
Women and Illicit Finance in the 
Western Balkans: Expanding the 
Frontiers of Knowledge and Action





Women and Illicit Finance  
in the Western Balkans:  
Expanding the Frontiers of 

Knowledge and Action



4 Women and Illicit Finance in the Western Balkans:  
Expanding the Frontiers of Knowledge and Action

SUMMARY

The research “Women and Illicit Finance in the Western Balkans: Expanding the Boundaries of Knowledge and 
Action” was conducted within a regional project implemented by the AIRE Centre’s Western Balkans Programme 
with the support of the UK Government. It was carried out to clarify the role of women in illicit finance, including 
organised crime activities, across six Western Balkan countries, with the aim of proposing recommendations 
on how national authorities can best address gender sensitivity when combating these practices. The research 
also aimed to determine the best ways to integrate a gender-sensitive approach into all future projects aimed 
at combatting organised crime and illicit finance in this region. 

Illegal financial flows (IFFs) are a global challenge that undermines economic stability, fuels corruption and thre-
atens human rights. Although women are disproportionately affected by the consequences of IFFs, their role in 
these processes is often overlooked. This research therefore emphasises the importance of the gender perspe-
ctive in understanding and combating IFFs, revealing the complex dynamics that shape women’s participation 
in these activities. This research provides comprehensive insight into the complex role of women in IFFs in the 
Western Balkans, covering Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia and Kosovo. 
By combining an analysis of relevant international standards and regional specificities, it highlights the varied 
roles of women in IFFs, the factors affecting their involvement, as well as institutional responses to this problem.

Understanding what gender perspective entails is crucial when considering this issue. It is an analytical fra-
mework for examining how social, cultural and economic factors linked to gender roles influence women’s 
motivation, modes of involvement, and the consequences of their participation in IFFs. The gender perspective 
thus also includes an assessment of specific vulnerabilities, such as marginalisation and violence, as well as the 
criminal networks’ intentional exploitation of gender stereotypes to disguise their activities. 

Research Methodology

As one of the first studies focusing on the gender dimension of IFFs in the Western Balkans, this research 
substantially contributes to understanding the role of women and the factors influencing their reasons and 
modes of involvement and consequences of their participation in IFFs.

The research was conducted in two phases. The first phase included a comprehensive review of available litera-
ture on IFFs and the role of women in organised crime, both globally and in the Western Balkan context. The aim 
of this review was to identify the key trends, gaps in knowledge and areas requiring further research. The second 
phase focused on collecting empirical data on women’s roles in IFFs in the Western Balkans. The team develo-
ped semi-structured questionnaires, covering key aspects of the research topic. The questions were designed 
to identify the typical roles of women in IFFs, the factors influencing their involvement, economic dependence, 
social stereotypes and gender discrimination, the role of competent institutions and institutional responses, as 
well as the gaps in the available international resources and national strategies.

Data were collected from approximately 100 representatives of various institutions and organisations, including 
the judiciary, regulatory and financial institutions, civil society, academia, media and independent bodies. This 
diversity enabled multidisciplinary insight into the complex topic and provided a rich body of data.
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Structure of the Study 

The study comprises eight chapters and four annexes. Chapters 1-3 include introductory remarks, the metho-
dology and literature review, establishing the analytical framework on the role of women in IFFs, identifying 
key patterns of their involvement and highlighting gaps in previous research of this topic. Chapter 4 contains 
a detailed examination of relevant international standards and an explanation of how these standards can be 
implemented and adapted to the specificities of Western Balkan countries, and an identification of obstacles 
impeding their implementation. This chapter also includes a comparative overview of selected global initiatives 
in this field, as well as useful guidance on ways to improve and harmonise regional approaches, highlighting 
best practices that may serve as a model for future reforms. The central part of the study sets out the empirical 
findings on the role of women in IFFs in each of the six Western Balkan jurisdictions (Chapter 5), as well as the 
key findings concerning the entire region (Chapter 6). Finally, Chapters 7 and 8 outline the research team’s conc-
luding observations and recommendations. The study also summarises potential directions for further research, 
emphasising that the gender dimension of women’s participation in IFFs remains insufficiently explored and 
integrated into existing strategies for combating IFFs and organised crime. 

Literature Review

The literature review revealed that there is limited research of women’s roles in IFFs and organised cri-
me.1 Although the men’s role in these activities is well-documented, women are often portrayed as passive 
actors, while their active role in IFFs and organised crime is either overlooked or oversimplified. 

In addition to the complex nature of IFFs and organised crime,2  gender stereotypes, which depict women 
as passive and victims, are used to explain the low rates of prosecution of women.3 Gender stereotypes also 
influence assumptions that women are easier to control, prompting criminal networks to place them in leader-
ship positions and giving rise to perceptions that they are victims or pawns 4

Existing sources highlight women’s experiences, their motives for entering IFFs and organised crime, their roles 
in the “grey zone” between victim and perpetrator, as well as their roles of educators conveying the values and 
culture of criminal groups.5

Women involved in organised crime and/or IFFs exhibit varying levels of conscious engagement, 
largely depending on the stage at which they become involved, as well as individual factors.6 Researchers 
studying this issue have reached opposing conclusions: while some argue that many women are coerced by 
family members,7 others maintain that such cases are negligible.8

1   R. Selmini, ‘Women in Organized Crime’, University of Chicago Press, 2020.

2    M. Soudijn, ‘Wives, girlfriends and money laundering’, Emerald Publishing, 2010.

3   OSCE Understanding the role of women in organized crime’, 2023; M. Jaraba, The nexus of women and ‘Clan Crime’: unravelling the dynamics and 
constraints’, Springer, 2024; R. Selmini, ‘Women in Organized Crime’, The University of Chicago Press, 2020.

4   B. Ćorić “The Glass Ceiling Puzzle, Legal Institutions and Shadow Economy, Feminist Economics, 2018.

5    See, e.g., R. Selmini, 2020; A. Guerreiro, S. Gomes, P. Sousa, ‘Feminist Criminology and Women in Organized Crime: A Theoretical Exercise’, Associação 
Portuguesa de Estudos sobre as Mulheres, 2022.

6    M. Soudijn, 2010. 

7    E. Fraser, V. Ahlenback and N. Clugston, ‘Linkages between Gender, VAWG, and SOC in Western Balkans’, UK Aid, 2019; M. Jaraba, 2024.

8   M. Soudijn, 2010.



6 Women and Illicit Finance in the Western Balkans:  
Expanding the Frontiers of Knowledge and Action

Some reasons for joining organised criminal groups and involvement in IFFs, such as economic factors, 
are similar for both men and women.9 Others, which are more important for women, include existing relation-
ships, partners, seeking protection and escaping abuse or prostitution.10  Other factors influencing women’s 
participation in organised crime and/or IFFs include gender inequality, poverty, violence, social norms and limi-
ted access to education and economic opportunities. Economically and socially vulnerable women are more 
susceptible to exploitation within criminal networks. The Global Gender Gap Report (World Economic Forum, 
2023) indicates that no country has achieved full gender equality, while World Bank data show that most of the 
700 million people living in extreme poverty are women. Gender-based violence further increases women’s 
vulnerabilities, with the World Health Organization (WHO) reporting that one in three women has experienced 
intimate partner violence. Social norms and gender stereotypes also limit women’s opportunities, while family 
ties can act as both a risk and a protective factor. In some cases, women are coerced into participating in IFFs 
under pressure from partners or family members, while in others, their families provide them protection.

While men are generally perceived as perpetrators and rarely as victims of crime, women are seen as passive 
participants and very rarely as organisers, to the point of statistical insignificance.11 However, there is increa-
sing evidence that women play a significant role in IFFs, depending on the type of crime and criminal 
organisation.12 Some studies indicate that women frequently participate in money laundering as accomplices 
to their partners or family members, carrying out tasks such as opening bank accounts, transferring money or 
purchasing assets.13

Most sources related to the Western Balkans are publications by civil society or international organisations 
focusing on other aspects of women’s roles in organised crime rather than their role in IFFs.14 In the Western 
Balkan context, literature indicates that women are often invisible actors in IFFs, impeding their prosecution. Ac-
cording to available data, only 4-7% of prosecuted IFF-related cases involve women. Women’s roles in criminal 
networks in the region are mostly non-violent and involve financial operations and money laundering15.

International Standards

International standards provide the foundation for combating IFFs and emphasise the importance of integra-
ting the gender perspective into legal and institutional frameworks. The key instruments include United Nations 
(UN) conventions, Financial Action Task Force (FATF) recommendations, European Union (EU) law and Council 
of Europe conventions which set guidelines for preventing financial crime and protecting women in these 
processes.

UN treaties play a crucial role in recognising the gender dimension of crime. The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children (Palermo Protocol) to the UN Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime mandates the protection of victims of human trafficking, particularly 
women and children, as well as conducting research and campaigns to mitigate the socio-economic factors 

9   OSCE, 2023; F. Mejdini and K. Amerhauser, ‘Resilient Balkans: Gender and Organized Crime’, Resilience Fund, Global Initiative Against Transnational 
Organized Crime, 2022.

10   A. Guerreiro, 2022; OSCE, 2023.

11  UNODC, Organized crime and gender: issues relating to the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, Issue Paper, 2022, p. 12, available 
at: https://sherloc.unodc.org/cld/uploads/pdf/Issue_Paper_Organized_Crime_and_Gender_1.pdf. 

12   R. Selmini (2020); A. Guerreiro, 2022.

13   See, inter alia, Adriana E. Rivera-Garza, “The Role of Women in Money Laundering in Latin America,” Journal of Money Laundering Control, 2018; M. 
Jaraba, 2024.

14   See, e.g. F. Mejdini (2022); E. Fraser (2019); A. Stanojoska, D. Dimovski, E. Maksimova, ‘The Handbook on Female Criminality in the Former Yugoslav 
Countries’, Springer, 2023.

15   D. Stanković, Little Black Book of Organized Crime in Western Balkans, Belgrade Centre for Security Studies, 2022.
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making them vulnerable. Gender mainstreaming is considered the key aspect of the full implementation of the 
UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime.16 In addition, the UN Convention against Corruption 
(UNCAC) promotes transparency and accountability in the fight against corruption, recognising its dispropor-
tionate impact on women, while the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) obliges states to eliminate discrimination and ensure women have equal access to 
economic resources, which is essential for preventing their exploitation through IFFs.

Within the realm of “soft law,” FATF recommends the analysis of gender risks in money laundering and terro-
rist financing, while the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) highlight the need to improve gender 
equality and strengthen institutions. At the European level, the Council of Europe’s Istanbul Convention 
and the EU legal framework for combating money laundering indirectly contribute to protecting women 
from economic exploitation.

Key Research Findings

This research highlights the complex and multifaceted roles of women in illicit financial flows in the 
Western Balkans. Depending on their social and economic status, level of education, access to prote-
ction, and broader social environment,women are perpetrators, accomplices, victims or witnesses. 
These roles often remain invisible to judicial, law enforcement and financial institutions due to deeply rooted 
gender stereotypes,limited legal frameworks,  and insufficient institutional awareness and capacity to identify 
gender patterns in criminal activities. A particularly concerning finding is that women are often coerced into 
participating in illicit activities under threat or duress of their partners or other family members, fearing violence 
and stigma.  Consequently, they are often unintentional accomplices — coerced or manipulated into criminal 
roles — but above all, they are victims of multiple forms of exploitation. This exploitation, often accompanied by 
physical, psychological and economic abuse, further exacerbates their marginalisation  and limits their ability to 
escape the criminal milieu. Economic dependence, social stereotypes, and structural inequality render 
them particularly vulnerable and easily instrumentalised.

Women appearing as perpetrators in IFFs often take on roles requiring administrative or legal skills. 
They are usually formally registered as company owners used as fronts for money laundering. They rarely wield 
actual control over operations in such situations; rather, they serve as a “protective buffer” for male network le-
aders. Women acting as accomplices provide logistical support, transfer money and maintain communication 
between network members. Criminal groups often use women for these tasks, assuming they will attract less 
attention of the authorities. In addition, in some cases, women are involved in financial transactions or property 
arrangements to conceal the criminal activities of their husbands or sons, which may be linked to legal exempti-
ons from testifying against close relatives in certain jurisdictions. 

Women also participate in IFFs and organised crime actively and voluntarily, often holding key po-
sitions in economic crime, particularly in cases of complex tax fraud schemes. There have been cases 
of embezzlement, tax evasion, and abuse of office in which the women were the masterminds of the criminal 
schemes, leveraging their positions in the banking sector or accounting. 

The factors contributing to women’s involvement in IFFs include traditional gender stereotypes, cul-
tural norms, socio-economic inequalities, as well as family dynamics and gender-based violence. 
These circumstances result in women being either forced into criminal activities or in accepting them due to 

16   UNODC, Organized Crime and Gender: Issues Relating to the United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime (Issue Paper 2022).
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economic dependence or fear of violence and marginalisation. At the same time, institutions in the Western 
Balkans - judicial systems, police and financial regulators - fail to sufficiently recognise women’s roles as active 
participants, leading to inadequate responses to the specific patterns of their involvement in IFFs. The absen-
ce of gender-sensitive policies and training further exacerbates the identification and prosecution of female 
actors, be they victims or perpetrators.

Western Balkan laws and institutions do not adequately address the gender dimension of IFFs, re-
sulting in inconsistent administration of justice and impeding the collection of statistical data. Anot-
her aggravating circumstance is the lack of training of law enforcement, prosecutorial and judicial authorities in 
handling cases in which women are directly involved in criminal networks. National statistics rarely disaggrega-
te data by gender, making it impossible to obtain a clear picture of the actual scale of the problem or to develop 
effective prevention and prosecution measures. Furthermore, gender-sensitive training on financial crime is 
either non-existent or sporadic and incomplete.

As per international standards, the analysis has shown that they are not consistently applied in We-
stern Balkan countries, particularly with respect to the identification and suppression of gender ste-
reotypes and economic abuse.

Finally, the research underscores the need for a shift in perspective: from viewing women solely as 
marginal or passive actors to understanding the full complexity of their roles. Although many inter-
national donors’ development activities focus on combating illicit finance, corruption, and serious organised 
crime, and overall strategies promote gender equality, initiatives remain largely gender-blind in most cases. In 
this sense, integration of international standards and comparative practice examples can serve as a framework 
for reform processes in Western Balkan countries, enabling more effective identification and suppression of 
gender-based patterns of IFFs. That is the only way to genuinely improve institutional response and develop 
comprehensive, gender-sensitive policies in this area.

Key Recommendations

Recommendations for improving the fight against IFFs and organised crime in the Western Balkans are based 
on the research findings, pointing to the need for an in-depth reform of the institutional approach, as well as 
societal attitudes towards women’s role in crime:

Western Balkan countries  should further improve their legal and institutional frameworks, data colle-
cting systems, relevant policies, and  the capacities  of law enforcement, judicial and financial in-
stitutions, taking into account the complex gender dimensions  in combating IFFs and organised 
crime. Lack of a legal framework explicitly recognising gender dynamics in IFFs can lead to inconsistent pro-
secution and lenient penalties for those who exploit women or keep them in a criminal environment. It may 
also result in impunity for the actual perpetrators of money laundering, while women who have been coerced 
or abused into committing criminal acts are prosecuted and convicted instead. Ultimately, this perpetuates 
injustice and reinforces the victimization of women. Therefore, specific measures should include improving the 
criminal legislation to reflect the realities in which women find themselves, including situations where they are 
formally accomplices but have in fact been compelled to participate.

Western Balkan countries should systematically collect and analyse gender-disaggregated data, the 
lack of which precludes precise examination of the patterns of roles that women occupy and the 
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development of effective anti-IFF strategies. Such statistics should include data on the various roles of 
women in IFFs, including those formally registered as owners of companies used for money laundering, ac-
complices in transferring illicit funds, victims of coercion and economic abuse, as well as those in leadership 
positions in criminal networks. 

Staff of law enforcement, judicial and financial institutions should be trained in collecting and 
analysing gender-specific data on IFFs. Lack of knowledge about women’s roles in IFFs and of gender-spe-
cific data reduces the possibility of creating effective prevention policies. Therefore, all institutions, including 
financial intelligence agencies, should apply gender analysis and statistically capture women’s involvement in 
IFFs to facilitate the integration of the data in regional strategies. This includes improving the methodology for 
collecting gender-disaggregated data, clearly defining the forms of women’s involvement in IFFs and continuo-
usly exchanging such data at the regional level.

Western Balkan countries should also introduce measures for monitoring and evaluating their an-
ti-money laundering strategies to determine whether their methodologies adequately address spe-
cific risks related to women. They should develop gender-focused indicators for that purpose and regularly 
present the collected results to the public and international bodies responsible for assessing progress. These 
indicators should accurately describe the various levels of women’s involvement, from marginalised and forcibly 
engaged women to those holding leadership positions in criminal groups. Such an approach would create a 
more realistic picture of the allocation of roles in IFFs and open space for more targeted interventions.

Western Balkan countries should establish more transparent systems for registering and tracking 
the real owners of businesses, with particular attention to protecting women who have been explo-
ited as nominal owners. 

Western Balkan institutions should enhance cooperation with international organisations to levera-
ge the experiences and knowledge of various stakeholders involved in IFF issues.

Western Balkan countries should develop legal, psychological and economic support programmes 
for victims to facilitate women’s rehabilitation and reintegration outside the criminal milieu. The 
national authorities and international donors should focus on building support mechanisms for wo-
men who wish to leave criminal networks or have been forcibly drawn into money laundering and 
related activities. The research indicates that women are often targets of various forms of blackmail, mani-
pulation or violence, leading to their long-term dependence on criminal networks. These networks carefully 
assign roles to women to minimise the risk of detection. At the same time, societal taboos, shame and fear of 
stigmatisation prevent many women from reporting cases of coercion or exploitation. This is why special emp-
hasis should be placed on psychological, legal and economic support, not only to protect victims, but to enable 
long-term prevention and reduce the risk of re-engagement in crime as well. 

Donor organisations should adopt a gender-sensitive approach to project design, directing funds 
towards women’s economic and legal empowerment. Local organisations, which often have the closest 
contact with vulnerable groups, should receive long-term support and be included in project decision-ma-
king processes. To ensure the sustainability of results, a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods in 
project monitoring and evaluation is recommended, alongside the organisation of regional forums and online 
platforms for sharing knowledge and experience. This would create a stronger regional network of actors com-
mitted to the effective and sustainable suppression of IFFs. 
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The development of a Resource Centre is essential to support programme and project teams throu-
ghout the design, implementation, and evaluation stages. This Centre should include a multidisciplinary 
team of experts and offer capacity-building activities to promote gender mainstreaming. It should also function 
as a knowledge hub, sharing lessons learned and influencing government policies. Gender-sensitive research 
and policy papers should be conducted to deepen understanding and ensure the sustainability of gender ini-
tiatives. In-depth gender-sensitive analyses should be integrated into programme and project development, 
assessing the legal frameworks, identifying gender-discriminatory provisions and examining workforce compo-
sition and leadership representation. Key gender mainstreaming principles should be applied in all pro-
gramme and project cycle management stages, including the development of gender-responsive 
outcomes and indicators and safeguard mechanisms to prevent projects from exacerbating gender 
inequalities. 

Recommendations for the financial sector and non-government actors call for awareness-raising 
through various communication channels and education, as well as regular updating of risk asse-
ssment procedures. 

Western Balkan countries should also initiate public dialogue on gender stereotypes, as the tacit belief 
that women are less suspicious participants in financial misconduct allows organised crime networks to instru-
mentalise them for money transfers, administrative tasks or asset concealment. Precisely this leads to situations 
where women’s responsibility is either minimised or overlooked, impeding prosecution and preventing a preci-
se comprehension of their roles. There is a particular need for the education and sensitisation not only 
of the staff of law enforcement agencies, the judiciary and financial institutions, but of society at 
large as well. Given that one of the biggest issues is the gender stereotype portrayal of women as inherently 
“non-participants” in financial crime, media and educational campaigns should highlight numerous cases whe-
re women actively contribute to IFFs or are coerced into them. This would help dismantle prejudices and im-
prove the identification of various mechanisms of exploitation. At the same time, it would provide both victims 
and potential perpetrators with the opportunity to more easily find their way to institutions offering advisory, 
psychological and legal assistance. 
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