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Abstract: Roma women represent the most vulnerable segment of the Roma population in the whole world as well 

as in Croatia. The aim of the study was to analyse the unemployment rate among Roma women living in isolated, 

segregated Roma settlements/ghettos and to compare it with secondary data on Roma employment status in the 

entire Roma population. Another aim was to determine the extent to which the low level of education of Roma 

women affects the low employment rate and how specific age structure affects their educational and employment 

status.The starting hypothesis was that Roma women living in isolated Roma settlements/ghettos, away from the 

majority of the population, had lower educational and employment status than Roma at the level of the entire Roma 

population, and that low levels of education and a high rate of illiteracy were a significant obstacle to the 

employment of Roma women. The field research was conducted using a survey on a proportionate stratified sample 

of 350 Roma women from 12 mostly isolated Roma settlement/ghettos in Međimurje County. The results showed 

that almost half of the Roma women were unemployed, i.e. in the questionnaire they stated that they "never do paid 

jobs". In addition, outside the labour market, which implies some form of a more permanent employment 

relationship, there were still a further 16.9% of Roma women who worked only „occasional jobs from time to time" 

or did "seasonal jobs“, whereby Roma women do the lowest paid jobs, without qualifications and without the 

prospect of access to health and pension insurance and a whole range of other employment rights. At the same time, 

the educational structure of Roma women in Roma settlements/ghettos showed that there were 42 (12.0%) 

respondents without any education, and only 14.0% attended first four grades of primary school. Almost twice as 

many, 26.9%, completed fifth to seventh grade of primary school, which totals 52.9% of respondents who did not 

complete primary school. The highest percentage of respondents - 35.4%, stated that they have completed primary 

school which, in total with those who did not complete primary school, makes up 90% of the subjects living in the 

Roma settlements/ghettos which have either completed the primary school level of education or lower than that. 

Secondary vocational school was completed by 8.3% of them, while the level of gymnasium or four-year school was 

completed by only 7 respondents (2.0%). The bachelor level of education was completed by 4 or 1.1% of the 

respondents, and the university level by only one respondent, or 0.3%.Results have shown that investing in Roma 

women's education is a good or the only way to improve their competitiveness in the labour market. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Today, the Roma population is the largest ethnic minority in Europe. Although there are large differences between 

them, the entire Roma community consists of between 10 to 12 million Roma, of whom approximately 6.2 million 

live in the EU, mostly in central and eastern Member States as well as in the Balkans (ECA, European Court of 

Auditors, 2016, 12). Around four-fifths of the estimated Roma population in the EU, around 5,365,000 of the 

estimated 6,197,100 members of the Roma community live in eight EU Member States: most of them in Romania 

(1,850,000), then around the same number of Roma live in Bulgaria (750,000), Hungary (750,000) and Spain 

(750,000), while their number in the remaining countries is below half a million in Slovakia (490,000), France 

(400,000), the Czech Republic (200,000) and Greece (175,000) (ECA, 2016, 12). 

In addition to absolute figures, the share of Roma in the total population in the EU, which today varies from 8.6% in 

Romania, 9.9% in Bulgaria, 9.0% in Slovakia, 7.5% in Hungary to only 0.4% in Croatia, is also important. One of 

the main advantages of the Roma way of life is life according to the system of respect for the traditional system of 

rules and values that represent the very essence of Roma identity. However, early marriages, early birth of the first 

child and existential dependence on the extended family based on patriarchal rules make up the position of the Roma 

woman the most vulnerable segment of the Roma population in the whole world and Croatia as well. Their 

vulnerability can be seen from several aspects and perspectives, but undoubtedly they as members of the Roma 

national minority are generally at a disadvantage when compared to the average position of other inhabitants in the 

Republic of Croatia – both as Roma women and as women. Vulnerability such as a closed circle stems from and 

leads to a marginalized position in society that is reinforced by significant uneducatedness and underemployment of 

Roma women in relation to both male Roma population and the majority population of the area in which they live, 

and this especially comes to the forefront in the older age group (Todorović 2009, 2011).  
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The starting hypothesis was that Roma women living in isolated Roma settlements/ghettos away from the majority 

population have lower educational and employment status than Roma at the level of the entire Roma population, and 

that low levels of education and a high rate of illiteracy were a significant obstacle to the employment of Roma 

women, especially in older age groups.  

The aim of the study was to analyse the level of education and type and level of  (un)employment  among Roma 

women living in isolated, segregated Roma settlements/ghettos and to compare it with secondary data on Roma 

employment status and educational level in the entire Roma population and to determine the extent to which the low 

level of education of Roma women affects the low employment rate and how the specific age structure affects 

educational and employment status. 

  

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The field research was conducted using the survey on a proportionate stratified sample of 350 Roma women from 12 

Roma settlements/ghettos in Međimurje County living in closed, mostly isolated Roma settlements/ghettos. The 

number of subjects in the sample from each settlement/ghetto was proportional to the proportion of the population 

from each settlement/ghetto in the total number of members of the Roma national minority in all 12 Roma 

settlements/ghettos, which is assumed to represent the majority of Roma in the entire Međimurje County. Namely, 

due to the homogeneity and closedness of the Roma settlements/ghettos and their strong social and territorial 

distance from the non-Roma population, the majority of Roma, i.e. almost all Roma in Međimurje County, live 

precisely in the area of these 12 Roma settlements/ghettos. 

The selection of individual survey participants was conducted in two stages: the first stage of sampling was carried 

out through the selection of a Roma household within a particular settlement/ghetto according to the list/map of all 

households within the individual settlement/ghetto that was made available, and the second stage of sampling was 

carried out through the selection of a Roma woman as a member of the household who was willing to participate in 

the survey and was surveyed within the household. During the research, special attention was given to the method of 

identifying members of the Roma national minority as the subjects who are to be included in the research. In 

accordance with the experiences from secondary sources, i.e. the method of identification used in previous studies 

from other authors (Ivanov, Kling and Kagin 2012), the identification of members of the Roma national minority 

was conducted on three levels: external identification was initially carried out, then internal identification was 

carried out by local representatives of Roma – hosts during the survey, and finally self-identification of the subject 

was carried out at the beginning of the survey itself in response to the targeted introductory question on belonging to 

the Roma national minority. The turnout of respondents was over 90%, and was ensured by the use of local 

members of the Roma community as pollsters, and with strong support from the Croatian Romani Union „Kali Sara“ 

in Croatia, whose local leaders coordinated the field part of the survey and the team ensured the trust of respondents 

and their support through an active response to the invitation to participate in the survey.  

The research was conducted in spring 2020 with respect to all epidemiological measures while conducting the field 

part of the research, and with guaranteed voluntariness and anonymity of all involved. 

 

3. RESULTS 

The survey included a total of 350 subjects, with the number of enrolled subjects per Roma settlement/ghetto 

proportional to the share of the total population per individual Roma settlement/ghetto compared to the total number 

of Roma in Međimurje county. Table 1 shows the age structure of Roma women included in the research in Roma 

settlements/ghettos in the overall sample.   

 

Table 1. Age structure of Roma women included in the research in Roma settlements/ghettos in the area of 

Međimurje County in the overall sample 

Age of subjects by group N % 

15 – 18 years 40 11,4 

19 - 25 years 114 32,6 

26 – 40 years 120 34,3 

41 – 60 years 63 18,0 

> 60 years 13 3,7 

Total 350 100 

 

From the table it is evident that there were 40 (11.4%) older minors surveyed in the presence of an adult family 

member. In the 19-25 age group, there were 114 subjects, or 32.6%, while the most numerous was the group of 
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respondents from 26-40 years in which there were 120 subjects, or 34.3%. In the 41-60 age group, there were 63 

subjects or 18.0%, while in the group of respondents over 60 there was a total of only 13 subjects or 3.7%. 

 

Table 2. Educational structure of Roma women included in the research in Roma settlements/ghettos in the area 

of Međimurje County in the overall sample 

The highest completed level of education N % 

No school 42 12,0 

1-4 grades of primary school 49 14,0 

Unfinished primary school (5-7 grades) 94 26,9 

Completed primary school 124 35,4 

Completed secondary vocational school or school lasting 2-3 years 29 8,3 

Completed three-year or higher school 4 1,1 

Completed grammar school or school lasting up to 4 grades 7 2,0 

Completed any form of university education (3 years; 5 years or more) 1 0,3 

Total 350 100 

 

Table 2 shows the educational structure of Roma women in Roma settlements/ghettos in the overall sample. It is 

evident from the data that there were 42 (12.0%) respondents who did not attend school at all and that only 49 (14%) 

subjects completed a lower primary school lasting from 1st to 4th grade Almost twice as many, 94 or 26.9%, had 

completed part of the grades from the higher level of primary school (5-7 grades of primary school), which in 

overall shows that more than half of Roma women in isolated Roma settlement/ghetto (52.9%) did not complete 

primary level of education. The highest percentage of respondents, 124 or 35.4%, indicated that they had completed 

primary school, which in total with those who did not complete primary school makes up less than 9/10 of the 

subjects living in the Roma settlements/ghettos who have either completed primary school level of education or 

lower than that. Only 29 respondents completed secondary vocational school, i.e. 8.3% of them, while the level of 

grammar school or four-year school was completed by only 7 subjects (2.0%). The bachelor level of education was 

completed by 4 or 1.1% of the respondents, and the university level by only one respondent, or 0.3%. 

 

Table 3. Employment status of Roma women included in the survey in Roma settlements/ghettos in the area of 

Međimurje County in the overall sample 

Employment status N % 

Having a temporary fixed-term job 46 13,1 

Having a steady/permanent job that brings steady/permanent  monthly 

income 

6 1,7 

Still in school 8 2,3 

Unemployed 160 45,7 

Works part-time jobs from time to time 59 16,9 

Doing seasonal work 71 20,3 

Total 350 100 

 

It is clear that almost half of Roma women stated they are unemployed, i.e. they stated that they "never do paid 

jobs". In addition, outside the labour market, which implies some form of a more permanent employment 

relationship, there are still a further 16.9% of Roma women who work only "occasional jobs from time to time" or 

do "seasonal work", with the so-called "public works" that are occasionally and conveniently organized by local 

self-government. It is important to note that this is also the exposure of a Roma woman to the so-called "precarious 

work" whereby Roma women do the lowest paid jobs, without qualifications and without the prospect of the right to 

health and pension insurance and a whole range of employment rights through them. There are only 1/8 of the 

respondents (13.1%) and only 6 subjects out of 350 surveyed, or 1.7% of subjects. For the sake of academic 

correctness, it should be noted that these were self-reported answers of subjects, whereby it is possible that some of 

them portrayed their employment status as worse than it actually was. This was possibly for fear that the data they 
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provided in the survey might in some way be made available to social services, which could diminish their social 

transfer rights if they showed that they were earning a certain income through some forms of employment 

relationship, although of course it was clear in advance that all the data collected was anonymous and could not be 

linked in any way to households or specific subjects. If the grouping of the data obtained is carried out, the subjects 

can be conditionally classified into three groups: 160 (45.71%) are unemployed respondents, 14 (4%) respondents 

have a permanent job or student status with scholarship and permanent monthly income, and 174 (49.71%) of the 

respondents have a temporary, occasional or seasonal job.  

 

4. DISCUSSIONS 

Regarding age structure of Roma women  the obtained data are comparable to the data obtained in the large national 

survey by Kunac, Klasnić and Lalić (2019) according to which 6,368 Roma lived in Međimurje County, of which 

2,808 (44.09%) were older than 16 years of age. 55% of the total number of Roma were in the 0-14 age group, i.e. 

only 45% of Roma were over 15.  

The database survey (Kunovac, Klasnic and Lalić 2018, 85) on the total Roma population in Croatia found that "the 

average age in the Roma population was 21.9 years (median 18 years), and the oldest recorded subject (household) 

was 87 years old". According to the survey, "one in four Roma household memebers did not turn 8, half were 

minors, i.e. under the age of 18, and only one quarter of Roma were over 33 years old" (Kunac, Klasnic and Lalić 

2018).  

Regarding educational structure of Roma women included in the research in Roma settlements the results obtained 

on over 85% of subjects with a primary school level or lower can be fully compared with the data on Roma 

educational achievement collected in the survey by Kunac, Klasnic and Lalić according to which "the highest 

proportion of members of the Roma national minority over the age of 14, who at the time of conducting the survey 

were not educated or who completed primary education, or even more often, who did not complete primary 

education – make up a total of 85.0% in the Roma population" (Kunac, Klasnic and Lalić 2018, 88).  

The data of this study are also comparable to the data obtained during the EUMIDIS survey (FRA, 2016) collected 

internationally, according to which only 14% of members of the Roma national minority, with only 6% of Roma 

women, completed secondary school.  

Employment status of Roma women included in the survey the results confirmed a very high percentage of Roma 

women who can be considered unemployed. This is not surprising, as other available employment figures for Roma 

and Roma women show a generally low employment rate, and Roma women are within the group of unemployed 

Roma, employed in more than twice the percentage. According to a survey by the Association of Roma Women 

“Better Future“ conducted in 2009 on a sample of 715 respondents in five counties , "out of the total number of 

respondents, only 7% of women were employed compared to 16% of Roma employees. Roma women were less often 

employed in occasional jobs – 12% of respondents compared to 16% of occasionally employed Roma. As many as 

33% of women were never employed compared to 17% of male respondents. Only 13.2% of Roma women were 

employed through the application process, while 7.2% of Roma women worked without registration, while 58.8% 

declared themselves as housewives, which is a valuable but unrecognized form of work. Only 4.1% Roma 

respondents did home crafts " (Baranović 2009, 44; ULJPPNM 2012, 51).  

This research also confirmed the conclusions from related research according to which work inactivity is directly 

related to the low level of education so that in the overall sample of Roma among those who did not complete 

primary school, 88.6% of them do not work, among those with incomplete primary school 75.9% do not work, and 

among those who have completed primary school, 65.4% do not work (Potočnik, Maslić Seršić and Karajić 2020, 

139).  

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The collected data on the population of Roma women living in isolated Roma settlements/ghettos in Međimurje 

County have shown that Roma women are extremely undereducated in relation to members of the majority 

population in Croatia, which makes their population extremely vulnerable. A high level of undereducation also 

results in a high level of unemployment, in particular employment in jobs that have the character of a permanent 

employment relationship and employment relationship concluded on the basis of an employment contract. It is 

necessary to consistently implement the aims for improving the Roma educational level, which is one of the 

priorities that is included in a number of National Strategies and national action plans for the implementation of 

Roma inclusion strategies. The responsibility for implementing reforms is multilayered and it lies with political 

structures and the majority population. Given that Roma are constantly referred to in society as a vulnerable group 

of people, while denying Roma inalienable human rights and the right to equal treatment and equal access to care, 

services, information, justice, education, healthcare, employment, etc., it is evident that it is the structures that 
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establish and sustain those in power that are actually discriminatory and that make Roma vulnerable - this shows 

that the relevant authorities have neglected their human rights responsibilities (Council of Europe, 2013).  Given that 

preparations for the adoption of the new National Roma Inclusion Plan have been underway in Croatia in the first 

half of 2021, for the period 2021-2027 (ULJPPNM 2020), and  which is being worked on through working groups 

formed in strategic areas, with associates and director of the Office for Human Rights and Rights of National 

Minorities of the Government of the Republic of Croatia participating in the development, with the active 

participation of the competent ministries, other bodies of the Government of the Republic of Croatia and other state 

institutions, representatives of local and regional self-government, the Association of Municipalities and the 

Association of Cities, and with the important contribution of representatives of the Roma national minority from the 

councils of the Roma national minority and Roma civil society organizations, it is extremely important that the most 

important and still unresolved the usual problems related to the resolution of the "Roma issue" are put at the heart of 

the interests of responsible structures. Employment, health care and housing, with the emphasis on investment in 

Roma education and positive discrimination against Roma in employment, especially Roma women with a higher 

level of completed education, should be seen as an investment in the development of the whole society, and the 

development and improvement of the quality of life of the Roma community should be seen as a social wealth that 

brings mutual well-being.   
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