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Increasingly, digital transformation is seen as an opportunity for Serbia and the 
Western Balkans’ countries to address some of the structural economic, political, 
and social challenges of the region. In this context, the Public Policy Research 
Center (CENTER) launched the Future of Work programme in 2018, which focus-
es on the world of work and economy of Serbia that is rapidly changing due to 
digital transformation. In spite of its status of a developing economy, Serbia is 
hoping to leapfrog and capitalize from the economic momentum brought by the 
new industrial revolution, potentially also leading to the creation of prosperous 
jobs and good work environment in society.

Building on this potentially historic opportunity, the CENTER organized the first 
annual conference “The Future of Work – The Future is Now” that was held in 
Belgrade on October 23-24, 2018. The goal of the conference was to take 
account of the challenges and opportunities ahead of Serbia in the digital age, 
and reflect on the Government of the Republic of Serbia’s priorities aimed at 
forwarding the digital agenda and knowledge-based economy (KBE) [1] in the 
country. 

In the context of the European Commission's Digital Agenda for the Western 
Balkans launched in June 2018, and the new EC Strategy for Enlargement for 
Western Balkans, the conference debated how the citizens of Serbia can fully 
reap the benefits of the fast-paced and inevitable digital transformation. The 
importance of social dimension - employment, education and social policies - for 
Serbia was also highlighted within the discussions about non-standard forms of 
work that are increasingly taking place in the new economy. 

The conference brought together international and national stakeholders who 
discussed the preconditions and the opportunities for development of a KBE in 
Serbia embedded in a Decent Work Agenda. The forum provided a place of 
dialogue for interested parties – all of whom are actively participating in the 
creation of Serbian economy, but did not have so far the opportunity to meet, or 
cooperate with one another.

The CENTER strongly believes that the future should be addressed now should 
Serbia aim to fulfill its economic potentials, keep the Decent Work Agenda legacy 
in place, and maintain the idea of just and equal society at the center of its 
policy-making. The future transformation depends on today’s responses of 
policy-makers, business leaders, and workers in Serbia. While digital technology 
is a driving force of the fourth industrial revolution, the people are at the very 
center of it. They have the power to change the rules of the game, and to seize 
the opportunities before us. 

With this conference, the CENTER contributes to the joint creation of public 
policies and programs based on a thorough understanding of the challenges and 
potentials of the industrial revolution 4.0. The conclusions of the conference 
presented in this document call for further consideration of spawning benefits 
from the digitally enabled environment.

 

[1] The concept of the new economy 
was created within the framework of 
the evolutionary institutional theory 
(Sum, N. L., & Jessop, B. “Competi-
tiveness, the knowledge-based 
economy, and higher education” in 
the Journal of the Knowledge 
Economy (2013), 4(1), 24-44). Yet, 
the term is widely used as a synonym 
for the knowledge-based economy 
(KBE), knowledge economy, digital 
economy, and is directly linked to the 
notion of the Industrial Revolution 
4.0.
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SERBIA AT A GLANCE

As a developing country grappling with three industrial revolutions at once – 2.0, 
3.0, and 4.0 – with uneven progress across companies, sectors, and economies, 
Serbia is strongly motivated to look into the potential of the knowledge-based 
economy to deliver the desired economic growth and achieve sustainable devel-
opment. In the new economy, not only IT sector, but also traditional industries like 
rail and agriculture, become knowledge-based industries. The knowledge that is 
manifested through technology, better processes and better workforce becomes 
the main driver of productivity and growth improvement.

Being dependent on educated labour, efficient and comprehensive ICT infrastruc-
ture, R&D, and technological and business innovations, KBE also brings funda-
mental changes in the areas of education, work and employment, and impacts on 
society as a whole.  About 65.8 % of jobs in Serbia are susceptible to automation, 
while introduction of new technologies is still slower (47.3%) according to the 
2016 World Development Report. [2] 

The KBE was proclaimed a strategic goal by the Government of Serbia already in 
2008 [3],  but its potential has not been fully employed yet. At present, Serbia lags 
behind in most measures of digital transformation: from the use of the internet 
and broadband technology, to the share of the economy that is using digital tech-
nology, as well as the digital readiness of the public administrations and govern-
ments. [4] The IT investments per capita is currently at €62 in Serbia in compari-
son to the EU average of €800. [5]  

On the other hand, the Serbian economy is witnessing some encouraging devel-
opments stemming from the digital transformation: for example, Serbia's export in 
the field of information technology is constantly growing. In the first nine months 
of 2018, IT driven exports reached the amount of EUR 811 million, 28.5% larger 
than in the same period of the previous year. [6] This makes the IT single most 
successful export sector in Serbia, which after a long time succeeded the value 
of individual exports in steel, grain, and raspberries. [7] 

In terms of innovations, Serbia is among moderate innovators with underperfor-
mance compared to EU-28 countries. [8] On the other side, with 631 startups in 
2016, and numerous ones established in 2017, Serbia has been the leading 
country as per their number in South East Europe. [9] 

KBE companies account for about a quarter of total employment, and somewhat 
more of the value added in Serbia. [10] IT as well as technology-intensive sectors 
such as the metal, rubber, electrical and electronic industries are particularly 
prominent. 

[2] World Bank, World Development Report 
2016: Digital Dividends. Washington, DC: 
2016. Available at: http://documents.world-
bank.org/curat-
ed/en/896971468194972881/pdf/102725-PUB
-Replacement-PUBLIC.pdf, accessed on 
February 6, 2019.
 
[3] Sustainable Development Strategy of the 
Republic of Serbia from 2008 (Government of 
the Republic of Serbia, 2008), the Strategy 
and Policy of the Industry Development of the 
Republic of Serbia (Government of the 
Republic of Serbia, 2011), the Strategy for the 
Development of Information Technology 
Industry for the period 2016-2020 – Innovation 
Research (Government of the Republic of 
Serbia 2016a), Trade Development Strategy 
(Government of the Republic of Serbia, 
2016c),  and the Strategy for Development of 
Networks of New Generations (Government of 
Republic of Serbia, 2018).

[4]  Barbić et al, The Impact of Digital 
Transformation on the Western Balkans – 
Tackling the Challenges towards Political 
Stability and Economic Prosperity. Graz / 
Zagreb: digital WB6+2, 2018. Available at: 
https://digitalsummitwb6.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/04/Layout-Study-final-.pdf, 
accessed on February 6, 2019.

[5]  Milovan Matijević and Milan Šolaja, ICT in 
Serbia – At a Glance. Novi Sad: Vojvodina ICT 
Cluster, 2018. Available at: https://vojvodina-
ictcluster.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/05/ICT-in-Serbia-%E2%80%93-At-
a-Glance-2018.pdf, accessed on February 6, 
2019

[6]  “Software export in the first 9 months of 
year 2018 almost exceeds the total of last 
year’s exports.” Startit, November 28, 2018. 
Available at https://startit.rs/izvoz-softve-
ra-za-devet-mese-
ci-2018-skoro-dostigao-celokupni-proslogodis
nji/, accessed on February 6, 2019. 

[7]  Kori Udovički, Pavle Medić, and Sonja 
Avlijaš, Competitiveness of the Serbia’s 
Economy in the Context of New Global 
Economy. Public Policy Research Center: 
Belgrade, 2018.
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The new economic transformation challenges current employment structure in 
Serbia, whose low employment rates still stick out compared to the EU. [11]  
Developments in KBE also contribute to the rise in non-standard forms of employ-
ment (NSFE) such as self-employment, temporary work, part-time, on-call work, 
multiparty employment, etc. [12] In Serbia, 22.8% of the active labour force was 
engaged in this type of work in 2017. [13] 

IT sector with 45,000 workers in Serbia [14] is particularly prone to NSFE. Accord-
ing to the CENTER’s exploratory research on digital workers from Serbia, 
freelancing, as NSFE is often referred to, is also very present among platform 
(crowd) workers whose number is increasing in Serbia, although official data on 
the size of this population is still unknown. [15] This represents upsetting finding 
if we take IT sector and platform economy as relevant representatives and predic-
tors of the ways in which the nature of work and employment is to be changed. 
Thus, if non-standard work increases due to globalisation and digitalisation, 
closing gaps in social protection will become more urgent. This is why the ques-
tion of decent employment is a key question for Serbia. [16]

Another key issue that seriously hinders Serbia’s potential for accelerated 
economic development lays in the domain of education.  The percentage of the 
GDP allocated to higher education is modest, reaching 3,3 % as a share of GDP 
in 2016. [17] A further challenge is the ability of the system to enable a steady and 
continuous supply of quality human capital. A number of educational programs is 
out-dated and often in collision with the world of work. The lack of a skilled work-
force today in Serbia represents the major obstacle to companies’ growth and 
Serbia’s ability to maximize from the positive impact of digital transformation. 
Another alarming point is low rankings when it comes to retaining existing and 
attracting new talents in the country. [18] Likewise, human capital is further under-
mined by low levels of participation in lifelong learning programs at the moment. 

On the other hand, as of the year 2000 positive trends in educational levels of 
labour force in Serbia are apparent. [19] Moreover, there is an increasing trend in 
a number of enrolled students at technical faculties which makes a promise for 
the future quality of human capital. Yet, the enrollment rates in the domain of 
other scientific fields having the potential to contribute to technological revolution 
are rather stagnant. [20]

Although in 2017 the Serbian government put the digital transformation highly on 
the agenda, a well-defined vision for the development of the digital economy and 
its role in general socio-economic development is still missing. This shows that 
more has to be done in Serbia to push economic and every other development 
forward, and turn the country into forerunner at a minimum in the Western 
Balkans region. This conference, therefore, contributed to the joint efforts of yield-
ing comprehensive digital transformation agenda for Serbia by suggesting the 
key areas of intervention and further direction in action agenda.

[8] World Economic Forum, Global 
Competitiveness Report 2017-2018. Geneva: 
2017. Available at: http://www3.wefo-
rum.org/docs/GCR2017-2018/05FullReport/-
TheGlo-
balCompetitivenessReport2017%E2%80%932
018.pdf, accessed on February 6, 2019

[9] Croatia and Slovenia came second (500) 
and third (431) on the list. Yet, Serbia was 
fourth in the region if measured by start-up 
density with 89,4 start-ups per capita, after 
more successful Slovenia (231,1), Croatia 
(119,3) and Republic of Northern Macedonia 
(89,7). In terms of capital released in 2016, 
Slovenia was by far the most successful with 
$95 mil, compared to Croatia’s $15 mil and 
Serbia’s$1 mil -$5 mil. (Aleš Pustovrh, 
Southeast Europe Startup Report 2017. ABC 
Accelarator Group, 2017. Available at: 
https://abc-accelerator.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/05/south-
_east_startup_report_8.pdf, accessed on 
February 6, 2019, page 8). For more data on 
the entrepreneurship, innovations and R&D, 
see here: http://fow.rs/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/10/infographic04opt.jpg.

[10]  In general, Serbia’s corporate sector 
employs only 40% of the total number of 
employees, while the rest is finding work in 
public sector (Udovički, Medić, and Avlijaš, 
2018, op. cit.) 

 [11] Serbia’s employment rate was 58% in 
2017 compared to the EU average of 72.2%. 
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 
Bulletin - Labor Force Survey in the Republic 
of Serbia. Belgrade: 2017. Available at: 
http://publikacije.stat.gov.rs/G2018/Pd-
f/G20185634.pdf, accessed on February 6, 
2019; Eurostat, The EU in the World: 2018 
Edition. Luxembourg: Publications Office of 
the European Union, 2018. Available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/docu-
ments/3217494/9066251/KS-EX-18-001-EN-N
.pdf/64b85130-5de2-4c9b-aa5a-8881bf6ca59
b, accessed on February 6, 2019.)

 [12] On average in 2016 in the OECD, 16% of 
all workers are self-employed and a further 
13% of employees are on temporary 
employment contracts. (OECD, The Future of 
Social Protection: What works for 
non-standard workers?. OECD Publishing, 
2018. Available at: https://www.oecd.org/so-
cial/Future-of-social-protection.pdf, accessed 
on February 6,2019.)

 [13] Statistical Office of the Republic of 
Serbia, op. cit.
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THE FUTURE IS NOW: CONFERENCE HIGLIGHTS 

• Quantum leap of the Serbian economy depends on the overall 
system shift to KBE value creation 

Accelerated development of the Serbian economy largely depends on well-timed 
introduction and adoption of new technologies, as well as adaption of the overall 
system to novel conditions of value creation in the KBE. Enterprises that make up 
the new economy in Serbia have the potential to help in the successful transfor-
mation of the Serbian economy.

The example of Estonia shows that countries which timely embraced new tech-
nologies have positive prospects of economic growth. By fostering digital infra-
structure to spur economic growth and to mitigate labour distress, it succeeded in 
returning its own and attracting new talents. Implementation of digital technolo-
gies facilitated access to new (digital) marketplaces; which supported flourishing 
of businesses that would otherwise face weak local demand. The Estonian expe-
rience underlines the vicinity of the EU market as a pivotal advantage in technolo-
gy and knowledge transfer as well as in access to the capital necessary for the 
further development of the economy and society. Kaidi Kerli Karner, a manager of 
the Estonian Investment Agency, stressed: "When Estonia started the process of 
economic development 25 years ago, we had literally zero infrastructure, espe-
cially in the IT sector; so we had to start from the scratch. Serbia is now in a posi-
tion to make completely new solutions, even better than the Estonian ones." 

• New business models are vital for the development of the KBE

Despite the suboptimal economic growth of only 9% over the past 10 years, the 
Serbian economy has undergone a fundamental change which led to the emer-
gence of new companies, noted Kori Udovicki, President and Chief Economic of 
the Center for Advanced Economic Studies.   Yet, these businesses-leaders in 
stirring the KBE still operate more as isolated islands than archipelagos. The 
conference hosted some of them, from both IT and traditional sectors, such as 
New Frontier Group, BioSens Institute, mySkin, Metalac AD, Coing Development 
Group, and Solfins 3D Company, Jankovic Enterijer. 

As all of them underlined, KBE requires new business models, which are funda-
mentally different from existing linear models of the organization. They presup-
pose the simultaneous implementation of a large number of operations – from the 
creation and testing of a new product up to the development of a marketing and 
PR strategy and a product placement. Alongside with changes in organizational 
models, KBE inevitably leads to the changes in organizational roles.

Branislav Vujovic, CEO of New Frontier Group, stated that becoming a leader in 
the KBE is closely related to the deployment of new business models. They are 

[14] Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 
Registered Employment, IV Quarter 2018, 
Available at: http://www.stat.gov-
.rs/en-US/oblasti/trziste-rada/registrova-
na-zaposlenost, accessed on February 6, 
2019

[15]  Branka Andjelković et al, Digging into 
Digital Work in Serbia: Who are the 
crowdworkers from Serbia and why they work 
on global digital platforms? Public Policy 
Research Center: Belgrade: forthcoming.

[16] More on the labour characteristics see 
here: http://fow.rs/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/10/infographic05opt.jpg.

 [17] Ministry of Finance of the Government of 
Serbia, 2018.

 [18] Serbia was ranked as 134 and 132 out of 
137 in 2017, respectively according to the 
World Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Index, 2017.

 [19] Measured as the average number of 
years of schooling or as a participation of 
employees with higher education.

 [20] For example, Serbia annually educates 
about 1,000 ICT experts, while it is estimated 
that about 15,000 such profiles are missing. 
These estimates were made at the round table 
"IT Personnel-Potential or Obstacles for 
Development" held in Belgrade in June 2016, 
available at: https://pcpress.rs/prvi-okrug-
li-sto-ekapije-it-kadrovi-veliki-potencijal-srbije/, 
accessed on February 6, 2019.  For more 
information on the state of education and skills 
in Serbia, please see here: 
http://fow.rs/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/info-
graphic01opt.jpg.
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necessary to ensure efficient and low costs production; and therefore, to establish 
stronger competitiveness and digital-driven productivity in a rapidly changing 
environment. 

For Serbia as a developing country, this is a challenging task because the existing 
structure of the economy is dominated by the production of goods and services of 
low added value. By using knowledge, innovative capacities and digital infrastruc-
ture this economy should be transformed into the one in which high-added value 
businesses dominate.

• Galvanization of innovations through public and private invest-
ments is necessary to sustain the development of the KBE

The innovation support system integrally determines the potential for economic 
growth in the national economy. The existing capacities of the innovation system 
(research and development, technological and business innovation, entrepre-
neurship) show dynamic improvements in Serbia.  However, a number of chal-
lenges remain: state procurement of advanced technologies, availability of the 
pool of talents such as scientists and engineers, and still insufficient level of 
investments in R & D by both public and private sectors. This is coupled with poor 
linkages between enterprises and scientific institutes and universities, underde-
veloped entrepreneurship, as well as weak legislation when it comes to protection 
of intellectual property. 

Also, the majority of SMEs in Serbia is still in the early phase of digitalization. 
Companies cannot take advantage of advanced technology until they have built 
their basic digital foundations. On the other side, and as an example, more than 
2,000 IT startups were founded in 2017 in Serbia, which indicates to a greater 
interest and courage to plunge into this type of entrepreneurship. One of the most 
prominent domestic grass-root non-profit initiatives which supports IT driven 
startups is SEE ICT, whose co-founder Vladimir Trkulja emphasizes the impor-
tance of entrepreneurship as a key competence that Serbia needs in order to 
produce successful IT startups.

• Comprehensive implementation of the Decent Work Agenda is one 
of the key conditions for Serbia to better position itself within the context of 
the industrial revolution 4.0

The Decent Work Agenda in the Serbian context is widely accessed from the 
workers’ perspective. It is, however, beneficial for the business sector to sustain 
competitiveness and productivity. Promotion of the Decent Work Agenda from 
both perspectives stimulates adequate responses to the digital transformation 
and creates added value. It spawns a human-centered approach to the industrial 
revolution 4.0.

At this moment there are two Serbias: one characterized by vulnerable employ-
ment and the other in which, at first glance, decent work exists. However, new 
forms of work in the new economy change the employer-employee relationship. 
New trends in the labor market include more flexible working arrangements and
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multiple employment options. Yet, these contracts increasingly reduce the scope 
of workers' rights in the field of social protection, and thus in the new economy the 
conditions for vulnerable employment are being created. As Mihail Arandarenko, 
Professor at the Belgrade Faculty of Economics underlined:  “If Serbia does not 
switch to production with higher added value, which implies higher earnings of 
employees and higher quality of life, it will experience even faster brain drain, 
thereby hampering its own economic growth and transition to the sphere of new 
economy”.

•  Legal regulation of non-standard forms of employment advances 
workers’ well-being and contributes to the sustainability of social protec-
tion system

The majority of arrangements in Serbia are concentrated around the concept of 
full employment which is crippled by digital (and economic) transformation(s) as 
KBE contributes to the rise of non-standard forms of employment. In the case of 
Serbia, non-standard work is also very present in agriculture and other sectors of 
the traditional economy.

NSFE offers valuable flexibility to some workers, and reduce barriers to employ-
ment to those excluded from the labour market. But workers are also exposed to 
new risks: for example, gig workers are given contracts for specific tasks, and 
thus they have little if any job security. They also tend to have less access to 
social protection. For firms, in turn, there are benefits from paying lower or no 
social contributions, fewer employment regulations, and task-specific expendi-
tures rather than permanent salaries. 

Rising numbers of non-standard workers also erode the effectiveness of social 
protection, in particular pension system. If taxes and social contributions are 
payable only for some categories of workers, firms have an incentive to shift work 
to workers who are less protected and less expensive.

These inconsistencies jeopardize the gateway to the social protection system 
and access to the social-economic rights. Therefore, says Chris Land-Kazlaus-
kas, Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining Specialist at ILO, it is very 
important that workers in NSFE are finding a way to form trade unions or join 
existing ones to obtain protection by means of collective agreement. [21] Insofar 
lack of institutional response in addressing this grey zone increases the informal 
economy and workers’ exposure to a number of vulnerabilities. Hence, the 
essence of a successful work flexibility policy must imply a balanced - coordinat-
ed (fair) flexibility, in which there will be a risk sharing between the employee, the 
employer, and the state, observes Senad Jašarević, president of the Labour Law 
and Social Security Association of Serbia.

• Globalization supported by new technologies induces opportuni-
ties and challenges within national contexts 

The globalization of the workforce and the emergence of supranational employ-
ers create challenges for the national regulator and calls in question collective 

[21] Article 2 of International Labour 
Organization (ILO) Convention No. 87 defines 
the right to organize in universal terms; 
nonetheless many national labour laws, just 
like in Serbia, deny this right. 
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bargaining and tripartite dialogue within the state. Janine Berg, Senior Economist 
at ILO pointed out that costs of social protection are on the short run transferred 
to individual workers whereas on the long run is shifted to the national level.  In 
both cases, added value remains beyond national borders. 

The complexity surrounding an increasing number of platform workers in Serbia 
has not been legally addressed yet. Although they constitute, according to differ-
ent estimates, 2 % of the total labour force in the country, efforts to regulate 
platform work also include spill-overs of labour and employment issues to other 
areas (e.g. antitrust, commercial law) and cross-national character (imposing the 
issue of conflicting jurisdictions).

Under the influence of accelerated technology, development risks are largely 
shifted towards workers, who need to take care of themselves and pay taxes and 
contributions in circumstances where the state has not yet created incentives for 
their meaningful participation in society. Consequently, this raises the question of 
the sustainability of the social protection system itself. On the other hand, the 
widespread practice of registering as entrepreneurs, in the absence of a better 
legal solution, restricts their right to organize themselves in unions and advocate 
for better working conditions.

• Continuous investments in human capital are crucial for a smooth 
transition towards the fully-fledged KBE 

The dominant vision of the future encompasses skills-intensive labour force. In 
other words, the creation of added value in the KBE will depend on the human 
capital, e.g. stock of skills and workers’ readiness to adapt. The formal education 
system is overwhelmed with requirements for reform. University financing system 
is a key challenge in the field of developing new knowledge and creating innova-
tions at universities and science institutes. 

That is why non-formal education programs such as Petlja Initiative are signifi-
cant correctors and compensators for the current shortcomings. According to 
Predrag Radovanovic, a CEO of Solfins 3D Company, another approach to 
investments in the human capital can come through cross-generational transfers 
of knowledge, especially because the structure of the Serbian economy is hetero-
geneous and consists of traditional and new emerging industries. In the long run, 
the cooperation of formal education and business entities, as well as their joint 
management of transitional processes are crucial to support equal participation in 
the labour market. 

Thanks to the knowledge economy and the development of new technologies, 
the fact that Serbia has a great diaspora is no longer just a problem but also a 
resource, as shown in Estonia's case. This is an example of how connectivity, 
which is an integral component of KBE, makes it possible to exploit the potential 
of human capital.
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• STEM and civic competencies account for the key skills for the 
future of work in Serbia

Formal education systems globally, and so in Serbia, face the challenge of 
reforms that must meet the demands of the future society and economy. A knowl-
edge-based economy requires – for both, new generations and adults – acquisi-
tion of new skills for the new age. Changes in education are prerequisite to boost-
ing the employability of the youth.

The basic key competences required for the future include digital literacy, STEM 
skills, civic competences and agency, meaning the ability of individuals to assume 
responsibility for personal and professional choices. Other skills to be in high 
demand cover: language skills, entrepreneurship, STEAM (STEM skills including 
art), creativity, problem-solving and cognitive skills. 

STEM skills are characterized as crucial as they have the potential to generate 
innovations necessary perpetuate technologies and therefore grow the new 
economy. Investment in education is the most cost-effective if the learning begins 
in the first years of life. The Estonian experience further shows that the introduc-
tion of programming during the elementary school is essential to achieve gender 
equality in STEM. On the other side, civic competencies, as a type of soft skills, 
permeate each segment of the labour market and as such are the engine of the 
KBE development. 

For economic growth - especially in countries with low quality education - it is 
equally important that educational policies support the goals of "education for all", 
which allows for "imitation" or utilization and diffusion of new technologies, just as 
it is important to support the objectives of "talent development", especially within 
higher education, which appears to be important in terms of raising the capacity 
of the economy to produce innovation. The European Training Foundation 
experts, Anastasia Fetsi and Georgios Zisimos, therefore warn that overall level 
of accumulated knowledge and skills possessed by the workforce in the country 
is more important for increased productivity of the economy than investing only in 
most talented students or higher education.

• Cross-sectoral cooperation and partnerships facilitate knowledge 
production needed for the knowledge-based economy and the future of 
work

Schools and universities can no longer be the exclusive bearers and providers of 
specific skills needed for the economy. 'Owners' of information on the necessary 
knowledge and skills are scattered across the economy. This case calls for formal 
involvement of all actors who have not traditionally been involved in the process 
of setting learning goals. Therefore, in the preparation of the future Education 
Strategy for Serbia (planned for 2020), emphasis must be on a new division of 
roles in defining its goals and objectives. Participation, but also responsibility, 
must be shared between educational institutions, schools and universities, on the 
one hand, both economic actors and non-governmental sector, on the other. “The 
inclusion of the economic sector is important because future generations need 
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not only be employed; they need to be employable in those knowledge-based, 
technology-driven and knowledge-intensive sectors that are highly profitable”, 
states Aleksandar Baucal, professor, at the Faculty of Philosophy, University of 
Belgrade.

Engaging employers and their associations into a continuous dialogue with 
educational institutions on knowledge and skill production positively impacts 
KBE. The first attempt is mirrored in the introduction of dual education that can 
solve the problem of youth unemployment to a certain extent. However, it can 
lead to further social stratification and increase of inequalities within society. 
Exchange of the information on skills scarcity/demand on the labour market is a 
necessary condition to create an adequate system of education. 

As examples of Finland, South Korea, Estonia show, successful reforms in 
education paved the way for accelerated economic growth in these countries. 

THE FUTURE IN ACTION: ACTION AGENDA 

The world of work is undergoing major transformations as a result of new busi-
ness models supported by technological change, shifts in the global economy, 
demographics and other factors that will continue, and potentially intensify, in the 
future. If Serbia aims to foster a knowledge-based economy embedded in the 
Decent Work Agenda, the state accounts for even higher responsibility in stimu-
lating the overall environment for economic and social progress. Therefore, the 
messages below outline the scope of future actions of the Government of Serbia 
(GoS). This however does not exclude responsibility of other relevant partners, 
such as the business sector, academia, civil society and trade unions in shaping 
the future of work in Serbia. 

(Mobilize political will to) address knowledge-based economy risks 
and opportunities 

1. Carry out analysis on the distribution of risks stemmed from the introduction 
and adoption of new technologies.

2. Partner with academia and research community to strengthen evidence and its 
integration into national policy, outreach and community engagement, to ensure 
that KBE is recognized as a policy priority.

3. Organize new strategies as cross-sectoral documents, structured around the 
need for digital technology, with a focus on investment in artificial intelligence (AI), 
innovation, digital skills, talent retention, and infrastructure. 

4. Develop partnerships between the private and public sector, to mobilize and 
guide investments in different segments of KBE. Build communities of practice in 
the country. Assess the status of financing of national and local goals and com-
mitments, and by providing support in developing strategies and facilitating 
access to further finance allowing KBE growth. Include development of new 
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financing mechanisms, such as national and regional trust funds.  

5. Scale up financial investment in key areas: education, research and develop-
ment, innovation and entrepreneurship. Support small businesses not yet taking 
advantage of the basic tech. 

6. Improve effectiveness, monitoring, and accountability of investments in KBE. 
Ensure tracking and reporting of the scale and nature of investments. 

Carry out reforms in the field of labuor and employment, and social 
protection 

1. Safeguard positive impact of technology on the workforce and create policies 
that ensure flexibility and mobility on one side, and access to the social protection 
system on the other. Further protect the quality of employment, work-life balance, 
decent pay, voice, and representation. Create equal opportunities and redistribu-
tive policies that will secure that technological innovations benefit society as a 
whole.

2. Redefine notions of employee and employers to cover emerging forms of 
NSFE such as platform (crowd) work, and ensure access of digital workers to 
social protection and social dialogue.  Expand the list of stakeholders to include 
new actors in the labour market such as digital labour platforms, transnational 
corporations, transnational initiatives, NSFE workers.

3. Ensure fair working conditions and the sustainability of the social protection 
system to retain talent in Serbia. Open dialogue on a new social contract. 

4. Secure Serbia’s participation in new transnational initiatives in order to better 
understand changes in the field of work and promote human development in a 
globalized and connected world. 

5. Create incentives targeting legal reforms concerned with the notions of 
employee and employer, reliability and transparency of the social protection 
system. Establish voluntary and affordable state retirement and health plans for 
young workers in NSFE whose employers are not registered in Serbia. Foresee 
and plan for prospective retirees to secure their safe future. 

Carry out education reform in partnership with non-traditional actors, 
and diversify providers of education 

1. Introduce key competencies in the education system at all levels in Serbia 
through defining the goals of the new Education Strategy 2020. Include non-tradi-
tional actors in the formulation of its objectives and goals (businesses, R&D 
institutions, other sectoral ministries, non-government organizations and founda-
tions, local communities, etc) Develop the future strategy in sync with other 
sectoral strategic documents such as the Smart Specialization Strategy, (new) 
Industrial Strategy and labor legislation.
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2. Improve civic competences through practice. For example, mainstream volun-
teering in local communities through education and cooperation between 
schools, representatives of local communities, parents, and children. This way 
responsibility, teamwork, initiative, ethics will be built.

3. Introduce smart specialization in local communities to reflect their economic 
needs and build partnerships between schools and the business sector. Establish 
mechanisms for the exchange of information and cooperation between schools, 
business sector and the local community in the field of dual education. 

4. Use successful examples of non-formal education, especially in the domain of 
digital skills, to build mechanisms for cooperation between representatives of 
formal and non-formal education, including cooperation with non-traditional 
actors. Provide the functional work of the Sectoral Councils in defining the needs 
for specific skills within the individual sectors of the economy.

5. Change the system of financing education by the introduction of new criteria for 
evaluating the outcomes of the work of educational institutions. Adapt the existing 
university financing mechanism based solely on the input data (i.e. the number of 
enrolled students) to the overall activities of the university, taking especially into 
account the scientific component and role of these institutions in creating new 
knowledge.

6. Ensure a higher degree of autonomy of the school as a means of raising the 
quality of teaching staff, the quality of teaching and student outcomes. Reform 
financing of the education system and improve education management to build a 
modern, high-quality and flexible educational system available to everyone.

Develop a new approach which further links restructuring of the 
Serbian economy to KBE, employment and education. 

1. Articulate a coherent approach to the new economy that links various sectoral 
policies and strategies (such as the Education Strategy, Smart Specialization, 
Industrial Strategy, Labor Law, etc), and could help policy makers to access the 
gains and savings from this action.

2. Carry out a comprehensive assessment of the economic costs associated with 
the effects of omitting to embark on KBE under different scenarios of adaptation 
and mitigation action and/or inaction. This should include an assessment of the 
additional investment that will be required to ensure full change and transfer to 
KBE.

3. Raise public awareness about KBE opportunities and risks in cooperation with 
the business community, academia, and civil society. The ICT community can 
particularly make use of its unique voice to build support and create demand for 
implementation of measures that both promote new rules of game and mitigate 
challenges brought by them. 

 


