
 
 

 

Secondary Publication 

Göler, Daniel; Tausch, Christoph

On migration aspirations in southeastern Europe

Date of secondary publication:   01.12.2025

Version of Record (Published Version), 

urn:nbn:de:bvb:473-irb-111942xPersistent identifier: 

Article

Primary publication 
Göler, Daniel; Tausch, Christoph (2024): On migration aspirations in southeastern Europe, in: 
Journal of urban and regional analysis, Bucharest, Vol. 16, Nr. 2, pp. 211–227, doi: 
10.37043/jura.2024.16.2.2.

Legal Notice 
This work is protected by copyright and/or the indication of a licence. You are 
free to use this work in any way permitted by the copyright and/or the licence 
that applies to your usage. For other uses, you must obtain permission from 
the rights-holders. 

This document is made available under a Creative Commons license.

The license information is available online:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode

https://doi.org/10.37043/jura.2024.16.2.2
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode


 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
   

 
 

     
  

   

   
     

  
   

    
    

   

  
 

  
   

   

 
 

Journal of Urban and Regional Analysis 16–2 (2024): 211–227, https://doi.org/10.37043/JURA.2024.16.2.2 

ON MIGRATION ASPIRATIONS IN 
SOUTHEASTERN EUROPE 

Daniel Göler, Christoph Tausch 
University of Bamberg, Bamberg, Germany 

Abstract: Southeast Europe is considered a traditional 
emigration region in the past and present. Our study looks to 
the future, and it focuses on migration intentions there. The 
representative database of the OeNB Euro Survey offers the 
opportunity to analyse both large- and small-scale as well as 
group-specific differentiations beyond the question of the 
potential for future mobility in Southeast Europe. It became 

Keywords: evident that migration intentions are still high. It can be seen 
that pure intentions are often accompanied by concrete plans. migration intentions; 
The age and level of education as well as a lack of trust in the (im)mobility; 
government policy are important determining factors. The 

migration potential; preference for Germany as a destination country in the post-
brain drain; Yugoslav region indicates the persistence of networks from 
Southeast Europe the Gastarbeiter era. From a spatial perspective, it is also clear 

that it is mainly the deprived regions of Southeastern Europe 
where migration intentions are strong. However, the affected 
sub-regions are not necessarily those in which the plans are 
very concrete, i.e. there is often a considerable gap between 
aspirations and capabilities. The long-term and sustainable 
effects of the migration that is expected to continue, with the 
corresponding consequences for demographics, education, 
labour force and social infrastructures, remain problematic. 
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The             “number of 

  ”  
  

the                 
         

appears to be high, even if it should be borne in mind that the aspiration to migrate 
often does not go hand in hand with carrying out a migration immediately. Behind 
sub- -EU 

 
are well above average in some cases. 

 European countries occupy the top places in the 
              

         
 ch). The fact that massive increases 

were recorded in most countries at the same time –     
percentage points [!] – must give food for thought and it is also motivation to take a 
closer look at migration intentions in Southeastern Europe. This is all the truer as this 
group of countries has already experienced considerable population losses through 

           
U countries, with Germany 

  
recently referred to “emigration as tradition in the Western Balkans” and, like a number 

             
reference to the potentially noticeable brain drain and the demographic consequences. 
Earlier studies emphasised, among others, how EU enlargement contributed to a 
substantial change of the European migration system that created not least a “new face 
of East-West migration”    

 
 
 

from a receiving countries’  
 

   
conceptualises migration as a function of aspirations and capabilities within given sets 
of perceived geographical opportunity structures, and then we ask these further 

 
 -  

      -speci      
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in Southeastern Europe 

  
 

    1. From a geographical perspective, this task is 
fascinating, as the survey (a) enables a cross-country comparison inside SEE, which (b) 
can be continued at the small-  
reference to two Eastern European countries. 

Methodology 
 

South-   
 

volumes and massive upheavals in the global migration regime. The selection criterion 
was the means of payment used in each country: the sample only included countries 

              
Balka  Euro as 
their national currency. 

 
currency. In particular, it aims to determine the extent to which the Euro is used for 
payment and savings purposes in the surveyed countries. Determinants of the demand 
for foreign currency are also examined. These include, for example, questions on 

tions of currency 
           

second part of the survey covers socio-demographic and socio-economic questions, 
tional 

  
this study was based, this additional topic was migration and migration intentions. 

The sample elements in the Euro Survey are  
 

 ’s Southeast European countries. The 
selection is based on a multi-stage stratified random sample with random route 
selection. Bulgaria and Bosnia-  
there. The interviews are conducted face-to-face in the homes of the interviewees. 

The underlying questionnaire is initially formulated in English, and it is translated into 
the respective national languages in order to avoid communication problems during 

1 The OeNB has had no capacity for a detailed analysis of the data set, and it contacted the 
working group on ‘ ’ at the University of Bamberg 
(Germany). There, a candidate was found (C. Tausch) and he took on the analysis in the form of 
a supervised thesis (by D. Göler). 
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Results 
The regions of emigration 

The wish to migrate 

 
  

temporarily. Just unde  
    

planning to do so. When asked about concrete steps, such as organising the emigration 
  

intentions actually underpinned these with corresponding measures. 

Migration potential and the 'EU paradox' 

The desire to live permanently at another place is particularly high in the non-EU states 
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in Southeastern Europe 

 
from the EU countries in the sample; this is particularly clear in the case of Hungary 
and Croatia. The question of EU membership (or a more advanced EU perspective, as 
in the case of Serbia) therefore seems to play a decisive role in that way that free and 
thus possibly repeatable access to the EU labour market after return is more likely to 
stimulate circular movements instead of permanent ones, as it could be expected at a 
first glance. This kind of a paradox would be an excellent argument for an accelerated 
EU enlargement in the Balkans, as our findings suggest that such a step would primarily 
promote circularity and return rather than further accelerating the (already high) 
permanent emigration and brain drain. In any case, there is no empirical evidence from 
the previous rounds of enlargement to support the frequently expressed concerns about 

 

Three facts stand out and should be emphasised. Firstly, there is the permanent and 
  

where the O          
 

permanent desire there is already massively accompanied by concrete plans. Third, in 
the case of Serbia, the tendency towards permanent and temporary emigration is at a 
similarly high level with a slight predominance of the temporary, which in our opinion 

 

In order to be able to assess how realistic the migration wishes are, the Euro Survey 
  

concrete preparatory steps such as obtaining a visa, work permit or contract and 
arranging travel and accom           

              
  

indicate a certain routine in preparing for (then circular) migration. 
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A small-scale analysis of regions of emigration 

The small-scale analysis of permanent migration intentions on the basis of the N  
 

        
 With 

regard to the potential for temporary or circular migration, the picture is somewhat 
 

 ,  

           
particular, there are clusters with stronger migration intentions, which, as in North 

           
regions with pronounced migration aspirations are not necessarily those with the most 

  
there is no single potenti  

       
  

case in detail, for example, -   
        

  
nd Veliko Tarnovo (BG). 
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The gap between expressed migration wishes on the one hand, and the plans to migrate 
on the other, which is particularly evident in the small-  
linked to local migrant network structures. Family members, friends or acquaintances 

           
survey shows that half of the respondents in Southeast European countries with 
migration plans and preparations have family member(s) living abroad. mong those 

 

 

Family abroad 

Yes

No

Permanent 
migration wish 

 33.

 66.

Temporary 
migration wish 

 34.

 64.

Migration plan 

 47.

 52.

Migration 
preparation 

 52.  

 47.  

Don’t know 0.  0.  0.  0.  

No answer 0.  0.  0.  0.  

Total 100.  100.  100.  100.  

,  

If such “facilitators” in the form      
similar extent in a neighbouring region, then this would explain the spatially 

 
used data set. 

Embedded in the           
   

 
failure to migrate,   

 
exists, it can be reactivated at any time as a means of social resilience (Göler and 

 

Destination countries 

  
Table    
clear dominance of Germany, which a           
migration destinations, followed by the United ingdom   

  
 eece, Italy, France and Belgium, are the 

main destinations. Non-  

However, if the respective country of origin is considered individually, a more 
differentiated picture emerges with regard to the main destination. In percentage terms, 
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  most frequently. 

The second place in this order shows an even wider spread: in the ten countries in the 
             

  
 

   
 

still undecided about their migration plans. 

With regard to the destination countries for migration wishes, there are hardly any 
changes in the respective preferences. However, the frequency with which they are 

  r example, non-European countries are less prominent as 
  

    
The reasons for this are probably to be found in the geographical barriers (distance; 
costs) and the restrictive immigration policy there. 

              
       d Serbia are 

expected to continue to move in very diverse directions in the future. In contrast, North 
  -          

destination country Germany. In both countries, the guest worker era plays a role as a 
historical component; after all, networks from that time, which are known to generally 

    
robust labour market and the shortage of (skilled) workers, for example in the medical 
and nursing sector, which is covered by migrants from Western Balkan countries, 
among others, via the German “Beschäftigungsverordnung“ (the so-called “Western 
Balkans regulation”,  

       conclusions in their study on migration 
   

   
      es factors such as social networks and 

education as reasons for the choice of a certain destination country. It also shows that 
social networks are the main reasons for the long-established destination countries 

   ation movement here has shifted towards 
 
 

an increase in the choice of Germany as a d  
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curity, solidarity, democracy and respect for human 

 
 

 the 
associated regulations on the free movement of labour force, as well as the current 
accession to the Schengen area, have pushed destination countries such as Italy, Spain 

  
 

   
n 

  
  

Discussion 
Explaining migration intentions: findings and evidence 

 hieve an improvement in their previous living situation 
and conditions by relocating. Corresponding opportunities and possibilities can be 

             
predetermined by external factors. Based o  

 

The macro level 

 
level) quickly move into the realm of gravitational concepts. Socio-economic disparities 

  
  

This is also the case in Southeastern Europe. The small-  
            

     -pull 
mechanisms may serve to explain the intensive emigration from exactly these areas. In 
the Bulgarian case, the above-average unemployment in individual regions – in Vidin, 

             
 – expression in strong international migration 

wishes and plans. 

High unemployment rates and low GDP are also usually associated with poor career 
opportunities in the country of origin, which reinforces the intention to migrate 

  ). 
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blackouts of electricity or critical water supplies, as further push factors at this scale. 

The micro level 

-economic and psychosocial 
characteristics of individuals. International labour migration is generally very strongly 

  with 
increasing age. It is noticeable, however, that although there is only a moderate 

          – -year-olds) in 
particular have a disproportionate number of plans and preparations already in place, 
meaning that they are often already at a very concrete stage (Table . Young people 
are therefore more likely to be willing and able to realise their desire to migrate. 

-  

Age Permanent Temporary Migration plan Migration 
migration wish migration wish preparation 

18 to 24 years 19.  15.  20.  20.  

25 to 29 years 12.  12.  20.  20.  

30 to 34 years 12.  11.  11.  11.  

35 to 39 years 13.  13.  13.  15.  

40 to 44 years 11.  12.  11.  10.  

45 to 49 years 10.  11.  8.  7.  

50 to 54 years 7.  9.  7.  8.  

55 to 59 years 6.  7.  4.  4.  

60 to 64 years 3.  3.  1.  1.  

65 to 69 years 1.  2.  1.  0.  

70+ years 1.  0.  0.  0.  

Total 100.  100.  100.  100.  

,  

           . The 
propensity to migrate is by far the most significant among those with a medium level 
of education. By contrast, the reluctance of people with a high level of education seems 

 
academics was quite common very early on after the beginning of the transition period 
   

other ex-  
conclusion, namely that those with higher qualifications who wanted to emigrate have 
long since done so or, if still in the country, have found an adequate position that makes 
staying more attractive. Otherwise, there is only a limited difference in intensity within 
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the respective categories; only among the highly educated is the desire to migrate 
already more strongly underpinned by concrete measures. 

  

Education level 
Permanent 
migration wish 

Temporary 
migration wish 

Migration plan Migration 
preparation 

  12.  9.  11.  9.  

 62.  67.  64.  59.  

High education 24.  23.  24.  30.  

Total 100.  100.  100.  100.  

,  

The social-psychological aspect, which has long been underestimated and it has 
   

 
trust in political actors generally shows a massive mistrust in this regard, which is 
strongly correlated with the advanced concretisation of migration intentions (Table ). 

 

Level of trust 

I trust completely 

Permanent 
migration wish 
5.

Temporary 
migration wish 
5.

Migration plan 

5.

Migration 
preparation 
5.  

I trust somewhat 

I neither trust nor distrust 

I distrust somewhat 

19.

17.

13.

 25.

 23.

 17.

 20.

 17.

 13.

 26.  

 17.  

 13.  

I do not trust at all 

Don’t know 

42.

1.

 26.

 0.

 41.

 1.

 37.  

0.  

No answer 0.  0.  0.  0.  

Total 100.  100.  100.  100.  

,  

 
young and well-   
in education system etc., the skilled emigration from Southeast Europe has a lot to do 
with the government policies there and the resulting general lack of future prospects 

 

Conclusions 
          

ey show that this will remain 
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the case in the future, even if it must be taken into account that not every individual 
aspiration to migrate leads or can lead to the realisation of migration, especially if 
relevant and supportive capabilities are lacking. T  

          
particularly the young population with a medium level of education who will be able 
to realise their desire to migrate to Western EU countr  
Germany, which is by far the most frequently mentioned destination. However, the 

         
countries. In contrast, regions with strong migration intentions are spatially 

        
   

 

In a similar context to our study on migration intentions in Southeastern Europe, Pries 
         “multidirectionality of 

migration impacts”, and he suggested broadening the mainly economic focus to 
   “  s”   

           
 

concern not only monetary values, brains and skills, but also social dimensions. We 
argue that discussions in this regard should not be one- -orientated 

        -directionally constituted in the 
context of origin and destination. The economic, political, cultural and social impact of 
migration unfolds in both countries of origin and destination. 
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