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Now I have met a lot of other people and 
I have learned so many different lessons… 
I am able to judge who is good and who is 
not. I am more mature and braver.

Adolescence is a decisive age for girls around the world. What happens during a girl’s teenage 
years shapes the direction of her life and her future. For many girls living in or simply transiting 
through the Republic of Serbia, the mere onset of puberty marks a time of heightened 
vulnerability — including risks of leaving school, child marriage, early pregnancy, gender-based 
violence, and isolation. Growing up, girls’ public space progressively shrinks while that of their 
male peers increasingly expands.

However, adolescence is simultaneously a period of vulnerability and of opportunity. This 
document aims at presenting girls’ opinions, challenges and dreams, preciously collected 
throughout UNICEF’s programmes. Aiming not to overlook girls’ resilience, capacities and 
abilities, UNICEF prioritizes opening up the space for girls and supporting them in raising 
their voices.



VOICES UNHEARD

A round 50% of adolescent migrant and refugee girls interviewed during a partner’s research 

confirmed that they are very rarely asked for their opinion — even on subjects directly 

affecting their life and future.1 They often need to comply with strict gender social norms and 

beliefs promoted within their culture.

My father always has the last word… If he thinks that 
something is bad for me, he won’t ask me anything, but 

will only forbid it. If I disagree, I cannot do anything about 
it. I would like to be included in this process a bit more.

— Adolescent girl in a reception centre, 18

By being cautious and following the rules, migrant and refugee girls often end up isolated from 

the communal public spaces, limiting their free movement and access to services and resources 

available in their surroundings. In the migrant and refugee communities, most adolescent girls are 

as equally included in household duties (more than 60% of girls) as their mothers, whereas the 

majority of boys are not2. The rest of the time, girls are surfing the Internet, listening to music, 

drawing or painting — all activities done in their rooms.

1 ADRA (2018), Room for Women and Girls: Female voices from refugees and migrants in Serbia
2 ADRA (2018), Room for Women and Girls: Female voices from refugees and migrants in Serbia
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I am not participating 
in activities outside of 

the centre only because 
of my father. He does 
not like it. He says it 

is too far, even though 
there is transportation. 

He says that men are 
working there [Women 

and Girls Safe Space].
— Girl in a reception centre, 16

The evaluation of the national action plan on gender equality notes slow but visible changes 

in attitudes representing norms and values related to gender roles and gender equality, with 

patriarchal values in decline, but still prevailing in Serbian society3. Overall, this conservative 

approach can be seen in the results of a UNICEF baseline study in Roma communities, in which 

girls stated that 30% of fathers and 15% of mothers want them to get married before the age of 184.

Nobody knew how to explain to me what it means that ‘somebody 
will ruin me’ — they kept repeating that and told me that it’ll 
be clearer to me when I get older. They took me out of school 
and ever since I have been doing everything at home.
— Roma girl, 16

In Roma communities, the traditional division of gender roles is almost completely preserved: 

men deal with the public and women with the private aspect of life. The social status of a young 

daughter-in-law is very low and she is not allowed to go anywhere on her own:

…When the taxi comes to the gate, I and my mother-in-law get in and we go 
together and return together. I have no access to neighbours or friends.
— Adolescent from a Roma community, 18

Before they get married, young girls do not know much about the life that awaits them. However, 

their mothers — on the rare occasions when they talk to them about marriage — mostly tell them 

3 Serbia Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, UNICEF Serbia, 2014
4 Preventing Early Marriages in Serbia — Results of a Baseline Research, Institute of Psychology, Faculty of Philosophy, Belgrade, 2018
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about the difficulty of adapting to the new environment, the expectations and demands of the 

father-in-law and mother-in-law, or of taking over housework. Conversations about sex between 

mothers and girls practically do not happen.

I didn’t know anything. Imagine, a child... [And didn’t 
you talk to anyone about the wedding night, about 

sex, about what happens?] No, no, no, no...
— Young woman, 37

U-Report
U-Report is a digital platform that empowers young people to share their opinion with decision makers on 
issues in their communities. It works by gathering opinions and information from young people on topics 
they care about — ranging from employment to discrimination and child marriage. U-Reporters respond to 
polls, report issues and support child rights. The data and insights are shared back with communities and 
connected to policy makers who make decisions that affect young people. 
Information received can be disaggregated by age, location and gender and provide valuable insights in real 
time. This way through opinion polls and sharing key information, young girls are encouraged to share their 
perspective on various topics to call for action and create change. This enables a safe space for young girls 
and boys to be heard and bridges the gap between them and community leaders. 
U-Report is available on mobile phones but also aims to empower youth to expand their reach beyond de-
vices they use every day. The results draw attention to urgent issues in shaping strategies and programmes, 
and establish the missing link with national and local governments.
To register, visit: https://chats.viber.com/ureportserbia and www.facebook.com/ureportsrbija
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THE IMPORTANCE OF
ACCESSING SERVICES
When I turned 10, my father told me that I could 
not go to school anymore, because I needed to 
get married. He told me that I was not a good girl 
just because of all the years I went to school.
— Girl from a Roma community, 16

About half of migrant and refugee adolescent girls included 
in a partner’s research were not attending school in Belgrade 
at the moment of data collection — one of whom had never 
gone to school in her life.5 Even for those who went to school in 
the country of origin, entering adolescence in many cases leads 
to withdrawal from education. Some of the girls experienced 
harassment and bullying from their male peers, 
which was reported as one of the main reasons for leaving school.

He lived in my barrack, and he was mean to me. 
He was spreading negative rumours about me, 
so I stopped going to school. Eventually, I regretted it because 
I do not have a certificate that I finished school in Serbia.
— Adolescent in a reception centre, 19

In the Roma communities, only around one third of mothers consider finishing high school 
important, with no significant difference between girls and boys. These attitudes are often 
combined with a lack of financial resources to fund a daughter’s further education. Therefore, 
parents do not provide enough support to prevent girls dropping out of school, and in some 
cases they even encourage them to leave their studies to get married. Cooperation between 
primary and secondary schools as well as other institutions such as centres for social welfare 
is very important in this regard.

Girls from different communities also seem to struggle to access other kinds of information 
and services, including related to health.

5 ADRA (2018), Room for Women and Girls: Female voices from refugees and migrants in Serbia



We do not speak about this with our 
mothers. Even if we tried they would tell 

us it is shameful to talk about it.
— Young adolescent in a reception centre, 16

Some 70% of migrant and refugee girls did not have 
knowledge or info rmation about the menstrual 

cycle or puberty changes.6 Also, girls stressed 
discomfort when visiting (male) doctors and 
reporting their problems, especially regarding 

sexual and reproductive health. According 
to recent research, only half of adolescent 

Roma girls were aware of the possibility 
of becoming pregnant after one sexual 
intercourse. Less than half of them had 

received any information on reproductive 
health and even less had the opportunity 

to discuss these issues with their mothers. 
Those results imply a critical lack of knowledge 
on contraception methods, general principles 

of safe sexual intercourse and risks of early 
childbearing, which are essential in preventing 

adolescent pregnancies, among other risks.

The disparities in opportunities and enjoyment 
of rights is felt very strongly by Serbian adolescents too: 

in a U-Report poll, the majority of girls (56%) thought 
that they do not have equal rights, while 63% of boys 

thought they do7.

6 ADRA (2018), Room for Women and Girls: Female voices from refugees and migrants in Serbia
7 https://serbia.ureport.in/v2/

My safety and resilience pocket guide
UNICEF developed guidelines to support partners in crafting girls-centred programming, 
which places at the core of the intervention their voices and concerns. The guidelines provide 
recommendations on supporting the establishment of safe spaces, intended as confidential and 
accessible spaces for migrant and refugee girls, as well as for girls from the Roma community.
The Pocket Guide illustrates in a child-friendly manner how to build girls’ skills and potential and 
support them to thrive in their future life. Indeed, UNICEF programming proved crucial to providing 
opportunities and spaces where girls can relax and freely communicate their worries and concerns, 
handled in a respectful and confidential manner. In settings where public spaces are dominated 

by men and boys, ‘girls-only’ safe spaces carve out a place for adolescent girls where they can feel 
physically and emotionally safe, forget their daily burdens and focus on themselves, while accessing services 
which are at times even life-saving. More info here: www.unicef.org/serbia/en/reports/my-safety-and-resilience
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NOT VICTIMS
BUT SURVIVORS
I mpacted by wars, conflict and natural disasters, women and girls in emergencies are at 

heightened risk of gender-based violence and trafficking, unintended pregnancy, maternal 

morbidity and mortality, unsafe abortions, and child marriage. Yet their specific needs and 

concerns are not always prioritized.

They did terrible things to me. They were touching my private parts 
and they pushed away my mother so she couldn’t protect me.
— Girl in a reception centre, 15

Safety is a permanent struggle and a main concern for migrant and refugee girls. Reception 

centres are mapped as insecure places by more than 70% of interviewed adolescent migrant 

and refugee girls. Almost 20% of the girls included in surveys by partners are accompanied 

and guarded by mothers in showers as a protection strategy8. Some migrant and refugee girls 

experienced cyberbullying from their male peers. Disclosure of such experiences is rare due 

to shame or stigma. Additionally, girls are often victims of domestic violence happening at 

home, or suffer due to their parents’ mental health problems.

8 ADRA (2018), Room for Women and Girls: Female voices from refugees and migrants in Serbia
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The main problem for them is that they want to leave the 
camp and go abroad. They suffer from mental health, 

they have depression and do not take care of me.
— Girl in a reception centre, 17

Recent research in Serbia shows that severe forms of corporal punishment are more often used 

with girls. Some forms of violence against children affect girls more than boys: child marriage, 

sexual exploitation and trafficking. According to the first national study on sexual violence 

against children, 11% of children reported experiencing sexual violence. Sexual violence 

is more prevalent among girls than boys (12.6% vs. 8.6%) and increases with age9. Girls also 

experienced more diverse forms of sexual violence. Gender-based violence is also widespread 

in schools, as 69% of primary school students and 74% of secondary school students in 2015 

reported they had been exposed to at least one form of gender-based violence. Boys constitute 

the majority of those who perpetrated gender-based violence against other boys and girls alike. 

Gender-based violence is often normalized, and so 44% of boys find that sexual harassment of 

girls is acceptable, while close to one in five boys think that slapping your girlfriend is at times 

acceptable10. Among U-Reporters, almost one girl out of two strongly believe that violence is 

still an area in which society needs to improve the position of girls and women.

My dad sold me when I was 13. He received some 
money in exchange for me, just so he doesn’t need to 

say that he gave me for free, if somebody asks.
— Roma girl, 15

9 Serbia Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, UNICEF Serbia, 2014
10 Serbia Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, UNICEF Serbia, 2014

Fighting child marriage

In Serbia, child marriage rates are particularly high within Roma communities living in segregated settle-
ments. UNICEF, in collaboration with the Serbian Government, civil society organizations and Roma commu-
nities, is now leading action to bring an end to harmful traditional child marriage practices in Serbia by 2030. 
UNICEF’s strategic approach is designed in response to the diverse range of factors perpetuating child 
marriage practices within communities, and targets interventions at three levels: national, municipal/lo-
cal and community. The strategy aims to leverage and coordinate the existing network of services, resources 
and trained practitioners, and introduce and further develop evidence-based approaches that have been 
demonstrated internationally and locally to mitigate the factors driving child marriage.
Following a thorough baseline assessment, Roma girls and their parents in three localities (Novi Becej, 
Belgrade and Pirot) enhanced their awareness of the harmful effects of child marriage, the importance of 
education, reproductive health, and underlying gender dynamics in their social setting. In addition, in coop-
eration with the Coordination Body for Gender Equality, UNICEF supported the establishment of the National 
Coalition to End Child Marriage, which consists of stakeholders from relevant sectors, bringing together 
ministries, independent institutions, civil society organizations, academic bodies, and the Roma community, 
with the aim of creating a platform for learning and sharing knowledge, advocacy, action and accountability 
on the issue of child marriage.



In Serbia, child marriage is rare within the general population but very common in Roma 

settlements, where more than half of girls (57%) are married before the age of 18 and almost 

one fifth (18%) are married before the age of 15. Child marriage also fuels high rates of underage 

pregnancy among Roma girls: 40% of girls from Roma settlements give birth before the age of 

18, and 5% do so before the age of 15 — far higher than the proportion of underage girls in the 

general population11.

Based on a U-Report poll, just over half of Serbian girl respondents (57%) are against marriages in 

which at least one person is under the age of 18 and believe that children are not mature enough 

to take on marital and family responsibilities; 21% of girls believe that child marriages are bad for 

children and young people, while 16% see them as justified in some cases — for example, when 

young people are in love and want to marry on their own12.

However, girls especially are often informed and aware about the risks and types of violence they 

might face, and 40% of female U-Reporters will know who to turn to for help13.

11 Preventing Early Marriages in Serbia — Results of a Baseline Research, Institute of Psychology, Faculty of Philosophy, Belgrade, 2018
12 https://serbia.ureport.in/v2/
13 https://serbia.ureport.in/v2/
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BUILDING GIRLS’ VISION

 
UNICEF commits to working with adolescents and young people towards a future in which 
they can enter adulthood free from abuse because they are educated, healthy, and are not 
exposed to violence, unintended pregnancy or unsafe abortion. UNICEF in Serbia has been 
working to craft a future where girls are treated with dignity and respect in equal measure 
with boys and where, regardless of their different identities, young people’s human rights 
are promoted and respected.

Around 60% of girls included in UNICEF activities with migrant and refugee population 
recognized the migration experience as an opportunity for their education and personal 
growth14. Girls support each other in gaining knowledge and skills. Moreover, they mostly 
enjoy the presence of other adolescent girls, which makes them feel better and, in most 
cases, safer.

14 UNICEF monitoring reports
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I can tell you at least ten 
reasons why migration made 
me stronger. I would not be the 
person I am now if I had not 
made this journey. I do not feel 
bad because of what I went 
through. And of course, I think 
I am stronger than I was.
— Girl in a reception centre, 18



Even though confined by gender and cultural norms and with limited autonomy 
for making decisions for themselves due to their age and gender, the girls are still 

strong and determined in making plans for themselves and for their future:

I would like to be an author of comics and manga. 
I want to write a book, so my grandfather would be 

proud of me. Also, people who read my book 
will feel better about themselves.

— Girl in a reception centre, 18

If provided resources and opportunities to design and 
implement activities together with their peers, girls 

prioritized focusing on learning new skills, especially 
science and computer lessons, physical activities, 

and artistic lessons, such as playing instruments and 
painting. Indeed, girls take part in UNICEF activities 

more, as reflected in the ratio of U-Reporters: 73% are 
girls and 27% are boys15.

15 https://serbia.ureport.in/v2/
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A U-Report poll confirmed that 57% of girls consider themselves as having digital competence, 

or at least to an intermediate level — challenging the stereotype that girls are not interested or 

disadvantaged in science and technology16. In Serbia, the IT sector has recently shown willingness 

to cooperate with schools and provide non-formal opportunities for education, especially IT for 

girls, which would promote and support girls and increase their chances of employment.

Accessing education and learning new topics is definitely a game changer in girls’ own lives, as well 

as in terms of recognition within their family, community and society. Supporting their dreams 

and providing them the instruments to thrive will pave the way for girls’ individual development 

and growth.

If she hadn’t enrolled in secondary school, she would 
have married, I know it. Now, when I see that she wants 
to study, I am a proud father. I’m also encouraging her 
to take other classes, she can learn to drive a car.
— Roma father

16 https://serbia.ureport.in/v2/

Digital skills for girls
Technology has become an integral part of our lives — the way we interact, learn and conduct business. For 
many, this means more access to opportunities and information. For girls to have equal access to opportu-
nities and eventually to be competitive in the job market, they must obtain digital skills.
In our recent poll on young people’s opportunities to develop digital skills, as high as 37% of young female 
U-Reporters in Serbia evaluated their own level of digital skills as basic only. To achieve equal access to 
digital technologies, the young U-Reporters agree that it is important, first and foremost, that girls and 
marginalized youth are provided with the equipment they need, that tailored programmes and facilities for 
them exist, and that relevant topics are covered.
Children, and particularly girls, from vulnerable groups need to be additionally encouraged to build their 
digital competences. Providing the necessary support would empower all children and young people, par-
ticularly the most vulnerable, during their most formative years. This way, digital literacy will be enhanced 
and placed as essential to prepare the next generation for local and global marketplaces. Such change in 
the skills we teach and an intentionality to gender equity in the programmes we develop are necessary to 
ensure broader social development.

School is very important to me. 
When I finish school, 

I will be able to get a job, be 
independent, be my own person. 

No one will be able to degrade 
me, to tell me I’m uneducated. 
Tell everyone to go to school, 

so they can go through life 
with their heads held up high.

— Roma girl, 17
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FEARLESS AND POWERFUL Voices of adolescent girls from Serbia


