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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The purpose of this Social Assistance thematic note is to provide a current assessment of trends in 
spending on and the performance of social assistance in Serbia. Its objective is to identify inefficiencies 
in the design and delivery of these programmes and to recommend actions for enhancing the poverty 
reduction impact of social assistance. Given this objective, the assessment focuses specifically on those 
social assistance programmes that aim to support the poor, with a particular emphasis on the effective-
ness of the Financial Social Assistance Programme (FSA) and Child Allowance. The second part of the 
note explores the scope for improved benefit delivery of the FSA. The note also analyses how the social 
assistance system responded to the direct impact of COVID-19 on household welfare and, drawing on 
this experience, considers if the system could more effectively respond to future shocks. The note clos-
es with a summary of the main findings and recommendations, which are summarized below.

EXPENDITURE AND PERFORMANCE OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE BENEFITS

Compared to peer countries in the European Union (EU) and Western Balkans, Serbia has an 
average level of spending on social protection; however, expenditure on poverty-targeted pro-
grammes is far lower. With spending on social assistance equivalent to 1.96 per cent of GDP, Serbia’s 
overall spending on social assistance is below that of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Estonia, which dedi-
cate above 2 per cent of GDP to social assistance. It is still slightly above Albania and North Macedonia 
and about half a percentage point above Bulgaria, Romania, the Czech Republic, Latvia and Lithuania. 
Looking only at spending on poverty-targeted programmes, Serbia spends less than 5 per cent of total 
social protection expenditure compared to its peers in the EU and Western Balkans, which spend 12 
per cent on average.

Spending on social assistance is increasingly dominated by categorical programmes, drawing 
attention to the inefficiencies in the composition of this spending. The programmes for which 
beneficiaries are identified with categorical criteria absorb a large and increasing share of spending 
compared to the means-tested benefits: the FSA and the Child Allowance. Spending on categorical 
programmes represented almost 70 per cent of all social assistance spending in 2013 and reached 77 
per cent in 2020, which is more than three times larger than spending on means-tested benefits. Two 
important conclusions emerge:

> Spending on categorical social assistance programmes is dominated by the Wage Compensation 
for maternity, childcare and extended childcare leave (Wage Compensation) and the Birth Grant. 
The expansion of the pro-natality benefits through the new Law on Financial Support to Families 
with Children (FSFC Law) created an upward trend in spending that may be unsustainable and may 
crowd out spending on means-tested benefits.

> Less than half of the poor and only 60 per cent of the poor children were covered by social assistance 
programmes, drawing attention to significant gaps in coverage. Dedicated attention to ensuring that 
the poor benefit from social assistance to meet their basic needs is therefore critical. 

Coverage of social assistance programmes among the poor is low, undermining their poverty 
reduction potential. Among social assistance programmes, the two means-tested benefits – the FSA 
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and the Child Allowance – provide the greatest benefits to the poor. These two programmes are very 
well targeted to the poor by international standards and have good cost-effectiveness in terms of pov-
erty reduction per Serbian dinar (RSD) spent. However, only 3.5 per cent of the population receive 
the FSA, which is low when compared to the share of the population facing deprivation of essential 
needs (7.1 per cent). The number of beneficiaries has dropped over the years, although no statistically 
significant decrease in the poverty rate or population has taken place in the same period. However, the 
overall poverty reduction impact of these programmes is limited because the coverage is quite narrow, 
and the value of the transfer is low.

Despite the Government’s aim of supporting families with children, many children living in poor 
families do not receive social assistance benefits – be these means-tested or universal benefits. 
Coverage of poverty-targeted programmes is limited among the rural poor and uneven across munici-
palities, pointing to further gaps in coverage that may arise due to how the eligibility criteria are set or 
to the variable quality of programme delivery, although analysis of programme delivery is undermined 
by a lack of administrative data. Access to universal benefits may be hindered due to complicated pro-
cedures and eligibility criteria such as vaccination and school attendance. Lack of financial support to 
some segments of poor families with children and youth may prevent them from meeting their basic 
needs and affording basic services, including proper nutrition and (preschool) education, and thus 
from developing their full potential.

The lower coverage of social assistance programmes in rural areas, despite their higher rates of 
poverty, suggests that these programmes are not reaching households in need of support and are falling 
short of their objective to promote social inclusion of lagging areas. 

In addition to the low coverage, the social assistance system in Serbia misses the opportunity 
to further reduce poverty due to the value of the benefits. The FSA, in particular, with an average 
transfer value of only 20 per cent of the absolute poverty line, is unable to make beneficiary households 
rise out of poverty. The analysis shows that there is scope to improve the adequacy of the poverty-tar-
geted programmes. 

The Government of Serbia could consider the following:

> To improve human capital outcomes and promote the inclusion of poor and vulnerable people, in-
cluding children, in society, more effective support to this segment of the population is needed. This 
could be achieved by expanding the coverage of poverty-targeted social assistance programmes to 
reach poor households below the absolute poverty line (currently 3.5 per cent coverage versus 7 per 
cent absolute poverty). This could be done by improving outreach to the most marginalized groups, 
with a particular focus in rural areas and to households with children. 

> Improve the efficiency of spending on social assistance programmes: the Government should spe-
cifically reconsider objectives and spending on categorical benefits and make necessary improve-
ments. Currently there is no evidence that increase in the Birth Grant expenditure has achieved 
programmes’ objective of increasing the birth rate. Thus, the Government could reconsider its ex-
penditure on this programme.

> Re-evaluate the targeting criteria to better improve coverage and take-up of FSA and the Child Al-
lowance programme: i) remove or relax eligibility restrictions (such as land ownership and housing 
size criteria for older persons applying for FSA); ii) relax income and asset test for Child Allowance 
(income disregards, agricultural income, relax norms for immobile assets other than land, etc.). 

Delivery of social protection system

Shortfalls in the coverage of social assistance can arise from narrow targeting criteria, limited 
budgetary allocations, and weaknesses in the delivery system. A review of the FSA’s delivery system 
identified a number of limitations, the most pressing of which is the overall lack of administrative data 
or system assessments that provide insights into the performance of each stage in the delivery chain. 
While recognizing this limitation, the following challenges emerge:

The procedure for applying for FSA has not changed in the last decade and is outdated. Since 
2011, when the new Law on Social Protection (SP Law) was enacted and income support was trans-
formed into FSA, the Decree on Income and Revenues Relevant to the Award of FSA and the Rule-
book on the Forms Used in the Process of Applying for FSA have been in force. Furthermore, the 
Rulebook on Center for Social Work, which governs the provision of FSA in practice, has not been 
updated since 2008. This suggests that the FSA delivery chain has been largely neglected over the 
last decade. 

Investments in the social protection (SP) information system in recent years have failed to in-
clude the FSA. The SP information system that covers all entitlements stipulated under the FSFC Law 
(e.g., Child Allowance) has not been extended to the FSA. This is because these two benefits (FSA and 
Child Allowance) are administered by different local self-government (LSG) authorities (FSA being 
administered by the Center for Social Work (CSW) operated under the Ministry of Labour, Employ-
ment, Veterans and Social Affairs (MoLEVSA), and the Child Allowance is administered by the LSG 
child protection units). The only aspect of the FSA delivery chain that is uniform across all LSGs and 
constitutes part of the MoLEVSA SP information system is the aspect that refers to FSA disbursement 
(i.e., payments to beneficiaries). However, the disbursement database includes only a small portion of 
the information about FSA recipients, and this is only the basic information necessary for effecting 
the payments. More detailed information on the standardized Application for FSA is almost entirely 
missing, and so is the information relevant for understanding the efficiency of the initial phases of the 
delivery chain (the part that is the responsibility of CSW professionals, who, for example, reject ap-
plicants via telephone or orally in direct contact). Building the Social Card Registry (SCR) and Social 
Protection Information System (SPIS), as the Government is currently undertaking, might facilitate 
outreach, but it will not provide a solution to all observed challenges. Strong capacity building and 
improved monitoring systems should be developed, along with developing missing legislation and up-
dating the current one to make the delivery system more effective.

Given the lack of administrative data on the initial stages of the delivery chain (outreach, intake and 
enrolment), it appears that the CSW staff enjoy a high degree of discretion in their outreach ac-
tivities, information to beneficiaries and assessment of cases – both in terms of the timelines for these 
processes and the basis for decision-making. While such discretion can help ensure that the system 
responds to the unique needs of each individual, it can also create untransparent processes, particularly 
when there seems to be limited oversight by higher-level officials. 

Despite the general awareness of the social assistance programmes by the public, there is still 
stigma and misinformation about the benefits. Particularly for the FSA and Child Allowance, survey 
results indicate that nearly all the population is aware of their existence. Nevertheless, a large share of 
the poor state that either they do not need the benefit, believe that they are not entitled to it, or already 
informally received the information that they do not qualify for the benefits. The lack of administrative 
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information does not allow assessment to confirm if respondents indeed do not qualify for the benefits; 
however, the low coverage compared to the poverty rate indicates that potential beneficiaries are still 
not reached. 

The SP Law and the secondary legislation from 2014 have made initial but important steps to-
wards introducing activation of FSA beneficiaries; however, more effort is needed to improve 
and promote this concept. Activation of FSA beneficiaries has multiple objectives, one of them being 
the identification of real job-seekers among FSA beneficiaries. In this context, it can be a powerful 
instrument for targeting FSA to families who have able-to-work member(s) but at the same time are 
in need of financial support and support for employment. According to the SP Law and secondary 
legislation, the able-to-work FSA beneficiaries are supposed to receive more intensive treatment with 
services; however, this would require further improvement in terms of reinforcing the integrated-ser-
vices approach.

Recommendations

1. Improve outreach to potential beneficiaries by developing effective ways to disseminate information, 
especially among the poorest population. Such information campaigns should, in particular, aim to 
reduce the stigma and self-disqualification of potential beneficiaries by changing the deep-rooted 
negative perception of FSA beneficiaries.

2. Systematically collect more detailed administrative data on all aspects of the delivery chain to allow 
an analysis of decision-making by CSW staff and adopt a human-centred approach to facilitate the 
access of potential beneficiaries to the FSA. 

3. Consider changes in administrative structures that would simplify the application process for FSA 
and all social assistance benefits. For instance, when a poor person seeks the FSA (as a benefit fund-
ed from the national level), they are referred to the CSW Office for Material Benefits, whereas if 
they apply for a One-off Assistance (which is funded from the local level), they are often referred to 
an LSG office, the so-called Office for Local Benefits. 

4. Limit discretion of CSW professionals in assessing the level of a household’s missed earnings and in 
the treatment of possession of movable assets of FSA applicants.

5. Continue to improve the SPIS to contribute to the better and more effective delivery of social assis-
tance programmes to eligible beneficiaries and ensure that the FSA implementation arrangements 
are not preventing better coverage and effective service delivery.

6. Promote all defined forms of social inclusion for FSA beneficiaries and provide integrated services 
as prescribed by the Government Regulation. For those able to work, FSA beneficiaries promote 
intensive support in the National Employment Service (NES) and, in the medium term, for integra-
tion of social assistance and labour market services.

SOCIAL PROTECTION RESPONSE TO COVID-19

Serbia has implemented some reforms to enhance the responsiveness of the Serbia social as-
sistance system in the face of the COVID-19 crisis. However, no changes were introduced in the 
by-laws regulating procedure and requirements for accessing the entitlement under the FSA, although 
MoLEVSA did introduce other changes to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 among its staff and in the 
CSWs. The electronic application was not available for the FSA (unlike, for example, for benefits in the 
area of child protection, which was already in place).

Furthermore, the current social assistance system design in Serbia still does not allow swift ex-
pansion of benefits and rapid relief to a significant number of people affected by an emergency. 
The SP Law does not explicitly define how the social protection system should react in an emergency 
or reference any social protection by-laws that could be triggered.

In the absence of a fully operational SP management information system, rapid identification of 
groups and individuals in need was not possible. Serbia’s social protection system could not provide 
timely and reliable data for rapid identification of groups and individuals in need during the COVID-19 
pandemic and thus expand social assistance programmes to these vulnerable groups. 

Social assistance expenditure did not increase during the state of emergency. In the months when 
the state of emergency was in effect (March, April, May), expenditures on social assistance financed 
from the national budget did not increase, which implies that the number of beneficiaries did not 
change significantly during this period.

Recommendations

1. Continue to implement reforms to the legal framework, but also enhance and change processes in 
the social benefits and services delivery chain. In particular, incorporate a solution for disaster-sen-
sitive social protection into the SP Law.

2. Continue to strengthen the information management in the social protection sector, in particular 
with: 

a. Implementing and strengthening the SCR, which should contain information relevant to the 
social status of social protection beneficiaries and their family and/or household and should al-
low better identification of vulnerable groups and thus provide timely and reliable data for rapid 
identification of groups and individuals in need, as well as effective management of the social 
protection system response to a crisis. 

b. Continue to develop SPIS. The purpose of SPIS is to support business processes used in the 
delivery of social protection, mainly at CSWs, by ensuring coverage of all social benefits and 
services at the central and local level and a centralized record of all beneficiaries, benefits, dis-
bursements and the like. Based on lessons learned from the COVID-19 crisis, MoLEVSA will 
need to adapt the SPIS technical specifications to harness more online technologies to support 
the intake, registration, assessment, payments and monitoring processes in terms of the hu-
man-centred design of services.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Despite positive trends in economic growth and improved labour market outcomes, rates of pov-
erty and inequality in Serbia remain a concern. In recent years, economic growth turned positive, 
reaching an average of 2.9 per cent from 2016 to 2018. The labour market has also recovered from 
post-crisis job losses: from 2014 to 2018, Serbia created around 240,000 net new jobs, and the unem-
ployment rate declined from close to 20 per cent in 2014 to below 13 per cent in 2018 (among people 
aged 15–64 years). Recent labour market improvements have also benefited women, older workers and 
the youth. However, Serbia’s productivity (measured as output per worker) is among the lowest in the 
Western Balkans. While the poverty rate (measured as income per capita below the standardized up-
per-middle-income country poverty line of US$ 5.5/day) fell from 24.7 per cent in 2013 to 17.3 per cent 
in 2019, almost one third of Serbia’s population lives on an income between US$ 5.5 and US$ 11 per 
day (in 2011 PPP), making them vulnerable to falling into poverty in the event of a crisis. Finally, with a 
Gini coefficient of 37.2 in 2017, income inequality is among the highest in the region.1

Against this backdrop, this note aims to identify how investments in social assistance can bet-
ter promote poverty reduction and shared prosperity in Serbia. This thematic note is one of a set 
that informed the Human Capital Review (HCR) Summary Note. The note starts by presenting social 
assistance spending, situating it within an overview of social protection spending and recent legisla-
tive changes. The note then assesses the effectiveness of both means-tested anti-poverty programmes 
and non-means-tested categorial social assistance programmes. It considers the effectiveness of social 
assistance service delivery with a particular focus on FSA,2 considering how the delivery of this pro-
gramme could be improved to better reach poor and vulnerable people who need this last resort social 
assistance programme. The note then provides an overview of the shock-responsiveness and resilience 
of social assistance during the COVID-19 pandemic. The note concludes with key findings and recom-
mendations for improving the effectiveness and equity of current public spending on social assistance, 
the delivery of the FSA programme, and the system’s responsiveness in the case of crises.

1 World Bank, 2020. Serbia Systematic Country Diagnostic Update. Washington, DC.
2 The FSA was selected because it is the main poverty-targeted programme in Serbia (and due to a lack of data on the Child Allowance).

2 SERBIA’S OVERALL SOCIAL 
ASSISTANCE EXPENDITURE
Social assistance is one of three main categories within social protection programmes, together 
with labour market and social insurance programmes. In order to ensure comparability with public 
expenditure reviews in other countries, following international definitions, Serbia’s social protection 
expenditures have been grouped into social insurance (pensions and other social insurance program-
mes),3 labour market policies (active and passive),4 and social assistance (non-contributory programmes 
that are either poverty-targeted, such as FSA and Child Allowance programmes, or categorical, such as 
Wage Compensation,5 Birth Grant, and War Veterans benefits (see Box 2.1 for a detailed description of 
social assistance programmes).6 These three categories are used in the analysis that follows.

Expenditure on social protection programmes has been decreasing as a share of Serbia’s gross 
domestic product. Total expenditure on social protection in 2019 represented 14.11 per cent of Ser-
bia’s gross domestic product (GDP), decreasing from 16.7 per cent of GDP in 2013 (see Figure 2.1). In 
2013, social insurance expenditure was equivalent to 14.0 per cent of GDP; however, due to a tempo-
rary reduction in pension payments, this has steadily decreased, reaching 11.9 per cent in 2019. Ex-
penditure on labour market programmes has also decreased, from 0.63 per cent of GDP in 2013 to 0.33 
per cent of GDP in 2019. Spending on social assistance initially fell from 2.07 per cent in 2013 to 1.83 
per cent in 2019, rising to 1.96 per cent in 2020.7 

Figure 2.1. Total expenditure on social protection (percentage of GDP)

Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative data provided by MoLEVSA.
* Total social assistance spending was calculated using administrative data provided by MoLEVSA and estimates for the War Veterans benefit (ba-
sed on 2011 expenditure, the last one available) and for Wage Compensation of 2016 until 2018, based on the values available for 2013 and 2019.

3 Social insurance includes contributory-related pensions (old-age, disability, survivors) and other social insurance (occupational injury, 
sick leave, health and other social insurance). 

4 Labour market policies include labour market services, labour market training, employment incentives/wage subsidies, employment 
measures for people with a disability, entrepreneurship support (cash, in-kind grant, loans, training), other active labour market policies, 
unemployment benefits.

5 In Serbia, unlike in other countries, Wage Compensation falls under social assistance as it is non-contributory; that is, the State finances 
this rather than through social insurance contributions, which is the standard practice in other countries.

6 In Serbia, the term ‘social assistance’ is generally considered to cover only means-tested programmes. 
7 This figure does not include the amount spent on the two programmes used as an emergency response for COVID-19, as explained in 

Section 5 of this note. If we consider the COVID-19 response programmes, total social assistance spending corresponded to 3.41 per 
cent of GDP in 2020.
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Compared to peer countries in the EU and Western Balkans, Serbia has an average level of spend-
ing on social assistance; however, the share of the budget spent on means-tested programmes is 
small. With spending on social assistance equivalent to 1.96 per cent of GDP, Serbia’s overall spending 
on social assistance is below that of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Estonia, which dedicate above 2 per 
cent of GDP to social assistance. It is still slightly above Albania and North Macedonia and about half 
a percentage point above Bulgaria, Romania, the Czech Republic, Latvia, and Lithuania. Looking only 
in terms of spending on means-tested programmes – that is, poverty-targeted programmes – it is pos-
sible to compare spending on these programmes in Serbia with spending in other Western European 
countries: that is, Serbia spends very little on these programmes, less than 5 per cent of the total social 
protection expenditure compared to the regional average of 12 per cent.

Figure 2.2 Share of social protection spent in means-tested programmes in Europe

 

Source: European System of integrated Social Protection Statistics (ESSPROS), accessed on 21 August 2020.8 

8 To compare with other countries in Europe, it was necessary to use ESPROSS as a source of data, which does not have the same 
classification as used in this report and includes programmes not covered here. The levels of total expenditure differ slightly; however, 
the share spent on means tested programmes is the same.
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Box 2.1. Social assistance programmes in Serbia9

Poverty targeted (means-tested) social assistance programmes:
Financial Social Assistance (FSA), Serbia’s last resort social assistance programme, provides income 
support to families or households that meet the eligibility criteria related to income, asset ownership and 
unemployment status of able-bodied members. 
The Child Allowance programme supports the income of poor households with children. As with the 
FSA, eligibility is determined by a means test, although, as of 2018, the Child Allowance is universal for 
households with children with disabilities. The programme requires that children attend school. The 
Child Allowance could be received by the children who receive Caregiver Allowance regardless of material 
status. Also, children in FSA beneficiary households automatically qualify for Child Allowance, provided 
they attend school. 
One-off Assistance is a locally financed and administered programme, which is therefore not uniform 
across the country. To be eligible, families usually have to provide documents “proving the situation of 
unexpected and temporary hardship.” The benefit is provided once or twice per year in cash or in kind, 
and eligibility can be categorical or means-tested.
Energy-benefit aims to protect poor people by deduction of their monthly electricity and gas consump-
tion bills. It is a means-tested programme. Local governments review and approve applications for the 
energy benefit, which creates fragmentation in benefits delivery.
Categorical (non-poverty targeted) social assistance programmes:
The Wage Compensation for maternity, childcare and extended childcare leave benefits (Wage 
Compensation) compensate mothers who are temporary or permanent formal employees for lost earn-
ings during maternity leave. As of 2018, women with flexible working arrangements, self-employed or 
paying contributions into the farmers’ pensions are eligible for a similar benefit compensating them for 
absence due to childcare leave. Benefits are proportional to wages/earnings. The Wage Compensation 
for maternity is paid for one year, whereas benefit for extended childcare leave is paid for up to five years.
The Birth Grant (also known as Parental Allowance)10 is a programme that consists of a lump-sum 
payment for first-born children; 24 monthly instalments for second-born children; and as of 25 December 
2017, 120 monthly instalments for third- and fourth-born children. In 2017, the Government also intro-
duced immunization, preschool and primary school attendance requirements.
The Caregiver Allowance is a programme to which is entitled a person who, due to physical or sensory 
impairment, intellectual disabilities or changes in health, needs the help and care of another person in 
order to satisfy his/her basic life needs. All age groups are entitled to this allowance. There is basic and 
augmented level of benefit.
The War Veterans benefits programme comprises various forms of income and in-kind support to war 
veterans, survivors, civilian victims of war, and their families. Benefits include wage compensation for 
working veterans, cash compensation for disabled veterans, a caregiver’s allowance and survivor’s benefits.
The Preschool Subsidy is provided to children with disability, children without parental care and chil-
dren whose parents are FSA beneficiaries.

9 Social assistance programmes are classified as per World Bank methodology and consider all programmes targeted or not, that are 
financed by the budget and are non-contributory.

10 Birth Grant for the second, third and fourth child also included children born from the date when the FSFC Law entered into force on 
25 December 2017.
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While the nominal level of spending on social assistance in Serbia has remained constant, this 
masks a decline in spending on poverty-targeted programmes. Nominal expenditure on social as-
sistance as a share of GDP did not change significantly between 2013 and 2020; however, this masks 
divergent trends in the allocation of expenditure among social assistance programmes. During this 
period, spending on categorical programmes rose from 1.43 in 2013 to 1.52 per cent of GDP in 2020. 
In contrast, spending on means-tested poverty-targeted programmes has been decreasing, falling from 
0.63 per cent of GDP in 2013 to 0.47 per cent in 2019 and 0.44 per cent in 2020. As a result, in 2019, 
the vast majority (74 per cent) of Serbia’s social assistance spending was allocated to categorical pro-
grammes, while only 26 per cent was directed to means-tested anti-poverty programmes (FSA and 
Child Allowance). Finally, in 2020, despite the global COVID-19 pandemic, spending on poverty-tar-
geted social assistance programmes did not increase, which goes against a worldwide trend.11 Instead, 
spending on these programmes fell: spending on FSA reduced slightly, from 0.255 to 0.245 per cent of 
GDP, and the Child Allowance fell from 0.216 to 0.198 per cent of GDP. 

There has been a shift in the composition of social assistance, with categorical programmes over-
taking poverty-targeted programmes as the largest social assistance programmes. In 2013, the 
two largest programmes were poverty-targeted: the Child Allowance and FSA (see Figure 2.3). Since 
then, spending on the Child Allowance has slightly decreased, while spending on FSA has been largely 
flat, with cyclical variations during the year.12 In contrast, there has been a significant increase in ex-
penditure on Birth Grant since June 2018 as a result of the reforms (see Box 2.2), which caused it to 
surpass the Child and Caregiver Allowance (in terms of expenditure) in late 2019, and FSA expenditure 
towards the middle of 2020, becoming the second-largest social assistance programme after Wage 
Compensation. As a result, the two largest social assistance programmes are categorical: Birth Grant 
and Wage Compensation. 

Wage Compensation is the largest social assistance programme, with rapidly rising expenditure. 
In 2019, the largest social assistance programme was Wage Compensation, with a spending of RSD 
26 billion over the entire year, representing 26 per cent of total social assistance expenditure – roughly 
twice the amount spent on FSA. While serving an important function, Wage Compensation is usually 
designed as a contributory programme in other countries in Europe and therefore normally falls un-
der the social insurance pillar of the social protection system. Funding this programme through social 
insurance ensures that it does not compete with social assistance programmes targeted to the poor for 
government resources.

11 Gentilini, U., et al. 2020. Social Protection and Jobs Responses to COVID-19: A Real-Time Review of Country Measures. World Bank, 
Washington, DC. Available from: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33635.

12 This reflects an increase in the months of March–May and a second much lower peak in October–November. Cyclical variation has to 
do with the fact that able-bodied persons receive FSA benefits 9 months out of 12 months in a year. That is, they usually exit from the 
FSA before the summer when they are able to secure seasonal jobs during the 3-month summer period and provide livelihood for their 
families; they can then re-apply/re-enter the FSA. 

Figure 2.3. Monthly expenditure by social assistance programme (nominal terms)

Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative data provided by the MoLEVSA.13

Note: Historically, World Bank analysis has included Foster Care expenditures in total social assistance programmes, although it is a social care 
service. For consistency with recent reports, the team has included Foster Care services in the main charts. For the Wage Compensation, data were 
only available for the period after January 2019, although the programme was established before then and the total yearly budget was available 
for 2013. The yearly data expressed as total expenditure as a share of GDP are a result of the interpolation of total spending in 2013 and 2019.

13 A table with yearly budget by programme is available in Annex 2.
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Box 2.2. Law on Financial Support to Families with Children (FSFC Law)

The new FSFC Law14 was adopted with the aim to boost the natality rate and secure financial support 
to children and parents, including expanding coverage of Wage Compensation. The Law was adopted in 
December 2017. It was amended in June 2018 and implementation of the FSFC Law, and its amendments, 
started in July 2018. The new FSFC Law and its amendments are the most significant reforms in the area 
of child and social protection since the adoption of the Law on Social Protection in 2011. 
The FSFC Law provides cash benefits as a means of protecting poor families with children (Child Allow-
ance), as well as benefits aimed at work–parenthood reconciliation and birth support (birth-related leave 
pay and birth grant). However, the expansion of the Child Allowance was not the focus of this amendment, 
with the changes introduced mostly related to increases in spending and coverage of categorical program-
mes,15 which means that many poor children continue to be missed, as shown in the analysis that follows.
In particular, the following major changes have been introduced by the Law:
Wage Compensation: i) the benefit was extended to women with flexible work contracts in addition to 
women with permanent employment in accordance with the Labour Law; ii) benefit calculation modality 
was changed (18 instead of 12 months prior to childbirth); iii) unemployed women can also receive the 
benefit if they paid taxes and contributions in the relevant period prior to giving birth.
Birth Grant has experienced a significant increase in the amount: i) the amount for the firstborn child 
has increased 2.5 times; ii) the amounts for the third and fourth child were increased 5.2 and 5.7 times, re-
spectively, and the duration of the grant is now 10 years. The asset celling was abolished, making this pro-
gramme universal. Vaccination requirements and preparatory preschool programme and primary school 
attendance were introduced. 
The Child Allowance programme experienced the following changes: i) it was made universal for all 
children with disabilities; ii) 13th instalment for secondary school children was introduced; the amount of 
allowance for children of single parents was introduced; iii) the allowance is now granted for four children 
in total instead of the first four as it was before. Furthermore, the Child Allowance can be exercised by 
children who receive Caregiver Allowance, regardless of their material status.

Despite a commitment of the Government to expand the coverage of FSA, spending on the pro-
gramme has been flat, falling in the last year; as a result, it still does not provide sufficient cover-
age to the poor. FSA expenditure has been relatively stable in nominal terms over the past seven years, 
experiencing a reduction since 2019. However, this represents a fall in terms of spending as a share of 
GDP from 0.322 per cent in 2013 to 0.255 per cent in 2019. That is not consistent with the trend in 
poverty that did not change significantly in the period; however, as demonstrated in the sections below, 
the programme is not large enough to reach all poor people in Serbia. 

In contrast, expenditure on the Birth Grant has increased rapidly since mid-201816 and, at this 
pace, could potentially reach unsustainable levels. As shown in Figure 2.4, the inclusion of longer-
term Birth Grant for third and fourth children changed the trend in the Birth Grant’s budget signifi-
cantly. Following the legislative changes, the monthly budget for the Birth Grant increased dramatically, 
from RSD 0.6 billion to RSD 1.1 billion. The growth trend then also increased significantly. Given that, 

14 The Law on Financial Support to Families with Children, Official Gazette of Republic of Serbia, No 113/2017 and 50/2018, https://
www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon-o-finansijskoj-podrsci-porodici-sa-decom.html

15 Detailed information on the legal regulation changes is provided in Annex 3.
16 With the new FSFC Law, the amounts for the third and fourth child were increased 5.2 and 5.7 times, respectively, and the duration of 

the grant is now 10 years.

once the benefit is introduced, the added value continues for 10 years, even if the fertility rate remains 
stable, it is reasonable to expect that this rate of growth will continue for such a period. Considering a 
simple projection based on expenditure during the months after July 2018, the budget is expected to 
reach RSD 1.5 billion within five years, surpassing the current total expenditure for categorical pro-
grammes. If it keeps the same growth rate, after 10 years, it may reach RSD 2 billion, which is higher 
than the current budget for all social assistance programmes. Despite this increase in expenditure, for 
the period 2019–2020 there is no evidence that the programme has achieved its objective of increasing 
the birth rate. In addition, international evidence suggests that cash transfers alone are usually ineffec-
tive in increasing fertility rates, and there is mixed evidence from their impacts when combined with 
policies like increased childcare provision (see Box 2.3). 

Figure 2.4. i. Spending on Birth Grant before and after the reform; ii. Projected spending on Birth Grant 
based on the trend after the reform

Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative data provided by MoLEVSA. Simulations using an exponential smoothing forecast.
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Box 2.3. Pro-natal policies: what does the evidence tell us?

Low fertility rates do not necessarily reflect population preferences: countries with very low fertility of-
ten display a wide gap between fertility aspirations in youth and actual fertility later in life. This suggests 
that there are concrete obstacles – whether aspirational, psychological, values-related or financial – to 
realizing family aspirations, which opens space for policy interventions. Some of these, e.g., labour mar-
ket conditions or political instability, are beyond the direct family policy sphere. Direct fertility policies 
generally fall into three categories: financial transfers, child-care services and parental leave policies. 
Serbia’s birth grant falls into the first category. 
Evidence from other countries suggests that Serbia’s Birth Grant is not an optimum policy to achieve 
natality objectives and comes at an unsustainably high fiscal cost. Empirical research shows that finan-
cial incentives only modestly influence overall fertility. They may have a stronger impact on low-income 
households for whom a public transfer constitutes a larger incentive (relative to their income), shifting 
the share of births and children towards socio-economically vulnerable groups. The evidence on the 
impact on fertility of ‘baby-bonuses’ such as Serbia’s Birth Grant suggests that it can vary significantly 
depending on context but is generally less effective than regular financial transfers during childhood. By 
contrast, the fiscal costs per additional child of such grants are universally very high. 
In contrast, helping women combine work with family formation has been a critical policy in all coun-
tries that have achieved a rebound in fertility rates. Regular financial transfers during early childhood 
and childcare services for children under 3 appear to have the strongest impact. Extended parental leave 
has more limited effects and may create a trade-off with women’s labour market participation. Iceland 
provides an example of policy packages that focus on shared parental leave as well as extensive childcare 
coverage that can boost fertility rates and simultaneously foster high labour market participation among 
women.17

Since 2017, the share of social assistance spending targeted at children initially fell and then re-
bounded in 2020, as a result of changes introduced through the 2017 FSFC Law. Considering the 
Birth Grant, Preschool Subsidy, Foster Care and Wage Compensation as benefits entirely entitled to 
children, and considering the expenditure in the FSA, Caregiver Allowance and Child Allowance pro-
portionate to the share of beneficiaries below the age of 18,18 the share of social assistance expenditure 
received by children decreased between 2013 and 2017. At the beginning of the period, it corresponded 
to under 60 per cent of the total expenditure on social assistance, falling to about 58 per cent between 
2014 and 2017. In 2018, expenditure on social assistance to children increased slightly, followed by a 
sharper increase in 2020, reaching more than 61 per cent of total expenditure (see Figure 2.5).

 

17 Sobotka, Tomas, Anna Matysiak, and Zuzanna Brzozowska, Policy responses to low fertility: How effective are they. Vol. 1. UNFPA 
Working Paper, 2019; and Bussolo, Maurizio, Johannes Koettl, and Emily Sinnott, Golden aging: Prospects for healthy, active, and 
prosperous aging in Europe and Central Asia, World Bank Publications, 2015.

18 In this paragraph the share of spending on social assistance is focused on children below age 18, and in the case of FSA it is not focused 
on the family unit, but only on children of FSA family recipient.

Figure 2.5. Share of social assistance spending targeted at children

 

Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative data provided by MoLEVSA. Social assistance expenditures targeted at children is calculated 
as the total expenditure on programmes entitled to children (Preschool Subsidy, Birth Grant, Wage Compensation and Foster Care), and the share 
of expenditure corresponding to the share of children beneficiaries in programmes that either have a component not entitled to children or are 
entitled to the entire household (Caregiver Allowance, Child Allowance and FSA).

Rationalizing spending on categorical programmes would create fiscal space for poverty-target-
ed programmes, which would improve the overall effectiveness of social assistance spending. 
Current spending on social assistance in Serbia is falling short of its ability to reduce poverty and pro-
mote shared prosperity. While recognizing that balancing multiple social policy objectives is always 
difficult, the above analysis draws attention to the significant scope to rationalize spending on social 
assistance. Firstly, Wage Compensation dominates spending on social assistance – a programme nor-
mally funded through social insurance contributions. Secondly, the recent and rapid rise in spending 
on the Birth Grant suggests that this programme may become fiscally unsustainable with time. Despite 
this increase in expenditure, for the period 2019–2020 there is no evidence that the programme has 
achieved its objective of increasing the birth rate. By rationalizing spending on the Birth Grant, a cate-
gorical programme, the Government could potentially achieve a higher impact on poverty by shifting 
these resources to poverty-targeted programmes. It could also consider introducing a means-test into 
the Birth Grant and other categorical programmes. The more resources are directed to the poor, the 
more effective the programmes would be in reaching and supporting the poor in maintaining the min-
imum financial security of families and individuals, including children, in meeting their basic needs.
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3 EFFECTIVENESS OF SOCIAL 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES: 
TARGETING, COVERAGE AND 
GENEROSITY
This section analyses the coverage, targeting and effectiveness of social assistance programmes. For 
this, we consider first the administrative data on the number of beneficiaries and then analyse data 
from SILC 2019,19 the latest household survey available, which presents information on the social assis-
tance benefits received by households. Notably, the incomes reported in SILC 2019 refer to the period 
of 2018, and the section that follows should be read with this in mind. 

3.1. COVERAGE AND TARGETING OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES

Reflecting trends in spending on social assistance, there has been a steady decline in the number 
of beneficiaries of poverty-targeted programmes, while those of categorical programmes have 
been increasing. The total number of beneficiaries of Child Allowance has been falling steadily from 
nearly 210,000 in 2013 to a little under 137,000 in 2020, as seen in Figure 3.1. This fall is much steeper 
than the fall in the number of live births in the country (from 65,554 in 2013 to 64,399 in 2019), suggest-
ing that this decline reflects factors other than a fall in the number of eligible children. Most recipients 
of Child Allowance receive the basic benefit. The number of beneficiaries of the basic benefit fell from 
a little above 166,000 in January 2013 to about 100,000 in September 2020. The augmented Child Al-
lowance20 has also reduced, from 46,000 to 38,000, over the same period. The number of beneficiaries 
of the Caregiver Allowance, on the other hand, has remained almost constant at 52,000. In terms of the 
FSA, the number of beneficiaries of this programme fluctuated around 100,000 households, showing 
the same seasonal pattern observed in the expenditure data, and then started a downward trend at the 
end of 2018, reaching 90,000 by the end of the period. The number of individuals enrolled in the FSA 
reduced from 302,000 in May 2014 to 218,000 in September 2020, indicating a reduction in the average 
household size among beneficiaries. The Birth Grant presented a slight increase in 2019, followed by a 
sharper increase in 2020: from around 62,000 between 2013 and 2018, and it reached 65,000 in Decem-
ber 2019 and 72,000 by September 2020. The number of beneficiaries of the remaining social assistance 
programmes did not change significantly. 

19 For this section, we classify under social assistance beneficiaries that receive the War Veteran benefits, Caregiver Allowance, Wage 
Compensation, Foster Care, Preschool Subsidy, Birth Grant, Child Allowance, FSA, Assistance for Refugees, One-off Assistance (local 
level benefit), and ‘other social assistance’, as specified in the SILC national questionnaire.

20 There are two levels of Child Allowance: basic and augmented (some categories of children receive augmented benefit, such as children 
of single parents and children with disabilities).

Figure 3.1. Number of beneficiary households by social assistance programme

Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative data provided by MoLEVSA.

Coverage of poverty targeting programmes is either decreasing or steady at a low level, which 
is partially the case with FSA. An analysis of SILC 2019 shows that almost one in every five Serbian 
citizens lived in a household that received at least one social assistance benefit in 2018 (see Figure 3.2). 
Compared to 2014, there has been a reduction in the coverage of Child Allowance, while the coverage 
of other programmes remained about the same, which reflects the same trends that emerged in the 
analysis of administrative data presented in the section above. In 2018, Child Allowance was the social 
assistance programme with the highest rate of coverage (8.4 per cent of the population), followed by 
the Caregiver Allowance (3.7 per cent) and the FSA (3.5 per cent), which is low when compared to the 
poverty rate of 7.1 per cent. Importantly, as explained above, since the questionnaire refers to income 
from the previous year (2018), SILC 2019 does not yet reflect the rapid expansion of the Birth Grant or 
Wage Compensation.
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Figure 3.2. Programme coverage and their distribution across income quintiles

 
Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.

The targeting of social assistance programmes in Serbia has improved in the past years, although 
coverage of the poorest remains low. While in 2014 28 per cent of social assistance benefits were re-
ceived by the richest quintile and 23 per cent by the poorest, in 2019, 45.2 per cent of the benefits reached 
the poorest and only 8.7 went to the richest (see Figure 3.3). The reduction in the allocation of social 
assistance to the top quintile improved Serbia’s position in relation to other countries in terms of the dis-
tribution of social assistance benefits. When all social assistance programmes are considered together, 63 
per cent of beneficiaries are in the two bottom quintiles. However, not all programmes perform equally in 
this regard: the Child Allowance and the FSA disproportionately benefit households in the poorest quin-
tile of the population to a far greater degree than any of the other programmes. Despite the shift towards a 
greater proportion of benefits going to the poor since 2014, coverage among the bottom quintile remains 
low as compared with other countries in the region. Notably, coverage of the first quintile in the region 
reaches about 90 per cent in countries such as Slovakia, Hungary, Georgia and Romania (see Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.3. Coverage of social assistance of the first and fifth quintiles in Europe and Central Asia

Source: SPEED (Social Protection Expenditure and Evaluation Database), World Bank, Washington, DC, 2020.
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Whereas the Child Allowance and FSA are well targeted to the poorest households, the coverage 
of poor households across municipalities appears to vary. When compared to the latest poverty 
map available (2014), the coverage of FSA and Child Allowance are positively related to the at-risk-of-
poverty rate21 (see Figure 3.4). Municipalities that have the highest at-risk-of-poverty rates also have 
the highest share of their population covered by these two programmes. However, the coverage of the 
population with social assistance among municipalities with a very high at-risk-of-poverty rate is var-
iable, with some experiencing low coverage rates. This variability suggests regional disparities in the 
implementation of the programmes. In addition, when compared to each other, the coverage of one 
programme can be very different from the other within a given municipality, indicating potential differ-
ences between implementing agencies. It is important to highlight that even in municipalities that per-
form better, the coverage of FSA is still lower than the poverty rate (see Figure 3.4). These trends – and 
possible difference in programme implementation – require further exploration, which is considered 
in the section on delivery systems below. 

Figure 3.4. Coverage of FSA and Child Allowance and poverty rates by municipality

 

Source: Information System of MoLEVSA; and SORS, Vital Statistics; and World Bank and Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, Poverty Map of Serbia.

While the coverage of social assistance programmes is higher in rural than urban areas, the per-
centage of poor people receiving support in rural areas is lower than in urban areas. While 60 
per cent of the Serbian population lives in cities, only 38 per cent of the poor live in these urban areas. 
This makes the poverty rate in rural areas over twice as much as the poverty rate in urban areas – 17 
per cent versus 7 per cent. However, even though the coverage of the rural population by social assis-
tance programmes is higher than in urban areas, the poor in urban areas are more likely to receive at 
least one of the benefits than their counterparts in rural areas (see Figure 3.5). This is mostly driven by 
the differences in coverage of the poor by the FSA, Caregiver Allowance, Birth Grant and the One-off 

21 At risk of poverty: households are considered to be at risk of poverty when they have an equivalized disposable income (after social 
transfer) below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60 per cent of the national median equivalized disposable income after 
social transfers). The at-risk-of-poverty rate is the share of people living in households considered at risk of poverty.
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Assistance. This suggests that poor people in rural areas are not being reached by these programmes, 
either due to barriers in access, arising from their remoteness or difficulty accessing information, for 
example, or from aspects in the eligibility criteria22 which privilege urban poor over rural poor.

Figure 3.5. Coverage of the population and the poor according to the area of residence

 
Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.

Households with combined deprivations are more likely to benefit from social assistance than 
households with fewer deprivations, with significant gaps in coverage across groups. Using the 
European AROPE classification,23 nearly 2 million Serbian citizens live in households with some sort 
of deprivation – the most common is financial deprivation. However, people living in households with 
financial deprivation only are almost as likely to benefit from a social assistance programme as those 
living in households with no deprivations. People in households with combined deprivations, particu-
larly low work intensity and material deprivation, are the ones more likely to benefit from social assis-
tance. However, across all types of deprivation, significant numbers of people are not benefiting from 
any type of social assistance (see Figure 3.6). 

22 The population living in rural areas often own land above the legal threshold allowed to be eligible for means-tested benefits and, for 
sentimental or other reasons, some do not want to give consent for the registration of a mortgage, which is required to exercise the right 
to FSA. 

23 At risk of poverty or social exclusion, abbreviated as AROPE, corresponds to the sum of persons who are either: 1. At risk of poverty: 
with an equivalized disposable income (after social transfer) below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60 per cent of the 
national median equivalized disposable income after social transfers); 2. and/or severely materially deprived: material deprivation 
refers to a state of economic strain and duress, defined as the enforced inability (rather than the choice not to do so) to pay unexpected 
expenses, afford a one-week annual holiday away from home, a meal involving meat, chicken or fish every second day, the adequate 
heating of a dwelling, durable goods like a washing machine, colour television, telephone or car, being confronted with payment arrears 
(mortgage or rent, utility bills, hire purchase instalments or other loan payments). Severe material deprivation rate is defined as the 
enforced inability to pay for at least four of the above-mentioned items; 3. and/or living in a household with a very low work intensity: 
the indicator persons living in households with very low work intensity is defined as the number of persons living in a household where 
the members of working age worked less than 20 per cent of their total potential during the previous 12 months.
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Figure 3.6. Population according to the deprivation status and coverage by social assistance 
programmes

 
 
Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.

Significant gaps in coverage remain among the poor, even among groups prioritized by the Gov-
ernment, and depending on the household composition, coverage of social assistance is almost 
inexistent. The coverage of social assistance programmes among families with children is higher – 
particularly in those with up to two adults – than among households with no children (see Figure 3.7).24 
This reflects the commitment of the Government to supporting families with children. However, even 
in this group, more than half of the people living in poor families do not receive any benefits. On the 
other hand, poor people living in households without dependent children are those who are the least 
covered by any of the social assistance programmes, including families with elderly members. Con-
sidering the aging population, providing support to these poor families could be a growing challenge.

Figure 3.7. Population according to household composition and coverage by social assistance 
programmes

Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.

24 Households with more than three adults with children are, however, the most common among the poor and among the beneficiaries, 
despite having a low coverage rate. 
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Poor households with children are more likely to be covered by social assistance programmes 
than those without children. Out of those, the main benefit received is Child Allowance, followed by 
the FSA (followed closely in the case of households with a single adult). Households with a single adult 
and at least one dependent child are more likely to receive One-off Assistance. Among families with 
a single adult and children, 78 per cent are in households led by women, out of which 26 per cent are 
poor (compared to only 13 per cent of those in male-headed households). However, among the poor, 
63 per cent of the households led by women receive social assistance programmes – while only 17 per 
cent of the male-headed households do. In contrast, most of the poor households without dependent 
children are covered by the FSA. The same is true for households with a single adult and at least one 
child. Poor households with more than one adult and dependent children are, however, less likely to 
receive the FSA, as they are covered by other programmes. 

Considering the Government’s priority group – children – social assistance programmes still fall 
short in covering the poor. The poverty rates of children and adolescents are higher than those of the 
adults and older persons (see Figure 3.8), thereby supporting the rationale of prioritizing this group of 
the population for social assistance. Given the focus on children and families in the composition of so-
cial assistance programmes, it is not surprising that the coverage of children is significantly higher than 
the coverage of adults and older persons, with almost half of the children under the age of 18 years liv-
ing in a household that has received at least one social assistance programme. However, this higher rate 
of coverage is not sufficient to reach all poor children – in fact, over 50 per cent of the poor children live 
in households that do not receive any transfers. It is hard to determine the reason for this under-cover-
age. However, this presents gaps in the Government’s commitment to solving poverty among children.

Figure 3.8. Poverty rate and coverage by at least one social assistance programme by age group

Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.
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Importantly, the coverage of categorical social assistance programmes is lower among the poor 
than non-poor across age groups, suggesting that the poor are not benefiting equally from these 
investments. As expected, coverage by means-tested programmes is higher among the poor of all age 
groups, being particularly high for children in poor households. There are a few non-poor who still 
receive one of these programmes, but the share is much lower than among the poor, reflecting the fact 
that these programmes are well targeted to the poor. In stark contrast, the share of people benefiting 
from categorical programmes is almost twice as high among the non-poor than among the poor. In 
particular, while 34 per cent of non-poor children under the age of 5 years live in a household that 
receives a categorical programme, only 15 per cent of the poor children of the same age live in a house-
hold that benefits from these same programmes. This highlights the importance of actively including 
poor individuals in universal programmes.

Figure 3.9. Coverage of the poor and non-poor by means-tested and categorical social assistance pro-
grammes by age group

Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.

Despite improvements in targeting, coverage of social assistance remains low, with variable cov-
erage across areas and groups, even those that are deemed to be a policy priority. Analysis of SILC 
2019 shows that, while social assistance benefits are more likely to reach poor households as compared 
with 2014, overall coverage remains low. While coverage falls short across the country, there appears to 
be greater under-coverage in rural as compared with urban areas and across households with different 
combinations of deprivations. Importantly, gaps in coverage are evident even among groups that the 
Government has sought to prioritize, namely, families with children. This suggests that the current lev-
els of spending on social assistance in Serbia do not enable all eligible beneficiaries to receive support, 
thereby undermining the effectiveness of the sector.
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3.2. EFFECTIVENESS OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES

Among social assistance programmes, the poverty-targeted Child Allowance is the biggest driver 
of poverty reduction in Serbia, followed by the FSA. Based on analysis using the national pover-
ty line, social assistance spending in Serbia is estimated to reduce the poverty rate by 1.98 percent-
age points, as shown in Figure 3.10. Among social assistance programmes, the poverty-targeted pro-
grammes, namely the Child Allowance and FSA, have the largest impacts on poverty, while categorical 
programmes have a much smaller impact. To situate these effects on poverty, Figure 3.11 presents the 
impact of social assistance spending on poverty (based on the international poverty line of US$ 5.5 per 
day) across countries in Europe and Central Asia (ECA). Among ECA countries, while Serbia achieves 
a greater impact than many countries in the region, the size of the poverty reduction effect of social as-
sistance lags behind the impacts achieved in Romania, Moldova, Kazakhstan, Bulgaria and Georgia. In 
terms of cost-effectiveness, the share of the total budget of the combined social assistance programmes 
in Serbia that goes into closing the poverty gap is over 40 per cent. Child Allowance and the FSA are the 
most cost-effective programmes, with over 70 per cent of the transfers going to reduce the poverty gap. 
This is higher than the regional average in ECA for last resort social assistance of 40 per cent.

Figure 3.10. Poverty reduction effects for selected social assistance programmes

 
Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.
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Figure 3.11. Poverty reduction effects of social assistance spending by country, most recent year 
available

Source: SPEED (Social Protection Expenditure and Evaluation Database), World Bank, Washington, DC, 2020.

This lower impact on poverty of social assistance programmes in Serbia is due to low coverage of 
the poor, which continues despite improvements in targeting, suggesting that the current design 
of these programmes is unable to reach additional poor households. The direct impact of social 
assistance programmes on poverty is largely driven by programme coverage and targeting accuracy 
and the value of the transfers, which is considered separately in the next paragraph. The analysis in the 
sections above has shown that the targeting of social assistance in Serbia has improved over time, with a 
greater proportion of spending reaching poor populations. However, gaps in coverage persist across the 
poor and across households with different compositions, arising in part from the restrictive eligibility 
criteria25 for poverty-targeted programmes, which have not been revised for over a decade. According to 
the 2011 SP Law, to become eligible for FSA, households should meet certain eligibility criteria related to 
income levels, assets ownership and employment status. In addition to the income criteria, there are ‘fil-
ters’ – such as the size of the claimant’s dwelling, land ownership, possession of bank accounts and other 
assets, as well as required unemployment registration – that further limit the access to the programme 
and thus the coverage of the programme. Similar to FSA, eligibility for Child Allowance is determined 
by income and assets test.26 The income threshold of RSD 9,27227 per family member is slightly higher 
than for the FSA, and the amount of benefit per child is fixed28 and does not vary with income. An addi-
tional issue is a protracted decrease in the number of beneficiaries of poverty-targeted programmes, in 
particular the Child Allowance, in the past years. In addition to the above, analysis shows that the FSA 
design may create disincentives for work for FSA work-able beneficiaries.29 

25 FSA eligibility thresholds and maximum benefit levels are updated twice a year with consumer price growth to track growth in 
consumer prices.

26 The income ceiling for eligibility for Child Allowance is higher than that for the FSA; the eligibility requirements are similar, but not 
identical to those that apply to FSA.

27 According to the Decision on the Nominal Amounts of the Birth Grant, the Flat Rate Allowance for the Purchase of Equipment for the 
Child, and the Child Allowance and Income Threshold for Child Allowance, applicable as of 1 July 2020. 

28 In January 2021, the Child Allowance for a child entitled to this benefit was RSD 3,084; the Child Allowance for a child from a single 
parent or foster family was RSD 4,009; the Child Allowance for a child with disability was RSD 4,626 and for a child with increased child 
allowance (for up to 80 per cent) was RSD 5,551.

29 FSA design that may create work disincentive was elaborated into details in the following World Bank reports: ‘Activation and Smart 
Safety Nets in Serbia: Constraints in Beneficiary Profile, Benefit Design, and Institutional Capacity’ 2013 and Social Sector Functional 
Review (Social Assistance) 2018.
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The vast majority of the social assistance beneficiaries receive only one benefit, and a very small 
number of beneficiaries receive more than one transfer, implying little overlap among pro-
grammes. We look at the extent of social assistance beneficiaries’ overlap because the legal regulations 
allow for such overlaps for the purpose of achieving their policy goals. Below, we consider the value of 
social assistance transfers being received by beneficiary households. As the first step in this analysis, 
Table 1 presents the extent to which beneficiaries of social assistance programmes receive support 
from one or more programmes, as this overlap in terms of eligibility for and receipt of support is im-
portant to assess the total amount of support received by beneficiary households. As seen in Table 1, 
among households that benefit from social assistance programmes, the vast majority of beneficiaries 
(76.8 per cent) receive support from only one programme. An estimated 19.5 per cent of beneficiaries 
receive benefits from two social assistance programmes. Building on this, Table 2 presents the average 
amount beneficiary households report receiving from each social assistance programme, according to 
the 2019 SILC,30 by different types of households. Among beneficiary households with no children, the 
average amount reported by households receiving Caregiver Allowance is consistently higher than that 
reported by households receiving the FSA.31 Households with dependent children report receiving a 
wider range of benefits, with households receiving Wage Compensation reporting the receipt of trans-
fers of the highest value, on average, followed by Caregiver Allowance. Table 3 presents the average val-
ue of social assistance benefits reported by beneficiary households in the poorest quintile only, which 
shows that fewer types of household report receiving different benefits, with a remarkable drop in the 
receipt of Wage Compensation. However, given that the benefit structure is likely standardized across 
household types, the average value of these transfers does not vary considerably across household types 
in the poorest quintile and the population.

Table 1. Distribution of the number of benefits received by a household in the total population 
and among beneficiaries

Share of people Share of beneficiaries

No benefits 82.2%

Only one benefit 13.7% 76.8%

2 benefits 3.5% 19.5%

3 benefits 0.6% 3.5%

5 benefits 0.03% 0.2%

Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.

30 The poverty line was RSD 12,286.00 in 2018 (reference year for SILC 2019).
31 FSA beneficiaries are also entitled to other benefits (discount for utility bills, energy benefits for energy protected customer status, free 

meals in soup kitchens, scholarships, free meals at school, reimbursement of the cost of preschool education, One-off Assistance, free 
transportation, etc. depending on the local government) that are not observed in the survey, therefore not included in this table. As a 
result, this analysis may underestimate the total amount of benefits received by FSA beneficiaries. 

Table 2. Average benefit value per household according to household type (all beneficiaries), in RSD

All benefi-
ciaries

Household 
type

Total SA Birth Grant
Child 

Allowance
Caregiver 
Allowance

FSA
One-off 

Assistance 
Wage Com-
pensation

Other SA

Living in 
households 
without 
dependent 
children

1 person 
(total)

7,709 13,715 6,704 679 3,651

2 adults, 
both <65 
years

7,580 14,468 5,702 1,251 5,504

2 adults, at 
least one 
65+ years

11,416 13,637 6,444 1,683 10,000

Other no 
dependent 
children

19,246 1,000 19,074 7,316 600 2,798

Living in 
households 
with 
dependent 
children

Single 
person, 
at least 1 
dependent 
child

9,125 4,000 4,999 8,371 2,833 6,250 1,083

2 adults, 1 
dependent 
child

11,140 6,847 3,199 21,582 7,346 3,661 26,212

2 adults, 2 
dependent 
children

11,988 6,229 4,784 28,000 10,704 19,949

2 adults, 3+ 
dependent 
children

13,710 11,899 7,806 10,662 417 17,267 20,833

Other 
households 
with 
dependent 
children

11,539 6,900 5,339 16,648 10,398 1,265 22,831 5,542

Total 11,893 7,161 5,418 16,553 7,939 1,608 21,458 4,897

Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.



SERBIA SOCIAL ASSISTANCE PUBLIC EXPENDITURE REVIEW NOTE SERBIA SOCIAL ASSISTANCE PUBLIC EXPENDITURE REVIEW NOTE32 33

Table 3. Average benefit value per household according to household type 
(beneficiaries in the first quintile – Q1)

Beneficia-
ries in Q1

Household 
type

Total Social 
Assistance

Birth Grant
Child 

Allowance
Caregiver 
Allowance

FSA
One-off 

Assistance 
Wage Com-
pensation

Other SA

Living in 
households 
without 
dependent 
children

1 person 
(total)

5,347 5,594 586

2 adults, 
both <65 
years

5,539 4,905 500 6,000

2 adults, at 
least one 
65+ years

7,398 7,398

Other no 
dependent 
children

10,645 1,000 13,148 6,366 500

Living in 
households 
with 
dependent 
children

Single 
person, 
at least 1 
dependent 
child

12,125 4,000 5,024 8,170 2,833 6,250 1,083

2 adults, 1 
dependent 
child

5,586 2,900 7,848 6,667

2 adults, 2 
dependent 
children

9,655 5,000 5,055 10,748

2 adults, 3+ 
dependent 
children

15,488 14,527 7,591 10,662 417 16,667

Other 
households 
with 
dependent 
children

10,447 6,519 6,394 20,035 11,878 1,632 14,107 417

Total 10,129 9,739 6,003 14,875 8,279 1,894 15,396 2,896

Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019.

The adequacy of social assistance in Serbia is among the highest in ECA; however, the transfer 
of the poverty-targeted programmes FSA and Child Allowance is equivalent to 20.3 and 9.6 per 
cent of the absolute poverty line, respectively. In comparison with other countries in the ECA, the 
adequacy of social assistance for the poorest quintile in Serbia is among the highest, with all social 
assistance transfers representing 46 per cent of the income of beneficiaries in the poorest quintile. 
While this assessment of adequacy allows for cross-country comparisons, it does not provide insights 
into whether beneficiaries of social assistance programmes can meet their basic needs or achieve some 
minimum standard of living. For the FSA, the amount of the benefit is the difference between an ad-
ministratively defined income threshold for a unit of assistance of specific size (from one to six mem-
bers), using explicit equivalence scales, with a threshold level of RSD 8,781 (US$ 88.7),32 and the actual 

32 Amount of the FSA for individuals (right holders) is RSD 8,781.00, for each subsequent adult in the family the amount is RSD 4,391.00 
and for a minor child is RSD 2,634.00 as per decision of the Minister of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs, effective since 
1 April 2021. 

income of the unit needing assistance (household or family).33 Comparing the per capita transfer from 
the FSA and Child Allowance to the poverty line and minimum wage shows that, among beneficiaries 
in the poorest quintile, the FSA transfer is equivalent to 20.3 per cent of the absolute poverty line34 in 
Serbia, while the Child Allowance is equivalent to 9.6 per cent. Similarly, the FSA benefits that house-
holds receive amount to just over 33 per cent of the minimum wage and the Child Allowance to 22.7 
per cent. This analysis suggests that the recent changes in the FSFC Law have not adequately addressed 
the coverage and adequacy of the poverty-targeted programmes.

Table 4. Comparison of the FSA and Child Allowance transfers with benchmark values

Value
Avg. monthly transfer value 
per household in the survey

Avg. per capita transfer value 
in the survey (B20) – among 

beneficiaries

FSA

Value  7,939.50 2,498.26

Avg. income per capita 82,510,25 9.62% 3.03%

Avg. income per capita (B20) 6,200.58 128.04% 40.29%

Poverty line (absolute) 12,286.00 64.62% 20.33%

Poverty line (relative) 16,615.00 47.79% 15.04%

Minimum wage 23,833.00 33.31% 10.48%

Child Allowance

Value 5,418.12 1,179.62

Avg. income per capita 82,510.25 6.57% 1.43%

Avg. income per capita (B20) 6,200.58 87.38% 19.02%

Poverty line (absolute) 12,286.00 44.10% 9.60%

Poverty line (relative) 16,615.00 32.61% 7.10%

Minimum wage 23,833.00 22.73% 4.95%

Note: B20 is the bottom 20 per cent of the income distribution.  
Source: Author’s calculations based on SILC 2019 and official numbers. 

33 FSA eligibility thresholds and maximum benefit levels are updated twice a year with consumer price growth to track growth in 
consumer prices.

34 The poverty line was RSD 12,286.00 in 2018 (reference year for SILC 2019).
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While countries with higher rates of coverage experience greater impacts on poverty, the ade-
quacy of poverty-targeted programmes matters as well and should be improved. Figure 3.12 con-
siders the coverage and adequacy of social assistance programmes and their impact on the poverty rate 
in selected ECA countries, using the most recent data available. These figures illustrate how, as the 
coverage of the poor rises, so does the impact of these programmes on poverty. This analysis suggests 
that gains in poverty impacts could be achieved in Serbia by expanding the coverage of social assis-
tance among the poor. However, this analysis does not consider EU member states and thus may miss 
broader trends among more advanced economies. Indeed, the above analysis shows that there is scope 
to improve the adequacy of the poverty-targeted programmes. 

Figure 3.12. Coverage and adequacy of social assistance programmes and their impact on poverty

Note: Adequacy is calculated as the average value of the transfers over the total welfare of the beneficiaries. The poverty line of 5.50 USD/day 
was used to allow for international comparison.  
Source: SPEED (Social Protection Expenditure and Evaluation Database), World Bank, Washington, DC, 2020.
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4 EFFECTIVENESS OF THE SOCIAL 
ASSISTANCE DELIVERY SYSTEM: 
A CASE STUDY OF THE FSA
The section above shows that coverage of social assistance programmes among the poor is low and 
that, despite the commitment that all eligible households receive support, there appear to be impor-
tant gaps in coverage in rural areas, among households with deprivations, and across demographic 
groups. Therefore, in this chapter, we consider the effectiveness of the social protection system in de-
livering social assistance benefits to citizens. Specifically, we look at how one of the poverty-targeted 
programmes, the FSA, is implemented to consider if the programme ensures adequate inclusion of 
poor people and if people can access this programme when in need. We also consider if the FSA meets 
the needs of its intended populations, if it is effective in reaching out to the poor, and if the system is 
effective in providing quality service to the clients. We specifically focus on the FSA implementation 
phases, including outreach, intake and registration, assessment of needs and conditions, eligibility and 
enrolment, payments of benefits and provision of services, and monitoring and management, includ-
ing beneficiary exits, as seen in Figure 4.1.35

The below review of the delivery system of the FSA identified a number of limitations, the most press-
ing of which is the overall lack of administrative data or system assessments that provide insights into 
the performance of each stage in the delivery chain. It also observes that the procedures for applying 
for the FSA have not changed in the last decade, and thus are outdated, and that improvements of 
the SP information system in recent years have failed to include the FSA. Based on these procedures, 
social workers appear to continue to have a lot of discretion in the process of decision-making. Going 
forward, the SPIS should be further developed and extended to cover the FSA, in addition to other 
programmes, and the procedures for the FSA should be reviewed and updated to streamline these with 
an effort to ensure that the system is transparent and as simple as possible to facilitate access of the 
poorest people. 

Figure 4.1. Stages of the delivery chain of social protection programmes

Source: Lindert et al. (2020).

35 As guideline the following publication is used: Lindert, Kathy, et al., eds., Sourcebook on the Foundations of Social Protection Delivery 
Systems, World Bank, Washington, DC, 2020. doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-1577-5.
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4.1. OUTREACH

Analysis of the SP Law36 indicates that the outreach phase in FSA delivery, although important, is 
largely neglected. The FSA delivery in most cases starts with the intake phase; i.e., the phase in which 
potential beneficiaries approach the CSW (at their own initiative) with an application for FSA benefit. 
Until this point, the system is passive in identifying potential beneficiaries, so individuals and families 
who wish to apply for certain benefits must be proactive themselves and approach on their own initia-
tive the relevant CSW to ask for income support.37 

While according to the SP Law all vulnerable people are beneficiaries of social protection, the 
delivery systems are not designed accordingly. The SP Law recognizes the right of an individual 
facing hardship to social protection benefits and the right of beneficiaries to information about all 
aspects relevant to the assessment of their social needs. In particular, based on Article 4 (right to so-
cial protection), “every individual and family who needs society’s assistance and support to overcome 
social and life hardship and to create the conditions for satisfying their basic necessities is entitled to 
social protection.” Furthermore, Article 41 defines social protection beneficiary as every individual and 
family who “faces obstacles to satisfy their needs, resulting in their inability to achieve or maintain the 
quality of life, or lacking sufficient finances to ensure subsistence, while being unable to generate them 
through work, property income or from other sources.” These legal definitions leave a large margin for 
interpretation, and it is not clear how households that could potentially fall undergoing hardship are 
classified as eligible or not. That is, the legal definition of beneficiaries leaves scope for interpreting the 
concept of beneficiaries as ‘potential beneficiaries’, while the definition of those who could receive the 
benefit is entirely missing. The definition of social protection beneficiaries38 as all vulnerable individu-
als/families creates confusion, since the same term is also used in practice for people who have received 
social assistance benefits/services.39 Similarly, Article 81 of the SP Law defines FSA beneficiaries as in-
dividuals/families with income below the FSA eligibility threshold, which means that these are people 
who are entitled to FSA (rather than de facto recipients).

The ambiguity in the definition of a beneficiary of social assistance and, in particular of the FSA, 
according to the SP Law, undermines the outreach stage in the delivery chain. The right to in-
formation embedded in Article 34 of the SP Law is the principal right of beneficiaries stipulating that 
“in line with their needs and abilities, beneficiaries shall be entitled to receive information about all 
aspects relevant to the assessment of their social needs, as well as about how those needs can be sat-
isfied.” However, the objective40 of the SP Law as per Article 1 is on “rights and obligations of social 
protection beneficiaries,”41 and not on keeping the general public informed about the entitlements and 

36 Law on Social Protection Official Gazette of RS, No. 24/2011, https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_socijalnoj_zastiti.html.
37 The Law on Social Card adopted on 17 February 2021, that will enter into force on 1 March 2022, will enable interlinking of various 

sectors (children, social, veteran protection, NES, Registry Office, Republic Geodetic Authority, Pension and Disability Insurance Fund, 
Database of the Ministry of Interior, CSWs), which may assist in more proactive outreach to potential beneficiaries. 

38 Article 41 of the SP Law, https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_socijalnoj_zastiti.html.
39 Analyses conducted by the Republic Institute for Social Protection contribute to the same terminology confusion. Although it stipulates 

that all vulnerable people are social protection beneficiaries and includes reference to the relevant article of the SP Law, the data they 
present include only the persons who have actively used some of the services or the cash benefits provided by the system. Republic 
Institute for Social Protection, Adult beneficiaries of the social protection system, 2019, http://www.zavodsz.gov.rs/media/2001/
punoletni-u-sistemu-sz-2019.pdf.

40 Regulation of social protection activities, objectives and principles, social protection entitlements and services, application procedures 
for social protection entitlements and services, operation of social protection institutions, support to the development of social 
protection professionals, financing of social protection, and so on.

41 Article 1 of the SP Law, https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon_o_socijalnoj_zastiti.html.

services in the social protection system. Clarifying the legal definition of a beneficiary of social protec-
tion programmes, specifically the FSA, would enable the differentiation between activities to provide 
information to the general public about the available social protection benefits to vulnerable people 
and to de facto beneficiaries of services/benefits, as detailed in Figure 4.2. This, in turn, would clarify 
the institutions competent for the development and implementation of outreach strategies tailored to 
the population they are targeting.

Figure 4.2. Levels of information sharing to the public and the potential beneficiaries

The social protection system in Serbia is not designed to proactively reach out to potential bene-
ficiaries but rather to passively respond to citizens’ requests for support. The SP Law defines ben-
eficiaries’ right to receive all information of relevance to the satisfaction of their social needs. Article 34 
stipulates the right to receive the information in accordance with the beneficiary’s needs and abilities. 
The SP Law also stipulates the beneficiary’s right to have insight into their case file. Analysis of this 
provision indicates that the primary intention of the legislators was to ensure the ‘right to information’ 
for individuals requesting assistance from the system, meaning that the system is designed to be re-
sponsive rather than proactive. Thus, this formulation excludes the broader population from the right 
to information since the target group is ‘beneficiaries’ – i.e., vulnerable individuals/families. 

The SP Law obliges relevant social protection institutions to inform citizens about social protec-
tion programmes; however, by-laws and rulebooks fail to provide guidance and clear responsibil-
ities on how it should be conducted. Based on Article 32, MoLEVSA and other provincial and local 
authorities should “provide information about social protection to the public” through the media and 
other information channels. However, the SP Law remains unclear about how and how often this infor-
mation should be shared, as well as which topics should be covered. By-laws are missing information 
on methods and frequency of information to be provided. The Rulebook on Organisation, Norms, and 
Standards of Operation of Centres for Social Work (Rulebook on CSW),42 in Article 5, stipulates the 

42 Official Gazette of RS, No. 59/2008, 37/2010, 39/2011, 1/2012 – amended by another rulebook, 1/2012 – amended by another rulebook, 
51/2019 and 12/2020.
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obligation of CSWs to inform the public within their respective LSG about their statutory obligations 
and mandates, as well as on the available services and schemes, “through the media, public lectures, 
presentations, and other appropriate channels.”

While the SP Law guarantees physical, geographic and economic accessibility of social assis-
tance, it is likely that some groups still face barriers to accessing services and benefits. Based on 
Article 33 of the SP Law, social protection services should be provided while “ensuring their physical, 
geographic and economic accessibility, while appreciating cultural and other forms of diversity.” An 
attempt to put this principle into practice is found in Article 39 of the Rulebook on CSW, which reg-
ulates the organization of CSW activities in CSW satellite offices,43 as well as in Article 40 – Accessi-
bility of Services.44 Geographic accessibility of public buildings (including CSW buildings) still poses 
a significant challenge in Serbia. CSWs are organized in a way that provides only one point of access/
CSW office per LSG, which is usually located in the central part of the LSG. Since satellite units may 
be established only in exceptional situations, subject to a decision of the CSW director, access to social 
benefits is more difficult for individuals living in remote parts of the LSG, while CSW buildings are 
often physically inaccessible for persons with disabilities. The physical accessibility of CSW services 
may explain, in part, the differential access to social assistance in rural as compared with urban areas. 
Additionally, the application for FSA is only available in Serbian and not in the minority languages, and 
the websites of most CSWs are not accessible for blind and visually impaired persons. Affordability also 
remains a challenge for the most disadvantaged families (MICS, 2019).45 

However, a lack of information makes it impossible to assess the accessibility of social assistance 
benefits and services. Neither the CSW factbooks nor the publicly accessible records of MoLEVSA 
or the Institute for Social Protection provide detailed information and analyses about the activities 
undertaken to ensure the accessibility of social protection benefits and services. This is compounded 
by a lack of information collected through the regular administrative systems to allow the monitoring 
of such processes. For example, FSA applicants are not asked in any phase of the application process 
how they found out about the scheme, so there is no feedback to the CSWs or MoLEVSA on efforts to 
ensure accessibility. Similarly, while CSW staff are obliged to be available for ‘standby duty’, as specified 
in Article 40 of the Rulebook on CSW,46 there is no information on how many FSA beneficiaries are 
granted support under these circumstances.47 

43 In large and territorially dispersed municipalities, there is the possibility to form a satellite CSW unit as affiliation of the central CSW 
organizational unit.

44 With a view to ensuring unhindered access to services and “considering the geographic location and spatial arrangement of the 
buildings, or the remoteness of certain settlements,” the CSW director may authorize permanent or temporary detachment of certain 
parts of organizational units or certain independent staff members from the CSW seat. As specified in the Rulebook on CSW, the 
accessibility of CSW services (Article 8) is ensured through: i) coordination of activities with other public authorities, humanitarian 
organizations, civil associations and other organizations in the local community; ii) provision of information to the public through the 
media, public lectures, presentations, pamphlets and otherwise, about the schemes, benefits and services provided by the CSW, as 
well as other rights and obligations as per the law; iii) posting of the CSW contact address and telephone number at the relevant public 
places and institutions in the community (local self-government building, health centre, public employment service, local media, etc.); 
iv) establishing satellite offices in remote places; v) other appropriate ways.

45 UNICEF Serbia, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2019, Belgrade, 2020. Available from: https://www.unicef.org/serbia/media/16301/
file/Serbia%20(National%20and%20Roma%20Settlements)%202019%20MICS%20Statistical%20Snapshots_English.pdf.

46 The standby duty is defined as the state of constant availability and readiness of CSW staff to respond to the call of their immediate 
supervisor or the person authorized to call them to conduct an urgent intervention outside their regular working hours and workplace.

47 The state of severe material deprivation, which constitutes the grounds for receiving FSA, is not explicitly stated as the grounds for 
launching an urgent intervention, although the individuals who receive this type of intervention also undergo the assessment of financial 
status and the FSA may be awarded in that case.

Box 4.1. Outreach best practices

Outreach is the first stage of the delivery chain of any benefit and aims to inform the intended and wider 
population about the programme(s) so that they are aware, informed, able and encouraged to engage; 
and is critical to determining the effectiveness of delivery systems for any SP programme. It can be de-
fined as “deliberate efforts to reach and inform intended populations and vulnerable groups about social 
protection programs and delivery systems in ways that they will comprehend so that they are aware, 
informed, able, and encouraged to engage.”48 It includes providing the population with clear informa-
tion in an accessible language about the characteristics of the programme, the processes required to 
apply and contest decisions, who is eligible, what are the rights and responsibilities of the beneficiaries, 
and also correcting myths and misconceptions about the programmes. It also includes providing the 
potential beneficiaries the means to apply for a given benefit. Strategies can include messages aimed at 
the intended population and those who have an influence on and play a role in their lives. Even within a 
country, outreach strategies vary according to context, objectives and the characteristics of the intended 
populations. Outreach strategies can be grouped into four categories: (1) direct modalities; (2) com-
munity-based outreach; (3) outreach via intermediaries; and (4) outreach via information campaigns 
and technology. For instance, besides having a clear website with information, and several employ-
ment centres, Bulgaria, Estonia, Germany and Romania employ mobile teams to reach out to potential 
National Employment Services (NES) beneficiaries. Brazil engages social workers to go door-to-door 
to identify potential beneficiaries in particularly vulnerable regions, determined at the local level but 
with guidance from the central government, which identifies in surveys or census areas that appear to 
have under-coverage. In Montgomery County, Maryland (United States of America), the Department of 
Health and Human Services reached out to faith-based institutions, charities and other foundations to 
notify impoverished families of social assistance and services. Active outreach is particularly important 
to promote the inclusion of the most vulnerable population, the ‘hard to reach’ and marginalized groups. 
In Bulgaria, for example, some labour offices successfully employed Roma mediators for outreach. Sim-
ilar approaches have been used in the Slovak Republic (for Roma), Portugal (for migrants) and Denmark 
(for other ethnic minorities).

4.2. INTAKE, REGISTRATION

The intake/application phase includes a number of steps: i) receipt of submissions, telephone calls 
or personal contact with the applicant or the person who reported the case; ii) provision of assis-
tance by CSW professionals to applicants in the preparation of adequate submissions; iii) submission 
assessment at intake; iv) provision of the necessary information to applicants; v) referral to other 
competent authorities if CSW is not competent; vi) case opening by the CSW if CSW competence is 
established. These steps are summarized in Figure 4.3, and the sections that follow detail each of these 
steps further.

48 Lindert, Kathy, et al., eds., Sourcebook on the Foundations of Social Protection Delivery Systems, World Bank, Washington, DC, 2020.

https://www.unicef.org/serbia/media/16301/file/Serbia (National and Roma Settlements) 2019 MICS Statistical Snapshots_English.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/serbia/media/16301/file/Serbia (National and Roma Settlements) 2019 MICS Statistical Snapshots_English.pdf
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Figure 4.3. Beneficiary intake and registration phases

Submission eligibility verification

A submission is any form of a formal approach to the CSW49 by a beneficiary or natural or legal person. 
In this phase, the specialized CSW officer (‘triage social worker’), depending on how the submission is 
made, undertakes the following steps: 

> if the submission is made via a verbal statement, the intake officer conducts a standardized inter-
view to determine the person’s status and reason for coming to the CSW. Based on the information 
obtained from the interview and any submitted documents, the intake officer completes the Reg-
istration Form (the content of the form is specified in the Rulebook on CSW, and the form consti-
tutes an integral part of the Rulebook).

> if the application is submitted via mail, fax, e-mail or in another written form, the intake officer 
registers the receipt of the application, reviews the contained information and takes further steps 
accordingly.

The intake officer then decides whether the CSW is the competent institution for taking further action 
on the case (if not, the case is referred to other competent institutions; for instance, if a person applies 
for Child Allowance or Birth Grant, the person is referred to the child protection office under the 
LSG). If the CSW is deemed to be the competent institution for the submitted case, the intake officer 
forwards the application to the head of the unit competent for taking action on the submission. Each 
CSW has a special organizational unit (so-called Office for Material Benefits, established within the 
Legal Affairs Unit) competent for processing FSA applications. 

If the intake officer concludes after the standardized interview that the applicant is ineligible for FSA, 
the intake officer notifies the applicant of this decision verbally. Although the intake officer is required 
to register all submissions (including applications submitted verbally) by making a record of each re-
ceived submission, there is no defined procedure for keeping records on the potential FSA beneficiaries 
whose submissions are rejected verbally. This oversight means that MoLEVSA does not receive valua-
ble information on the number of rejected beneficiaries, the reasons for rejection, the possible seasonal 
trends of rejection, among others. Since a significant share of respondents’ answers to the question 
about the reasons for not receiving FSA50 was that they were told that they did not meet eligibility cri-
teria, MoLEVSA should consider standardizing the data collected on rejected submissions within the 
submission eligibility verification phase and include them in the compulsory formats of CSW reporting 

49 Examples of submission forms include requests, forms used for automated data processing, applications, petitions, appeals, complaints, 
initiatives and other announcements.

50 UNICEF Serbia, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2019, Belgrade, 2020.
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to MoLEVSA.51 This would allow MoLEVSA to understand better on what basis potential FSA benefi-
ciaries are being rejected and to take corrective action, as needed. 

Provision of information to applicants

The intake officer is obliged to provide to the applicant all necessary information about the CSW’s compe-
tence, the conducted procedure, the required documentation, time limits, duration of procedures, and the 
types of benefits/services the applicant can access through the CSW. If the officer assesses that the CSW 
is not the competent institution, they refer the applicant to the competent institution, as discussed above. 
However, if the applicant insists that the submission/application is accepted despite being told that the 
CSW is not the competent institution, the CSW is obliged to accept the submission and issue an official re-
jection. There is no available information about how this phase is conducted in practice or how long it lasts.

Given the large number of beneficiaries per CSW officer, it is likely difficult to devote sufficient qual-
ity time to each individual beneficiary. On average, there are 442 beneficiaries per CSW officer,52 with 
considerable local disparities (see Table 5). The number of beneficiaries in Belgrade’s municipality of 
Barajevo is four times smaller than average (107 beneficiaries per CSW officer), whereas in Beočin (LSG 
in Vojvodina) it is five times larger than average (as many as 2,131 beneficiaries per CSW officer).53 The 
ratio of the population size to the number of CSW professionals indicates the level of CSW caseload. On 
average, one CSW officer covers a population of more than 4,000, again with considerable local dispari-
ties. This ratio ranges from 1,219 people in Crna Trava to as many as 16,327 in Beočin. 

Table 5. CSW officer caseload, Republic of Serbia
 Number of social protection beneficiaries 

per CSW professional
Number of people 

per CSW professional

2016 412 4,162

2017 427 4,227

2018 442 4,242

Source: DevInfo, Statistic Office of the Republic of Serbia.

Procedure initiation

Procedures are initiated54 at the client’s request or ex officio (Article 95 – Procedure initiation). The 
request to initiate the procedure may be submitted by any natural or legal person (not only by the ben-

51 In some situation individuals notify MoLEVSA that CSW informed them that they do not meet the application criteria for the FSA; in 
such cases MoLEVSA always advise them to submit the application for FSA in CSW and inform those individuals that advisors in the 
CSW have an obligation to register such requests and decide on them and that the procedure should be explained to them after the 
decision is made by the CSW.

52 DevInfo, 2018, Statistic Office of the Republic of Serbia.
53 DevInfo, 2018, Statistic Office of the Republic of Serbia.
54 Regarding procedure initiation, the Rulebook on CSW is not updated and remains unaligned with the Law on Social Protection, since its 

Article 48, paragraph 4, explicitly states that, in administrative affairs in which the procedure initiation and conduct is subject to client’s 
request, “the CSW may initiate and conduct the procedure only if this is requested by a client.” It is important to note that the Rulebook on 
CSW was adopted in 2008, before the adoption of the current Law on Social Protection (2011), and that the subsequent amendments of the 
Rulebook mostly covered matters other than the necessary alignment of the provisions regulating FSA. Namely, although the Rulebook was 
subsequently updated on several occasions, including in 2019 and 2020, the outdated term ‘income support’ (IS), as the precursor to the 
current term ‘financial, social assistance’ (FSA), remains in use. Moreover, the Rulebook on CSW also uses the outdated acronym ‘IS’ when 
referring to FSA (which may lead to confusion – perhaps less likely in the professional circles, but surely among the broader community 
that may be interested in accessing this benefit). The recommendation for MoLEVSA is to update this rulebook. 
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eficiary – i.e., the vulnerable person on their own and their family’s behalf but also by another person). 
If the eligibility criteria for awarding FSA are fulfilled at the time of application, the entitlement to FSA 
is granted as of the day of submission of the application (whereas monthly disbursements are made on 
the predefined date for all beneficiaries, with a one-month delay on average).

If a family wishes to apply for FSA, the family application is submitted by one family member, and this 
person is designated as the right holder. Accordingly, the application consists of two forms (labelled 
NSP-Z and NSP-P). The first form (NSP-Z) is completed by the applicant with their personal informa-
tion and the data on the family’s total income, as well as with information about the family’s housing 
status and other relevant facts, including any evidence they consider to be relevant. The applicant also 
submits the NSP-P form ‘Data on Family Members Complementing the Application for Financial So-
cial Assistance’, containing the personal information of all family members. 

Determining the priority of action

The intake officer is obliged to assess each submission from the perspective of priority, and if they feel 
that immediate action is necessary, they take steps accordingly. The priority of action is defined as i) Im-
mediate – if a person is found to be at high risk, the assessment procedure starts immediately, within 24 
hours; ii) Urgent – for persons at moderate risk, the assessment procedure starts within three days; iii) 
Regular – in case of low risk, the assessment procedure starts within five business days. However, as with 
the other steps in the delivery chain, MoLEVSA does not regularly collect administrative data on the 
priority assigned to cases, the reason for this assignment, the amount of time it takes to process cases, 
or other aspects of the application process to FSA. As a result, it is impossible to assess the priorities as-
signed to cases or the time it takes to action these, among other aspects of this step in the delivery chain. 

Assessment of needs and conditions

Upon the receipt of the application for the FSA, it is sent to the Office for Material Benefits – i.e., to officers 
who are specialized in the assessments of needs and conditions. The general and special requirements are 
stipulated in Articles 82 and 83 of the SP Law, and a separate Government Decree55 specifies the type of 
income and revenues that comprise an individual/family’s average monthly income, the method of deter-
mining the amount of income and revenues of an individual/family, as well as the income and revenues 
that are not taken into consideration when awarding FSA. The list of considered income and revenues, 
on which CSW collects evidence (if any), is quite extensive and includes 11 types of income. There are 12 
types of income that are not considered, such as One-off Assistance, Child Allowance, physical disability 
benefit or long-term care allowance, etc. In addition to the income and revenues of the family, the assess-
ment considers ownership of movable and immovable assets and other relevant aspects, most notably 
the applicant’s and their family members’ ability to work. The regulations do not specify, however, exactly 
how the ownership of these assets impacts eligibility, and in the end, it falls to the discretion of the social 
worker. The ability to work is relevant for determining benefit levels (basic or augmented amount), as well 
as benefit duration (9 months for beneficiaries who are able to work or 12 months for those who are una-
ble to work). For households that include members who are both able and unable to work, the assessment 
considers the household members’ predominant ability to work, while able-to-work members of the 
households that are awarded FSA are required to become active in the labour market (registration with 

55 Decree on Income and Revenues Relevant to the Award of Financial Social Assistance, Official Gazette of RS, No. 36/2011.

the NES and active job search, or other activities aimed at employability increase – retraining/further 
training/education, etc.). CSW professionals are allowed to decide on whether an applicant’s movable 
assets such as cars,56 motorcycles and similar can be put in productive and commercial use and generate 
income, and to decide on the amount of the potential income. Such practice could exclude applicants who 
are eligible if judged by the rest of the criteria.57 Additionally:

> The greatest number of households is excluded because of the possession of land. The excess land 
appears to be – perhaps – the most important determinant of the low FSA coverage. Income-poor 
households own more land than the limit set for FSA, but this land for different reasons cannot be 
put to productive use (poor quality, distant location, difficult access, e.g., absence of road infrastruc-
ture, unresolved ownership or inheritance issues, etc.). Policymakers should consider increasing 
the maximum land ownership limit or providing reduced FSA to the households with land up to a 
certain limit.58

> CSW professionals are given discretionary powers to assess the level of a household’s missed earn-
ings59 (determined on the basis of the possibility of employment of an individual, i.e., a family mem-
ber, the frequency of employment, and the price of labour on the free market for a certain job and 
the possibility of leasing real estate). Estimated earnings influence the reduction of the amount of 
awarded FSA or, if the estimated amount exceeds the FSA amount an individual/family could po-
tentially receive, the individual/family is disqualified. 

Based on this overall assessment, including the circumstances that prevent the individual/family from 
generating income on their own, CSW professionals issue the Opinion and Proposed Action (sec-
tion of the Findings and Opinion form, NSP–NM).60 The CSW professional’s Opinion and Proposed 
Action includes information about the number of able-to-work and unable-to-work family members, 
the household’s total monthly income, the amount of missed monthly earnings/income, the number of 
able-to-work members who are willing to work, as well as about whether the applicant and other family 
members need other services of the CSW or protection measures under family law. The Opinion and 
Proposed Action contains valuable information that is not electronically processed and is not included 
in the MoLEVSA information system. The same applies to the data contained in the Application for 
FSA. As such, it is impossible to carry out an analysis of the decisions issued by the CSWs and the anal-
ysis behind these decisions. For instance, as discussed in the sections above, there is no information on:

> How long does it take for CSWs to make a decision on applicants’ eligibility for FSA, or how this 
number varies across CSWs or in relation to the CSW professionals’ caseload;

> How various factors (that are collected but are not registered electronically, such as beneficiary 
statement, field visit, on-site inspection, witness hearing) influence findings and opinions – this 
could enable the determination of the level of responsiveness vs. proactiveness of the system, as 
inputs contributing to improvements in the outreach phase;

56 Assessment of the value of a car is done by the Automobile and Motorcycle Association of Serbia (AMSS) or the Tax Administration. A 
court expert witness is also accepted as evidence in the procedure.

57 World Bank Group, 2017. Vertical Functional Review of Service Delivery in Social Services Sector, Synthesis Report. 
58 Petrovic, M., ‘Social Assistance and Activation in Serbia: In Search of Inclusive Policy Options’, CLDS, Belgrade, 2011.
59 When determining the missed earnings, the CSW is obliged to determine whether the able-bodied family member could have been 

hired or there is a justifiable reason why in the relevant period for determining the income he/she could not work, and for which the 
able-bodied member of the household must submit evidence (discharge list, report of a specialist doctor, etc.). The CSW is obliged, for 
each able-bodied member of the household, to list the jobs and the number of days in the month he/she could have been employed and 
to state the price of work on the free market for a certain type of job.

60 https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/pravilnik_o_obrascima_u_postupku_ostvarivanja_prava_na_novcanu.html

https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/pravilnik_o_obrascima_u_postupku_ostvarivanja_prava_na_novcanu.html
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> Most frequent reasons for rejection of applications and why a significant number of MICS survey 
respondents state they “know they are not eligible,”61 which could lead to amendments of the out-
dated (or too restrictive) provisions of the SP Law;

> Factors preventing family members from generating earnings (the factors that are currently collect-
ed but are not registered electronically include: illness of the applicant, illness of family members, 
serious family crisis, death of a family member);

> The proportion of FSA recipients who are at the same time beneficiaries of another social protec-
tion service/benefit (very important in view of the multiple existing vulnerabilities and the long-
term poverty that cannot be addressed successfully without these insights).

4.3. DETERMINATION OF BENEFITS AND SERVICE PACKAGE

The legal officer at the Office for Material Benefits evaluates the Findings and Opinions, includ-
ing the CSW professional’s Proposed Action and signature and documentation collected in the 
Case File. The legal officer issues the Decision establishing whether the applicant and their family 
members are eligible for FSA. In case of a positive decision, the amount of the benefit to which they 
are entitled is determined at this point as well. The amount is calculated as the difference between the 
FSA income threshold for the considered household type62 and the generated income/revenues. The 
duration of the benefit is also determined (nine months for able-to-work beneficiaries or unlimited for 
unable-to-work beneficiaries). Individuals/families facing specific challenges in meeting the essential 
needs63 are entitled to the augmented amount of FSA (20 per cent) for an unlimited period (Article 85 
of the Law). Since vulnerability of individuals/families often extends beyond the financial domain, in 
addition to FSA, they often need other CSW services (in case of family crises, etc.), thus in the CSW 
professional’s Findings and Opinion, the legal officer proposes additional measures the family may 
need. These are often measures provided by CSW, so the family is referred to other measures of the 
CSW or protection measures under family law. If individuals/families need services outside the CSW 
competence, the CSW professional refers them to the competent institution.

Able-to-work beneficiaries have specific rights and obligations stipulated in Article 86 of the SP 
Law, which include the obligation to accept a job offered by the NES and participation in activities 
aimed at increasing their employability. The NES and CSW sign the cooperation protocol based on 
the Decree on the Measures for Social Inclusion of FSA Recipients,64 which regulates the exchange of 
relevant information.65 

If the FSA applicant and their family members also need CSW support in the form of services in 
addition to income support, a case manager is assigned to the case. A ‘case manager’ is a CSW pro-
fessional assigned to a particular case that determines and uses the professional and other resources of 

61 UNCEF Serbia, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2019, Belgrade, 2020.
62 This is calculated on the basis of weights (1 for the applicant, 0.5 for adults and 0.3 for children under the age of 18). The maximum 

number of family members than can be considered for the benefit is six.
63 Unable-to-work individuals, families whose all members are unable to work and single-parent families.
64 Decree on the Measures for Social Inclusion of Financial Social Assistance Recipients, Official Gazette of Republic of Serbia, No. 

112/2014.
65 It is important to note that applications submitted by individuals/families who need only income support, i.e., FSA, are forwarded from 

the intake office to the Office for Material Benefits, where the CSW professional and legal officer evaluate it with respect to eligibility, as 
stated above. Case managers are not assigned to applications of this type.

the CSW or other institutions and organizations in the local community that are necessary for satisfy-
ing the needs and overcoming the challenges of the individual/family. This ensures a systemic approach 
in responding to the needs of the beneficiary, including the offer of an extensive range of services, from 
assessment of the family situation, providing counselling in specific family crises, family support, to 
several cash benefits such as FSA and other local and in-kind benefits.

4.4. NOTIFICATION AND ONBOARDING

The CSW issues the Decision on the FSA Application. If the decision is positive, it is sent to MoLEV-
SA as the basis of funds disbursement, since FSA transfers are paid from the national budget/MoLEV-
SA. MoLEVSA opens a special-purpose bank account at the Bank Poštanska Štedionica for the purpose 
of payment of FSA payment to the beneficiary. Applicants are notified of the outcome of the application 
in written form by delivery of the decision to their home address. If the CSW issues a negative decision, 
it is also delivered to the applicant’s home address in written form. Applicants have the right to appeal 
against the decision. Moreover, neither the SP Law nor the Rulebook on CSW specifies the timeframe 
within which a decision on submitted applications for FSA should be communicated to the applicant. 
The provisions in the Law on General Administrative Procedure are applied in these cases, specifying 
that the time frame for reaching a decision on a request (Article 145) is 30 days following its submis-
sion, in case the concerned authority is able to obtain all facts relevant for reaching the decision on its 
own, or 60 days when the decision requires a separate investigation to determine all relevant facts.66 

4.5. PROVISION OF BENEFITS AND SERVICES

The disbursement is made – on dates announced in advance – into beneficiaries’ accounts opened 
automatically and specifically for this purpose. The FSA is paid on a monthly basis in Serbian dinars, 
and the requestor can withdraw the benefit in person at a post office or at a Poštanska Štedionica 
Bank’s branch. No additional approval is needed from the beneficiary for payment to be made on the 
special-purpose account. If the criteria for awarding FSA are fulfilled at the stage of applying, the enti-
tlement to FSA is granted as of the day of submission of the application, while payments are made with 
a one-month delay.67 It appears that there is no formal communication to beneficiaries that payments 
are made, and thus SMS notifications to beneficiaries’ mobile phones on the day when FSA payment is 
made should be introduced. 

Beneficiaries are expected to withdraw the money paid to their special-purpose accounts by them-
selves. There is no adapted procedure to facilitate the withdrawal for beneficiaries who are unable to 
withdraw the funds by themselves (due to disability, illness, etc.). In these circumstances, it is possible 
to authorize another person to withdraw money or to appoint a temporary guardian for these specific 
cases. If the money is not withdrawn, the funds are temporarily blocked, and it remains in the account. 
The Bank Poštanska Štedionica, where the designated account has been opened, asks the CSW for a 
report on what should be done with the funds when these are not collected (whether the money be-
longs to a client). 

66 https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon-o-opstem-upravnom-postupku.html 
67 For instance, the payment of FSA for October 2020 was made on 20 November 2020 (source: MoLEVSA).

https://www.paragraf.rs/propisi/zakon-o-opstem-upravnom-postupku.html
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4.6. REASSESSMENT

Beneficiaries of FSA with unlimited duration are subject to an automatic reassessment of eli-
gibility criteria every year in May (Article 96 of the SP Law). This process entails the assessment of 
beneficiaries’ income in the previous three months. After another interview with the beneficiary, the 
CSW issues a new decision on FSA only if the facts relevant to continued eligibility for and amount of 
FSA have changed. In this case, the CSW submit a request for an extension to MoLEVSA.

As able-to-work beneficiaries are entitled to FSA with limited duration, the benefit is automatically 
discontinued after nine months if no other changes to their status have been recorded. The reassess-
ment focuses on the fulfilment of requirements related to labour activation and employment. If they have 
consented to participate in the Activation Plan (during the process of FSA application), they sign the Agree-
ment on Individual Activation Plan68 with the CSW. The agreement specifies the form of activation and the 
beneficiary’s obligations. For example, if a beneficiary is referred to the NES, they must check in with the 
NES within 15 days and then should fulfil the obligations regarding his or her participation in certain activi-
ties and duration of participation defined by NES. If the beneficiary refuses to fulfil the specified obligations, 
the NES reports this to the CSW, which issues a new Decision whereby the FSA amount is reduced by 50 
per cent in the next three months. If the failure to fulfil the obligation repeats, the CSW entirely suspends 
the able-to-work beneficiary’s entitlement to FSA. If the concerned beneficiary is a family member, the total 
benefit amount due to the family is decreased by the beneficiary’s related share of benefit.

Box 4.2. Activation of Financial Social Assistance beneficiaries 

The Decree on Social Inclusion Measures for Financial Social Assistance Recipients,69 adopted in 2014, specifies 
forms of inclusion/activation of able-to-work FSA recipients, such as participation in formal and non-formal 
education, employment, health treatment, and community service or community work. The activation of FSA 
beneficiaries is also stipulated in the SP Law. The CSW concludes an Individual Activation Plan as a cooper-
ation agreement with the beneficiary, specifying the beneficiary’s activities and obligations and providing for 
the possibility of reducing or terminating the entitlement to FSA in the event of unjustified non-performance. 
The Decree gives the mandate to CSW to assess whether institutions competent for other areas outside the 
CSW mandate (e.g., employment, education) should be involved and, if yes, to make a Referral to Social In-
clusion Measures, whereby an FSA recipient is referred to a relevant institution, through the provision of 
integrated services.
The direct effects of the Decree adopted in 2014 can be tracked in terms of the number of able-to-work FSA 
recipients who have been referred by CSWs to the NES for the purpose of their labour market reintegration. 
The number of referred FSA recipients as a proportion of the total number of able-to-work FSA recipients is 
negligible, and no significant change was detected in that trend in the third, fourth and fifth year of the Decree’s 
implementation (2016–2018). Namely, in this period, under the mandate granted by the Decree, CSWs referred 
on average only one in a thousand able-to-work FSA recipients to NES for additional employment support. 
It is also relevant to emphasize that, under the SP Law, able-to-work FSA recipients are obliged to register with 
the NES and actively search for jobs, and that about 6.1 per cent of able-to-work FSA recipients, on average, are 
registered with the NES on those grounds. NES is also obliged to provide intensive support to FSA recipients. 
Able-bodied FSA beneficiaries make up half of all FSA beneficiaries. In order to reduce the number of able-bod-
ied FSA beneficiaries and their poverty, efforts are being made by MoLEVSA and CSWs to provide support to 
them in cooperation with the NES with the purpose of their social inclusion and employment activation.

68 https://www.paragraf.rs/obrasci/3536_ID.pdf.
69 Decree on Social Inclusion Measures for Financial Social Assistance Recipients, Official Gazette of the RS, No. 112/14. 

Tabela 6. Korisnici NSP na tržištu rada

FSA recipients 
registered with 

NES

Among them, 
those with 
developed 
Individual 

Employment 
Plans (as NES 

activity)

FSA recipients 
referred to 

NES through 
the Referral to 
Social Inclusion 

Measures

Share of able-
to-work FSA 

recipients referred 
to NES through 
the Referral to 
Social Inclusion 
Measures in the 

total number 
of basic FSA 

recipients,70 %

Share of FSA 
recipients 

registered with 
NES in the total 
number of basic 
FSA recipients,71 

%

Total number 
of registered 
unemployed 

persons72 

201673 14,438 9,156 270 0.14 7.3 700,947

201774 8,306 5,739 105 0.06 4.4 618,827

201875 11,753 8,563 162 0.09 6.7 552,513

201976 9,146 5,117 154 n/a n/a

All FSA beneficiaries are obliged to notify the CSW of any change of relevance to the awarded benefit 
within 15 days of the occurrence of the change. The changes of relevance to eligibility and determined 
obligations are taken into account as of the first day of the following month or as of the 15th day of the 
current month if the change occurred in the first half of the month (Article 97 of SP Law).

4.7. BENEFICIARIES’ COMPLIANCE, UPDATING AND GRIEVANCES

Applicants have the right to appeal against the CSW Decision. The second-instance authority is 
MoLEVSA, or authority of Autonomous Province Vojvodina or the Belgrade City Administration for 
persons who appeal against the decisions issued by CSWs located in their territory. Administrative 
proceedings can be brought against the final decisions reached by these authorities (Article 103 of the 
SP Law). For beneficiaries in hospital treatment or serving a sentence of imprisonment longer than one 
month, the entitlement is dormant and becomes reactivated on the day of discharge from the hospital 
or the completion of the prison sentence (Article 98 of the SP Law).

If able-to-work beneficiaries still need FSA after the expiry of the period for which this type of 
support is awarded to them, they may reapply for it. A requirement they must fulfil is that they 
cannot receive this benefit for longer than nine months in one calendar year (Article 85). In case of a 
pressing need for income support, the beneficiary is referred to other One-off Assistance within the 
mandate of the LSG. 

70 Calculation done ‘restrictively’, based solely on the recipients of the basic FSA (able to work).
71 Calculation done ‘restrictively’, based solely on the recipients of the basic FSA (able to work).
72 In December of the respective year.
73 National Employment Service Activity Report 2016, http://www.nsz.gov.rs/live/digitalAssets/7/7780_izve__taj_o_radu_za_2016._

godinu_2.pdf.
74 National Employment Service Activity Report 2017, http://www.nsz.gov.rs/live/digitalAssets/9/9467__izvestaj_o_radu_i_-_xii_2017.pdf.
75 National Employment Service Activity Report 2018, http://www.nsz.gov.rs/live/digitalAssets/12/12205_izvestaj_o_radu_nsz_za_2018.pdf.
76 National Employment Service Activity Report 2019, http://www.nsz.gov.rs/live/digitalAssets/14/14387_izvestaj_o_radu_nsz_-_i_-_

xii_2019._godine.pdf.

https://www.paragraf.rs/obrasci/3536_ID.pdf
http://www.nsz.gov.rs/live/digitalAssets/14/14387_izvestaj_o_radu_nsz_-_i_-_xii_2019._godine.pdf
http://www.nsz.gov.rs/live/digitalAssets/14/14387_izvestaj_o_radu_nsz_-_i_-_xii_2019._godine.pdf
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The procedure of reapplying is identical to the initial application procedure. There is no simpli-
fied procedure for former beneficiaries for whom the CSW already has relevant information in the case 
file. The entry of certain data should be automated, and the procedure should be accelerated (e.g., in 
cases when proving the unchanging health facts for family members is not meaningful).

4.8. EXIT DECISIONS, NOTIFICATIONS AND CASE OUTCOMES

Upon the expiry of the period for which the benefit is awarded, able-to-work beneficiaries auto-
matically stop receiving the benefit; however, the expiration date of the benefit is stated in the deci-
sion the beneficiary gets from CSW when they become eligible for FSA. They do not receive any noti-
fication about the expiry of their entitlement. The money stays in their special-purpose account, and 
the period after which the account is closed is unknown. The cost of closing (or opening) the account 
is not borne by the beneficiary. The SMS notification of the final monthly payment could also include 
information on the possibility of reapplying. The beneficiaries who do not have a mobile phone should 
be notified of the expiry of the entitlement and the possibility of reapplying in written form. 

5 COVID-19 RESPONSE TO MITIGATE 
THE IMPACT ON PEOPLE

5.1. MOLEVSA RESPONSE DURING THE COVID-19 CRISIS77

During the COVID-19 crisis, MoLEVSA did not expand social assistance coverage, and no mod-
ification of legal regulation to relax eligibility criteria for accessing social assistance benefits was 
executed. In particular, MoLEVSA did not increase the adequacy of the existing benefits targeting the 
poor, nor did it undertake measures to increase the benefit coverage of the poor (either by relaxing 
certain criteria, especially to the benefit of individuals whose income is close to the cut-off line, by 
automatically awarding benefits to individuals rejected due to reasons that cease to be relevant in a 
crisis, or by automatically awarding benefits to those whose entitlements expired just before the cri-
sis). There were also no modifications to the delivery mechanisms pertaining to the access to the basic 
benefit intended for the poor. No amendments were either proposed or adopted to the existing by-laws 
that define the grounds for accessing the benefit, benefit levels and eligibility criteria for FSA, Child 
Allowance, or other programmes. This was in direct contrast to global trends, as many other countries 
harnessed their social assistance programmes to provide much-needed support to poor and vulnerable 
households.78 

An information system to identify affected vulnerable groups for potential horizontal expan-
sion, while envisioned, was not yet in place. The SCR that will allow for the rapid identification of 
vulnerable groups is currently being developed and could not be used as a tool for responding to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The SCR will aggregate information from various registers maintained in the 
social protection system about beneficiaries of financial support and social protection services. In that 
regard, the system will serve both as the social registry for intake and registration and as the consoli-
dated register containing data on social protection beneficiaries in Serbia. In addition, it is planned that 
the system will consolidate information about the beneficiaries of the vulnerable groups. These fea-
tures are expected to make this information system the primary, common source of information about 
socially vulnerable groups in crisis situations as well. Additionally, the SPIS that is also currently being 
developed is supposed to support the administrative processes in the social welfare delivery chain for 
most of the benefits connected to the SCR. Once implemented, it will improve the efficiency of the SP 
system, including in case of crisis, as discussed under the case study of the FSA delivery system above. 

However, MoLEVSA did adopt a series of regulations to ensure the smooth functioning of the so-
cial protection system, protecting workers and beneficiaries, and reducing health risks. The focus 
of the measures adopted by MoLEVSA was on protecting professionals and beneficiaries in residential 
social care institutions and in case of direct contact when beneficiaries visit CSWs to submit applica-
tions personally or during the provision of community-based services, such as long-term care and per-
sonal assistance. From the outbreak of the epidemic until October 2020, MoLEVSA adopted 43 by-laws 

77 For a more detailed overview of public spending during COVID-19, please refer to Annex 4. 
78 Gentilini, Ugo, et al., Social Protection and Jobs Responses to COVID-19: A Real-Time Review of Country Measures, World Bank, 

Washington, DC, 2020. Available from: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33635.

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/33635
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of relevance to the functioning of the social protection system in connection with the epidemiological 
situation,79 most of which have taken the form of instructions (28) and orders (8) for actions under 
the extraordinary circumstances.80 The primary objective of the adoption of these by-laws has been to 
mitigate the adverse effects of the COVID-19 crisis, most notably the risk of spreading the infection 
among the staff and beneficiaries of social protection institutions operating under the Ministry’s aus-
pices, as well as to ensure smooth functioning of the social protection system. The substance of the 
by-laws adopted during the state of emergency largely refers to: i) definitions of new rules of conduct 
and hygiene procedures; ii) changes in the work of social protection institutions – modified organiza-
tion of activities and working time outside the employer’s premises (work from home) and preventive 
work in shifts; iii) protection of beneficiaries in residential social protection institutions (informing the 
beneficiaries about the rules of conduct in order to prevent the spread of the infection, restriction of 
movement, prohibition of visits); iv) the procedures in the event of infection of residential institution 
beneficiaries, etc. The majority of the by-laws were adopted during the state of emergency (i.e., in the 
period 15 March–6 May) and, in compliance with a special Instruction,81 most of them remained effec-
tive until “a favourable epidemiological situation has been restored.”

The Ministry’s activities were also aimed at facilitating access to social protection benefits within 
the Ministry’s mandate. This included: i) Automatic renewal of social benefits for the beneficiaries 
whose entitlement to social benefits expired on 15 March or later (during the state of emergency) for 
an additional period of three months.82 Targeted populations were all social assistance beneficiaries 
(FSA, Caregiver Allowance, augmented Caregiver Allowance, Child Allowance, paid special childcare 
leave, and other entitlements related to special childcare). This change was introduced by the Govern-
ment Conclusion, at the proposal of MoLEVSA. ii) Direct delivery of cash to beneficiaries’ homes was 
enabled during the state of emergency for the beneficiaries (over the age of 65) of material benefits 
pertaining to social and child protection and disabled war veterans’ entitlements. This change was 
introduced by the Government Conclusion, at the proposal of MoLEVSA.83 iii) Electronic applications 
were enabled for child-related benefits according to FSFC Law (e.g., paid maternity leave and child-care 
leave). This option was not available for FSA beneficiaries and potential new beneficiaries. A request 
for an expert opinion on the child’s health condition for the purpose of exercising the right to leave 
from work for the purpose of extended childcare could also be submitted in electronic form.

The above-mentioned government activities were not aimed to target the poor population, but 
rather all beneficiaries exclusively. The primary goal of the interventions was to enable the minimum 
level of system functionality in the conditions of lockdown and reduced operational capacity while 
decreasing the administrative burden. Although poverty alleviation was not the primary goal of the 
interventions, the beneficiaries of the means-tested programmes also benefited from these measures. 

The Government also awarded cash transfers to all adult citizens. To mitigate the economic im-
pacts of the pandemic, the Government provided two cash transfers to the population: i) universal 

79 MoLEVSA, Acts adopted by the Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs in relation to the epidemiological situation 
caused by SARS-CoV-2 virus, https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/files/vanredno-stanje/Pregled%20akata%20V18%20zavrsena.pdf.

80 Other legal document types included: recommendations, notifications, decrees, ordinances.
81 Instruction on the Continued Implementation of Regulations on the Work of Social Protection Institutions and Social Protection 

Organizations Providing Residential Care after the Lifting of the State of Emergency. https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/
files/2020-05/2020.0507.%20Instrukcija%20020.PDF.

82 Government Conclusion 05, No 53-2787/2020 of 24 March 2020, https://www.srbija.gov.rs/extfile/sr/454269/zakljucak_socijalna_
zastita234_cyr2.zip.

83 Government Conclusion, No 181-2870/2020 of 26 March 2020, https://www.srbija.gov.rs/extfile/sr/455106/zakljucak-penzije0235_lat.zip.

one-off cash benefit to all adults in the amount of EUR 100, stipulated by the Government Decree,84 
and; ii) one-off payment to all pensioners (RSD 4,000), stipulated by the Government Decision. The 
legal basis for adopting this Decree was the Constitution article that allows the Government, subject to 
countersignature by the President, to prescribe measures that allow deviation/digression from human 
and minority rights in a state of emergency.85 The Decree was subsequently ratified by an additional law 
that ratified all decrees adopted by the Government, with the President as the counter signatory, during 
the state of emergency.86 These cash benefits, however, did not include children, among which many 
belong to poor families needing support to meet their basic needs, including nutrition and education.

All eligible citizens who applied were awarded the benefits either automatically or via an application 
process. According to Government Decision, a one-off cash benefit in the amount of RSD 4,000 (34 eu-
ros87) was awarded to all pensioners who were eligible on 25 March 2020. The total number of beneficiaries 
was 1,707,963. A total of 6,145,529 citizens received the universal one-off cash benefit. Out of that number, 
the benefit was automatically awarded to 1,820,029 people (pensioners and social assistance beneficiaries), 
while 4,325,000 citizens applied on their own88 by submitting an application with the required documents 
(ID cards/residence permit). Applications for one-off cash benefit could be submitted from 15 May to 5 
June 2020. These benefits were provided from the national budget, and the award of both benefits was 
approved during the state of emergency. While providing much-needed support, the Decree was discrim-
inatory toward families with children, especially those with several children, which tend to suffer from 
poverty more often than smaller households, since it did not include children as eligible individuals for the 
benefit, as well as against vulnerable people who do not possess valid documents (‘legally invisible’ individ-
uals) and migrants, among others. It is important to stress here that there are no social pensions in Serbia 
and, as a consequence, a number of older adults who receive no pensions and belong among the poorest 
population could not benefit from the additional cash transfer intended for the pensioners.

The government spending on these two transfers was significant, and it was equivalent to three 
quarters of a yearly budget for the social assistance programmes. Total direct budget expenditure 
for two universal measures granted by the Government during the state of emergency amounted to 
672.7 million euros. 

Table 7. Direct cash transfers to the citizens from the national level

Number of 
beneficiaries

Benefits amount Expenditure

RSD Euros RSD Euros

Government Decree “100 euros for adults” 6,145,529 11,705 100 71,933,416,945 614,552,900

Government Decision “4,000 RSD for 
pensioners” 

1,707,963 4,000 34 6,831,852,000 58,103,861 

Total 78,765,268,945 672,656,761

84 The Decree Establishing the Temporary Registry and Stipulating the Method of Disbursement of the One-Off Cash Benefit to All Adult 
Citizens of the Republic of Serbia with a View to Mitigating the Negative Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic Caused by SARS-CoV-2, 
Official Gazette of RS, No. 60/2020 - hereinafter: the Decree.

85 The article that provided the legal basis was Article 200, paragraph 6 of the Constitution of the Republic of Serbia, which reads: “When 
the National Assembly is not in a position to convene, the measures which provide for deviation from human and minority rights may 
be prescribed by the Government, in a decree, with the President of the Republic as a co-signatory.”

86 Law on the Ratification of Decrees Adopted by the Government, Subject to Countersignature by the President, during the State of 
Emergency, Official Gazette of RS, No. 62/2020, effective on 29 April 2020.

87 According to the average EUR to RSD exchange rate, https://www.mfin.gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Tabela-1-Osnovni-
makroekonomski-indikatori-2020.xlsx.

88 https://www.mfin.gov.rs/aktivnosti/mali-zavrsava-se-isplata-100-evra-ispunili-smo-dato-obecanje/

https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/files/vanredno-stanje/Pregled akata V18 zavrsena.pdf
https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/files/2020-05/2020.0507. Instrukcija 020.PDF
https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/sites/default/files/2020-05/2020.0507. Instrukcija 020.PDF
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/extfile/sr/454269/zakljucak_socijalna_zastita234_cyr2.zip
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/extfile/sr/454269/zakljucak_socijalna_zastita234_cyr2.zip
https://www.srbija.gov.rs/extfile/sr/455106/zakljucak-penzije0235_lat.zip
https://www.mfin.gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Tabela-1-Osnovni-makroekonomski-indikatori-2020.xlsx
https://www.mfin.gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Tabela-1-Osnovni-makroekonomski-indikatori-2020.xlsx
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The SP Law regulating social assistance benefits and services was not used as a legal ground for 
awarding one-off support since this is possible only in case of serious threat to living standards 
of people. Specifically, Article 110 of the SP Law prescribes the award of one-off benefit in the case of 
‘collective risk’. Namely, the article stipulates “in cases of serious threat to the living standard of a large 
number of people” (as collective risk), the Republic of Serbia has the right to allocate funds in its budget 
to protect the living standard of its citizens (in contrast to circumstances were ‘individual risk’ is cov-
ered, when the funding of one-off benefits for individuals whose living standard is under unexpected 
threat is within the mandate of local governments). The SP Law was not invoked and could not be cited 
as the legal basis for awarding the benefit to all citizens who applied, since the pandemic situation was 
not considered as a serious threat to their living standard as defined by the SP Law. Furthermore, an 
additional issue is that the SP Law does not stipulate how the system should adapt in case of emergency. 
Thus, two one-off cash transfers implemented during emergency situations could not be implemented 
under the existing social protection legal framework, and the only way to use them was, under new 
circumstances, i.e., in the state of emergency, when they were initiated directly by the Government. 
In normal conditions, the award of financial support to specific categories of persons via the social 
protection sector would be possible either through amendments to the existing law and by-laws in the 
area of social protection or, alternatively, through the passage of a new law under special legislative 
procedures (lex specialis). These issues are considered further below. 

Box 5.1. Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic in Serbia

The World Bank’s Western Balkans Economic Update for Fall 2021 reports that the COVID-19 pan-
demic pushed the Serbian economy into a mild recession in 2020 and interrupted poverty reduction. 
The Government’s massive fiscal package of about 13 per cent of GDP, which included broad-based 
wage subsidies for all sectors and a universal cash transfer, which was discussed in this report, helped 
cushion the immediate impacts on the population and the economy. The labour market held up, and 
agriculture grew by 4.9 per cent. As a result, it is estimated that poverty stayed at about 17.4 per cent in 
2020, close to its 2019 level. More recently, however, unemployment rates increased somewhat in 2021 
as the government support programmes ended.89 

5.2. REFLECTION ON THE DELIVERY MECHANISM FOR PROTECTION 
OF THE POOREST POPULATION DURING THE CRISIS

No changes were introduced in the by-laws regulating procedure and requirements for accessing 
the entitlement under the FSA, although MoLEVSA did introduce other changes, as discussed in the 
section above, that aimed to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 among its staff and in the CSWs. The 
electronic application was not available for the FSA (unlike, for example, for benefits in the area of child 
protection which was already in place), and the beneficiaries had to submit applications in person, 
often after scheduling appointments with CSW workers via telephone. The submission of documents 
and applications was usually organized outdoors, in front of the CSW buildings, in order to minimize 
the risk of infection. 

89 World Bank, 2021. Western Balkans Regular Economic Report No.20 Greening the Recovery. Fall 2021. Washington DC.

Social assistance expenditure did not increase during the state of emergency. In the months when 
the state of emergency was in effect (March, April, May), expenditures on social assistance financed 
from the national budget did not increase (see Figure 2.1), which implies that the number of benefi-
ciaries did not change significantly during this period (see Figure 3.1). This is as expected considering 
the absence of any relaxation of the procedures and criteria for accessing the benefit, as well as the 
fact that application for benefits was more difficult during the state of emergency; applications had to 
be submitted under lockdown conditions and in situations when the use of public transport was not 
possible without a special permit (which was granted primarily to employed people, upon presenting 
employment certificates issued by the employer). As a result, the number of social assistance benefi-
ciaries remained almost the same during the pandemic.

5.3. THE LEGAL BASIS FOR UNIVERSAL VERSUS TARGETED SUPPORT

The legal and institutional framework of social protection in Serbia did not support a response to 
COVID-19; instead, the country opted for a one-off payment to all adults. The relevant legal regu-
lation to allow swift and quick programme relief to a significant proportion of the population was not 
in place, and information systems, in particular the SCR, that would have allowed for a quick horizon-
tal expansion of the programmes to new beneficiaries were also not in place. While some adaptations 
have been made in the past period, including adopting a number of by-laws to ensure the safety of the 
employers, expansion of entitlements for some of the social assistance programmes, etc., further ad-
justments in legal regulations, in particular, the SP Law and further development and implementation 
of SCR and SPIS are needed to allow the system to better respond to future shocks. Instead, Serbia’s 
Government provided one-off cash benefit that was not targeted to the poor and vulnerable but to all 
adults, missing any consideration of the additional needs of children, for example. 

The social protection system includes some adaptations to respond to shocks, and further meas-
ures were introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a focus on protecting staff and exist-
ing beneficiaries. Although some elements of adaptability to external shocks exist,90 the system needs 
further improvements. Based on the measures and by-laws adopted as a response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, it can be observed that even the crisis on a global scale in 2020 did not trigger the introduc-
tion of systemic responses to shocks in terms of social protection benefits. The responses were focused 
on securing the minimum functionality of the system measures to ensure the safety of employees and 
beneficiaries in social protection institutions. Additionally, SCR that would allow identification of vul-
nerable groups was not yet in place. 

90 The Law on Disaster Risk Reduction and Emergency Management regulates disaster risk reduction, prevention and strengthening of 
resilience and readiness of individuals and communities to respond to the consequences of disasters, protection and rescue of people, 
material, cultural and other goods, rights and obligations of citizens, associations, legal entities, local governments, autonomous 
provinces and the Republic of Serbia, emergency management, functioning of civil protection, early warning, notification and alerting, 
international cooperation, inspection supervision and other issues of importance for the organization and functioning of disaster 
risk reduction and emergency management systems. Article 2, paragraph 1, item 1 of this Law prescribes what is meant by ‘natural 
disasters’, which also include a pandemic. However, this Law does regulate sector-specific topics such as expansion of social protection 
programmes in case of disaster, which in fact should be in the domain of MoLEVSA SP Law. Also, there is an Instruction on the actions 
of social protection institutions in the conditions of a declared or undeclared emergency situation caused by extraordinary events, 
issued by this MoLEVSA of 17 September 2014.
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While the SP Law stipulates that the FSA can support families in an emergency, the restrictive 
eligibility criteria undermine the programme’s responsiveness. The FSA cash transfer can be used 
in the absence of other sources of funding of a minimum level of social protection and, in the event of 
the need to respond quickly and urgently to individual family needs, it authorizes professional workers 
to act accordingly. In such cases, professional workers are authorized to award FSA within 24 hours, 
subject to adherence to the standard award criteria. It is important to stress here that the support sys-
tem at the national level focuses on people in long-term poverty who have exhausted all other sources 
of funding. Namely, the eligibility requirements for the FSA are quite restrictive – e.g., the basis for the 
award of this benefit is the average monthly income over a three-month period, which means that a 
person who has just lost their job or has fallen into an emergency situation cannot receive the benefit 
until this situation has continued for at least three months. Similarly, persons who own movable assets 
such as cars and motorcycles are not able to access this benefit.

Furthermore, LSGs have the mandate to award one-off benefits to individuals/families experi-
encing an emergency, but this is often small in scale. In practice, this support largely depends on the 
local capacities to finance such benefits from their own budget sources. Within LGSs, there tends to 
be little systematic information about the existence of this type of support and the ways to access these 
entitlements. In view of the above, it seems that the system has incorporated certain elements of flex-
ibility and has enabled emergency protection of individuals and families through the social protection 
system; however, there are certain challenges.

5.4. INDIVIDUAL VERSUS COLLECTIVE RISK AND THE IMPLICATIONS 
FOR THE SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEM

The SP Law is centred on the individual/family, with a focus on the risks that they face. The sys-
tem response has been tailored to react adequately to individual risks by conducting in-depth status 
assessments for each individual/family and providing the necessary support on an individual basis. 
Specific Articles of the Law explicitly indicate the need to individualize social protection in order to 
ensure that the provided services are customized to each individual case and that the beneficiaries are 
treated through an individualized approach. In the case of social care services, an individual or family 
plan is developed for each beneficiary. The individual approach is the necessary and optimal way of 
responding in case of individual risks, when a set of protection measures needs to be defined, as well, 
depending on the situational specificities. 

However, the social protection legal framework does not specify how the system should respond 
in the event of a large-scale nationwide shock. Based on the SP Law, collective or covariate shocks 
can be understood as being determined by the level of need or size of shock that requires nation-
al-level funding. This understanding is set out in Article 110 of the SP Law, through which MoLEVSA 
takes over the obligation of funding one-off benefits from LSG. Given the fact that the LSGs remain in 
charge of risk assessment, eligibility criteria, benefits provision and delivery, it can be concluded that 
the implicit intention of the State was to enhance local authorities’ preparedness for the occurrence of 
larger-scale risks (local or regional), but this does not apply to the risks at the national-level. The only 
change that takes place in the event of risks on a larger scale is the change in the source of funding, 
whereas the delivery mechanisms remain unchanged. Furthermore, the SP Law does not specify the re-
quired adaptations of the system itself in case of an emergency event – adapted operational capacities, 

staff protection protocols, modifications of administrative procedures, eligibility criteria, method and 
schedule of work with the clients, operational procedures for residential care institutions, etc.

Based on the current legislation, a number of programmes could be harnessed to provide rapid 
support to poor and vulnerable households in response to a shock, but modifications would be 
required. Based on the analysis, the FSA, Child Allowance, Caregiver Allowance, and One-off As-
sistance are programmes with the greatest capacity to provide quick financial support to individuals 
under the SP Law and FSFC Law; however, for this to happen, legal regulations should be adjusted. An 
example of how the FSA and its associated information systems could be easily adapted to respond to 
a shock is shown in Figure 5.1.

Table 8. SP programmes with the largest capacity to provide quick financial protection to individuals 
by type of risks and funding sources

Risk type
Available programmes by level of government responsible for their funding

National level Local level

Individual FSA, Child Allowance, Caregiver Allowance One-off Assistance/emergency assistance

Collective One-off Assistance/emergency assistance

Figure 5.1. Possible solutions: FSA during external shock

Source: Adapted from World Bank, 2019, Serbia Strengthening Social Protection for Disaster Response.

Current beneficiaries:
Automatic increase in the amount and duration
of support

New beneficiaries:
Relaxing of criteria (land criteria, income
from informal work)

Former beneficiaries:
Automatic award of assistance to beneficiaries
whose benefits had expired in the
preceding six months

Rejected applicants:
Automatic award of benefits to individuals who were slightly above the income
cut-off line for FSA for six months prior to the occurrence of a disaster. Automatic
award of benefits to individuals rejected due to specific elimination criteria
that cease to be relevant in an emergency

CRISIS TIME
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6 CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1. EXPENDITURE AND PERFORMANCE OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

Compared to peer countries in the EU and Western Balkans, Serbia has an average level of spend-
ing on social protection; however, expenditure on poverty-targeted programmes is far lower. 
With spending on social assistance equivalent to 1.96 per cent of GDP, Serbia’s overall spending on 
social assistance is below that of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Estonia, which dedicate above 2 per cent 
of GDP to social assistance. It is still slightly above Albania and North Macedonia and about half a 
percentage point above Bulgaria, Romania, the Czech Republic, Latvia and Lithuania. Looking only at 
spending on poverty-targeted programmes, Serbia spends less than 5 per cent of total social protection 
expenditure compared to its peers in the EU and Western Balkans, which spend 12 per cent on average.

Spending on social assistance is increasingly dominated by categorical programmes, drawing 
attention to the inefficiencies in the composition of this spending. The programmes for which 
beneficiaries are identified with categorical criteria absorb a large and increasing share of spending 
compared to the means-tested benefits – the FSA and the Child Allowance. Spending on categorical 
programmes represented almost 70 per cent of all social assistance spending in 2013 and has reached 
77 per cent in 2020, which is more than three times larger than spending on means-tested benefits. 
Two important conclusions emerge:

> Spending on categorical social assistance programmes is dominated by the Wage Compensation and 
the Birth Grant. The expansion of the pro-natality benefits through the new FSFC Law created an 
upward trend in spending that may be unsustainable and may crowd out spending on means-tested 
benefits.

> Less than half of the poor and only 60 per cent of the poor children were covered by social assistance 
programmes, drawing attention to significant gaps in coverage. Dedicated attention to ensuring that 
the poor benefit from social assistance to meet their basic needs is therefore critical. 

Coverage of the social assistance among the poor is low, undermining their poverty reduction 
potential. Among social assistance programmes, the two means-tested benefits – the FSA and the 
Child Allowance – provide the greatest benefits to the poor. These two programmes are very well tar-
geted to the poor by international standards and have good cost-effectiveness in terms of poverty re-
duction per Serbian dinar spent. However, only 3.5 per cent of the population receive the FSA, which is 
low when compared to the share of the population facing deprivation of essential needs (7.1 per cent). 
The number of beneficiaries has dropped over the years, although no statistically significant decrease 
in the poverty rate or population has taken place in the same period. However, the overall poverty re-
duction impact of these programmes is limited because the coverage is quite narrow, and the value of 
the transfer is low.

Despite the Government’s aim of supporting families with children, many children residing in 
poor families do not receive social assistance benefits – be these means-tested or universal ben-
efits. Coverage of poverty-targeted programmes is limited among the rural poor and uneven across 
municipalities, pointing to further gaps in coverage that may arise due to how the eligibility criteria 
are set or to the variable quality of programme delivery, although analysis of programme delivery is 
undermined by a lack of administrative data. Access to universal benefits may be hindered due to com-
plicated procedures and eligibility criteria such as vaccination and school attendance. Lack of financial 
support to some segments of poor families with children and youth may prevent them from meeting 
their basic needs and affording basic services, including proper nutrition and (preschool) education, 
and thus from developing their full potential.

The lower coverage of social assistance programmes in rural areas, despite their higher rates of 
poverty, suggests that these programmes are not reaching households in need of support and are falling 
short of their objective to promote social inclusion of lagging areas.

In addition to the low coverage, the social assistance system in Serbia misses the opportunity 
to further reduce poverty due to the value of the benefits. The FSA, in particular, with an average 
transfer value of only 20 per cent of the absolute poverty line, is unable to make beneficiary households 
rise out of poverty. The analysis shows that there is scope to improve the adequacy of the poverty-tar-
geted programmes. 

The Government of Serbia could consider the following:

1. To improve human capital outcomes and promote the inclusion of poor and vulnerable people, in-
cluding children, in society, more effective support to this segment of the population is needed. This 
could be achieved by expanding the coverage of poverty-targeted social assistance programmes to 
reach poor households below the absolute poverty line (currently 3.5 per cent coverage versus 7 per 
cent absolute poverty). This could be done by improving outreach to the most marginalized groups, 
with a particular focus in rural areas and to households with children. 

2. Improve the efficiency of spending on social assistance programmes: the Government should spe-
cifically reconsider objectives and spending on categorical benefits and make necessary improve-
ments. At the moment, there is no evidence that the Birth Grant has achieved its objective of in-
creasing the birth rate. Thus, the Government could also consider reducing the overall spending on 
birth grants and shift savings to means-tested social assistance programmes.

3. Re-evaluate the targeting criteria to improve coverage better and take-up of FSA and the Child Al-
lowance programme: i) remove or relax eligibility restrictions (such as land ownership and housing 
size criteria for older persons applying for FSA); ii) relax income and asset test for child allowance 
(income disregards, agriculture income, relax norms for immobile assets other than land, etc.). 
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6.2. DELIVERY OF SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEM

Shortfalls in the coverage of social assistance can arise from narrow targeting criteria, limited 
budgetary allocations, and weaknesses in the delivery system. A review of the FSA’s delivery system 
identified a number of limitations, the most pressing of which is the overall lack of administrative data 
or system assessments that provide insights into the performance of each stage in the delivery chain. 
While recognizing this limitation, the following challenges emerge:

The procedure for applying for FSA has not changed in the last decade and is outdated. Since 
2011, when the new SP Law was enacted and income support was transformed into FSA, the Decree 
on Income and Revenues Relevant to the Award of FSA and the Rulebook on the Forms Used in the 
Process of Applying for FSA have been in force. Furthermore, the Rulebook on CSW, which governs 
the provision of FSA in practice, has not been updated since 2008. This suggests that the FSA delivery 
chain has been largely neglected over the last decade. 

Investments in the SP information system in recent years have failed to include the FSA. The SP 
information system that covers all entitlements stipulated under the FSFC Law with Children (e.g., 
Child Allowance) has not been extended to the FSA. This is because these two benefits (FSA and Child 
Allowance) are administered by different LSG authorities (FSA being administered by the CSW oper-
ated under MoLEVSA, and the Child Allowance is administered by the LSG child protection units). 
The only aspect of the FSA delivery chain that is uniform across all LSGs and constitutes part of the 
MoLEVSA SP information system is the aspect that refers to FSA disbursement (i.e., payments to ben-
eficiaries). However, the disbursement database includes only a small portion of the information about 
FSA recipients, and this is only the basic information necessary for effecting the payments. More de-
tailed information on the standardized Application for FSA is almost entirely missing, and so is the 
information relevant for understanding the efficiency of the initial phases of the delivery chain (the 
part which is the responsibility of CSW professionals, who, for example, reject applicants via telephone 
or orally in direct contact). Building the SCR and SPIS, as the Government is currently undertaking, 
might facilitate outreach, but it will not provide a solution to all observed challenges. Strong capacity 
building and improved monitoring systems should be developed, along with developing missing legis-
lation and updating the current one to make the delivery system more effective.

Given the lack of administrative data on the initial stages of the delivery chain (outreach, intake and 
enrolment), it appears that the CSW staff enjoy a high degree of discretion in their outreach ac-
tivities, information to beneficiaries and assessment of cases – both in terms of the timelines for these 
processes and the basis for decision-making. While such discretion can help ensure that the system 
responds to the unique needs of each individual, it can also create untransparent processes, particularly 
when there seems to be limited oversight by higher-level officials. 

Despite the general awareness of the social assistance programmes by the public, there is still 
stigma and misinformation about the benefits. Particularly for the FSA and Child Allowance, survey 
results indicate that nearly all the population is aware of their existence. Nevertheless, a large share of 
the poor state that either they do not need the benefit, believe that they are not entitled to it, or already 
received informally the information that they do not qualify for the benefits. The lack of administrative 
information does not allow assessment to confirm if respondents indeed do not qualify for the benefits; 
however, the low coverage compared to the poverty rate indicates that potential beneficiaries are still 
not reached. 

The SP Law and the secondary legislation from 2014 have made initial but important steps to-
wards introducing activation of FSA beneficiaries; however, more effort is needed to improve 
and promote this concept. Activation of FSA beneficiaries has multiple objectives, one of them being 
the identification of real job-seekers among FSA beneficiaries. In this context, it can be a powerful 
instrument for targeting FSA to families who have able-to-work member(s) but at the same time are 
in need of financial support and support for employment. According to the SP Law and secondary 
legislation, the able-to-work FSA beneficiaries are supposed to receive more intensive treatment with 
services; however, this would require further improvement in terms of reinforcing the integrated-ser-
vices approach.

Recommendations 

1. Improve outreach to potential beneficiaries by developing effective ways to disseminate information, 
especially among the poorest population. Such information campaigns should, in particular, aim to 
reduce the stigma and self-disqualification of potential beneficiaries by changing the deep-rooted 
negative perception of FSA beneficiaries.

2. Systematically collect more detailed administrative data on all aspects of the delivery chain to allow 
an analysis of decision-making by CSW staff and adopt a human-centred approach to facilitate the 
access of potential beneficiaries to the FSA. 

3. Consider changes in administrative structures that would simplify the application process for FSA 
and all social assistance benefits. For instance, when a poor person seeks the FSA (as a benefit fund-
ed from the national level), they are referred to the CSW Office for Material Benefits, whereas if 
they apply for a One-off Assistance (which is funded from the local level), they are often referred to 
an LSG office, the so-called Office for Local Benefits. 

4. Limit discretion of CSW professionals in assessing the level of household’s missed earnings and in 
treatment of possession of movable assets of FSA applicants.

5. Continue to improve the SPIS to contribute to the better and more effective delivery of social assis-
tance programmes to eligible beneficiaries and ensure that the FSA implementation arrangements 
are not preventing better coverage and effective service delivery.

6. Promote all defined forms of social inclusion for FSA beneficiaries and provide integrated services 
as prescribed by the Government Regulation. For those able to work, FSA beneficiaries promote 
intensive support in the National Employment Service and, in the medium term, for integration of 
social assistance and labour market services.
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6.3. SOCIAL PROTECTION RESPONSE TO COVID-19

Serbia has implemented some reforms to enhance the responsiveness of the Serbian social as-
sistance system in the face of the COVID-19 crisis. However, no changes were introduced in the 
by-laws regulating procedure and requirements for accessing the entitlement under the FSA, although 
MoLEVSA did introduce other changes to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 among its staff and in the 
CSWs. The electronic application was not available for the FSA (unlike, for example, for benefits in the 
area of child protection, which was already in place).

Furthermore, the current social assistance system design in Serbia still does not allow swift ex-
pansion of benefits and rapid relief to a significant number of people affected by an emergency. 
The SP Law regulating does not explicitly define how the social protection system should react in an 
emergency or reference any social protection by-laws that could be triggered.

In the absence of a fully operational SP management information system, rapid identification of 
groups and individuals in need was not possible. Serbia’s social protection system could not provide 
timely and reliable data for rapid identification of groups and individuals in need during the COVID-19 
pandemic and thus expand social assistance programmes to these vulnerable groups. 

Social assistance expenditure did not increase during the state of emergency. In the months when 
the state of emergency was in effect (March, April, May), expenditures on social assistance financed 
from the national budget did not increase, which implies that the number of beneficiaries did not 
change significantly during this period.

Recommendations 

1. Continue to implement reforms to the legal framework, but also enhance and change processes in 
the social benefits and services delivery chain. In particular, incorporate a solution for disaster-sen-
sitive social protection into the SP Law.

2. Continue to strengthen the information management in the social protection sector, in particular 
with: 

a. Implementing and strengthening the Social Card Registry, which should contain information 
relevant to the social status of social protection beneficiaries and their family and/or household 
and should allow better identification of vulnerable groups and thus provide timely and reliable 
data for rapid identification of groups and individuals in need, as well as effective management 
of the social protection system response to a crisis. 

b. Continue to develop SPIS. The purpose of SPIS is to support business processes used in the 
delivery of social protection, mainly at CSWs, by ensuring coverage of all social benefits and 
services at the central and local level and a centralized record of all beneficiaries, benefits, dis-
bursements and the like. Based on lessons learned from the COVID-19 crisis, MoLEVSA will 
need to adapt the SPIS technical specifications to harness more online technologies to support 
the intake, registration, assessment, payments and monitoring processes in terms of the hu-
man-centred design of services.
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ANNEX 1 SERBIA’S SOCIAL 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES
Serbia operates many social assistance programmes with multiple social objectives. These include pov-
erty reduction, population growth and assistance to such vulnerable groups as veterans and the disa-
bled.

Poverty-targeted (means-tested) non-contributory programmes 

Financial Social Assistance (FSA), Serbia’s last resort social assistance programme, provides income 
support for households that meet certain eligibility criteria related to income, asset ownership and em-
ployment status of non-disabled members (adults or adolescents aged 15 years and older, if not attend-
ing school). The amount of the benefit is the difference between an administratively defined income 
threshold for a unit of assistance of specific size (from one to six members), using explicit equivalence 
scales, with a threshold level of RSD 8,626 (US$ 81.4),91 and the actual income of the unit needing as-
sistance (household or family). Eligibility thresholds and maximum benefit levels are updated twice a 
year based on the Consumer Price Index (CPI) to track growth in consumer prices. This form of sup-
port is granted to households that include members who are able to work, as well as to those who are 
not. The potential recipients submit their applications to the CSW at their place of residence, or the 
CSW applies on their behalf ex officio. Payments are made on a monthly basis, and the entire amount 
is disbursed to the special-purpose account opened for the applicant at the Poštanska Štedionica Bank 
(one of the largest banks operating in Serbia and majority-owned by the Government of Serbia). Indi-
viduals who are unable to work, or a family whose all members are unable to work, and single-parent 
families are entitled to augmented FSA (increased by 20 per cent) for a period of 12 months, whereas 
individuals who are able to work, and households in which the majority of members are able to work, 
are entitled to FSA for up to 9 months in a calendar year. 

The impact of ‘9 out of 12’ months eligibility criteria can be detected by observing the distribution of 
beneficiaries/expenditures during the year. A notable decrease is seen during the summer months, 
as counsellors in CSW use more often the discretionary right and estimate the possibility of higher 
earnings in that period, keeping in mind that more seasonal and temporary jobs are offered (especially 
in agriculture). The development trend of the expenditure through the year (see chart below) clearly 
shows a decrease in the period from May to August followed by an increase in the second half of the 
year. These developments are a result of the legal provision whereby families in which a majority of 
members are capable of work are eligible for FSA for up to nine months per year.

Twelve months after the benefit is first awarded, the application for renewing the FSA can be submit-
ted. The rationale for awarding the FSA for a period of nine months to those who are able to work is 
the implicit intention of the State to prevent these individuals from becoming passive and to stimulate 
them to seek opportunities to actively overcome the current hardship. Also, able-to-work beneficiaries 
have the obligation as well as the right to participate in activities leading to their inclusion in society 

91 Amount of the FSA for individuals, in the period April–October 2020, as per the Decision on the Nominal Amounts of the Financial 
Social Assistance, from 24 April 2020 (401-00-00200/5/2020-09). 

(implying a personal responsibility for the financial status of an individual/household) and, if the or-
ganization competent for employment activities (NES) offers them a job, they are obliged to accept 
it. The programme is financed from the central budget, while municipal CSWs administer eligibility 
verification, certification and payments (except in the case of appeals against the decisions taken at 
the local level, in which case the decision on eligibility is taken by the central level in a second instance 
proceeding). The CSWs are deconcentrated bodies of MoLEVSA. The maximum amount of social 
protection benefits financed from the budget is stipulated in three-year budget plans and the Budget 
Law, and the execution rate in recent years was about 100 per cent.

Source: MoLEVSA.

The Child Allowance Programme: The fundamental goal of this benefit is to support poor house-
holds with children and, as such, it is awarded to children in families that satisfy the income and assets 
test (the income ceiling for the award of Child Allowance is higher than that for FSA, and the eligibility 
requirements are similar but not identical to those that apply to FSA). Furthermore, those who receive 
Caregiver Allowance are entitled to Child Allowance regardless of their material status. For children 
with disabilities who have positive opinions issued by the Intersectoral Committee,92 and who are not 
placed in residential accommodation, the allowance is awarded subject to a family means test, with a 20 
per cent increase of the income ceiling (same as in the previous law), and they receive an increase of the 
allowance amount by 50 per cent. The new FSFC Law (2018) introduces a significant change for chil-
dren with disabilities, making Child Allowance universal to children with disabilities, by abolishing the 
eligibility test and awarding the benefit as a universal entitlement in an increased amount of 50 per cent 
of basic Child Allowance; accordingly, the objective of this benefit is also broadened and aims to sup-
port the families of these children financially, while respecting the additional challenges they are facing. 
Single-parent families and guardians are entitled to an augmented benefit amount (by 30 per cent), and 
the total augmentation of the Child Allowance combined on multiple grounds may not exceed 80 per 
cent of the basic Child Allowance amount. The level of Child Allowance, according to the new Law, 
is defined by the responsible ministry (contrary to the previous legal action that had defined amount 
and indexing rules). Thus, the minister has the discretion to propose the Child Allowance level and 
uprating modality. The amount of benefit per child is fixed and does not vary with income. The benefit 

92 A body established by the local government to conduct a holistic assessment of a child’s or student’s needs for additional support. The 
needs assessment involves the education, health care and social protection sectors.
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level does not vary with the child’s age, either; however, according to the new legal provisions, it is de 
facto higher for secondary-school-age children, considering that these children are awarded one more 
(13th) monthly amount of Child Allowance at the beginning of the next school year in case of successful 
completion of the previous school year. The income threshold of RSD 9,27293 per family member is 
higher than for the FSA. Children of the given age are also required to attend school. Each child is enti-
tled to the allowance until they reach the age of 19 (26 if disabled). Households must reapply annually. 
The transfer is paid to the household member who acts as the applicant in the special-purpose bank 
account opened at the Poštanska Štedionica Bank. Like FSA, the Child Allowance is financed from the 
national budget but administered by the LSG (not CSW), where potential beneficiaries apply. 

One-off Assistance: locally financed and administered benefits aimed at supporting individuals/
households in a situation of unexpected hardship. LSGs are free to increase the coverage or adequacy 
of the benefits awarded to financially disadvantaged persons, depending on the available budget. As-
sistance may be awarded in cash or in kind. Applications for One-off Assistance are submitted to the 
CSW at the place of residence. The list of documents required as evidence of a household’s dire situ-
ation is not uniform across the country; rather, each CSW independently specifies the list of required 
documents. Depending on the assessment by CSW professionals and on each individual specific case 
and reason for applying for this type of support, the list of required documents “proving the situation 
of unexpected and temporary hardship” may include, for example, medical reports, reports on the 
death of a family member, proof of terminated post-penal protection, evidence of natural disasters, etc. 
A specific feature of this benefit is that it can be collected in cash directly at the CSW teller desk. This 
benefit may be claimed once or twice per year (depending on the decisions of the individual LSG) in the 
amount equal to the predefined percentage of the net average wage per employee.

Categorical non-contributory programmes 

The Wage Compensation for maternity, childcare and special childcare leave (Wage Compensa-
tion) compensates mothers for lost earnings during maternity leave, allowing them to be temporarily 
absent from the labour market and, as such, it is not a direct population policy measure or an instru-
ment of social assistance for new mothers. The new Law introduced significant changes in that regard, 
with the principal aim of enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of the benefit, and also enabled 
access to this benefit to mothers in non-standard work arrangements (by introducing the new benefit 
called ‘other benefits related to childbirth, childcare and special childcare’). According to the new legal 
provisions, the benefit level depends on the entire base (rather than the net wage, as was previously 
the case) on which tax and contributions were paid in the reference period of 18 months prior to the 
maternity leave. In this way, women who were employed for at least 18 months prior to the maternity 
leave receive compensation equal to the full amount of their prior earnings (monthly payment is equal 
to the average earned over the 18-month period). The maximum monthly compensation is capped at 
three times the average monthly wage in Serbia, which is a decrease relative to the previous regulations. 
This benefit has remained generous in comparison with similar types of compensation in the EU coun-
tries, where most benefits are financed from insurance contributions. On the other hand, it remains 
inflexible with respect to the possibility of combining different benefit duration and levels, as well as 
regarding the possibility of awarding it to fathers.

93 According to the Decision on the Nominal Amounts of the Birth Grant, the Flat Rate Allowance for the Purchase of Equipment for the 
Child, and the Child Allowance and Income Threshold for Child Allowance, applicable as of 1 July 2020. 

The Birth Grant (Parental Allowance) is a population policy measure, which has also sustained 
significant changes under the new FSFC Law. Most notably, these include the increased benefit level for 
third- and fourth-born children (more than fivefold compared to the old legal provisions) and the exten-
sion of the duration of support for these children to 10 years. The disbursement arrangement remains 
the same – a one-off payment for first-born children and 24 monthly instalments for second-born chil-
dren. For third- and fourth-born children, payment is implemented in 120 equal monthly instalments.

Although the new Law completely abolishes the (high threshold) assets test, it introduces criteria related 
to regular immunization, which also apply to other children in the family, as well as regular preschool and 
primary school attendance. These eligibility requirements cast doubt upon the original goal of this benefit, 
which is to encourage and support parents to achieve the desired number of children. The benefit is not 
paid automatically upon birth registration; instead, parents have to submit a request for this right. The 
benefit is usually paid to the mother (or father, only if the mother is unable to take care of the newborn). 

Caregiver Allowance. This benefit is extended to persons who have a disability from birth or child-
hood or adults who have no social insurance against the risk of disability. Potential beneficiaries may 
apply to the CSW, where eligibility is determined based on an applicant’s medical condition. The Car-
egiver Allowance takes the form of monthly payments to individuals who require care and assistance 
with fulfilling basic needs due to the nature and the degree of the injury or illness. 

War Veteran benefits comprise various forms of income support to war veterans, survivors, civil-
ian victims of war, and their families. Benefits include wage compensation for working veterans, cash 
compensation for disabled veterans, caregiver’s allowance and survivor’s benefits. Having in mind the 
complexity of the cash benefits and in-kind support (orthopaedic aid and similar) directed to the war 
veteran and the fact that their protection is regulated through the SP Law and the Law on Employment 
and Unemployment Insurance (and not under law specially designed for war veterans), it is quite chal-
lenging to determine the exact amount of funds directed to them. Entitlements of disabled war veterans 
alone, according to budget execution in 2017, stood at RSD 13.2 billion. 

A household may claim several types of benefits at the same time, considering that none of the aforesaid 
benefits automatically renders a household ineligible for other types of support. The income test for 
Child Allowance considers the revenues from the birth grant for the third- and fourth-born children, as 
well as from the Wage Compensation.94 The income test for FSA does not consider the revenues from 
any of the aforesaid social benefits. 

Table 9. Total expenditure in social assistance programmes (current RSD)

 War Veterans benefit* Caregiver Allowance Child Allowance Preschool Subsidy**

2013 16,845,721,428 9,463,912,011 12,786,986,037 48,948,418 

2014 17,006,560,617 9,796,152,638 12,997,333,584 49,415,767 

2015 17,637,976,338 9,973,577,431 12,768,468,388 51,250,464 

2016 18,509,331,170 10,027,252,552 12,428,474,810 53,782,350 

2017 19,459,670,243 10,553,992,461 12,326,437,922 56,543,739 

2018 20,735,998,863 10,812,932,283 11,880,207,124 60,252,352 

2019 22,145,365,429 11,127,215,014 11,711,674,368 64,347,532 

2020 22,332,638,159 11,375,407,255 10,808,587,445 61,692,884 

94 https://www.paragraf.rs/obrasci/6559_ID.pdf

https://www.paragraf.rs/obrasci/6559_ID.pdf
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 Birth Grant Wage Compensation** FSA Foster Care

2013 6,444,270,220 24,489,338,375 13,276,926,091 1,817,274,560 

2014 6,823,471,202 22,458,967,890 14,405,957,449 1,822,219,856 

2015 7,101,139,110 23,292,819,350 14,092,498,786 1,886,674,233 

2016 7,232,780,999 24,443,535,866 14,292,559,160 1,936,596,632 

2017 7,415,582,980 25,698,559,455 14,542,278,316 2,082,459,106 

2018 9,042,971,377 27,384,086,831 14,296,288,474 2,187,963,011 

2019 11,920,183,033 26,296,954,651 13,798,060,610 2,218,606,625 

2020 13,065,917,335 34,507,760,041 13,411,336,518 1,697,302,051 

Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative data provided by MoLEVSA. 
* War Veterans benefit was estimated based on 2011 expenditure as a share of GDP for the entire period.  
** Wage Compensation between 2014 and 2018 and Foster Care between 2013 and 2018 were also estimated using the expenditure as a share 
of GDP for available years as reference. 

Table 10. Average number of monthly beneficiaries in social assistance programmes

Caregiver 
Allowance

Child Allowance
Pre-school 

Subsidy
Birth Grant FSA (individuals) Foster Care

2013 52,461  213,307 - 61,365 268,466 6,589 

2014 52,348  211,151 - 61,408 286,113 6,688 

2015 51,773  202,919 - 61,397 274,078 6,923 

2016 50,921  194,032 - 61,347 273,943 7,035 

2017 51,576  185,937 - 62,132 270,126 7,145 

2018 52,408  171,735  204 62,833 258,516 7,284 

2019 51,992  156,510  1,735 65,810 239,783 7,250 

2020 52,684  139,568  1,456 70,572 227,055 5,428 

Source: Author’s calculations based on administrative data provided by the Government. 

ANNEX 2 DETAILED CHANGES 
INTRODUCED WITH THE NEW LAW ON 
FINANCIAL SUPPORT TO FAMILIES WITH 
CHILDREN (FSFC LAW) FROM 2018
The reforms were mostly aimed at improving the efficiency of awarding maternity and parental leave 
benefits, at enabling the award of the benefit to women in non-standard work arrangements, as well as 
at improving the adequacy and coverage of Child Allowance. The changes to maternity and parental 
leave were motivated to rein in the substantial increase of expenditures (which was not a result of a 
larger number of new-born children or employed mothers) that started to build up in the years prior 
to the reforms; while the measures targeted at women in non-standard work arrangements aimed at 
increasing benefit levels and significantly extending the duration of pro-birth measures – the Birth 
Grant, especially for third- and fourth-born children. The reforms have enabled the award of an addi-
tional (13th) monthly payment of the Child Allowance in a calendar year, as well as the increase of the 
Child Allowance amount and the abolition of means-testing for children with disabilities. All of the 
above changes were introduced through the amendments to the FCFC Law, whereas the SP Law has 
remained unchanged, despite the announced amendments. As a consequence, the targeted increase 
of the coverage and adequacy of cash benefits intended for the poor through the FSA, as the funda-
mental antipoverty tool in the country, has not taken place (weightings for older children and children 
with disabilities have not been increased, the criteria related to land ownership have not been relaxed, 
and so on). Income support through this last resort scheme is received by less than 4 per cent of the 
population, even though more than 7 per cent of the people live in absolute poverty and about one in 
four are at risk of poverty. In the period after the passage of the SP Law (2011), two by-laws relevant to 
the implementation of the Law were adopted: the Decree on Earmarked Transfers in Social Protection 
(2016) and the Decree on Social Inclusion Measures for Financial Social Assistance Recipients (2014). 
Earmarked transfers in social protection provide additional funds95 from the national budget for social 
care services within the LSG mandate, while the Decree on Social Inclusion Measures specifies forms 
of activation of FSA recipients, such as participation in formal and non-formal education, employment, 
health treatment and community service or community work. The Decree on Earmarked Transfers in 
Social Protection influenced the growth of overall funds allocated for these purposes and the develop-
ment of new services, with a noticeable effect of substitution of the funds from local sources by those 
from the national level, while the impacts of the Decree on Social Inclusion Measures for Financial So-
cial Assistance Recipients, measured by the number of FSA recipients for whom activation plans have 
been developed, seem to be quite modest.

95 For improving the existing social care services and developing new ones, 122 local governments received financial support totalling RSD 
400 million in 2016; in 2017, RSD 710 million was provided to 123 local governments; in 2018, approximately RSD 622.4 million was 
provided for this purpose, whereas in March 2019, contracts on earmarked transfers in the amount of RSD 700 million were signed with 
the representatives of 144 local governments (https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/srb-lat/aktuelnosti/vesti/potpisani-ugovori-o-namenskim-
transferima-sa-144-predstavnika-lokalnih-samouprava). According to the findings of the Mapping of Social Care Services within the 
Mandate of LSGs (SIPRU), 17.1 per cent of the total expenditures on local social care services in 2018 were financed from earmarked 
transfers.

https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/srb-lat/aktuelnosti/vesti/potpisani-ugovori-o-namenskim-transferima-sa-144-predstavnika-lokalnih-samouprava
https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/srb-lat/aktuelnosti/vesti/potpisani-ugovori-o-namenskim-transferima-sa-144-predstavnika-lokalnih-samouprava
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It should be emphasized that, pursuant to the latest amendments to the Law (2018), the income from 
the Birth Grant for a third- and fourth-born child is included in the income relevant for determining 
the eligibility to other benefits provided for in this law (Art. 5).

Changes with regard to Child Allowance 

The most important new features introduced by this Law in terms of the coverage and adequacy of 
cash benefits include:

> Introduction of the universal Child Allowance (non-means tested) for children with the most severe 
disabilities and a 50 per cent increase of its amount. According to the previously applicable legal 
provisions, the augmented Child Allowance was awarded subject to a family means test (with a 20 
per cent increase of the income ceiling), while the amount was increased by 30 per cent. The fact 
that a child receives Caregiver Allowance is taken as the proof of disability.

> For children with disabilities who are not eligible for Caregiver Allowance but have positive opin-
ions issued by the Intersectoral Committee,96 the Child Allowance is awarded subject to a family 
means test, with a 20 per cent increase of the income ceiling (same as in the previous law) and an 
increase of the allowance amount by 50 per cent.

> Award of the so-called 13th Child Allowance monthly instalment as an additional allowance for sec-
ondary-school-age children.

> Increase of the ceiling (income threshold) for single-parent families (in which the other parent is 
unknown, deceased, or permanently unfit for work) by 30 per cent, instead of 20 per cent.

> Award of the Child Allowance to children from FSA recipient families without an additional proce-
dure, upon presentation of proof of regular school attendance, while the requirement for parents to 
be covered by health insurance is cancelled.

> The Child Allowance is granted for four children in total at a time, rather than for the first four chil-
dren, allowing families with a larger number of children to apply for Child Allowance for a younger 
child when the oldest becomes ineligible due to the age limit.

> However, the new legal regulation no longer sets the benefit amounts (contrary to the previous legal 
regulation that had defined amount and indexing rules). The nominal amount of the Child Allow-
ance is now decided by the Government Decree,97 at the proposal of the minister in charge of social 
affairs, thus leaving space for using the discretionary right and making the future level of income 
support less predictable.

Changes with regard to benefits related to Wage Compensation for maternity, childcare 
and special childcare leave (Wage Compensation)

> Significant changes have been introduced in terms of expanded coverage; i.e., benefits granted to 
women in ‘non-standard’ forms of employment/work. According to the new legal provisions, these 

96 A body established by the local government to conduct a holistic assessment of a child’s or student’s needs for additional support. The 
needs assessment involves the education, health care and social protection sectors.

97 As decree states the census for exercising the right to Child Allowance and the amount of Child Allowance are adjusted twice a year, 
on January 1 and July 1, starting from January 2019, based on data from the republic-level body responsible for statistics, with the 
movement of the consumer price index in the Republic of Serbia and their nominal amounts are determined by a decision of the 
minister responsible for social affairs.

benefits are also awarded to self-employed persons, including owners of family farms, persons in 
temporary and casual work arrangements, persons working under a service contract or a freelance 
agreement, inside jobs, etc. This change has been introduced in the law through the insertion of 
a new article that prescribes the so-called ‘other benefits related to childbirth, childcare and 
special childcare’. Previously, benefits were granted solely to women who were formally employed 
under employment contracts, in the amount of their base pay, as well as to self-employed persons, 
whereas persons in all other forms of work arrangement could not access these benefits despite the 
fact that they were paying statutory contributions. Furthermore, the new legal provisions grant ac-
cess to these benefits to women who were employed and paid tax and contributions in the relevant 
period prior to giving birth but are unemployed at the moment of giving birth.

> The effectiveness and efficiency of the benefits have improved as a result of the changed benefit cal-
culation modality, which now considers a longer reference period (18 instead of 12 months preced-
ing the birth of the child, during which statutory social contributions were paid) as the basis for 
determining the benefit amount, which should prevent abuse and reduce the inclusion error.98 For 
persons whose contributions were paid for at least 18 months, the amount of the benefits calculated 
in conformity with the new legal provisions remained practically unchanged. Women with higher 
income are an exception, though, since the adequacy of their benefits has decreased.

> Namely, the new legal solution has resulted in a significant decrease in benefit adequacy for women 
with higher income, whose maximum benefit amount has been reduced from five times to three 
times the average monthly pay. 

> Moreover, a significant technical change that envisages direct disbursement of the Wage Compen-
sation (benefits related to childbirth, childcare and special childcare allowance) to a beneficiary’s 
bank account seems especially convenient for persons employed in a company that has liquidity 
issues and cannot afford to wait for the reimbursement from the State. With this change, payment 
delays were abolished. 

Changes with regard to Birth Grant 

> Increase of the Birth Grant amount, especially for third- and fourth-born children (more than five-
fold), while the amount for first-born children has also increased considerably (2.5 times, see the 
table below).

> Significantly extended duration of the benefit for the third- and fourth-born children (from 2 to 
10 years; see the table below), while the disbursement arrangement has not changed (lump sum 
payment for first-born children and monthly instalments for children of higher birth order). These 
provisions apply to children born after 1 July 2018. As a result of the latest amendments,99 the Birth 
Grant is now the only benefit whose amount, disbursement arrangement and uprating modality (on 
1 January and 1 June, by the CPI trends for the past six months) are stipulated by law.

98 Namely, this change was based on estimates that the inclusion error, which occurred due to the fact that the financial gain worked as an 
incentive for women to enter into fictitious employment contracts and pay the contributions by themselves, resulted in annual losses 
of at least RSD 1 billion, and that the quick increase of expenditures on this purpose (in the period when the number of new births and 
formal employment did not increase) posed a risk to the financial sustainability of these benefits. 

99 The most recent amendments to the Law (Official Gazette of RS, No. 50/2018) modified the provisions from 2017 (Official Gazette of 
RS, No. 113/2017) according to which the birth grant amount, uprating modality and disbursement arrangement was prescribed by the 
Government at the proposal of the minister in charge of social affairs. 
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> For third- and fourth-born children who died during the disbursement period, a lump sum payment 
is made (RSD 200,000, uprated in the same way as the Birth Grant). 

> As regards the relaxation of criteria and the coverage expansion, the following should be noted:

> The assets/income ceiling as a Birth Grant eligibility criterion has been abolished, and this bene-
fit is now entirely universal, in contrast to the previous legal provisions, under which the benefit 
was almost universal owing to the high ceiling, but still subject to household means testing;

> The requirement that the mother must be covered by health insurance through the National 
Health Insurance Fund has been abolished;

> Access to this benefit has been granted to mothers who are foreign citizens with permanent res-
idence in Serbia, provided that the child was born in the territory of the Republic of Serbia.

> The latest amendments have also introduced additional eligibility requirements for the Birth Grant 
– access to this benefit is denied if a mother’s newborn child for whom the application is submitted, 
and her older children, are not vaccinated in conformity with health care regulations. In addition, 
the entitlement of second- or later-born children is terminated if it is found that: the child for which 
the birth grant is awarded is not vaccinated; the child does not live in the territory of the Republic 
of Serbia; preschool-age children do not attend the preparatory preschool programme, or prima-
ry-school-age children do not regularly attend school in the territory of Serbia, within the primary 
education system. The fulfilment of requirements is verified by the competent local government 
authority. For instance, the verification of whether a child is vaccinated in compliance with the 
relevant regulations is conducted annually based on the immunization records; similarly, the veri-
fication of a child’s regular attendance of the preparatory preschool programme or primary school 
is conducted by the competent authority at least once per year in cooperation with the relevant 
preschool institution or primary school.

Table 11. Example of Birth Grant amounts before and after the application of the new FSFC Law

FSFC Law 2002 – according to the amounts 
applicable before the new FSFC Law100 

FSFC Law 
2017

FSFC Law 2018 Ratio of 
total benefit 

amounts 
under ‘old’ 

FSFC Law to 
those under 
‘new’  FSFC 

Law

Application 
period

1 Apr 2018 – 30 Aug 2018
Since 1 Jan 

2019
Since 1 Jan 2019

For children 
born after

1 Apr 2018
The amount, 

uprating 
modality, and 
disbursement 
arrangement 
is prescribed 

by the 
Government 

at the 
proposal of 
the minister 
in charge of 
social affairs

1 July 2018101

Child’s birth 
order

Total benefit 
amount, RSD

Disbursement 
arrangement

Monthly 
instalment 

amount, RSD

Total benefit 
amount, RSD

Disbursement 
arrangement

Monthly 
instalment 

amount, RSD

1 39,898 Lump sum - 100,000 Lump sum - 2.51

2 156,017
24 equal 
monthly 

instalments
6,500 240,000

24 equal 
monthly 

instalments
10,000 1.54

3 280,818
24 equal 
monthly 

instalments
11,700 1,440,000

120 equal 
monthly 

instalments
12,000 5.13

4 374,420
24 equal 
monthly 

instalments
15,601 2,160,000

120 equal 
monthly 

instalments
18,000 5.77

100 Decision on the Nominal Amounts of Financial Support to Families with Children for June 2018.
101 Pursuant to FSFC Law (2018), the birth grant amount is uprated twice per year (in the beginning of each year and in mid-year) and is 

determined with regard to a child’s date of birth. The next uprating is scheduled on 1 January 2019 and applies to children born after that date.

ANNEX 3 ASSESSMENT OF THE 
ACCESSIBILITY OF INFORMATION ON 
FSA BASED ON THE ANALYSIS OF THE 
WEBSITES OF MOLEVSA, THE SERBIAN 
GOVERNMENT AND THE THREE 
LARGEST CITIES IN SERBIA
The websites of CSWs, MoLEVSA and key stakeholders either entirely miss providing information on 
FSA or the information is very basic in its format and content, difficult to access by the general public 
and, in particular, by the vulnerable population. 

Activities in the outreach phase, aimed at involving other stakeholders that are able to influence in any 
way (directly/indirectly) those who are hard to reach, seem neglected. 

The MoLEVSA website includes a page on ‘Social Benefits’ that only contains information on the date of 
social benefits monthly payment funded from the national budget. The page layout is rather baffling, but 
it can be concluded that social benefits are paid with one-month delay (this delay is negligible, having in 
mind that payment delays in the early 2000s were considerable102). Payments are made via a bank, Poštan-
ska Štedionica, that shares identical information about payment dates on its website and Facebook page.103 

Interestingly, the eGovernment website also provides no information on how the right to FSA can be 
exercised. This site is administered by the Serbian Government,104 which supposedly provides “any 
information in just a few clicks” (as claimed on its home page). However, no information on FSA can 
be found under either the ‘Services’ or ‘Life Milestones’ menus. There is not even a separate section on 
social protection on the eGovernment website, while the search option returns no results when ‘social 
protection’ is used as keywords.

Figure A3.0.1. eGovernment website 
shows no results when ‘social protection’ 
of FSA is used as keywords

102 For example: “In late 2000, the payment of long-term care allowance was found to be late by as many as 32 months.” Matković, Stanić, 
‘Socijalna zaštita u starosti’, p. 55, Fakultet za ekonomiju finansije i administraciju, Centar za socijalnu politiku, Tim za socijalno 
uključivanje i smanjenje siromaštva, Vlada Republike Srbije. 

103 https://www.posted.co.rs/budzetske_uplate.html?fbclid=IwAR0BX-thlHT6xSf6BQ8cBFFX3ZrjYs5pCmqyUPQPVeNbiBplrB
4a_nRFKk0

104 eGovernment is a national web portal that serves as an integrated access point to the electronic government in the Republic of Serbia; 
i.e., a platform for provision of electronic government services.

https://www.posted.co.rs/budzetske_uplate.html?fbclid=IwAR0BX-thlHT6xSf6BQ8cBFFX3ZrjYs5pCmqyUPQPVeNbiBplrB4a_nRFKk0
https://www.posted.co.rs/budzetske_uplate.html?fbclid=IwAR0BX-thlHT6xSf6BQ8cBFFX3ZrjYs5pCmqyUPQPVeNbiBplrB4a_nRFKk0
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Information about Child Allowance and Birth Grant can be found in the ‘Family Life’ section under the 
‘Life Milestones’ menu.105 This section of the website is almost entirely about entitlements related to 
childbirth and a child’s family life, and even if a visitor clicks on question No. 45 (Are there any other 
benefits besides the Birth Grant?), they are only referred to entitlements stipulated under the FSFC 
Law.

To understand if significant information about social protection benefits and services is provided on 
the CSW webpages, a brief analysis of the websites of CSWs in the three largest cities in Serbia was 
conducted. The findings common to all three CSWs webpages in the respective cities are the following:

> Information about the benefit either is entirely missing (e.g., CSW in Niš) or it is quite abstract, 
copied from articles of the SP Law without being adapted to general public understanding.

> Information on the FSA application procedure can be found in CSW Factbooks. Access to this doc-
ument on the website requires prior knowledge of how to access the document.

> The analysis of information available on the website and CSW’s Factbooks does not reveal what 
additional efforts CSWs take to raise people’s awareness on social assistance benefits and services.

> There is no information about how the CSW reaches out to potentially vulnerable people. The way 
the entire procedure is defined assumes that the first step is taken by beneficiaries.

> Public relations efforts are limited to sharing information about CSW activities via the media, which 
rarely happens, and their content is very basic.

105 https://euprava.gov.rs/porodicni-zivot 

ANNEX 4 RELEVANT PUBLIC 
EXPENDITURES DURING 
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
When the public expenditures on social assistance and transfers to the population106 during the state of 
emergency are considered, it becomes clear that there was no significant real increase in government 
spending. This confirms that the additional financial intervention during the state of emergency did 
not occur through the social protection system. The real growth of the public expenditures on social 
assistance and transfers to the population in the period January–June 2020 compared to that in the 
same period of 2019 is negligible (1.2 per cent). Moreover, it is noticeable that there was also no in-
crease in expenditures in the ‘social assistance*’ subcategory. Although it is necessary to analyse these 
data carefully and gain a deeper insight into the expenditure subcategories (this subcategory includes 
the expenditures on child protection, social protection from the Republic of Serbia budget, disabled 
veterans’ protection, and so on), it is also relevant to note that ‘social assistance*’ expenditures in the 
period January–June 2020 were actually smaller in real terms than those in the same period of 2019 by 
10.7 per cent. 

Table 12. Public expenditures under the category social transfers and grants, in RSD (millions)

Jan-20 Feb-20 Mar-20 Apr-20 May-20 Jun-20

Nominal 
growth 

Jan–June 
2020/2019

Real growth 
Jan–June 

2020/2019

Social transfers 
and grants

63,040.1  65,969.3  65,630.4  72,051.3  64,839.8  65,785.0 102.6 101.2 

of which:

Pensions 47,092.4  48,838.6 48,928.3 48,940.2 48,767.5 48,640.4 103.9 102.4 

Contributions 
for unemployed 
persons 

637.9  682.3  673.2  631.1  641.3  682.5 93.3 92.0 

Sick leave  910.8  846.4 896.3 633.4 636.2 1,183.2 119.2 117.5 

Social assistance  11,950.4  13,062.6 12,728.4 12,989.1 12,490.4  12,457.8 90.5 89.3 

Other transfers 
to households 

 2,448.6  2,539.3  2,404.2  8,857.4  2,304.4  2,821.0 145.0 143.0 

Source: Bulletin Ministry of Finance, June 2020.

The only expenditure subcategory within the category of social transfer expenditures that was sensitive 
to COVID-19 was ‘Other transfers to households’ (which also requires a deeper analysis of the nature 
of the expenditures), with a real increase of 43 per cent relative to the same period of 2019. Considered 
by individual months in 2020, a considerable growth of expenditures in this category occurred only in 
April 2020, after which the expenditure levels returned to average values. The fluctuation in this sub-

106 Here we observe the economic classification of the consolidated balance of the Republic of Serbia. Social assistance and transfers to the 
household are covered by the category of ‘Social grants and transfers’ (Ministry of Finance, Bulletin).

https://euprava.gov.rs/porodicni-zivot
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category is responsible for the overall change in the entire group of expenditures on social transfers and 
grants; however, since the share of these expenditures in the entire category is small, even this increase 
was not sufficient to influence more significantly the changes in the entire social transfers category. 

Figure A4.0.1. Public expenditures: social transfers and grants

Source: Bulletin Ministry of Finance, June 2020.

On the other hand, pensioners received one-off cash benefit in the amount of RSD 4,000 from the State 
through the Pension and Disability Insurance Fund,107 which is illustrated in the chart below. Moreover, 
additional funds were also transferred to the Health Insurance Fund in order to cover the additional 
expenditures of the health care sector. At the same time, no additional funds were devoted to the un-
employed or to those who lost jobs during the COVID-19 crisis. This is confirmed by the analysis of 
the funds committed to the NES. Namely, there was no increase in the number of funds transferred 
to the NES. No social programmes aimed at supporting those who lost jobs during COVID-19 were 
implemented, although similar measures were taken in neighbouring countries. 

107 Social insurance system is organized under three different insurance institutions: Pension and Disability Insurance Fund (PDI Fund), 
responsible for pension and disability insurance; Health Insurance Fund (HI Fund), responsible for health insurance; and National 
Employment Service (NES), responsible for unemployment insurance.
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Figure A4.0.2. Transfers to the Social Security Organization 

Source: Bulletin Ministry of Finance, June 2020.
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