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Update on the context and situation of children 

Despite positive trends in economic  growth and poverty reduction, Serbia’s recent economic progress 

is neither  fast nor strong enough yet to catch up with Europe’s living standards. As elsewhere in  the 

world, in 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic has brought Serbia back into  recession and has significantly 

impacted health, financial security and the  social landscape. UNICEF in Serbia has reacted quickly to 

mitigate the  immediate effects of the pandemic on children, while maintaining advocacy for  child 

well-being within an overall vision for longer-term resilience of the  social sectors. 

   

There were three peaks to the epidemic in Serbia, in April, July and  November 2020. While the 

outbreaks were contained to relatively manageable  levels by the Government of Serbia implementing 

restrictions, there are  important ongoing implications of COVID-19 for the Serbian economy and  

Serbian society, although both have so far shown short-term resilience in  being able to rebound. 

   

The  COVID-19 crisis brought strong year-on-year contraction of gross domestic  product (GDP), at its 

highest at a rate of 6.4% in the second quarter of  2020, and a month-over-month decline of GDP as 

high as 9.2% during the second  quarter of 2020 compared with the first quarter. A total of 94,100 jobs 

were  lost in Serbia by September 2020 (SORS, 2020). The Government and the  National Bank of 

Serbia reacted quickly and provided fiscal and monetary  support for easing negative effects of the first 

wave of COVID-19. Still, the  stimulus measures (except for in some instances, the one-off 

distribution of €100  per person) did not reach all the poor and vulnerable populations, including  

informal workers, small farmers, families with children, single parents,  children, older adults, and 

residents of substandard settlements  (particularly the Roma population). Expanding social assistance 

programmes  and safety nets to ensure adequate coverage for some of these groups was  therefore seen 

by UNICEF as a much-needed measure that failed to materialize  to its fullest. 

   

According to a longitudinal  survey carried out by UNICEF on the socioeconomic impact of COVID-

19 that has  monitored access of children to services during the pandemic, in July  children had 

somewhat easier access to healthcare services than during the  state of emergency in April. A larger 

portion of children needed healthcare  (24 per cent in the first wave, 36 per cent in the second) and a 

bigger share  of them could access these services (an increase from 67 to 86 per cent). The  service that 

was most often lacking was specialist care, while the main reason  for the unavailability of healthcare 

services was that healthcare centres did  not provide those services. 

   

On the other hand, the  lifting of the state of emergency seems not to have had extensive positive  

effects on access to social services. Namely, 23% of children needed social  protection during the state 

of emergency (April), and one in five managed to  get it. Almost four fifths of children who were 

unable to get the needed  social protection during the state of emergency also could not get it after  it 

was lifted (July). One per cent of children needed new social protection  services during the epidemic. 
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While  the above nationally representative survey reveals most children had access  to distance 

learning through the education system, with UNICEF support, the Ministry  of Education, Science, and 

Technological Development (MoESTD) monitored the  inclusion of vulnerable children in distance 

learning in the 2019/20  school-year. The monitoring report unveiled equity gaps, as children from  

vulnerable groups (children with disabilities, Roma children and low-socioeconomic-status  children) 

have participated in distance learning less than other children. 

   

Other  data collected prior to the COVID-19 epidemic, including through the 2019  Multiple Indicator 

Cluster Survey (MICS), show that the situation for  children in Serbia had improved across many 

indicators such as attendance of  preschool education, exclusive breastfeeding of children below 6 

months of  age, etc. Stagnation in areas such as child marriage and violent disciplining  remains a 

concern, with almost half of all children experiencing violent  disciplining at home. Inclusive action 

targeting the most socially excluded  children over the last five years has yielded results; for example, 

infant  mortality and immunization of Roma children have seen significant  improvement. However, in 

many cases their situation is still far from the  national average, and therefore the continuation and 

systemic implementation  of inclusive measures that ensure every child thrives remain critical. No 

major progress towards the implementation of CRC recommendations was recorded in 2020, and SDG 

targets remain to be nationalized, and some areas of stagnation addressed (child marriage,violent 

disciplining).  

   

Since  the beginning of the migrant and refugee influx, UNICEF Serbia continuously  responded to the 

unique needs of children and women seeking asylum in Europe,  on the move, stranded or pushed 

back. Serbia remains a country of transit,  registering over 22,000 new arrivals between January and 

October 2020.  Although the absolute number of new arrivals has not grown significantly, the  number 

of people accommodated in the government-run facilities has  significantly increased – with a record 

high of 9,100 persons in April,  almost three times more than in the same period last year. Currently 

there  are 6,500 people in government-run facilities, 30 per cent more than in the  same period last 

year. One in every 10 persons is a child, and of these over  40 per cent are unaccompanied and 

separated children (UASC). 

   

In  summary, the COVID-19 epidemic, a new time-bound, short-term Government  established in 

October and shrinking fiscal space leave a challenging legacy  for a child-focused agenda in 2021 and 

the start of the new UNICEF Country Programme  in Serbia. However, the EU accession process 

continues to drive the  Government’s agenda, and therefore the EU Child Rights Strategy and Child  

Guarantee – two major policies that will influence children’s rights in the  EU in the coming years – 

remain to be capitalized on. The renewed focus on  the ‘social dimension’ of the EU Western Balkans 

strategy also provides a  unique window of opportunity to advance children’s rights by leveraging the  

EU accession process in conjunction with the Decade of Action towards the  Agenda 2030. 

 

Major contributions and drivers of results 

In the last year of the 2016 – 2020 programme cycle, UNICEF and national partners had to shift to 

new priorities and working modalities overnight, adapting to the COVID-19 response, and UNICEF 

advocating for the inclusion of the most vulnerable children and families, while continuing to deliver 
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on core programme targets. 

  

USING THE POWER OF EVIDENCE TO DRIVE CHANGE FOR CHILDREN 

  

UNICEF continued to leverage the power of evidence and knowledge to drive change for all children, 

and this became particularly important in the context of the pandemic. UNICEF supported this effort 

with 12 studies and evaluations in 2020, to continue to enable key government institutions and non-

governmental actors to design more informed,child-focused and gender sensitive policy and 

programmes and enhance monitoring of key indicators. 

  

The MICS-6, published in 2020, produced a wealth of data that will support the monitoring of progress 

in reaching the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) currently producing data for 15 child-focused 

SDG indicators, monitoring of implementation of the Roma Inclusion Strategy and Action Plan, and 

other social inclusion related policies in areas of health, education and social protection, as well as 

monitoring and reporting on the progress achieved on the EU accession path (the Action Plan for 

Chapter 23), and future monitoring of the post-COVID-19 recovery efforts. 

   

In response to the pandemic,  UNICEF undertook a rapid assessment of the socioeconomic effects of 

COVID-19  on families with children across the country, focusing on the availability,  accessibility and 

regularity of services for children. Through a longitudinal  study, an initial 1,800 households with 

children were interviewed and  continue to be monitored over time. Findings exposed the fragility of 

household  income during the crisis, as well as disruptions in accessing services,  particularly in the 

field of health and social protection. UNICEF also  advanced in exploring climate change and 

environmental protection strategies  through a comprehensive Climate Landscape Analysis for 

Children, indicating  potentially impactful bankable solutions to be further explored. UNICEF  

continued supporting the regular measurement of indicators to monitor the  implementation of CRC 

recommendations, with a database of indicators and  regular reports produced on a six-monthly basis. 

These indicators were meant  to be adopted by the Government Council for Monitoring 

Implementation of  Recommendations of UN Human Rights Mechanisms, and opportunities will be  

sought to engage with the new Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and  Social Dialogue on this. 

   

In cooperation with European  Training Foundation and partners, UNICEF supported several research  

initiatives on skills and employability, preventing a ‘lockdown generation’,  Serbia skills mismatch 

measurement, and more. 

   

To promote family-friendly policies,  UNICEF conducted a workplace survey among 64 employers, 

combined with a U-Report  poll of 1,279 children and young people who shared their opinions on how  

their parents’ workplace affects them. Both surveys were presented at a parental  conference with 

business sector partners showing great interest in children’s  views on their parents’ employers, and led 

to guidance for employers on flexible  work arrangements, childcare support and other good workplace 

practices in  the context of COVID-19. 

   

PROGRAMMING AT-SCALE  RESULTS FOR CHILDREN 

   

UNICEF’s  strategy in Serbia continues to be strengthening key state institutions to  deliver and scale 

up quality social services to children and strengthening  institutions to fulfil the rights of every child 

and address persisting inequalities.   

   

Preschool  education has gained renewed political priority with the Government in recent  years, and 

UNICEF supported the accelerated progress to improve access to and  quality of preschool education 

in partnership with MoESTD and the World Bank as  part of broader reform efforts following the 
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adoption of the new preschool  curriculum framework. 

   

Furthermore,  UNICEF supported MoESTD to develop a preschool education response plan in the  

context of COVID-19 through which the youngest children benefited from  enhanced capacities among 

staff and support to parents in organizing learning  through play at home. Around 127,250 families and 

142,022 children (79 per  cent of children enrolled in preschool education) benefited from this support  

during the lockdown. 

   

Despite  significant progress achieved in inclusive education (IE) over the last  decade, challenges and 

obstacles for its full implementation remain and  previous progress saw some setbacks due to the 

pandemic, with children from  the most vulnerable families struggling to continue learning. To address 

some  of the challenges, UNICEF supported education professionals to develop their  capacities for 

inclusive pedagogical approaches in digital settings, and a national  report on IE was disseminated to 

strengthen and monitor the full implementation  of IE. 

   

The  targets for quality of education have not been achieved and following the  stagnating results from 

the PISA 2018 study, UNICEF continued to advocate for  utilization of the UNICEF–OECD study on 

evaluation and assessment in the  education system. Its findings were used to inform the development 

of the new  education strategy (2020–2027) and will be used in further technical  assistance to 

modernize the education system at large. MoESTD initiated some  changes in the teaching and 

learning framework, shifting towards achievement  of learning outcomes and investments in 

digitalization. Combined with  large-scale teacher training, digital literacy and pedagogy will be one of 

its  prominent features.  

   

While  COVID-19 exposed some weaknesses and limited digital maturity of the education  system, not 

only in Serbia but globally, it also accelerated innovations and  digitalization in education. UNICEF 

supported MoESTD to ensure TV lessons  could be recorded and disseminated, and towards 

strengthening competences of  teachers, psychologists and pedagogues through trainings and virtual 

online  professional community platforms. Digital mentoring support for schools was  established in 

the Institute for Improvement of Education, reaching 244  schools (14 per cent). UNICEF supported 

the establishment of an open-source  national e-learning platform for educators, enabling continued 

professional  development of 52,540 teachers during the lockdown, and supported MoESTD to 

responded  quickly and effectively to the negative impact on children’s learning during  the lockdown. 

While around 99 per cent of students (primary and secondary)  were able to access some sort of 

distance learning (TV lessons, online  platforms and alternative modalities/printed materials), 

disparities were visible  as children with disabilities relied much more on alternative modalities (28  

per cent) than others (2 per cent), with only around half able to access  online learning. 

   

In collaboration with the Ministry  of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs (MoLEVSA) a 

major milestone  was achieved in 2020 with the adoption of the national Violence against  Children 

(VAC) Strategy, recognizing various forms of violence incl. GBV. This is important in light of a 

UNICEF study on  knowledge, attitudes and practices among parents and professionals conducted  in 

2020, showing that 45 per cent of all children continue to suffer from  violent disciplining at home. 

   

While MICS results show a  stagnation in the harmful practice of child marriage among girls in Roma  

settlements, accelerated and targeted efforts are still required given the  continued high prevalence in 

Roma settlements (56 per cent of women aged 20–24  married before age 18). A more coordinated 

approach through the National  Coalition to End Child Marriage brought increased attention to the 

issue, resulting  in integration of child-marriage indicators into the social welfare  data-management 

system. 
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De-institutionalization remains a  critical equity issue, as more than 70 per cent of all children living 

in  state institutions are children with disabilities. While strengthening family  structures to prevent 

further family separation and encourage reintegration, UNICEF  continued providing technical support 

to identify gaps, potentials and  recommendations for upgrading the existing child and family services 

and  further transformation of residential institutions, in light of the special  circumstances during the 

pandemic. Support was also provided so that all  children and their foster families are continuously 

supervised and receive individualized  assistance during this time. 

   

The social workforce continues to  face constraints with funding and high workload, and as part of an 

effort to  monitor this annually, a data-management system on case-managers was  established to 

inform critically needed investments in human resources in the  social services. 

   

While the national judicial system  has made positive steps in recent years, various regulations have 

been  pending for a significant time, hampering increased protection of and access  to adequate support 

for children and young people in contact with the law. UNICEF  continued its efforts to accelerate 

social and justice sector reforms, and to improve implementation of diversion and  alternative 

sanctions at the local level with the establishment of youth  offending teams in 7 additional towns, 

reaching a cumulative total of 20  towns. In collaboration with the Juvenile Justice Council, UNICEF 

contributed  to the adoption of the national Strategy for Victim’s Rights and defined  specific 

recommendations for system improvements in relation to children  deprived of liberty in the context of 

COVID-19, and a comprehensive  capacity-building programme was developed to address 

shortcomings in the  application of child-friendly justice principles in civil proceedings. 

   

The Western Balkans remains a  major transit route for refugees and migrants fleeing conflict and 

poverty. A  total of 22,000 arrivals (1 in 10 being children) were registered, and UNICEF  continued to 

play a lead role coordinating and assisting in the protection of  refugee and migrant children, while 

also supporting direct service provision  in strategic locations and thematic areas (child protection and 

gender-based  violence). Particular focus was on improving safeguarding and prevention  mechanisms 

for sexual exploitation and abuse within the national migration  management system and strengthening 

the capacities of the national child  protection system by developing and accrediting a course for 

protection of  children affected by migration in partnership with Belgrade University for  stronger 

sustainability of capacity-building efforts. 

   

With an estimated 48 per cent of  young men and 14 per cent of women aged 15-25 being employed as 

of 2019 MICS  data (pre-COVID pandemic), giving young people hope for the future, spaces  for 

engagement and for making their voices heard, as well as specific skills-development  opportunities 

remained a major focus in 2020. As part of this, UNICEF  established its first-ever Youth Advisory 

Board including young persons from  marginalized groups as well as children with disabilities to 

advise UNICEF in  its engagement with young people and share their experiences with policy  makers. 

Youth Board members were actively involved in a range of activities  throughout the year, including 

the launch of the national volunteering  platform jointly with the Ministry of Youth and Sports 

(MoYS), through which 1,020  young people were involved and provided critical peer-support to 3,492 

peers  to navigate the challenges related to the pandemic, including loss of  schooling, disruption in 

peer relations, mental health issues and lack of  access to health services. 

   

 The U-Report platform launched in  late 2019 grew by 81 per cent in 2020, and as part of the 

collaboration with MoYS,  the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities and others, young 

people  from 15 municipalities shared perspectives through the U-Report platform to make  their 

voices heard in local planning processes. This will be further scaled up  in cooperation with key 

partners as part of the training for mayors and youth  office coordinators. U-Report also proved 

essential during COVID-19 for disseminating  reliable and fact-checked age-appropriate information 
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and listening to young  people’s needs and perspectives, which fed into the COVID-19 Socio-

Economic  Impact Assessment and three national policy documents. An impact analysis of  the current 

Law on Volunteering was also completed, paving the way for  further policy and system changes. 

   

 National  immunization coverage dropped between 5 and 12 per cent in the first six  months of 2020, 

with a risk of further drop by the end of the year. Surveys  conducted during the pandemic showed that 

at least one third of young  children in need of health services were unable to access these, either due  

to lack of services or parents’ hesitancy to seek services. UNICEF will also  play a key role in 

preparing the country for COVID-19 vaccination, as the Government  signed an MoU to procure 

COVID-19 vaccine through UNICEF. 

   

UNICEF  worked closely with the Ministry of Health to ensure continuity in overall  maternal, 

neonatal and child health (MNCH), nutrition and early childhood  development (ECD) services by 

developing national operating procedures and  new digital exchange and learning platforms for home-

visiting nurses (HVNs)  as well as for delivery, care and breastfeeding during COVID-19. Digital  

platforms were used for broad dissemination of knowledge and best practices on  maternal and child 

health care and ECD, including on COVID-19 and digital  literacy of professionals – reaching 600 

paediatricians and HVNs, 80 Roma  Health Mediators (RHMs), and more than 200 ECI practitioners, 

indirectly  benefiting more than 15,000 children weekly. With UNICEF support, HVNs, ECI  

practitioners and RHMs reached more than 47,500 parents through tele/video-counselling  services 

during the lockdown period and beyond. 

   

MICS  showed a significant increase in exclusive breastfeeding rates in recent  years, partially 

achieved through continued system-strengthening efforts,  including changes to by-laws which 

facilitated documentation and monitoring  of key breastfeeding indicators and allocation of budgetary 

resources to  implement the national breastfeeding programme. New professional guidelines were  

developed and investment in capacity-building for health professionals and  breastfeeding promotion 

continued in 2020, reaching 75 per cent of all  relevant health institutions (70 per cent of all 

maternities) and health  professionals responsible for 95 per cent   of all births nationwide. 

   

ADVOCACY AND PUBLIC  ENGAGEMENT 

   

 Since the outbreak of COVID-19 in  March 2020, UNICEF has been working with the UN system, the 

Government,  experts and partners to establish large-scale public campaigns and community  

engagement interventions to promote social and behaviour change, focusing on  promoting facts over 

fear, preventive health and mental health messages, and  hygiene practices. Reliable guidance and 

information were provided to  parents, caregivers, children and youth, including in Roma settlements 

and  refugee and migrant centres, with advice on psychosocial and mental support, and  UNICEF and 

WHO supported the distribution of safety messages to all schools  across Serbia (1,687), reaching an 

estimated 767,681 students. 

   

The integration of digital  platforms and a ‘digital first’ approach resulted in exceeded targets. 

UNICEF  saw a 91 per cent increase in social media engagement and 81 per cent growth  for the U-

Report Serbia platform. Strong partnership with traditional and  online media and key influencers 

resulted in high brand visibility and  recognition and increased public awareness and understanding of 

child rights,  particularly for the most disadvantaged and in support of priority areas  (ECD, positive 

parenting, education, violence against children, engagement of  adolescents and youth). 

   

World Children’s Day was a major  moment to provide children and young people, including those 

living with  disability or without parental care, a chance to share their views on the  future. UNICEF 

amplified their voices, reaching 501,374 people through various  media channels. 
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Furthermore, the playful parenting  campaign reached 623,456 people with messages around nurturing 

care (health,  responsive feeding, responsive parenting, early learning through play,  safety), mental 

health and family resilience. Thanks to the partnership with  the public broadcaster Radio-Television 

of Serbia (RTS), the campaign was  amplified with TV segments on the RTS Morning Show, reaching 

around  1.2 million people each broadcasted segment. 

   

OPERATIONAL SUPPORT TO PROGRAMME DELIVERY 

   

The  Operations section within UNICEF continued to ensure that efficient and  effective governance 

principles were in place, particularly important within the  COVID-19 context. UNICEF was also 

successful in a significant supply and  procurement effort, enabling time and appropriate support to the 

Government  of Serbia in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic including through the  procurement 

of medical equipment, personal protective equipment (PPE),  hygiene kits, kits for learning and play, 

and much more. 
 

 

UN Collaboration and Other Partnerships 

UNITED NATIONS WORKING TOGETHER 

  

UNICEF worked with the UN Country Team on assessing the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

people and families in Serbia through a comprehensive Socio-Economic Impact Assessment to 

respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. Extensive collaboration with WHO and UNFPA on COVID-19 

risk communication was essential in complementing national infection prevention and control (IPC) 

efforts, while also supporting the COVID-19 vaccine readiness and procurement efforts. 

  

Overall implementation of UN Reform efforts continued through joint programmes, incl. through the 

sub-regional ‘Dialogue for the Future’ programme with UNDP and UNESCO to promote peaceful 

coexistence and social cohesion, with UNDP through a joint call for innovative solutions to fight air 

pollution, with UN Women and UNFPA to improve the legal and policy frameworks on violence 

prevention, and through participation in the pilot Business Operations Strategy 2.0 initiative and the 

Common Back Office pilot.  

  

The pandemic also reinforced cross-border collaboration between UNICEF offices in the region and 

between various professionals through knowledge exchange, promoting a culture of continued learning 

and peer-support. 

  

OTHER PARTNERSHPS 

  

New partnerships with IFIs and multilaterals were forged this year, including with the World Bank on 

a Public Expenditure Review in the social sectors (health, education and social protection), and with 

the OECD to understand assessment and evaluation systems for education, leveraging the findings for 

developing a new education strategy for 2020–2027 to accelerate achievement of the SDGs.  

  

An innovative partnership was formed with the EU to bridge the digital divide in education, aiming to 

establish ‘Education Digital Libraries’ and ‘learning clubs’ in selected at-risk schools; the development 

of the national learning management system ‘My School’. 

  

UNICEF continued to work with local partners to ensure essential service delivery for the hard-to-

reach and most vulnerable groups, including refugee/migrant children, and in collaboration with the 
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Serbian Red Cross, a first humanitarian cash transfer programme was developed to reach 2,000 

families. 

  

For the first time UNICEF also carried out the MICS in a wider partnership with the EU Delegation, 

UNFPA and the Government. 

  

HARNESSING THE POWER OF BUSINESSES 

  

The Serbian private sector became an even more crucial partner to UNICEF for the wellbeing of 

children during the pandemic than ever before, and UNICEF strengthened its position as knowledge 

leader in child rights for businesses, incl. on family friendly work policies, marketplaces (ICT Sector, 

digital marketing), and collaboration on COVID-19 prevention measures. More than 38 companies 

supported UNICEF’s COVID-19 appeal. A total of US$ 1.4 million was raised incl. for PPE, medical 

equipment for neonatal intensive care units, and direct assistance to over 60,000 most vulnerable 

children incl Roma. 

  

US$ 2,604,241 gross income was raised – 153 per cent increase from 2019 and a 63 per cent increase 

on 2020 planned gross income – enabling UNICEF to flexibly respond where most needed. With 9,700 

newly recruited pledge donors in 2020, UNICEF has 50,000 individuals and 370 businesses as 

monthly donors. Unrestricted income from pledge was US$¿1,078,074, 23 per cent higher than 

planned for 2020, 41 per cent increase in comparison with 2019.  

 
 

 

Lessons Learned and Innovations 

FOSTERING INNOVATION AND USE OF TECHNOLOGIES 

  

Although digital learning, e-health and other innovative ways of improving access to and quality of 

social services for all children already featured in various government strategies and policy 

frameworks, the pandemic accelerated progress within a very short time. To ensure the most 

vulnerable children were not left behind in the national response, UNICEF actively supported key 

governmental and non-governmental partners to build digital literacy skills and adaptive systems, 

expand platforms to ensure broad access to digital learning and exchange, develop innovative tools for 

parents and young people. The Office for Information Technologies and e-Government worked with 

UNICEF to install the open-source RapidPro platform on government servers allowing further 

digitalization efforts in 2021. 

  

UNICEF supported the social workforce to stay connected and provide peer-support through the 

establishment of the KonekTas online platform to enable continued service delivery to the most at-risk 

children. UNICEF also supported the national child helpline (NADEL) with additional functionalities 

including chat- and Viber-bots to provide alternative avenues for reporting abuse. Furthermore, 

UNICEF piloted the open-source assistive technology ‘C-Board’ that helps children with development 

disabilities (CWDD) to communicate more freely and independently and shared it for day-to-day use 

among ECI professionals. Engagement with local IT company VegaIT and the deaf association of 

Serbia will allow the creation of a sign-language app for young children to promote early use of sign 

language. 

  

To support parents with personalized content on their children’s growth and development on their 

mobile phone, UNICEF with national partners and the private sector partner Nordeus developed the 

Halo Beba (Parent Buddy) app, which the UNICEF Regional Office for Eastern Europe and Central 
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Asia is now scaling up to multi-country use. 

  

The pandemic prevented children and young people from socializing with their peers at school, during 

sports and recreational activities and in their jobs, and to mitigate increased isolation UNICEF and the 

MoYS developed an online volunteering platform to both promote peer-support and provide a space 

for young people to share their experiences. The platform has the potential to expand online 

volunteering, particularly if MoYS use it to promote volunteering activities under their national 

programme, with work on this to continue in 2021. 

  

LESSONS LEARNED 

  

The response to the COVID-19 pandemic has shown the ability of the social service system to 

adapt to change, demonstrating that with the right support and training, many front-line 

workers in health, education and social welfare were able to change how they work within a very 

short time. 

  

However, COVID-19 has also shifted the public discourse to primarily health and fiscal concerns, 

leaving less room for other issues, including those related to child rights. Going forward it will be 

important to find new ways of ensuring the child rights agenda remains a government and public 

priority with support from a broad range of national and international partners to achieve lasting results 

as we enter the second year in the Decade of Action towards the SDGs. 

  

UNICEF’s leading role in the promotion and realization of child rights is widely recognized among 

key stakeholders in Serbia. The modelling evaluation initiated in 2020, looking at the approaches 

UNICEF is taking in education, ECD and child protection confirms this and yet also highlights key 

areas for further strengthening how models can be successfully scaled up in partnership with key 

national and multilateral stakeholders. Advocacy, communication and flexibility (‘fit for context’) are 

fundamental concepts in scaling up, and modelling and scaling up of innovative solutions needs to be a 

dynamic and non-linear process with capacities to looping back, reviewing, adapting and being agile as 

the context changes.  

  

Through persistent advocacy efforts, UNICEF was successful in influencing key policy frameworks, 

strategies and analyses for the benefit of children and young people. The Violence against Children 

strategy and action plan were endorsed, as was the analysis for the amendments to the Volunteer Law, 

whereas the long-pending finalization of the child rights law and juvenile justice reform efforts remain 

unfinished business. Furthermore, de-institutionalization has slightly stagnated this year. This shows 

the need for continued monitoring and flexible adjustments in strategies to respond to the external 

context, challenges and potential setbacks. 

  

Traditional communication approaches have proven insufficient to tackle deep-rooted prejudices and 

stigmatization of children from the most vulnerable backgrounds, including those from Roma 

communities, children in contact with the law, poor children and children with disabilities. Initial 

efforts to change social norms and attitudes through new approaches, such as closer involvement of 

men as agents of change in combating child marriage, violence against children, and playful and 

nurturing parenting are showing initial positive signs. 

  

Within the education sector, there is a need for further strengthening to ensure a child-focused and 

learning-oriented early childhood education system both at the national and local levels, and 

partnerships with non-traditional partners are required, such as the ministries in charge of local 

government and finance that are relevant for the expansion of ECE services at the local level. 

Moreover, regulation of all service providers, including those in the private sector, is needed to balance 
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expansion with quality of services. 

  

The shift from face-to-face to fully virtual engagements for professional learning and peer support, 

service provision, civic engagement and inclusive accessibility has both demonstrated opportunities 

and exposed limitations of the social service systems. When there is mutual recognition of the need 

and full ownership of programmatic achievements among all partners, social service systems can be 

flexible and very efficient in introducing changes in the way the system operates, enabling good 

prioritization, quick decision-making and high drive for results. On the other hand, the reliance on 

digital tools also revealed low digital literacy among health professionals, educators, social workers 

and parents, which calls for deeper investments in a comprehensive skills-gap analysis for different 

social workforces, identification of the appropriate learning and pedagogical approaches that are 

context specific and motivate people to adopt new ideas, and a holistic systems approach based on 

evidence and research. Quality of teaching, social protection services and community health services 

needs to be of top priority. 

 
 

 

 

 


