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Editorial

Elderly care in Bosnia and Herzegovina: the nexus of family

and institutional care
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Contemporary Bosnian and Herzegovinian society is con-
fronted with multiple distinct challenges that significantly af-
fect overall quality of life. These challenges disproportionate-
ly impact vulnerable groups, particularly older adults. Global
social trends, including depopulation and population ageing,
combined with the erosion of family structures, empathy, and
social solidarity, alongside deficits in institutional capacities
and compounded by local economic instability and poverty,
represent key predictors of a crisis in elderly care. With a de-
mographic transition driven not only by migration but also by
a drastic decline in fertility rates, a profound imbalance emerg-
es in the labour market, which directly affects pension, health-
care, and social protection systems.

Migration, whether external or internal, is not solely an
economic phenomenon, and directly affects the structure and
dynamics of family relations (Buljubasi¢ and Sadi¢, 2021).
According to Stojak et al. (1990), a crisis in elderly care was
already observed after World War II, caused by intensive in-
dustrialization and the migration of young people to urban
areas. However, despite these trends, older adults continued
to receive adequate care due to higher fertility rates, extend-
ed family structures, and broader social networks. Following
the most recent war (1992-1995), migration patterns ac-
quired different characteristics, and today their consequenc-
es are most evident in the care of elderly, who are often left
alone or abandoned, particularly those residing in rural and
remote areas where social and healthcare services are almost
inaccessible.

Although elderly in the Bosnian-Herzegovinian context
have traditionally relied on family support and assistance,
social and demographic changes have destabilised their care
environment and general welfare. The family is increasingly
externalizing many of their roles, due to its inability to act as
primary caregivers, especially to their older family members.
A particular challenge arises from the increased participation
of women in the labor market, which effectively eliminates
the traditional “unpaid service” previously situated within
the domestic sphere (Zavirsek, 2014). Despite the structural
weakening of the family and the disappearing of multigenera-

tional households, many families continue to bear the prima-
ry burden of care for older members, even though it no longer
possesses the necessary capacities.

Unlike European countries, where existing economic ca-
pacities have been accompanied by social policies responsive
to the needs of older adults and the intensive development of
institutional care services, less developed societies continue
to rely primarily on the family and assume the persistence
of intergenerational familial solidarity. A few recent studies,
such as Hromadzi¢ et al. (2015), Kepes et al. (2019), Sadi¢ and
Emirhafizovi¢ (2021), and Sali¢ (2024) indicate that the so-
cial and economic position of the elderly is highly unfavoura-
ble and that the situation is a “care crisis”.

Adequate care provision for elderly people who require
permanent assistance remains constrained by limited soci-
etal capacities. A particularly vulnerable group are older per-
sons without family support, who, due to health-related lim-
itations, often require intensive care. Institutional capacities
in the public sector remain insufficiently developed to meet
the needs of the ageing population, leading to a predominant
expansion of services within the private sector. This structur-
al dynamic fosters processes of social stratification and elit-
ism, as the cost of such services is very high and thus acces-
sible only to a narrow population. The most frequent service
users are the elderly whose children have migrated to other
countries. At the same time, the development of communi-
ty-based and in-home social services remains persistently
insufficient.

In response to contemporary social policy trends and the
principle of ageing in place, policies increasingly aim to in-
troduce such services. In line with the objectives of the Ma-
drid International Plan of Action on Ageing (United Nations,
2002) and the Council of Europe Strategy on the Rights of
Older Persons (2014), which emphasize the need for sustain-
able solutions that promote autonomy and quality of life in
older age, the new Draft Law on Social Services in the Fed-
eration of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Government of the Fed-
eration of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2024), for the first time,
clearly regulates the concept, types, and providers of social
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services. The law seeks to ensure the provision of home-based
care services for elderly and persons with disabilities, there-
by aligning national policy with contemporary approaches to
dignified ageing and “ageing in the community”.

The legal framework of Bosnia and Herzegovina formal-
ly incorporates the principle of intergenerational solidarity
within the family, meaning that it is not only considered a
moral expectation but also a legal obligation. Under this
framework, parents are required to provide support to their
children, while adult children are also legally obliged to care
for their parents, as stipulated in the Family Law of the Fed-
eration of Bosnia and Herzegovina (2005). However, this
obligation applies only if family members are financially and
practically capable of providing the required care. In cases
where unemployment or other objective circumstances pre-
vent such support, the obligation is waived, and the respon-
sibility for providing care shifts to the state, which then en-
sures assistance for individuals in need.

The results of a study conducted among young people
(Dervigbegovi¢ and Sadi¢, 2012) show that the majority of
respondents (73.2%) do not express concern or fear regard-
ing the potential responsibility of caring for their older par-
ents, perceiving it as a natural expectation. A smaller percent
(15.8%) report some level of concern, and 10.5% remain
neutral on the issue. Young people who do express concern
primarily refer to objective factors that may prevent them
from fulfilling this role, such as socio-economic constraints
or other structural limitations. These findings correlate with
more recent research on the importance of the family for
young people, in which it is identified as a primary source of
security (Alic et al., 2015). This pattern is further confirmed
by the Youth Study in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Osmic¢ et al.,
2024). In the context of persistent social uncertainty, which
is continuously reproduced in various forms, the family rep-
resents a fundamental source of support — in both economic
and emotional terms.

Despite the presence of strong family values, the needs of
older persons increasingly exceed the capacities of families in
the context of contemporary, fast-paced life, particularly in
so-called “sandwich generation” households, which are simul-
taneously responsible for caring for their small children and
ageing parents. It is especially concerning that every second
older person experiences loneliness (Caritas, 2012) and lacks
a developed social network (Sadic et al., 2026). It is precisely
in this context that the need for establishing active ageing
centers has been recognized, especially in larger urban areas.
Sadi¢ and Emirhafizovi¢ (2020) highlight the importance of
such centers in preventing social isolation through social in-
teraction and engagement in various creative activities.

In addition to these forms of non-institutional care, there
is also a clearly identified need for institutional care for the
elderly, with further development of service capacity and
quality. The findings of Sadi¢ et al. (2025, 2026), Sali¢ (2019),
and Sali¢ et al. (2021) indicate a similar trend in institution-
al settings, where service users emphasize the need for be-
longing and emotional support, while material and practical
assistance is perceived as less significant. These mechanisms
play an important role in compensating for the absence of ad-
equate family support. Accordingly, it is not surprising that
users within institutional settings increasingly emphasize
emotional and psychological needs beyond the satisfaction of
basic existential requirements, highlighting their importance
as a key indicator of previously unmet needs and as a source
of meaning in life.

The multidimensionality of quality of life, as defined by
Cummins (2000), encompasses not only a range of objective
conditions related to concrete indicators of service quality,
but also the subjective sense of well-being. Although insti-
tutions succeed in meeting basic needs, empirical research
reminds us that emotional well-being and a sense of belong-
ing to the community are essential for a comprehensive un-
derstanding of quality of life (Sali¢, 2024). In the context of
weakening family capacities and loneliness affecting a signif-
icant number of elderly people, institutional care should not
remain at the level of a mere service provision. Accordingly,
the quality of services within institutional settings should
be oriented towards emotional needs and social inclusion,
transforming institutional environments into humane and
inclusive spaces.

Ethical aspects and conflict of interest
The author has no conflict of interest to declare.

References

1. Ali¢ A, Ceri¢ H, Habibovi¢ S (2015). The connections of empathy
and lifestyles among Bosnian students. Procedia Soc Behav Sci
205: 457-462. DOI: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.09.038.

2. Buljubagi¢ S, Sadi¢ S (2021). Socijalni rad s djecom i porodicama
u riziku [Social Work with Children and Families at Risk].
Sarajevo: Fakultet politickih nauka Univerziteta u Sarajevu,

244 p.

3. Caritas (2012). Caritasova analiza stanja starijih osoba
u potrebi-pri¢ali smo sa siromasnima [Caritas analysis of the
situation of older adults in need: We spoke with the poor].
Sarajevo.

4. Council of Europe (2014). Recommendation CM/Rec(2014)2 of
the Committee of Ministers to member States on the promotion
of human rights of older persons. Strasbourg: Council of
Europe. [online] [cit. 2026-01-22]. Available from:
https://www.refworld.org/legal/resolution/
coeministers/2014/101260

5. Cummins RA (2000). Personal Income and Subjective
Well-Being: A Review. J Happiness Stud 1(2): 133-158.

DOI: 10.1023/A:1010079728426.

6. Dervigbegovi¢ M, Sadi¢ S (2012). Komunikacija i odnos prema
starijim osobama [Communication and Attitudes Toward
Elderly] [Conference presentation]. Round table “Socijalni rad
u promociji aktivnog starenja i medugeneracijska solidarnost”,
Fakultet politi¢kih nauka, Sarajevo.

7. Family Law of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina
(2005). [Parlament Federacije Bosne i Hercegovine]. Porodi¢ni
zakon Federacije Bosne i Hercegovine. Sluzbene novine
Federacije BiH, No. 35/05.

8. Government of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
(2024). Nacrt Zakona o socijalnim uslugama u Federaciji Bosne
i Hercegovine [Draft Law on Social Services in the Federation
of Bosnia and Herzegovina). Parliament of the Federation of
Bosnia and Herzegovina. [online[ [cit. 2026-01-22]. Available
from: https://parlamentfbih.gov.ba/v2/bs/propis.php?id=1200

9. HromadZi¢ A, Danely J, Milenkovi¢ M, Podgorelec S, Rubi¢ T,
Petrovi¢ Osmak Z, Stubbs P (2015). A gdje su oni bili dosad?
Starenje, skrb i napustanje u jednom bosanskom gradu [Where
were they until now? Aging, care and abandonment in a Bosnian
town]. Etnoloska Tribina: Godi$njak Hrvatskog etnoloskog
drustva 45(38): 30-57. DOI: 10.15378/1848-9540.2015.38.01

10. Kepes$ N, Huzejrovi¢ V, Kujundzi¢ H (2019). Socijalna
ukljucenost starijih u Bosni i Hercegovini [Social Inclusion
of Older People in Bosnia and Herzegovina]. Drustvo za
psihosocijalnu pomo¢ i razvijanje dobrovoljnog rada. ,Osmijeh®,
Gracanica, 182 p.



Sadi¢ / KONTAKT

117

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Osmi¢ A, Turtilo L, Mujagi¢ N, Sadi¢ S, Alibegovic A,
Dudi¢-Sijamija A (2024). Studija o mladima Bosna i Hercegovina
2024: istrazivanje polozaja, misljenja i stavova mladih u Bosni

i Herzegovini [Youth Study Bosnia and Herzegovina 2024:
research on the position, opinions and attitudes of young people
in Bosnia and Herzegovina]. Sarajevo: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.
Sadi¢ S, Emirhafizovi¢ M (2021). Intergenerational Family
Solidarity-Experience of Bosnia and Herzegovina — Chapter 3.
In: Albert I, Emirhafizovi¢ M, Shpigelman CN, Trummer U
(Eds). Perspectives on Human Development, Information Age
Publishing. DOI: 10.1108/978-1-64802-435-120251004.

Sadi¢ S, Osmi¢ A, Dedi¢ M, Filipovi¢ B (2026). Preferencije
socijalnih aktivnosti starijih osoba u institucionalnom
okruZenju: motivacija, mogucnosti i izazovi [Preferences for
Social Activities Among Older People in Institutional Settings:
Motivation, Opportunities, and Challenges]. In: Basi¢ S (Ur.).
Drustvena kriza i socijalni rad / Social crisis and social work,
pp. 16-36. Sarajevo: Fakultet politi¢kih nauka Univerziteta

u Sarajevu, DOI: 10.58527/3029-3790.2026.2.1.16.

Sadi¢ S, Rami¢ S, Osmanovi¢ N, Smajlovi¢ A (2025). Kvalitet
Zivota starijih osoba u ustanovama socijalne zastite na
podrugju Tuzlanskog kantonu [Quality of life of older

people in social protection institutions in the Tuzla Canton].
Drustvene i humanisti¢ke studije - DHS 1(27): 817-842.

DOI: 10.51558/2490-3647.2025.10.1.817.

Sali¢ N (2019). Percepcija i procjena starijih osoba u Bosni

i Hercegovini o socijalnoj podrici i kvalitetu zivota [Perception
and assessment of older adults in Bosnia and Herzegovina

17.

18.

19.

20.

regarding social support and quality of life] (Unpublished
doctoral dissertation). Faculty of Political Sciences, University
of Sarajevo.

Sali¢ N (2024). Kvalitet zivota starijih osoba u institucionalnom
obliku zastite kroz korisni¢ku perspektivu [Quality of Life

of Older People in Institutional Care from the Service Users’
Perspective]. Drustvene i humanisticke studije - DHS 1(25):
1067-1096. DOI: 10.51558/2490-3647.2022.7.1.1067.

Sali¢ N, Luci¢ E, Rami¢ S (2021). Socijalna podrska kroz
percepciju starijih osoba u Bosni i Hercegovini [Social Support
through the Perception of Older Adults in Bosnia and
Herzegovina]. Gerontologija 49(1): 37-57.

Stojak R, Vodovi¢ S, Sulji¢ F, Juri¢ Lj, Filipovi¢ A, Manojlovi¢ P
(1990). Socio-ekonomski polozaj starijih ljudi u Bosni

i Hercegovini [Socio-economic Status of elderly in Bosnia

and Herzegovina]. Sarajevo: Zavod za unapredenje socijalnih
djelatnosti.

United Nations (2002). Political Declaration and Madrid
International Plan of Action on Ageing. New York: United
Nations. [online] [cit. 2026-01-22]. Available from: https://
www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/ageing/MIPAA/political-
declaration-en.pdf

Zavirsek D (2014). Everyday welfare and ethnographic vignettes
of social work across Central and Eastern European countries:
Is there something like an Eastern European social work? ERIS
Web J 5(1): 3-13. [online] [cit. 2026-01-22]. Available from:
https://www.academia.edu/32939861



