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Abstract 
 
Women in contemporary society of Bosnia and Hercegovina face challenges of 
unemployment, lack of job opportunities, unfavorable working conditions, underpayment, and 
a high level of social pressure to perform as spouses, mothers and house wifes. Nevertheless, 
a substantial number of women engage in different forms of formal and informal business, in 
order to either cope with their economic situation or to develop their own business as a career 
opportunity. This study draws from ethnographic research among women in the region of 
Sarajevo, as a part of the project Inform – closing the gap between formal and informal 
institutions in the Balkans. Our approach was based on comparative analytical and 
interpretative methods based on in-depth interviews. The findings show female participants to 
be resilient, resourceful, socially engaged and extremely persistent, but nevertheless largely 
perceived as lacking capacity, social skills and networks, bravery, education and trustfulness, 
just because they are women. With respect to social responsibility, the research participants 
show a variety of socially responsible tendencies. 
 
Key words: women, formal and informal business, ethnography, social responsibility, Inform 
– closing the gap between formal and informal institutions in the Balkans. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Women, business and social responsibility 
 

 

 

The 12th IRDO International Scientific Conference SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND CURRENT CHALLENGES 2017:  
Value added as Business Information from the View of Social Responsibility, 28 September 2017, Maribor, Slovenia, EU 

 

 

2 

Women informal entrepreneurship in the time of crises, traditional framework and the 
resilience of women in micro entrepreneurship and the way from informal to formal 

In post conflict societies when many large companies have disappeared from the market and a 
lot of people were left without regular monthly income, the resilience became a challenge 
both for women and men. Still, Helms (2013) finds that they have been acting differently to 
the changed socio-economic environments, they had rather different approaches to these 
problems; they relied on different habits and skills. Women traditionally used to engage in 
gender-defined jobs, which mostly included different types of services and handmade crafts. 
Moreover, women were generally less involved in the public and formal private sector 
(Halilovich, 2014). Consequently, if a woman wanted to contribute the household budget, she 
was supposed to participate more often in the informal sector of the economy and different 
informal practices that are connected mainly to the customs and traditions inherited from the 
past.  
 
Through these different informal practices women have developed different economic 
activities which helped them to reduce the financial pressure in their households, supporting 
in that way their male counterparts – who were considered as the first responsible for 
household finances. Within these informal activities, women generate additional income by 
knitting, embroidering, growing local vegetables, renting spare rooms, cooking, and very 
often looking after children and elderly people of other families. The arrival of capitalism in 
this region in the end of the last century, with a new imposed system and new ‘rules of the 
game’ for the society – which changed the formal sector, indirectly supported these informal 
practices on the ground. A new gap between formal institutional environment and informal 
gendered practices was open. Women naturally responded to these challenges, operating 
within this gap and developing informal activities that might push them one day into legality.  
 
Method 
 
Our study draws from ethnographic research among women in the region of Sarajevo, as a 
part of the project Inform – closing the gap between formal and informal institutions in the 
Balkans. Our approach was based on comparative analytical and interpretative methods based 
on in-depth interviews. In total 15 in-depth interviews and 5 semi-standardized interviews 
were performed among female study participants, aged 20-50, with different socio-economic 
backgrounds. All of our respondents were either formal entrpreneurs, ex-entrepreneurs or 
informal business owners. 17 respondents were residing in broader area of Sarajevo, 1 in the 
town of Iliash, 1 in the town of Kreshevo and 1 in the village of Moštre near Visoko. Study 
participants were recruited via chain-referral sampling. Ethnographic study was conducted 
between June and September 2017. 
 
The beginning of informal networking and spillover towards formal institutionalization  
 
Probably none of the registered female entrepreneurs was unaware of the power of the phrase 
"social network", although each of them felt the presence of the social network strongly in the 
tradition and unconsciously relied on it. Very quickly after the war in the Balkans and some 
kind of normalization of the market, a number of women have been involved in so-called 
"network marketing", firms and offices that appeared in the region before a new phenomenon 
of social networking on the Internet. Others have seen an opportunity to initiate certain work 
through micro-credit organizations, and the third simply joined with others, not formally 
establishing non-governmental organizations, but they wanted to preserve the practice of 
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socializing that diminished with the departure of traditional practices and mores. On the other 
hand, as a woman entered into the formal market, needs for increased involvement of other 
women in the house and child care have appeared, i.e. this has also boosted informal sector.  
 

» If you ask me what informal practices in labor market work, here's an example. We 
all work, men and women generally work… even if women are married they work, 
both in a business and at home. This is usually the case in Bosnia. But for women it is 
a bit harder. Getting a job is just a part of a problem. Real problems arise when women 
get pregnant. If they are working in a public sector this is somewhat tolerated, but if 
they are emloyed in a private sector, they can get laid off. In many cases they have to 
promise that they will not get pregnant in order to get a job. In this respect it is harder 
for women with respect to the men in Bosnia. /…/ of course you are protected by law, 
they can't just kick you out. But there are many ways to get fired informally – usually 
business owner writes something like: surplus of work force…« (Ivana) 

 
Women therefore generally used "social network" as the basic resource, no matter what they 
mean, no matter if they are involved in formal or informal sector. They needed a means to 
present their idea, but the product on the market as well. The next challenge for women was 
enforceability and marketability of good ideas through social networks.  
 
Formality and informality the eyes of the women  
 
According to the reports from our respondents, informality appears to be a part of a basic 
survival and problem solving strategy. Commonly this informality takes many forms and is 
usually not perceived as corruption or any other form of illegal activity. Rather it is perceived 
as a basic survival skill: 

»What works to solve a problem or get a job done? Of course you need skills, money, 
good product, but you also need štele (social connections, networks). Some sort of a 
friend or friend of a friend who can help you. For instance, if I have a friend who 
needs a job in our Hotel I will go to my gazda (boss or a business owner) and will tell 
him I have a good friend, who's hard working, honest, reliable… Maybe he will give 
her job straight away or she will be the first to call if and when position is available… 
/…/ she will then give me a chocolate or something as a gratitude, or 100 KM from 
her first paycheck because we are good friends. People sometimes pay more, if they 
are not friends. For a job in state firm, administration, hospital or police people pay 
15.000 KM and get it.« (Alisa) 
 

In addition, informality is very important on an interpersonal level for it represents a channel 
of interaction to which people are accustomed. By self-report informality is one of the basic 
platforms of day-to-day interaction and problem solving. However, while being relatively 
efficient on an interpersonal basis, the situation appears to be somewhat different in formal 
and semi-formal contexts. These contexts seek formal interaction and are therefore often 
confusing or even conflicting: 

»If you ask me about what works informally… I think everything that people do in 
order to help each other personally. Like traditionally, in old days, in the village, 
people helped each other solving problems, like for survival… and this was good and 
still is good. But nowadays people do this informal things that are totally unnecessary.  
What do you mean (Andrej Naterer, Interviewer) 
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In BiH people act informally when they do not have to. For instance, old grannies go 
to the doctor and even before they tell him whats their problem, they give him 
something, money, chocolate, something… I know they want to get them (doctors) to 
help them, and I know it's tradition to be friendly and all that, but these grannies are 
essentially poor and this gift giving 
is like a cultural reflex which is in this cases totally useless. Or for instance, people 
need confirmation of a document from a city office. They file it in and office has 15 
days to confirm it. People pay 20, 30, 50 KM to the clerk, who's supposed to »help 
them get the job done«. Why? It's useless, abuse of money and authority and tradition. 
You just have to wait for several days and formal institutions will get it for you, that's 
why they're there. If you ask me, people use informality the wrong way. And it's not 
even corruption. Corruption is simple and obvious and bad. Informality is 
complicated, murky and… good, bad or both!« (Elvira) 

 

However, when considering stabily or further development of small business, all respondents 
agree that formalization is necessary. These procedures often present considerable challenge 
in particular because of limited financial resources, tough economic background, insufficient 
education and social networks support:  

»In Bosnia women are silent rulers. I don't know how you see it (as a foreigner) or 
how it is in your country, but I'm telling you this as a woman. However, it is harder for 
women to do business  than for men. For instance I had a business togehter with my 
friend. We opened a hairdresser saloon and it went great for almost two years. After 
that we couldn't do it anymore, we devided our customers, closed the business and 
went separate ways.«(Elvira) 
Why did you split? (Andrej Naterer, interviewer) 
»I don't know… we had a small fight, nothing serious… but it wouldn't work in a long 
run. I don't know why.« (Elvira) 
You said it is harder for women to do business than for men. Why? (Andrej Naterer, 
interviewer) 
»I don't know… I guess  our social networks are different. Men go, sit down over 
drink and do business. Their social networks are big. Women go, sit down over drink 
and talk… you know, chit-chat... Nothing comes out, no business. /…/ men do 
business collectivelly and they don't take things personally. Women do business 
individually and take everything very personally…« (Elvira) 

 

»If I want to formalize my business (making pastry) I need support. My family cannot 
support me… well they could, but not financially, because I have to support them. My 
friends cannot support me because they are either studying or working somewhere and 
have to take care of themselves… So for now, I have no choice but to work here 
(hostel), make pastry in my free time and sell it informally. /…/ I don't see this (selling 
pastry informally) as bad. Of course I would like to make a formal business out of it, 
pay taxes and have a normal work… And I will, but at this moment I cannot. Maybe 
sometimes in the future.« (Alisa) 

 

In several cases the attempts to transfere business from informal into the formal sector 
presented a whole spectrum of additional problem, previously not encountered: 

“When I wanted to register my business I encountered a problem. I am a student and it 
was not possible to formalize my business to combine both, formal business and 
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formal study. It was either giving up my study and go into formal business, or remain 
a student and remain in an informal sector regarding my passion for making cakes. So 
I was forced to solve this problem informaly, with a bypass – my mother registered 
businesss, although she barely has anything to do with the production of cakes. She is 
the owner and official director. However, I do all the work, production, distribution, 
marketing and everything else.” (Selma) 

Sommetimes formalization even exerts negative impact on a business: 

“/…/ after 17 years of doing everything inofficially, I decided to formalize my 
business (production of vegetables). It was good, I got some subsidies for buying new 
greenhouses, production increased and I can sell everything I produce. But, now I’m 
thinking about downsizing my business. Workload is increasing and I cannot do 
everything by myself. Sometimes I hire some people from the village to help me out, 
mostly during the harvest, but it’s all informal help… you know, money on hand. I 
cannot afford to employ another person. My income is dictated by seasons, we have a 
lot of work during summer and no work during winter. So I’m forced to downsize the 
production. 

How do you survive during the winter? (Andrej Naterer, interviewer) 
We spend what we saved during the summer. And my husband has registered a taxi 
service. So during the summer we live of my work (the crops) and during the winter of 
his (taxi service). 

Having in mind the importance of »social netvork« in female entrepreneurship we 
interviewed a lady who is an active politician and oner of a farm. She wanted to involve in 
politics primarily to reach the network of people that is gathered around one political party. 
She said that: 

“To achieve anything in this city, I mean to find a job or to sell some goods that I 
produce, I had to be close to politics. Since I did not have anyone there, I decided to 
get involved by myself. My friends supported me and once I got in I immediately 
noticed its benefits. Today, I know a lot of people and, thanks to these contacts, I can 
finish many activities fast. E.g. I can sell some products from our farm quickly now.”  
(Tifa) 
 

Social responsibility and policy implications 
 
Narratives tied to formal and informal business among respondents depict numerous 
important references to the social responsibility. Among our respondents, the main 
motivations to engage into business are to contribute to the family budget, to support family 
members and to be independent. Majority of study participants prefer formal business and 
avoid informal procedures if possible, exhibiting relatively great concern with regards to the 
tax regulations and legislation: 

“Of course it’s necessary to pay taxes and to obey laws. That’s the foundation of our 
society.  For instance, everybody knows you have to take receipt in bar or a 
shop. But we also know that nobody is supervising the whole thing. For instance, if I 
don’t get a receipt after my purchase, where do I go, who do I tell, where do I file the 
complaint? Where is the inspector? I would like to help, but how?” (Ernela) 

»/…/ I don't see this (selling pastry informally) as bad. Of course I would like to make 
a formal business out of it, pay taxes and have a normal job… And I will, but at this 
moment I cannot. Maybe sometimes in the future.« (Alisa) 
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In several cases women formalized their bussines solely because of the recognitions of their 
responsibility towards their workers: 

“I took over my father’s blacksmith shop after he had announced that he will retire. 
Before that, I was a student and had no intentions to work at home, in a blacksmith 
shop. However, after we had talked for a while it became clear to me that if I don’t 
take over, the business that was in our family for several generations will exstinguish 
and 10 of our workers will loose their jobs. And that’s not only 10 people, it’s 10 
people and their families. Somehow it was my responsibility to take over.” (Marijana) 

One of interviewed women is a business owner who offers translation from several world 
languages in their company. She said: 

“Me and the group of my colleagues who were mostly women, we had to take 
initiatives, because we all were employed in a firm that was run by a man. That firm 
went bankrupt due to the very poor management. We were left alone but realised that 
there was still demand for that kind of services on the market and we decided to set up 
our own business…” (Leila) 

To sum up the main implications of our ethnographic research: women use informal practices 
widely. While many of them operate fully informally, hence, everything they do is some sort 
of informal practice, majority who run formal business or work in state sectors inevitably use 
different informal practices. Since every formal business can be partly informal (De Soto, 
1989), this is what we find on the ground as well. We recognize informal networking as the 
most dominant and visible informal practice. Setting up a company was mostly done by 
relying on personal informal networks, and once the business is established, this informal 
practice does not stop, but it evolves. Informal networks are then used either to support their 
business acting as a complement, or probably even more often as a substitute to different 
formal institutional barriers. 
 
Social responsibility and policy implications 
 
To preserve these inclinations toward social responsibility and to enable them to be fully 
manifested in the business, several important policy implications must be taken into account:  
1. Flexibility for women in business must be increased in order to enable women to combine 
their different social roles, functions and individual aspirations; focus must be on the 
development of flexible institutional environments to start an independent business with 
flexible working hours.   

2. Institutional regulation in some traditional informal activities must be developed by 
introducing  diverse and targeted supports for female entrepreneurs in gender oriented jobs 
such as cleaning, looking after children, organizing events, and renting apartments; 

3. Education and public awareness must be increased in order to spread awareness of 
importance of female entrepreneurship through supplementary educations. 
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