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Within the Transnational
Social Field: In-Between
Space, Identity, and Agency
Among Young Serbian and
Croatian Migrants

Summary

Sustained emigration is among the most powerful forces
reshaping demographic and socio-economic landscapes in Ser-
bia and Croatia today. Estimates suggest that between 1990 and
2017, approximately 708,804 citizens left Serbia, accompanied by
a continuous negative population growth (with the mortality rate
far exceeding natality and resulting in excessive aging). In partic-
ular, Serbia currently has almost the same number of young peo-
ple (15 to 34) and senior persons (65 and over)'. School enroliment
in Serbia (the number of pupils) decreased by 100,000 from 2008
to 2020, while high school enroliments declined by 13-23% across
the region (Juri¢ 2026, 7).

' The number of young people (15 to 34 years old) in Serbia fell from 1,989,093 in
2002 to 1,449,196 in 2022, while the number of people over 65 increased from
1,240,505 in 2002 to 1,468,855 in 2022.
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Croatia, unlike other countries in the Western Balkans, of-
ficially joined the European Union in 2013 and fully integrated into
the main EU frameworks (the Eurozone and the Schengen Area)
in 2023. Despite these advancements, Croatia also saw a de-
crease in population: from 4.7 million in 1991 to 3.8 million in 2021.
Although there was persistent emigration during the twentieth
century (when Serbia and Croatia were part of Yugoslavia), since
1990, migration has unfolded within a different, evolving structur-
al context compared to earlier times (Valenta et al., 2024, 511).

Between 1960 and 1980, the majority of emigrants engaged
in temporary economic migration to the northern and western
parts of Europe through the so-called “guest worker” schemes
(which sought skilled and semi-skilled labor during post-WW?2
industrialization). More recent population movements in the re-
gion, from the 1990s onwards, predominantly involve highly ed-
ucated professionals, scientists, researchers, and technicians.
The database provided by Filipovi¢ (2012) shows that there are
7,000 Serbian scientists with PhDs working and living abroad. The
largest number of PhD holders are in the United States (2,400, or
about 39%), where they work at universities(40%)and in business
(44%). The migration of highly educated individuals, particularly
young people, exhausts local capacity to demand improved insti-
tutions, drains the local supply of competent staff for the public
and private sectors, and reduces the incentive to exercise a core
democratic right - to vote (Radonji¢ and Bobi¢ 2020, 13).

Persistent emigration of young and skilled workers, com-
bined with low fertility rates and rapid population ageing, gener-
ates a self-reinforcing cycle in which weak institutions drive emi-
gration, eroding the workforce, tax base, and institutional capac-
ity (Juri¢ 2026, 11). In a recent analytical report, Juri¢ (2026) illus-
trates how improved institutions, return migration, and regulated
labor inflows might slow population loss. Still, the complexities of
transnational networks, connections to the country of origin, and
the characteristics of young Serbian and Croatian migrants war-
rant further examination for several reasons.

First, if the concept of diaspora identity as purely national
or ethnic(a primordial understanding of diaspora)is rejected, mi-
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grants can be “both here and there,” and their belonging is essen-
tially transnational (a constructivist understanding), which raises
more questions about their engagement and identities beyond a
single nation-state.

Thesecondreasonforexaminingtransnationaltiesis close-
ly related to the definition of the political sphere, as well as the
functioning of the transnational social field and engagement with
the home country. Recent studies indicate that 54.3% of youth
in Croatia and 38% of youth in Serbia are not interested in poli-
tics (llisin, Spajic¢ Vrkas, 2017; Stojanovic¢, Ivkovi¢, Kali¢anin, 2023,
cited in Bordevi¢ 2024, 2). Moreover, research in these countries
shows that young people are distrustful of politicians and polit-
ical parties (e.g., 83% in Serbia) and dissatisfied with the state
of democracy (e.g., 58% in Croatia) (Bordevi¢ 2024, 2). If young
people from Serbia and Croatia believe that formal politics is too
corrupt, they may want to use transnational and informal political
channels to shift from “bad politics” to politics that matter. Based
on a mixed-method approach, combining surveys with interviews
and primary and secondary analyses, this study focused on the
following set of questions:

1. What are the dominant socio-demographic charac-
teristics of young emigrants (those Croatia- and Ser-
bia-born and the descendants of Croatian and Serbian
migrants in the US)?

2. What is the kind, volume, and depth of intersection
between the activities and networks of migrants and
those who have remained in their home country?

3. Howisit possible to create and maintain a transnation-
al social field where members of the same group live in
different locations?

4. What potential effects do transnational practices and
networks have on pre-existing power structures, iden-
tities, and social organization in homelands?



During the first stage of data collection, from January to
late February 2026, | gathered 32 online survey responses from
Serbian and Croatian citizens aged 18 to 35, including dual na-
tionals with experience living, working, or studying in the United
States. The survey consists of five sections (eligibility, socio-de-
mographic issues, migration experience, social attitudes, and
transnational ties)and a total of 45 questions, which took approx-
imately 15 minutes to complete.

Despite arelatively low response rate, | obtained significant
insights about the targeted population.? and further explored
transnational ties, reasons for migrating, and social attitudes
and political participation through open interviews with eight mi-
grants. Informants were geographically dispersed throughout the
US, including Utah, Wisconsin, Illinois, South Carolina, Missouri,
Virginia, Florida, and New York City. Six participants were female,
and two were male. | used snowball sampling to find potential in-
formants, including connections from key informant interviews?,
social media connections, and peer-to-peer contacts. All inter-
views were conducted online, facilitated, and transcribed via
Zoom, with a duration between 37 minutes and one hour and 45
minutes. The project and research procedures were outlined in
the Oral Consent Form, which was reviewed in detail before con-
ducting interviews, and required every participant to consent to
voluntary participation. In addition to primary data collection, |
made a comprehensive review of the existing literature and other
empirical studies of transnational social fields, as reviewed be-
low.

2The first four questions served to ensure that the eligibility criteria were met.
Only if the respondents confirmed they were between 18 and 35 years old, of
Serbian or Croatian citizenship (or dual Serbian-US/Croatian-US), and that they
lived, studied, or worked in the US, as well as confirming for how long, could
they proceed to the following section. Otherwise, they would be informed they
are not eligible for participation.

3 Key informants included Jovan Filipovi¢, author of Management of a Diaspora
Virtual University as a Complex Organization: Serbian Diaspora Virtual University:
An Emerging Leadership of a Nation, and Lura Pollozhani, researcher and
coeditor of a comprehensive survey of Gen Z Political Attitudes at the Centre for
Southeast European Studies, University of Graz.
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Transnational social fields

Starting in the late twentieth century, scholarship moved
beyond the “brain drain/gain” dichotomy to emphasize brain cir-
culation, transnationalism, and network societies as temporary,
work-related settlements. Levitt, P. (1998) and Levitt, P. and
Lamba-Nieves (2011) studied “social remittances,” while Kessler,
C., and Rother, S.(2016) showed that migrants can affect the de-
mocratization process in their home countries. Pfutze, T.(2008)
and Pérez-Armendariz, C., & Crow, D. (2010) described how in-
ternational migrants spread attitudes and behaviors acquired in
democratic host countries to their less democratic home coun-
tries, and Jimenez(2019) added that local conditions mediate the
effects of political change in migrants’ origin countries. Crucial-
ly, the transnational perspective has allowed for a more in-depth
theoretical approach to the relationship between movement and
identity, both domestic and international. It has also exposed the
biases of methodological nationalism in understanding society as
a national container. At the same time, the concepts of transna-
tional social spaces (Pries, Faist) and transnational social fields
(Levitt and Glick Schiller) have emerged as a means to capture
“new social and spatial arrangements in human life in general” (a
transnational social space can extend across geographical spac-
es of multiple nation-states)* (Kuti 2012, 122).

Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004, 1009) define (transnation-
al) social fields as “a set of multiple intertwined networks of social
ties through which ideas, practices, and resources are unequally
exchanged, organized, and transformed.” In the transnational per-
spective, the concepts of emigration and return do not refer to
one-way mobility occurring at a single point in time. Consequent-
ly, the realities of simultaneity and living in several countries re-
conceptualize the boundaries of social life (Levitt and Glick Schil-
ler, 2004: 1028-1029). In this case, transmigrants reconfigure
the idea of allegiance and belonging to a singular nation-state.

“Pries (2005, 2008a, 2008b) developed a typology of transnational social/
societal spaces that includes three ideal types: transnational everyday life,
transnational organizations, and transnational institutions (Kuti 2012, 123).
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Through their lifeways and daily routines, family ties, emotional
bonds, and sense of responsibility, transmigrants stay engaged
with their homeland, creating new forms of identities and solidar-
ities.

Understanding identity and migration

The question of whether migrants assimilate the prevailing
cultural norms in their destination country was premised on the
assumption that immigrants rarely return to their home country.
In this regard, assimilationist or multicultural perspectives fall
short in capturing the evolving dynamics and progressive func-
tion of international migration, characterized by the circulation
of migrants.

As contemporary transportation and communication sys-
tems allow immigrants to sustain more frequent and instant con-
tact with their homelands, brain circulation, network societies,
and simultaneous connections to two or more societies become
more common than the “brain drain/gain” dichotomy suggests. In
this vein, Schiller et al. (1995, 48) defined transmigrants as “im-
migrants whose daily lives depend on multiple and constant in-
terconnections across international borders and whose public
identities are configured in relationship to more than one na-
tion-state.” Below are excerpts from interviews with Serbian and
Croatian migrants that convey the evolving nature of migrants’
identity:

Dual Identity as “Third Nationality”
In the United States, | am perceived as a “super

Serbian” due to my cultural background, while in
Serbia and Bosnia, | am called "Amerikanka” [the
American] because | wasn't born and raised there.
This double-edged sword position means that | am
considered an outsider in both contexts despite
having deep connections to each. So in that sense,
my identity is neither fully American nor fully Serbian.
Rather, it is a sort of “third nationality” experience.
Excerptfromaninterview with asecond-generation
Serbian-American in the Chicagoland area.



Not fully one or the other

“Not fully Croatian, not fully American. | don't fully
belong to either, but in a way that gives me the ability
to see both sides from a different angle. | have a view
on both that neither side has. In Croatia, they don't
have the American perspective. | do try to draw on
both and accept that | am both, and that | am never
going to be one or the other fully.”
Excerptfromaninterview with asecond-generation
Croatian-American in Virginia.

Here and there

“The United States will be a station where money
is made, but my life will be in Serbia. | will be both
here and there. | would not like to raise my children
in the US; if you don't have someone here, having a
family is impossible. Everyone is in business 24/7;
every minute is worth a dollar. As for my family and
children, | hope they will grow up in Serbia, but have
other options, including the US. So, | plan to have
several options in life."

Excerpt from an interview with a Serbian migrant in Utah.

|dentities naturally span more than one place
“Dual nationality reflects the reality that life doesn't

always stay within one country. I'm Serbian, and
after living in the United States for 13 years, my life
has been shaped by both places. People maintain
ties to their home country while also building a life
somewhere else. For migrants, especially, that can
be meaningful because it acknowledges both parts
of their life: their roots and the place where they are
creating their future. People’s identities can naturally
span more than one place.”

Excerpt fromaninterview with areturnee to Serbia.



Understanding politics and migration

Migration has established evolving identities, but migrants
can also contribute, both positively and negatively, to changes in
the global economic and political order. Transnational migrants
can influence the politics of their countries of residence in vari-
ous ways: sometimes by promoting private education and health-
care (as they are able to afford them for their families), and other
times by fueling social justice movements and anti-imperialist
struggles.

The concept of transnationalism also recognizes the con-
nections and shared practices of migrants - those who have em-
igrated - and non-migrants - those who continue to live in the
emigrants’ country of origin. These types of cross-border inter-
personal relationships can be important for the development of
migrants’ place of origin and for their integration in the destina-
tion country(Carling 2008, 1452).

When asked how often they communicate with friends
and family in their home country, 81.8% of young migrants from
Serbia and Croatia who live, work, and study in the United States
responded once a week or more. When asked how often they vis-
it their home country, 40.9% responded once a year, and 27.3%
stated twice a year or more, implying a continuing connection
with their homelands. Most informants also confirmed a strong
emotional attachment to their country of origin (86.3%, 7-10 on
the Likert 0-10 scale).

While the majority of informants is not involved with any
organisations connecting their country of origin and the United
States, including government-sponsored initiatives, churches,
academic societies, humanitarian organisations, and profession-
al associations, they maintain transnational practices and net-
works (a sustained dual attachment) through personal ties (fami-
ly, friends, colleagues), as well as financial ties by sending remit-
tances (50% of respondents send money in various frequencies,
45.5% send money monthly, twice a year, or more).

If it is true that citizens who are dissatisfied but feel they
can influence political decisions through political action can be
prompted to act, and vice versa, low confidence that the political
8



and economic systems can be changed may be associated with
a lack of engagement through formal political channels. For ex-
ample, young migrants are not confident that the political system
in the United States allows people like them to influence politics
(18.2% say they have no influence “at all,” while 31.8% say they
have “very little influence”). Personal confidence in one’s ability to
participate in politics was also low (21.7% very unconfident, 17.4%
unconfident, and 34.8% neutral). Only a minority (under 30%) felt
confident or very confident. At the same time, a significant per-
centage of respondents are unsatisfied with the present state of
the economy and democracy in the US.® Beyond formal politics, |
focus on the dynamics of advice-giving and opinion-sharing, as
well as whose perspectives are valued in cross-border relation-
ships.

Findings suggest that ideas are remitted by young migrants
in a grassroots way, particularly between migrants and non-mi-
grants in the origin countries, revealing how diaspora can con-
tribute to social change by providing a comparative perspective
and showing “it's not like that everywhere.”

R1: | don't participate in formal politics in Croatia,
such as voting, because | don't live there. This aligns
with my mom’s thinking that it is not fair to push a
certain agenda when you don't live there. Although
we have a citizenship, we don't want to be hypocrit-
ical. However, when | am in Croatia, | speak up when
something concerns me and communicate how | feel.
Through my actions, I try to show where | stand. Of-
ten when I'm there in the summer, | buy trash bags
and gloves and go clean the beach. People passing by
usually say, “Well done,” or offer to help.

® This research shows that 13% are very dissatisfied and 39.1% dissatisfied with
the present state of the economy in the United States. Regarding the state

of democracy in the US, 13% are very dissatisfied, 17.4% are dissatisfied, and
56.5% are neutral/unsure.
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R2: Diaspora members often feel too removed to
have a meaningful say in Serbian affairs. People in
Serbia face problems daily, while the diaspora only
hears updates every three to four days from family.
So, living in the US can create survival mode and an
‘out of sight, out of mind” distance, reducing a sense
of agency. However, although diaspora can be “a
voice of change”(showing alternatives exist), it is not
necessarily “the voice for change”(leading reforms).

R3: Every day, things happen, and people just say,
“It is how it is; that is the system.” | noticed this atti-
tude even among the youth: that’s what the system
is like, so work within it (they make it work with what
they have). For example, in a village where we lived
in Croatia, a road was being built that my family had
issues with because it linked nothing. It was clear-
ly in someone’s interest just to build it. It was not in
the interest of the people, because it goes around
the villages, cutting them off completely. We wrote
to people in the government, and they basically said,
“Ok. No.” And the road is still there. Nobody was a big
fan of the road, but the attitude was that politicians
would do what they want to do, regardless of what
we say about it. We were the only ones trying to do
something.

While those who remain in Serbia and Croatia may be re-
signed to accepting “this is the system,” the diaspora can point
out alternatives, which they often did in the interviews. Nonethe-
less, there is a notable asymmetry in cross-cultural knowledge
and curiosity between Serbian/Croatian and American contexts,
showing how people’s perceptions of others and themselves are
shaped by historical colonial structures. Insights from this study,
as shown in the following examples, imply that US knowledge and
cultural frameworks are often seen as default, while perspectives
from Serbian/Croatian migrants are often overlooked.
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R4: Children in the Balkans have substantial knowl-
edge about international affairs, including America,
because it is taught in their schools. | was impressed
by how much children in Serbia and Bosnia knew
about America. In contrast, Americans typically have
“zero reference to begin from” when | mention a Ser-
bian background. Their internal process involves
first trying to locate Serbia on a mental map, then
questioning whether they know anything about the
country, and finally wondering if they know anyone
of Serbian origin. If they can identify someone they
know, the connection is “automatically linked to food
and drink,” or, for older individuals who remember the
1990s wars, negative connotations from news cover-
age.

R5: | have some friends in Croatia who do agree with
my views, and they tend to label me as "Amerikan-
ka” to imply “she does not know what she is talking
about,” which I find a little offensive. However, | get a
lot of questions, “What do you think about, for exam-
ple, our education system... given that you come from
outside.” The reverse never happens in America.

R6: My friends in Serbia cannot wait for me to come
back from the US and hear new stories about my ex-
periences, which broaden their perspectives. Amer-
icans, on the other hand, are not as eager to learn
about us, and they always mix up Serbia with Siberia
and Syria. Americans, in my experience, don't show
much interest in Serbia, or they simply don't need
to learn anything about us - except on International
Day, when they can try Serbian cuisine and view our
flag. We did this on campus in Missouri, but that's just
one day.



Conclusion

Unlike the emigrants from Yugoslavia during the 1960s
and 1970s, who largely engaged in the so-called “guest worker”
schemes, contemporary migratory flows include a significant
number of highly educated youth and others seeking better train-
ing, careers, and living prospects. Most highly educated global
migrants relocate to OECD countries, which harms democracy in
their home countries. Furthermore, as a substantial share of the
labor force is exiting, and as the population ages, Croatia and Ser-
bia are facing an acute labor-force shortage. Consequently, more
than 120,000 permits were issued in 2022 to labor migrants from
non-EU countries employed in Croatia’s tourism or construction
sectors. Serbia has also received a significant number of im-
migrants from Russia, China, India, Turkey, and Sri Lanka (KIRK
2024, 10).

The numbers alone do not depict the specificities of mi-
gration journeys of either group of migrants (the “push” and “pull”
factors), the connections that migrants have with non-migrants
in their homelands, and the various ways they engage in the host
and home countries. In this regard, a transnational perspective
accounts for the many and ongoing links across international bor-
ders, as well as for the public identities of young migrants, which
are often not defined by a single nation-state. Likewise, an anal-
ysis of the relationship between migrants and non-migrants, the
engagement in and orientation toward both Serbia/Croatia and
the US, reveals numerous forms of connection and informal en-
gagement of transmigrants in their respective countries of ori-
gin, including constant personal involvement and regular travel
across national state borders, as well as migrant network building
and sustaining. This shows that an intentional effort is needed
for new policies to properly account for the potential of transmi-
grants and balance the cultural awareness within the context of
the United States as a destination country.
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