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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

SECTION 1: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Network of Civil Society Organizations for Children in Serbia (MODS), coordinated by 

Association for Development of Children and Youth – OPEN CLUB, within the project funded by 

UNICEF Serbia in autumn 2011 conducted a research on the existing mechanisms and the forms of 

child participation in local self-governments in Serbia.   

One of the primary goals of the Network of MODS is to increase the participation of children in the 

formation of policies for children. The results of this survey will be used to define recommendations 

for increasing the participation of children in Serbia. 

The research examined the actual conditions in the field of children and youth participation in the 

decision-making processes in local self-governments in the Republic of Serbia. 

The research provides a revealing look at the current practice of involving the children and youth in 

Serbia, at the local level - whether there is such practice, whether it entails youth activism and 

participation in decision-making process, and whether participation is symbolic and decorative. The 

results show that young people are generally not included in decision-making at the local level and 

that most of them have never attended community meetings or local assemblies where decisions are 

made. 

The research results will be used to make the recommendations for creating the conditions for greater 

participation of children and youth in decision-making process and promotion of their participation in 

our country.    

1.1 Background/Context 

The problem of insufficient youth participation in decision-making has been recognised at the global 

level and different measures have been taken to increase their participation. The Convention on the 

Rights of the Child includes the rights of children and youth to participate in the processes of making 

decisions which affect their lives. According to the Convention, "Participation is the process by which 

children and young people influence decision-making processes and thus change themselves, others, 

their services and the community." Youth participation is one of eight most important areas of the EU 

Youth Strategy as stated in the EU Council Resolution "Renewed framework for European 

cooperation in the youth field (2010–2018)".Youth participation is needed to ensure their social 

integration and better preparation for demands that adults are facing. 

The first objective of the Action Plan for the Implementation of the National Youth Strategy in Serbia 

for the period from 2009 until 2014 stipulates that it is necessary to encourage young people to 



participate actively in the society. However, to date, there has never been a comprehensive research 

on children and youth participation in decision-making in Serbia that would provide an overview of 

the current situation and practice, as well as the attitudes of young people. The analysis conducted by 

MODS with UNICEF is therefore a baseline, containing important data that can be compared and 

followed up later. 

1.2 UNICEF intervention 

At the conference of MODS Network which was organized in October 2010, a Network Platform for 

Children in Serbia was adopted by 43 member organizations’ representatives from all over Serbia. 

One of the main goals of the Platform is to support greater participation of civic associations in policy 

formation and greater participation of children. Therefore, the conclusions at the Conference 

emphasized the need for mechanisms and methods for involving children in the formulation of policy 

for children. In order to successfully represent the views of children, organizations need to know and 

hear their opinions and to find out what they perceive as their problems. 

It was emphasized at the conference that in Serbia there are no analyses that show whether there are 

mechanisms for involving children/youth and what these mechanisms are at the local level.  

It was there concluded by the network that there is a need to conduct research that would examine the 

current situation regarding the participation of children and youth in municipalities of Serbia.  

UNICEF responded positively to a request for assistance from MODS in conducting  a baseline 

assessment. To this end, we designed jointly the framework of the research, provided funding, 

necessary know how and expertise in creating the sample, methodology and instruments, and also 

provided on-going assistance when needed.   

The results of the assessment will be the basis for the development and promotion of mechanisms for 

participation of children and youth in the future. 

1.3  Methodology and description of instruments 

The research was conducted by MODS in 20 local self-governments in the Republic of Serbia in the 

period from 1 October until 31 December 2011. It included respondents from the following 

municipalities: Ada, Aleksinac, Aleksandrovac, Bela Crkva, Belgrade, Bor, Indjija, Knjazevac, 

Kraljevo, Majdanpek, Nis, Novi Becej, Novi Pazar, Prijepolje, Coka, Sjenica, Subotica, Svrljig, Uzice 

and Vrnjacka Banja. The research included two groups of respondents – 1) a group of young people and 

2) a group of municipality and non-government representatives. The survey questionnaire was 

administered to young people in secondary schools and local self-government representatives at their 

work places. In addition, local NGO representatives were targeted in order to provide a certain control 

factor to answers provided by municipality respondents.  

The youth sample included 2.045 respondents – mostly secondary school pupils. The sample was 

balanced in terms of gender, young people were mostly at the age of medium adolescence and an 

average age of respondents, expressed by arithmetic mean, was 16.53 years (standard deviation 1.18 

years). 

The adult sample included 40 persons from local self-government and NGOs, however the total 

number of valid questionnaires for these groups was 37. Of these, 42.4% were male and 57.6% female 

respondents. This sample included representatives of the local government (52.8%) and non-

government organisations (47.2%). 



Description of instruments 

 

The child and youth questionnaire contained general demographic questions, questions related to their 

participation in the work of youth organisations, assessment of the ability of children and young 

people in general and those from vulnerable groups, to influence their own position. Seven scales with 

a certain number of statements, including five-point Likert scales, were used to allow the children and 

youth to express their degree of agreement with the given statements. The scales were used to 

evaluate the following dimensions: a) children's and young people's participation in public and social 

lives of the local community; b) attempts made by relevant persons or organisations to find out the 

opinions of young people and children regarding important issues and problems; c) necessary degree 

of engagement of certain organisations with the aim of including young people and children in the 

process of making decisions about young people; d) involvement of children and young people in 

certain activities related to decision-making; e) involvement of children and young people in the local 

community through activism; f) participation of children and young people in the local community 

according to Hart's ladder of participation; g)  and influence of social factors on youth involvement. 

All scales were determined as one-dimensional and some analyses used scores made by adding 

evaluation of agreement and the statement given in the item. The reliability of all scales is 

satisfactory. 

The municipal and NGO representative questionnaire contained general demographic questions, 

questions about work experience, questions related to the existence of legal mechanisms and 

institutions in the local community necessary for youth involvement in decision-making process and 

questions about the extent to which young people participate in decision-making, particularly 

vulnerable groups. Six scales with a certain number of statements, including five-point Likert scales, 

were used to allow representatives to express their degree of agreement with the given statements. 

The scales and analyses were the same as those used for the children and youth forms, with 

satisfactory reliability. 

 

1.4 Main Results/Findings 

The results show that young people are generally not included in decision-making at the local level 

and that most of them have never attended community meetings or local assemblies where decisions 

are made (79 per cent report they have never attended meetings and 86 per cent have never been 

involved in decision-making with local authorities). Data show that young people and children largely 

perceive their involvement in the local community through activism, especially through peer 

education, voluntarism and some new forms of participation, to be low. So, only 19 per cent volunteer 

often and 8 per cent on a regular basis while 15 per cent frequently take part in peer education and 5 

per cent on a regular basis. Young people perceive that municipal and NGO representatives are 

generally not interested in their views and opinions. Half of respondents think that municipalities do 

not try at all to find out opinions of young people and only 6 per cent of youth believe municipal 

representatives are trying that. It is interesting to note, however, that local government and NGO 

representatives have a more positive assessment of all aspects of youth participation than young 

people themselves, with survey results showing that these adults believe youth participation does 

exist. 63 per cent of local government and 50 per cent of NGO representatives believe there are 

mechanisms for youth participation. As far as the quality of child and youth participation is 

concerned, the young people surveyed believe that youth participation in decision-making tends 

towards manipulation, using young people as decoration and creating an illusion of participation.  

This “false” youth participation is most present in Belgrade, then in Sumadija and in Western Serbia. 



Young people perceive their parents and friends as the main factors that encourage them to participate 

in decision-making, rather than municipal representatives. Majority of young people (81 per cent) 

think that parents are interested to find out their opinion and 71 per cent think the same for their 

friends. Interestingly, children of more educated parents participate in decision-making more, which 

indicates the importance of parents in encouraging participation. On a positive note, 50 per cent of 

young people recognise the influence of social factors on their own lives, such as the importance of 

infrastructure and policy supporting youth participation. 

Almost 80 per cent  of surveyed young people are not involved in work of some youth organization. 

For those young people who report involvement in a youth organisation, youth and child participation 

in public and social lives of the local community is assessed in a more positive manner. They believe 

that children and young people are more involved in the local community through activism and that 

there is some space for children to express their views. They also perceive that relevant adults and 

organisations are interested in their views and opinions on important issues, but at the same time, they 

recognize a greater need for youth involvement in making decisions about young people.  

 

It has been noted that respondents from economically less-developed areas, male respondents, 

younger respondents, respondents with lower school achievement and respondents from families with 

lower educational status report participating less often in local decision-making processes. Data also 

reveal that local government representatives gave a more positive evaluation of the degree of 

municipal and school engagement than did NGO representatives.   

 

1.5 Project Relevance 

Both the process of conducting the survey as part of a capacity building project with MODS and the 

findings themselves are highly relevant. The findings will guide the programming of both MODS-

members and UNICEF, and will serve as a baseline against which to compare future progress in 

establishing sustainable local structures and mechanisms for child and youth participation, in line with  

Serbia’s policy framework, including the National Youth Strategy and National Action Plan for 

Children.  

 

1.6 Project Effectiveness and Impact 

Project has a very good record of success in completing project activities, and in achieving the 

expected results in a timely manner. The project makes significant impact on MODS capacity 

building and future development, and conducted baseline assessment provides a wealth of data and 

information on children and youth participation in local decision making for the first time. Findings of 

the research will be actively used by MODS Network members for various advocacy initiatives 

towards national and local authorities and will additionally promote evidence-based policy making. 

Furthermore, findings and recommendations will be shared and could be used by other key 

stakeholders, such as youth offices, line ministries, international development agencies, etc. for future 

programme planning.   

 

1.7 Lessons Learned 

This effort has generated a number of lessons learned that could be used for future assessments and 

studies: 



 The youth sample should include respondents from several schools on the territory of the 

same municipality because it is possible that in some schools conditions are more stimulating.  

 The sample of local community and NGO representatives should be larger.  

 Some young people attend schools in different municipalities than where they reside, and they 

should be asked to separately evaluate the situation in their own municipalities and in the 

municipalities in which they attend schools.  

 If we want to find out more about children participation and generalise data about children, 

the sample should include more primary school pupils.  

 To gain more qualitative information, the survey should be accompanied by focus groups, 

discussions and round-table discussions.  

 

More generally, it is necessary to gather data on how these municipalities function, in order to reach 

broader conclusions and better understanding of the data. It would be also useful to know what the 

ruling parties are, how many non-government organisations and schools there are, the ratio between 

young and old people, and the ratio of people living in towns versus villages, etc.  

 

1.8 Recommendations  

The MODS’ recommendations suggested in this analysis entail a set of actions that need to be taken 

up primarily by the local self-government authorities in Serbia to ensure better and more transparent 

participation of children and youth in decision making and public life, but also give valuable inputs 

for non-governmental organizations and youth offices. The recommendations include the following:  

 Local government representatives should be encouraged to invite youth representatives to 

assemblies and meetings, especially on issues which are important for young people are on 

the agenda. 

 Local government and NGO representatives should check what young people think more 

frequently through focus groups, debates, interviews and other forms of active consultation. 

Annual reporting should be required on what a municipality has done in order to raise the 

level of participation of citizens in general and young people as an important group. 

 Having in mind that local government representatives more positively assess engagement of 

municipalities, they need to be informed about the results of this assessment and instructed to 

have more frequent dialogue with young people and NGOs in order to get a real perspective 

on participation. 

 Young people should be educated about the principles of civics and the democratic 

constitution of society from the earliest age. It would be useful that schools get more involved 

in connecting youth and local government through organizing visits to municipality, having a 

topic of citizens’ participation on teaching class, etc. 

 The promotion of Youth Office and NGOs should be increased so that young people 

understand their objectives and functions better; these organisations should also be more 

involved in raising the level of youth participation in social and public lives. 

 Young people should be encouraged to participate in the work of NGOs and youth 

organisations because they will understand participation much better through their own 

experience. 

 Youth projects whose aim is to encourage activism, peer education and some new forms of 

participation should be financed by municipalities or funds generated by them. 

 Those developing child and youth participation activities should focus on: economically less 

developed areas, males (who tend to participate less than females), younger age groups, low 

school achievers and those from lower social and economic strata. 

 It is necessary to seriously research whether there is a certain structural discrimination 

towards members of vulnerable groups in some municipalities and then create targeted 

programmes for encouraging participation of those vulnerable groups. 


