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Labour migration is a phenomenon that is 
rooted in the structural problems of Western 
Balkans societies, such as the high rate of 
youth unemployment, a poorly performing 
labour market and inadequate welfare 
systems.

The phenomenon has severe repercussions not 
only on the quality of internal services, such as 
healthcare and highly qualified jobs, but also on the 
democratic stability of the countries analysed.

This policy brief provides an overview of the causes and 
consequences of labour migration from the Western Balkans, 
concluding with recommendations for the region′s national 
governments and for the European institutions on how to jointly 
address the problem.
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Introduction

In the last three decades, the Western Balkan 
countries have experienced a phenomenon of 
massive emigration: according to the United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs' (UNDESA) International Migrant Stock, 
in 2020, the number of people from the WB6 
living abroad was about 4.77 million on a 
population of 17.6 million, this corresponds 
to a total emigration rate of about 21% in 
2020 – in line with a steadily growing trend 
since 1990. Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina 
are the countries with the largest stock of 
migrants abroad – respectively 44% and 49% 
of their current population – followed by North 
Macedonia and Montenegro – 34% and 21% 
– while Serbia is the country with the smaller 
amount – 15% of the total population.1

Due to geographical proximity and the EU 
visa liberalisation regime, Western European 
countries are the most desirable destinations 
for migrants from the region, hosting half of 
the WB6 diaspora.2 Labour and educational 
opportunities are the main drivers of migration, 
and the numerous EU mobility programmes – 
such as Erasmus+, Central European Exchange 
Programme for University Studies and the 

European Regional Master's Programme – foster 
this trend: between 2015, when the Erasmus+ 
was established, and 2020, over 48,000 
students, researchers and university staff from 
the WB6 benefited from the Programme.3

The majority of Albanians show a preference for 
destination countries such as Italy (43%) and 
Greece (35%), although the beginning of the new 
millennium illustrates a change in the orientation 
in favour of the United States, Canada and the 
United Kingdom, due to the better economic 
conditions, labour prospects and education 
opportunities.4 Migrants from the ex-Yugoslav 
countries mainly move to Germany, Austria, 
France and Sweden. Croatia and Slovenia have 
become attractive destinations after they joined 
the EU – especially thanks to the agreement 
that allows Bosnian migrants to obtain dual 
citizenship in Croatia.5 Besides the EU countries, 
a place of honour is held by Turkey, thanks to 
the massive programme of internationalisation 
of education that the country is carrying out to 
encourage the exchange of students.6

The great majority of migrants are of working 
age and, among them, youth (15-24 years) 
constitute an important share. In terms of 
gender, female and male holds the same ratio.7 
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Fig. 2 Main destination countries of WB emigrants in 2019
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Tabelle 1

Country of origin 2010 2015 2020

Albania 1117940 1142844 1250451

Bosnia and
Herzegovina

1572925 1593430 1687639

Montenegro 148754 134028 132965

North
Macedonia

526151 563354 693896

Serbia* 936001 826891 1003962

Fig. 1 Stock of Western Balkan migrants abroad 2010-2020
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Bosnia-Herzegovina and Montenegro have 
the highest rate of highly educated migrants, 
while migrants from Albania, Kosovo, North 
Macedonia and Serbia are more likely to have 
a lower level of education than the average 
population in the origin economies. Moreover, 
migrants from Serbia and Montenegro are 
more likely to be highly skilled (28%), followed 
by Bosnia-Herzegovina (23%), while the least 
likely to be skilled are from Albania and Kosovo 
(11%).8 In general, the United States, Canada 
and the United Kingdom attract mainly educated 
and skilled migrants, while EU countries host 
mostly low- and medium-skilled migrants.

Better employment perspectives in terms of 
salaries and working conditions, but also the 
desire to achieve a higher standard of living are 
push factors for labour migration, contributing 
to the depopulation trend in the WB6. This 
is particularly relevant for young people, 
suffering from unemployment, poverty and 
social exclusion.9 Since 2012, the working-age 
population in the region decreased by 6%,10 and 
it is estimated to fall by 15% by 2050.11

This trend, combined with a generally low fertility 
rate – with an average number of children 
per woman, in 2021, of 1.76 in Montenegro, 
1.55 in Kosovo, 1.52 in Serbia, 1.44 in North 
Macedonia 1.31 in Albania, and 1.40 in Bosnia-
Herzegovina12 – results in an ageing population.

Root causes of migration

Low living standards, poor prospects of career 
progression, and high levels of corruption and 
political instability are among the prominent 
push factors driving people to leave the 
region.

Although the region has made significant 
progress in the last decade in terms of 
economic development – from 2010 to 2020, 
GDP per capita grew by about one quarter, 
while the poverty headcount ratio declined 
by one tenth – GDP per capita continues 
to be well below the EU average13 – 7 billion 
euros for WB6 average compared to 37 billion 
euros for EU average.14 The unemployment 
rate continues to be high (11.7% compared to 
6.2% in EU), especially among young people 
(29.5%) and women (12.5%) while scarce 
digitisation policies affect the productivity and 
competitiveness of SMEs.15

Emigration contributes to alleviating the 
pressure on the labour market. However, too high 
levels of emigration can lead to skill shortages, 
thus discouraging human capital investments 
and hindering productivity growth. The massive 
outflow of workers in certain labour sectors, 
for example the medical one, affects the 
accessibility of basic services such as public 
healthcare.16 This is especially true for young 
doctors and nurses who decide to pursue their 
training abroad, and for those who, after receiving 
education in their home country, decide to look 
for work elsewhere, with consequences on the 
tax and pensions systems.17 The weakness of 
the education system also represents a push 
factor for the emigration of young students, 
who prefer obtaining a degree abroad. Often the 
education system is affected by problems of skill 
mismatching: poorly updated curricula cannot 
provide students with skills and knowledge 
useful for the labour market.18

Emigration contributes to alleviating the 
pressure on the labour market. However, 
too high levels of emigration can lead to 

skill shortages, thus discouraging human 
capital investments and hindering 

productivity growth.
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Lastly, high levels of perception of government 
corruption and mistrust in local institutions 
are important push factors for emigration. 
Corruption is identified by entrepreneurs as one 
of the major obstacles to the development of 
private initiatives.19

Consequences of labour migration 
on democratic stability

The debate on the impact of emigration on the 
democratic stability in the Western Balkans 
is still open and has only recently been 
stimulated by studies that present very specific 
characteristics in terms of geographical scope 
and often lack homogeneous results.

A cross-national analysis of the electoral 
behaviours of European citizens between 2000 
and 2016 conducted by the Immigration Policy 
Lab shows a positive correlation between 
emigration and the propensity to vote for populist 
and radical right parties across Europe.20 
This correlation is explained by two different 
elements: emigration alters the composition of 
electorates and it changes the preferences of 
the voting population.

First, emigrants are often young and motivated 
people who look for better educational and 
economic perspectives abroad: this propension 
for high level of education and cosmopolitanism 
make emigrants less unlikely to support 
populist parties.21 As a consequence, those 
who remain in their native countries tend to 
be more sensitive to populist rhetoric, based 
on xenophobe and nationalist sentiments.22 
Moreover, the electoral composition shifts even 
more toward radical position with the increase 
of emigration of women, generally less inclined 
to vote for populist and radical right parties.23

Second, mass emigration of labour force 
leads to a deterioration in the quality of 

basic services, such as healthcare, and to a 
decrease in investments in education. Populist 
parties channel community grievances, 
presenting themselves as valid alternatives 
to the unsatisfactory political and social 
environment.24 Moreover, the demographic 
disappearance partially caused by emigration, 
is one of the most recurring topics of right-wing 
parties and populist narratives in the Western 
Balkans. In particular, youth emigration is a 
central topic during electoral campaigns, when 
parties promise to 'keep youth home'. During 
the Fourth Budapest Demographic Summit 
in 2021, right-wing leaders from Central and 
Eastern Europe blamed Western European 
countries for the shrinking in Eastern countries' 
population.25 This politicisation of the problem 
risks undermining the support of local public 
opinion toward the European Union and the 
backing to the democratic reform process.

According to some studies, emigration has 
indirect consequences as well: emigrants 
who have lived abroad, especially in European 
countries, have been exposed to new 
knowledge, ideas and democratic values in the 
host countries. Once they return to their home 
country, they tend to demand higher democratic 
standards and spread their knowledge within 
the community.26 For the community, in turn, the 
prospect of finding better job and better living 
conditions abroad could incentivise citizens 
to invest in training and education.27 However, 
empirical results of these indirect effects are 
difficult to determine.

The demographic disappearance 
partially caused by emigration, is one of 
the most recurring topics of right-wing 
parties and populist narratives in the 

Western Balkans.
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Emigration affects not only democratic 
standards, but it has also direct consequences 
on the economies of the countries of origin. 
Remittances has a critical role, even though their 
spillover effects may take different directions. 
In the Western Balkans region, remittances 
constitute an important source of income for 
the migrants' families in the country of origin 
and, more generally, for local economies. In 
2020, remittances constituted 9.9% of the 
GDP in Albania, 10.1% in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
17.3% in Kosovo, 15% in Montenegro, 3.2% 
in North Macedonia and 8.6% in Serbia.28 A 
portion of the literature supports the thesis that 
greater economic availability from remittances 
makes the receiving families rely less on public 
welfare. This should improve the quality and 
accountability of the governors, who lose the 
capacity to influence governance through the 
patronage system.29 However, an empirical 
analysis conducted in Kosovo in 2014 – in a 
national context of high levels of remittances and 
unemployment – highlighted that remittances 
could negatively affect the participation in 
the job market of the recipients, in particular 
of the women: this is because the increase in 
the reservation wage of the recipients due to 
remittances often reduces their willingness 
to seek employment.30 Access to remittances 
could partly explain the high rate of NEET in the 
region: in 2022, the rate of young people not in 
employment nor in education or training was 
23.3% in Albania, 18.2% in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
33% in Kosovo, 20% in Montenegro, 18% in North 
Macedonia and 13% in Serbia.31 The inactivity 
of young people could also be the symptom of 
a severe lack of future perspective and trust in 
government policies.

Conclusions

One major question when talking about 
emigration from the Western Balkans is the lack 
of an efficient data collection system, resulting 
in the absence of precise and updated data 
on the phenomenon. A strengthen regional 
coordination is crucial for the local governments 
in order to have an overall knowledge and 
appropriate instruments to address properly 
this important issue.

The phenomenon of emigration has different 
dimensions as it has complex and multifaced 
repercussion on the democratic stability of the 
countries of origin, and leads to a depletion not 
only in terms of economic growth but also of 
human capital.

Western Balkan governments should address 
the issue in a twofold manner.

On the hand, national governments should 
design structural and long-term return policies, 
in order to favour circular migration. Emigrants 
who gained education and work experience, and 
who have been exposed to democratic values 
abroad represent an added value for their country 
of origin, but fertile ground must be prepared 
for their social and economic reintegration. A 
careful and targeted management of Foreign 
Direct Investment can contribute to create a solid 
and competitive private sector able to valorise 
the return of high-skilled emigrants, with fiscal 
incentives for entrepreneurship and investors and 
ad hoc development policies to boost innovation 
and ICT sectors. A 2022 report by the Regional 
Cooperation Council (RCC) identified the lack 
of funding for research and development, the 
missed link between research and the industrial 
sectors, and the scarce regional cooperation in 
the field of innovation as the main obstacles to 
technological development.32 To date, the share 
of GDP reserved for investment in research 
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and development is extremely low – 0.15% in 
Albania, 0.19% in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 0.36% 
in Montenegro, 0.38% in North Macedonia and 
0.99% in Serbia.33

On the other hand, WB governments should 
invest in the improvement of the education 
system, in order to provide a higher quality 
of education and to ease the school-to-work 
transition. A better investment environment 
should be created for diaspora remittances, 
encouraging investment opportunities for the 
youth. Moreover, involving young people and 
workers in the political life, through public 
consultation of educational and professional 
associations, could narrow the democratic gap 
between government and citizens.

The role of diaspora is not to be underestimated. 
WB6 governments should strengthen cultural 
and social ties with citizens abroad, including 
diaspora in national political life. Better 
communication about the possibility of voting 
abroad and easier voting mechanisms are 
efficient ways to make the voice of the diaspora 
heard. For examples, Serbia allows its citizens 
living abroad to vote at diplomatic missions, 
making voting complicated for those who 
live in territories where Serbian embassies 
and consulates are absent; Kosovo provide a 
complex system of voting via mail, to be verified 
via phone calls, once the citizens have registered 
at the Central Election Commission (CEC).34

In the 2022 parliamentary election in Serbia, 
about 30,000 citizens voted from abroad. 
Though it represents less than 1% of the Serbian 
diaspora, the number of voters increased 
more than three times compared to the 2020 
election.35 In the 2021 parliamentary election in 
Kosovo, about 56,000 citizen votes from abroad, 
more than 6% of the total amount of voters, and 
a number significantly increased compared to 
the 2019 elections.36

The growing electoral involvement of the 
diaspora is a sign of a renewed interest in the 
fate of the home country and it represents a 
political potential that cannot be wasted.

Finally, the European Union could play a crucial 
role in mitigating negative externalities of 
emigration, too. The EU is, at the same time, the 
main destination and beneficiary of brain gain 
from the WB6: according to Eurostat, in 2021, 
the EU had over 64.000 labour migrants coming 
from WB6.37 The emigrants' labour supply from 
the Western Balkans matches perfectly with 
the growing demand by EU countries, affected 
by an aging populace and vacant jobs.38 The 
extent of the phenomenon, accompanied by its 
economic benefits for the Western economies – 
Eastern European and Western Balkan countries 
contributed over €200 billion to the German 
economy via the emigration of students and 
workers between 2009 and 201739 – led some 
politicians to talk about a "de facto transfer 
of wealth" from Southeast Europe to Western 
Europe.40

In the framework of EU enlargement policy, 
bearing in mind that a credible enlargement 
perspective requires a joint effort by EU 
institutions and WB6 governments, the EU 
should imprint a clear direction to its policy on 
migration by:

1.	Creating a favourable environment for 
educational and labour development 
through financial mechanisms provided by 

The emigrants' labour supply from the 
Western Balkans matches perfectly  

with the growing demand by EU 
countries, affected by an aging populace  

and vacant jobs.
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the Economic and Investment Plan for the 
Western Balkans and the Western Balkans 
Agenda on Innovation, Research, Education, 
Culture, Youth, and Sport.

2.	Promoting students' international mobility 
from the WB countries to the EU, encouraging 
knowledge transfers and capacity building 
and facilitating recognition of university 
degrees and professional qualifications, 
through the extension of the Talent 
Partnerships Programme.

3.	Encouraging circular migration to ensure the 
transfer of know-how and human capital by 
WB students educated and workers trained 
in the European countries, supporting 

their reintegration in the economies of 
origin. To stimulate a pro-active response 
by WB governments, the improvement of 
reintegration policies could be included 
among the conditionalities for future 
membership.

4.	Renewing the emphasis on the social 
dimension of the enlargement process, 
helping local governments to implement 
democratic reforms aimed at improving the 
working and living conditions in the region.
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geopolitical shifts impacting the European 
Union (EU) enlargement process for the 
Western Balkan (WB6) region. Concerns over 
democratic institutions and reluctance of 
some EU member countries have significantly 
slowed down the enlargement process. To 
overcome obstacles, the EU has been pushing in the 
region both the reforms needed but also the idea of 
reaching regional integration as a way to enhance welfare, 
growth, and stability. However, these strategies have not yet 
yielded the desired results. 

The outbreak of Covid-19, geopolitical tensions, and an 
increasingly confrontational global environment might well 
compel the EU to reassess its regional engagement and provide 
a credible enlargement path for the WB6. Yet, reforms are not 
only needed in the WB6, but also in the EU to make its decision-
making process more efficient. Notwithstanding current 
obstacles, the shifting global order and the influence of external 
actors in the region make the WB6 inclusion within the EU of 
vital importance for the European security and stability at large. 
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