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1. Introduction 

 
Before the recent wave of emigration, Croatia was also among those countries 
with the strongest and most long-standing emigration caused by many histori- 
cal, political and economic circumstances (Čizmić, Sopta and Šakić, 2005: 
14).1 During the emigrations of the 1960s and 1970s, Croats mostly migrated 
to the Federal Republic of Germany. In 1972, workers coming from the areas 
of the former SFR Yugoslavia were the largest group among all groups of for- 
eign workers in BR Germany, reaching a number of nearly 500,000 (Ivanović, 
V., 2012). 

There is no doubt that today’s migration is primarily directed at Germany.2 
Additional reasons for this lie with the extensive Croatian networks formed in 
the past and the tradition of Croatian emigration to Germany. For a long period 
of time, numerous settlements have existed in Croatia and BiH in which there 
are more citizens living in Germany than in their hometowns. Family, relatives 
and friends play a very important role in the entire phenomenon of emigration 
(Jurić, 2017). 

During the past 30 years, nearly 8 million people are estimated to have left 
the region of Southeastern Europe. This large outflow from Southeastern Eu- 
rope amounted to about 17% of the early-1990s population (Atoyan et all, 
2016). According to Atoyan et all. (2016), between 1990 and 2012, outward 
migration from Southeastern Europe shaved off more than 8 percentage points 
from cumulative population growth. As a result, local populations in most 
countries in the region have been stagnant or shrinking.3 

Analysis of detailed migration data available at national statistical offices 
of the new EU member states showed that average characteristics of emigrants 

 

1 This article is partly inspired by our publication in Croatia: Jurić, T. (2017). Suvremeno 
iseljavanje Hrvata u Njemačku: characteristics i motivi u: Migracijske i etničke teme 
no. 33, and the author’s book Jurić, T. (2018). Iseljavanje Hrvata u Njemačku. Gubimo 
li Hrvatsku?. Školska knjiga Zagreb. 

2 This is also shown by the official data of the Croatian Statistical Office (migration of 
the population from the Republic of Croatia in 2016 and 2017). 

3 Jurić, T, (2018.) 
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from NMS are similar across countries. The main destination country for most 
countries in the sample was Germany (Draženović, Kunovac, Pripužić, 2018). 

With the accession of the Republic of Croatia to the European Union in 
2013, the emigration of Croats to Germany has increased. The first big emi- 
gration happened in the 1960s and 1970s, and the second occurred during the 
‘homeland war’ (1992–1995). Massive emigration from Croatia begun in July 
2015, when Germany opened its labour market for workers with Croatian pass- 
ports. Although most Croatian politicians and scientists expected moderate in- 
fluence, Croatia’s accession to the EU proved to be an important impetus for 
emigration as it created new perspectives and alternatives in the search for a 
better life (Jurić 2018.). We observe that emigration is intensifying with every 
year since Croatia joined the EU, and that it has been increasing since 2015, 
2016, 2017 and 2018 in particular (for more detailed information, see below). 

The main and basic goal of this research was to determine the motivation 
of Croats to emigrate to Germany. The paper presents the results of the research 
into the motives and characteristics of the recent immigration of Croats into 
the Federal Republic of Germany. It is based on our research carried out in 
Germany, some of which has already been published in Croatia in the book 
Iseljavanje Hrvata u Njemačku. Gubimo li Hrvatsku? (Jurić 2018). 

 

2. Methodology 

 
The research was based on a quantitative methods, surveys and online surveys 
during the year 2017 in Germany on a sample that consisted of 1,200 Croats 
who emigrated to Germany since the country joined the EU. The sample was 
collected in Germany through the network of Croatian Catholic missions, the 
native Croatian language supplementary instruction and Facebook group: 
‘Let’s go Abroad – Germany (Idemo u svijet-Njemačka)’. 

The survey consisted of several segments: socio-demographic and socio- 
economic data of respondents were collected, migration histories of families, 
motivation to emigrate, values and beliefs, satisfaction with living in Germany, 
attitudes towards Germany and Croatia, and plans of returning in the future. In 
the analyses, the focus is on the description of the situation and the production 
of possible connections between the individual components. 

Extensive data analysis was conducted, capturing and comparing different 
emigration data sources. Evaluation is based on data from the Croatian Statis- 
tical Office and the German Federal Statistical Office (DESTATIS). 
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3. Contemporary emigration of croats to Germany 

 
Evaluation of the number of the latest emigration wave is based on data from 
the Croatian Statistical Office and the German Federal Statistical Office 
(DESTATIS). 

While official Croatian statistics for the period from 2013 to 2016 report 
102,000 emigrants (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2017), emigration flow from 
Croatia are on average 2.6 times higher compared to official statistical data, 
amounting to 300,000 of people or more leaving Croatia in the 2013–2018 pe- 
riod. 

It should be noted that there is still a significant number of Croatian emi- 
grants who are not registered at Croatian or German official statistics. This fact 
is the biggest limitation of migration research at the current time. Although 
there is a law according to which the departing person has to inform the Min- 
istry, this is not adhered to in practice because there are no penalties for not 
informing. This accounts for the mismatch in data between the actual status of 
migration statistics and Croatian official statistics (Akrap, Strmota and Ivanda, 
2017). 

Before Croatia joined the EU, the number of Croats in Germany, including 
those of Croatian origin, was around 367,000. The German data puts this num- 
ber at 240,543 before EU accession (Destatis, 2015). According to Croatian 
Catholic missions in Germany for the year 2001, there were 308,337 Croats in 
Germany, while the data of the German archdiocese differ slightly. This num- 
ber refers to all Croats, Croatians from Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
from other parts of former Yugoslavia (Jurić, 2018.). 

Polegubić (2015: 284) also shows that there were between 350,000 and 
400,000 Croats in Germany in 2001, despite German statistics that stated over 
220,000, and based on church registers of Croatian Catholic missions in Ger- 
many. It is known that a considerable number of Croats in Germany ‘worked 
under the table’ so they were not recorded in any statistics. 

According to data from the Federal Institute for Statistics of the Federal 
Republic of Germany, since the accession of Croatia to the EU by 2018, there 
were about 250,000 Croatian citizens that moved to Germany, of whom almost 
100,000 were previously employed. 

According to the document Free Mobility Monitoring: Migration of EU 
Citizens to Germany, 37,060 Croats arrived in Germany in 2014, compared to 
50,628 in 2015; 51,163 in 2016, 50,283 in 2017. Compared to the years before 
entering the EU, the jump is even as high as 1000% (Freizügigkeitsmonitoring, 
2017). 
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Figure 1. Croatian citizens registered in Germany 
 

 

Source: Destatis, http://www.destatis.de/ - own editing 

Figure 2. Emigrants from Croatia to Germany 2010 – 2018 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Own editing: Source: Free Mobility Monitoring: Migration of EU Citizens to Germany, 
Jahresberg 2016, Federal Office for Migration and Refugees, Research Center Migration, 
Integration and Asylum, Nuremberg, 2017a. 

http://www.destatis.de/
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Our research confirms the assumption that emigration trends are stable and that 
the wave of emigration has not diminished.4 

The most numerous Croatian immigrants are young people between the 
ages of 25 and 44, more specifically between the ages of 20 and 40. In addition, 
there are many children under the age of 12, which proves that entire families 
migrate (Jurić, 2018). 

Research by Peračković and Rihtar (2016) has shown that almost every 
third Croatian (31%) under the age of 40 thinks about emigration often or that 
they seriously plan to emigrate, while after 40 years of age this share drops to 
6.2%. The benefits of immigration of such young population to Germany are 
best explained by the fact that over the past five years the proportion of highly 
skilled workers among immigrants from the EU was the same as it was 
amongst the local population (Schellinger, 2015). 

Draženović, Kunovac & Pripužić (2018) show that the average emigrant 
from EU new member states in 2016 was between 31 and 37 years old, indi- 
cating that emigration affects the younger members of the population. 

The median age of the total population is rapidly increasing, which in most 
countries widens the gap between the average population and average emigrant 
age. This situation makes the emigration outflows of relatively younger citi- 
zens even more concerning in terms of the long-term sustainability of social 
services (such as public pensions and health) (Ibid). 

 

4. Germany’s role 

 
Croatia, as an economically and demographically underdeveloped country, is 
much more vulnerable to strong migratory forces during globalisation pro- 
cesses than it is capable of enduring, and by joining the EU, whose core value 
is labour mobility, Croatia’s position is even weaker (Mesić, 2014: 176).5 

Although Germany has no strategy to largely empty parts of Croatia and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, this is nevertheless occuring. According to a study by the 
Bertelsmann Stiftung (2015), the number of people able to work in Germany 
will be reduced from about 45 million today to less than 29 million by the year 
2050, which represents a decline of one third of all workers. As Germany’s 
population ages, these problems will grow. Even now, German hospitals and 
care homes need more medical staff (DW.com, 01.08.2018). 

Therefore, Germany is forced to import a minimum of 500,000 workers 
every year to keep the labour market and pension system functioning at its 

 

4 Jurić,T, (2020), The EU-migration of Croats to Germany – case study of migration from 
Southeastern Europe Südosteuropa. Journal of Politics and Society, 2020. 

5 Jurić, 2018 
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current level. However, migration from EU countries will decline in the future 
due to the general demographic deficit in the EU. Future immigrants must be 
‘imported’ from large regions – from India and Pakistan to Africa – or put 
simply, from countries with large cultural differences and poor education sys- 
tems (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2015). Therefore, it is clear that Germany will be 
very important in the incoming years in its role of introducing large numbers 
of workers from the countries of the EU and Europe as a whole.6 

For this reason, a continuation of the emigration of young workers of all 
educational levels and of various professions from Croatia is to be expected. 
On the other hand, Croats are ideally suited for the needs of the German econ- 
omy because their educational level and their way of life are adapted to the 
needs of German society and the labour market even before their immigration. 
The integration of Croats in Germany costs several times less than the integra- 
tion of immigrants from Arab and African countries (Sinn, 2018). Croatians 
are very well integrated into the German economy, with the unemployment 
rate among them at 5.6% – much lower than the average rate of around 14% 
for all immigrants (DESTATIS). 

Every highly educated person costs Croatia an estimated 130,000 euros, 
and every middle school educated costs estimated 25,000 euros. Thus, the 
country spends more than a billion euros annually on educating workers who 
leave the country 

 

5. Research results 

 
5.1 Who emigrates? 

 
Nowadays, well-educated, working and married people are much more in- 
clined to migrate from Croatia, which was not the case with previous migra- 
tions in the 20th century. The so-called subjective motives are also not negligi- 
ble, since a large number of emigrants expect subjective gains from emigration. 
They are motivated to learn something new and to learn or develop within their 
own profession (Jurić 2017). 

Before emigration, 55.3% of the respondents were employed. Most of the 
respondents usually completed middle school or high school (60.7%). The re- 
search carried out by Župarić-Iljić (2016) coincides with ours and shows that 
the number of persons with secondary education who have left the country in 
the most productive working and child-bearing ages has doubled (Župarić-Iljić, 

 

6 Jurić,T, (2020), The EU-migration of Croats to Germany – case study of migration from 
Southeastern Europe Südosteuropa. Journal of Politics and Society, 2020. 
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2016: 6). The proportion of highly educated people of the sample is 37.8%. 
Thus, the proportion of highly educated is 12% higher than in Croatia in the 
age group of 25 to 40 years (DZS 2011, 2012, 2013). 

According to study of Atoyan et all. (2016) emigrants, particularly those 
with transferable skills, appear to leave countries with weak institutions and 
travel to those with good ones. Control of corruption, freedom of speech and 
accountability, rule of law, and government effectiveness indicators are cur- 
rently all notably weaker in SEE countries than in Western Europe. 

As better educated people are more likely to demand and drive change in societies, 

this is suggestive of a negative feedback loop from permanent high-skill emigra- 
tion to weaker governance that, in turn, has likely fueled more outflows of better 
educated people. Weaker governance likely also discourages the entry of foreign 
talent leading to an adverse balance of outflows and inflows of talent, which un- 
dermines long-term growth prospects (Ariu and Squicciarini 2013). 

Regarding regional affiliation, most people emigrated from the area of Zagreb 
and the surrounding area as well as Slavonia and Baranja (60% of all respond- 
ents are from these two regions). Thus, not all areas in Croatia are subject to 
the same emigration process. Emigration is lowest in regions with the highest 
tourism profits (Southern Dalmatia and Istria) (Župarić-Iljić, 2016: 6). 

However, our research does not confirm the neoclassical economical as- 
sumption used in the research by Fassmann and Hintermann (1997), namely 
that the highest percentage of migrants can be found from regions with the 
greatest economic problems. Also, this is not true of the unemployed (Jurić, 
2020). 

Our research is consistent with the assumption of Božić and Burić (2005: 
16, 23) that proved that people who mostly emigrate are those who have the 
most chance of benefiting from the change in residence: 

• young people who have long years of service before them, 
• people who do not have a strong sense of family commitment, 

• those who feel they have the knowledge, skills and abilities that they can cap- 
italise well on the job market, ie. with better education, 

• those who already have a migration experience and speak foreign languages 
(Jurić, 2020). 

Of course, emigration also depends on many other aspects, such as the already 
mentioned presence of ethnic networks in the country of immigration. 

However, our study does not prove Božić and Burić’s assumption that un- 
employment or the inability to find a suitable position in their own profession 
are the main reasons for emigration. Moreover, an essential feature of this 
wave of emigration is that entire families emigrate, which in the former emi- 
gration waves to Germany was not or was very rarely the case. 
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5.2 Reasons for emigration 

 
For most respondents, motivation for emigrating from the homeland can be 
found in incompetent politicians, inefficient judicial authorities and war profi- 
teers, so-called ‘state capture’ (Hellmann, 2000). 

Figure 3. Reasons for emigration (number of respondents who agree with the statement) 
 

 

Source: Jurić,T, (2018.)), 

From the graph above, it can be seen that respondents feel that the main reasons 
for emigration are incompetent political elites and inefficient justice, as well 
as criminal acts in privatisation and transition. This results in social, economic 
and legal insecurity (Jurić, 2018). 

The main trigger of corruption in Croatia is the private interest of the 
power elite. From the research on corruption in Croatia, we see that even 62% 
of respondents expect to find themselves in a need of committing a corrupt 
action if they wish a more efficient and faster solution to a problem that they 
experience (Report on the evaluation of the corruption in 2016). This points to 
the very low confidence of Croatian citizens in public and state institutions. 
Most do not believe that there is real readiness of the state to resolutely address 
the corrupt practices within its ranks. 

This is also proven by the Eurobarometer survey (2018) which displayed 
that the level of distrust in political parties in Croatia in 2018 was extremely 
high at 91%. All these factors point to the problem of low levels of political 
trust in Croatia and its effect on emigration. 

A recent study on emigration in Eastern Europe (Atoyan et all, 2016) ar- 
gues that emigration, especially the emigration of higher educated people, has 
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been associated with weaker governance (Smoljanec D., 2019). Poprawe 
(2015) shows clearly that corruption increases emigration, since it retards the 
economic development of the country and creates an insecure living and eco- 
nomic environment. 

Croatia can be viewed as a country where the system change has not af- 
fected the personnel of the elite: those who were privileged in the past remain 
privileged in the present (Šimić Banović, 2019, according to Smoljanec D., 
2019). 

During its slow and painful transition Croatia managed to emulate formal struc- 

tures of democratic capitalism, such as private property, political parties, and reg- 
ular elections. Nevertheless, at a more substantive level, the country still lacks de- 
personalized institutions aimed at holding the ruling elite in check and fostering 
merit-based elites (Petak & Kotarski, 2019: 5-9). 

Figure 4. Emigration motives 
 

 

Source: Jurić,T, (2018.) 

Once again, Figure 4 shows that the following emigration motives dominate: 

a) legal uncertainty and dysfunctional institutions b) immorality of the political 
elites, c) corruption and nepotism. 

However, we do not want to dispute the economic motives for the emigra- 
tion of a large number of Croatian citizens. The problems of a weak constitu- 
tional state and weak economy are interconnected, e.g. poor public administra- 
tion and the law lead to socio-economic disadvantages of the majority of citi- 
zens and, thus, to the instability of the social order and democratic deficits of 
the political system. These all contribute to uncertainty and low living stand- 
ards (Jurić, 2017). 

The results of our study have shown that in the case of emigration, the 
Croatian pushing factors are be stronger than the German pull factors. 
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The following factors also dominate in the interviews: corruption, legal 
uncertainty and the immorality of the political elites. In short, injustice, not 
poverty, has induced Croats to move to Germany (Jurić, 2018.). 

A large proportion of respondents emphasised the need for security, which 
most found in Germany as a perceived welfare state. This part of the results 
shows that the largest number of emigrants value security most highly, along 
with the value of family. The emigrants estimated that they cannot achieve a 
sufficient level of security (social, political, legal and economic) in Croatia. 
They no longer want to feel the insecurity and humiliation they experienced 
over the last 30 years. In Germany, they hope for a regular life and not for 
wealth. Our study clearly shows that most respondents from Croatia do not 
expect material well-being. Research shows that material wealth is not im- 
portant for the majority of Croatian immigrants (Jurić, 2020). 

We also see that people in Croatia long for honesty and good behaviour in 
society. According to 1,200 of our respondents from Croatia, the values of 
honesty and right conduct have not been institutionalised in Croatia: Honesty 
and hard work are not seen as worthwhile. 

The acquisition of new knowledge and skills as well as career development 
and career opportunities are also an important issue for Croatian emigrants 
(whether they are doctors or craftsmen). 

Many young professionals have emigrated because they have not experi- 
enced any possibility of promotion in Croatia. Many complain that there is 
very little personal recognition in the labour market and the existing work ethic. 
The subjective motives are also not negligible since many respondents expect 
‘subjective gains’ in the sense that they want to experience ‘something new in 
life’. A large number of emigrants are of the opinion that they have better ed- 
ucational opportunities for themselves or their children in Germany (Jurić 
2017). 

The number of respondents who decided to leave the country because they 
were unable to repay loans or were financially restrained is also considerable. 
In Croatia, in early 2018, there were 329,000 citizens whose accounts were 
blocked due to debt. 

 

 
5.3 Perception of Germany by the Croatians 

 
It is particularly interesting to look at the results of the assessment of emigrant 
satisfaction with their ‘new life’ in Germany. 

The respondents answered the question: ‘What is your personal attitude 
towards Germany?’ 59.6% answered completely positive, 28.1% reasonably 
positive, 10.5% neither positive nor negative, 1.4% reasonably negative, 0.4% 
completely negative (Jurić, 2018.). 
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Clearly, the perception of Germany is very positive for most Croats. Horn- 
stein Tomic shows in her research that Croats experience Germany as a pros- 
perous country, while Germans regard Croats as friendly but ‘cold people’ 
(Hornstein Tomic, 2014). Even 79% of the respondents are satisfied and only 
3% are dissatisfied with their ‘new life’ in Germany. This is also confirmed by 
the result that 65.2% of the emigrants did not regret having moved to Germany 
(Jurić, 2017). 

80% state that their expectations regarding the improvement of living con- 
ditions in Germany have been fulfilled. 73% of the emigrated Croatian citizens 
are satisfied with their salary in Germany, while only 5% are dissatisfied (Jurić 
2017.) Almost half of the respondents, 47%, had a net salary of up to 500 euros 
in Croatia – so they were below the Croatian average. In Croatia, the average 
salary is HRK 6025 or EUR 802 (HINA, 2017). In comparison, wages in Ger- 
many (DESTATIS 2017) are two to two and a half times higher than in Croatia. 

A series of questions examining the emotional experience of life in Ger- 
many shows that the majority of Croatian immigrants ‘generally feel better’ 
than in their home country. 

The respondents evaluated the statement: ‘In Germany, I generally feel 
better than in my home country’: 51.4% I totally agree, 26.7% I agree, 16.1% 
neutral, 4.0% I partly agree, 1.8% I do not agree. 

It is interesting to note that a large percentage of respondents see Germany 
as their new home. But we have also seen interviews with some emigrants 
pointing out that they suffer a lot and feel cheated by the prospect of a beautiful 
new life in Germany. They are not returning home because they still hope that 
their situation in Germany will improve, whilst they have completely lost hope 
of that happening in Croatia (Jurić 2017). 

 

 
5.4 Returning to Croatia 

 
Our research clearly shows that there will be no return of Croatian emigrants 
from Germany. According to our study, most of them decide to stay in Ger- 
many (85%). Only 15% think about a short or medium term return. 45% could 
possibly return when retired. For 40% of the respondents, returning is com- 
pletely out of the question (Jurić, 2018). 



334 Tado Jurić 
 

 

Figure 5. Synthesis of the answers to the question ‘Why do you not want to return to 
Croatia?’ 

 

Source: Jurić,T, (2018.) 

Since most emigrants point out the immaterial motives for leaving the country, 
these are the most important factors in the decision of not returning to the coun- 
try (Jurić, 2018.). 

 
 

6. Summary 

 
This research tried to illuminate the motives of recent emigration from Croatia 
as a continuation of our research from 2017. It has been shown that the main 
motives of emigration – according to the perception of emigrants – are not eco- 
nomic. The analysis of the emigrants’ positions has shown that the main incen- 

tives to leave the country are emigrant perceptions of the morally collapsed 
society in Croatia and the sense of a ‘stolen’ state by interest groups. Research 
points to a clear link between political ethics, weak institutions and emigration. 

Combining all these factors, most people claim that they have lost confi- 
dence in their homeland and do not believe that Croatian society will succeed 
in becoming a healthy society in a short period of time. 

For most respondents, incompetent politicians, inefficient judicial author- 
ities and war profiteers are responsible for the current situation and the large 
migrations of young people from the country. Immoral political elites, legal 
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insecurity, nepotism and corruption are at the forefront of the motives that have 
contributed to emigration. 
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