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Abstract: In the last thirty years, the countries of south-eastern and eastern Europe have experienced 
significant population decline, and Croatia is no exception to that. This paper revisits the problem of 
depopulation in Croatia in the last two intercensal periods (2001–2011 and 2011–2021). The aim was to 
analyze the impact of emigration on depopulation in Croatia and investigate whether it had a greater 
impact on depopulation than natural decrease. Additionally, the aim was to investigate whether the 
number of emigrants was underreported in the official statistics. The results show that Croatia lost more 
population due to negative net migration than the official statistical data indicate. Recent migrations in 
Croatia did not only affect the population decline, but also age composition of the population, 
particularly in the last intercensal period due to emigration of families with children and population in 
their working and reproductive ages, as they composed a large proportion of emigrants. The paper 
provides an elaborate insight into the recent migration patterns in Croatia while highlighting the 
underestimation of the proportions of emigration from Croatia by the official statistics. 
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1. Introduction 
Depopulation in Croatia has been present continuously since the early 1990s, but the underlying 
causes that ultimately led to depopulation had been identified much earlier, and were later 
coupled with political and socio-economic changes that occurred during the 1990s. The 
disintegration of the state socialist system in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s brought significant socio-economic changes that affected the demographic 
trends in the following period. Some of the most notable changes were: transition to market 
economy, unemployment and income inequalities, new political and social freedoms, expansion 
of university education, social stratification, etc. (Sobotka, 2011). The 2021 Population Census 
revealed that Croatia had 3.87 million inhabitants, which was approximately the same number of 
inhabitants Croatia had had in early 1950s (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2022a). 

Depopulation of Croatia should also be considered through the prism of depopulation of 
the European Union (EU) periphery, more notably, the eastern and south-eastern European 
countries. Free mobility of labor force within the EU enabled an immense outflow of people 
from eastern and south-eastern European countries (Jurić & Hadžić, 2021; Koyama, 2020). The 
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consequences of that outflow are manifold, and closely related to future demographic and 
economic development of the origin countries (Koyama, 2020). Furthermore, population 
decline should be considered both as an outcome and as a process (Franklin, 2020). The 
research on depopulation in Europe is often focused on measuring the outcome of the 
process (i.e., decline in population number), and does not give necessary attention to the 
temporal aspect of the process of decline (Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007). 

Similar depopulation trends as in Croatia have been recorded in other former socialist 
countries that are now EU members. According to the Eurostat, only three CEE countries 
recorded population increase between 1990 and 2020—Czechia, Slovakia, and Slovenia, while 
all the other countries experienced population decline (Eurostat, 2022). Emergence of 
depopulation and its acceleration after 1990 was the result of comparatively high mortality and 
declining fertility during 1990s, and outmigration (to western and northern European countries) 
that was largely driven by an array of push and pull factors (Sobotka & Fürnkranz-Prskawetz, 
2020). According to the same authors, the most notable push factors were economic transition 
and unemployment, the lack of social and political stability, and conflicts. On the other hand, 
the most prominent pull factors were more favorable employment opportunities, particularly 
after the 2004 enlargement, higher wages, and comparatively higher living standard. In the 
case of Croatia, another aggravating factor of depopulation was emigration during the war 
and post-war period in 1990s. Besides Croats that emigrated to western and northern 
European countries in that period, thousands of ethnic Serbs emigrated from Croatia to Serbia, 
where they either settled or migrated to third countries (Ramet & Valenta, 2016). 

Within the EU context, Croatia is economically less developed country, so in the globalization 
processes it is more affected by emigration. Furthermore, Croatia's position has weakened 
additionally after the accession to the EU due to one of the freedoms—free movement of people 
(Mesić, 2014). Even before the last emigration wave (after the accession to the EU), Croatia was 
among the European countries with intensive and long-term emigration, caused by various 
historical, political, and economic changes (Čizmić et al., 2005). Present-day demographic 
situation in Croatia is the reflection of numerous demographic changes (fertility decline, long-
term emigration, and population ageing) that occurred in the past, particularly in the second half 
of the 20th century and at the beginning of the 21st century, but it has also been affected by 
other, specific factors, such as economic, social, health, and political ones (Wertheimer-Baletić, 
2004). Consequently, depopulation and population ageing became the most prominent 
demographic processes. The problem of depopulation should also be considered through the 
prism of the second demographic transition (SDT). 

The issue of depopulation has been widely discussed in Croatian scientific literature, 
particularly during the 1990s and 2000s. Although depopulation has been recorded at the 
national level since 1991, in certain parts of the country it occurred several decades before. The 
most comprehensive analysis of depopulation in Croatian regions, towns and municipalities from 
1869 to 1981 was made by Nejašmić (1991). Gelo (2000) discussed the depopulation in Croatia at 
the beginning of the 21st century, emphasizing the rather unfavorable population projections, 
and the lack of official population policy. Wertheimer-Baletić (2004, 2007) also discussed 
depopulation and population ageing in Croatia, and stressed the importance of introducing an 
adequate population policy that would mitigate the anticipated negative effects of natural 
decrease and emigration. There were also studies focused on regional aspects of depopulation 
(Faričić et al., 2010; Lajić & Mišetić, 2013; Pejnović, 2004; Vojnović, 2004; Živić, 2017, 2018). 
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Recent migration patterns after the accession to the EU was also discussed by several 
authors, but from different perspectives. Komušanac (2023), for example, discussed the 
recent immigration of labor force, while Valenta et al. (2023) focused on labor migration in 
Croatia in the period from 1990 to 2023. Migration to and from Croatia before and a few 
years after the accession to the EU with the focus on destination countries were discussed by 
Mesarić Žabčić (2021). 

As seen from the previous elaboration, in the last two decades, Croatia experienced 
significant socio-economic and political changes (e.g., economic recession in late 2000s, 
accession to the EU in 2013, COVID-19 pandemic), which had a prominent impact on 
demographic trends, particularly on emigration. Therefore, this paper revisits the problem of 
depopulation in Croatia in the last two intercensal periods (2001–2011 and 2011–2021). This 
paper aims to assess the influence of emigration on population decline in Croatia and to 
explore whether it exerted a more significant influence on depopulation than natural decline. 
The secondary aim is to compare the official migration data with the intercensal net migration 
calculation and see whether the emigration volume was underestimated in the official 
statistics. Age and sex structure of the migrants as well as the most attractive destinations of 
the migrants are also discussed. So, the paper considers both outcomes of migration and its 
temporal evolution, as well as its impact of population decline. The main hypothesis is that in 
the first intercensal period, natural decrease had a more prominent role in depopulation, but 
in the second period, the negative net migration had more impact on depopulation, 
particularly after the accession to the EU. The second hypothesis is that in the second period, 
more families (children and young adults) emigrated in comparison to the first period. 

2. Brief history of migrations in Croatia 
The first official population census in Croatia was conducted in 1857, during the Austro-
Hungarian Administration. At that time, Croatia had 2.18 million inhabitants and until 1991 the 
population was increasing almost continuously—the only exceptions were the war periods. 
Demographic transition in Croatia started in the late 19th century, and until 1930s the birth 
rates had been relatively high, while the death rates had been decreasing (Nejašmić, 2008). As 
the result, the population was increasing despite the intensive overseas emigration until mid-
1920s (dominantly to the United States of America; Čuka et al., 2017; Nejašmić, 1991, 2008), 
and emigration to other European countries after 1960 (Nejašmić, 2008). 

After the Second World War, similar trends were recorded. Population increased due to 
relatively high rates of natural increase and despite the intensive emigration that started in 
early 1960s. The Croatian population reached its peak in 1991 with 4.78 million inhabitants 
(Nejašmić, 2008). In the period that followed, depopulation and population ageing became 
the most prominent demographic processes in the country. After the accession to the EU, it 
was evident that the emigration from the country largely intensified and much was 
speculated on how many inhabitants Croatia had, particularly taking into consideration that 
the country started recording historically low birth rates and increasing death rates (Graovac 
Matassi & Rogić, 2023). 

The 2021 Population Census revealed the actual proportions of depopulation, and the 
population decline was greater than the estimates and projections anticipated. Namely, 
according to the projections of the Croatian Bureau of Statistics (low variant), Croatia was 
expected to have 4.3 million inhabitants (Grizelj & Akrap, 2011), but the actual number was 3.8 
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million. Although it would have been interesting to analyze the depopulation in the period from 
1991 to 2001, considering significant changes the country went through (the war in early 1990s, 
intensive war and post-war migrations), it is virtually impossible to reconstruct the demographic 
changes in that period due to changes in census methodologies and in registering migration and 
vital events during the war. 

3 Data and methodology 
The analyses in this paper are based on the official population data provided by the Croatian 
Bureau of Statistics (n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Census methodology in Croatia changed several times 
during the last few decades, and the most significant change refers to the definition of the 
total population. Namely, according to the censuses conducted from 1948 to 1991, the total 
population included persons with registered residence in Croatia, regardless of their actual 
presence or absence at the census moment and regardless of the period of absence (e.g., 
even persons who were absent for more than one year or even for 30 years, were included 
in the total population). During the 2001 Census, the total population was defined according 
to the “place of usual residence” concept, and the period of one year or more of absence or 
presence in the place of residence was included as an additional criterion for including or 
excluding a person from the total population. The 2011 Census (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 
2011) followed the same concept as the previous one (place of usual residence), but the 
intention to stay or leave the place of residence was another criterion that was used to 
define the total population. Due to specific differences in defining total population, the 2001 
(Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2001) and 2011 censuses (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2011) 
are not completely comparable with the previous censuses. Consequently, the differences in 
methodology do not mask the fact that Croatia was depopulating. 

Second methodological limitation is related to the differences in registering migrants 
between Croatia and other European countries. The Croatian Bureau of Statistics regularly 
publishes the data on migration, but those data refer only to those who officially register or 
deregister their residence in Croatia with the Ministry of Interior. Namely, all emigrants 
should deregister their residence upon leaving the country, but since failing to do so is not 
actually penalized, many emigrants do not deregister their residence in Croatia mainly 
because they wish to keep certain benefits in their homeland (usually the health insurance), 
which indicates that the number of emigrants is much higher than officially registered. 
Additionally, when comparing the official data on the number of emigrants from Croatia to a 
specific country and the data from that country on the number of Croatian citizens that 
immigrated, the number of registered immigrants to a specific country is much higher (Jurić, 
2017; Pavić & Ivanović, 2019). Consequently, Croatian demographers often calculate net 
migration by using more reliable data (population census and vital statistics): P2 – (P1 + 
NPC) = NM (P1 = population registered by older census; P2 = population registered by 
newer census; NPC = natural population change; NM = net migration). In this paper both 
official migration data and the calculation of net migration are used to indicate the 
discrepancies between the two. Regardless of the fact that the number of migrants was 
underreported in Croatian statistics, the available data can still be used as a proxy for age 
and sex structure, their country of origin/destination, and citizenship of the migrants. 
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4. Results and discussion 
4.1. Period from 2001 to 2011 
In this period, the total population of Croatia decreased by over 152,000 (Table 1). Population 
decline in this period was not uncommon among the former socialist countries in Europe that 
went through profound social, economic, and political changes during the late 1980s and early 
1990s. However, there are certain differences among them regarding their economic and 
demographic developments. The comparison of the population of former socialist countries 
that are now EU member states indicates that, in the period from 2001 to 2011, only Czechia, 
Estonia, Poland, Slovenia, and Slovakia recorded population increase and the remaining six 
countries recorded a decrease (Eurostat, 2022). 
 
Table 1. Population change in Croatia from 2001 to 2011 

Year Population 
Intercensal 
population 

change 

Intercensal 
population 
change (%) 

Annual 
population 

change 

Annual population 
growth rate (%) 

2001 4,437,460 –152,571 –3.4 –15,257 –0.3 
2011 4,284,889 

Note. Data in columns are calculated based on 2001 Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the 
Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-c (https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/Census2001/ 
Popis/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html). In the public domain; 2011 Census of Population, Households and 
Dwellings in the Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-d (https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/ 
censuses/census2011/results/htm/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html). In the public domain. 

 

Figure 1. Birth rates, death rates and natural increase/decrease in Croatia from 2001 to 2011. 

Note. Data in the figure adapted from Natural population change in Croatia [Data set], by Croatian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2019a (https://podaci.dzs.hr/hr/arhiva/stanovnistvo/prirodno-kretanje-stanovnistva-republike-
hrvatske/). In the public domain. 

The registered decrease in Croatia in this period was primarily the result of natural 
decrease—in this period, the number of deaths outnumbered the births by over 95,000 persons 
(Figure 1), and natural decrease accounted for 62.3% of the total population decline. In 1991, 
Croatia registered natural decrease for the first time (excluding the war periods) and until 2021 
there had been only two years when the number of births surpassed the number of deaths 

-6.0
-4.0
-2.0
0.0
2.0
4.0
6.0
8.0

10.0
12.0
14.0

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

Per thousand 

Birth rate Death rate Natural increase/decrease

https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/Census2001/Popis/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html
https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/Census2001/Popis/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html


Graovac Matassi, V.: The Impact of Emigration on Population Decline in Croatia 
J. Geogr. Inst. Cvijic. 2024, 74(2), pp. 257–272 

 

 
262 

(1996 and 1997), but that was just a small-scale baby boom after the war. As for the other post-
socialist EU countries, most of them (except Poland, Slovenia, and Slovakia) also had natural 
decrease in this period. Only in Bulgaria and Croatia, the natural decrease accounted for over 
60% of the total population decrease, while the negative net migration did not have such a 
prominent role in population decline. On the other hand, in Latvia, Lithuania, and Romania, the 
impact of negative net migration on population decline was much greater (Eurostat, 2022). 

The beginning of the 21st century in Croatia was marked by historically low number of 
births and total fertility rates—in 2003 the number of births fell below 40,000 for the first 
time (for comparison, the number of births in 1991 was over 51,000). In the following years 
there was a gradual recovery in the number of births, because somewhat more numerable 
generations born in late 1970s reached their reproductive age, and that increase reached its 
peak in 2009. At the same time, the number of deaths recorded a slight increase (Figure 2). 
During the whole period there were 418,601 births and 513,648 deaths recorded, which 
resulted in natural decrease of 95,047. 

According to the official data on migration in Croatia, provided by the Croatian Bureau 
of Statistics (2012), in the period from 2001 to 2011, the total net migration was positive, with 
153,432 registered immigrants and 82,595 registered emigrants. However, the analysis of the 
migration throughout the period reveals that the net migration was positive from 2001 to 
2008, and after that, the immigration to Croatia decreased notably, and the emigration 
increased, which was the result of the global financial crisis of 2007–2008, that had negative 
effects on Croatian economy (Sopek, 2009). In 2009, the number of immigrants decreased 
by almost 42.0%, while the number of emigrants increased by almost 33.0% in comparison 
to 2008. Additionally, in 2010, the number of immigrants declined by 41.0% in comparison to 
the previous year (Figure 2). 
 

 

Figure 2. Migration in Croatia from 2001 to 2011. 
Note. Data in the figure adapted from Migrations in Croatia [Data set], by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2019b 

(https://podaci.dzs.hr/hr/arhiva/stanovnistvo/migracija-stanovnistva-republike-hrvatske/). In the public domain. 
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those aged 40–59. However, among 
the immigrants the least numerous 
were those aged 60+, and among the 
emigrants, the least represented group 
were those aged 0–19 (Table 2). 

As it has been mentioned previously, 
Croatia is a traditional emigrational 
country, and the most significant 
destination for the emigrants from the 
mid-20th century have been other 
European countries, predominantly 
Germany. The period from 2001 to 2011 was no exception to that. Data provided by the Croatian 
Bureau of Statistics (2019) showed that during the war, in early 1990s, and in the post-war period, 
there were intensive migrations between Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Croatia and 
Serbia. Namely, period of 1990s and early 2000s was characterized by conflict-induced migrations 
of ethnic Serbs from Croatia to Serbia and to Bosnia and Herzegovina on one hand, and ethnic 
Croats from Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina to Croatia on the other (Ramet & Valenta, 2016; 
Valenta et al., 2023). Accroding to Nejašmić (2008), approximately 270,000 ethnic Serbs emigrated 
from Croatia in the period from 1991 to 2001. By calculating the absolute data regarding the 
immigrants in the period from 2001 to 2011, relative values were obtained. These values show that 
only 17.7% of the immigrants were from EU countries, and on the other hand, the EU countries 
were the destination for 31.2% of emigrants. Furthermore, as much as 82.3% of the immigrants 
came from non-EU countries, and those countries were destination countries for 68.8% of 
emigrants from Croatia. Destination of a substantial percentage of the emigrants was unknown. 

Although it has often been implied that the volume of emigration from Croatia has been 
greater than the official statistics show (Pokos & Turk, 2022), there has been no attempt to 
calculate or estimate it. If the intercensal population change and natural increase/decrease 
in the same period are compared, the total net migration can be calculated. According to 
the official migration statistics, in the period from 2001 to 2011, Croatia had positive net 
migration of 70,837 persons, but if the above-mentioned calculation based on more reliable 
data (population censuses and vital statistics) is applied, the net migration was actually 
negative (Table 3). In that period, the country experienced a population decline exceeding 
the size of the eighth largest town in Croatia at that time (town of Pula). 
 
Table 3. Calculation of net migration in Croatia from 2001 to 2011 

Year Population Intercensal natural 
population change 

Expected number of 
inhabitants 

Net 
migration 

2001 4,437,460 
–95,047 4,342,413 –57,524 

2011 4,284,889 

Note. Data in columns are calculated based on 2001 Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the 
Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-c (https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/Census2001/ 
Popis/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html). In public domain; 2011 Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in 
the Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-d (https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/census2011/ 
results/htm/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html). In the public domain; Natural population change in Croatia [Data 
set], by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2019a (https://podaci.dzs.hr/hr/arhiva/stanovnistvo/prirodno-kretanje-
stanovnistva-republike-hrvatske/). In the public domain. 

Table 2. Age structure of migrants (in %) in Croatia, 
2001–2011 

Age Immigrants Emigrants 
0–19 22.4 12.6 

20–39 40.5 37.7 
40–59 24.4 25.5 
60+ 12.7 24.2 

Note. Data in columns are calculated based on Migrations 
in Croatia [Data set], by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2019 
(https://podaci.dzs.hr/hr/arhiva/stanovnistvo/migracija-
stanovnistva-republike-hrvatske/). In the public domain. 
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4.2. Period from 2011 to 2021 
Prior to 2021 Population Census, Croatian Bureau of Statistics (2022a) estimated, and many 
demographers speculated, that Croatia had approximately four million inhabitants. However, 
the official results showed that the actual number was much lower—3.87 million. That 
indicates that in the last intercensal period, the total population of Croatia declined by over 
413,000 persons (Table 4), which is more than the total population of the second, third, and 
fourth largest cities in Croatia combined (Split, Rijeka, and Osijek).  
 
Table 4. Population change in Croatia from 2011 to 2021 

Year Population 
Intercensal 
population 

change 

Intercensal 
population 
change (%) 

Annual 
population 

change 

Annual 
population 

growth rate (%) 
2011 4,284,889 

–413,056 –9.6 –45,895 –1.1 
2021 3,871,833 

Note. Data in columns are calculated based on 2011 Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the 
Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-d (https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/census2011/ 
results/htm/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html). In the public domain; 2021 Census of Population, Households and 
Dwellings in the Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-e (https://dzs.gov.hr/naslovna-
blokovi/u-fokusu/popis-2021/88). In the public domain. 

In the same period, seven out of eleven former socialist EU countries also recorded 
population decline (Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland, and Romania) 
(Eurostat, 2022), but in Croatia, the decline was the largest. On the other hand, Slovenia and 
Slovakia recorded a population increase, while in Czechia and Estonia the population number 
practically stagnated. In both Slovenia and Slovakia population increase was the result of 
natural increase and positive net migration, but in Slovenia most of the increase was due to 
positive net migration. In Croatia, 34.2% of the population decrease can be attributed to 
natural decrease, which indicates that in this period negative net migration had a more 
prominent role in population decline. Similar trend was recorded in Latvia and Lithuania, 
where negative net migration was the main cause of population decline (Eurostat, 2022). 
 

 
Figure 3. Birth rates, death rates and natural increase/decrease in Croatia from 2011 to 2021. 

Note. Data in the figure adapted from Natural population change [Data set], by Croatian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2022b (https://podaci.dzs.hr/2022/hr/29028). In the public domain. 
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In comparison with the previous period, the number of births in Croatia decreased 
additionally by 8.5%, while the number of deaths increased by 2.1%, particularly at the end 
of the period. The annual number of births fell below 40,000 again in 2013, and from that 
point on it continued to decrease, reaching the new historical low (below 36,000 in 2020). In 
2020, the number of deaths was 7.5% higher (approximately 4,000 deaths more) than the 
average for the preceding five-year period (2015–2019). It was the result of the COVID-19 
epidemic—during the second wave of the epidemic (November and December 2020), the 
number of deaths surpassed the five-year average (Graovac Matassi & Josipovič, 2023). The 
gap between the birth rates and the death rates was widening and consequently Croatia lost 
over 141,000 inhabitants due to natural decrease (Figure 3). 

The trend of intensive emigration from Croatia that started in late 2000s, continued in this 
period, but it additionally intensified after the Croatian accession to the EU. Croatia became a 
member of the EU on 1st July 2013, and in the years that followed, the number of emigrants 
was increasing constantly, reaching its peak in 2017 (Figure 4). Namely, in 2017, the registered 
number of emigrants was three times higher than in 2013 (47,352 and 15,262, respectively). 
Germany, as the most attractive destination for emigrants from Croatia, opened its labor 
market to Croatian citizens on 1st July 2015, and after that, emigration from Croatia recorded 
a sharp increase (Jurić, 2017). After 2017, the volume of emigration started depleting 
presumably because most of those who intended to emigrate, did that in the first few years 
after the accession. A sharp decrease in the number of emigrants was recorded in 2020, and 
it was related to COVID-19 pandemic. On the other hand, the number of immigrants started 
increasing steadily in the first few years following the accession to the EU, but it accelerated 
after 2017. In 2020, the number of emigrants and immigrants was almost equal, but the data 
for 2021 show that the number of emigrants increased more than the number of immigrants. 
The researches indicate that the most important push factors in this period were low wages, 
high corruption rates, dissatisfaction with political leadership in the country and justice 
system, inability to resolve housing issues, etc. (Jurić, 2017; Mesarić Žabčić, 2021). 
 

 

Figure 4. Migration in Croatia from 2011 to 2021. 

Note. Data in the figure adapted from Migrations in Croatia [Data set], by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 
2022c (https://podaci.dzs.hr/2022/hr/29030). In the public domain. 
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Given the increase in the volume of migration and the underlying causes of migration, 
there were notable changes in the age structure of migrants in comparison with the 
previous period. Both among the immigrants and emigrants, the most numerous age group 
was 20–39, followed by the 40–59 (Table 5). The only age group that recorded a decrease 
were the immigrants aged 0–19, which leads to a conclusion that the number of immigrant 
families with children declined. Another fact that supports this thesis is that the number of 
male immigrants in working and reproductive ages is much higher than the number of 
female. In the period from 2001 to 2011, the share of males and females in the total number 
of immigrants and emigrants was approximately the same—male comprised 52.2% of all 
immigrants and 51.0% of all emigrants (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2022c).  
 
Table 5. Age composition of migrants (in %) in Croatia, 2011–2021 and comparison to 2001–2011 period 

Age 
2011–2021 

Comparison of 2011–2021 period with  
2001–2011 period (in %) 

Immigrants Emigrants Immigrants Emigrants 
0–19 10.5 16.9 –35.4 417.5 
20–39 49.0 43.6 65.5 345.4 
40–59 28.4 28.9 59.3 336.2 
60+ 12.1 10.5 31.5 66.6 

Note. Data in columns are calculated based on Migrations in Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 
2023 (https://podaci.dzs.hr/2023/hr/58061). In public domain; Migrations in Croatia, by Croatian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2020 (https://podaci.dzs.hr/2021/hr/9939). In public domain. 

On the other hand, in the period from 2011 to 2021, the sex composition of the migrants 
changed significantly—as much as 66.8% of immigrants were male, and given their age 
composition, it is evident that most of the immigrants to Croatia in this period were male in 
their working age (immigrant labor force). The difference in sex composition among the 
emigrants indicates a moderate masculinization tendency, with 55.9% of them being male 
(Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2023). Although there was an increase in the number of 
immigrants in their working age, the number of emigrants of the same age increased even 
more (over 300%). However, the most notable increase was recorded among the youngest 
population (aged 0–19), which indicates that in this period there was an intensive emigration 
of the whole families. 

Similar to the previous period, most of the immigrants to Croatia came from non-EU 
countries, predominantly Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia, but Croatia became 
increasingly attractive to immigrants from other European countries, such as North 
Macedonia, Ukraine, etc. Besides from these European countries, an increasing number of 
immigrants also came from Asian countries (from 373 immigrants in the 2001–2011 period to 
8,855 immigrants in the 2011–2021 period). Given the fact that in this period Croatia was 
faced with a notable shortage of workforce, it is reasonable to assume that many of the 
immigrants in this period were migrant workers (Butković et al., 2022; Komušanec, 2023). 

As the result of the Croatian accession to the EU, the EU countries became the most 
important destinations for emigrants from Croatia. By calculating the data on emigration 
from Croatia obtained from the Croatian Bureau of Statistics (2020), percentage values were 
obtained. They show that almost 70.0% of all emigrants that went to EU countries settled in 
Germany. Other EU countries that attracted emigrants from Croatia were Austria, Ireland, 
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Italy, Slovenia, and Sweden. Another significant change regarding immigration to Croatia is 
the citizenship of the immigrants. In the first period analyzed, 90.6% of the immigrants were 
Croatian citizens, but in the second period they comprised only 37.5% of the immigrants. 
This indicates that in the second period, particularly after the accession to the EU, Croatia 
became attractive for foreign nationals, and given their age composition, it is clearly the case 
of intensive immigration of foreign labor force. 

The comparison of intercensal population change and natural decrease in the same 
period indicated that the magnitude of negative net migration was much larger than the 
official statistics registered—the official net migration in this period was –111,922, but 
according to calculation, it was –271,606 (Table 6). So, in a short period of time Croatia lost 
over a quarter of a million inhabitants due to negative net migration, primarily as the result 
of the emigration to the EU countries after the accession. On the other hand, immigration to 
Croatia also increased, but it was not enough to mitigate the negative effects of emigration.  

 
Table 6. Calculation of net migration in Croatia from 2011 to 2021 

Year Population Intercensal natural 
population change 

Expected number of 
inhabitants Net migration 

2011 4,284,889 
–141,450 4,143,439 –271,606 

2021 3,871,833 

Note. Data in columns are calculated based on 2011 Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the 
Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-d (https://web.dzs.hr/Hrv/censuses/census2011/ 
results/htm/H01_01_01/H01_01_01.html). In the public domain; 2021 Census of Population, Households and 
Dwellings in the Republic of Croatia, by Croatian Bureau of Statistics, n.d.-e (https://dzs.gov.hr/naslovna-
blokovi/u-fokusu/popis-2021/88). In the public domain; Natural population change [Data set], by Croatian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2022b (https://podaci.dzs.hr/2022/hr/29028). In the public domain.  
 

Croatia is undoubtedly facing a severe demographic crisis. Continuous natural decline in the 
last thirty years should be observed through the prism of the SDT theory. van de Kaa (2002) argues 
that the core concept of the SDT revolves around the notion that industrialized countries have 
entered a distinctive phase in their demographic development. This phase is distinguished by the 
extensive control over fertility, indicating a divergence from traditional demographic patterns. To 
be more precise, the couples usually opt for one or two children, resulting in below-replacement 
fertility levels, and a noticeable trend of postponing childbearing to late 20s and early 30s. These 
trends have also been observed in Croatia (Graovac Matassi & Talan, 2021).  

Post-transitional stage in Croatia started in the mid-1980s, and the socio-economic and 
political changes that followed had a profound impact on the demographic trends. In the 
last thirty years, there have been three distinct emigration waves: during and immediately 
after the war in the early 1990s, after the onset of the financial crisis of 2007–2008, and after 
the Croatian accession to the EU in 2013. 

The underreported emigration has also been confirmed by the data provided by statistical 
offices of the destination countries. Namely, the number of immigrants from Croatia registered in 
destination countries (Germany, Ireland, Austria) was much larger than the number of emigrants 
to those countries registered in Croatia (Pokos, 2017). According to Sopek (2009), based on the 
data for Germany, Austria, and Ireland, the number of Croatian immigrants to those countries 
was approximately 62% higher than recorded by Croatian statistics. The research results 

https://podaci.dzs.hr/2022/hr/29028
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presented by Jurić (2017) indicate that more than half of the Croatian immigrants to Germany 
were aged 20–40, previously employed in their home country, and they emigrated with their 
whole families. This indicates that unemployment is not always the main reason for emigration, 
but rather better work and living opportunities in the host country. Similar trends were recorded 
in other post-socialist EU countries, e.g., Romania (Vasile, 2014). 

According to the data provided by the Croatian Bureau of Statistics (2019), during the 2000s, 
the most intensive migration was among Croatia and two neighboring countries—Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Serbia. Namely, the dissolution of Yugoslavia resulted in significant migrations 
among the former republics. More intensive emigration from Croatia began in the late 2000s, 
due to economic crisis that contributed to increased unemployment and poverty that forced the 
population to pursue better socio-economic opportunities (Miljenović, 2013). After the Croatian 
accession to the EU, the emigration from Croatia became even more voluminous and oriented 
toward the EU countries. In the second period, the most attractive destination for emigrants 
from Croatia was Germany, mostly because of the long tradition that dates back to the 1960s, 
during the great immigration of guest workers to Germany, largely from southern and south-
eastern European countries, like Italy, Greece, Croatia, Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, etc. 
(Borkert & Bosswick, 2007; Lederer, 1997; Nejašmić, 2008). The more notable increase of 
emigrants was registered in 2015, when Germany provided equal opportunities and access to 
labor market to Croatian nationals (Jurić, 2017). 

Parallel to intensive emigration from Croatia after 2013, the country started to attract an 
increasing number of immigrants, particularly male working force. Namely, the national 
economy has been faced with an immense outflow of the labor force following the accession 
to the EU, which has been the most prominent in public healthcare sector, but also in other 
sectors such as construction, tourism and hospitality, and metal industry. Consequently, the 
country has become highly dependent on migrant workers (Butković et al., 2022). 

5. Conclusion 
In both of the analyzed periods (2001–2011 and 2011–2021), Croatia experienced natural 
decrease, with the decrease being more pronounced in the second period compared to the 
first. Therefore, in the first period analyzed, the natural decrease contributed more to the 
population decline than negative net migration, but in the second period, the negative net 
migration became the main cause of population decline. The official data indicate that the 
net migration was positive in the first period, but it became negative in the second period 
due to intensive emigration. However, calculation shows that the net migration was negative 
in both periods and that the magnitude of emigration was obviously underreported. The 
reason for underreported number of emigrants is that many emigrants from Croatia fail do 
deregister their residence after emigrating to another country in order to maintain certain 
benefits in their homeland (such as health insurance). 

Recent migrations in Croatia did not only affect the population decline, but also age 
composition of the population, particularly in the last intercensal period due to emigration 
of young population and population in their working and reproductive ages. In the last 
intercensal period, the decline of the number of young adults was much higher than the 
decline of total population. Given the fact that more than two-thirds of the emigrants in the 
same period were aged 0–39, it is reasonable to assume that the whole families emigrated, 
particularly since a significant proportion of emigrants were children. On the other hand, 
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immigrants of the same age were far less numerable. Emigration of children and young 
adults does not only affect the population number, but it also might affect fertility in the 
future as the number of men and women in their reproductive age decreases. Although the 
official data regarding migrations are underreported, the available data on age and sex 
structure, origin and destination of migrants and their citizenship can still be used as a proxy 
for migration trends in Croatia. Consequently, both of the hypotheses were confirmed. The 
observed trends of natural decrease and negative net migration indicate that, unless these 
negative trends are reversed, Croatia will continue to depopulate. In view of increased 
immigration of third-country immigrants in the last few years, there is a necessity to 
investigate that migration. 

The most important contribution of this paper is that it clearly identifies the drivers of 
population decline and highlights the discrepancy between reported and actual migration 
during the investigated periods. It also specifies the differences in age and sex composition 
between emigrants and immigrants, and how these differences impact the age and sex 
composition of the entire country, consequently influencing population decline. The 
observed trends provide valuable insights into the multifaceted challenges of population 
decline in Croatia, including the intensive emigration of the working-age population and 
their families, and the associated socio-economic consequences. The findings underscore 
the crucial importance of accurate data, targeted policies, and further research to address 
the specific consequences of current trends. Further research should particularly focus on 
the socio-economic impact of population decline, with an emphasis on its effects on the 
labor market and future economic development, as well as on fertility and future population 
trends. Additionally, research should address the causes of emigration to identify the main 
reasons behind the intensive emigration. This will contribute to the design of migration 
policies that could mitigate negative trends and potentially reduce emigration by 
introducing various incentives to improve the socio-economic status of the population. 
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