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INTRODUCTION

Data presented in this research paper are collected as part of the United 
Nations initiative ‘Youth 4 Inclusion, Equality & Trust’, which focuses on part-
nering with young people to address divisive narratives and hate speech to 
promote gender equality and enhance social cohesion in Albania, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Serbia, and Kosovo1, financed by the 
UN Secretary-General’s Peacebuilding Fund, and implemented by UNDP, 
UNFPA, UNESCO and UN Women.

The research focuses on youth perceptions2  of gender equality, social 
cohesion and the interconnections between the two. Toxic masculini-
ties, misogyny, and homophobic, harmful discourses, as well as violence 
against women and girls, were examined as the factors undermining the 
prospect of both young women and men contributing meaningfully to 
public life and social cohesion in the region. 

The present paper focuses on the analysis of the data collected from par-
ticipants in Serbia, with a brief presentation of the methodology used, the 
number of participants, and the relevant literature on the topic, followed by 
an overview of the main research findings related to gender equality and 
social cohesion in Serbia.  

1  All references to Kosovo shall be understood in the context of the UN Security Council Resolution 
1244 (1999). 
2  The differences noted between men and women were not considered relevant to the objective of 
the Paper, which was to give an inclusive representation of young people’s perceptions of the issues 
under study.
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Key Findings

ب  The level of achievement of gender equality and social cohesion in Ser-
bian society is low. Traditionalist and conservative narratives about gen-
der roles are one of the main causes.

ب  There are actions taken but these are seen as void of substance. There 
is a lack of actual substantial change that young research participants 
expect to see. 

ب  Youth engaged with the research process predominantly feel women 
should hold more positions of power. According to them, this would 
have a twofold benefit. Women would be able to make decisions about 
important gender equality policies (among others) and also send a 
message that women can serve in these roles as well as men.

ب  Deeply rooted traditional values that are seen as opposing gender 
equality actions are present in all contexts such as religious environ-
ments (33%), media (22%), religion, and family (16%) and youth engaged 
with the research process feel fighting them is a constant battle. 

ب  Economic issues are extremely important for participants and cannot 
be uncoupled from gender equality and social cohesion. They perceive 
unemployment and poverty as very important negative factors hinder-
ing the progress of society. 

ب  Youth sees the education system in Serbia as a place of significant dis-
crimination towards minority groups, in particular when it comes to 
access to equal education for migrant children or migrant youth (20%), 
children and youth with disabilities (24%), and Roma children and youth 
(36 %). 

ب  Gender-based violence has been identified by 59% of survey partici-
pants as the factor that most impacts youth’s well-being in Serbia. Tox-
ic and militarised masculinity has generated an acceptance of a certain 
model of behaviour for men that often carries sexist and inherently vio-
lent gestures and attitudes, which hinders the perception in recognis-
ing gender-based violence.

ب  The dual role of technology was acknowledged by youth, who see social 
media as a great resource to educate youth and organise social action, 
whilst also recognising their potential to propagate harmful content, 
practices and influences.
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Key findings in Serbia

Image 1. Key findings in Serbia
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1. METHODOLOGY

1.1 Research design and research sample

The research in each of the project countries and territory included a 
multi-methods data collection strategy to explore youth attitudes about 
the linkages between youth development, gender equality, and social co-
hesion challenges. The research, structured as a youth-led participatory 
study, involved a team of young researchers from the five-project countries 
and territory in the design and implementation of qualitative and quantita-
tive data collection activities including regional consultations, local consul-
tations, in-depth interviews, and an online survey.

The research sample for the data collected in Serbia is detailed below.
There were 121 respondents engaged in the survey, 34 participants in the 
local consultation , and 3 in the in-depth interviews conducted online with 
persons working or affiliated with public or local institutions. 

Quantitative and qualitative approaches to the research 

 Image 2. Research sample in qualitative and quantitative research
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1.2 Observations on youth engagement

The majority of participants in the local consultation and the interviews 
provided extremely positive feedback about the overall project and were 
tremendously engaged in the research process. Youth enthusiastically wel-
comed the opportunity to share their views, recognising that it is not com-
mon for them to be asked about their opinions on these matters and that 
this kind of project could be a great driver for meaningful change. Overall, 
participants in the local consultation were very active in sharing their opin-
ions and communicated freely about the topics raised. Likewise, interview 
participants were eager to share their perceptions and there did not seem 
to be any obstacles. In addition to showing great interest and engagement, 
these comments point to youth in Serbia possibly not having too many 
chances to share their opinions in a public forum where they would be able 
to contribute to the debate in a meaningful way. This represents an im-
portant finding and a signal that there is a need for these kinds of research 
projects and more youth involvement. 

1.3 Literature Review

Gender equality does not stand alone as an isolated principle in soci-
ety, and it is always connected to other values such as democracy. A large 
cross-loc study, including 179 countries and data covering the period be-
tween 1960 and 2004 showed that societies with a long tradition of de-
mocracy promote gender equality (Beer, 2009). The data specifically show 
that “long-term democracy and women’s participation have a significant 
influence on improving the status of women relative to men” (Beer, 2009, 
p. 226) and this is equally true for more and less developed countries. In ad-
dition to this, some authors view the de-democratisation process, in recent 
years, as having negative effects on equality. This influence is seen through 
rising numbers of far-right parties with explicit anti-gender, anti-feminist, 
anti-migration, and/or homo-/transphobic components (Lombardo et al., 
2021). Furthermore, “gender equality is a central facet in the polarisation 
caused by de-democratisation” (Lombardo et al., 2021, p. 521). 

A recent report on the position of women in Serbia concludes that al-
though women have the same rights, their position is worse (Beker & Jan-
jić, 2023). They are discriminated against, have worse position than man in 
public as well as private spheres, and exposed to violence (Beker & Janjić, 
2023). Furthermore, the report states, they are less paid even though they 
are more educated. Women are more burdened by housework and have 
less decision power than man (Beker & Janjić, 2023). According to the third 
Gender Equality Index, based on the 2018 data, the score for the Republic of 
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Serbia is 58 (out of 100) points and indicates continuous, albeit slow, prog-
ress in improving gender equality” (Babovic, & Petrovic, 2021, p. 10). Never-
theless, even though there is an increase compared to previous years, “if 
progress continues at this pace, it will take 59 years to achieve full gender 
equality” (Babovic, & Petrovic, 2021, p. 10). 

Out of the six domains the report is focusing on, the domain of power 
and the domain of work are marked with continuous progress, the domain 
of money and the domain of knowledge are marked by inconsistent chang-
es, whilst the domain of health is marked as stagnant. The domain of time 
was only measured in 2015 and the domain of violence was only measured 
in 2018; therefore, no trends can be discussed in relation to these two do-
mains (Babovic, & Petrovic, 2021). 

Looking at the region, a recent study focused on gender mainstreaming 
in higher education institutions brings the results of 133 interviews and a 
survey filled out by 4754 participants at the Universities in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Croatia, Montenegro, and Serbia (Spahić Šiljak et al., 2022). The 
study investigated several thematic areas such as access to resources; be-
liefs and perceptions; practices and participation; institutions, laws, politics; 
and power. 

Results showed that participants overall had very little knowledge of gen-
der equality, with women possessing a bit more knowledge than men. The 
study also showed that gender-based violence is present at universities and 
other segments of society however, this is usually kept quiet. Interestingly, 
it was shown that “gender-based violence is a result of internalised sexism 
and acceptance of the gender stereotypes existent in socialisation process-
es and culture” (Spahić Šiljak et al., 2022, p. 21). Furthermore, gender-based 
violence was shown to have many different forms that range from vulgar 
comments with a sexual connotation to complex benevolent sexism. (Spa-
hić Šiljak et al., 2022). 

Another report on youth in Serbia showed that as much as one-fifth of 
participants aged between 14 and 29 years faced some form of discrimina-
tion based on gender, economic status, or age. Of this, 31% of females and 
16% of males faced gender discrimination (Popadić et al., 2019). The same 
report concludes that younger respondents show more pronounced ethnic 
and social distance towards LGBTQIA+, Roma minority and refugees. In ad-
dition to this, 43 % of participants would feel very unsafe to travel to Kosovo, 
21 % to Croatia, and 8 % to Bosnia and Herzegovina (Popadić et al., 2019). 
Along the same line, the report on youth value orientations of the Helsinki 
Committee for Human Rights in Serbia concludes that there is still a signif-
icant level of traditionalist values among youth (Radoman, 2020). 
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2. GENDER EQUALITY AND SOCIAL COHESION 
IN SERBIA

Whilst social cohesion was rarely an object of research in Serbia, gender 
equality is more often measured through various research projects. Prob-
ably the most important and all-encompassing is the above-mentioned 
Gender Equality Index (GEI). In the last report, the GEI of Serbia was rated as 
58 which is significantly smaller than the EU-27 average of 67,4 (Babovic, & 
Petrovic, 2021). 

When it comes to gender equality and social cohesion, as measured with-
in current research, it could be said that participants in the local consulta-
tion in general are dissatisfied with the situation and are calling for changes. 
Quantitative data indicate that when invited to share their perceptions of 
gender equality in their community, as many as 60 % of survey participants 
rated gender equality in their community with a grade three out of five (five 
being the highest extent to which gender equality is achieved in their com-
munity), whilst the additional 17 % rate it with two and 9 % with one. None 
of the respondents rated gender equality with a five.

Qualitative data also indicate that gender inequality is perceived by youth 
in many aspects of their everyday lives. When asked about where in Serbi-
an society they see most gender discrimination, participants in the local 
consultation stated family, school, parliament, and media as the main are-
nas where women are treated unequally. Participants shared that they see 
stereotypical gender roles interiorised from the earliest age in the school 
environment. 

They further elaborate on this by explaining that they see some positive 
changes in the Serbian society however they all see that changes are hap-
pening slowly and often only on the formal level instead of dealing with 
substantial issues. This might be illustrated also in the following quote:

“On paper, you would say there is gender equality, we are a perfect coun-
try when it comes to gender equality but then we get to the substance, we 
see that the form is satisfied and not the substance. We see it from the 
quotas in the parliament, from the jobs women do, etc.”

Participant, local consultation
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2.1 Gender equality as a key aspect of social cohesion

Participants in the local consultation were invited to share their knowl-
edge and understanding of the research key concepts. At the same time, 
they were provided with the working definition the research team used 
during the research process. This was of crucial importance since it allowed 
the participants to reconcile different versions of the concepts and for the 
whole group to take the same starting points. To do this, participants in the 
local consultation were asked to provide associations between the two con-
cepts using an interactive tool, “SLI.DO”. The tool allowed participants to an-
swer the question using their mobile phones and instantly created a word 
cloud that showed the whole group what answers were most prominent. 
In the word cloud, the relative size of the word depicts the frequency of the 
word in the answers – the bigger the word, the more participants used it as 
the association to the concept in question.

The first concept was social cohesion and the original word cloud in Ser-
bian is provided in Image 3. 

When you think of “social cohesion”, what words come to your mind? 3 

Image 3. Word cloud for social cohesion

3  Realization of human rights, elimination of social polarization, inclusion and harmony, trust, po-
verty reduction, multiculturalism, tolerance, equality, cooperation, peace, solidarity, understanding, 
co-existence, reciprocity. 
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The most frequent associations to the concept of social cohesion for the 
group of participants in the local consultation in Serbia were cooperation 
(saradnja in Serbian) and two words that are synonymous with equality 
in English, however, emphasising a slightly different meaning of equality. 
The first one (jednakost in Serbian) points to the equity of different groups, 
whilst the other one (ravnopravnost in Serbian) emphasises the equality of 
rights different groups have. Following these three, participants often men-
tioned inclusion and harmony. In addition, concepts like trust, multicultur-
alism, poverty reduction, understanding, co-existence, reciprocity and hu-
man rights were mentioned. 

When asked in the survey on the extent to which Serbian society has 
achieved social cohesion, more than one-half of young participants (54 %) 
rated it as two out of five and only 2 % rated it as five, meaning “very much”.

To what extent would you say the society you live 
in is marked   by social cohesion?

Figure 1. Youth perceptions of social cohesion

The second key concept participants were asked to freely associate 
with by using the same interactive tool was gender equality. The most fre-
quent association with the concept of gender equality is equity (jednakost in 
Serbian) which is a logical association given it is part of the original concept 
(Image 4). However, this does indicate that participants considered equality, 
in general, to be important for gender equality. After this, the terms strug-
gle and respect were the next most frequent answers. These answers point 
to the awareness participants have about the struggle for gender equality 
and respect for all people which is the foundation of gender equality.

5%

54%

30%

9%

2%

1 (not at all) 2 3 4 5 (very much)

To what extent would you say the society you live in is 
marked by social cohesion?
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When you think of “gender equality”, what words come to your mind? 4 

 
Image 4. Word cloud for gender equality

Apart from these, participants also thought important associations were 
democracy, feminism, patriarchy, and equal opportunities. All of these cre-
ate the mosaic of the gender equality challenges in Serbian society – de-
mocracy should allow for all persons’ rights to be respected, feminism is the 
embodiment of the struggle, patriarchy is what is often seen as standing in 
the way of gender equality in Serbian society, and equal opportunities un-
doubtedly make one of the preconditions for gender equality. In addition 
to these, participants named the right to choose, courage, inclusion, visibil-
ity, female struggle, queer, basic human right, solidarity, female empower-
ment, abuse of the concept/term (of gender equality), understanding, etc. 

A general attitude of the youth towards the issue of gender equality can 
be also deducted from the survey responses to the question: “In your com-
munity, do women and men enjoy the same rights?”, which shows that 
most participants do not have a clear position. Less than 15% of participants 
chose options 1 – “not at all”-, or 5 – “very much”-, and all the rest is distribut-
ed around 3, which can be interpreted as undecided. This could mean they 
see some positive change but not enough which is in line with what inter-
viewees also shared and with previous research (Babovic, & Petrovic, 2021), 
confirming that young people in Serbia are aware of the changes but feel 
there is a lot of work to be done. 

4  Equality, struggle and respect, democracy, feminism, patriarchy, and equal opportunities, the right 
to choose, courage, inclusion, visibility, female struggle, queer, basic human right, solidarity, demo-
cracy, feminism, female empowerment, abuse of the concept (of gender equality), understanding.
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In your community, do women and men enjoy the same rights?

Figure 2.  Youth perceptions of equal rights for women and men

Understanding where exactly youth see gender inequality provides fur-
ther insight into the current situation in Serbian society. As we can see from 
the responses to the question: “In which of the following contexts is most 
common to find gender inequality in your community?”, young people see 
inequality the most in religious environments (33% of participants respond-
ed 5 – “very much”). This is not surprising since the more traditional gender 
roles are often connected to traditional institutions such as religious insti-
tutions. 

This context is followed by online media channels (22% of participants 
responded 5 – “very much”) and offline media channels (20% of participants 
responded 5 – “very much”). What follows is family with 16% of participants 
responding 5 – “very much”. This is in line with some of the comments made 
in interviews and the local consultation, referring to gender inequality as 
being deeply rooted in the elder members of society such as parents or 
grandparents. 

Civil society is rated the highest, meaning that civil society organisations 
are seen as actors that can be effective in bringing forward the change to-
wards gender equality. 

8%

28%
30%

26%

8%

1 (not at all) 2 3 4 5 (very much)

In your community, do women and men enjoy the same 
rights?
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30%

11%

20%

8%

17%

6%

8%

25%

19%

12%

10%

15%

14%

18%

37%

42%

31%

35%

21%

31%

23%

8%

19%

21%

27%

14%

27%

41%

9%

16%

20%

33%

22%

10%

Civil society

School

Family

Offline media channels

Religious environment

Online media channels

Workplace

In which of the following contexts is most common to find 
gender inequality in your community? Please answer by 

indicating your opinion on a level from 1 to 5, where 1 is “not at 
all” and 5 is “very much”

1 (not at all) 2 3 4 5 (very much)

In which of the following contexts is most common to find gender in-
equality in your community? Please answer by indicating your opinion 

on a level from 1 to 5, where 1 is “not at all” and 5 is “very much”

Figure 3: Youth perceptions of the most common contexts of gender inequality

When asked about the importance of gender equality in promoting social 
cohesion, respect for diversity and building constructive narratives, most 
participants agreed gender equality is extremely important for social cohe-
sion and some even see it as a cornerstone of social cohesion.

One important concept that emerged in the local consultation was democracy. 

“Gender equality and social cohesion are primarily important for de-
mocracy because democracy means the majority of citizens and women 
make one-half of citizens, without them, there is simply no democracy”. 

Participant, local consultation 

Quite a few participants agreed on the importance of connecting the 
two key concepts to the notion of democracy, however, some were not on 
the same page about what comes first. They felt democracy is a fundamen-
tal trait in society that needs to be boosted to achieve gender equality and 
social cohesion. This discussion also led to the agreement about the lack of 
political will to seriously tackle the problems of gender inequality in Serbi-
an society. One of the problems with all these concepts, participants stat-
ed, is that they are perceived by the “ordinary people” as something for-
eign, abstract, and imposed from outside. This was emphasised as ironic by 
some participants, considering the feminist tradition and female struggle 
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in the last 70 years. This struggle is perceived as somehow forgotten and 
they feel as “starting again from zero”. The presence in Serbia of robust laws 
regulating gender equality was underlined, but a perceived dissatisfaction 
with the degree of their meaningful implementation emerged. An addi-
tional perceived element of frustration highlighted the tendency of con-
versations around gender equality to turn into conversations about differ-
ences between men and women instead of discussions around inclusivity. 
It was further emphasised that in order to build democracy, foster social 
cohesion, and promote gender equality, society must begin with the family 
and the upbringing of its members. Gender roles are perceived to develop 
and become internalised at a very early stage in life, and this is the point at 
which efforts towards equality need to commence. This aligns with previ-
ous research and theoretical work emphasising the interconnectedness of 
democracy and gender equality (Beer, 2009; Lombardo et al., 2021). 

 2.2 Youth perceptions of intergroup relations

Previous research shows that young people in Serbia sometimes have a 
complicated relationship towards other ethnic groups, especially the ones 
involved in the recent conflicts. A large percentage of Serbian young peo-
ple do not feel very safe travelling to Kosovo or Croatia, whilst the situation 
with Bosnia is different. In addition, there is a pronounced social distance 
towards LGBTQIA+, Roma minority, and refugees (Popadić et al., 2019).

 The following graph represents the attitudes towards other ethnic 
groups. As it is observed, highest number of respondents (90%) state that 
they have friends from other ethnic and religious groups, whereas 59% 
would date, and 57% would marry a person from another group. The data is 
somewhat contradictory and reveals a complex picture of the relationship 
towards other ethnic groups. This could mean that, whilst young people are 
open to other ethnic groups, there is a societal expectation to marry some-
one from one’s own group. Simultaneously, only one-fifth says it is easier to 
live in an ethnically homogeneous community which again demonstrates 
their openness. 

Moreover, only 9% have experienced people in their neighbourhood join-
ing to address and solve problems, whilst 19% live in a community where 
people share their personal experiences and critical opinions with mutual 
trust. This data points to the lack of understanding and the culture of open 
and free discussion on the micro level. However, this can be seen as an op-
portunity for opening the dialogue at the micro level, bringing changes lo-
cally which feed into macro level. 
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9%

19%

24%

38%

48%

52%

57%

59%

72%

90%

In my neighbourhood people gather from
time to time to discuss problems and solve

them together

In my community, people share their
personal experiences and critical opinions

with mutual trust

It is easier to live in ethnically homogenous
communities

My parents talk about the previous wars and
conflicts And I know how much people from

other ethnic groups suffered

People tend to socialise more with members
of their ethnic and religious groups

My parents talk about the previous wars and
conflicts And I know how much people from

my ethnic group suffered

I would marry a person who does not belong
to my ethnic and/or religious group

I would date/I dated someone from a
different ethnic and/or religious group

In my neighbourhood I know people who
are ready to help me when I need it

I have friends from different ethnic and
religious groups

Which of these statements are true for you? 

Based on the observations of the research participants, it appears that 
young people in Serbia tend to be more open-minded compared to the 
broader society and recognise the existing “gaps” in social cohesion that 
could be further improved. Youth participating in the research believe that 
exchange programmes allowing them to learn about others and meet 
more people from other ethnic groups would contribute to progress on 
these issues.

Which of these statements are true for you? 

Figure 4. Youth perceptions of intergroup relations
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2.3 Impact of negative legacies of the past

As revealed by the research participants, the way in which young peo-
ple in Serbia relate to the negative legacies of the past is notably complex. 
Whilst some research shows they are ready to move on, leave the complexi-
ties behind, and turn towards the future (Pavasović Trošt, 2013), others point 
to young people expressing nationalist attitudes (Radoman, 2020) and eas-
ily adopting the one-sided dominant narratives about the conflicts (Jova-
nović & Bermudez, 2020).

The relationships between ethnic groups in the countries and territory 
included in this research project are closely connected to the negative leg-
acies of the past and the way these are weighing on the youth in Serbia. 
Young people are aware of the weight of history on today’s society and see 
themselves as the “new generation” that should build new bridges.

“We are still affected by the conflicts, especially the older generations. It 
seems they are a bit trapped in that hate but luckily this is changing with 
younger generations.” 

Participant, In-depth Interview

Other consulted youths resonate with this perspective and demonstrat-
ed awareness of the influence of the family beliefs and education in creating 
trust in their community. They also indicated that disinformation and family 
beliefs and convictions are influencing many young people who tend to 
accept such perspectives without critical lenses. For instance, whilst they 
would feel comfortable travelling to neighbouring countries and territory, 
some of their young friends would not. 

Overall, young people believe that the members of the “new genera-
tions” can help overcome the negative legacies of the past. However, youth 
also recognise the need for education and changes in attitudes, particularly 
among older members of society.
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20%

25%

37%

53%

53%

63%

65%

Populism

Ethnic divisions and tensions

Disinformation

Traditional gender norms

Structural and systemic inequalities

Negative legacies of the past

The representation of rigid gender roles and
stereotypes in media and social media

In your opinion, which of the following factors hinder achieving gender 
equality in your community? Please, select the three most significant

3. OBSTACLES TO GENDER EQUALITY AND 
SOCIAL COHESION FROM A YOUTH PERSPECTIVE 

There are many challenges to gender equality and social cohesion in Ser-
bian society. Most of them are elaborated in different parts of this report 
supported with the viewpoints of the young people who participated in the 
different stages of the research.  One of the primary observations made by 
young respondents in Serbia is their perception that all affirmative action 
measures are seen as superficial, lacking the intention to improve the po-
sition of women. In addition, this kind of attitude, as mentioned before, is 
connected to, and builds on conservative politics and legacies of the past, 
including militarised and toxic masculinities. Some specific obstacles are 
outlined below.

Quantitative data collected indicate that the representation of rigid gen-
der roles and stereotypes in media and social media is seen as the most 
important factor hindering gender equality (65%) and it is closely followed 
by negative legacies of the past (63%), traditional gender norms (53%) and 
structural and systemic inequalities (53%). These are followed by disinfor-
mation (37%), ethnic divisions and tensions (25%), and finally populism as 
the least important factor (20%).

In your opinion, which of the following factors hinder achieving 
gender equality in your community? Please, select the three 

most significant

Figure 5. Youth perceptions of factors that hinder gender equality
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It is also important to look at the factors impacting youth well-being in Ser-
bia since these reveal an important part of the picture when it comes to 
gender equality and social cohesion. Domestic/family violence (59% of par-
ticipants chose response 5 – “very much”) and other forms of violence (58% 
of participants chose response 5 – “very much”) are extremely high in young 
respondents’ perceptions of negative factors impacting youth well-being 
in Serbia. It is noteworthy that consulted youth mark lack of employment 
opportunities (56% of participants chose response 5 – “very much”) and 
poverty (55% of participants chose response 5 – “very much”) as one of the 
most important factors negatively impacting youth wellbeing in Serbia 
which shows the constant presence of economic issues as a high concern 
for young people. 

To want extent do the following factors negatively 
impact youth well-being in your community?

Figure 6. Youth perceptions on factors that negatively impact youth well-being5 

5  2% of participants reported selecting 1- ‘not at all’- in relation to the influence of lack of employ-
ment opportunities, discrimination, ethnic tensions and divisions, lack of healthcare services, and 
lack of educational opportunities on the well-being of youth within their community.
2% of participants reported selecting 2 in relation to the influence of lack of employment opportuni-
ties on the well-being of youth within their community.
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26%

28%
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47%
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56%

56%

58%

61%

81%

Religious exclusivism

Populism

Political exclusivism

Political tensions and instability

Nepotism

Gender Inequality

Disinformation

Propaganda

Discrimination

Hate speech

Ethnic division and tensions

Corruption

Which of the following factors hinder building stronger and 
fairer societies?Please, select the four most significant

Ethnic tensions and divisions (47% of participants chose response 5 – “very 
much”) and discrimination (54% of participants chose response 5 – “very 
much”) are rated as high factors as well, which signals a lack of social cohe-
sion. 

When asked in general about the factors that hinder building a stronger 
and fairer society, most of the respondents indicated corruption (81%). This 
is followed by ethnic divisions and tensions (61%), hate speech (58%), propa-
ganda and discrimination (56% each), disinformation (53%) and, most rele-
vant to the research topic gender inequality (49%). 

Which of the following factors hinder building stronger and 
fairer societies? Please, select the four most significant

Figure 7. Youth perceptions of factors hindering the building of stronger and fairer societies
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3.1 Rigid gender roles and stereotyped gender expectations

Participants overwhelmingly (88%) see Serbian society as one where cul-
tural and traditional norms set different expectations for men and women. 
Drastic differences are further seen in specific expectations for men and 
women. 

In your opinion, do cultural and traditional norms set different 
expectations for men and women in your community?

Figure 8. Youth perceptions of different expectations for men and women

According to the observations and responses of the respondents, Serbian 
society is perceived as expecting women, and not men, to 1) get married at 
a young age, 2) not have sexual intercourse before marriage, 3) spend more 
time taking care of the household, 4) spend time and effort taking care of 
the family, 5) have children at a young age, and 6) provide emotional sup-
port to family members. Simultaneously, respondents believe that Serbian 
society is perceived as expecting men, and not women to 1) provide security 
and financial support for the family, 2) be the head of the household, 3) earn 
more than their partner, and 4) hide emotions in public. The data paints a 
picture of societal norms, values and unequal expectations young people 
feel are put on them as they are growing up and taking on more and more 
responsibilities.

88%

8%
4%

In your opinion, do cultural and traditional norms set different 
expectations for men and women in your community?

Yes No Don't know
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Provide security and financial support for the
family

Be the head of the household

Earn more than the partner
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Get married at a young age
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Have children at a young age

Spend time, effort and labour taking care of
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Provide emotional support to family
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Spend more time taking care of the
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In your community, who is expected to...

NONE BOTH MEN WOMEN

In your community, who is expected to...

Figure 9. Youth perceptions of stereotyped gender expectations

 
The qualitative data collected indicates strong awareness among youth of 
the presence of rigid gender roles and stereotyped gender expectations in 
Serbia.  Gender expectations are seen as starting during pregnancy with 
the parents’ projection of future gender roles based on sex, which affects 
all aspects of children throughout their growth. Measures of positive dis-
crimination (e.g., quotas for female Parliament members) generate mixed 
feelings, with some participants being critical of their power to bring real 
equality, and the majority determining their importance to open the door 
for changing the narrative and reaching gender equality. These measures 
are seen as needed not only at the country level, where they usually exist, 
but also in local-level institutions. Another important issue raised by youth 
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regards the fact that real estate in Serbia accounts for only 25 % of female 
owners (Women Own Only a Quarter of Real Estate in Serbia, 2021). Many par-
ticipants shared that their mothers gave up the inheritance of their parents in 
favour of their brothers: “When I asked my mother why you did it, she didn’t 
know how to explain. This is just the way things work”. The improvements that 
occurred in the last 70 years (women getting an education, working, having a 
bank account, etc.) were acknowledged; however, unpaid care and household 
work is still perceived as a prominent issue affecting gender equality. 

Overall, youth consulted perceive a lack of systemic support for initia-
tives that would foster overcoming rigid gender roles and stereotyped gen-
der expectations whilst making women feel safe and heard. 

3.2 Gender-based violence 

Participants agree that gender-based violence in Serbian society is a 
prominent issue and they are aware of the worrying number of femicide 
cases in Serbia – at least 19 in the first seven months of 2023. They shared 
their shock, worry, and a call for action:

“There is way too much gender-based violence and there is action to combat 
it, but it reads as fake and not really achieving anything. We need more action.”

Participant, local consultation

Youth participating in the research, however, noticed that publicly call-
ing the gender-motivated killing of a woman a femicide is a small but im-
portant first step on a long and difficult road to protecting women from 
this kind of violence.

Toxic and militarised masculinities, referring to the cultural and be-
havioural pattern in which the representation of appropriate behaviour for 
the male gender is associated with “military” models of behaviour, celebrate 
strong, powerful and overpowering men - which according to youth leads 
to most people not recognising sexual violence. Participants spontaneously 
made a connection between the negative legacies of the past, toxic mascu-
linities, and gender inequalities in today’s society.

 “During and especially after the conflict, there is a militant culture be-
ing created where that kind of masculinity is seen as a desired quality. The 
man is the one who presents as the defender of the nation and the de-
fender of all that is good”. 

Participant, local consultation
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 LGBTQIA+

Religious

Social status/social background
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Have you personally experienced or witnessed any instances of 
discrimination or intolerance based on the following grounds?

Personally experienced Witnessed Both No  Not sure

A wide societal acceptance of this kind of attitude is perceived by consult-
ed youth in Serbia. In particular, youth highlighted that sexist and inher-
ently violent gestures and attitudes (like touching a woman without her 
consent), are often not recognised as such. In addition to being normalised, 
gender-based violence and violence against women is perceived as be-
ing often romanticised by media discourses and in society in general (e.g., 
headlines speaking about “love troubles” or “tragic romantic end” instead 
of, what young people feel they should say – murder). All of this is seen as 
connected to the role of women in a society which in turn is partly depen-
dent on the model of militarised and toxic masculinity that was predomi-
nant during the conflicts. 

 3.3 Discrimination and Hate Speech

Youth engaged in the research are aware of the occurrence of instances 
of discrimination in Serbia but often avoid talking about personal experi-
ences. This is why the survey question regarding participants’ experiencing 
or witnessing different forms of discrimination and intolerance is revealing.

Have you personally experienced or witnessed any instances of 
discrimination or intolerance based on the following grounds?

Figure 10. Experiences of discrimination 6

6  2% of participants indicated ‘personally experienced’ in relation to the category of disability.
2% of participants indicated ‘not sure’ in relation to the category of racial or ethnic. 

Figure 19. Have you personally experienced or witnessed any instances of discrimi-

2%

2%
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When it comes to personal experiences, it is evident that many participants per-
sonally experienced gender-based discrimination or intolerance (33%), as well as 
discrimination or intolerance based on social status (14%), religion (14%), language 
(12%), and racial or ethnic membership (10%). 

The number of participants who witnessed these forms of discrimination or in-
tolerance shows a steep increase, as more than one-half of participants witnessed 
racial or ethnic discrimination or intolerance (58%), almost one-half witnessed dis-
crimination or intolerance based on social status (45%), and a considerable per-
centage of youth witnessed discrimination or intolerance based on sexuality 
or religion (37%). 

These numbers are very high and telling of the types of experiences youth 
have. The number of young people who personally experienced discrimination 
among the ones consulted is not very high; however, the amount of youth in 
Serbia who witnessed these forms of discrimination is concerning. This might 
also indicate that potentially discriminatory situations have in some cases not 
been identified as such because young people may not always be fully aware 
of all the personal characteristics that could serve as grounds for discrimina-
tion. 

3.4 Proliferation of polarising identity speeches

Interviewees see the challenges to gender equality in many factors in 
society; however, they perceive traditional values, religion, and nationalism 
to be combined in one big attitude orientation that prevents full gender 
equality. These types of attitudes are often ascribed by youth to the older 
generation, but also to people subscribing to the right-wing ideology. They 
see them as connected and interrelated in a way that one is feeding the 
other. The subsequent quotes underscore this viewpoint:

“I think it is a circle of toxic masculinities, nationalism, anti-gender nar-
ratives, a vicious circle of that narrative.”

“Religion is another thing that influences gender inequality. The church 
is powerful, and they promote inequality.”

Participants, local consultation

Interviewees perceive society as changing but are simultaneously aware 
of the challenges ahead and the strength of the traditional, patriarchal un-
derstanding of the female role that is difficult to change. This is apparent 
from the following quote of a participant highlighting “this idea in the Bal-
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kans that a woman should be at home, that men feel endangered when 
it is not so. Like conservative, traditional gender roles.”  These views are 
perceived as being often promoted by religious values which, according to 
consulted youth, powerfully influence gender equality in Serbian society. 

Nationalism and anti-gender ideology are seen as “coming from the same 
place”. According to the respondents, the connections between conserva-
tive politics, traditional attitudes, traditional gender roles, and anti-gender 
ideology are clear and self-explanatory. They see them as one large complex 
of attitudes that is, fairly popular and dominant in the political discourse. As 
an interviewee highlighted:

“When politicians speak about abortion, organising protests, saying 
women should have 4 children, etc. you see the connection between na-
tionalism and gender inequality. It is all coming from the same place.” 

Participant, In-depth Interview

Most also add nationalism and the negative image of the other ethnic 
groups as fitting this large attitude complex. It is interesting how anoth-
er interviewee makes this connection between nationalist narratives and 
women in politics. He states that the situation with nationalist narratives in 
Serbia is getting worse and identifies the ones he deems responsible:

“People in high power positions are constantly creating negative narra-
tives about neighbouring countries and territory and they are making this a 
new normal in a way. (…) Nationalism is connected to gender, yes. It is most 
often men who promote nationalist narratives.” 

Participant, In-depth Interview

This quote may be understood as anticipating that engaging more wom-
en in politics is the way to change the narratives and, in the long run, build 
just and peaceful societies. Since young people see the connections be-
tween these attitudes, gender equality needs to come together with other 
societal changes. It needs to be supported and followed by social cohesion 
but also with a turn away from nationalist narratives and discriminatory pol-
itics. 
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4. YOUTH PERCEPTIONS OF PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS
Youth consulted in the study are aware of the presence of women in public 

institutions and political bodies but, following what was previously mentioned, 
they express doubt this corresponds with women being heard and participat-
ing in a meaningful way. 

Even though quotas and other affirmative action measures are implement-
ed, the actual power given to these women and their treatment in the media 
is perceived as an obstacle to equal treatment. 

“In the first parliament session, there are always news headlines about 
which women MP wore what and you never hear that about a man. This is 
so very present in the political discourse and also in the way male political 
representatives talk about women.” 

Participant, local consultation

When it comes to equal access to education and equal treatment within 
the education system, youth see almost no gender discrimination as op-
posed to more discrimination towards various minority groups. Only 20% of 
participants think education is equally available to migrant children or mi-
grant youth, 24% think education is equally available to children and youth 
with disabilities, and 36% think education is equally available to Roma chil-
dren and youth. More than half of participants think education is equally 
available to LGBTQIA+ children and youth (58%). 

Education is equally available to...

Figure 11. Youth perceptions of equal availability of education

20%

24%

36%

58%

98%

Migrant children/youth

Children/youth with disabilities

Roma children/youth

LGBTQIA+ children/youth

Male and female children/youth

Education is equally available to...
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16%

25%

33%
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Women and men have equal employment
opportunities and benefits

Young women constitute the largest proportion
of the unemployed population in my community

Corruption affects women and marginalised
communities more

Women work in less paid occupations (such as
education, health care, social care, etc.)

It is easier for those from wealthy families to get
jobs

It is easier for those from politically connected
families to get jobs

Corruption is a pervasive problem and can be
found in various sectors

Which one(s) of these statements are true for you? You can select 
more than one option

The situation with treatment within the educational institutions is seen 
as similar, however, a smaller number of young people believe children/
youth with disabilities, migrant youth/children, and Roma youth/children 
are equally treated. Only 18% believe children/youth with disabilities, and 
migrants are treated equally, whilst the situation improves for LGBTQIA+ 
youth and children (34% think they are treated equally). As much as 95% 
believe male and female youth and children are treated equally by educa-
tional institutions. 

Educational institutions treat equally...

Figure 12. Youth perceptions of equal treatment in education

Which one(s) of these statements are true for you?                          
You can select more than one option

Figure 13. Youth perceptions of the level of corruption and gender inequality in the workplace
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There are various societal problems interrelated with the advancement 
of gender equality and social cohesion. In a shocking contrast to the major-
ity of participants seeing the access to education and treatment by educa-
tional institutions as equal, only 16% of participants see women and men as 
having equal employment opportunities and benefits (Figure 13). Another 
concerning finding is youth perception of corruption and the effects of po-
litical connections when it comes to securing employment. There is almost 
a complete consensus about these issues which points to their prevalence 
within society. Whilst these do not directly refer to gender equality, they are 
connected to what young people pointed out in the local consultation – 
democracy and consequently social cohesion. Democratic procedures and 
the rule of law were seen by many young people in the local consultation as 
necessary prerequisites for the improvement of gender equality and social 
cohesion. The consensus about these problems signals that the research 
respondents see a lack of foundations for building social cohesion and gen-
der equality in Serbian society. This connection is clear from as many as 
one-third of youth perceiving women to be more affected by corruption.

Addressing systemic discrimination in the labor market, the majority of 
young respondents (74%) perceive that women are employed in lower-pay-
ing professions. Taken together, the public institutions such as the educa-
tional system and public offices in Serbia are perceived by youth to be dis-
criminatory towards women and to an even larger extent towards various 
minority groups such as Roma, migrants and LGBTQIA+.

5. USE OF TECHNOLOGY FOR GENDER 
EQUALITY AND SOCIAL COHESION: 
RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES 

Many young people use news applications to get more concrete news con-
tent nevertheless, the majority of youth in Serbia use Instagram and TikTok 
every day (Stojanović & Ivković, 2022). This means that most of the information 
they consume comes from these sources. Given this, it is crucial to understand 
the effects these media can have on gender equality and social cohesion.

The youth consulted provided a balanced view by pointing out the good 
and bad sides of the use of technology. The risks identified include the an-
onymity of social media perceived as often allowing for the “worst kind of 
comments” to emerge online from people who would not stand by them in 
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person, and the negative impact of anti-gender influencers on equality and 
social cohesion. On the other hand, opportunities acknowledged include 
social media as a powerful tool for quickly spreading a message or a cam-
paign to a great number of people and a great resource to promote gen-
der equality initiatives and programmes as well as educate young people. 
Additionally, social media are seen by the youth consulted as a great tool 
to organise social action, and an especially important one to foster young 
people’s participation in the political life of the community. 

 Quantitative data collected reveal that participants from Serbia per-
ceive a high level of gender inequality in social media. As many as 22 % say 
the extent of gender inequality in social media is “very much”. When com-
pared to other contexts, they assess social media as the context with the 
most gender inequality, right after religious environments (33% say there is 
very much gender inequality in these). 

In which of the following contexts is most common to find gender in-
equality in your community? Please answer by indicating your opinion 

on a level from 1 to 5, where 1 is “not at all” and 5 is “very much”

Figure 14. Youth perceptions of the most common contexts of gender inequality

The quantitative data indicate that media and social media are often 
perceived by youth as negatively impacting gender equality, as indicated 
by 20% of participants who chose the representation of rigid gender roles 
and stereotypes in media and social media as a factor that hinders achiev-
ing gender equality in Serbia.
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS OF YOUTH

  
Youth consulted in the study shared their ideas of what actions could 

be taken to combat gender inequality and foster social cohesion in Serbia. 
Recommendations include:

ب  Enhance the protection mechanisms for the survivors of gen-
der-based violence and violence against women, and implement 
preventive measures to avoid the occurrence of violence.  

ب  Create spaces for youth engagement, where youth can harness 
their potential to be leaders of change. 

ب  Prioritise the inclusion of women in decision-making positions.

ب  Support projects for smaller and rural communities on the promo-
tion of gender equality and social cohesion. Whilst in Belgrade equal 
rights are perceived to be enjoyed to a certain extent, the situation is 
seen as dramatically worsening outside of the capital.  

ب  Enhance education on gender equality:

o Strengthen formal and informal early education programmes on 
gender equality;

o Introduce programmes regarding gender equality in schools’ cur-
ricula at all levels of education institutions.

ب  Evaluate positively volunteer and activist experience in universi-
ty admission processes, to motivate young people to get involved in 
activist work and enhance awareness of gender equality and social 
cohesion issues in Serbia. 
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CONCLUSION

This mixed methods research project yielded multiple insights that could 
be used to improve the general state of gender equality and social cohesion 
in Serbia. Across three different forms of data collection (interviews, local 
consultation, and the survey) participants expressed some common atti-
tudes. 

Young people participating in the research see social cohesion as a crucial 
prerequisite for gender equality. However, they understand social cohesion 
as part of the wider complex of values that includes democracy, human 
rights, inclusion, poverty reduction, understanding, etc.

In the Serbian context, gender inequality is perceived as part of a traditional, 
patriarchal set of values that are often unspoken and solidified in societal 
practices across the board. On this aspect, young people see the represen-
tation of rigid gender roles and stereotypes in media and social media as 
the most important factor hindering gender equality; this is closely followed 
by negative legacies of the past, traditional gender norms, and structural 
and systemic inequalities. Youth are also very concerned by the rising num-
bers of cases of gender-based violence which they also see as a result of 
traditional value systems. Youth sees nationalism, toxic masculinity, milita-
rised masculinity, anti-gender narratives, and right-wing politics as closely 
connected and as “coming from the same place”, and, despite not seeing 
themselves as significantly affected by the negative legacies of the past, 
they perceive that older members of Serbian society are still burdened by it.
Efforts to reach social cohesion and gender equality (by public or non-pub-
lic actors) are seen as working against the previously mentioned traditional 
set of values and are perceived as insufficient, inefficient, and sometimes as 
something done “just for show” – “insincere activities” that are all about the 
form and not about the substantial change. In this regard, young people 
feel like they are not invited to engage enough and are often excluded from 
discussions about these issues and other matters that concern them. 

They also seem extremely conscious of the fact that achieving gender 
equality is an uphill battle but demonstrated the willingness to actively par-
ticipate in fighting for a better future, for which one of the key drivers of 
change they identified would be fostering formal, informal, and non-formal 
education in promoting values and beliefs, as well as fighting stereotypical 
gender roles.
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