneficiary from 
registration to stable 
employment.

Local Inclusion 
Mechanisms (Roma 
coordinators, 
mediators, social 
inclusion teams)

Improved 
communication 
between the 
Roma community 
and institutions; 
facilitated access to 
rights and services.

Partial 
institutionalization; 
insufficient 
integration with the 
employment and 
education systems.

Strengthening 
cross-sectoral 
coordination and 
functional linking 
with employment 
support measures.

Anti-discrimination 
Framework and 
Commissioner's 
Recommendations

Reduction of 
discrimination and 
advancement of 
equal access to the 
labour market.

Lack of operational 
mechanisms 
for monitoring 
and sanctioning 
discrimination in 
hiring practices.

Introduction of 
preventive and 
intermediary 
mechanisms that 
reduce institutional 
distance and the risk 
of discrimination.

33   Kurtić, V. 2021. Inclusion, Trends, and Employment Policies for Roma Women in the Republic of 
Serbia. Belgrade: Roma Women's Network (RŽM).



25Between Strategy and Practice

1.5. Economic Argument: Unused Labour Force as a Developmental Loss

The inclusion of Roma men and women into the labour market should 
not be viewed merely as a matter of minority inclusion, but as part of Serbia’s 
broader developmental need to activate those segments of the working-age 
population that remain pushed to the margins of the formal economy. This ap-
proach is already recognized in domestic and European strategic documents, 
which indicate that employment challenges in Serbia cannot be considered 
in isolation from the status of women, youth in the NEET population, and 
minority groups, including Roma. In this sense, supporting their employment 
is not merely a social support measure34 but also a component of a rational 
developmental policy 35 aimed at expanding the country’s labour potential.36 
This argument gains additional weight in the context of long-term demo-
graphic changes, depopulation, and increasingly acute labour shortages in 
specific sectors. Serbia has long faced population decline, an aging popu-
lation, and labour market pressures that make it difficult to maintain the 
labour supply in certain industries and regions. The Roma population has 
a younger age structure than the general population, yet it simultaneous-
ly records lower employment rates, higher representation in informal and 
unstable forms of work, and a greater distance from institutional support 
channels. When this potential is not activated through education, media-
tion, employment support, and protection against discrimination, the con-
sequences are not only individual and familial but also developmental, thus 
resulting in higher dependence on social support systems, lower tax reve-
nues, and reduced intergenerational mobility.
It is precisely this logic that underscores the importance of the project “Eco-
nomic and Social Inclusion of Roma and Returnees,” which approaches ex-
clusion as a multidimensional problem requiring an integrated response.

34   Republic of Serbia. 2021. Employment Strategy in the Republic of Serbia for the period from 
2021 to 2026. Belgrade: Government of the Republic of Serbia.

35   European Commission. 2024. Annex VII – Reform Agenda: Serbia. Directorate-General for 
Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations. Available at: https://neighbourhood-enlargement.
ec.europa.eu/.

36   European Commission. 2024. Serbia Report 2024 (Commission Staff Working Document; 2024 
Enlargement Package). Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations. 
Available at: https://neighbourhood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/
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2. �Project Objective and the Career and 
Community Centre Model:  
How the „Holistic Package“ Works

The project “Economic and Social Inclusion of Roma and Returnees” was 
established as a response to the cumulative barriers that Roma and return-
ees face in accessing the labour market and basic public services—barriers 
that directly impact their ability to exercise basic and human rights. The 
project is financially supported by the Federal Ministry for Economic Coop-
eration and Development of the Federal Republic of Germany (BMZ), while 
implementation is carried out through the organization Solidaritätsdienst 
International e.V. (SODI), in partnership with Forum Roma Serbia (FRS) 
and local Roma organizations URBO and Romanipen. The project duration 
was from July 2022 to April 2026.

2.1. Main Objective of the Project

The primary objective of the project is to enable a total of 2,200 Roma and 
returnees in and around Novi Sad, Kragujevac, and Požarevac to improve their 
access to employment opportunities, education, and qualifications, as well as 
public services, while simultaneously strengthening their capacity to advocate 
for socio-economic inclusion issues at the local and regional levels. Operation-
ally, the project is structured to combine direct services to beneficiaries with in-
stitutional networking and community work. This is based on the premise that 
unemployment and broader socio-economic exclusion are the results of the cu-
mulative effects of educational, administrative, institutional, and discriminato-
ry barriers, and that partial support measures do not yield sustainable progress.

In terms of output/outcome logic, the immediate results (outputs) of the 
project are reflected in the establishment and operational functioning of local 
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support mechanisms through three centres; the provision of integrated ser-
vices and mediation between beneficiaries, institutions, and employers; the 
strengthening of individual competencies and the formal status of beneficia-
ries as prerequisites for formal employment. At the outcome level, the project 
strives for increased employability and actual employment; more stable job 
retention; greater inclusion into the system of public support measures and 
services; reduced reliance on informal work; strengthening the institution-
al inclusion of Roma and returnees, with the long-term goal of reducing so-
cio-economic exclusion and the negative effects of discrimination.

2.2. Locations and Work Organization of Career and Community Centres

The project is implemented through three centres in Novi Sad, Kragujevac, 
and Požarevac, covering the South Bačka District (Vojvodina), Šumadija Dis-
trict (Central Serbia), and Braničevo District (Eastern Serbia). These centres 
were established with the aim of contributing to the improvement of access 
to employment, education, professional qualifications, and public services for 
2,200 Roma and returnees in these three regions. Approximately 25–30% of the 
beneficiaries, or about 600 individuals, are returnees from Western European 
countries who are particularly exposed to risks of social exclusion.

In organizational terms, the model involves a partnership between an in-
ternational implementation framework (SODI) and domestic and local actors, 
where the Roma Forum of Serbia plays a central role in carrying out activities, 
while the local organizations URBO and Romanipen provide immediate field-
based grounding and community work. All three centres function as local hubs 
for support, information, empowerment, and advocacy.

The advisory services of the centres are open to all residents of the districts, 
regardless of ethnic affiliation, gender, age, or legal and social status; however, 
by design and practice, they are primarily directed toward the most vulnera-
ble categories of the Roma population and returnees. This includes the un-
employed without market-demanded qualifications, youth not in education, 
employment, or training (NEET), students at risk of dropping out of school, 
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Roma women and their families, individuals unable to exercise their rights be-
fore institutions on their own, as well as returnees in need of reintegration sup-
port. This setup allows the centres to maintain an inclusive character of service 
(openness) while simultaneously focusing on the target group facing the great-
est barriers, which is crucial from an evaluative perspective when considering 
the effectiveness and fairness of the intervention.

The operational basis of the work consists of a multidisciplinary team in each 
centre, which typically includes coordination, legal counselling, psychological 
support, social mediation, and administrative support—further strengthening 
the capacity of project staff through training, exchange of experiences, and joint 
workshops. This work organization ensures that beneficiary needs are treated 
comprehensively and that support is adapted to the actual obstacles beneficia-
ries face in their daily lives.

2.3. �Services and Support Flow (“Beneficiary Journey”  
– from first contact to outcome)

The support model in the centres is not designed as a one-time activity, but 
rather as a continuous process encompassing an initial needs assessment, the 
development of an individual plan, the acquisition of competencies, mediation 
toward the labour market, and outcome monitoring. The starting point of the 
work with beneficiaries is individual counselling, where formal education, in-
formal skills, previous work experience, and interests are assessed, but barri-
ers to employment are also identified- barriers that often transcend the labour 
market domain and include administrative, legal, family, and psychosocial fac-
tors. Based on the assessment, individual support plans are developed, which 
may include registration in the employment system and linking with relevant 
support measures, inclusion in training and employability programs, or direct 
application for jobs, while simultaneously resolving obstacles that are prerequi-
sites for formal employment.

In the next phase, beneficiaries are provided with support in developing 
employability through the preparation of CVs and motivational letters, under-
standing advertisements, interview preparation, and the strengthening of basic 
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work and communication skills. This dimension also has an important empow-
ering effect, as it increases self-confidence and enables beneficiaries to partic-
ipate more independently in the labour market. When necessary, the centres 
refer beneficiaries to or organize vocational training and qualification programs 
in accordance with local needs, thereby directly addressing one of the most 
common barriers — the lack of formal qualifications or competencies required 
by local economies.

A key component of the support flow is individualized mediation between 
beneficiaries and employers. The centres establish contact with local employ-
ers, present candidate profiles, organize interviews and trial work, and, if need-
ed, provide support during the workplace adaptation phase, which increases 
the likelihood of sustainable employment. In parallel, the centres also mediate 
with institutions, particularly the National Employment Service and other rel-
evant agencies, acting as a bridge between beneficiaries and the system, and 
facilitating the understanding of procedures and administrative requirements. 
This type of connection reduces institutional distance and contributes to over-
coming obstacles that are often generated by a combination of socioeconomic 
and discriminatory factors.

2.4.	 What Makes a Model “Holistic”

The key characteristic of the model is that employment is not treated as 
an isolated goal, but as part of a broader set of prerequisites and supports 
that collectively increase the probability of sustainable outcomes. The ho-
listic package rests on the integration of career and employability support, 
educational and qualification support, legal and administrative assistance, 
psychosocial stabilization and empowerment, as well as institutional coop-
eration and advocacy.

The career and employability dimension encompasses individual coun-
selling, skill-strengthening, and active job searching, along with mediation 
toward employers and monitoring integration into the work environment. 
The educational dimension includes learning support, the prevention of 
school dropouts, and the strengthening of competencies among children 
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and youth, thereby exerting a long-term influence on employability and re-
ducing the risk of intergenerational poverty. The legal and administrative 
dimension refers to resolving obstacles that directly affect the possibility of 
formal employment and access to services, including assistance in obtaining 
personal documents, exercising rights within social and health protection, 
and providing referrals and administrative support in contact with institu-
tions. The psychosocial dimension includes work on motivation, self-con-
fidence, and stabilization, which is particularly relevant for the long-term 
unemployed and returnees, among whom experiences of discrimination, 
social isolation, and eroded trust in the system are often more pronounced.

Institutional cooperation and advocacy represent the dimension that 
connects individual work with beneficiaries to the broader context of com-
munity change. The centres actively cooperate with local self-governments 
and public services responsible for Roma inclusion, including schools, cen-
tres for social work, health institutions, and employment services, with the 
aim of improving coordination and the more efficient realization of rights. 
Simultaneously, the centres encourage the empowerment of beneficiaries 
and the community to recognize and articulate problems, organize, and ad-
vocate for rights at the local and regional levels, alongside activities aimed at 
reducing discrimination and improving neighbourly relations.



31Šta je sprovedeno i šta se promenilo

The next chapter examines whether and to what extent this model has 
succeeded in producing measurable and sustainable results. The focus shifts 
from the conceptual rationality of the intervention to empirical findings—
on employability, employment, educational and administrative outcomes, 
as well as changes in institutional cooperation—in order to assess whether 
the integrated approach has indeed narrowed the gap between strategy and 
practice identified at the beginning.
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3. �What Has Been Implemented and What 
Has Changed: Key Activities, Results, 
and Outcomes

This chapter analyses the effectiveness of the project model, focus-
ing on the question of whether the integrated, people-cantered “holistic 
model” of support has produced measurable results and relevant out-
comes in areas that decisively influence the socioeconomic inclusion of 
Roma and returnees. The starting premise of the model is that barriers 
to employment, education, access to rights, and social participation are 
interconnected and require a coordinated response instead of partial in-
terventions.

The findings are presented cumulatively by areas of work (employment, 
education, legal support, and institutional networking) and follow the logic 
of the theory of change: activities that lead to immediate results (outputs), 
which then produce outcomes and broader changes in the lives of beneficia-
ries and in the functioning of local support mechanisms.

Special attention is paid to distinguishing between results and out-
comes. Results encompass the implemented activities and beneficiary cov-
erage (e.g., training, counselling, legal support), while outcomes indicate 
the change arising from them (e.g., increased competencies, transitions to 
employment, continuity of schooling, realized rights, empowerment, and 
greater use of institutional mechanisms).

In methodological terms, results are interpreted primarily at the level 
of the unique beneficiary—that is, according to the number of distinct in-
dividuals who achieved a certain result or outcome, rather than the total 
number of services provided. This evaluative approach is particularly im-
portant in integrated models, as one beneficiary typically utilizes multiple 
services within the holistic package; therefore, counting “services” could in-
flate the volume of activities without providing clear information on reach 
and change.
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The analysis covers the project implementation period from July 2022 to 
April 2026 and reviews cumulative progress in relation to the baseline state 
defined by the project document.

Table 1. Achieved Result

Area Planned Result (Output) Indicator (Target 
Value)

Quantitative Achieve-
ment (Approximate) Achieved Result

Employment (with in-

tegrated psychosocial 

support)

60 beneficiaries completed pro-

fessional vocational training (VET)
60 persons

60 persons completed 

training
Fully achieved

At least 120 adults improved 
job-seeking knowledge and 
skills (CV, motivational letter, 
applications)

120 persons
Approximately 190 
persons improved com-
petencies

Exceeded

At least 150 Roma received indi-
vidual employment counselling 
(applications, interviews, business 
plan, NES registration)

150 persons
Approximately 150 
persons covered by indi-
vidual counselling

Fully achieved

Psychosocial support as em-
ployment support (motivation, 
self-confidence, interview prepa-
ration)

Integrated into 
all employment 
support mea-
sures

Hundreds of beneficiaries 
covered by individual 
and group psychological 
interventions

Fully achieved

Education (with 
psychosocial and 
mentoring support)

500 students received psy-
chological support, additional 
classes, and skill development 
training

500 students
Approximately 500 
students covered by 
support

Fully achieved

150 students successfully passed 
final exams and/or continued 
secondary education

150 students
Approximately 130–135 
students achieved the 
transition

Fully achieved

50 secondary school-aged stu-
dents received career guidance 50 students Approximately 40 stu-

dents covered Fully achieved

100 parents/guardians empow-
ered to support children in their 
schooling

100 parents Approximately 120 par-
ents covered Exceeded

Psychosocial support as a factor in 
dropout prevention

Integrated into 
educational 
interventions

Psychological support 
and group work imple-
mented continuously

Fully achieved

Legal Support 1000 Roma received individual 
legal counselling

800 beneficia-
ries

Approximately 950–960 
beneficiaries received 
legal aid

Exceeded

Institutional 
Networking and 
Community Work

Inclusion of staff in local bodies 
and adoption of local docu-
ments recognizing the work of 
the centres

5 staff 
included; 2 
municipali-
ties adopted 
relevant 
documents

7 staff included; 2 mu-
nicipalities adopted 
relevant documents

Exceeded

60 representatives of local insti-
tutions participated in dialogue 
processes (Community Days)

60 representa-
tives

Approximately 65 repre-
sentatives participated Exceeded
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Table 2. Achieved Outcomes

Area Outcome Indicator (Target Value) Assessment of Achievement

Employment
Transitions toward employment, 
internships, or self-employment 
following integrated support

At least 130 persons achieve an 
internship, short-term or long-term 
employment, or self-employment 
(20% returnees)

Fully achieved

Access to Rights 
and Services

Beneficiaries utilize institutional 
mechanisms and submit re-
quests to competent authorities

At least 800 beneficiaries submitted 
requests (personal documents, social 
and health rights, legalization, etc.) 
(20% returnees)

Exceeded

Education

Continuity of schooling and 
reduced risk of dropout among 
children and youth covered by 
support

At least 400 students continue regular 
schooling after psychological, edu-
cational, and mentoring support (8% 
returnees)

Fully achieved

I n s ti t u ti o n a l 
Networking

Strengthening of local inclu-
sion mechanisms and formal 
recognition of the centres’ 
work

At least 2 municipalities adopt rele-
vant documents; at least 60 repre-
sentatives of institutions participate 
in dialogue processes, and at least 5 
project team members are included 
in local bodies and contribute to the 
adoption of local documents recog-
nizing the work of the centres

Exceeded

3.1 Employment and Transitions Toward the Labour Market

The starting point for the intervention in the field of employment was 
extremely unfavourable and structurally determined. In the three covered 
districts, more than three thousand Roma were officially registered as un-
employed, while simultaneously, the dominant portion of the adult popu-
lation lacked formal vocational qualifications. This baseline state confirms 
that this is not a matter of short-term cyclical unemployment, but rather 
multi-year, structural exclusion from the formal labour market.

Precisely for this reason, the intervention was not designed as a classic 
“job mediation” program, but as an integrated mechanism acting simulta-
neously on multiple risk points. In such a context, employment could not 
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be treated as an isolated support measure, but as a process requiring simul-
taneous action on qualifications, skills, motivation, administrative barriers, 
and institutional distance.

Vocational Training (VET): Transitioning from Informal to Formally 
Recognizable Work Profiles

During the project implementation, five cycles of certified vocational 
training (VET) were realized, covering a total of 60 beneficiaries with even-
ly distributed capacity: 20 participants each in Kragujevac, Požarevac, and 
Novi Sad—thereby fully meeting the planned goal.

The thematic profiles of the trainings were aligned with the assessment of 
local labour market needs in each centre. Alignment with the labour market 
is not just a useful assumption for employment—it is also the condition under 
which an employer has any interest in participating in such programs at all.

The logic of the intervention involved a VET implementation model di-
rectly at the employer’s workplace. The employer, who monitored the par-
ticipant during the training and witnessed their professional development 
and competence in a real work environment, makes employment decisions 
based on personal insight. This structurally bypasses the discriminatory 
barrier that systematically places Roma candidates at a disadvantage during 
standard applications. It is particularly important to emphasize that voca-
tional trainings did not function in isolation. They were integrated into a 
broader process that included soft skills development and individual coun-
selling. Without this integration, formal qualifications might remain unuti-
lized. It is precisely this connection with other components that explains the 
high rate of transition toward employment.

Skill Development Trainings: From Passivity to Activation
In addition to vocational training (VET), the project implemented an 

extensive program of skill development trainings aimed at increasing the 
level of employability. Through multiple cycles of workshops organized in 
all three centres, at least 15 thematic cycles of active job searching and soft 
skills development were conducted, along with additional shorter informa-
tive and preparatory sessions.
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Cumulatively, approximately 200 beneficiaries across the three centres 
confirmed that they improved the knowledge and skills necessary for job 
searching, whereby the planned indicator in this segment was significant-
ly exceeded. These activities included CV and motivational letter drafting, 
interview simulations, understanding registration procedures with the Na-
tional Employment Service, familiarization with labour rights and obliga-
tions and combating discrimination in the workplace, as well as the basics 
of financial planning in the case of self-employment. Furthermore, the 
thematic framework included training in the field of social entrepreneur-
ship for Roma employment and skills in the service and craft sectors. None 
of these trainings were standardized courses applied by procedure—each 
was a response to an identified pattern of needs that the teams monitored 
during field work.

One of the key results of these activities is the initiation of active job 
searching, which was realized through multiple sessions, where participants 
prepared a concrete job application as a result. It is precisely in this phase 
that a key change in behaviour occurs. The trainings acted as a reactivation 
mechanism-beneficiaries began to apply, seek information, and communi-
cate with institutions and employers. 

Community Days: Collective Mobilization and Institutional 
Networking

Community Days represented an important operational mechanism in 
the field of employment, as they simultaneously expanded outreach and 
strengthened the institutional networking of beneficiaries. During the proj-
ect’s duration, 12 events were held, thematically focused on employment, 
economic activation, and cooperation with institutions, with approximate-
ly 360 participants. In addition to direct beneficiaries, these events were 
attended by representatives of the National Employment Service, local 
self-governments, and other relevant actors.

The thematic focus included public calls for employment and self-em-
ployment, business start-up grants, local support programs, as well as spe-
cific administrative procedures and obstacles that beneficiaries encounter 
in practice. The direct participation of institutional representatives enabled 
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open dialogue, clarification of procedures, and a reduction in institutional 
distance, which is particularly significant in the context of long-term mar-
ginalization and distrust toward the system.

Community Days functioned as a bridge between collective mobilization 
and individual intervention. They enabled new beneficiaries to enter the 
support system while also allowing existing beneficiaries to transition more 
quickly toward concrete steps—enrolling in training, individual counsel-
ling, or registering with competent services. In this way, community work 
became an integral part of the mechanism connecting information, activa-
tion, and the formal transition toward the labour market.

Individual Counselling: Personalization and Closing the Circle
Individual career counselling covered 150 beneficiaries, whereby the plan 

was fully realized. In practice, counselling involved activities such as de-
tailed competency assessments, identification of barriers, the creation of 
personalized employment plans, support during registration with the Na-
tional Employment Service, and assistance in applying for specific positions.

This component deepens the outcomes of previous activities by focusing 
on the needs and risks of each individual beneficiary. While group trainings 
develop general competencies, individual counselling addresses the specific 
obstacles of each beneficiary—whether it concerns a lack of documentation, 
limited mobility, family obligations, or unrealistic expectations regarding 
the labour market. Counselling also functioned as a checkpoint to verify 
whether the beneficiary was ready for the transition to employment, i.e., 
whether previous interventions had produced an operational effect.

The Psychosocial Dimension: Stability as a Prerequisite for 
Sustainable Employment

Across all phases of the employment process, it is evident that psychoso-
cial support has a significant, though often not directly measurable, effect. 
Long-term unemployment produces low self-confidence, fear of rejection, 
and internalized stigmatization. Psychosocial counselling, as a horizon-
tal project activity, contributed to the stabilization of beneficiaries during 
transitional phases—particularly during trial work or the first months of 
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employment—as well as the strengthening of motivation and readiness for 
interaction with employers and contact with competent institutions.

Outcomes: Transitions Toward Employment as an Indicator of 
Functional Change

Cumulatively, more than 130 beneficiaries transitioned into internships, 
short-term or long-term employment, or self-employment, representing the 
full realization of the planned outcome and the significance of the inter-
vention at its most critical point—the transition to the labour market. Out-
comes in the field of employment show that the integrated model functions 
precisely because it intervenes in multiple dimensions simultaneously. Nei-
ther vocational training, employability training, nor counselling would have 
produced the near-complete realization of outcomes on their own. Their 
interconnectedness allowed beneficiaries to complete the entire journey—
from activation to sustainable work engagement.

Table 3. Outcome in the Field of Employment

Outcome What it measures Goal Status

Transitions toward in-
ternships, employment, 
or self-employment

Beneficiaries who entered 
work engagement through 
integrated support

130 Achieved

3.2 �Educational Support: Educational Continuity as a Foundation for 
Long-term Inclusion

The educational component of the project represented a long-term develop-
mental lever within the holistic model. In the context of a high risk of school 
dropouts and low transition rates to secondary education, the intervention 
was focused on stabilizing the students’ educational pathways, as well as 
strengthening the familial and psychosocial framework that sustains those 
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pathways. In this sense, education was not treated as an isolated field, but as 
the foundation for future employability and social inclusion.

Psychological Support, Additional Classes, and Skill Development 
Training

The most extensive segment of the intervention concerned a combina-
tion of psychological support, additional classes, and training for the devel-
opment of work and classroom skills. Cumulatively, approximately 500 stu-
dents were covered by this type of integrated support, whereby the planned 
result was fully achieved.

This component was preventive in character. Individual and group ses-
sions allowed students to overcome specific academic difficulties, while skill 
development training strengthened work habits, concentration, time or-
ganization, and responsibility toward school obligations. Simultaneously, 
psychological support addressed demotivation, a drop in self-confidence, 
and pressures that often precede dropping out of school. This framework 
and scope of intervention created a stable basis for achieving the outcome 
of educational continuity.

Final Exams Passed and Transitions to Secondary Education
One of the most critical moments in an educational pathway is the tran-

sition between levels of education. In this segment, approximately 150 stu-
dents successfully passed their final exams and/or continued into secondary 
education, effectively fulfilling the planned result.

This result was achieved through intensive individual and group prepara-
tions for final exams, monitoring the progress of each individual candidate, 
and providing additional individual work during periods of increased pres-
sure. Within the broader framework of the theory of change, activities lead-
ing to a successful transition to higher levels of education directly impact 
the level of future employability through formal qualifications recognized 
in the labour market.

Career Guidance for Secondary School Students
Career guidance covered more than 50 secondary school students. 
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Through individual counselling and information regarding educational 
and professional options, students connected their schooling with concrete 
market perspectives.

Analytically speaking, this component represents an early intervention 
in the domain of professional orientation and directly bridges educational 
support with the field of employment. This closes the logical circle between 
these two areas: education becomes consciously directed toward future eco-
nomic activation.

Empowering Parents/Guardians as a Factor in Educational Continuity
Working with parents represents one of the key innovative dimensions of 

the intervention. More than 120 parents/guardians were empowered to ac-
tively support their children’s schooling, significantly exceeding the planned 
result.

In practice, this involved a combination of activities that “translated” the 
educational system into concrete, applicable steps for parents: individual 
and group consultations in the Centres; thematic workshops on school ob-
ligations, enrolment, and transitions between educational levels; support in 
communication with schools (class teachers, professional services, parent 
meetings); as well as practical guidance on how to monitor a child’s prog-
ress, recognize early warning signs of dropout risk, and activate support in 
a timely manner (additional classes, psychological counselling, mentoring). 
Where necessary, this work also included mediation in situations of con-
flict or misunderstanding with the school, as well as strengthening parental 
competencies for the daily organization of learning.

In the context of socio-economic vulnerability, parental support often 
represents a decisive factor in a child’s survival within the educational sys-
tem, as it directly affects the continuity of attendance, motivation, and the 
family’s ability to bridge “critical points” (exams, absences, transitions, ad-
ministrative procedures).

Psychosocial Support as a Horizontal Mechanism for Dropout 
Prevention

Psychosocial support was not a separate entity, but rather an integrat-
ed component of all educational activities. In situations of family conflict, 
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peer issues, or demotivation, psychological work enabled the stabilization 
of students during critical phases. Consequently, this dimension directly in-
fluences the relatively high level of educational continuity achieved within 
the goals of this project. Academic assistance without psychological stability 
would have a limited effect. The integration of these two dimensions, there-
fore, represents a key innovation in this model’s approach.

Community Days in Education: A Horizontal Component of 
Activation and Dropout Prevention

In the field of education, Community Days functioned as a horizontal 
activity connecting individual services with community and family out-
reach, while also serving as a practical “bridge” toward institutions. Through 
at least three events dedicated to educational themes, with a total of ap-
proximately 50 participants, the project team combined information shar-
ing, motivation, and practical guidance for beneficiaries at “critical points” 
of schooling, involving cooperation with schools and relevant local actors 
whenever necessary.

Thematically, these events focused on the continuation of schooling, 
understanding educational options and procedures (especially during the 
transition from primary to secondary school), and strengthening the role 
of parents/guardians in supporting the child. Simultaneously, through di-
rect communication and coordination with schools, this activity resulted in 
earlier risk detection, faster referral of students to additional classes or psy-
chological support, and the strengthening of families’ trust in institutional 
mechanisms. 

Outcome: Educational Continuity as a Functional Change
Viewed collectively, approximately 400 students continued their school-

ing with the support of the project, representing the full realization of the 
planned outcome.

The outcome is the result of synergy between multiple components: aca-
demic support, psychological stabilization, work with parents, and targeted 
interventions at moments of transition, with the additional contribution of 
community work. As in the field of employment, the effect was not produced 
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by a single instrument, but by their interdependence. Thus, the educational 
component of the project confirms the validity of the holistic model: edu-
cational continuity becomes a developmental outcome that directly feeds 
into future employability and reduces the risk of long-term social exclusion.

Table 4. Outcomes in the Field of Education

Outcome What it measures Goal Status

Continuity of schooling with 
support

Students who, with educational and 
psychosocial support, continued 
their schooling (without interrup-
tion)

400 Achieved
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3.3 Legal and Administrative Support: Access to Rights as a Prerequisite 
for Formal Inclusion

Legal and administrative support was directed toward removing specif-
ic procedural obstacles that keep beneficiaries outside the formal flows of 
employment, education, and the social protection system. During the im-
plementation period, approximately 1,000 unique beneficiaries received 
individual legal support, indicating an extensive range of administrative and 
status-related issues within the target population, as well as a high degree 
of resolution.

The support included an analysis of the beneficiary’s legal status, assis-
tance in obtaining and regulating personal documents, drafting and submit-
ting requests for social and health rights, resolving residency issues, utility 
debts, and other administrative procedures. In a significant number of cas-
es, the legal advisor participated in preparing documentation and commu-
nicating with institutions, monitoring the process until the submission of 
the request or the issuance of a decision. This operational approach reduced 
the risk of the process being interrupted due to procedural barriers.

Legal support was coordinated with employment and education activi-
ties. A regulated status and submitted requests were prerequisites for regis-
tration with the National Employment Service, access to active employment 
policy measures, and household stability, which in turn enables the conti-
nuity of children’s schooling.

From a horizontal perspective, thematic training and Community Days 
were organized with the aim of providing additional information to ben-
eficiaries regarding the procedures and conditions for exercising various 
rights. These formats contributed to a better understanding of institutional 
mechanisms and increased beneficiaries’ readiness to initiate formal pro-
cedures, as well as to establish initial contacts with institutions within the 
framework of organized events.

Outcome: Submitted Requests and Activated Use of Rights
More than 800 unique beneficiaries across all three centres, with the 

support of the Centres’ legal advisors, submitted various types of requests 
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to the competent authorities to exercise their rights. This result has been 
translated into an outcome that manifests a transition from administrative 
inactivity to the formal use of rights and services. Thus, it functions as a 
prerequisite for sustainability in other areas: without a regulated status and 
activated rights, it is difficult to achieve formal employment, stable school-
ing, or long-term social security.

Table 5. Outcomes in the Field of Access to Rights

Outcome What it measures Goal Status

Submitted re-
quests and access 
to rights

Beneficiaries who, with support, submitted 
requests to competent authorities (docu-
ments, social and health rights, legalization, 
etc.)

800 Exceeded

3.4 Cooperation with Institutions and Advocacy: From Dialogue to Local 
Changes 

Cooperation with institutions was one of the key prerequisites for the 
project’s effectiveness. In practice, this component relied on the continuity 
of contacts and work meetings with representatives of local institutions re-
sponsible for the social inclusion of Roma and returnees, the active partici-
pation of project team members in local bodies and working groups tasked 
with developing local action plans for Roma inclusion, as well as the cre-
ation of mechanisms for information exchange and active dialogue with the 
local community—specifically the project’s service beneficiaries.

The horizontal value of these activities is reflected in two connected 
dimensions: the strengthening of cooperation networks between local in-
stitutions, the project team, and the Roma community, and the concrete 
transfer of the integrated support model into local policies, procedures, and 
practices.
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Two-Way Cooperation with Local Institutions: Participation of 
Project Team Representatives in Local Bodies and Dialogue with 
Institutional Representatives

During the project’s duration, seven employees from the three centres 
were involved in the work of local bodies and working groups relevant to 
Roma inclusion, thereby significantly exceeding the planned indicator. This 
result is important as it demonstrates that the centres have been recognized 
in local environments as operational actors with multi-year experience in 
implementing innovative models of socio-economic inclusion for Roma and 
returnees—not just as service providers, but as partners who can contribute 
to planning and coordination based on concrete insights from field work 
and institutional cooperation.

On the other hand, representatives of local bodies and institutions were 
systematically involved in joint work activities within and with the commu-
nity. Specifically, approximately 70 representatives of local administrative 
structures and institutions responsible for the social inclusion of Roma par-
ticipated in dialogue formats such as Community Days and thematic meet-
ings, as well as in operational coordination for specific cases. During Com-
munity Days, institutional representatives engaged in direct exchanges with 
the Roma community and service beneficiaries regarding topics that prac-
tically spilled over into key project areas—employment and active support 
measures (registration, public calls, self-employment), educational “critical 
points” (transitions, exams, family support), and legal-administrative issues 
(procedures, documentation, exercising rights).

Local Action Plans and Other Relevant Policies for the Social 
Inclusion of Roma and Returnees 

The position of the centres within local working bodies and the continu-
ous dialogue with institutional actors have resulted in the formal adoption 
and improvement of local policies in the field of socio-economic inclusion 
for Roma and returnees.

During the implementation period, three local documents were adopted, 
with the active participation of centre representatives in their preparation 
and subsequent policy planning. The City of Kragujevac adopted the Lo-
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cal Action Plan for the Social Inclusion of Roma for the period 2022–2025,37 
in which the centre’s professional profiles—psychologist, legal advisor, and 
social mediator—were defined as concrete support measures. Preparations 
for the next Local Action Plan in Kragujevac began in February 2026, and 
members of the Kragujevac Centre team (Romanipen organization) are par-
ticipating in the working group for its drafting.

In Požarevac, the Local Action Plan for the Social Inclusion of Roma was 
adopted in the previous cycle, for the period 2021–2023,38 with the participa-
tion of the Požarevac Centre team members in its definition. This strategic 
framework recognized the role of the Centre and envisioned local support for 
its work, thereby establishing a basis for continuous cooperation. During the 
project’s duration, Centre representatives further participated in the drafting 
and contributed to the adoption of the Local Action Plan for Employment 
of the City of Požarevac for 2024,39 linking experiences from field work with 
beneficiaries to the planning of active employment policy measures.

Simultaneously, the Municipality of Beočin adopted the Local Action 
Plan for the Social Inclusion of Roma for the period 2025–2027,40 and rep-
resentatives from the Novi Sad Centre participated in the preparation of this 
document.

These results demonstrate that the integrated support model has been 
translated into local policies through clearly defined support measures and 
roles. Furthermore, the participation of representatives from the three cen-
tres in working groups has allowed direct field experiences with beneficia-
ries to be translated into local policies, particularly in segments that require 
multidisciplinary support and the coordination of diverse services.

37   City of Kragujevac. 2022. Local Action Plan for the Social Inclusion of Roma Men and Women 
in the City of Kragujevac for the Period 2022–2025. Available at: https://kragujevac.ls.gov.rs/extfile/
sr/4901/NACRT-LAP-ZA-SOCIJALNU-INKLUZIJU-ROMA-I-ROMKINjA-U-GRADU-KRAGUJEVCU-ZA-
PERIOD-2022%E2%80%932025..pdf 

38   City of Požarevac, 2020. Local Action Plan for the Social Inclusion of Roma Men and Women 
from the Territory of the City of Požarevac for the Period 2021–2023. Available at: https://pozarevac.rs/wp-
content/uploads/2011/11/LAP-Romi-2021-2023.pdf 

39   City of Požarevac. 2024. Local Action Plan for Employment of the City of Požarevac for 2024. 
Available at: https://pozarevac.rs/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/LAP_2024.pdf 

40  Municipality of Beočin. 2025. Local Action Plan for the Social Inclusion of Roma Men and Women 
in the Field of Housing in the Municipality of Beočin for the Period 2025–2027. Available at: https://
www.beocin.rs/sr/?m=d17&p=left/StrateskaDokumenta 
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Outcome: Institutional Networking as a Sustainability Mechanism
Cumulative results in the field of cooperation with institutions show that 

the project has surpassed the threshold of formal coordination and achieved 
a structural shift in local mechanisms for the socio-economic inclusion of 
Roma and returnees. The three adopted local action plans that recognize 
the role of the centres, participation in the drafting of future local action 
plans, approximately 70 institutional representatives involved in dialogue 
processes, and seven project team members actively involved in the work 
of local bodies confirm that the integrated support model is institutionally 
recognized and operationally embedded in local policies and practices. This 
outcome has a direct implication for sustainability: the work of the centres 
is no longer solely reliant on the project framework but is linked to local 
planning, budgeting, and coordination. Consequently, the results achieved 
in employment, education, and access to rights rest upon a broader network 
of institutional support.

Table 6. Outcome in the field of institutional cooperation and advocacy

Outcome What it measures Planned Threshold Status

Strengthening of local 
inclusion mechanisms 
and formal recognition of 
the centres’ work

Adoption of relevant local 
documents; participation 
of institutional representa-
tives in dialogue processes; 
inclusion of project team 
members in local bodies 
and working groups

2 municipalities adopt rel-
evant documents; 60 rep-
resentatives of institutions 
participate in dialogue; 
5 project team members 
included in local bodies

Exceeded
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4. �Sustainability and Scaling  
of the Project Model

The sustainability of the career and community centre model is based on 
the logic of developing interconnected mechanisms that encompass: em-
powering beneficiaries to independently utilize existing support measures 
and services on their path through schooling, toward the labour market, and 
in resolving administrative issues; creating channels for cooperation and in-
teraction between institutions and beneficiaries, i.e., the Roma community; 
and mechanisms for influencing the development of local policies in the 
field of Roma social inclusion and recognizing elements of the project mod-
el and practices that have proven functional within the policies themselves.

The foundation of sustainability is formed by the multidisciplinary team 
and a standardized “beneficiary journey”—a support flow that connects 
employment, education, legal-administrative assistance, and psychosocial 
stabilization into a single, coordinated intervention. The minimum opera-
tional capacity for such a model implies centre coordination (partnerships, 
planning, and quality control), legal-administrative support (status issues, 
documentation, and procedures), psychosocial support (motivation, stabili-
zation, and support during critical phases), social mediation and field work 
(activation, referrals, work with families and the community), as well as ad-
ministrative support for record-keeping, logistics, and case monitoring. This 
composition is crucial for sustainability because it ensures the continuity of 
the beneficiary pathway and reduces the risk of the beneficiary “dropping 
out” at points where barriers are typically encountered: documentation, 
school transitions and exams, drops in motivation, procedural delays, and 
communication with institutions.

The second pillar of sustainability is institutional networking as a daily 
work practice rather than occasional coordination. Throughout the project, 



49Sustainability and Scaling of the Project Model

the centres have built a role as stable points of contact, dialogue, and coop-
eration between the Roma community and local institutions across various 
sectors (employment, education, social protection, legal and administrative 
affairs), thereby reducing the distance that often discourages beneficiaries 
from initiating procedures in practice. The continuity of work meetings, the 
inclusion of teams in local bodies and working groups, as well as joint com-
munity work formats (Community Days, thematic meetings, and operation-
al coordination in specific cases) have created permanent communication 
channels and clearer referral “routes.” The effect is twofold: beneficiaries 
understand procedures faster and persevere more often when steps are clar-
ified in advance and when they have mediation at critical points; institu-
tions, on the other hand, gain direct insight into the actual obstacles Roma 
and returnees face, as well as a reliable partner who translates community 
needs into operational requests, moving cooperation from general messag-
ing toward concrete practical solutions.

The third pillar of sustainability is the “translation of practice into local 
policies.” Through this, the model is linked to local planning and potential 
budgeting, ensuring that the centres do not remain merely project-based 
support points. The experience of the centres in Požarevac and Kragujevac 
clearly demonstrates how a local framework can explicitly recognize the 
work of the centres and provide for local support. This is an important indi-
cator of sustainability because it legitimizes the approach and opens space 
for the continuation of work through local mechanisms.

Furthermore, the developed system for collecting data on services pro-
vided and beneficiary needs represents a practical prerequisite for project 
sustainability, as it allows for a reliable demonstration of the intervention’s 
reach, the types of barriers encountered, and the outcomes achieved at 
the level of unique beneficiaries. Such data enables the planning of future 
steps based on the recorded needs of the Roma community and provides a 
sufficiently clear basis for local actors to plan resources more realistically 
and continuously improve the approach to the socio-economic inclusion of 
Roma and returnees.

Finally, scaling the model involves expanding the innovative approach 
and work methodology with beneficiaries that the project developed and 
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validated in practice. In conditions where BMZ/SODI funding ceases and 
there is a general decline in investment in the socio-economic inclusion of 
vulnerable groups, a sustainable direction for replication involves the adop-
tion of key model elements by competent local actors and their application 
through local public policy frameworks—particularly through local action 
plans—via clearly defined support measures, roles, and coordination mech-
anisms. The minimum conditions for implementation include the existence 
of a local carrier with credibility in the community, stable inter-sectoral co-
operation with relevant institutions, and established protocols for referral, 
coordination, and data exchange, ensuring that the methodology functions 
as a continuous practice rather than a temporary project intervention.

BOX 3. Successful story examples

Children enrolled in school, mother finds employment. 
D. P., a returnee from abroad, faced challenges very common among returnee 

families: after spending a long period in another country, she had to adapt 

to life in Serbia within a very short timeframe. The two biggest problems she 

encountered were integrating her children into the educational system and 

securing a stable source of income.

The Career and Community Centre team in Kragujevac—consisting of a so-

cial mediator, a legal advisor, and a psychologist—first assisted D. P. in esta-

blishing contact with the school in Germany to obtain the documentation 

necessary for school enrolment. Simultaneously, the team contacted a school 

in Kragujevac to find the best solution for the children’s temporary inclusion 

in the educational process.

Given their years of experience in supporting returnees, the team was aware 

that without proper support in adapting to a new environment, children can 

easily feel helpless and drop out of education. Therefore, individual psyc-

hosocial support and academic assistance were organized for the two girls. 

This support was particularly vital in preventing potential learning gaps and 

ensuring the children felt more secure in their new school environment.

At the same time, the mother received support and information regarding 
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employment and job searching, which is often the most difficult step in re-

integrating returnees from abroad into daily life in Serbia. This example de-

monstrates that for the successful reintegration of returnees, it is crucial to 

provide appropriate support to every family member, enabling them to cope 

with the challenges of arriving in an environment where they sometimes lack 

family members or a circle of friends to rely on.

Experience shows that a lack of support for returnee families often leads to 

children dropping out of school, while parents—unable to secure a liveliho-

od in Serbia—enter a vicious cycle of repeated migration attempts. The men-

tioned example is just one of many cases where the three career and com-

munity centres succeeded, thanks to a well-designed and holistic approach, 

in enabling returnee families to overcome the challenges they faced at the 

beginning of their new lives in Serbia.

Knowledge, Perseverance, and Support: The Path to Independence
The case of D. R., a single mother of five from Kragujevac, illustrates the 

situation of many women from the Roma community who strive to provide 

income for their families under conditions of limited employment opportu-

nities, low formal education, and constant childcare responsibilities. Howe-

ver, despite such circumstances, D. R. demonstrated determination from the 

very beginning to change her situation through her own efforts. On her own 

initiative, she began developing skills and creating a source of income: she 

learned the basics of manicure and pedicure via the internet and then started 

providing services within her community.

The Career and Community Centre in Kragujevac supported her efforts and 

enrolled her in professional vocational training, through which she could 

enhance her previously informally acquired knowledge and supplement it 

with new professional skills. This provided D. R. with the opportunity to 

learn from professionals and expand the range of services she could offer. 

Thanks to this support, she managed to organize work within her own space, 

allowing her to earn an income while simultaneously caring for her children.

The support brought her not only a new work opportunity but also additional 

self-confidence and confirmation that invested effort can lead to economic 

independence and a more stable future for her and her children. This case ill-
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ustrates the importance of well-designed assistance for single mothers from 

the Roma population, who often face obstacles that make it difficult to esca-

pe the vicious cycle of dependence on family and social support.

At the same time, this example points to the importance of ensuring that 

active employment support measures are accompanied by other forms of su-

pport for young women, who require targeted assistance to formalize infor-

mally acquired knowledge and transform it into a sustainable form of econo-

mic independence.

Breaking Out of Isolation and First Steps Toward Economic Indepen-
dence
Dž. B. from Novi Sad faced obstacles that affect many young Roma women: 

social isolation, limited independence, lack of contact with institutions and 

the labour market, and the strong influence of family constraints on educati-

onal and career choices. As a beneficiary of the Career and Community Cen-

tre in Novi Sad, she first received continuous psychosocial support through 

the work of a social mediator and a psychologist, particularly through indi-

vidual and family counselling. Through this process, the Centre’s team reco-

gnized her motivation and included her in the vocational training program.

When she expressed a desire to attend a hairdressing course, it became clear 

that the obstacle was not just a lack of qualifications: her parents were hesi-

tant to let her leave the Roma settlement alone, and a specific challenge was 

that she had never previously travelled by city bus independently or left the 

neighbourhood where she lived. Therefore, the Centre team worked step-

by-step: they sought a salon willing to accept her for an internship, the psy-

chologist assisted her in mastering the theoretical portion, the legal advisor 

resolved administrative issues-including securing a monthly bus pass—and 

the social mediator initially travelled with her to help her master the basic 

routine of navigating the city.

Dž. B. completed the course and earned her hairdressing qualification, and 

then she made an even more significant leap—she gained employment in 

a retail chain with a formal labour contract and now travels to work inde-

pendently every day. This example clearly demonstrates the importance of 

holistic intervention: the problem was not just finding an occupation that 
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matched the skills of young Roma girls but simultaneously resolving other 

problems they face. It was precisely this comprehensive approach that led to 

successful labour activation.

Education as a Turning Point for Mother and Children
The case of M. D., a mother of four from Novi Sad, demonstrates how deeply 

education, parental roles, and economic empowerment are interconnected, 

especially for women who remain outside the education system and formal 

labour market for long periods. As a beneficiary of the Career and Commu-

nity Centre in Novi Sad, M. D. was initially involved in family psychological 

counselling; she first became acquainted with the benefits of the centre thro-

ugh her children, who were receiving academic support.

Through regular work with a psychologist, she began to consider completing 

her own primary education, which she had previously been unable to finish.

With the support of the centre’s psychologist and social mediator, she enro-

lled in the “Sveti Sava” school for adult education, where she completed the 

sixth, seventh, and eighth grades and earned her primary school diploma. 

Recognizing her motivation, the centre’s team then included her in a profe-

ssional vocational training program, allowing her to choose the course that 

suited her best; she decided on a seamstress course.

During her internship, a very practical problem arose: the work hours were 

not aligned with her childcare responsibilities, so she often arrived at her 

practice with her children, who would wait for her outside the salon. Despite 

this, she completed the training as one of the most successful participants. 

As recognition for her hard work, her instructor gifted her a sewing machine, 

which enabled her to start working from home and providing small tailoring 

services within her settlement.

This story shows that for women in the Roma community, sustainable pro-

gress often occurs only when educational support, psychological empower-

ment, practical training, and an understanding of the beneficiary’s family 

obligations are combined.

From Domestic Violence to Independence and Security
S. B. from Požarevac faced a multifaceted crisis involving domestic violence, 
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urgent social needs, a lack of basic means for survival, and the absence of 

personal documents. In such situations, employment is not the first step, 

but the final one; prior to that, it is necessary to establish basic legal and life 

security. Support was provided to her at the Career and Community Centre 

in Požarevac through the work of a legal advisor, a psychologist, and a social 

mediator.

The Centre helped her exercise her right to one-time financial assistance and 

then guided her through the complex process of obtaining documents, as 

she did not have a registered residence.   Following communication with the 

police and the Centre for Social Work, residency registration was enabled, 

which allowed for the acquisition of an ID card, passport, and health insu-

rance card.

Only once these fundamental obstacles were overcome was the next step 

initiated: enrolment in adult education, registration with the National Em-

ployment Service, attendance at business plan development training, and the 

completion of documentation for establishing employment.

In addition, the psychologist provided support to both her and her daughters, 

who also required academic assistance after enrolling in school in Požarevac. 

The final outcome was employment and a stable income to support herself 

and her two children. This case convincingly demonstrates the importance 

of comprehensive support: parallel work on resolving legal status, education, 

psychological stability, and labour activation led to employment and a sense 

of security and independence.

Even the Toughest Situations Do Not Have to Be Hopeless
M. P. from Požarevac represents an example of a beneficiary whose employ-

ment challenges cannot be separated from a deep familial, legal, and existen-

tial crisis. He lived with his wife and five young children in conditions of se-

vere financial insecurity, without having exercised his rights to various social 

benefits, while simultaneously facing interventions from competent authori-

ties regarding child protection. He received support at the Career and Com-

munity Centre in Požarevac through free legal and psychological assistance.

The intervention began with an assessment of possibilities for exercising ri-

ghts within the social protection system, but it quickly became clear that 

the family did not have immediate access even to one-time assistance, which 
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further intensified the sense of helplessness. Psychological support was the-

refore focused on stabilizing the beneficiary and providing empowerment 

in a situation of acute stress and uncertainty. In parallel, the legal advisor 

contacted the relevant authorities to check on parental allowances, social 

assistance, and food packages, and later intervened when the children were 

removed from the family and proceedings were initiated before the Centre 

for Social Work and the court.

The legal advisor drafted requests, appeals, and petitions, attended case con-

ferences, and worked to ensure the family received information, protection of 

their rights, and visitation opportunities with the children. Additionally, the 

family was provided access to a soup kitchen as a minimum level of existen-

tial support. This example demonstrates that for families in a multifaceted 

crisis, a holistic approach is of decisive importance: before labour activation 

can even be discussed, it is necessary to simultaneously protect the legal po-

sition of the family, maintain psychological stability, and ensure basic living 

conditions.



56 From Support to Sustainable Employment: Improving the Approach to the Inclusion of Roma Men and Women

5.  Conclusion

The project “Economic and Social Inclusion of Roma and Returnees” inter-
vened in a space where the gap between strategic commitments and their 
operational application is most evident—overcoming the multiple barri-
ers that beneficiaries face in the processes of socio-economic inclusion, to 
which existing public policy implementation mechanisms often fail to pro-
vide an adequate response. The relevance of such an intervention was not a 
project assumption but an empirically confirmed necessity.

In this context, the project results confirm the operational efficiency and 
value of an integrated approach. More than 130 beneficiaries transitioned 
toward employment, internships, or self-employment; approximately 400 
students continued their schooling with continuous educational and psy-
chosocial support; more than 800 beneficiaries submitted requests to exer-
cise various rights before competent institutions; and three local documents 
formally recognized the work of the centres and incorporated elements of 
the model into local social inclusion policies. All planned outcomes were 
fully achieved or exceeded.

Equally important as the indicators themselves is the manner in which 
these results were achieved—the application of a coordinated approach with-
in an integrated support model. Vocational training conducted directly in the 
work environment reduces the barriers encountered in standard employment 
processes; educational continuity becomes sustainable when academic sup-
port is linked with the psychological stabilization of students and the active 
involvement of parents; the transition to formal work presupposes a regulated 
administrative status and access to rights as fundamental prerequisites. It is 
precisely this architecture of integrated support, rather than just the volume 
of individual activities, which explains the model’s effectiveness.
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The sustainability of the model is based on three interconnected ele-
ments: empowering beneficiaries to independently utilize existing insti-
tutional mechanisms, establishing stable cooperation between the centres 
and local institutions, and translating experiences from direct field work 
with beneficiaries into local public policies. The experiences of Kragujevac 
and Požarevac show that local self-governments can recognize such an ap-
proach and operationalize it through specific professional profiles, support 
measures, and coordination mechanisms, thereby opening space for its in-
clusion in local inclusion policy planning processes. In this sense, scaling 
the model does not involve a simple transfer of project procedures, but rath-
er the institutionalization of the approach. Its application requires mini-
mal operational conditions: a local carrier with credibility in the commu-
nity, stable inter-sectoral cooperation between key institutions, and clearly 
defined protocols for referral and coordination, within which the project 
methodology can function as a permanent practice of local policies rather 
than a time-limited project intervention.

Overall, the project “Economic and Social Inclusion of Roma and Return-
ees” demonstrates that an integrated support model focused on the multi-
faceted needs of beneficiaries can produce measurable and sustainable shifts 
in employment, education, and access to rights for those furthest from insti-
tutional mechanisms. Its significance transcends individual project results: 
the project has demonstrated an operational model that connects strategic 
public policy goals with concrete support mechanisms at the local level. In 
the context of stagnant Roma employment despite educational investments 
and persistent labour market barriers, such an approach represents an em-
pirically grounded direction for improving socio-economic inclusion poli-
cies and practices in Serbia.
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6. �Support Measures for Improving  
Public Policies 

6.1 National Level

1. Support Measures for Improving Public Policies
The experience of this and other projects shows that the challenges faced 

by local Roma and returnees cannot be successfully resolved through sep-
arate support measures in the fields of education, employment, social pro-
tection, and legal aid. It is necessary to develop and institutionally recognize 
a model of integrated, targeted support that accompanies the beneficiary 
in resolving various interconnected problems—from securing documents 
and providing support to remain in primary, secondary, and higher levels of 
education, to labour activation and family stabilization.

(The experience of this and similar projects demonstrates that the chal-
lenges of local Roma and returnees cannot be successfully resolved through 
isolated sectoral support measures. It is necessary to develop an institution-
ally recognized model of integrated support that follows the beneficiary 
through key stages of inclusion—from resolving administrative status and 
access to education to employment and family stabilization.

At the national level, this approach should be incorporated into relevant 
strategies and programs for the social inclusion of Roma, with the establish-
ment of multidisciplinary teams and clear cooperation protocols between 
the educational system, employment services, the social protection system, 
and other competent institutions. The introduction of a case management 
model for beneficiaries with multiple barriers is of particular importance, 
ensuring that support is coordinated and continuous.)

2. Adapt active employment policy support measures for beneficia-
ries with multiple barriers.

Existing support measures often do not reach the most vulnerable bene-
ficiaries, as they are not sufficiently linked to other forms of support nor do 
they always correspond to the actual needs of the local labour market. There-
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fore, it is necessary for employment programs to be based on a prior assess-
ment of the barriers beneficiaries face and to be linked to an individual sup-
port plan, mentoring during training or employment, and post-placement 
support. This approach increases the likelihood of sustainable employment, 
while significantly reducing the risk of formal participation in programs 
without a lasting effect. Existing employment support measures often fail 
to reach the most marginalized beneficiaries because they lack integration 
with other support services and do not always align with real-world local 
market demands. Consequently, employment programs should integrate 
a preliminary barrier assessment, individual support planning, mentoring 
throughout the training and hiring phases, and follow-up support once the 
beneficiary is employed. Such a structure ensures that interventions move 
beyond being merely procedural and instead foster long-term socio-eco-
nomic stability.

3. Develop a clear intersectoral protocol for the reintegration of re-
turnee families from abroad.

Experience from this project shows that, upon arriving in Serbia, return-
ee families often face the need to simultaneously resolve issues regarding 
children’s schooling, obtaining documentation, accessing social and health 
rights, and securing sources of income. Therefore, it is necessary to improve 
existing cooperation mechanisms between schools, centres for social work, 
police departments, health institutions, and employment services through 
more clearly defined coordination and referral protocols. In this process, it 
is important to systematically involve civil society organizations that have 
experience collaborating with returnees and other vulnerable groups, both 
in improving institutional solutions and through the development and li-
censing of community support services.

4. Reduce administrative barriers as a prerequisite for inclusion in 
education and work.

In a series of cases, unresolved residency, lack of personal documents, 
or difficult access to rights still represent the first and greatest obstacle to 
the inclusion of returnees from abroad into the system. Despite significant 



progress in this area, field experience shows that there is still room for the 
state to simplify and accelerate procedures for issuing documents, regis-
tering residency, and exercising basic rights for high-risk beneficiaries, as 
without these, neither education nor formal employment is realistically ac-
cessible.

5. Improve the fight against discrimination of Roma men and 
women in the labour process through intensified cooperation with 
employer organizations and individual employers. 

In the preceding period, the Commissioner for the Protection of Equality 
took important steps in sensitizing employers to the issues of vulnerable 
groups and discrimination. It is necessary to further strengthen mecha-
nisms for protection against discrimination during the hiring process and in 
the workplace. This includes supporting Roma men and women, as well as 
other vulnerable groups, through mediation with employers and developing 
clearer institutional responses to ethnic and gender discrimination in the 
labour market at the national, local, and corporate levels. This is particularly 
crucial given the current labour shortage and the opportunities for the acti-
vation of vulnerable groups. 

6. Specially adapt support measures to the needs of young Roma 
women and single parents.

The success stories highlighted in this project demonstrate that women 
often progress only when support is adapted to their real-life circumstances, 
including childcare, limited mobility, family pressures, experiences of vio-
lence, or long-term social isolation. This applies to Roma individuals as well 
as other vulnerable groups. Therefore, active employment policy programs 
must provide for more flexible forms of training, support for balancing fam-
ily obligations, and additional empowerment mechanisms for women from 
multiply excluded groups.
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6.2 Local Level

1.Institutionalize local support centres or similar integrated com-
munity points.

One of the most important lessons of the project is that sustainable re-
sults occur where there is an easily accessible local support site that bene-
ficiaries trust and which can guide them through different support systems 
simultaneously. It is therefore recommended that local self-governments 
recognize such centres as part of the local infrastructure for social inclu-
sion and support them through local action plans, other local policy instru-
ments, and appropriate budget lines.

2. Provide for specific professional profiles in local action plans 
and budgets.

The experiences of this and similar projects show that successful inter-
sectoral cooperation largely depends on the existence of multidisciplinary 
teams of experts—such as psychologists, legal advisors, and social medi-
ators—who have direct access to vulnerable communities and enjoy their 
trust. Local self-governments are therefore recommended to clearly plan 
for these professional profiles in local action plans and secure funding for 
their work through regular budget lines dedicated to supporting vulnerable 
groups.

3.	 Formalize referrals and cooperation between schools, centres 
for social work, the National Employment Service (NES), local admin-
istration, and community organizations.

The successes of the project relied on beneficiaries being guided through 
various institutions, rather than attempting to navigate complex procedures 
on their own. It is therefore vital for local self-governments to establish clear 
cooperation and referral protocols between key institutions and community 
organizations, with defined roles and responsibilities, to reduce the risk of 
beneficiaries “falling out” of the system at critical transition points. 
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4. Focus special attention on critical transitions in the lives of benefi-
ciaries.
Local policies should particularly support those moments when the risk 

of exclusion is highest: returning from abroad, transitioning from school to 
the labour market, escaping violence, entering adult education, or the first 
attempt at formal employment. It is precisely at these transitional points 
that integrated local support has the greatest impact.

5. Ensure fieldwork, mediation, and direct support within the com-
munity.

Many beneficiaries cannot independently access institutions, training, 
or the labour market without prior trust, mediation, and practical support. 
Therefore, local self-governments should support fieldwork, accompanying 
beneficiaries, mediation with institutions, and activities within the commu-
nities themselves—especially regarding young girls, women, returnees, and 
families in acute crisis.

6. Link local vocational training with actual labour market needs 
and the life circumstances of beneficiaries.

The experiences of local self-governments show that the best employ-
ment results are achieved when training is linked to real market needs. It 
is necessary for local self-governments, in cooperation with employers and 
employment services, to select programs that correspond to local demand, 
while also considering whether beneficiaries can realistically attend them 
given transportation, family obligations, and other barriers. Otherwise, 
training remains merely a formal outcome without a transition into employ-
ment.

7.  Recognize psychosocial support as an integral part of improving 
employability.

Experiences from this and numerous other projects show that motiva-
tion, self-confidence, family stability, experiences of violence, or long-term 
isolation directly affect a beneficiary’s readiness to enter education, training, 
or a job. Therefore, psychosocial support should not be viewed as a second-
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ary social service, but as a vital part of the pathway toward inclusion in ed-
ucation and work.

8. Support measure actual outcomes per beneficiary, not just the 
number of services and activities.

It is particularly important for local self-governments to track whether 
a beneficiary obtained documents, enrolled in school, completed training, 
found employment, or stabilized their family situation—especially after 
short-term donor-supported programs end. Only such an approach allows 
for the true impact of the support provided by local self-governments during 
the implementation of donor projects to be seen.
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