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Abstract
.

Montenegro has been facing a negative natural increase in recent
years, which, when combined with the aging population, poses a threat
to the country's future. Simultaneously, the country is suffering a loss
of its highly skilled workers to countries with larger and more
developed labor markets, which offer better opportunities for personal
and professional development. Human capital loss is visible and
pervasive in all spheres of society, and is thus a growing source of
concern. Why do highly qualified young professionals migrate from
Montenegro? Which policies could be developed and implemented to
put an end to, or at least slow down, such trends? The purpose of this
study was to identify reasons instigating migration of young people,
ascertain the patterns of behavior, create a space for dialogue and
offer concrete activities and potential solutions. The above was done to
address an increasing exodus of young people’s migration, which has a
detrimental effect on Montenegro's development, and to identify a way
to leverage Montenegrin diaspora’s knowledge and professional
experience. This publication was created in collaboration with 132
young individuals who migrated from Montenegro, allowing them to
share their perspectives on the study’s central theme and their
perception of the opportunities to contribute from afar. Additionally, the
purpose of this research was to bring attention to the human capital
loss issue in the period when Montenegro is confronted with numerous
challenges - health, economic, political and social ones - but also to
map potential solutions and offer concrete recommendations to
institutional stakeholders, while promoting cooperation. Finally, this
publication serves as the starting point for developing a comprehensive
system for tracking talents and encouraging their engagement in
Montenegro’s future development
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Introduction - About talent migration
I do not await a better life, I just go after it.
Why have we left the place we call “home”?
One might say that a country’s future rests upon the quality education of new
generations. In our case, this would mean quality education and comprehensive
opportunities offered to them. Judging by statistics which suggest that there were
over 10% less young people in Montenegro between 2010-20191, the future of those
who remain does not seem promising.
Unlike previous research on this topic in Montenegro, this study included
participants who have already moved abroad - to understand their opinions, needs,
and aspirations in their search for better work and life opportunities elsewhere. In
order to answer the needs of this research, the target group included those
individuals who have a higher education degree and are professionally engaged
abroad. Most of the participants migrated in the period between 2010 and the end of
2021, when the last phase of this study was conducted.
Brain drain is a process through which a country loses its professional or highly
educated labor force due to its migration to countries with larger and more
developed labor markets. These countries promise better opportunities for personal
and professional development, which has compelled many Montenegrin citizens to
change their country of residence long-term or permanently. There is also a notable
number of young people from Montenegro who leave to study abroad with the goal
to find jobs and permanently stay there. Although this trend is a characteristic of the
individual life stories, the consequence of this ever-increasing trend, if looked at en
masse, is that Montenegro is left without a significant number of highly-qualified
individuals, who, in most cases, are not provided with the opportunity to contribute
to the development of their home country.
A state official in the Western Balkans imputed the following,
while at least four young people from the region claimed their
residence permits in four different sides of the world - I am not a
customs officer to tally those who leave the country.

The migration of the country’s population is a phenomenon that Montenegro has
faced many times throughout its history. However, the number of people who fled
Montenegro has significantly increased in the last several decades. Today, when we
talk about migration we most often refer to temporary or permanent relocation in
European Union countries and Europe in general, although there is a long history of
Western Balkans Youth Lab, 2021, “Mapping of youth policies and identification of existing support
and gaps in financing of youth actions in the Western Balkans”.
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migration to other parts of the world. The migrative trend to the Americas was noted
already at the beginning of the 19th century, whereas Asia has become a continent
of interest to many young Montenegrins in recent years. What is particularly
concerning and appears to be a new trend is the increasing permanent migration of
the highly-qualified labor force. According to the 2019 study conducted by the
Westminster Foundation for Democracy in Montenegro, up to 70% of young people
consider moving abroad.
An entire Montenegro lives abroad.
According to the available estimates, the size of the Montenegrin diaspora is equal
to the number of its citizens within the country. The main destinations of interest
include the countries in the region, Latin America, the United States of America,
Turkey, Switzerland, Luxembourg, and Germany. Calculating an accurate migration
rate of the Montenegrin population is rather difficult, as there is no fully developed
system for monitoring external migrations. On the other hand, the data from the
European Statistical Office (EUROSTAT)2 suggests that the number of permits issued
to Montenegrin citizens in EU countries has quadrupled between 2010 and 2019.
While Germany, Italy and Luxembourg were the most popular destinations in 2010,
by 2020 the highest number of residential permits issued to our citizens, in addition
to Germany, were those issued in Croatia and Slovenia. The European Union has
issued approximately 4,000 work permits to Montenegrin citizens in 2019, in
comparison to just over 1000 permits issued in 2010.3
The concern of youth migration does not only affect Montenegro and the Western
Balkans region, but also many other undeveloped and developing countries. The
lack of efforts to combat/stop this trend often results in a loss of human capital in
favor of more developed countries. To slow down this trend, without trying to
prevent young people from seeking new and different experiences and offer an
adequate response to this challenge by providing different opportunities,
Montenegro must take concrete, strategic, systemically coordinated steps as soon
as possible. In order to create an appropriate strategy and measures that
correspond to local needs and opportunities, it is crucial to map out the reasons for
which the population chooses to move away.
Although there is no statistical data on the national level that allows for the analysis
of such migration waves, nor the analysis of reasons or emigration trends, findings of
global research on this topic could also be applicable in the case of Montenegro.
The International Institute of Management Development has identified the following
spheres as the most common factors influencing population migrations: unstable
rule of law, undeveloped healthcare, inadaptability of local companies to

European Training Foundation, 2021, ”How migration, human capital and labor market interact in
Montenegro”. Available at: https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/202107/migration_montenegro_0.pdf
3
Ibidem.
2
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(international) market changes, unsatisfactory educational system, insufficient
financial, etc.4
As is the case globally and also in Montenegro, low standards of living, weak
purchasing power, lack of opportunities for personal development, fear of poor
healthcare, the need for better education, dissatisfaction with dysfunctional
government services, persistent political tensions and tiredness due to fighting
injustice - are the main reasons why people have at some point decided to pack
their bags and leave their homeland. Simplified procedures of obtaining work
permits for deficient occupations abroad have also contributed to this, as has the
increasing number of opportunities to study various programs at highly-ranked
universities abroad - which encourage young people to leave and stay abroad.
The central topic of this study is specifically centered around the reasons for the
departure of young people from Montenegro, but also around the possibility of their
return or their contribution to the development of Montenegro from abroad. This
document also includes policy recommendations, focusing on short-term, mediumterm, and long-term solutions of the population migration problem. The study was
conducted with 132 young professionals from Montenegro who have moved abroad
due to their further professional engagements - to whom we are especially grateful
for their time and the selflessly shared experiences and ideas concerning the
solution to this challenge. The results of the data analysis collected both through
quantitative and qualitative methods allow for a better understanding of the reasons
behind the emigration of the highly-qualified population, and they also represent a
starting point towards, hopefully, the development of a national strategy for
combating this trend. Unless concrete measures are taken for its mitigation, we trust
this challenge will only be accelerated with Montenegro’s accession to the
European Union.
In an attempt to discover the reasons for their departure, we noticed many
similarities - which also sends a positive message: it is possible to map out clusters,
as well as economic-political and social problems, the solution to which would slow
down the emigration trend. As it will be presented in this document, despite popular
opinion, the reasons for leaving exceed young people’s need for better financial gain
compared to what they have at home. They also include areas in which significant
steps can be taken in a short period of time in order to retain talent, and to
encourage those who have already left to return or to offer their contribution to
Montenegrin society from afar.
But why start? Here are at least some of the reasons: (1) we want a better future for
ourselves and our closest ones, (2) we want better work and economic opportunities, (3)
we need new development ideas and people who will put them into action, (4) we want
peace and stability, to which we can only be brought by educated people free of
prejudices (one frees oneself off those particularly by living with people not only of a
different faith, but also of different color, ways of thinking, styles), (5) we want to grow
old with the people we love, not on the phones with them… Reasons are many; you may
add your own.
International Institute for Management Development, 2021, “What drives brain drain and brain gain”.
Available at: https://www.imd.org/research-knowledge/articles/what-drives-brain-drain-and-braingain/
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How much does the migration of highlyqualified individuals cost?
Rough estimates indicate that in the last 30 years, approximately 150 thousand
people, or one in every four citizens, left Montenegro5 and that due to the negative
demographic trend, the population of Montenegro in 2050 will be close to that of
the 1970s.6
Indeed, migration waves may have a detrimental effect on a country that, among
other things, faces shortage of human and innovation capacity, as well as slow
economic growth and negative demographic changes. Montenegro loses
approximately 50.000 EUR for each citizen who migrates from the country. This was
demonstrated in 2019 by the Westminster Foundation study7, which - for the
purpose of comparison - determined that the cost of one young person leaving
Serbia is 53.500 EUR, North Macedonia 44.700 EUR, and Albania 32.200 EUR.
And while this topic is openly talked about only when there is
some new shocking study that shows that young people
actively look for ways to leave the region, my friends and your
friends build their lives kilometers away; they invest their
knowledge and talents in the development of countries that
they (still) do not call their “home”. They pass citizenship exams
while you read this; they give up their own citizenship in order
to gain that of another country and gain access to more
opportunities; or they fight anxiety and depression away from
everything familiar, but with the hope of gaining financial
security and recognition for their efforts.

Despite all the data, warnings, and experiences from neighboring countries, such as
Croatia, pointing to the problem caused by the lack of a demographic trend
monitoring system on the basis of which important analysis and predictions could be
made, Montenegro remains unable to state with certainty what qualified people
have exchanged their Montenegrin residency for a German, Luxembourger,
Croatian, Slovenian, American, or Russian one. This would not be an issue if young
people were leaving solely to acquire new knowledge and experiences. The
challenge arises when they state that they have left without a clear objective or
desire to return to Montenegro in the future.

Centar za građansko obrazovanje, 2019, Evropski Puls. Available at:: https://media.cgocce.org/2019/06/evropski-puls-134.pdf
6
National Sustainable Development Strategy 2030, p. 32. United Nations, Department of Economic
and Social Affairs – Population Division, World Population Prospects – The 2015 Revision. Key
Findings and Advance Tables, New York, 2015.
7 Westminster Foundation for Democracy, 2021, Available at: https://iri.rs/wpcontent/uploads/2021/08/Troskovi-emigracije-mladih-u-Crnoj-Gori_compressed.pdf
5
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Research methodology
This chapter offers a short overview of the methods used in conducting this study.
Methods
A mixed methods approach was used in this study, which includes a combination of
qualitative and quantitative methods. To ensure a true understanding of the
experiences of our respondents, as well as the way they conceptualize the topic of
discussion, we used a qualitative research method - interviews (as group sessions).
Aware of the probability of error in understanding, and with the aim of minimizing
bias, but also in order to cover a wider range of people who were unable to
participate in the study otherwise, we also created a survey. Through this
quantitative method and a combination of close- and open-ended- questions, we
attempted to collect data that would supplement the findings of initial interviews,
allowing us to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of youth migration
from Montenegro.

Target group and sampling
The target group of this study were young Montenegrins between the ages of 24
and 40, who left the country in search of professional development opportunities
elsewhere - in the Western Balkans and beyond. For the purpose of this research,
we set up that professional development refers to compensated work that requires
specialization or a level of higher education training.
A total of 132 individuals participated in this research, 104 of whom participated in
the quantitative research, i.e., an online survey, and 68 of whom participated in
consultation sessions, used to gather additional input on this topic. It is worth noting
that some respondents participated in both the qualitative and quantitative areas of
the study.
A call which included research information was posted on the webpage of the
Organization of Montenegrin Students Abroad (www.omsa.me), as well as in both
public and private OMSA groups on social media. We used snow-balling to recruit
new participants and obtain useful data for the study.
The research team
All members of the research team are young Montenegrins with prior experience of
studying and/or working abroad, which points to the fact that we are aware of the
importance of this topic and that we can understand the position and attitudes of the
respondents. For the sake of objectivity, we ensured that all members of the team
received additional training and guidance on how to conduct the study.
9

Data analysis
Raw data was initially analyzed by each facilitator who recruited a particular group
of participants. The results were later analyzed by other facilitators, for the purpose
of triangulation and reduction of bias. Analysis uncovered patterns and common
experiences, whereas the collection of ideas (and perceptions of different
challenges), enabled us to come up with proposals of solutions to identified
problems.
Ethics
All information regarding the research ethics, aligned with the OMSA policy on
personal data protection and the OMSA Code of Ethics, is available on the
organization’s web page. Participants were informed about the research rules prior
to taking part in the research process and were reminded of them before the start of
each group session, and on the front page of the survey, respectively. To protect
identities of participants, all collected personal information was deemed confidential
and some testimonials are presented in this document in a slightly modified form
that does not alter their meaning.
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Reasons for emigration

A museum of memories of the place in which I was born.

To gain a better understanding of the situation, we primarily focused on identifying
and analyzing factors that influence young, highly educated people’s decision to
leave Montenegro. The chapter ahead of you maps out the most frequently cited
reasons, which are grouped into clusters to help you better understand the rationale
behind those emigration decisions.

Reasons for youth emigration are grouped into the following areas:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Socio-political reality in the country,
Societal resistance to (positive) change,
Access to the labor market and (poor) work ethic,
Offers and quality of educational programs,
Low living standard,
A desire to discover the world

In this chapter, we paid special attention to young people who moved to
neighboring countries as well as those who, despite gaining a university diploma,
decided to work in jobs for which no higher education degree is required

11

1.

Socio-political reality in the country
Ever since I moved abroad, I’ve questioned my decision and wondered if I
wanted to return. It seems to me that for a long time I was unaware of the
actual reason why I left Montenegro. It was not only a question of better
education - I would have returned after my studies, but of the overall
values that we nurture, of the political situation, and of the social climate. I
am afraid that I cannot see any development potential of our country and I
am scared for my own future if I dare to return.

Poor social and political climate are the most commonly stated reasons due to
which our respondents have reportedly left Montenegro. Not infrequently, they
stated that the country’s unstable political situation precludes them from returning
to Montenegro. They primarily identified problems and opportunities for
improvement in the areas of public administration and its functioning, rule of law,
healthcare, and education, i.e., the overall functioning of the governmental
apparatus and basic public services.
Lack of justice and the perception of widespread nepotism and corruption were
issues that many respondents could not stay indifferent towards, whereas the
absence of merit-based and fair competition had a detrimental effect on many
respondents’ decision to stay in Montenegro.
•

•

•

•

I had enough of everything: politics, nepotism, the need to know someone in the
administration to manage to access the most basic services (in a timely manner).
You had to have a connection for everything. I got tired of having to fit into a
mold defined by the surroundings in order to succeed at something you are
good at. And no one notices that this causes a collective loss.
Unfortunately, competencies are still not valued in Montenegro; instead, ties,
links, group, tribe and clan belonging is. There is no improvement, and there will
not be any for a long time. Generations have been lost, unfortunately, and to the
new ones that are growing up: I can only suggest that they leave the earlier they
can.
The cultural aspects, the closed society, nepotism, corruption, the fake care for
the country from the political elite, the cultural fascism whether from the fake
liberals or from the radical groups, the general unprofessional atmosphere in all
institutions, and finally, the complete absence of critical thinking.
Although I was abroad only due to my family’s circumstances, I waited twenty
years for Montenegrin citizenship, which is why I was unable to apply for
scholarships to study abroad offered to Montenegrin citizens. Finally, I obtained
citizenship because the person I love and I married is Montenegrin, but in the
meantime, I oriented myself towards international institutions, as that was the
easiest way to land a job considering my documents. This way we also ended up
moving abroad.
12

•

Money was not the turning point - both of us worked at an international
organization and had competitive wages, we had jobs for which we had been
educated and lived absolutely well off of them. However, some things are
priceless. A few years ago, my mother was on the verge of death and could only
be saved with the medicine that was unavailable in Montenegro. To our luck, we
managed to receive it on time, but that experience pushed me to question the
quality of life in Montenegro.

The perception of pervasive corruption and nepotism in all spheres of life has had an
effect on one’s value system. Respondents emphasized the generally accepted
patterns of behavior that affect their lives and their access to public services, with
a special emphasis on education and healthcare.
•

•

•
•

To come back, I need an organized country, a good healthcare system, and a
good education for my children. Due to this, even a great employment
opportunity is not enough to consider returning. The politics of running the
country needs to change.
We have a strange method of evaluating and recognizing experts. Furthermore,
public services are usually inappropriately organized, and a solution for one’s
challenge is only reached through political parties and contacts. As long as the
system is such, I do not want to waste my time and energy trying to overcome
such barriers.
I do not want to be in a situation where my children get sick and people collect
money for their medical treatment abroad.
The peace I found in Slovenia means a lot to me, especially considering the
situation in Montenegro. It is a lot easier to find a job here, without having to beg
someone. Although the standard [of living] in Slovenia is not that much higher
than in Montenegro, at least one knows that the institutions function and that
instills a kind of security.

Youth is also motivated to leave by the country’s unstable political situation,
pressured media reporting combined with tense relations among political actors
in Montenegro and the region, who continue to cultivate and exploit memories of
the recent war. According to respondents, the political situation is deteriorating.
•
•

•

•

When I realized that politics are intertwined in all spheres of life, it became clear
to me that I do not wish to be in Montenegro any longer.
I often think about coming back to Montenegro, but when I come on holidays, I
quickly realize that I cannot live in a society of constant political tensions, in
which there are more people living in the past than in the present.
I spent three months in Montenegro during the summer. The situation was so
tense - politically and socially - and I even had some uncomfortable
conversations after which I came to realize that I do not want that in my
everyday life.
My parents by chance worked in Kosovo at the end of the last century. So, I
spent my childhood in Prishtina. I remember that we spent years living with a
packed suitcase in the hallway, while we, the neighborhood kids, went to
demonstrations without realizing what was going on. When war happened, we
returned to Montenegro, but that feeling of discomfort remained and it is irritated
by any new appearance of conflict in the region. One of the key reasons for my
13

•

departure was fear - of history repeating itself, of corruption and organized
crime, of the fact that I have seen the pain of people whom the system does not
protect. I do not wish to be one of them.
I remember then a high-ranking government official, whom I had chosen with my
own vote, stating that it was natural that our youth were leaving, because
borders were opening. I recall those sentences whenever the thought that I miss
home crosses my mind.

14

2.

Societal resistance to (positive) change
When, disappointed, at some point during my studies, I went abroad, I
completely unexpectedly started getting to know the new world, comparing
it to the one that I have at home and noticing how much we can and have
to do better. Looking at it from a distance, I started to understand how
difficult it is to be successful and different in Montenegro and why the
elderly often tell us that in the Balkans they forgive everything but success.
Because of that, I don’t even think about coming back.

Closely related to the aforementioned, one of the reasons that, according to the
respondents, opted them to leave Montenegro, is also the fact that, as it was majorly
noted, Montenegrin society is distinctly pessimistic. In various aspects of everyday
life (conversation over coffee to media reporting and public discussions) there is a
tendency to collectively focus on the negative aspects of life, while positive
examples, experiences, and stories rarely or never come to the fore. This
eventually leads to a negative image of society, which frequently does not reflect a
realistic state, and thus causes dissatisfaction that is (far) above justified.
•

•

•

I returned to Montenegro a few months ago for several days of vacation. Already
from day one, after a conversation with the taxi driver who drove me for a total
of a few minutes, a few exchanged words with acquaintances whom I had
coffee with, and my family - I was filled with so much negative energy that I
thought: “In this country there is nothing good”, although I know that is far from
true. I can only imagine how it is to the youth who must listen to it for 24 hours a
day.
I did not have a sense of belonging in society. I was extremely disappointed with
the situation in the country and the way everything functions. Many advised me
to leave and the experiences of those around me who were older showed me
that work, knowledge and skill are often not valued in Montenegro (and the
surrounding), and that those who are the best at what they do often do not get
the opportunity to be employed. I had a feeling of hopelessness and I was
outraged. But I did not want to be someone who hates others and oneself - so I
left.
Our mentality is weird. You have to fit in in order to succeed. These molds were
never of any interest to me, so when I was given the chance - I left.

Numerous respondents noted that, despite Montenegro’s turbulent past, hope and
faith in change served as guiding ideas following the regain of independence.
However, sixteen years later, many have concluded that achieving change both in
citizens’ behavior and the functioning of the state is more difficult than it initially
believed.
•

It is unbelievable how much resistance to change there is in our society and the
reasons why we refuse everything that is different. We need a mentality change
to be able to go forward: to keep what is good and improve where there is room
for improvement - and that there is plenty of it.
15

3.

Access to the labor market and (poor) work ethic
Data science does not exist in Montenegro. Montenegro has no proper
laboratories, research centers, thus it is to no surprise that it is poorly
connected to the world of industry and that investors rarely invest in
Montenegrin enterprises’ development.

Respondents frequently stated that they left Montenegro because the labor market
does not accommodate particular occupations, either because it does not
recognize them at all or because there is no adequate investment on their
development (opportunities for professional training are rare, whereas the wages
are significantly lower than those in the Western countries).
Although there is a significant number of those who leave Montenegro as a natural
process of searching for oneself and for new challenges, there are many more of
those who are forced to leave due to a lack of opportunities for work in their
profession, that is adequate employment.
•

•

The lack of work opportunities in my field was one of the reasons for my
departure, as well as the political circumstances which did not allow for the
development of new technologies and research potential.
There is not even an opera house in Montenegro, let alone a university in which
we could get schooled for opera singing - which is sad, because there are many
young people here who are talented and interested in this field.

Respondents who completed their studies in Montenegrin universities often
struggle to find work in their field of interest because the study programs and
entrance quotas do not correspond to the labor market offers. Additionally, a sizable
proportion of respondents face the issue that their occupation is not even
recognized in Montenegro, due to which they cannot find adequate employment
which is in line with their affinities and qualifications. The lack of official recognition
of certain occupations leads to reduced awareness of potential stakeholders
about the existence of such professionals in the Montenegrin market.
•
•

•

I do not see that there is an industry in Montenegro which could absorb
graduates from the technical university.
I hold a Master's degree in conference translation and in my country I feel like a
deprived Calimero. I feel sorry that in my homeland I cannot do the job I love and
I am forced to leave, knowing that in other countries their citizens will always be
prioritized. I even offered to volunteer my time to relevant stakeholders in
Montenegro, to organize free workshops and start the talk about conference
translation, but it did not work, and I no longer know where to start from or
whom to turn to.
We need a new nomenclature of professions. For example, today’s people study
robotics and video-game design, but are unable to find work in their field in the
country - thus, they are forced to leave, although they perhaps do not want to.
16

Some of those who completed their studies abroad emphasize the limited choice
of professions in the Montenegrin market. Even when it comes to internship
programs, such as the Program of professional training (mne. Program stručnog
osposobljavanja) in which employers have no expenses when it comes to interns’
salaries, young graduates who completed studies abroad cannot find the internship
offer, which alludes to the fact that certain professions in Montenegro are really not
recognized/needed. Respondents identify institutional responsibility when it
comes to the lack of support towards graduates in finding training opportunities,
internships, and/or jobs.
•

•

What pushed me to remain abroad was the fact that although I was the best
student of my generation (History of Arts Faculty), I was unable to do an
internship in Montenegro, because there was no adequate internship offer for my
qualifications.
The Employment Office in France helps you find a job if you need one. For us, at
least in my experience, this service is considerably obsolete - from the list of
occupations to their primary function of employment of those who need work in
Montenegro. It seems like finding work through personal and family ties and
references is so normalized that the (Employment) Office loses its purpose. That
needs to change because it is crucial that young people start trusting the system

.
Even when they did get a job, respondents shared that they often felt overqualified on the Montenegrin market.
•

•

I am misunderstood and over-qualified for what my country needs. We do not
have the opportunity to intern and work, to make progress, and provide a decent
life for ourselves and our families.
I got a job abroad. I will spend several years here and I do not know if I will ever
return again. I am not sure at what point you feel that you are overqualified for
what Montenegro offers - perhaps when you realize that you see yourself in the
same position ten years from now, because there are no other options. Then you
ask yourself whether there is any point in going back after all the effort.

The market’s underdevelopment is also reflected through the lack of
competitiveness and professional development opportunities, which negatively
affects some people’s motivation to remain in Montenegro.
•

•

There are few opportunities in Montenegro and the market is limited. When I
reached a certain level, I understood that it was the best I could get in
Montenegro, and I consequently started looking for jobs abroad.
I cannot compare my job in Montenegro with that in Germany. Science in
Montenegro is almost non-existent. Laboratories are poorly equipped; there is no
investment in science and new technologies development, and even less in staff
development. In Germany, I was given the chance to do my job in a wellequipped laboratory, with all the necessary instruments, while I also cooperated
with prominent experts in the field, which allowed me to work but also to develop
(the so-called “life-long learning” concept).
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•

•

The primary motivation for leaving Montenegro was a professional career, that
is, the wish to do the job in which I have invested much effort, love, and time, at a
significantly higher level than was the case in Montenegro.
With two university degrees, I do not wish to work, in the best-case scenario, at
some clothing or betting store for a minimum wage.

Respondents specifically referred to the (lack of) work culture, and thus, the (lack
of) possibility to do “quality” work. Some of them attribute the responsibility for
such a situation to the currently established functioning of the public administration,
but also of the private sector.
•
•

A systemic problem is the safety of government jobs. Thus, people can sit and
not do any work, because they are in a state company and their job is secured.
It does not only depend on work, but also on whether you will say something to
your boss or not. It often happens that you are not allowed to have your own
opinion, even in the private sector, because you are “just a worker”. There is a
lack of understanding of the professional approach to work, and logically,
young people will look for opportunities in places where they can work and
progress.

Among the respondents, there were also those who had the idea of starting their
own business and to transferring innovative methods of work in Montenegro, but
they ran into barriers.
•
•

Montenegro is a country without a sense for youth ideas and innovation in
general.
When I came back to Montenegro, after obtaining my PhD abroad, I had various
ideas about how to better the lives of people in my community, and I started
various initiatives. What I understood in the process is how much energy an
individual must have to get something or someone moving in Montenegro:
having to phone at least seventy different numbers while everyone points fingers
at one another. The system does not support a creative and innovative
approach. Unfortunately, we do not have a strong sense of collective
responsibility for the common good.

Young people also expressed concern about the lack of safety - referring to the
fact that certain legal entities selectively adhere to legal provisions, affecting the
overall sense of stability and respect for employee rights. Furthermore, they stated
that they do not feel valued - in terms of how their competencies and
experiences are recognized, which had a significant impact on their motivation to
participate in the Montenegrin labor market.
•

•

We simply have nothing for the old days. And who will provide for us then? Our
children? That is unacceptable. After thirteen years of work in Montenegro I did
not even have five years covered by the Pension and Disability Fund of
Montenegro. My husband had a similar situation (there is no law pertaining to
freelancers).
I realized how capable I am when I obtained a work permit abroad and when I
discovered that I was accepted among 500 applicants for that particular
position. Before that, I was unable to find a job in Montenegro, and the reasons,
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as they told me, were that I was either overqualified or that I was underqualified
for different jobs. That is, they had a better candidate.
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4.

Offers and quality of educational programs
When you realize that you have stagnated, then it is time to move on.

That is also how I left, because our educational system did not provide an opportunity
to express myself, to grow, and I wanted personal development and growth besides the
financial support that was also necessary.
Educational systems in the West are more developed; they are more inclusive, they
encourage critical thinking, whereas governments provide good scholarships to ensure
that students can focus on studying.
My knowledge, effort, and experience are not valued enough in my country.

During the course of this research, we noticed an increasing number of young
people leaving Montenegro in search of a better education, which eventually led
them to professional opportunities abroad. They pointed out flaws in the
Montenegrin educational system including inadequate or non-existent practical
teaching (depending on the educational unit and level of education), insufficient
encouragement of critical thinking in learners and students, and outdated
teaching methods.
•

•
•

•

In the United States, lectures are a lot more than just reading off slides and
assessment is more objective. People ask for your opinion - that was my biggest
surprise.
We have not been taught to think critically - and that is the job of the
government, to set up a system. This bothered me for a long time.
I left Montenegro in high school. I moved to Great Britain where I had only four
subjects, so I had more opportunities to research what interested me and to
focus my interests early on. My relationship with teachers was very different, a lot
closer, and they encouraged me to explore my interests.
My departure was not motivated by the stance that there was no hope. I simply
needed a professional challenge. That year the Faculty of Political Science was
not accepting Ph.D. students, so I looked for an opportunity abroad.

When it comes to higher education, the respondents identified practicalexperience challenges, with a particular emphasis on the need to implement
innovative and research projects.
•

•
•

The Montenegrin educational system offers excellent theoretical knowledge, but
that is not the case with practical knowledge. Our universities rarely conduct
research projects, and even rarer do they cooperate with (prestigious) foreign
universities.
We need more investments in university laboratory infrastructure.
The lack of supervisors, mentors as well as the lack of infrastructure
(laboratories), computer equipment and general conditions for work impacted
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my decision to leave. I want to do research in my field, and if Montenegro cannot
offer me stimulating conditions and, this way, keep me in the country, then I have
to go abroad. At this moment, being able to do my research is more important to
me than social conditions or the salary.
They further stated that the lack of institutional support for specific industries, and
thus poor integration into the labor market, adversely affects the opportunities for
young people to gain adequate practical experience during, or even after, their
university studies.
•

Students in art faculties have no space for creativity or creating. There is no
support from the Ministry of Education, nor from the Ministry of Culture. All
faculties of art are closely related to cultural events in one country. As cultural
events are not a priority in our country, our arts students search for refuge in
other countries.

Finally, a smaller number of participants stated that they have decided to leave
already during their studies, with the goal of gaining educational experience that will
later qualify them for work abroad.
•

The education which I would have gained in Montenegro would not have
qualified me for the international labor market. That is why I decided to study
abroad.
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5.

Low living standard

The position and the wage that I had, which in Montenegro were considered relatively
high, were not enough to even allow a carefree yearly vacation. Simultaneously, my
work meant holding two full-time jobs and doing additional freelance work.
I had different ambitions in terms of lifestyle, freedom of movement, and traveling.

One of the findings of this research, which differs from previous findings of similar
projects, is that participants did not place the greatest emphasis on the financial
aspect of their migration. Indeed, there were those who migrated in search of
higher earnings, but a majority indicated that much more is hidden beneath the
surface.
•

I left Montenegro during my studies, but I came back home on several occasions.
I was not satisfied with my financial state, the impossibility of promotion, the
poor evaluation procedure, the lack of respect for professional opinion and the
acceptance of gray-zone work. We need an equal opportunity system and to
have the best people in the top positions, including adequate compensation for
work and success.

Although it is widely accepted that young people leave Montenegro in search of
higher earnings, financial circumstances were most of the times only ranked as
3rd or 4th in the list of reasons. In this regard, a large number of participants talked
about the lack of a sense of autonomy in their Montenegrin earnings, resulting in
an inability to live a dignified life.
•

•

I strongly support young people leaving their parents’ house in their 20s so they
can work on themselves and prepare for an independent life. But we do not have
the financial circumstances to do that, which quite negatively affects our
mentality and development. That is why I wanted to leave the country, knowing
that I am unable to mature with my salary in Montenegro.
The wages and benefits that the international organization for which I work
offers me, are well above the Montenegrin average.

These young people significantly (which points to the extent of this problem) talked
about the impossibility of living a dignified life with Montenegrin average
earnings, as well as a lack of feeling of being recognized and valued, which both
affects their autonomy and the sense of worth for previous investments in education
and personal/professional development. Furthermore, they pointed out that once
they get the chance to work abroad, they come to realize the value of their
knowledge, skills, and experiences.
•

With my diploma of master studies, I could only work at non-governmental
organizations. However, financial freedom is also important to me - specifically,
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•

•
•

the feeling that it is possible to be appropriately paid for the effort, money, and
energy that I have invested in my education so far.
The position where I’m currently employed on part-time basis allows me to work,
contribute to change and earn as much as an average person in Montenegro. I
agree, the life standards and costs in a different country are not equivalent to
those in Montenegro, however my time is valued with money that I am not able
to earn in Montenegro.
I would not like to spend 11 and a half months collecting money to afford going
to the seaside with my family, let alone crossing the border.
I earned a monthly salary of 3000 EUR at my starting position, with two meals a
day and a driver. Find me something like that in Montenegro, then I will return.
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6.

A desire to discover the world

Even if Montenegro was the most developed country in the world, I think that by my
twenties I would have gone abroad to feed my curiosity and eagerness to develop
outside of my comfort zone. However, a huge difference lies in the fact that, in that
case, my chance of returning would have been greater.
Young people have an inherent desire to grow, to travel, to discover the unknown, to
overcome challenges, and compete. Thus, there are those who left Montenegro
with the desire to discover the world and familiarize themselves with diverse
cultures, and with that, to also get to know themselves better. Indeed, youth
should not be discouraged from pursuing these endeavors. However, it is crucial
that they are given an opportunity to return home and that they are made aware that
Montenegro needs them.
•

•

•

At some point, I realized that this environment is not fitting for me, that there are
not as many opportunities as I would like there to be and that I want to discover
new worlds and cultures, get to know myself, and grow.
There was this strong energy during those years, and we all had this burning
desire to see as much of the world as possible. We grew up in the 1990s, and the
overall climate among our peers, in that period of time, was that we could barely
wait to leave that Balkan story - to discover the world. That way I grew up
abroad, making use of the opportunities that other countries offered us - and
opportunities always open doors to another ones. Today, almost two decades
later, I live abroad, without a clear intention of ever returning to Montenegro. No
one was looking for me either.
When I went to study abroad, it was the first time that I felt like a world citizen. I
liked the big city life, I identified with the values that are nurtured in the West,
and I felt safe with the predictable, comprehensively organized system. I liked
that, for a change, someone valued my efforts and hard-earned knowledge.

However, this desire to discover new countries lead some respondents to
permanent living abroad.
•

•

•

The socio-cultural possibilities, content, surroundings, and way of life in
Montenegro were no longer stimulating to me. I left because that is what I
wanted from early childhood, whereas my adult life only confirmed to me that I
did not want to be based in Montenegro, at least not for the entire year.
I left Montenegro to be an au-pair with the intention of improving my knowledge
of French and returning a year later. I then extended it to an additional year, then
later enrolled at a university in the same country. In the meantime, I stayed for
private reasons. Although my partner is open to the option of living in
Montenegro, I have no wish to return.
After so many years, I still think about returning to Montenegro. Primarily
because of my family and friends. I also miss the Montenegrin simplicity, in terms
of bureaucracy. But I am afraid that this wouldn’t last me that long if I were to
return.
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7.

Relocation to neighboring countries - the Western
Balkan region

To fully understand what my vocation meant, I decided to do an internship in a bigger
and more competitive market. Afterwards, I stayed.

Respondents that live in neighboring countries emphasized that they felt like they
did not move “abroad” because they are geographically close to Montenegro. On
the other hand, a number of respondents state that, while they do not necessarily
benefit better financially from living in another country of the region, they do
benefit from other aspects of living there.
•

•

I would say that the reason was not financial, because in the field I work in, the
wages are slightly better in Montenegro. However, foreign countries that decide
to operate within Western Balkan territory, almost never enter the Montenegrin
market, but choose the Croatian or Serbian markets instead.
Trainee lawyers in Montenegro have significantly inferior permissions of
representation in comparison to trainees in Serbia, which means that until they
have passed the bar exam, they would not have learned about some procedures
and practices, that we do in Serbia. In my opinion, that is a waste of time.

Among the respondents, there were those who identified an opportunity for better
earnings in the region, and with that, they ensured an independent life.
•

The independence that I managed to gain for myself is one of the things that I
am very proud of and that I would not change for any price.

There was also emphasis on the quality of leisure time, and thus also the wealth of
cultural and social content which, as they state, is often lacking in Montenegro.
•

•

I think that the cultural-social life is different. In comparison to smaller towns,
definitely, and even in comparison to Podgorica, bigger cities in the region offer
more possibilities - from cultural events to different things such as hokey
playgrounds, which are open for even nine months a year.
I could think about returning only when I am satisfied enough with the
knowledge acquired, and when I have decided to lead a slightly slower life.

Finally, some of the respondents stated that countries of the region for them are not
foreign countries in the traditional sense, and that geographical proximity is one of
the favorable reasons for living in neighboring countries:
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•

I never felt like I did not belong here. When I miss my family, I sit on a bus, train,
or plane, and I am home for 45 minutes to 12 hours - depending on what I
choose to travel by.

Unlike other respondents, it is interesting that within this group, financial reasons
are almost marginal. That alludes to the trend of relocation to neighboring countries
is frequently motivated by reasons that allow for promotion and continuous
professional development. It is particularly concerning that the majority of this
group has expressed no clear desire to return to Montenegro in the near future.
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8.

Giving up degrees and/or engagement in jobs that
do not require these

The Montenegrin system has disappointed me, and I would not entrust my life to it
again. There is little space in our culture for those who are just.
We subsequently talked to a group of people who have gained their university
degrees but started their professional careers abroad in jobs that do not require
any higher education. Although this group of respondents was only 5% of our
participants, it was intriguing on its own, and thus future research into the group
would be beneficial.
Some of the respondents state that they took such a decision not only because it
was difficult to find work without ties, but also because jobs entailed performing
tasks without room for creativity or innovation. Furthermore, there was a sense of
discomfort about the prospects for promotion, career development, and the time
needed to start earning adequate (decent) living wages.
•

•

A breaking point for me was when I realized that I would be nearly 30 years old
when I would have started earning a decent salary. After many years of hard
work, I asked myself: how does one live until then?
I did not have to wait for two, three, or five years to advance in my career here.
As long as someone does their job well, one can achieve a lot - which doesn’t
seem to be the case in Montenegro.

One of the respondents noted that Work & Travel programs significantly contributed
to the awareness of young people about the poor material possibilities in
Montenegro, stating:
•

400 EUR per month for a young person who has seen that in the U.S. they are
capable of making that much in one day is, of course, not enough. Montenegro
has a small economy and cannot offer what the U.S. or some other developed
country can.

While financial considerations are a primary reason for this group of participants’
migration, they also commented on systemic, social, and cultural factors that
prompted them to move abroad.
•

After finishing my specialist studies, the combination of politics and the societal
atmosphere was not something that I wanted to become part of my everyday
life.

This group also views themselves as potential investors in the future, and most
stated that they would not otherwise return to live in Montenegro.
One thing that can be concluded about this group is that they are quite similar to
other respondents, but have chosen to forgo their initial academic and career
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aspirations in order to ensure that the jobs they do provide for a stable existence.
Respondents expressed no apparent regret in terms of leaving behind their
diplomas, considering that their new endeavors have provided them with chances
and lives that they consider unattainable in Montenegro.
Several questions arise from this niche group: How can it be ensured that Montenegro
retains individuals who were hard-working and motivated enough to complete their
higher education? How can the educational system help young people make decisions
in terms of obtaining a diploma that they might never end up using? What steps should
be taken to assist these young people build their careers in Montenegro, before they
give them up?
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About the potential return
Once you pack up your suitcase and leave your homeland, you live with
that suitcase in your hands forever - you don’t feel at home neither in
Montenegro, nor the country you are in.

Many people that left the country think about returning. There are those who built
their lives abroad, yet still show readiness to help the country if needed. Those who
would gladly return fail to do so but remain hopeful for a stabilization of the
political situation in the country, an improvement in healthcare and the education
system, the strengthening of institutions (rule of law), and an increase in
ecological public awareness.
While discussing challenges that they encountered while considering or
attempting return to Montenegro, respondents emphasized a number of issues
that can be summarized in several categories: (1) a lack of job opportunities, (2) a
societal resistance to new ideas and changes, (3) employment based on party
affiliation and other “ties”, (4) corruption and selective compliance with the law, (5)
the inability to fully enjoy civil liberties and inadequate social welfare, (6) “stick-inthe-mud” administrative apparatus, (7) insufficient support for research projects, (8)
an inability to achieve above-average outcomes due to poor conditions and
resources and (9) the underdevelopment of the checks-and-balances system.

Some of the respondents, after gaining experience abroad, attempted to (re) enter
Montenegrin labor market thus facilitating their return to their home country, and
contributing to the development of Montenegro. However, the general perception
among respondents was that quality and innovative ideas, and youth in
Montenegro are not appropriately valued.
•

•

•

At some point, I got tired of living abroad. I even opened a company in
Montenegro and tried all kinds of things to create appropriate conditions for my
return, but there was no one to listen to me or support me. I had to do everything
alone.
I managed to bring a show from Vienna to Montenegro because I wanted to
make opera happen (in Montenegro) and enrich the cultural life in our country,
but not even that helped make cooperation. Simply, no one wanted to hear
about it.
I know several people who returned from abroad, brought investors and
projects, practically “served” (them to Montenegro), but nothing worked out,
because the authorities were not willing to hear them out.
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•

While in my graduate studies, I believed that I would return to Montenegro. I
wanted this to happen, and I did everything I could to get a job. I did not
succeed.

To a significant extent, respondents stated that they would consider returning to
Montenegro when they begin planning a family. This is an important finding, as it
points us to the need to consider creating and implementing social policies that will
act as incentives for young married couples to move (back) to Montenegro.
•

•

Whenever I think about creating a family, I imagine it (happening) in Montenegro.
I miss the Montenegrin concept of “family”. There is no such thing abroad. For a
long time, I have been thinking, speaking, and loving in English. I miss everything
(about Montenegro) and wish to offer my children the warmth that I think only
families in the Balkans are able to provide.
I think that many do not see moving to Belgrade as moving abroad. In addition
to some others, I enjoy all the benefits I could also have in Montenegro. Financial
incentives are not a reason for me to return, perhaps some others would be such as appropriate conditions for family creation.

Once they leave, young people build lives abroad. The more time passes, the
smaller the connection they feel to their home country. Their families and the
people they love keep them connected (to Montenegro), but they simultaneously
build new friendships, create memories in new countries, meet new loves. Some of
them get married, and so the talk about returning to Montenegro becomes more
complicated. Additionally, living abroad forces one to think differently: daily news
about climate change and technological advancement alter one’s perception of
what is important, and thus the Balkan context and reality that gravitate around
everyday politics become less clear, and thus causing the diaspora to lose its ability
to identify with Montenegrin life.
•

•

•

•

Even if I imagine Montenegro as an open society, with a high living standard,
how will my Swedish husband find a job in Podgorica? We do not have (many)
foreign companies in Montenegro, and without knowing the Montenegrin
language it is impossible to get a job. I am no longer single now and my decision
to return would be greatly affected by my family.
My husband is from Pakistan and does not speak Montenegrin. We have three
children, and we must allow them to grow up in a global environment. I am no
longer able to return, but I would like to see an increase in the number of
foreigners living in Montenegro. A climate for development in that direction
needs to be created. That way, our society will also become more tolerant and
more open to differences, more innovative, and it will be easier to incentivize
people who have left to return.
My work and everyday life have gained a global context, and it is easier for me
to identify with the values that they nurture here. On daily basis, I think about
human rights concerns and climate change. Those are hot topics in the West,
and I really do not want to return to the Balkan topics. I am interested in
contributing to bringing about a positive change – that is sustainable for
Montenegro.
In the meantime, I created a new circle of friends and distanced myself from the
friends who stayed in Montenegro.
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.
In the previous chapter, we discussed income as one of the reasons for young
people’s migration. Financial security equally affects their stay abroad. For example,
according to Eurostat data, on average, Montenegrins live in their parental homes up
until the age of 33 (32,8%)8 placing them at the top of the list of Europeans who begin
living independently relatively late. If they wish to return to Montenegro, young
people must either accept an income that does not allow them independence or
find several sources of income.
•

•

•
•

For the last two years, I have been thinking about returning and working for the
average, 500 EUR wage. Having that money as compensation for my work does
not bother me. However, I would move back only if I was sure that I could do
additional work, perhaps work for a foreign company (online).
Once you get used to how much you get paid abroad, you start to value
everything that you have invested in being the best (version of yourself). That’s
when it becomes difficult to even think about returning to Montenegro and
working for 10-15% of what you have been earning abroad.
The financial aspect is important to me, and I think that it will only become more
difficult over time to return to Montenegro.
I would return if I knew that I could do an additional job besides the one for 500
EUR. I even made a plan for my return, but you can’t just that easily leave the
country in which you live. It takes a minimum of six months to close off all the
taxes and insurances you got yourself into.

For some, it is the socio-cultural factors combined with the political and economic
opportunities that prevail.
•

•

I am currently in Montenegro on a four-month long vacation. I work for a foreign
company and work remotely, which allows me to stay this long in Montenegro.
However, I do not want to be permanently based here. The most important
factors are of a socio-cultural nature: lifestyle and social trends that are
restrictive and unstimulating.
I left because I wanted to see what it is like when you separate from your family,
find a place where there are more opportunities, and a better socio-cultural life.
After my studies, I wanted to return, but “serious” countries know how to keep
you. Every time I decide to leave Slovenia, they offer me a job, a raise, or a
possibility for promotion at work. There are so many opportunities abroad that it
is really difficult for one to return to the Balkans.

The return to the home country, in addition to financial security, must also include
opportunities and openness for bringing about positive change. Respondents
stressed that institutions should put more effort into making and implementing
concrete policies to support young people and qualified individuals.

Study available at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php?title=Age_of_young_people_leaving_their_parental_household#Geogr
aphical_differences
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8

•

Montenegro has people of high capacities who have moved away, because they
do not have a chance to accomplish themselves professionally in Montenegro.

Regardless, those respondents who would return to Montenegro are aware that
such a decision carries a number of challenges. This primarily refers to giving up a
stimulating environment to which they are accustomed - a multicultural
environment, a larger city, richer cultural content, simpler and more efficient
bureaucracy, and better connections with the rest of the world. A number of
respondents believe that they have not yet made use of everything offered
abroad, thus they are (still) not ready to return.
•

•

I got used to an international environment. I would miss the diversity, the
multicultural surrounding. Montenegro is small and I am afraid that this would
suffocate me.
I would not like to return; I still need experience and work outside of Montenegro
before I may decide to return.
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What next?
Long-term visions
Attempting to understand the perspectives of our respondents in terms of what the
best solutions to this problem are, we asked about the steps they considered
necessary for the authorities to take in order to combat the issue of youth migration.
This chapter offers a review of potential long-term solutions and approaches that
could motivate our diaspora to return, and potentially change the minds of those
who are only just planning to leave.
When asked what the three most important factors that would motivate them to
return to Montenegro are, the respondents most often stated family and friends,
the (natural) beauty of the country and life comfort in Montenegro, in addition to
factors that require significant attention. Below are a few of those:

Social factors
•

Increased public awareness about community service.

•

The development of culture, the arts, and the film industry,

•

Equal opportunities for professional development and impartial hiring
processes,

•

Establishing a system that would allow for a greater recognition and valuing
of knowledge and qualifications (merit-based), and consequently the
development of public awareness of the need for constant development of
oneself

Institutional-political factors
•

Political stability and the establishment of the rule of law and a just state in
which an individual feels safe,

•

Reform and digitalization of public administration,

•

Better social protection and healthcare,

•

The reform of the education system and the modernization of curricula that
would prepare future generations for life in the modern age,

•

Capacity building opportunities for young people to develop skills in
accordance with modern technologies (ICT skills, etc.),

•

Professional development of civil servants.
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Economic factors
•

Stable economic opportunities,

•

Diversification of the economy,

•

Incentivizing foreign companies to invest in the development sectors:
digitalization, IT, and technology,

•

Focusing on the “protection” of deficient occupations through higher
investments or an increase in wages,

•

The establishment of efficient links between academia and the economy,

•

Recognition of newly created occupations and strengthening of their
presence in the Montenegrin market.

•

Improvement of conditions for the work of digital nomads.

In order to achieve these visions, below are the three most talked about ideas for
change, developed in accordance with the recommendations of the respondents.

1.

Linking institutions and diaspora organizations (better
coordination)

Speaking of improvement strategies, one of the most stated ideas was the
establishment of a centralized database of those who have moved abroad.
In addition to it, respondents believe that an expert team must be formed as soon
as possible within the Government, to strategically deal with the brain drain of our
country, as well as brain circulation. They suggested that the team should include
different stakeholders: representatives of governmental institutions, employers and
employees, sociologists, financial experts, representatives of civil society, and young
people. The initial idea was upgraded to include professionals in the diaspora, who
could use this tool to network and find ways to contribute to Montenegro remotely.
•

First and foremost, establish a diaspora network. I have been living in the United
States for eight years and although there are media reports about diaspora
groups in the US, there is no available official information online about how to
get in touch with them. If institutions would like to include the diaspora, they
would first have to create a platform where the diaspora and institutions can be
connected and work on projects of interest.
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•

•

Our embassies and consulates should have websites through which the
diaspora could stay informed about their rights and responsibilities, as well as
projects in Montenegro to which they could contribute.
Seminars and conferences should be organized, where the diaspora can share
their experiences.

Respondents consider that the highly-qualified Montenegrin population who reside
abroad distrusts institutions due to the general sense that the state apparatus is
dysfunctional. In that sense, they think that additional work must be done to
increase the efficiency and transparency of institutions (with special emphasis on
public administration). Many also recognize the need for more intensive digitization
of public services.
•
•

We need fully functional institutions. Institutions that are trustworthy and can
perform their tasks and mandates.
The digitization and modernization of the state administration is a MUST.

In addition to attracting the diaspora, respondents suggested focusing on the
creation of financial and legal frameworks for brain circulation - the creation of a
stimulating environment where foreigners would come to Montenegro in search of
work or with the aim of investing in our country. Ultimately, one inspires the other.
Not all respondents consider brain drain to be a negative phenomenon. In fact, if
approached strategically, some state that it could be the greatest asset for our
country:
•

2.

Montenegro is a deeply segregated society without a clear strategy on many
issues, whereas brain drain is just one of the outcomes of such a situation.
However, youth migration, particularly when we talk about specificized niche
occupations, does not have to have a negative connotation. I do not see our
young people abroad as “victims” or the problem, but as a solution to the
problem and as our most valuable asset, besides our very beautiful country. The
question is how we will make use of this asset.

Meritocracy above nepotism

Many consider that the ways of life and work in Montenegro have significantly been
affected by nepotism, corruption, and preferential treatment of individuals, thus,
besides the need for a depoliticization of every aspect of life, they also require
special attention and revision. Without a change in that sphere, many claim that they
“would not consider returning and spending their energy fighting windmills”.
•

•

No one cares if the idea is good or sustainable, but who brought or came up with
it. So, if you are related to someone important, one will look at it, if not - you can
forget about it. I think that institutions can bring change to such practices.
The mentality of our people definitely must change. Corruption, nepotism,
employment through connections… work needs to be done on that - to allow
people to get promoted and get jobs based on their merit.
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•

•

•

Stop nepotism, corruption, party-based employment, and selective
protectionism in the economy. Provide fairer and smarter economic policies.
Strengthen the legal system.
Allow people to be critical, and support the idea based on its quality instead of
providing support by the principle “Whose child are you?” because the latter is
truly pointless. Also, support a well-argued and meaningful, long-term
sustainable idea - both financially and operationally.
We need an absolute depoliticization of everything - to leave leadership (of
institutions) to people based on their knowledge and experience, and not based
on their party engagement. People should not be divided by who they are and of
what orientations, religions, colors and the like.

Respondents also referred to the value system, mentioning that the environment
affects their own sense of value, and that they also take this into account when
thinking about whether to return to the country.
•
•

3.

It is nicer there where they accept me and value my talents and efforts. I feel
validated in what I am doing.
I graduated from the Budva gymnasium as a valedictorian. Although that title
was not my aim, the prize was the outcome of my effort over the years - and the
fact that I did not receive a certificate that confirms such a commitment of mine,
showed me how little the effort was recognized. When, disappointed, I went to
study abroad, quite unexpectedly, I started discovering a new world, which I
compared with what I had at home – and noticed how much we can and must
do better. Looking from the outside, I also started to understand how difficult it is
to be successful and different in Montenegro and why our older people often tell
us that in the Balkans everything is forgiven, but success. That’s why I do not
think about going back.

Investing in quality education

Respondents consider that the authorities should particularly invest in improving the
education system in Montenegro, by:
•
•
•
•
•

Improving practice-based learning and ensuring its implementation at all
levels of education,
Promoting and strengthening non-formal education,
Strategically harmonizing the labor market needs and the education offer,
Encouraging critical thinking through the integration of subjects such as Civic
education, Media literacy and Ethics as compulsory in school curricula,
Continuously working on the digitization of education.

Furthermore, in line with the fact that Montenegro, among other things, lacks the
sense of diversity that other places offer, some have also pointed to the idea that
Montenegrin higher education could benefit from more exchange programs, for
both students and professors, and from an increased diversity of study programs
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and programs in English language, as a strategy for improving the educational
system.
•

•

•

•

It is necessary to strengthen cooperation with countries in the region and
beyond, so that Montenegrin universities are on the same level as European
universities.
Experts and professors from abroad should be brought over and more hubs for
experience exchange should be created. This would raise awareness of our
people, provide new perspectives and help us embrace innovation and diversity.
Further improve the education system and offer more subjects to the students so that they have the opportunity to choose and develop in more directions after
having completed their studies.
Improve the education system so that it focuses more on problem solving and
critical thinking of the students, and less on memorization and content repetition.
Establish cooperation with foreign universities and introduce more exchange
programs in higher education in order to allow students to gain experiences and
skills abroad, and to incentivize them to return to the country (e.g., the
scholarship recipient must live and work in Montenegro for a particular number
of years after completing the program).

It is worth mentioning that the advancement of exchange and study abroad
programs also leads to a higher number of foreign diplomas. Some respondents
shared that the foreign diploma/qualifications recognition process is another field
that requires several interventions, both in terms of facilitating this service and
acknowledging newly emerging occupations.
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Contributing from abroad
When I send money to my family, banks take such high provisions. When it comes to
expertise and talent, no one seems to need that.

Some respondents, despite their negative response to the question about potential
return from abroad, have expressed a desire to contribute to Montenegro’s
development from abroad. The percentage of respondents who stated that they do
not wish to have any contact with Montenegro was almost negligible. It should be
noted that among them there were also those who had previously attempted to
take on initiatives and projects from abroad, but frequently encountered
difficulties.
•
•

•

•

There was often no reaction from institutions to my initiatives.
Unfortunately, I am never sure about the state of action there (in Montenegro),
even after we have made an agreement. I am not sure whether it will be
respected until the end. I have no trust in the consistency of agreements with
people, nor with institutions.
Even when I do have an idea, which I know would “work”, the thought that in
cooperation with others I would perhaps have to work based on the principle of
favor for a favor, or even worse, a political engagement in exchange for
cooperation – stops me.
The field I work in, that of intellectual [property] rights, has not yet surfaced in
Montenegro – it is just in the zygote phase. I have offered the authorities to
prepare a draft law for this field for free, knowing that I am one of the best 35
lawyers in Europe in this field. And I did not ask for any compensation. But I never
heard back from them. Our mentality is strange.

The majority of respondents wish to contribute to Montenegro’s development by
sharing their knowledge, skills and experiences, which they believe could help
advance the country’s mode of action and current state of affairs. Those who
currently contribute to the development of Montenegro from abroad state that this
assistance is most frequently provided in the form of expert services to local and
national agencies (as consultants or researchers), assistance to the business
community or financial incentives (contributions) for active individuals and
organizations.
•

•

I invest in Montenegro from abroad by providing support to local businesses. In
cooperation with a girl from Montenegro, I am soon to open a shop for hair
ornaments abroad. I would certainly be able to buy cheaper stock from a
different country, but I want to support her specifically because we are from the
same country.
Knowledge transfer would be one of the only ways of cooperation. Cities in the
region are centers of knowledge, regardless of our skepticism about that. We
have to join the race.
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On the other hand, some of the respondents have already connected with diaspora
networks, through which they try to promote Montenegro abroad and strengthen
cultural and economic partnerships between the countries in which they live and
Montenegro.
•

I am a member of the Cultural-Informative Center of Montenegro in
Luxembourg, which began working immediately before the pandemic. Within the
Association we mostly work on promoting Montenegro and its resources. An
example of strengthening economic ties with Montenegro is the new airline route
between Luxembourg and Podgorica.

Additionally, there are those who seek to share their international experiences
through their own actions thus maintaining their ties to Montenegro through
investment in the country’s future.
•

•

My wife and I regularly set money aside to invest in Montenegro - we give it to
young students to purchase study equipment, to the NGO sector, and for
humanitarian causes.
I regularly send money to my family in Montenegro. I donated money to my
former high school on several occasions, I used the opportunity to talk to
students of the Faculty of Political Science and even delivered some lectures
there. I also bought real estate in Montenegro, and I regularly pay taxes.

However, some respondents reported significant barriers, while the system rarely
supports or enables new generations of our diaspora to actively contribute to the
development of their home country. Among the respondents there were also those
who desired to start a certain business or run businesses in Montenegro but
encountered barriers.
•
•

I established an e-commerce company (in Montenegro), which was impossible to
run from abroad. The bureaucracy is very complicated.
The necessary information related to administrative processes are unavailable
online, which, along with the non-functioning online payment system, presents a
huge challenge for any kind of investment in the country, or conducting business
from abroad.

In short:
•

We want a clear, clean, and precisely defined cooperation, without oscillations.
We do not want to preach one thing, do another one, and think of a third one.
We want cooperation to be transparent and professional.
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Conclusion

Montenegro is a deeply segregated society without a clear strategy on many
issues. Brain drain is just one of the outcomes of such a situation. However, youth
emigration, particularly when we talk about specificized niche occupations, does
not necessarily have to have a negative connotation. I do not see our young
people abroad as “victims” or the problem, but as a solution and as our most
valuable asset, in addition to our beautiful country. The question is how we will
make use of this asset.
Emigration of young Montenegrins is characterized by a peculiar paradox. While we
await the implementation of necessary democratization reforms, an educated and
professional labor force with ideas and knowledge is departing. However, no one
seems to have asked the question - who will shoulder the burden after the last
person has left?
While change occurs gradually, leaving only a few traces in the dust, generations of
our youth have packed their suitcases and moved all around the world. And while
this would not be a problem if the suitcases could simply be packed back, what
about the knowledge, experience, and human capital? Could these also be found
and at what cost?
This research, which focused on youth migration from Montenegro, sought to better
understand motivations for departure, needs and aspirations in search of better
opportunities for work and life abroad, as well as to use the research findings to
develop policy recommendations and offer solutions for identified challenges. With
this document in your hands, we wanted to draw attention to a pressing issue which
we face as a society, before more young people’s Montenegrin addresses are
replaced by foreign ones, alongside with a new citizenship.
Additionally, the research uncovered certain shortcomings in Montenegrin society
and the overall environment, which frequently complicates an already difficult
decision of moving abroad. Unlike many other studies on similar topics conducted in
Montenegro and the region, our target group included highly educated individuals
who have actually migrated from Montenegro in search of a better life. As such, they
are the most pertinent interlocutors, as they shared not only the reasons for their
departure, but also their thoughts on potential return and/or contribution from
abroad.
Participants in this study, whether living in the region, Europe or the rest of the world,
and regardless of their profession, stated highly similar reasons for their migration
from Montenegro. It is surprising, but also consistent with previous qualitative
research in Southeastern Europe on brain drain (e.g., Croatia), that respondents are
not nearly as dissatisfied with the economic situation as they are with the country’s
social and political conditions. It is particularly encouraging that while many of them
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do not wish to return to Montenegro, they feel a need to contribute to the country’s
growth and development in some ways. This, if appropriately approached, has the
potential to provide immeasurable benefits to society and send a message to young
people that their acquired knowledge and valuable international experience are
indispensable and desirable.
By mapping out the reasons for the migration of young people, we hope to boost
the discussion and energize efforts to address this challenge - perhaps one of the
greatest challenges that Montenegro faces. A challenge whose consequences are
felt in every aspect of life. It is high time we address this problem.
The findings of the research indicate that there is significant room for improvement
in Montenegro in order to ensure that professional migration is not a necessity, but
rather a process through which young people choose to benefit from, for
themselves, their communities, and the country as a whole. If the findings of this
study are matched with previous research on reasons for considering leaving
Montenegro, as well as the existing statistical data, we believe that the relevant
institutions will get a solid foundation for further work in this area. The Organization
of Montenegrins Studying Abroad (OMSA), in collaboration with its alumni and
external consultants, remains available to assist institutions in developing longterm strategies to address this issue and provide better living conditions in
Montenegro.
I think that youth migration should not necessarily be looked at through
pessimistic lenses. Long-term, if we appropriately use the potential, we will
bring in new values and knowledge. Although there are more opportunities in
the West, I am sure that if smart and successful people are recognized in
Montenegro - they will gladly return.
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Road map: 17 recommendations for Montenegro to prosper

If you wish to keep talent in the country and want to attract those who have migrated,
give them a chance.

The analysis of reasons for leaving revealed a number of significant challenges and
development trends in the country that influence young people's decision to
emigrate. To address this challenge, it is necessary to conduct a more
comprehensive analysis with a larger sample size, but also to continuously monitor
and analyze demographic trends and population movements in order to aid future
policy development in this field. Such policy interventions should aim to create
conditions that will encourage young people to stay in the country or contribute to
its development from abroad, or to create conditions that will enable them to return
and contribute to the country's development with experiences and knowledge they
acquired abroad (brain circulation).
This chapter offers a number of recommendations and, to some extent, maps out an
initial recovery strategy, assuming the need for further refinement and development
of policy measures/activities. We would like to express our gratitude to all the focus
group participants whose insights and perspectives aided in the refinement of these
policy recommendations.
S

1. Committing to the problem on a political and institutional level. Institutional

commitment and adherence to solutions are critical for an adequate
approach to this problem. One mechanism for carrying out this
recommendation is the establishment of an institution, office, or council with a
specific mandate to address demographic trends and the emigration of highly
educated and highly skilled individuals. This mechanism should consult on a
regular basis with/take into account the perspectives of other stakeholders non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the private sector, academia, and
citizens - in order to address the issue of youth migration in a systematic and
adequate manner.

S-M

2. Developing a national strategy for brain circulation. Following the

establishment of an institutional mechanism to address young people's
emigration, it is necessary to work on developing a brain circulation strategy,
which would be accompanied by an action and communication plan.
Simultaneously, work on the development of a legal framework is required to
ensure the strategies' smooth and successful implementation.
S

3. Establishing a centralized database of (young) emigrants and those at risk

of emigration. Although several databases are maintained at the national
level by various institutions, they are neither linked nor fully digitalized.
Additionally, many young people are unaware of their existence and as a
consequence, existing databases are not utilized to their full potential.
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Therefore, it is critical that institutions work jointly on developing a method for
the long-term and systematic mapping of young people emigrating from
Montenegro and those who have already done so - by improving, linking,
promoting and further utilizing existing databases. Particular attention should
be given to Montenegrins studying abroad, given that these young people are
the most likely to return to Montenegro before they have created deeper
professional or personal ties in the host country.
S

4. Enhancing the visibility of currently available registration mechanisms. To

build a more comprehensive database that includes the majority, if not all, of
our people living abroad, it is necessary to launch a public awareness
campaign emphasizing the importance of tracking demographic trends and a
direct invitation to the diaspora to provide information about their
whereabouts and qualifications. Enhanced diplomatic-consular network, the
Organization of Montenegrins Studying Abroad, and diaspora organizations
could be extremely beneficial for the purposes of this activity.

M

5. Connecting Montenegro to the rest of the world, through its own people.
By identifying and connecting our people abroad with relevant stakeholders
in Montenegro, such as institutions, organizations, and businesses, we can
accelerate development and bring Montenegro closer to the current global
trends. For instance, a dearth of expertise in public institutions can be
addressed by connecting and establishing a network of contact points (in the
Montenegrin diaspora), each of whom can contribute to the development of
public services through their work and experience. Through their professional
contacts and engagements abroad, a sizable proportion of the respondents to
this research expressed a desire to assist the country in achieving its
development agenda, even on a pro bono basis. Additionally, establishing
contact with those individuals sends a strong message that their home
country is reliant on them. In the future, the country could offer employment
opportunities to such individuals, and thus kick off brain circulation. The
development of such a system could be facilitated, for example, within the
framework of the Youth Guarantee mechanism currently under development.

M

6. Establishing an infrastructure and conditions conducive to remote work
from Montenegro. Montenegro, particularly in the post-COVID-19 world,
should consider the possibility of attracting its citizens by offering them the
opportunity to work for foreign companies while remaining residents of
Montenegro, or even returning to Montenegro. To make such an idea
appealing to individuals, it is critical for the country to establish a legal
framework and work infrastructure, which includes exempting, for example,
freelancers from certain fees and taxes, as well as providing social and health
care under better defined conditions, and through the implementation of
other incentives. Additionally, establishing a system and environment
favorable to digital nomads would benefit both our citizens living abroad and
foreign citizens visiting Montenegro, further internationalizing our society.

S-M-L

7. Introducing additional economic and social security measures and
increasing purchasing power. Montenegro should consider establishing a
system of affordable housing loans for young people, as well as rent
subsidies and similar support mechanisms, in order to retain those who are
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considering leaving. Additionally, it is necessary to develop additional
incentives for entrepreneurs and start-ups, as well as functional educational
programs for the development of soft skills that will contribute to young
people's self-employment. Naturally, it is necessary to work on increasing
young people's purchasing power, as this will enable them to plan ahead and
create conditions for employment and autonomy in Montenegro.
8. Positioning Montenegro as an investment destination. To attract as many

M

foreign companies as possible and create new job opportunities for its
citizens, but also to adapt to the growing number of new occupations,
Montenegro should create favorable conditions for the entry of new
international companies into the Montenegrin market. The issue we are
currently facing, and the reason why young people are migrating to the
region, is that foreign companies open offices in Albania, Croatia, and Serbia,
but rarely in Montenegro – and even when they do so, it is almost never their
first entry point to the regional market. Additionally, bringing in companies
that employ our people overseas and are interested in the Montenegrin
market may provide compelling reasons for their return.
M-L

9. Comprehensive planning and implementation of education system reform.

S-M

10. Establishing a Scholarship Fund. To invest in our brightest students and to

To make Montenegro a desirable country to live in, in terms of opportunities,
and also to encourage individuals to stay or return, particularly those who
have already started families abroad, Montenegro must work on reforming
the overall educational system. It must be forward-thinking and significantly
improved in order to keep pace with the contemporary developments. The
unsatisfactory state of this sector is a major reason why young people seek to
migrate, which often leads them to new professional opportunities abroad.
provide them with opportunities to study at the world's most prestigious
universities, it is necessary to establish a fund that will award scholarships for
undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral studies through a transparent
application process and based on clearly defined criteria. Apart from the
government, the establishment of such a fund would eventually benefit the
private sector, as the generation that studies abroad is beneficial and highly
desirable for the Montenegrin labor market; thus, a private-public partnership
should be considered. Such an incentive could be conditioned upon return to
Montenegro for a specific period of time and providing an individual with a job
in which they can contribute their expected amount.9
11. Delivering a comprehensive reform of the system. To make Montenegro a

L

desirable place to live, it is critical to work on reforming the judiciary and
public administration, continuously improving the rule of law, developing
healthcare and social welfare, protecting the environment, and fostering
private sector development. Inadequate policies in these areas are one of the
reasons why many people are reluctant to return to Montenegro.

Based on “Scheme for Civil Servants” https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhoodenlargement/system/files/2016-12/01._ipa_2014_young_cell_scheme_20141007.pdf
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9

S

12. Conducting a returnees campaign. Apart from concrete job offers,

M-L

13. Raising awareness about the high importance of the value system

Montenegro should develop and launch a campaign highlighting returnees individuals who have already returned to contribute to the country's
development in a variety of positions ranging from the public sector to
international institutions to private businesses. Their experiences,
accomplishments, community acceptance and dedication may serve as an
inspiration for some new youngsters to return to the country. Additionally, it is
necessary to enhance and expand the returnee support service.
improvement. We must all work cooperatively to alter public discussion and
awareness about improving the existing value system. One way is to shift the
focus away from historical role models and heroes who frequently promote
violence and hate speech and toward those who contribute positively to
community life by loudly condemning negative behaviors. The media - both
traditional and social - play a significant role in this process, to which they can
make a meaningful contribution. It is necessary to promote the good,
courageous and hard-working individuals in the society while setting a
positive example for future generations.

M-L

14. Attentive planning and implementation of employment policies. The

S-M-L

15. Paying special attention to Montenegrin students studying abroad, as they

Employment Agency's (EA) operational model must be improved in order for
it to be more connected not only to state-owned enterprises, but also to the
private and international sectors. EA should function both as an advisory
service and a provider of skills and knowledge aligned with labor market
needs. This would aid individuals in making the transition from education to
the labor market.
are the group at the highest risk of emigration. Montenegrins Studying
Abroad (MSA) are Montenegrin students enrolled in full time study programs
in other countries. To create conducive conditions for this group of young
people to return, it is critical to significantly improve the environment in all
aspects, but particularly to work on resolving administrative barriers. This
means that efforts must be made to digitize services that students require
while studying abroad, to improve the system of diploma recognition, and to
consider the development of a new nomenclature of occupations that is
consistent with global trends and emerging occupations.

S

16. Enhancing control mechanisms in the workplace. Professionalization of
work requires the establishment of new and effective control mechanisms in
the workplace in order to create an equal opportunity society that values
competences. Additionally, it is necessary to strengthen the capacities of
institutions that deal with workplace safety issues, not only to be more
proactive in their approach, but also to strengthen supervision measures. A
sense of trust in the system, the possibility of promotion and professional
development through years of work, as well as involvement in the creation of
an equal-opportunity society, must be provided. Not only should the work of
productive individuals be valued through the establishment of a merit-based
evaluation system, but also through mechanisms such as team building and
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an emphasis on the philosophy that each individual in the system is
significant, particularly in the public sector.
S

17. Strengthening the Diaspora Office's role. The Diaspora Office, which is
responsible for creating and improving conditions for diaspora and emigrant
inclusion in Montenegro's social, economic, and political life, is a critical
institution for the implementation of this integral part of our country's
domestic and foreign policy. However, this institution's efforts to integrate our
people living abroad into current local trends, as well as to include the
student and scientific communities, must be stepped up. The Diaspora Office
needs to be strengthened with additional human and financial capacities, to
be able to implement such reforms.
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Short-term:

Medium-term:

Long-term:

1-2 years

3-7 years

8+ (2030 onwards)

S/M/L
Committing to the problem on a political and institutional level.

S

Developing a national strategy for brain circulation.

S-M

Establishing a centralized database of (young) emigrants and those at
risk of emigration.

S

Enhancing the visibility of currently available registration mechanisms.

S

Connecting Montenegro to the rest of the world, through its own people.

M

Establishing an infrastructure and conditions conducive to remote work
from Montenegro.

M

Introducing additional economic and social security measures and
increasing purchasing power.

S-M-L

Positioning Montenegro as an investment destination.

M

Comprehensive planning and implementation of education system
reform.

M-L

Establishing a Scholarship Fund.

S-M

Delivering a comprehensive reform of the system.

L

Conducting a returnees campaign.

S

Raising awareness about the high importance of the value system
improvement.

M-L

Attentive planning and implementation of employment policies.

M-L

Paying special attention to Montenegrin students studying abroad, as
they are the group at the highest risk of emigration.

S-M-L

Enhancing control mechanisms in the workplace.

S

Strengthening the Diaspora Office's role.

S
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“Ah... You get bored of such a life. I have been traveling “home” for 28 years now. For
two days, five, ten… and every time, leaving gets more difficult.”
“I’ve been thinking about it for years, but my children are here… I am waiting a little
longer for my pension, then I will…”
“It is difficult. You are a stranger here, a stranger there - a stranger wherever you go.”

The Organization of Montenegrins Studying Abroad remains committed to
tackling this issue by sharing its knowledge and contacts, all with the goal of
achieving progress and bringing those who wish to return home or assisting them
in maintaining ties to their home country.
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