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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to explore perceptions of the immigration of foreign workers to Croatia from 
the perspective of Generation Y. Using semi-structured interviews, the study examined the attitudes of 
ten millennials toward the recent wave of immigration to Croatia. The findings showed that interviewed 
millennials have moderate attitudes toward immigration. Interviewees do not perceive foreign workers 
as a potential economic, social, or security threat but they advocate for greater state involvement in 
introducing mechanisms to limit the number of foreign workers and a more active approach to their 
social and linguistic integration. 
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Introduction

Since 2021, Croatia has experienced an increase in immigration from third-country nationals, primarily 
due to the abolition of annual quotas for foreign workers and the simplified process of issuing work 
permits. This has led to a notable immigration wave from Asian countries, particularly Nepal, India, 
and the Philippines. Until recently, Croatia had no need for a dedicated integration policy, as most for-
eign workers came from the regional surroundings and shared similarities with the local population in 
terms of identity, culture, society, and language. Despite recommendations, Croatia has yet to establish 
a comprehensive migration and integration policy. Moreover, recent national studies on the perception 
and acceptance of new foreign workers are lacking. Empirical findings from other countries suggest that 
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Generation Y tends to be more liberal and open to contemporary social phenomena, such as immigra-
tion. Additionally, Generation Y is considered less affected by economic instability and other external 
influences, resulting in relatively stable attitudes. 

The aim of this study is to examine current attitudes and opinions toward recent immigration to Cro-
atia from the perspective of Croatian citizens born between 1981 and 1996, i.e., members of Generation 
Y. The research focuses on millennials’ general attitudes toward immigration to Croatia, the openness 
of Croatian society, the integration of foreign workers, and the potential impacts of immigration on the 
labor market. The study tests the hypothesis that Generation Y demonstrates moderate and generally 
positive attitudes toward immigration while acknowledging that variability in attitudes may be influ-
enced by individual and contextual factors. 

The labor shortage is a common issue among developed European countries, and with the strength-
ening of economic migration flows between less developed and more developed countries, the need 
arises to study not only the economic but also the social consequences of migration. It is particularly im-
portant to study the case of Croatia, a traditionally emigration-prone country, from which the population 
has been migrating for almost a century, yet in recent years has faced increasingly stronger immigration 
pressures from third countries. Within European discussions on migration and integration processes, it 
is valuable to include the perspectives of countries that are not traditional migrant destinations, such 
as Croatia. Research on Croatian migration patterns contributes to a better understanding of migration 
dynamics within the European Union. The perception of Croatian citizens regarding immigration can 
also offer insights into the understanding of immigration in post-transition societies, where migration 
is still strongly linked to the experience of emigration of their own citizens. In such societies, attitudes 
toward immigration often involve elements of solidarity and identification but also fears of competition 
in the labor market.

Theoretical Framework
Predictors of immigration attitudes

The study of public attitudes toward immigration and integration experiences plays a crucial role in 
shaping immigration policies (Javdani 2020). Published collective opinions on migration and immi-
gration levels can significantly influence individual attitudes (Berry et al. 2016). High levels of immi-
gration can have both positive and negative impacts, and the consequences are particularly significant 
for countries dependent on foreign labor imports (McLaren et al. 2021). Proponents of the so-called 
contact hypothesis argue that a higher level of immigration and a greater number of immigrants lead to 
increased intergroup contact, which generally fosters more positive attitudes toward immigration (Wag-
ner et al. 2006; Hewstone and Schmid 2014; Maxwell 2019; Weber 2019). On the other hand, support-
ers of the classical theory of collective threats in economic, cultural, identity, and security terms, link 
a higher number of immigrants to the development of discriminatory and anti-immigration attitudes 
(Quillian 1995; Chandler & Tsai 2001; Gu et al. 2021). Negative attitudes toward immigration among 
the host society can be linked to the perception of immigration as a real and/or symbolic threat, with 
fear of job loss, crime, and identity impact being the most prominent concerns (Mayda 2006; O’Rourke 
& Sinnott 2006; Hainmuller & Hiscox 2010).
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Given the varied empirical evidence, significant differences exist in immigration perception pat-
terns within countries, influenced by social, demographic, economic, psychological, and other individu-
al characteristics, as well as between different countries and regions globally (Gorodzeisky & Semyon-
ov 2018; Schotte & Winkler 2018; Javdani 2020; Schahbasi et al. 2020; Dražanova et. al. 2023; Jeannet 
& Dražanová 2023; Dražanova 2024). Immigration attitudes are also shaped by the characteristics of 
immigrant groups and possible personal experiences. For example, more skeptical and closed attitudes 
toward immigration tend to develop toward immigrants of different ethnic backgrounds or those com-
ing from poorer countries (Schahbasi et al. 2020), while more frequent contact with immigrants can 
mitigate anti-immigrant attitudes (García-Muñoz & Milgram-Baleix 2021). Dražanova (2024) empha-
sizes that education is generally a positive predictor, while age is a negative one. Younger interviewees 
tend to have more positive attitudes toward immigration, while older interviewees typically form an-
ti-immigrant views (Quillian 1995; Mayda 2006; Javdani 2020; Xu et al. 2023). Other studies suggest 
that biological age is not always a consistent predictor of immigration attitudes and special perception 
patterns regarding immigration can form based on a person’s birth year (Ford 2011; Calahorrano 2013; 
Gorodzeisky & Semyonov 2018; Schotte & Winkler 2018; McLaren & Paterson 2019). Identified gen-
erational differences are linked to the assumption that individuals born around the same time share com-
mon economic, social, and political circumstances (Jeanett & Dražanova 2024), and the importance of 
specific local factors is also emphasized (Xu et al. 2023). Some authors note that age-specific perception 
patterns may also result from ideological changes (Wilkes & Corrigall-Brown 2011). 

In contrast to age, individuals’ educational achievements consistently have a positive impact on 
forming pro-immigration attitudes and are almost universally considered a rule, although empirical 
results can vary (Lancee & Sarrasin 2015; EUI RCAS 2020). Among other demographic predictors, 
gender is generally not a significant factor in individual differences, though some studies have em-
pirically confirmed that men are more restrictive toward immigration than women, especially in older 
age groups (Schahbasi et al. 2020). Furthermore, individuals living in urban areas tend to have more 
positive attitudes toward immigration, while those in rural areas usually hold anti-immigration views, 
which is linked to the contact hypothesis (Maxwell 2019). 

The economic approach to immigration is most often related to the impact of immigration on the 
labor market. Authors García-Muñoz and Milgram-Baleix (2021) highlight that the native population 
tends to assess the economic consequences of immigration based primarily on their individual char-
acteristics, rather than the broader economic context. This hypothesis stems from the nature of immi-
gration processes, which often focus on the influx of workers who replace low- and medium-skilled 
domestic labor in the destination society (García-Muñoz & Milgram-Baleix 2021). Economic factors, 
such as personal economic perceptions, income level, and occupation type, are significant predictors 
of immigration attitudes. In this regard, more positive attitudes toward immigration are correlated with 
individuals’ better economic position, higher qualifications, and higher personal income (Dražanova et 
al. 2023). According to the labor market competition hypothesis, individuals who compete with immi-
grants for jobs are more likely to be opposed to immigration, particularly if they belong to economically 
vulnerable groups (Quillian 1995; Hainmuller & Hiscox 2010; Gu et al. 2021). Predictors of immigra-
tion attitudes, regardless of these differences, are important for forecasting individuals’ behaviors and 
views toward immigrants and for shaping immigration and integration policies. 



80

Perception of Immigration in Croatia

Migration processes in Croatia, after World War II and its independence, have exhibited specific di-
rections and intensities (Šterc & Komušanac 2012). As a more developed socialist republic, Croatia 
experienced significant immigration within the former Yugoslavia, leading to a positive internal mi-
gration balance (more people immigrating from other parts of the former federation), while its external 
migration balance was negative (greater emigration from Croatia outside the former federation) (Šterc 
& Komušanac 2012). Historical circumstances at the beginning of the 1990s in Croatia and the regional 
environment led to ethnic conflicts, which influenced attitudes, often exacerbating prejudices associated 
with intergroup threats (Strabac et al. 2024).

National research on public perception of immigration has primarily been conducted before Croa-
tia’s EU accession and before the recent wave of immigration starting in 2020. Since the end of World 
War II, Immigration to Croatia has been dominated by people from ethnic Croatian regions, especial-
ly Bosnia and Herzegovina, due to economic factors and cultural similarities (Klempić Bogadi et al. 
2018). Due to the high level of adjustment of this population to Croatian society and their widespread 
acceptance, there has been little need for special integration mechanisms. Prior to Croatia’s EU acces-
sion, with the assumption that the Croatian labor market would open and with the expected influx of 
foreign workers, the issue of integration became more prominent. Authors Čačić-Kumpes et al. (2012) 
concluded that Croatia’s EU accession could lead to greater public resistance to immigration, particu-
larly toward workers perceived as a threat to the economy, culture, and society. 

The large-scale migrant crisis of 2015 prompted national research on security risks related to mi-
gration (Tadić et al. 2016; Mikac & Dragović 2017; Bježančević 2019) but also questions regarding 
openness to immigration from groups that are marked different from the European population in terms 
of identity (Šterc & Komušanac 2021). In the context of spatial and population security, the authors 
Komušanac & Balija (2023) conclude that the prevailing view among interviewees is that migration is 
inherently destabilizing and that selective and controlled migration processes are necessary for Croatia, 
emphasizing the importance of functional adjustment of migrants to Croatian society. The results of the 
10th round of the European Social Survey (ESS ERIC 2024), conducted in 2021, show that Croatian cit-
izens’ attitudes toward immigration are generally moderate (more positive than negative), with Croatian 
society being open to the immigration of foreigners, regardless of their racial and ethnic origin (Živkov-
ić 2024). It is important to note that this survey was conducted before the increase in immigration, so 
it is likely that these attitudes will change due to direct contact, visibility, and personal experience with 
migrants. Međimurec et al. (2024) suggest that even before the recent immigration wave, Croatian 
society was divided on the issue of immigration, with a trend toward a decrease in the share of citizens 
holding strongly anti-immigration views.

According to data from the Croatian Bureau of Statistics (2024), from 2021 to the end of 2023, a 
total of 131,455 foreign nationals immigrated to Croatia. After years of emigration (especially after 
2013), and a negative migration balance, there has been a stronger immigration trend, with a positive 
migration balance in 2022 and 2023 (DZS 2024a; Komušanac 2024). The total number of residence 
and work permits issued in Croatia (including new employment, extensions, and seasonal employment) 
from 2023 to November 2024 was 340,403, with 47,03% issued to workers from the region, i.e. Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (20.53%), Serbia (14.19%), North Macedonia (7.47%), and Kosovo (4.84%), while 
almost 31% of work permits were issued to workers from Nepal (14.97%), India (9.38%), and the Phil-
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ippines (6.58%) (MUP 2024). The increasing immigration of people with diverse cultural, linguistic, 
religious, ethnic, and racial characteristics into Croatia necessitates the creation of migration and inte-
gration policies. Public attitudes toward openness and acceptance of new immigrants play an indispens-
able role in this process. In addition to quantitative research, the study of immigration perceptions often 
includes a qualitative approach to better understand the attitudes and values that shape public opinion 
about migrants and their role in society (Ahonen et al., 2009; Zapata-Barrero & Yalaz, 2022; Mantovan, 
2006; Lawrence et al., 2024; Lawrence, 2025; Šedović, 2023). This approach addresses contextual fac-
tors, such as cultural norms and historical experiences, which significantly influence the way citizens 
perceive immigration. For this reason, and due to the specific context of Croatia, the aforementioned 
research approach was chosen.

Methodological Approach
Selection of method, sample, and target group

The perception of immigration is evolving with changes in migration patterns in Croatia (Čačić-Kump-
es et al. 2012; Komušanac & Balija 2023; Jurić 2024). The primary goal of this research was to explore 
how interviewees perceive the recent immigration and integration of foreign nationals from Asia. The 
most common predictor of immigration attitudes is age (Quillian 1995; Mayda 2006; Dražanova et al. 
2023; Xu et al. 2023). Several studies emphasize that immigration perception patterns also depend on a 
person’s age group (Ford 2011; Schotte & Winkler 2018; McLaren & Paterson 2019). Younger genera-
tions tend to be more open and tolerant toward immigration compared to older generations. Generation 
Y, or the millennials (born between 1981 and 1996), are generally more liberal in their social beliefs and 
show higher levels of acceptance and inclusivity regarding immigration in relation to other generations 
(Lerman 2012). Generation Y demonstrates resilience and independence of immigration attitudes from 
external influences, such as global crises and economic fluctuations (Rouse & Ross 2015). For these 
reasons, millennials were chosen as the focus group to test the moderation of their attitudes toward 
immigration. 

The number, characteristics, and “visibility” of foreign workers were key reasons for selecting this 
target group. The concept also encompassed the examination of general attitudes to determine whether 
participants’ views differ when it comes to groups with varying cultural characteristics. The opinions of 
ten members of Generation Y on immigration to Croatia were collected between June 1 and November 
1, 2024, using qualitative research, specifically semi-structured interviews as a main research method. 
Given that this is a relatively new social phenomenon, the choice of method allowed space for the emer-
gence of new questions and discussion. The interviews were conducted face-to-face and lasted between 
50 minutes (shortest) and 70 minutes (longest). Although a formal list of questions was provided, the 
authors followed it depending on the dynamic of the conversation, the openness of the participants, 
and their willingness to elaborate on their responses. The interviews were then transcribed for easier 
processing and preparation for analysis. Analysis of the participants’ subjective attitudes included a the-
matic approach, categorization of the most common responses, and interpretation, relying on empirical 
and theoretical findings. The research was conducted in accordance with ethical standards, with partic-
ipants being fully informed about the purpose and methodology of the study, and they provided their 
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informed consent to participate in the interview by signing the consent form. All data collected during 
the research were treated in accordance with the principles of confidentiality and privacy protection. 
The data were stored and processed in an anonymized form, and the results were used exclusively for 
scientific purposes. The anonymity of the participants in the study was guaranteed, along with the use of 
the results, without revealing any identifying characteristics (Respondent 1, Respondent 2…).

Research Design and Sample Characteristics

The research questions were divided into four thematic areas; General attitudes of millennials toward 
immigration (1), Migration management and integration (2), Market-labor implications (3), and Social 
and cultural aspects of immigration (4). The research sample consisted of ten participants from Gen-
eration Y, with the majority (7 participants) aged between 35 and 40. The sample included 7 women 
and 3 men, all of whom were registered residents of the City of Zagreb. The largest number of work 
permits is issued to workers currently employed in the City of Zagreb, so it was assumed that increased 
daily contact with immigrants creates a personal experience upon which most people, along with their 
knowledge and information, form their immigration attitudes. In terms of educational status, 8 partici-
pants had completed higher education (higher professional or university degree), while 2 had obtained 
a doctoral degree. All participants were employed. After defining the target group based on the age 
criterion (Croatian citizens born between 1981 and 1990) and residence in the City of Zagreb, the first 
respondent was selected from a network of acquaintances who fit the specified profile. The sample was 
further expanded using the snowball sampling method, based on the recommendations of the interview-
ees, with particular attention given to ensuring that the interviewees were not connected to each other, 
i.e., that they were not related by family ties.

The research limitations stem partly from the number and sample structure and partly from the in-
sufficient exploration of the topic and the lack of empirical findings for Croatia. The aim was to explore 
the stance of millennials interviewees toward immigration, without delving into specific differences 
within the group or the factors that condition them. The number of participants is smaller because the 
goal is not generalization, but a deeper understanding of the subjective attitudes of participants from a 
generation that is generally more moderate in its views on immigration. Since there are no newer studies 
after 2021 (those that are more recent rely on research conducted before the large immigration wave, 
that is before 2021 or, for example, they rely on data from the European Social Survey from the 10th 
round in 2021), this research represents a step forward by exploring attitudes toward the new wave of 
immigration to Croatia and helping to understand the perceived impact of foreign workers on Croatian 
society, space, the labor market, identity, and so on. It should be emphasized that based on this, we 
cannot make conclusions for the entire population, but we can better understand how the surveyed mil-
lennials view immigration to Croatia.
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Results and Discussion

In accordance with the chosen research method, which involved semi-structured interviews, and con-
sidering the varying levels of openness of participants on specific topics, the results section presents the 
responses that most thoroughly and effectively support the findings and conclusions of the study. These 
selected responses were chosen based on their ability to provide rich, detailed insights, reflecting the 
nuances of participants’ perspectives, and contributing to a deeper understanding of the research ques-
tions. The aim was to capture a diverse range of views, ensuring that the conclusions drawn are both 
robust and well-supported by the data.

General views on immigration
Experiences from numerous countries indicate that age is generally a negative predictor of immigration 
attitudes (Quillian 1995; Mayda 2006; Javdani 2020; Dražanova et al. 2023), and this conclusion is also 
confirmed in Croatia. In 2021, Croatian citizens over 60 years of age were more opposed to the immi-
gration of people from different ethnic and racial backgrounds, especially from poorer non-European 
countries (Živković 2024). Empirical studies confirm that Generation Y is characterized by more liberal 
attitudes, particularly toward new social phenomena (Lerman 2012; Rouse & Ross 2015). 

Participants demonstrated a high level of openness toward the immigration of foreigners, even 
when it concerned individuals with more heterogeneous characteristics compared to the local pop-
ulation. While none of the interviewees expressed opposition to the immigration of foreign workers 
to Croatia, it was observed that participants voluntarily mentioned workers from Asia and Africa and 
their perceived inability to adapt to Croatian society. Additionally, all participants stated out that for-
eign workers from poorer Asian countries are more accepted than migrants who arrived in 2015. The 
arguments they provide can be summarized by pointing to the different character and structure of these 
immigration waves, i.e., the general belief that the 2015 migration was politically motivated, while 
today’s migration is exclusively economically driven. Public attitudes are often less positive toward the 
immigration of visible ethnic, racial, religious, and cultural minorities (Schahbasi et al. 2020). Javdani 
(2020) notes that in some populations, factors related to ethnic and cultural identity are more important 
than the economic effects of immigration.

 In addition to visibility, the number of immigrants can also influence perceptual patterns (Berry et 
al. 2016). Croatia is a country dependent on the import of labor, and the number of foreigners is grow-
ing every year. This influence can have both positive and negative effects. Several participants pointed 
out that Croatian society’s closed stance toward immigration stems from the fact that the country has 
not been exposed to large-scale immigration from significantly different foreign groups and that some 
level of resistance arises from prejudice, particularly when it comes to foreigners of different faiths 
and races. Participants believe that Croatian society, in general, is closed to immigration, with a divide 
between older individuals who hold strongly anti-immigrant views and younger individuals who are 
mostly open. They think that the general perception of foreign worker immigration to Croatia is largely 
negative and that the media contributes most to this image. It has been shown that collective opinion 
formed through media, social networks, and political ideology influences immigration attitudes (Berry 
et al. 2016). 
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Comparing the societal and individual levels, millennials that we interviewed indeed have more 
liberal attitudes toward immigration, as expected, and based on personal experience, they conclude 
that negative and closed attitudes toward immigration prevail in Croatian society. This conclusion does 
not align with earlier studies (before 2022), where Croatian citizens, similar to other Europeans, held 
more moderate views, but this can be explained by the time gap and structural changes in the immigrant 
population. The participants mention various reasons, such as upbringing, tradition, religious influence, 
age, education, etc., which are recognized as potential predictors of immigration attitudes (Scheepers et 
al. 2002; Bohman & Hjerm 2014; Lancee & Sarrasin 2015; McLaren & Paterson 2019).

Regarding the number of immigrants, increased personal contact with migrants typically reduces 
anti-immigrant attitudes and leads to more positive views (Wagner et al. 2006; Hewstone & Schmid 
2014; Maxwell 2019; Weber 2019; García-Muñoz & Milgram-Baleix 2021). Nine participants noted 
that their personal experiences with foreign workers in everyday situations (ordering food, taking a taxi, 
grocery shopping, etc.) were positive. Furthermore, when asked about the advantages and disadvantag-
es of immigration, participants highlighted economic and security aspects. The most significant (and 
sometimes the only) benefit of immigration is seen in the Croatian economy’s need for foreign workers, 
and several participants mentioned possible positive demographic and social impacts (improving the 
demographic profile and easier acceptance of diversity). Among the undesirable consequences of im-
migration, the most common concerns were the reduction in wage levels, ghettoization, and increased 
crime rates, which are also the most frequent arguments in debates about migration (Jurić 2024).

Examples of responses that support the conclusions of the first thematic area: 

[…] Personally, I have nothing against the immigration of foreigners from different back-
grounds, races, and cultures. In fact, I believe that in the long run, this can have positive 
consequences... for culture and development. However, I do think I look at foreigners 
who are Muslim or Hindu differently than those who are physically similar to Croats... at 
least at first... (laughs). I think this is an unconscious prejudice because we haven’t been 
exposed to such a large number of people from different races and cultures in Croatia etc. 
[…] (Respondent 1).

[…] I view foreigners from Asia and Africa differently than those from Europe because 
of cultural, linguistic, and other heritage, and because I think that foreigners from Europe 
assimilate more easily, some partially, whereas those from Asia and Africa cannot at all 
etc. […]  (Respondent 2)

[…] I’m not against immigration; I don’t care where they come from... we live in a 
society where migration is a normal thing... our people are constantly emigrating, and I 
would love for them to be accepted and feel welcome... I don’t see why we, as a nation 
and society, should behave differently... we benefit from them... I mean the economy. 
Again, it’s not bad for society as a whole... maybe we’d become a more open society... 
I don’t know... it wouldn’t be bad if we lived in a more multicultural society etc. […] 
(Respondent 3).
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[…] I’m just afraid of ghettoization. I have no prejudices, but I don’t feel comfortable 
walking down the street when there’s a group of Indians or Nepalese next to me. I 
wouldn’t even say that crime would increase... There’s crime everywhere...I can’t explain 
it... I’m not against them being here... I think it’s personal, maybe I’m shallow (laughs)... 
I just don’t feel comfortable and I’m not used to it... I don’t think foreigners should 
change the identity of a society... they’re here for word, they need to adapt to the society 
they come to... that’s how it should be... you accept the identity and society where you’ve 
come, despite the differences that exist (religious, racial) etc. […] (Respondent 1).

The participants’ responses indicate the complexity of attitudes toward immigration, revealing both 
openness toward migrants and a certain degree of reservation. While respondents generally do not 
express overt hostility toward immigrants, their reflections reveal an underlying sense of insecurity 
and apprehension regarding cultural differences in relation to the native population. For instance, Re-
spondent 1 emphasizes having no objection to immigration and highlights potential positive effects on 
culture and societal development. Such attitudes suggest that social contact with migrants is still not fre-
quent or profound enough to fully overcome existing stereotypes. On a functional level, this respondent 
also asserts that migrants should adapt to the host society by accepting its identity without undermining 
its existing values.

Respondent 2 demonstrates a differentiated approach to migrants, based on the perceived ability 
of foreign populations to integrate. This suggests that acceptance of migrants is not solely grounded in 
direct experience, but also in perceptions of cultural compatibility and adaptability to the new social 
environment.

Respondent 3 presents a notably rational and humanistic perspective, emphasizing the universality 
of migration processes, empathy, and the need for equal standards in the treatment of foreigners. This 
respondent also recognizes the potential benefits of immigration not only for the economy, but also for 
the development of a more open and multicultural society.

Although the individual responses point to a certain openness toward immigration, such openness 
appears largely declarative, given the accompanying feelings of discomfort and uncertainty stemming 
from cultural differences.

Views on migration management and integration
European citizens, while generally inclined toward moderate migration, express more restrictive views 
regarding migration control and selectivity (Schahbasi et al. 2020). National research corroborates this 
trend (Čačić-Kumpes et al. 2012; Komušanac & Balija 2023; Živković 2024). Interviewed millennials 
acknowledge the necessity of controlling and selecting migrants but emphasize that it is essential to 
consider the needs of the Croatian economy and introduce mechanisms to regulate migration numbers. 
Croatia abolished fixed quotas for foreign labor importation in 2021, due to the liberalization of labor 
market policies and the argument that quotas were not adapted to marked dynamics (Komušanac 2023, 
2024). 

The moderate, yet somewhat restrictive stance of interviewed millennials on the influx of foreign 
workers can be attributed to the unexpected nature of “new” immigration and the uncertainty regarding 
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its permanence. When asked about the future of migration, interviewees anticipate a continuation of 
the inflow of foreign workers, but they expect that these workers will not stay in Croatia permanently, 
as their migration is driven solely by economic motives. Accordingly, they believe that depopulated 
regions like Slavonia and Lika have insufficient potential to attract native inhabitants and are unlikely 
to be resettled by foreigners in the future. Integration is seen as crucial for effective migration man-
agement, and public policies regarding migrants primarily focus on the labor market and language 
(Vermeulen 1997). In addition to employment and the labor market, integration policies also encompass 
other areas such as education, healthcare, regional, and security issues (Vermeulen 1997). Although 
there is no consensus on the definition of integration, researchers agree on its fundamental attributes, 
such as long-term, two-way, dynamic, and multidimensional processes (Blagojević 2020). Interviewees 
expressed dissatisfaction with the current integration of foreign workers in Croatia, blaming the govern-
ment for this. They argue that Croatia lacks control over the influx of large numbers of foreign workers 
and does not implement any integration policies. 

According to the interviewees, successful integration requires mastering the language and gradually 
familiarizing oneself with Croatian culture, traditions, and customs. They view a lack of knowledge of 
the Croatian language among foreign workers as disrespecting Croatian society and personally find it 
bothersome not being able to communicate with them in their native language. They suggest that Cro-
atia should make learning Croatian a requirement for obtaining residence and work permits. Currently, 
third-country nationals have access to vouchers to subsidize Croatian language courses, but these cours-
es remain optional (HZZ 2024). Interviewees believe that the primary responsibility for integration lies 
with the host country, though they also emphasize the role of the local level. According to the Special 
Eurobarometer Report (ECC 2022), two-thirds of European citizens agree that countries should invest 
more in the inclusion and integration of migrants. Vermeulen (1997) highlights the importance of in-
terdepartmental cooperation and the state’s role in institutionalizing integration, while Penninx (2007) 
underscores the importance of local government as migrants establish their first social contacts within 
the community. 

Examples of responses that support the conclusions of the second thematic area:

[…] The overall climate is moving toward inclusiveness... but at the same time, migra-
tion to Croatia will need to be tightened. A big problem is that there is no one to work in 
all of Europe, so I assume the influx of foreign workers will continue... The state should 
tighten entry... check where foreigners are coming from... limit the number of foreign 
workers... introduce checks... to avoid violence, and radicalization etc. […] (Respondent 
4).

[…] A well-integrated foreigner is one who speaks or is learning the language of the 
country they moved to. One who can communicate in Croatian, who can function outside 
the close circle of people they came to Croatia with and associate with etc. […] (Respon-
dent 5).

[…] I think there should be some limitations on immigration, but those limitations should 
align with the needs of the market, economy, and workforce... perhaps the number of 
foreign workers that can be accepted annually should be limited... Why? Because I think 
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this would somewhat regulate the influx... it would regulate the minimum wage, protect 
the labor market etc. […] (Respondent 3.)

[…] I can’t say whether they care about the social segment... generalizing and saying that 
collectively none of them are interested in integrating... I don’t know... I can’t say that 
they have or don’t have an interest in integration... well, Croats also socialize together 
when they go somewhere abroad... but that doesn’t mean they don’t accept the country 
and culture... I think the state should take responsibility for integration... there should be 
more talk about these differences in the education system etc. […] (Respondent 1).

The interviewees’ perspectives reveal a nuanced understanding of the integration process, emphasizing 
both structural conditions and individual efforts. While they agree that the host country bears primary 
responsibility for enabling successful integration, they also express concrete expectations regarding the 
behavior and efforts of migrants themselves. Respondent 5 defines a well-integrated migrant as some-
one who either speaks or is actively learning the Croatian language and is capable of functioning inde-
pendently within the broader social environment, beyond the circle of co-nationals. This view reflects 
the importance placed on linguistic competence as a prerequisite for social inclusion and interaction, 
echoing common assumptions about the need for migrants to adapt to the dominant culture. In a similar 
vein, Respondent 1 points out that the inability to communicate with foreign workers in Croatian can 
be frustrating on a personal level and may be perceived as a sign of disrespect toward the host society. 
Although hesitant to generalize, this respondent acknowledges the complexity of assessing migrants’ 
interest in integration, noting that social clustering among migrants does not necessarily indicate a lack 
of openness. Drawing a parallel with Croatian emigrants abroad, the respondent suggests that maintain-
ing intra-group social ties is not inherently opposed to cultural adaptation. A more security-focused per-
spective is provided by Respondent 4, who warns that Croatia should carefully monitor the origin and 
number of incoming foreign workers to prevent potential risks such as violence or radicalization. While 
acknowledging the increasing demand for labor at the European level, this respondent argues for stricter 
entry controls and background checks as preventive measures. His stance reflects a cautious approach 
to migration policy, where integration is conditional upon regulated and selective admission processes.

Collectively, these responses reflect an understanding of integration as a two-way process: one that 
involves institutional support and systemic planning on the part of the state, as well as a visible will-
ingness on the part of migrants to engage with the language, norms, and social expectations of the host 
society. While the general tone of the responses leans toward inclusivity, it is accompanied by concerns 
about cultural cohesion, labor market stability, and national security — indicating that integration, in the 
eyes of the respondents, must be strategically managed rather than passively assumed.

Views on the impact of immigration on the labor market
Both opponents and proponents of immigration highlight its economic consequences, which can be both 
positive and negative (Jurić 2024). Positive economic effects include increased labor market flexibility 
and enhanced productive capacities, while negative impacts primarily involve wage reductions (Pet-
tinger 2022; Jurić 2024). Interviewed millennials perceive immigration as a necessary reality for Croa-
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tia, though one that could lead to undesirable outcomes, such as lowering wages for domestic workers. 
They do not feel personally or directly threatened by foreign workers in their current jobs, primarily 
because of language barriers and the types of jobs typically performed by foreign workers in Croatia. 
Numerous empirical studies point out that perceptions of economic vulnerability among the domestic 
population are shaped by their current economic status and skill levels (Quillian 1995; Hainmuller & 
Hiscox 2010; Gu et al. 2021; García-Muñoz & Milgram-Baleix 2021). If domestic workers are not com-
peting for the same jobs, they are less likely to view foreign workers as an economic or existential threat 
(Dražanova et al. 2023). This finding is also supported by the present study. Additionally, interviewed 
millennials believe that foreign workers do not enjoy more privileges. On the contrary, due to the high 
cost of living in larger cities, foreign workers are often forced to endure worse living conditions. 

Most interviewees believe that Croatia should also focus on attracting highly skilled workers, such 
as nurses and doctors, though they prioritize low-skilled labor due to the dependency of the Croatian 
economy on such workers. Regardless of their educational backgrounds, domestic workers tend to 
prefer highly skilled foreign workers (Hainmuller & Hiscox 2010). The most important factors attract-
ing highly skilled workers are economic stability, high wages, social security, and cultural similarities 
(Oliinyk et al. 2021) Consequently, millennials argue that significant brain gain is unrealistic, as Croatia 
has been unable to retain its own highly skilled workforce. Besides language proficiency, interviewees 
believe that one of the prerequisites for entering the labor market should be a prior evaluation of qualifi-
cations. Conversely, they consider the possibility of acquiring additional qualifications through various 
lifelong learning programs unrealistic, as such opportunities depend almost exclusively on employers’ 
interests and, only secondarily, on workers’ intrinsic motivation. Moreover, workers in lower-tier jobs 
tend to postpone upskilling until late in life (Jurić 2024; Pettinger 2022), after achieving financial sta-
bility for themselves and their families.  

Examples of responses that support the conclusions of the third thematic area:

[…] We are certainly at an advantage because we speak the official language and, in 
many cases, have better education. Therefore, I don’t see foreign workers as a threat to 
Croatian citizens who are willing to work. In certain industries, the cost of labor might 
play a decisive role, so if foreign workers are “cheaper,” this could negatively impact the 
employment of Croatian citizens. However, if that is the only criterion an employer uses, 
then it’s better not to work for such an employer etc. […] (Respondent 6).

[…] There should be a qualifications assessment to determine how foreign workers’ skills 
compare to ours, with evaluations tailored to the job. For example, a driver should com-
plete a short training course followed by a test of the required knowledge and abilities 
[…]  (Respondent 7).

[…] I think they jeopardize Croatian workers because they lower wages. Salaries here 
are already terribly low, and foreign workers are willing to work for much less money. I 
don’t think this is their fault but rather the responsibility of the government. The govern-
ment must regulate the arrival of foreign workers and their numbers. Foreign workers 
here are in a very poor position; they are shamefully exploited and humiliated, living in 
inhumane conditions etc. […] (Respondent 5).
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[…] I think Croatia should attract highly skilled workers given their specialized knowl-
edge and potential contributions. I would prioritize such immigration, as it benefits Croa-
tia’s development etc. […] (Respondent 8).

Participants expressed a range of views regarding the structure and regulation of the labor migration 
system, with particular attention given to the balance between low-skilled and highly skilled immi-
gration. Respondent 6 emphasized that Croatian workers, due to their familiarity with the language 
and often higher levels of education, should not feel directly threatened by the arrival of foreign labor. 
However, he noted that the growing reliance on cost as the primary employment criterion may lead to 
displacement of domestic workers, particularly when employers prioritize cheaper labor over qualifica-
tions or experience. From a regulatory standpoint, Respondent 7 advocated for the formal assessment 
of foreign workers’ qualifications prior to employment. He suggested that job-specific evaluations, 
such as short training programs and practical tests, could help align foreign workers’ skills with local 
expectations and standards. Such mechanisms, in his view, would protect both labor quality and public 
safety, particularly in regulated professions. Respondent 5 offered a more critical perspective, arguing 
that the influx of foreign workers contributes to wage suppression and exacerbates existing labor market 
inequalities. This view emphasizes also the structural vulnerability of foreign laborers, who are often 
subject to exploitation and poor living standards, and highlight the need for systemic reforms to pro-
tect their rights. In contrast, Respondent 8 focused on the potential benefits of attracting highly skilled 
migrants, particularly in knowledge-intensive fields. This view aligns with broader European trends 
emphasizing brain gain, although the respondent implicitly acknowledges the difficulty of attracting 
such talent given Croatia’s current economic limitations.

While participants recognize the practical necessity of low-skilled foreign labor, they also advocate 
for policies that ensure fair treatment, appropriate qualifications, and strategic workforce planning — 
particularly in light of Croatia’s challenges in retaining its own highly educated professionals.

Views on the cultural and social consequences  
of immigration

According to Jurić (2024), critics of immigration perceive foreign workers as a threat to public and na-
tional security, as well as to national identity. Jurić (2024) notes that the exclusion and marginalization 
of minorities often occur due to the absence of specific mechanisms for integration strategies (citing 
Mesić 2002, 344). Interviewees believe that foreign workers enrich social life by introducing diversity 
to Croatia (e.g., music, gastronomy...) and fostering a more inclusive and open society. As expected, 
interviewees are more favorable toward workers from culturally similar countries, as they find integra-
tion easier. The so-called tangible threats of immigration include fears of job loss, crime, and impact on 
identity (Mayda 2006; O’Rourke & Sinnott, 2006). One reason interviewed millennials do not perceive 
foreign workers as an existential threat is their inability to identify any significant changes in the quality 
or way of life that could be attributed to their arrival. Interestingly, none of the interviewees expressed 
concern that increased immigration might impact Croatian identity. Empirical evidence suggests that 
the domestic population may develop more negative attitudes toward immigrants if they feel threatened 
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by their numbers (Quillian 1995; Chandler & Tsai 2001; Gu et al. 2021; McLaren et al. 2021). However, 
this is not currently the case in Croatia. 

Interviewed millennials consider the Croatian language to be a cornerstone of national identity and 
an essential element of social adaptation. Given the types of jobs foreign workers predominantly take, 
interviewees believe that a basic knowledge of the Croatian language is sufficient initially. However, 
they argue that learning Croatian should be mandatory for all foreign workers. This requirement would 
increase foreign workers’ motivation to learn the language and accelerate their integration into Croatian 
society. Interviewees also noted that better mastery of Croatian could open up new opportunities for 
foreign workers to secure better jobs in the labor market. The state should bear the costs of language 
learning and the broader integration process. While integration lacks a universally accepted definition, 
there is no doubt that the state bears responsibility for implementing various support mechanisms in 
areas such as social welfare, housing, education, and healthcare (Vermeulen 1997). 

Examples of responses that support the conclusions of the fourth thematic area:

[…] I feel like the dispersion of foreign workers prevents us from noticing the differences 
in their contributions to Croatia’s social and cultural development. I believe Ukrainians 
or Slovaks would contribute more than, for example, Nepalese workers, because I sense 
they have a greater need for association, which could lead to the development of cultural 
or artistic organizations. This is likely because Ukrainians or Slovaks feel linguistically 
and culturally closer to Croatian society and culture. […] (Respondent 2).

[…] Foreign workers enrich Croatia by bringing something new to its social and cultur-
al spheres. This opening up to new and different perspectives undoubtedly enriches us. 
Over time, they will contribute more to Croatia’s social and cultural life, provided they 
are well-vetted etc. […] (Respondent 8)

[…] Everyday culture matters more than a nation’s historical or state culture because it is 
much more useful to know how to behave in everyday life than to know what happened 
in Croatia 100 years ago […] (Respondent 9).

[…] I think there is a difference between foreign workers, and that those from countries 
closer to our culture and language contribute more to Croatia’s social, economic, and 
cultural development etc. […] (Respondent 10).

The interviewees’ perspectives reveal a differentiated perception of the contributions made by foreign 
workers to Croatian society, with a noticeable preference for those from culturally and linguistically 
closer countries. Respondent 2 believes that the impact of foreign workers often goes unnoticed due to 
their spatial dispersion but emphasizes that workers from countries such as Ukraine and Slovakia have 
a greater potential for cultural engagement. According to this respondent, their inclination toward social 
association and cultural proximity to Croatian society facilitates the formation of cultural and artistic 
initiatives, which can positively influence the social fabric. Respondent 8 expresses a highly inclusive 
stance, highlighting that foreign workers bring new perspectives that enrich society, provided they un-
dergo appropriate vetting procedures. His response reflects confidence in the long-term positive impact 
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of migration on social and cultural development, contingent upon responsible selection and integration 
measures.

Respondent 9 draws attention to the significance of everyday culture in the integration process, ar-
guing that practical knowledge of daily social behavior is more useful than historical knowledge about 
Croatia. This comment suggests a pragmatic approach to integration, focusing on the functional and 
practical dimension of cultural inclusion. Respondent 10 also differentiates foreign workers based on 
cultural proximity, concluding that those originating from culturally similar environments have a great-
er capacity to contribute to society, not only economically but also socially and culturally.

Collectively, these views demonstrate that while the participants are generally open to diversity, 
this openness is often conditioned by perceived cultural affinity, linguistic proximity, and the adapt-
ability of foreign workers. Integration, as reflected in their responses, is not seen solely as the migrants’ 
responsibility but also implicitly involves the state’s role in facilitating the process through systematic 
and inclusive policies.

Conclusion
Inductive reasoning based on the conducted qualitative research has confirmed a high level of open-
ness toward immigration in Croatia among ten participants. The moderate attitudes of Generation Y 
in Croatia may be influenced by generational factors (belonging to a generally more liberal cohort) as 
well as individual characteristics. Interviewees do not perceive foreign workers in Croatia as a threat 
economically, socially, or in terms of security. Aware of the Croatian economy’s dependence on foreign 
labor, they do not oppose immigration, but highlight its undesirable impacts on the labor market. They 
view the state’s current efforts regarding integration as passive and insufficient, particularly concerning 
the regulation of immigrant numbers. Given extensive empirical evidence from numerous studies, it is 
possible that these attitudes may partially shift depending on the intensity and duration of immigration.

Given the increasing visibility and presence of migrants in Croatia’s largest cities, particularly in 
Zagreb, it is likely that there will be a shift away from more moderate views on immigration in the 
coming period. In the context of economic migration, support for immigration most often stems from 
the need to maintain economic stability and stability in the labor market. Migrants are primarily con-
centrated in the capital, which has the greatest demand for foreign labor due to the concentration of 
all functions, yet, apart from economic needs, attitudes toward immigration are also shaped by social 
circumstances, making it essential to conduct such and similar research. Perceptions of immigration 
among interviewees reflect the country’s specific migration history (primarily emigration-focused) and 
the predominance of immigrants from culturally similar populations. Croatian society remains largely 
traditional and relatively closed, having had limited exposure to the settlement of populations signifi-
cantly different from the domestic majority. Croatia faces the task of amending its current regulations 
regarding the entry and residence of third-country nationals and developing public policies related 
to the integration of foreign nationals into the labor market and Croatian society. Immigration and 
integration policies must be designed in alignment with public opinion, and this study contributes to 
understanding these attitudes. 
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