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This chapter assesses policies in the Western Balkans and Turkey to 

promote the skills small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) need, from 

start-up throughout the different growth phases. It starts by providing an 

overview of the assessment framework and progress since the last 

assessment in 2019. It then presents an analysis of Dimension 8a’s three 

thematic blocks: 1) planning and design, which assesses policies in the areas 

of skills intelligence; 2) implementation, which focuses on training provision 

for SMEs, responding to the skills required of digital and green economies, 

and smart specialisation; and 3) monitoring and evaluation, which considers 

whether economies ensure their SME skills policies are working and keeping 

up with market needs. The chapter concludes with key recommendations to 

help the region’s policy makers tackle the challenges identified. 

  

9 Enterprise skills (Dimension 8a) in 

the Western Balkans and Turkey 



260    

SME POLICY INDEX: WESTERN BALKANS AND TURKEY 2022 © OECD 2022 
  

Key findings 

 The provision of skills intelligence is improving across the Western Balkans and Turkey 

(WBT) region. However, there is significant scope to keep making progress to ensure a 

robust and comprehensive evidence base to shape policy decisions across government is 

available in all economies. 

 There is an overall increase in the provision of enterprise skills training across all WBT 

economies. However, there is not yet sufficient focus on training to support SMEs coping with 

ongoing major structural transformations for key themes such as digitalisation and the green 

transition. 

 Training for the social economy sector is underdeveloped across all economies, with a 

lack of government-financed training or support tailored to the needs of social enterprises and 

co-operatives.  

 Skills training for the green and circular economy is not well developed; more 

development is needed.  

 All WBT economies recognise the importance of the digital economy for SMEs. However, 

there remains an implementation gap between policy and practical training provision and 

support. 

 Some progress can be seen in the availability of gender-disaggregated data. However, 

work remains to ensure comprehensive provision of gender-sensitive data in skills intelligence 

and analysis of government-financed enterprise skills actions.  

 There is lack of effective monitoring and evaluation, particularly regarding the efficacy of 

government programmes and the change created as a result. In most economies, there is no 

comprehensive evaluation of government-funded training.  

 SME skills need to be embedded into smart specialisation strategies; as yet, there has 

been no visible consideration given to gender mainstreaming as part of the smart specialisation 

strategies (S3) process. 

Comparison with the 2019 assessment scores 

Overall, there has been good progress on the enterprise skills dimension since the 2019 assessment. 

Turkey is the top performer and is the only economy to improve across each thematic block. Looking at 

the specific scores for each economy (Figure 9.1), Montenegro has made the most progress in this 

assessment period, particularly for practical implementation of support and training. North Macedonia has 

also moved forward significantly after having launched a new SME policy that includes new actions on 

SME skills training during this assessment period. Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo have 

made more modest progress. Serbia has a lower score than in 2019 due to less provision across the 

expanded questions linked to digitalisation, digital skills and green transition, which is intended to be 

addressed in the upcoming SME Strategy anticipated for 2022. 
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Figure 9.1. Overall scores for Dimension 8a (2019 and 2022) 

 

Notes: WBT: Western Balkans and Turkey. Despite the introduction of questions and expanded questions to better gauge the actual state of 

play and monitor new trends in respective policy areas, scores for 2022 remain largely comparable to 2019. To have a detailed overview of 

policy changes and compare performance over time, the reader should focus on the narrative parts of the report. See the Policy Framework and 

Assessment Process chapter and Annex A for information on the assessment methodology. 

Implementation of the SME Policy Index’s 2019 recommendations 

Table 9.1 summarises progress on the key recommendations for the enterprise skills dimension since the 

previous assessment.  

Table 9.1. Implementation of the SME Policy Index’s 2019 recommendations for Dimension 8a 

Regional 2019 

recommendation 

SME Policy Index 2022 

Main developments during the assessment period 
Regional 

progress status 

Designate a body to 
strengthen SME skills 

intelligence 

Good progress can be seen in three economies. In Kosovo, there is now a set of three tools 
including the online Labour Market Barometer, the Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
Barometer, and the Skills Barometer. These are dynamic tools developed through funding from 
international development co-operation partners  in Aligning Education and Training with 

Labour Market Needs (ALLED2). Sustainability for the Labour Market Barometer is now 
confirmed by the government taking ownership, with the Employment Agency managing further 
implementation. In Turkey, the ambitious Geleceğin Becerileri programme has been launched 

to lead the development of skills intelligence and solutions to reduce the skills gap. Third, 
Albania has recently allocated a budget to the Albanian Investment Development Agency 
(AIDA) to lead the creation and implementation of a national skills intelligence framework. 

While not yet implemented, this is a good step forward. 

Moderate 

Build SME skills into 
smart specialisation 

strategies 

This has been achieved through the two national smart specialisation strategies launched in 
the region in Montenegro and Serbia. Both strategies are seen as examples of good practice in 
involving small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the development process, while skills 

are explicit within the narrative and actions of the strategy for each economy. 

Moderate 

Refine and better target 

the training offer 

The SME training offer has been improved during this assessment period, with an increased 
variety of training financed by the government, and enhanced by a wider offer of training from 
funded by international development co-operation partners or non-government led training 

initiatives. More work remains to be done to consolidate training offers across all government 
and non-government providers. In Turkey, regional administrations are leading the way in this 

work.  

Moderate 
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Regional 2019 

recommendation 

SME Policy Index 2022 

Main developments during the assessment period 
Regional 

progress status 

Make training offers 
relevant for local growth 

and competitiveness 

There is now more availability of training that targets early-stage and more established 
businesses, through technology or growth programmes. However, these programmes are not 
yet widespread and the impact is not well understood. Initiatives like Boost Me Up in 

Montenegro is an example of an in-depth start-up programme for innovative businesses, 
developed by non-governmental organisations and co-financed by the government. In Kosovo, 
a triple helix-based agreement was signed in 2021 between the city of Pristina, the University 

of Pristina and the Kosovo Chamber of Commerce, the first of its kind in the economy and an 
example of collaboration to support new SME and labour market skills development initiatives. 
However, more work needs to be done to spread the triple-helix model across the region, 

engage further universities and open up more engagement from VET institutions in the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem.  

Limited 

.Boost SMEs’ 
innovation potential by 

building on the digital 

and green economies 

While all economies now highlight the importance of training for green and digital economies, 
this is not yet translated into practical implementation across all economies. There remains a 

significant implementation gap between policy and training for green transition, with not all 
economies providing government funded support or training across all the key themes of 
sustainability, resource efficiency and the circular economy. Training for digital skills and 

digitalisation has seen more progress during this assessment period, though a comprehensive 

government-supported SME training offer remains to be developed in North Macedonia. 

Moderate 

Build the systems and 
capacity to monitor SME 

skills policies and policy 

interventions 

Monitoring and evaluation approaches remain under-developed in all WBT economies with 
limited progress during this assessment period. While policy commitment has progressed, for 

example in Albania, there is a real need for concrete progress towards comprehensive actions 
to collate and analyse data for SME skills to support skills and smart specialization policies, 

including gender disaggregated data.  

Limited 
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Introduction 

Enterprise skills are critical to ensuring that businesses, co-operatives and social enterprises reach their 

potential and positively contribute to social cohesion and sustainable economic growth. Despite the crises 

of past years, SMEs remain dominant in terms of number and employment in every economy. In the WBT 

region, they employ approximately three-quarters of the total business sector,1 which is higher than the 

EU average. Enterprise skills are needed more than ever following the COVID-19 crisis, which has left 

businesses in the WBT region severely challenged in many sectors, after a period of increasing job creation 

(World Bank, 2020[1]). Barriers to growth are many, notwithstanding recent research that found that there 

is a potential lack of awareness among SMEs that they are underperforming against their potential (World 

Bank, 2020[1]). Government intervention for SME skills support is vital to help overcome potential financial 

barriers and raise awareness of the importance of this skills development offer across key themes such as 

digitalisation and sustainability. In the WBT region, SMEs are more likely to remain in low value-added 

sectors and create lower paid jobs than large enterprises. To overcome barriers to growth, SMEs need to 

invest in skills, greening, digitalisation and innovation to boost productivity and create higher paid 

employment.  

There are new business opportunities emerging in which SMEs can find their paths in different and 

emerging sectors such as green growth or those identified within smart specialisation entrepreneurial 

discovery processes. Supporting enterprises with skills development to reskill and upskill will help improve 

their capacity to adjust to new circumstances and opportunities. Social economy businesses, including 

social enterprises and co-operatives, are a growth sector in the European Union, and this is still to develop 

in the WBT region.  

Investment in enterprise skills takes action by policy, education and training providers, and civil society 

and involves SMEs themselves as primary users. A first step should always be to secure adequate skills 

intelligence to avoid skills mismatches. This is critical to underpin and justify decisions taken to shape 

policy and implement specific skills development actions across an economy. In times of significant 

change, this process needs to be dynamic and responsive to evolving markets and opportunities.  

Assessment framework 

Structure 

The assessment framework for the enterprise skills dimension is divided into three thematic blocks 

(Figure 9.2): 1) planning and design (30% of the total score); 2) implementation (50% of the total score); 

and 3) monitoring and evaluation (20% of the total score). See the Policy Framework and Assessment 

Process chapter and Annex A for more information on the methodology. 

Figure 9.2. Assessment framework for Dimension 8a: Enterprise skills 

 
 

 

 

Enterprise skills

Thematic block 1: 

Planning and design

Thematic block 2: 

Implementation 

Thematic block 3:       

Monitoring and evaluation 
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The assessment framework for Dimension 8a has not changed substantially since the 2019 assessment. 

However, some policy and implementation aspects have been expanded to better gauge the actual state 

of play in those areas and add new perspectives that have grown in importance since the previous 

assessment questionnaire. 

Across all thematic blocks, there is an expanded perspective of enterprises to include social impact 

business models, particularly social enterprise and co-operatives, reflecting their increasing importance in 

recent European and regional policy. It also pays more attention to practical SME-linked engagement and 

implementation related to smart specialisation, based on recommendations from the 2019 assessment. 

More emphasis is placed on SME skills for a green and digital transition across all three thematic blocks 

to align with European policy priorities. Within the third thematic block on monitoring and evaluation, 

questions have been added to better capture how evaluation results have been used, and whether there 

is a publicly available database on SME skills. Finally, a question has been added on training for intellectual 

property as a key driver for SME innovation. 

Analysis 

This dimension assesses government support for SMEs in developing enterprise skills, to illustrate the 

extent to which economies are providing the right skills development support aligned to economic priorities, 

including smart specialisation domains. For the purposes of this assessment, enterprise skills comprise 

business skills (e.g. sustainable business practices, greening, digital skills, marketing and finance); 

entrepreneurship as a key competence (e.g. creativity, sustainable thinking, planning and management, 

taking initiative – as defined in EntreComp) (Bacigalupo et al., 2016[2]); and vocational skills 

(i.e. professional skills for specific sectors). All three areas are necessary to launch and nurture sustainable 

and resilient businesses, co-operatives, and social enterprises during challenging social and economic 

conditions. The need for skills will change as an enterprise moves from start-up to growth phases and will 

also constantly evolve in response to new circumstances and opportunities, such as internationalisation, 

market change or technological advances. 

Overall, Turkey performs best in this dimension, thanks to scores well above average in all three thematic 

blocks (Table 9.2). Serbia also performs well, reflecting the substantial resources the Serbian government 

is investing in SME support, including training services dedicated to specific target groups of SMEs and 

supporting different phases of enterprise development. Albania also scores above average in all three 

thematic blocks, while North Macedonia scores the lowest across the board – most of the initiatives that 

would increase its score are in the pipeline but not yet in place. 

Table 9.2. Scores for Dimension 8a: Enterprise skills in the Western Balkans and Turkey 

 ALB BIH KOS MKD MNE SRB TUR WBT average 

Planning and design 2.17 2.04 3.58 1.17 3.17 3.75 4.17 2.86 

Implementation 4.21 3.42 3.53 3.16 4.00 3.88 4.74 3.85 

Monitoring and evaluation 3.67 2.00 3.00 1.67 1.67 3.00 3.67 2.67 

Weighted average 3.49 2.72 3.44 2.26 3.28 3.66 4.35 3.32 

Note: See the Policy Framework and Assessment Process chapter and Annex A for more information on the methodology. 
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Enterprise skills policy can be seen in various strategies across the region 

Enterprise skills policy has cross-government links, reaching the domains of education and training, 

employment and those more linked to economic development including innovation, smart specialisation, 

entrepreneurship and the directly relevant area of SME development.  

Table 9.3 shows the range of strategies highlighted in each economy. In some economies, previously 

relevant strategies have lapsed, such as the entrepreneurial learning strategy in North Macedonia and the 

National Strategy for Innovation and Entrepreneurship in Turkey. In Kosovo, the new National 

Development Strategy is under development, while in Albania, there is a renewed vision for the 

development of SME skills intelligence and support programmes through the recent Business 

Development and Investment Strategy 2021-2027.  

Table 9.3. Current strategiescovering enterprise skills 

Economy Relevant strategy 

Albania Business Development and Investment Strategy 2021-2027 

National Employment and Skills Strategy 2019-2022 

Bosnia and Herzegovina  Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina: Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina Development Strategy 2021-2027 

– Innovation Action Plan 2021-2023 

Republika Srpska: SME Development Strategy 2021 

– Government Work Programme 2021 

Kosovo Private Sector Development Strategy 2019-2022 

National Strategy for Innovation and Entrepreneurship 2019-2023 

Montenegro National Strategy for Lifelong Entrepreneurial Learning 2021-2024 

Smart Specialisation Strategy Operational Plan 2021-2024  

North Macedonia SME Strategy 2018-2023 

Serbia Industrial Policy Strategy 2021-2030 

4S Smart Specialisation Strategy Serbia 2021-2027 

Employment Strategy 2021-2026 

Turkey Eleventh Development Plan 2019-2023 

KOSGEB Strategic Plan 2019-2023 

National Artificial Intelligence Strategy 2021-2025 

Ministry of Economy Strategy Plan 2018-2022 

National Employment Strategy 2014-2023 

Green Deal Action Plan 2021 

Notes: The documents above highlight enterprise skills as a priority. Please note, they may not include specific actions or targets. For more 

insight, see the more detailed narrative for each economy. 

Development of skills intelligence is still in progress and needs to move faster 

Improving skills intelligence is the foundation of upskilling and reskilling for SMEs and their employees. 

The European Skills Agenda (European Commission, 2020[3]) identified that this process of aligning skills 

to the needs of the labour market must begin with the creation of strong skills intelligence frameworks 

embedded into national policy and in partnership with social partners. For the WBT region, the European 

Commission has highlighted the significant constraints to business caused by skills mismatch (European 

Commission, 2021[4]); national skills intelligence must form a critical part of any solution. 

Skills intelligence is gathered to different extents across all economies, but good progress can be observed 

during this assessment period. Most economies undertake actions that develop national skills intelligence 

ranging from training needs analyses and sector-based studies to analysis of employment statistics. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Turkey stand out for their approaches. Kosovo has launched three 

statistical skills intelligence barometers. Developed as collaborations between international development 
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co-operation partners’ agencies and the government, these include the Labour Market Barometer,2 the 

VET Barometer3 and the Skills Barometer4 (Box 9.1).  

Box 9.1. Statistical barometers used to strengthen the skills agenda in Kosovo 

In Kosovo, a set of statistical barometers has been developed to strengthen the skills agenda and 

establish a domestic approach to skills intelligence. The three barometers so far established are: 1) the 

Labour Market Barometer, which collates information and analysis from 12 institutional data sources1 

2) the VET Barometer, which collates 200+ variables from 20 vocational education and training (VET) 

schools; and 3) the Skills Barometer, launched in December 2021, which will collect 3-5-year forecasts 

of skills needs from businesses in Kosovo to inform government and other institutions. 

The challenge in Kosovo has been to ensure sustainability for the work initiated through funding by 

external partners. The Labour Market Barometer is a portal collecting information, resources and data 

on current and future skills needs for the labour market and creates strong collaboration between 

diverse partner institutions relevant to the skills agenda. The system is now managed by the 

Employment Agency, after a two-stage development phase supported by the United Nations 

Development Programme and Aligning Education and Training with Labour Market Needs (ALLED2), 

a project of the Austrian Development Agency. ALLED2 developed the Skills Barometer in co-operation 

with the Kosovo Chamber of Commerce, and commitment is now finalised between the Kosovo 

Chamber of Commerce, the Ministry of Education and the National Council for VET to conduct the 

barometer every three years. The VET Barometer grew from pilot research into the provision across 

VET schools in the economy, and now offers online information and analysis based on systematic data 

collection that can be transferred to relevant agencies.  

This example shows a pathway to shaping a domestic skills intelligence framework at the system level 

based on the need to support evidence-based policy making using robust information on skills mismatch 

and future skills needs. The actions stemmed from initiatives funded by international development co-

operation partners towards sustainable action led by a partnership of public and private sector 

institutions and offer a channel to bring together and present available government statistics.  

1. See: https://sitp.rks-gov.net for a list of the institutional databases used to create the Labour Market Barometer. 

Sources: Government of Kosovo (n.d.[5]); Institute for Entrepreneurship and Small Business (2021[6]); ALLED2 (2019[7]).    

In mid-2021, Turkey launched a high-profile Skills Gap Reduction Accelerator Programme linked to a 

multi-country World Economic Forum initiative. The Geleceğin Becerileri programme5 has a 

cross-government commitment from key ministries to implement a set of actions designed to significantly 

upgrade skills intelligence provision, anticipation and evaluation at the national and regional levels.  

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, there is ongoing, extensive research to collate and analyse data to provide 

state- and entity-level skills intelligence on a range of themes, including women, sectors and specific 

geographic areas. This process is resulting in a growing database of publicly available reports and is led 

by the EU-funded Improving Labour Market Research6 programme.  

Other economies have also shown good development during this assessment period. Serbia has undertaken 

a comprehensive analysis within the evaluation of the previous Employment Strategy and carries out a 

regular training needs analysis as part of the national employment action plans. In Albania, plans are in 

place to implement a national skills intelligence framework led by AIDA through a new department, with a 

newly committed budget from the Business Development and Investment Strategy 2021-2027.  

Overall, there is a lack of evidence of how available skills intelligence has been used to inform policy 

development and develop new training programmes. In economic reform programmes in the region 

https://sitp.rks-gov.net/
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addressing broad sectors, there are rarely specific priorities or actions related to SME skills intelligence or 

training programmes.   

Specific aspects of skills intelligence receive less focus. However, training needs analyses are carried out 

in all economies except North Macedonia. Skills anticipation is less visible, though actions are evidenced 

in Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey. Most economies include digital skills intelligence, as in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Serbia, and Turkey.  

Gender-sensitive skills intelligence is not standard, with ongoing challenges across the region to ensure 

the availability of gender-disaggregated data and analysis. A recent research study by the European 

Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) made a positive link between gender equality 

and a well-functioning skills system.7 

In economies with a current smart specialisation strategy, there remains a need to upscale the provision 

of skills intelligence. This will be critical for evidence-based development at both the national and regional 

levels to fully develop the potential of S3 priorities.  

Montenegro and Serbia have taken steps toward creating a national skills intelligence framework, though 

the national body taking lead responsibility for this work has not yet been defined. It is important to unite 

these different areas of skills intelligence and combine the sources necessary to create a coherent picture 

of current and future skills needs. This area of work requires urgent action to underpin the wider 

developments in education, training, employment, SME skills and smart specialisation that would benefit 

from a comprehensive skills intelligence framework as a robust evidence base.  

Training provision has improved, but gaps remain  

The importance of SME training is well recognised in all economies. The training offer across the region 

has consistently increased since the last assessment across all themes, from start-up through to training 

provided to SMEs and their employees to support their development throughout their lifecycles.  

Government-financed start-up training programmes have increased during this assessment period and are 

now available to different extents in all economies. Kosovo and North Macedonia offer more limited 

support. In North Macedonia, start-up training at the pre-start stage is provided via the employment agency, 

while wider support is led by the Agency for Support of Entrepreneurship. This wider support includes 

time-limited access at certain times of the year to business counselling vouchers for early-stage start-ups 

and women entrepreneurs. In Kosovo, training is generally driven by international development co-

operation partners with limited government-financed training via the Kosovo Investment and Enterprise 

Support Agency, which organises business plan competitions and basic training on legal issues and 

marketing. The offer in Albania is growing from mainly grant funding to additional SME training provision 

led by AIDA, newly financed by the Business Development and Investment Strategy 2021-2027. Once 

launched, this has the potential to become an example of training and mentoring delivered as an integral 

part or pre-condition of the grant programme, enhancing the potential for success for entrepreneurs and 

their businesses.  

Every WBT economy provides an element of tailored training for women and youth entrepreneurs, while 

most also provide training for technology start-ups. In Montenegro, a consortium supported by finance from 

the Ministry of Economy has launched the Boost Me Up programme8 as a pre-accelerator for innovative 

start-up teams to develop their ideas through a five-month training, mentoring and grant programme. This 

is the first such programme in the economy, and the sector focus of the start-up ideas to be developed are 

required to align with the priorities of the national smart specialisation strategy.  

Restart entrepreneurs are not widely supported, and where provision exists, it is through access to generic 

start-up programmes. This can be a lost opportunity given the increases in business closures through 

recent crises, such as COVID-19 and the conflict in Ukraine. Restart entrepreneurs already have business 

experience and are statistically more likely to grow and succeed in their second or subsequent business 
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ventures. However, they may face different challenges, such as overcoming fear of failure and access to 

finance for those who may have debt or bankruptcy issues. There are no visible examples of bespoke 

training in the region, but EU-funded projects such as Restart+9 offer insights into relevant training and 

tools. There is a real need to support experienced entrepreneurs who benefit from experience and lessons 

learnt from their previous business activities and who are more likely to succeed as second-time 

entrepreneurs creating businesses that contribute to the economy and employment. For wider insights on 

bankruptcy and second chance for SMEs, see Chapter 2 of this volume.  

Training for intellectual property is provided in most economies, including Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey, 

which are all active in smart specialisation and the highest ranked within the region on the Global 

Innovation Index,10 for which intellectual property and patents are an important marker. As business moves 

more on line and becomes ever more global, the importance of patents and ownership of intellectual 

property becomes more evident, with critical importance of developing innovation, particularly within smart 

specialisation priority domains.  

In every WBT economy, government-led training is complemented by actions undertaken by private or 

non-governmental actors, through support, training and mentoring to entrepreneurs and SMEs, often 

supported by funding from international development co-operation partners   or grant programmes from 

the government. In Albania, despite the low level of government-financed provision, the level of training 

and support available in the economy from actors within its entrepreneurial ecosystem is notable for its 

variety and amount of information available on different opportunities. The information can be accessed 

through the AlbaniaTech portal developed with funding by external partners through the EU for Innovation 

programme and now sustained through multiple private sources and those from international development 

co-operation partners. The case is similar in Kosovo, where limited training is detailed via the online portal 

at the Kosovo Investment and Enterprise Support Agency’s website, but an alternative online portal, called 

StartUpKosovo, details a broader offer of SME support and skills training. These examples highlight the 

value of a one-stop shop portal collating both government and non-government information and 

opportunities to open up access to wider and new audiences.  

While policy acknowledges the importance of the social economy, actions to understand and 

support the skills development needs of this sector are still to be developed 

Across Europe, there is now strong emphasis placed on developing social economy businesses11 as 

contributors to sustainable, green and resilient social and economic growth. This sector is now recognised 

within the proximity and social economy ecosystem, one of the 14 industrial ecosystems identified in the 

new EU Industrial Strategy (European Commission, 2020[8]). The new 2021 European Social Economy 

Action Plan (European Commission, 2021[9]) intends to provide a blueprint to support social economy 

actors, including social enterprises and co-operatives, to grow, innovate and create new employment. As 

a picture of the scale of this sector, 2.8 million social economy entities employ 6.2% of all workers across 

Europe. The new EU Social Economy Action Plan has committed to specific actions for the WBT region to 

boost support and access to finance for social entrepreneurs, as part of a vision to develop the sector 

across economies surrounding the European Union.   

Through this lens, the sectors covered have been expanded to include social enterprise and co-operatives 

for the first time in this assessment period. The evidence across the economies shows that this is an 

emerging sector that is still to be developed and supported to achieve its social and economic potential. 

Legal forms for social enterprises do not yet exist in all economies, though this is changing,12 while 

co-operatives may primarily be in agricultural or food systems related sectors (Rosandić, 2018[10]). While 

there is clear evidence that social economy businesses are supported through training, it is not yet included 

in data relating to skills intelligence in any WBT economy except Turkey, where recent research provides 

comprehensive data and analysis of the sector.13 
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However, there is a mismatch between support and training provision and national policy. Policy in most 

economies recognises the importance of training to develop the social economy sector, as seen in Albania, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, Turkey and at the entity level in Bosnia and Herzegovina within 

Republika Srpska. In contrast, few economies provide practical actions. Training programmes that take 

into account the needs of social enterprises and/or co-operatives are only evidenced at the entity level in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, in the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Start-up support is available for 

co-operatives in Montenegro and both entities of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and for social enterprises in 

North Macedonia, Serbia and Turkey.  

Investment is needed to grow the social economy sector and benefit from the wider social impact that 

comes with the added social and environmental value focus of this sector, with research showing that 

social economy businesses are more likely to be green and sustainable businesses (Rural Development 

Network of North Macedonia, 2020[11]). Increasingly across Europe, new legal models allow social 

enterprises to access commercial opportunities and create profit that can be channelled into social impact 

actions. High-quality training designed for aspiring social entrepreneurs can unlock a return on investment 

that has the triple objective of supporting people and community, preserving the planet, and driving 

sustainable economic growth.  

SME training for a green transition is not yet evident across all economies 

Commitment to sustainable and green recovery post-COVID is at the heart of European SME policy and 

the Green Deal (European Commission, 2019[12]), the principles of which are made directly relevant to the 

Western Balkans through the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans (European Commission, 2020[13]), 

Turkey, for its part, has responded through the launch of the Green Deal Action Plan (Government of 

Turkey, 2021[14]). This becomes more imperative when considering the clean energy, infrastructure and 

technology challenges to be transformed in the region to achieve climate targets.   

With SMEs representing 99% of the business population, they are integral to the green transition. All WBT 

economies recognise the importance of training to support the transition to a sustainable and green 

economy in their national policies. However, this is not always translated into practical training for SMEs, 

covering key themes of sustainability, resource efficiency and the circular economy. Most economies, 

except Montenegro and Serbia, provide government financial support to deliver training on sustainable 

business and resource efficiency. For the circular economy, four economies and the entity of the 

Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina provide training, with a gap in Kosovo, Montenegro and Serbia as 

well as at the entity level in Republika Srpska.  

The importance of training for a digital economy is recognised in all economies’ economic 

policies 

The COVID-19 crisis has brought digitalisation and digital skills training into sharp focus. All WBT 

economies recognise the importance of supporting SMEs to adapt and integrate into the digital economy. 

Government support is available in most economies (except at the entity level in Republika Srpska) to buy 

digital and information and communication technology (ICT) resources. Almost all economies provide a 

comprehensive set of training to help SMEs adapt, including training on the digital single market, 

digitalisation and digital skills training. This is often delivered by government agencies linked to SME 

development or employment or through government funding programmes supporting delivery by private 

or non-governmental organisation actors, and involvement can be seen from Enterprise Europe Network 

providers, especially where training is linked to internationalisation. In Turkey, a number of digitalisation 

initiatives feature private sector collaborations. The only exception is North Macedonia, which does not 

provide government support for this training. However, funding by international development co-operation 

partners has been active in this area in North Macedonia as part of the World Bank COVID-19 response, 
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providing support to SMEs for rapid reorganisation and implementation of digital tools and systems, so 

companies could easily adjust to new market conditions.  

Smart specialisation has progressed, but challenges remain, including the need for gender 

mainstreaming 

Smart specialisation builds on the strengths and potential of an economy, matching the resources available 

to the opportunities for development and growth. Research and innovation are at the heart of opening up 

the entrepreneurial and innovation potential of specific sectors across an economy. To be successful, 

smart specialisation should use an inclusive approach that embraces broad and diverse stakeholders in 

the process of discovery, resulting in the identification of priority domains and a process of strategic actions 

implemented, monitored and evaluated to grow these sectors and the associated supply chains. 

Consideration of the enterprise skills needed to drive forward smart specialisation is vital. Smart 

specialisation strategies are under development in all economies, as is highlighted across policy. National 

strategies have already been launched in Montenegro (2019) and Serbia (2021), while Turkey has opted 

for a regional approach. Kosovo and North Macedonia are planning their first strategies for 2022, while 

Albania has initiated the process. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the S3 process is not yet initiated. 

There are evident challenges in both the initial strategy development process and practical implementation 

at the national and regional levels, including government capacity, stakeholder engagement, adequate 

skills intelligence, gender-disaggregated data and the need to include relevance to the S3 priorities across 

existing and new policy and strategy. Serbia stands out for the effectiveness of its approach and continuous 

entrepreneurial discovery process, while Montenegro has been recognised for its efforts to successfully 

engage stakeholders, including SMEs (Bolognini, 2021[15]). The engagement of a diversity of SMEs from 

both national and regional levels in the entrepreneurial discovery process and subsequent stages is a vital 

factor in developing the relevance of S3 and overcoming scepticism and potential lack of engagement from 

the business community. To overcome this, a number of economies have established awareness-raising 

campaigns and launched national S3 portals14 to provide information and raise the profile of the process 

among key stakeholders. Gender-sensitive policy making should also be a consideration in S3 

development. There is no visible evidence of this within currently launched national strategies in the 

region.15 This should be strengthened across all policy development, including S3, placing more emphasis 

on the need for gender-disaggregated data and embedding gender as a cross-cutting theme across all S3.  

Monitoring and evaluation have improved, but there is more work needed to ensure that it 

supports skills intelligence 

Monitoring and evaluation approaches remain underdeveloped in all WBT economies. While 

improvements can be seen during this assessment period, the lack of comprehensive provision of 

monitoring and evaluation has a negative impact on the long-term quality of both policy design and practical 

implementation. In Kosovo, while there is a requirement for government-funded grants to be monitored 

and evaluated, this information is not shared or collated at the system level. This means that there is also 

no mapping or sharing of proven good practices, and that performance data cannot be used to adapt or 

inform new funding decisions. In Serbia, where there is evidence of evaluation of training provision, there 

is a lack of gender-disaggregated data throughout the process and little co-ordination to collate results, 

limiting the economy’s capacity to provide a more rounded picture of the impact of multiple actions in the 

SME policy sphere. Understanding the reach, efficacy and impact of actions is vital for the ongoing 

development and implementation of S3, as well as the new national skills frameworks being established in 

Albania, Kosovo and Turkey.  
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The way forward for enterprise skills 

 Act urgently to upgrade skills intelligence. A lack of skills intelligence on current and future 

supply and demand makes it difficult to set priorities across education, labour market and industry 

policy areas to shape enterprise skills provision. Consideration should be given to harmonising 

national skills intelligence frameworks with the permanent online skills intelligence platform being 

developed as a flagship action of the European Skills Agenda16 and the European Skills Index led 

by Cedefop.17 

 Mainstream SME skills, including the gender perspective, into smart specialisation strategy 

development and implementation. SME skills development needs should be considered a 

cross-cutting action area within S3. This will support both S3 priority domains and associated value 

chains at national and local levels, equipping them with the skills, including reskilling and upskilling, 

to support the changing nature of the economy as S3 domains develop and grow. The gender 

impact of this discovery process should be included, with some practical steps, as illustrated in 

Box 9.2. 

Box 9.2. Promoting gender mainstreaming through smart specialisation in Värmland, Sweden 

The region of Värmland developed a regional smart specialisation strategy (S3) and took an explicit 

decision to design a strategy that created sustainable and inclusive growth. To achieve this, it 

re-interpreted the purpose of smart specialisation to reflect its commitment. Its vision became: “Smart 

specialisation is a smart way to organise and develop existing regional assets in order to create value 

for users and society.” While the starting point was to create an innovation strategy for business, the 

goal evolved into a gender-mainstreamed innovation strategy for smart specialisation. Gender 

mainstreaming at every stage of the S3 process was included due to the nature of the industry in the 

region, reflecting the economic reality that the primary industries (pulp and paper, steel, and 

engineering) were male-dominated and thus the labour market is heavily gender-segregated. It was 

regarded as a positive societal benefit that could be integrated as a planned outcome of the smart 

specialisation process through its design and implementation. 

This was the first time that gender had been considered so comprehensively within S3, and the process 

was undertaken with support from the EU Joint Research Centre Smart Specialisation team as well as 

a local university with expertise in gender studies. Key areas where gender mainstreaming was applied 

were to: 

 implement statistical analysis of the gender structure of the labour market  

 apply a gender-equality perspective throughout the mapping process, bringing not only an 

awareness of gender in all aspects, but also the ambition to work towards a more gender-equal 

innovation and business climate in the region 

 assess the likely gender impacts of the decisions taken in strategy, to more fully understand 

the consequences that different decisions have on women, men, girls and boys, and to use this 

understanding to decide how best to achieve inclusive, sustainable growth 

 consider how to further gender equality within the priority economic domains by exploring how 

to shape them to attract more women employees and identify potential areas of innovation 

within priority sectors that can assist in gender mainstreaming as a societal benefit. 

Gender inequality is prevalent and multi-faceted across all economies. To embrace gender equality at 

the heart of smart specialisation would advance the ambitions of all economies to decrease gender 

inequality. This is particularly pertinent due to of the emphasis in all economies on the development of 

S3. For Montenegro and Serbia, this example may provide added ideas for reflection during the next 
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stages of S3 development and implementation.  

Sources: European Commission (n.d.[16]); Thinking Smart (2015[17]); Region of Varmlands (2015[18]). 

 Place a priority on training for SMEs that will support the green transition, in particular 

opening up the relevance of the circular economy across all sectors. The current low level of 

training provision needs to be expanded if the opportunities for green growth are to be exploited 

for both social and economic impact. Inspiration can be taken from actions recommended through 

the European Circular Economy Action Plan (European Commission, 2020[19]), such as recycling 

businesses, circularity in industrial processes, digital technologies for tracking resources or 

working with other enterprises to develop cluster collaborations, or the selection of actions in the 

Eurochambres guidance (Eurochambres, 2020[20]).  

 Establish comprehensive monitoring and evaluation of all programmes related to SME 

skills, including a strong gender focus and fully gender-disaggregated data. A high-quality 

and co-ordinated approach to monitoring and evaluation is needed to document progress and 

impact. This work should be supported by consistent, gender-disaggregated data gathered from 

government-financed SME support and training actions. It should inform a gender impact 

assessment of the current approaches to enterprise skills and support. This will address and seek 

solutions for the current challenges faced by women across the labour market and 

entrepreneurship. For more information on data that WBT governments could consider collecting 

in this area, please see Annex C. 
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Notes

1 See: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:d32825b0-08ad-11eb-a511-

01aa75ed71a1.0002.02/DOC_1&format=PDF. 

2 See: https://sitp.rks-gov.net. The Labour Market Barometer automatically collates real-time data from the 

following statistical sources:  

1. Employment Agency of the Republic of Kosovo 

2. Kosovo Agency of Statistics 

3. Tax Administration of Kosovo 

4. Civil Registration Agency 

5. Ministry of Education and Science 

6. Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare 

7. Ministry of Internal Affairs 

8. Business Registration Agency 

9. Agency for Vocational Education and Training and Adult Education 

10. University of Pristina 

11. Kosovo Accreditation Agency 

12. National Qualification Authority  

3 See: http://alled.eu/en/edu-net-2. 

4 See: http://alled.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Kosovo-Skill-Barometer-1.pdf. 

5 See: https://www.geleceginbecerileri.com/en/gelecegin-becerileri-programi. 

6 For more information, see: https://trzisterada.ba. 

7 For more insight, see: https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/news/cedefop-links-gender-equality-better-

skills-systems. 

8 See: https://boostmeup.me. 

9 For more information, see: www.restart.how. 
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10 For more information on the Global Innovation Index 2021 see: 

https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2021.pdf. 

11 For the European Commission definition and description of social economy businesses, see: 

https://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/proximity-and-social-economy/social-economy-

eu_en#:~:text=The%20social%20economy%20encompasses%20a,and%20pursuing%20a%20social%2

0cause.  

12 For more insights and access to European Commission research and economy reports, see: 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8274 and 

https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/29642/attachments/15/translations/en/renditions/native. 

13 For more information on this research led by the British Council, see: 

https://www.britishcouncil.org.tr/en/programmes/education/social-enterprise-research  

14 The current S3 platforms can be accessed at: 

Kosovo: https://smartkosova.rks-gov.net  

Montenegro: https://www.s3.me/en  

Serbia: https://pametnaspecijalizacija.mpn.gov.rs/s3-u-srbiji 

15 There is no evidence of gender-sensitive approaches within smart specialisation strategies that are 

already established in Montenegro and Serbia. 

16 See action 2 of the European Skills Agenda (European Commission, 2020[3]). 

17 For more information regarding the European Skills Index see: 

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/projects/european-skills-index-esi. 
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