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Abstract
Since the economic recession and European Union accession, Croatia has seen a drastic increase
in the emigration of tertiary-educated young people seeking further qualification and employment
abroad. The brain drain has caused grave concern among political parties across the political
spectrum and society as a whole. Recently, however, the tone of discourse has turned from
accusations of national ‘disloyalty’ to engagement with how to mitigate the push factors for
emigration on the one hand, and how to attract educated and successful migrants back to the
country on the other. Changes to the education system are seen by experts and the public alike
as one of the key factors in reducing the mismatch of prevailing education and training programmes with the specialist knowledge requirements of the domestic labour market and in
improving youth employability. However, efforts to introduce urgently needed education reforms
have recently been stalled by a lack of political consensus on aspects of a proposed reform
package and its implementation rooted in the deep ideological rifts of post-socialist transformation. This contribution investigates how the impact of the brain drain, as well a shift towards
recognition of the possible benefits of circular migration, have affected recent discourse on
education policy and the growing involvement of non-governmental organizations and initiatives
in introducing a more practice-based orientation to education on all levels.
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Introduction
As a result of the economic crisis that dragged Croatia into recession in 2008, and the opening
of borders with the European Union (EU) after accession in 2013, Croatia saw a drastic
increase in the emigration of tertiary-educated young people seeking further qualification and
employment abroad. The brain drain has caused grave concern among political parties across
the spectrum and society as a whole as it faces not only the exit of its ‘brightest and best’ but
also sliding natality. In this, Croatia faces very similar challenges to its neighbours of the
Danube Region – in particular, those with a socialist past. The situation is reflected in the
catalogue of key issues listed in the EU’s Strategy for the Danube Region (European
Commission, 2010). The most pressing problems across the region are listed as: negative
demographic developments (declining birth rates and an ageing population) and high youth
unemployment. In addition, the employability of young people is seen as a crucial issue
reflected in the mismatch of prevailing education and training programmes with the actual
specialist needs and knowledge requirements of domestic labour markets (in regard to content, methods and opportunities for further education, this applies both to emerging sectors
of the economy, e.g. ecotourism, as well as to firmly established ones such as the banking and
insurance sector) and a general lack of practical orientation in all stages of education: primary, secondary and tertiary education, as well as in vocational training. Lastly, the issue of
equality in the education system remains acute, especially in view of the widespread discrimination of marginalized population groups such as the Roma community (EUSDR, 2015).
The authors see the so-called ‘brain drain’ as not only narrowly intertwined with demographic trends, youth unemployment and the lack of practice and labour market orientation
in the education system, but also as a component of their increasingly acute interaction. The
emigration of junior trainees and employees in general, especially of young – but also of
senior – professionals and specialists, is perceived in Croatia and the region by some as a
fundamental threat to development, competitiveness and sustainability, in both the EU
member states as well as in (potential) candidate countries (Taleski and Hoppe, 2015).1
Closer scrutiny of the brain drain phenomenon, however, shows that the mobility of qualified employees and young graduates – so-called ‘skilled mobility’ – is not only a consequence of development deficits but also of development progress.2 This can have a positive
impact in the home country; for example, in the form of financial remittances (economic
capital), through the formation of transnational contacts and networks/social remittances
(social capital) and, last but not least, through the cross-border transfer of knowledge and
experiences (cultural capital), which can all contribute to development.3 We believe, therefore, that skilled mobility should not be seen as solely a cause for concern. Instead, it can
also be read as a positive signal depending on how benefits – not only drawn from financial
but, in particular, from social remittances4 – are derived to support the development of the
societies of origin.
Indeed, in Croatia the tone of discourse has in recent years become more diversified:
while traditional accusations of national ‘disloyalty’ on the part of migrants still persist,
ideas on how to mitigate the push factors for emigration – such as the dissatisfactory

Tomic et al.

3

employment situation, or further education needs – on the one hand, and how to attract
educated and successful migrants back to the country on the other hand, have become more
vocal. Changes to the education system are today seen by experts and the public alike as one
of the key factors in reducing the mismatch of prevailing education and training programmes with the specialist knowledge requirements of the changing domestic labour
market and in improving youth employability. Alongside the following observations of
social and political developments relating to youth unemployment and migration in the
past decade, we want to discuss whether the impact of the brain drain as well as a slow
shift towards recognition of the possible benefits of migration for development – and, more
specifically, brain circulation – indeed have created public awareness of the importance of
education and at the same time of migration policy reform. We see the growing involvement
of non-governmental organizations and initiatives in creating a more practice-based education system on all levels as indicative, and also pay attention to the aspect of mobility. The
contribution, therefore, draws on a range of sources: non-governmental organization programmes and conferences, print and social media coverage, informal dialogue as well as
academic research, in order to trace tendencies and developments in political, media and
public discourses which need to translate into a credible agenda for education and, likewise,
for migration policy reform.

Emigration and youth unemployment
With a long history of emigration (see the website: Croatia.eu. The diaspora), Croatia
experienced a new exodus since joining the EU in the summer of 2013, similarly to other
accession countries in the enlargement phases of 2004 and 2007, such as Poland and
Romania. Emigration, which, on average, has seen a steady increase since the mid-1990s,
has been boosted further by pull factors linked to the EU’s free movement of workers. In
addition, migration data provided by the Croatian Bureau of Statistics clearly indicate that
emigration has once again seen relative growth while immigration decreased since the start
of the financial crisis as a result of recession. Since 2009, net migration could no longer be
balanced through immigration and instead dipped into a chronically negative trend.
Between 2013 and 2015, as is evident in Table 1, annual net migration almost quadrupled
from –4884 to –17,945.5
Given a total population of around 4.2 million and a negative birth rate paired with an
ageing society, such figures have caused concern despite Croatia’s tradition of emigration.
Indeed, Croatian society has been shown to be the most prone to emigration in the region.
Authorities put the figure for Croatians living in the diaspora at almost three million, while
other domestic sources give somewhat lower estimates of around 2.5 million.6
However, Croatian official statistics on current migration dynamics appear almost reassuring compared to other sources. In January 2016, the daily Jutarnji List described data
delivered by a spokesman for the German Federal Statistical Office as ‘explosive’ and
‘alarming’, indicating an influx of approximately 120,000 Croats since EU accession
(Turcin, 2016). While closer scrutiny of the methods of data collection, which can sometimes
lead to extremely divergent figures, are beyond the scope of this article – it would be crucial
to first discuss who is registered as an immigrant in Germany or as an emigrant from
Croatia by the respective authorities and from what point in time – this reference at least
conveys an image of media reporting and echoes the overall mood of concern. The article
notes the dramatic increase in emigration since EU accession; it names Germany as the main
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Table 1. International migration of the population of the Republic of Croatia.

2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011a
2012a
2013a
2014a
2015a

Immigrants

Emigrants

Net migration

14,978
14,622
14,541
8468
4985
8534
8959
10,378
10,638
11,706

7692
9002
7488
9940
9860
12,699
12,877
15,262
20,858
29,651

7286
5620
7053
–1472
–4875
–4165
–3918
–4884
–10,220
–17,945

a

In order to harmonize the international migration statistics with international standards and the
acquis communautaire, data since 2011 have been processed according to a new methodology.
Source: Croatian Bureau of Statistics (www.dzs.hr).

destination country for migrants from Croatia;7 it identifies the young unemployed and
tertiary-educated experts as an especially mobile population group (indeed their share
among emigrants is higher than their rate among Croatia’s total population); it determines
the social and economic crises as push factors; and it warns about growing negative demographic trends as a consequence of emigration and its impact on social systems.
In the prolonged recession since the financial crisis, Croatia (45.1%), together with Greece
(49.5%) and Spain (47.5%), retained its position among the EU countries with the highest
rates of youth unemployment (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2016).8 In 2016, youth unemployment dropped for the first time since the start of the crisis in Croatia (28.8%), and to a lower
extent also in Greece (46.7%) and Spain (42.6%). Without being able to provide deeper
analysis of such data here,9 we suggest that the decrease might be a reflection of emigration
rates rather than of rising employment.10
As already mentioned, for some time a public discussion has been ongoing on whether
not only the economic situation but also the education system, which is in urgent need of
reform, the lack of practical relevance that marks training in general and insufficient communication between the education and economic sectors, have played a causal role here.
According to figures for 2015, while Croatia has the lowest level of early leavers from
education in the EU (2.8% compared to the EU average of 11%), tertiary education attainment is lower, with more university students dropping out of their studies (European
Commission, 2016: 1; 30.9% of 30- to 34-year-olds have attained tertiary education compared to the EU average of 38.7%). What gives reason for concern is that only 62.6% of
recent tertiary graduates found employment within one to three years of graduation, compared to the EU average of 76.9%. A higher education degree has, therefore, not provided a
ticket to a job, and while this situation is mainly attributed to the impact of low economic
growth, there have been indications for some time from the private sector that graduates
lack key employability skills required by potential employers such as technical, foreign
language, management and problem-solving skills (Lowther, 2004: 16–18). Economists
have also reflected on how the mismatch between higher education and the needs of a
rapidly changing and increasingly internationalized labour market continue to impede the
country’s competitiveness (Bejakovic, 2014: 93–115).
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Table 2. International migration of the population, by age and sex, 2015.
Immigrants

Emigrants

Age

Total

Men

Women

Total

Men

Women

Total
0–4
5–9
10–14
15–19
20–24
25–29
30–34
35–39
40–44
45–49
50–54
55–59
60–64
65–69
70–74
75 and over

11,706
303
248
261
620
1223
1462
1274
1137
948
819
738
662
702
627
284
398

6541
172
131
122
331
619
780
734
676
573
486
459
369
351
391
177
170

5165
131
117
139
289
604
682
540
461
375
333
279
293
351
236
107
228

29,651
1252
1480
1551
1442
2062
2980
2931
3064
2895
2667
2158
1613
1363
1048
515
630

15,936
670
754
800
787
1073
1583
1602
1659
1536
1524
1273
886
674
551
282
282

13,715
582
726
751
655
989
1397
1329
1405
1359
1143
885
727
689
497
233
348

Source: Croatian Bureau of Statistics (www.dzs.hr).

Against this background, the discussion on mobility has become more differentiated:
negative, sometimes alarmist, media reporting on the brain drain and youth unemployment,
which still remains high despite some signs of economic recovery, is being counterbalanced
by more fact-based reports and positive commentary on migration and mobility. Public
discourse on the difficult labour market situation and emigration has thus shifted slightly
from being problem-oriented to becoming more solution-oriented. Finally, given the comparatively high share of emigrants between 20 and at least 40 years of age – almost as many
women as men, see Table 2 – and the outflow of much-needed professionals such as doctors
and medical personnel, it has become expedient to think about how to encourage return. It
is clear that this alone cannot compensate the negative demographic and economic consequences of emigration. While the need for a pro-active immigration policy has barely
entered discussion in this young southeast European and new EU member state – compared
to the discourses and practices of western and northern EU members – and has only been
touched upon in the light of Europe’s refugee crisis, increasing openness towards Croatians
abroad and the de-ideologization of domestic discourse on the diaspora, as well as an
intensification of relations with representatives of the second generation who have settled
in Croatia since the transition from socialism,11 point towards a gradual shift in thinking
and an opening up to people coming from abroad or returning.12

Structural and quality deficits in the education system
Broad consensus exists among experts and politicians that reform is much needed in order to
better prepare young people for the labour market and challenges of the future. Discourse
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on the modernization of the education system has been triggered not only by the brain drain
and high rate of jobless youth outlined above, but also by attainment surveys such as the
2012 OECD Programme for International Student Assessment of 15-year-olds that found
that 29.9% of pupils in Croatia had weaker mathematics skills than the EU-25 average of
22.1%, though science and reading skills produced results around the average (European
Commission, 2015: 4). Pupils going into higher education were found to overwhelmingly
prefer the social sciences to science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
subjects, though interest in technical studies rose slightly between the academic years
2008–2009 and 2013–14 (https://www.azvo.hr/hr/vrednovanja/44-statistike). STEM studies
are widely perceived as ‘difficult’ and – revealingly – ‘too difficult for girls’. On the other end
of the education system, despite a steady increase since the mid-2000s, the participation rate
in early childhood education is one of the lowest in Europe (72.4% in 2014 compared to the
EU average of 94.3%; European Commission, 2016: 3).
As elsewhere in the region, the flagging economy has impacted on government investment
in education on all levels. In 2015, public expenditure as a percentage of gross domestic
product fell back to slightly below the EU average (4.7%, compared to 4.9% for the EU)
after briefly surging to 5.1% in 2013, and absolute expenditure contracted from 2013 to 2014
(European Commission, 2016: 2). Apart from chronic under-funding, structural weaknesses
remain unresolved despite being addressed by various surveys as well as by the national
education strategies, and plans for curricular reform are outlined in the next section.
Decentralization has yet to be systematically rolled out to combat what a study published
in 2004 described as the ‘rigid, hierarchical and opaque governance and management of the
education system’ characterized by conflicting authorities, poor transparency in budget
allocation and a lack of synergy (legislative, professional and institutional) for system
change (Lowther, 2004: 19–20). On the other hand, EU accession has brought financial
assistance to support educational reform during the 2014–2020 period, accompanied by
measures to encourage spending efficiency and monitoring. Poor facilities in many schools
and the training of teachers in new technologies and methods are areas in which more action
is required. In this connection, the draft curriculum published in 2016 highlights the need for
a unified system for evaluating learning outcomes (see www.kurikulum.hr/wp-content/
uploads/2016/02/ONK-18.2-POPODNE-2.pdf).
Meanwhile, increased attention to the role of competitiveness and performance in the
market economy has not only entered discourse on education as will be shown below, but
also brought to light further deficits lurking in the transition from the education system to
the workforce, where Croatia is seen trailing behind in the percentage of employees with
tertiary education: 18.5% compared to the EU average of 26% (Bejakovic, 2014: 96;
European Commission, 2016: 3).

State initiatives for education reform
In the first years following the turn of the millennium, the ‘knowledge society’ came to the
fore as the leading model for strategic development policy and, along with this, the national
education system came under inspection as the crucible for such a society. The 2010
National Curriculum Framework (NCF) for pre-school, general compulsory and secondary
education set out ‘Knowledge, competences, success and competitiveness’ as strategic goals
in the transition to a system based on student achievement and learning outcomes rather
than content (Ministry of Science, Education and Sports of the Republic of Croatia, 2010:
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5).13 Importantly, the NCF called for the greater transparency of educational institutions
and closer cooperation between educational institutions and parents/legal guardians, the
local community and ‘a wider community’. A widely debated state matura exam was introduced in the 2009–2010 academic year as a result of this document.
The Social Democrat-led coalition that came into government in late 2011 went a step
further and created a comprehensive Strategy for Education, Science and Technology,
which was to be the main motor of extensive reform. Parliament adopted the Strategy in
the autumn of 2014. Presented to the media in 2015 under the banner ‘Nove boje znanje’ (The
new colours of knowledge), the document gave an in-depth analysis of the Croatian education system from pre-school to tertiary level, also covering adult education and the concept of life-long learning, and staked out an ambitious agenda for improving educational
outcomes in all these sectors linked to the parallel development of the science system.
Applied to schools, a comprehensive structural reform of the primary and lower secondary
curriculum would see a gradual transition from the current eight-year system to a nine-year
system. It promoted an individual approach to education that would foster the needs and
capabilities of each child, with the goal of bringing ‘long-term social stability, economic
progress and ensuring cultural identity’ – the latter concern also being a key element of the
NCF (http://www.novebojeznanja.hr/strategija/o-strategiji/16).
The government in 2015 appointed a working group to draft a curricular reform through
which the Strategy for Education, Science and Technology would be realized. The group
was assisted by a wide range of stakeholders including teachers, university professors, education experts and parents. It visited schools and civil society initiatives across the country in
the course of gathering information ‘on the ground’ for preparing the document with the
title ‘Cjelovita kurikularna reforma’ (Comprehensive curricular reform) (2016a, 2016b), to be
implemented on an experimental basis for one year before its full introduction. The draft,
comprising six lead ‘proposals’, was completed in February 2016 and subsequently published online by the Ministry of Science, Education and Sport (http://www.kurikulum.hr).
Apart from setting out clearly defined learning goals, the proposed changes underlined the
need to strengthen critical thinking and problem-solving skills in pre-school and school
education and responsibility for preparing pupils and students for ‘contemporary life’, further education and working life. In addition, the proposals called for the more objective
assessment and evaluation of learning outcomes in educational institutions. Parents should
become more closely involved in all stages and aspects of schooling, and receive more
meaningful feedback on their children’s achievements. As well as raising professional standards among teaching staff, the reform should allow educators more autonomy and creativity
in their work.14

Diaspora outreach to tackle the brain drain
Growing awareness of the inevitability of joining the process of globalization, and all it
entails with respect to international competitiveness, contributed to political and media
discourse taking interest – on and off – in Croatian returnees and the descendants of
former emigrants who have returned from abroad to live in Croatia since the transition,
both temporarily and permanently. The often quite ambivalent experiences and partial
marginalization of returnees/remigrants of both the first and second generation have
been described in detail in the framework of qualitative research15 on the case of

Croatia, which has emerged in recent years (Capo,
Hornstein Tomic and Jurcevic, 2014;
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Hornstein Tomic, 2014a; Hornstein Tomic and Scholl-Schneider, 2015; Hornstein Tomic,
2016; Hornstein Tomic and Scholl-Schneider, 2016). In the early phase of transition, calls to
return were few and far between. Only later was more attention given both in politics and the
media to the need to encourage return, the reintegration and acceptance of (educated) immigrants and remigrants alike and their potential contribution to the country (see Hornstein
Tomic, 2015: 74–84). In the course of discussion on the proposed shift to a ‘knowledge society’
in the mid-2000s, the so-called ‘scientific diaspora’ came to the attention of authorities.16 In
order to contact its representatives and foreign research institutions and to initiate international cooperation, the Ministry of Education, Science and Sport of the Republic of Croatia
set up a database and organized two conferences in 2004 and 2007. The Ministry campaigned
for remigration and offered the prospect of research and teaching positions to those willing to
return. Today, the success of these promotional measures is seen variously. Data on how
many of those who followed the call actually received permanent positions (and, indeed, have
remained in Croatia and are still active in the country), how many now move between Croatia
and their country of origin and how many have again turned their backs on Croatia, has not
yet been systematically gathered. In 2007, the ‘Unity through Knowledge Fund’ (UKF; http://
www.ukf.hr/) was launched with the support of the World Bank in order to boost contacts
and get longer-term cooperation off the ground between national and foreign research institutions that employ Croatian scientists (http://www.ukf.hr/). There were also plans to strategically include the domestic private sector in order to provide incentives for the application of
scientific findings in industry. In retrospect, however, this element of the programme was seen
to have only limited success. In the framework of the UKF’s first programme cycle, further
resources were made available to support the return of scientists from abroad. However, they
were not extended to the second cycle due to the low response. The UKF received international recognition as a successful programme for strategically raising the international competitiveness of the national science sector (a clear increase in the obtainment of EU research
funds was a key indicator). Moreover, a second grant programme in the framework of MarieCurie-FP7-People-2011 and co-financed by the Ministry of Science, Education and Sport –
the ‘New International Fellowship Mobility Programme for Experienced Researchers in
Croatia’ (NEWFELPRO; http://www.newfelpro.hr/) – renewed efforts to support the reintegration of both junior researchers and established scientists. Over a period of four years, from
2013 to 2017, the programme supports domestic scientists who aim to conduct projects at
research institutes abroad, as well as foreign scientists undertaking research work in Croatia,
and promotes the return of Croatians already employed on a long-term basis at scientific
institutions abroad. A central element of the programme aims to embed scholars in local
science and research structures by funding individual positions. The programme provides
impetus aimed at intensifying brain circulation and internationalization and at reinforcing
the international competitiveness of Croatian scientific research. It should be emphasized that
the individual efforts of scientists and science managers, demonstrated, for example, at the
internationally renowned Rud-er Boskovic Institute in Zagreb or at the University of Rijeka,
in acquiring research funding and scientists from abroad, in supporting the return of scientists
and their life partners working outside Croatia and in establishing international joint projects,
have also set decisive signals against the brain drain alongside the state-initiated programme.
Since assuming office in 2015, President Kolinda Grabar Kitarovic, who spent a high
school year in the USA and later studied for some time abroad, has on numerous occasions
stressed the strategic importance of intensified relations to the diaspora communities.
An increasing number of media reports likewise have focussed on emigrant Croats who
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made careers abroad, as well as on young second-generation entrepreneurs who have moved
to Croatia to establish successful businesses in the ‘home country’ (see, e.g. Malbasa and
Boric, 2015). Also, a growing number of conferences have reached out to representatives of
the diaspora, addressing them not only as investors but also as potential ‘development
agents’.

Conflicting political legacies and stalled reform
In May of 2016, the issue of curricular reform dominated the Croatian public and media
discourse. However, this was not the result of a constructive discussion, but of a fiery
disagreement between the working group and representatives of the new centre-right government. The head of the working group, Boris Jokic, firmly dismissed the conclusion of a
Parliamentary Committee on Science and Education that the expert group should be
expanded to include 10 new members from different scientific areas, describing this as an
attempt to exert political pressure and refusing interference in the reform on the part of any
political party or interest group. In this vein, a prominent civil society organization, the
initiative for Civic Education (GOOD), called on the Education Minister to prevent a
‘hostile takeover’ of the working group. While the Minister underlined the importance of
continuing the reform process, the plan to appoint 10 new members was not withdrawn and
the entire working group resigned. Subsequently, on 1 June 2016, Croatia saw one of the
biggest protests in the country’s young history, as thousands of citizens concerned about the
discontinuation of the reform process and civil society organizations across the country
joined under the slogan ‘Hrvatska mo
ze bolje’ (Croatia can do better) in loud support of
the reform. For some nine months, reform was stalled after the working group turned down
an offer of reinstatement under the government’s conditions. Recently, however, the group
has been reinstalled, signalling government support for the continuation of the reform
process. Nevertheless, the government’s direct appointment of a new head of the working
group was slammed by opposition parties and the media as undemocratic and triggered a
second, though smaller, protest rally.
This example highlights the deep ideological and political rifts of post-socialist transformation, which, even in the area of education where social and political consensus on reform
is so close to being achieved, constantly wear down or fracture initiatives for change. The
unresolved polarization of society into ‘left’ (associated by the ‘right’ with socialism and
Yugoslavism) and ‘right’ (associated by the ‘left’ with nationalism and clericalism) overshadowed earlier efforts to modernize parts of the teaching plan and also politicized reform
efforts in the period leading up to the appointment of the working group, as debates
unfolded over values claimed and attributed along ideological lines.17
Nevertheless, the ramifications of the repeated postponement of reform for youth, society
and the welfare of the nation are acknowledged by actors previously not profoundly
engaged in education. Representatives of the corporate world, for example, have joined
ranks to emphasize the necessity of reform in preparing young people for the demands of
the contemporary – and specifically domestic – labour market, and to remedy the evident
shortage of institutional capacities. On round tables and in media interviews, prominent
representatives of the business community and of the Croatian Employers’ Association
(HUP) have frequently pointed out that companies can sometimes not fill vacancies as
young school-leavers and graduates lack the set of skills required for specialist or sophisticated jobs. They have appealed to politicians for unity in solving these pressing problems,
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advocating practice-oriented education and knowledge exchange. Recent corporate initiatives have begun to set up student internship agreements with both private and state universities, for example the ‘Private Sector for Youth Initiative’ jointly organized by HUP and
the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) (compare also: Biondic,
2016: 1). A young organization, the foundation Wissen am Werk / Znanje na djelu, which is
also concerned about the flight of educated youth abroad, has set up job-shadowing programmes that bring schools together with companies and institutions.18 This confrontation
with the ‘world of work’ aims to help young people make better and more responsible
decisions about their education and training, and has the approval of the Ministry of
Education, Science and Sport. Thus, as the introduction of wide-ranging curricular
reform appears to remain on hold, it is clear that non-governmental initiatives are pushing
forward contemporary approaches to education while at the same time seeking cooperation
with government agencies. However, backing on the part of state institutions that hitherto,
as indicated above, have tended to take a directive approach, remains cautious and channelled by individuals rather than cross-party consensus.

Outlook: A call for joining forces – and for new visions
It is obvious that youth unemployment and the brain drain represent key challenges for
governments and political stakeholders and demand of them the ability to identify problems
and take future-oriented action. In addition, there is an evident shortage of institutional
capacities. At the same time, however, we see tasks ahead and scope for action on the part of
civil society actors. We consider public pressure groups as crucial to the process of fostering
the policy changes desperately needed both in education and in migration policy areas, and
in impelling Croatian political parties to join efforts to combat the widening development
gap between Croatia and other EU member states. The evident development of society-wide
awareness, as we have tried to show, has not yet resulted in profound and sustainable policy
changes. While moves in such a direction are being undertaken, their translation into education and/or migration policy reform has yet to follow. In education, experience-based
learning ought to be the rule and not the exception. And the recent signs of a turn in the tone
of public discourse and media reports on the brain drain still need further support through
the active promotion of mobility for learning, both cross-sector and international. As pointed out in a recent contribution outlining paths towards a Croatian migration strategy
(Puljiz, Tica and Vidovic 2014), the issue of national identity politics and alternative
routes to national consensus also need to be tackled in order to retain the better-educated
population and generate remigration (Bozic, 2014: 291–292).
It remains to be seen in the medium-term whether the programmes and incentives for
brain circulation will ultimately succeed in slowing the flight of young citizens seeking better
prospects for professional and personal development abroad, and indeed in reviving the
country’s underdeveloped regions presently facing an internal brain drain and the depopulation of rural areas. National or local attempts to control – or revert – skilled migration
flows will hardly be able to compete effectively with the promises and attraction of moving
to urban centres, or further abroad.19 Indeed, the development gap we have addressed in
this contribution and its disintegrating consequences should be a cause of concern to all
engaged in negotiating and shaping Croatia’s education, economic, demographic and
migration policies. Last but not least, the interplay of factors essential for the successful
reintegration into local social structures and professional fields (such as the scientific
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community – as an example of a comparatively small professional sector; see Hornstein
Tomic and Scholl-Schneider, 2015: 205–238) will only come to light through practice, longterm observation, monitoring and surveys of the actors involved. Only then will the role of
networks, the significance of social capital and remittances, and the effectiveness of adaptation strategies, which encourage or impede integration, the transfer of knowledge and
eventual development gains, become comprehensible.
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Notes
1. Taleski and Hoppe are the authors of a study commissioned by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in
2015 on discontent and the will to emigrate among youth and young adults in Southeast Europe.
2. Here we follow the arguments laid out in Atac et al. (2014: 7–19).
3. The distinctions between different forms of capital were introduced by Pierre Bourdieu in his
seminal concept of habitus as a mediator between structure and actor (Bourdieu, 1984).
4. On the significance of social remittances in transnational social fields created by migration, see
Levitt (1998: 926–948).
5. See http://www.dzs.hr/. The Croatian Bureau of Statistics publishes data for the preceding year in
the summer of the following year. At the time of writing, data for 2016 was unavailable.
6. Incidentally, the Miroslav Krleza Institute of Lexicography refers to emigrants/émigrés. Their
descendants are included in the statistics, as is commonly the case with state institutes (see
http://croatia.eu/article.php?lang=2&id=17).
7. On the context of Croatian immigration to Germany and recent trends, see Hornstein Tomic and
Ivanda Jurcevic (2012: 173–222) and Hornstein Tomic (2014b: 273–282).
8. Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2016. Data from January 2016: https://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/
Statischer-Content/Statistische-Analysen/Statistische-Sonderberichte/Generische-Publ ikationen/
Arbeitsmarkt-im-europaeischen-Vergleich.pdf
9. The complexities of measuring youth unemployment reach far beyond the scope of this paper. See
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Youth_unemployment
10. Data from December 2016: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=
1&language=de&pcode=teilm021&plugin=1
11. For a more detailed account, see Hornstein Tomic (2016: 93–112).
12. Here, the difficult and conflicted formation of the Croatian nation-state on an ethno-national base
in the course of the dissolution of Yugoslavia and support for independence among the diaspora –
symptomatic for and reflecting the ideological rifts within Croatian society and also amongst
Croatians abroad – has played a key role that cannot be elaborated on in the framework of
this article. For further reference, see the disputed study of Hockenos (2003).
13. The Bologna Process began in Croatia in the 2005–2006 academic year.
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14. It may be noted that the working group was headed by a researcher with a PhD from Cambridge
University, a Croatian citizen who had returned from abroad. Although this case of ‘brain circulation’ did not explicitly feature in debates on the curricular reform, it is significant as an example
of a returning migrant contributing to an innovation process in his country of origin through
inspiring and guiding the process with the necessary expertise and experience; that is, through
knowledge transfer.
15. One of the authors of this article, Caroline Hornstein Tomic, has conducted a total of 30 semistructured interviews since 2010 with return migrants to Croatia of both the first and second
generation, all of them highly skilled (lawyers, public sector officials, medical doctors, scientists).
In addition, she has continuously been involved in conversations and group discussions on the
topic of ‘return migration’ with remigrants and other researchers over the past decade. She has
published numerous articles on her findings and is currently, as co-editor, finalizing a volume
bringing together studies of return migration after the transition in 13 European countries
(Hornstein Tomic et al., 2018).
16. For a more detailed account and discussion, see Hornstein Tomic and Plese (2013: 80–95).
17. Civil society efforts since the late 1990s to introduce a programme of civic education to schools
have met with hesitance on the part of governments under pressure to cultivate love of the homeland as a dominant value. The Social Democrat-led government in 2014 opted for a tentative
decision in favour of cross-curricular and extracurricular civic education teaching in secondary
schools but without installing instruments to evaluate it. See Ministry of Science, Education and
Sports (2014).
18. The foundation Wissen am Werk / Znanje na djelu has been active in Croatia since 2015: www.
znanjenadjelu.hr. The authors of this contribution are engaged in the work of the foundation.
19. The EU Blue Card and its potentially destabilizing effects in the emigration countries of the region
is often mentioned. This is valid for Croatia and other southeast European countries, but also, in
particular, for the countries of the Eastern Partnership – such as Armenia, Georgia and Moldavia
– from where an estimated 20% to 30% of the working population, tertiary-educated and other
specialists especially, left the country in the first years of transition. As an example, the number of
scientists in Moldavia reportedly fell from some 30,000 in 1990 to 5000 in 2004. An EU mobility
partnership is today investing in building cooperative networks with the diaspora (cf. Varzari
et al., 2013).
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Croatia today. In: Schüler S (ed) Exchange, Dialogue, New Visions? Ethnic Groups and Political
Cultures in Eastern Europe. Freiburger Sozialanthropologische Studien.Vol.45. Vienna and Zurich:
LIT Verlag, pp.93–112.
Hornstein Tomic C and Ivanda Jurcevic K (2012) G€aste auf Zeit – Grenzg€anger – transkulturelle
vermittler: Identit€atsbildungsprozesse in der migration. In: Welebil A and Nuber J (eds) Gastarbeit.
Vienna and St Wolfgang: Edition Art Science, pp.173–222.
Hornstein Tomic C and Plese B (2013) Skilled mobility as a challenge for Croatian diaspora and
migration policies. In: Varzari V, Tejada G and Porcescu S (eds) Skilled Migration and Development
Practices: Republic of Moldova and the Countries of South East Europe. Chis, inau: Acad. De Stiinte
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