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ABSTRACT

The subject of this paper is the evaluation of the position of women
entrepreneurs in Serbia in the aftermath of COVID19 outbreak. The research aims
to shed light on the main threats and constraints which women entrepreneurs in
Serbia are currently facing due to the global pandemic. We hypothesize that
women entrepreneurs in Serbia are particularly affected by the negative effects of
COVID19 health crisis. With that regard, the standard desk-research method - the
analysis and comparison of secondary data was combined with the case study
method that included ten in-depth interviews with selected women entrepreneurs in
Serbia during the period January - February 2021. The main conclusions are that
empowering women entrepreneurs through various support programs as well as
financial assistance provided by the state should be in the focus of decision-makers
in the years to come. Furthermore, women entrepreneurs in Serbia should consider
regional networking as well as entering the new markets as alternative survival
strategies.
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Introduction

Parallel with the tremendous implications on people’s health,
COVID19 has by far seriously damaged the business sector, as well as the
overall global economy (PWC, 2021). The twin threats to lives and
livelihoods continue to dominate global economic sentiment. According to
McKinsey Global Survey (2021) conducted with more than a thousand
executives all over the world, the outlook remains positive, although not as
strong as in late 2020. The crisis has affected sales, profit margins, and
growth rates. Businesses are turning to e-commerce and digital technologies
as the main drivers of success. It is estimated that companies that have
implemented digital sales into their marketing strategies faced five-times-
faster revenue growth in comparison with their previous levels, as well as 30
percent higher efficiency and cost reduction of 40-60 percent within sales
(McKinsey, 2021).

Most affected sectors were undoubtedly service-sensitive sectors
with high proportion of in-person/social activities (eg. accommodation and
food or recreational service sectors), as well as those sectors which were
most affected by government restrictions during the outbreak (eg. transport
and outbound tourism) (The Bank of England, 2020).

The economic recession influenced by the current COVID19 outbreak
has tremendously affected gender equality (Alon et al., 2020) which
represent limiting success factor to a country’s potential (Pavlovi¢ &
Ognjenovi¢, 2020). In comparison with “usual” recessions, which affect
men more than women, the employment decline caused by the social
distancing measures during the current crisis had more profound effects on
sectors with high female employment shares. According to Madgavkar et al.
(2020) “women’s jobs are 1.8 times more vulnerable to COVIDI19 crisis
than men’s jobs. Furthermore, women make up 39 percent of global
employment but account for 54 percent of overall job losses”. One of the
main reasons for this phenomenon is that the current health crisis has
significantly increased the burden of unpaid care, which is mostly carried by
women (Madgaykar et al., 2020; Alon et al, 2020).

Furthermore, conducting a survey of more than 5,800 small businesses
in the USA between March 28 and April 4, 2020 Bartik et al. (2020)
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concluded that “the pandemic has caused massive dislocation among small
businesses just several weeks after its onset and before the availability of
government aid. Across the full sample, 43 percent of businesses had
temporarily closed, and nearly all of these closures were due to COVID19”.
Results of the study also indicate that massive closures on average caused a
39-percent reduction of active employment among small businesses since
January 2020.

Taking into account the recent trends and economic prospects, the
subject of this paper is the evaluation of the position of women
entrepreneurs in Serbia in the aftermath of COVIDI19 outbreak. The
research aims to shed light on the main threats and constraints which
women entrepreneurs in Serbia are currently facing due to the global
pandemic. We hypothesize that women entrepreneurs in Serbia are
particularly affected by the negative effects of COVID19 health crisis.

The paper is organized as follows. After the introductory remarks, in
the second section, the review of the relevant literature has been provided.
The third and fourth sections are completely devoted to methodology
description and main research results. The last, fifth section refers to
concluding remarks.

Literature Review

Today, entrepreneurship is considered to be “the driver of economic
and social development”, a significant source of competitive advantage
(Jovanovi¢ & Lazi¢, 2018) and is of special importance in low- and middle-
income countries (Puricin et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the largest share of
policy initiatives designed to protect economies during the COVID19 crisis
targeted established companies (Kuckertz et al., 2020) which is why the
global society is in high demand for research and studies that focus on start-
ups and entrepreneurs.

The results of specific studies (World Bank Group, 2020) indicate that
small- and medium-sized enterprises were disproportionately more affected
by the financial constraints and uncertainty regarding the future economic
conditions. This is even more emphasized among those companies that have
faced a larger drop in sales, highly associated with job losses.

Furthermore, it is common knowledge that innovative startups are one
of the most vulnerable groups in any country (Walsh & Cunningham, 2016).
“Even in calmer times, innovative startups face liabilities of newness and



Milena Lazi¢, Olivera Jovanovi¢, Marija Lazarevi¢-Moravcevié 59

smallness” (Stinchcombe, 1968) that threaten their survival in the domestic
and international market. The COVID19 pandemic has created unique
circumstances for entrepreneurship worldwide that have no documented
equivalent in the current entrepreneurship literature (Kuckertz et al; 2020)
even though extensive literature on entrepreneurship and crisis management
(Parker et al., 2012; Nicolau, 2015; Doern, 2016; Doern et al., 2018) could
be of particular importance concerning the COVID19 pandemic.

In the face of the COVID19 pandemic, entrepreneurs have to face a
new reality. It is not only the health crisis affecting the global population but
the economic crisis that is provoking an unprecedented economic downturn
on the global level (GLION, 2020). It is estimated that entrepreneurs in
COVID-impacted sectors are expected to lose 50 to 80 percent of their
turnover in the forthcoming period (GLION, 2020).

The results of some research projects (Women Entrepreneurship
Knowledge Hub, 2020) indicate that there is considerable evidence that
COVID19 has disproportionally affected women and diverse groups. The
main causes that lie behind this conclusion are the previously observed
wage gap (Antonie et al., 2016), the employment of women entrepreneurs
mainly in the service sector (Ernst & Young, 2020; Opportunity Bank,
2020; the Bank of England, 2020) which was mostly affected by the crisis
and the undisputable fact that women bear the burden of unpaid work
including child care, household duties, and eldercare (Alon et al., 2020), all
of which have become more challenging during the crisis.

When it comes to the Republic of Serbia, according to the latest data
released within regional project “Addico the biggest 100 in Serbia 2020/21”
approximately 135,000 women has started their businesses, which is
estimated to be around 30 percent of the total number of owners of various
business entities in our country. At the same time, 40 percent of all
entrepreneurs who fail in the first five years of existence are estimated to be
women. The profile of the average woman entrepreneur in Serbia is: 47.7
years old, married and has obtained a minimum high school diploma.

The results of the research conducted within the national project
,Woman for 5 (Opportunity Bank, 2020) indicates that 99 percent of the
total number of women entrepreneurs in Serbia has small businesses with
less than 10 employees while the largest share of women entrepreneurs in
Serbia operates in service sectors (trade, administration, finance and
information technologies).
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According to data released by Ernst & Young (2020) during the year
2020 trends in the relationship between ownership and engagement in
entrepreneurship by gender have shifted slightly in favor of women (27
percent in comparison to 23 percent of all of the respondents in 2019). The
results also indicate that it is still the greatest share of the university—
educated entrepreneurs in Serbia (75 percent compared to 2019's 73
percent). Furthermore, production is traditionally most prevalent among
Serbian entrepreneurs (53 percent), and more and more IT companies
provide a wide range of software and hardware solutions (11 percent).

Some of the authors (Domazet et al., 2018) consider the improvement
of the competitiveness of the Serbian economy to be one of the major
challenges for policymakers in Serbia which was especially emphasized
during the ongoing health crisis. Competitiveness has always been
significant in achieving sustainable economic growth in the medium term
(Mikovi¢, 2020). Accordingly, innovation represents “the driver of
economic progress that benefits consumers, businesses, and the economy as
a whole” (ECB, 2017). With that regard, recent survey results (McKinsey,
2020) indicate that responses to COVID19 have accelerated the adoption of
digital technologies by several years and that many of these changes are
expected to exist for the long haul.

Furthermore, innovations in marketing, communication, and logistic
channels helped organizations to overcome the initial stress caused by the
onset of COVIDI19 crisis. Traditional marketing concepts have already
proved to be an inadequate choice for small and medium-sized enterprises
(Lazarevi¢-Moravcevic et al., 2019), but it is the ongoing crisis that has
brought the radical digital transformation in most of the organizations in
Serbia.

Taking into account the above mentioned, “innovations have become
not only an important determinant of a company’s successful development
but their requirement as well” (Jovanovi¢ & Lazi¢, 2018). Innovative and
flexible enterprises that are in constant follow of the never-ending learning
curve can be seen as the key driver of competitiveness and overall economic
development through increased productivity and higher employment (Prlji¢
et al., 2016) which will be of tremendous importance in the years to come.
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Methodology

To better understand the position and main challenges which women
entrepreneurs in Serbia are currently facing, the authors of this paper
combined the standard desk-research method and the analysis and
comparison of secondary data with the case study method. A combination of
quantitative and qualitative research techniques was aimed at delivering
more comprehensive and thorough research results.

With the analogy to our previous research study (Jovanovi¢ & Lazi¢,
2018), ten in-depth interviews with selected women entrepreneurs in Serbia
were conducted during the period January - February 2021. The sample was
constructed using the available database CompanyWall which represents an
official database of financial reports and main information (year of funding,
number of employees, etc.) about small and medium-sized enterprises as
well as entrepreneurs in Serbia. The request for participation in the survey
was sent online, while the criteria for the in-depth interview was at least five
years of experience and expertise in entrepreneurial business.

The main research tool used was a short semi-structured questionnaire
that contained three sections. The first section was devoted to general
information regarding the age and level of education of the respondents as
well as the main characteristics of the enterprise owned. The main
challenges in everyday business operations during 2020 were in the focus of
the second section, while the third section was devoted to the increased
usage of digital technologies. Although in-depth interviews are more time-
consuming, they represent an useful method of collecting more thorough
and detailed information about the analyzed topic. The analysis of data
collected was based on descriptive statistics using cross-tabulation
techniques in statistical software SPSS.

The results of this study represent the part of the broader research
project aimed at better understanding the position of women entrepreneurs
in Serbia in times of the global pandemic as well as the evaluation of the
government help and support measures intended for women entrepreneurs.

Research Results

80 percent of all of the respondents operate in the service sector which
was particularly affected by the ongoing health crisis (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: The sector of the business operations
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Source: Authors’ calculation.

On the global level, “services represent two-thirds of economic output,
more than half of the world’s jobs and about a quarter of direct exports”
(UNCTAD, 2020) while in Serbia services contribute to approximately 50
percent of total GDP (Statista, 2020). Accordingly, a profound economic
recovery from the COVID19 pandemic calls for governments to make the
services sector a key element in their recovery strategies taking into account
that services “play a crucial role in increasing productivity, efficiency, and
effectiveness in the whole economy” (UNCTAD, 2020).

The largest share of the respondents (60 percent) declared that they
have started their own business, which was followed by 40 percent of them
declaring that they started their own business together with partner or
partners (Figure 2).

Figure 2: How the business has been started
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Source: Authors’ calculation.
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Similarly to our previous research (Jovanovi¢ & Lazi¢, 2018) all of the
respondents in the sample used their own, private funds to start a business; a
large number of them (60 percent) also used loans from friends or relatives,
as well as bank credits (Figure 3).

Figure 3: The source of start-up capital
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Source: Authors’ calculation.

As expected, the structure of borrowed capital indicates dominant
financing by banks immediately followed by loans provided by families and
friends. Due to complicated administrative procedures, grants from the state
and international financial organizations as the source of capital are still at
an unsatisfactory level.

All of the respondents in the sample consider negative economic
outlook (domestic and global) to be the greatest challenge in the
forthcoming period (Figure 4). The small and micro business entities are
expected to be most affected by lower aggregate demand. Furthermore,
women's entrepreneurship is particularly endangered by the negative effects
of COVIDI19 crisis taking into account that it is usually organized in form of
micro and family enterprises without financial reserves and the capacity to
develop long-term developing strategies. Although the digital revolution
triggered by the global pandemic brings a new chance, it still raises the
question of business readiness in Serbia.
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Figure 4: The main challenges in the forthcoming period
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Source: Authors’ calculation.

The results obtained in this study are in line with previous researches
(Vasili¢ et al., 2020) which provided insights into the effects of the health
crisis on women entrepreneurs in Serbia as well as their balancing between
business and family responsibilities during the changed circumstances.
Under their research results, Vasili¢ et al. (2020) concluded that 76 percent
of women-owned companies were negatively affected by the current health
crisis and that women replaced the lack of hours spent at work with their
increased engagement at home. Furthermore, the results of Ernst & Young’s
(2020) annual study emphasized negative business climate to be the greatest
threat to the entrepreneurial sector in Serbia.

Furthermore, some authors (Safarik, 2020) emphasized the importance
of awareness of the increased injustice toward women at work, which is
additionally exacerbated by the COVID19 pandemic.

In order to overcome the negative crisis effects, 60 percent of the
respondents have launched new or modified products with the same
percentage of them using alternative distribution channels (Figure 5).



Milena Lazié, Olivera Jovanovi¢, Marija Lazarevi¢-Moravcevié 65

Figure 5: The ways to overcome the negative effects of the COVID19 crisis
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Source: Authors’ calculation.

“Within a few weeks of the Covid19 outbreak, lockdown accelerated
the adoption of digital solutions at an unprecedented pace, creating
unforeseen opportunities for scaling up alternative approaches to social and
economic life” (Hantrais et al., 2020). Accordingly, digital space,
innovation, and flexibility should be key success factors in the years to
come.

Following the negative business sentiment, 80 percent of the

respondents do not plan the recruitment of new employees in 2021 while 20
percent of them consider shrinking the current workforce.
The results are in line with the research conducted on the global level
(McKiney, 2020) which highlighted that women’s jobs are 1.8 times more
vulnerable to COVIDI19 crises than men’s jobs which is even more
pronounced in the entrepreneurial sector.

Key Findings and Recommendations

The results of the research conducted in this study as well as the
thorough desk-research provide the basis for formulating the following
recommendations and guidelines:

— The precarious situation has led to the gradual change and
adjustment of production and services, which is a chance for
women's entrepreneurship to step forward. With that regard,
innovations and flexibility represent the key success factors in
overcoming the negative effects of COVID19 crisis.
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— Online space and digital technologies represent the main tools in
today’s business environment with COVIDI19 crisis further
revolutionized their usage. Accordingly, special attention should
be devoted to the constant education and implementation of the
new technologies.

— It is of significant importance to work on fostering motivation
because women are now demotivated (Global Sentiment Survey,
2020) which is why association and mutual empowerment
between women entrepreneurs in Serbia should not be neglected
as a part of the overall solution.

— It is important to have the bigger picture in mind, consider new
markets, regional initiatives, and joint activities on the
international level.

— Women entrepreneurship should be more in the focus of
Government help packages in the forthcoming period.

Conclusion

The consequences of the coronavirus pandemic are mostly suffered by
small and medium-sized businesses and entrepreneurs. It is even more
severe for those businesses run by women. The vast majority of women
entrepreneurs in Serbia are engaged in jobs that have suffered the most, such
as tourism, catering, and especially trade.

The global health crisis has caused a forced change in the usual
business practice as well as fast adaptation to new circumstances. The use of
digital technologies, the introduction of new or modification of existing
products, and the use of alternative distribution channels are some of the
solutions that women entrepreneurs in Serbia have resorted to overcome the
negative effects of COVID19 crisis.

The authors of this paper consider that empowering women
entrepreneurs through various support programs as well as financial
assistance provided by the state should be in the focus of decision-makers in
the years to come. Furthermore, women entrepreneurs in Serbia should
consider regional networking as well as entering the new markets as
alternative survival strategies.
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