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Abstract 

 
This paper is referring to the problem of brain drain, used to describe ‘the situation in which large 

numbers of educated and very skilled people leave their own country to live and work in another one 

where pay and conditions are better’. It is why this phenomenon has often been connected to the depletion 

of the intellectual and professional resources of a country or a region. Serbia has suffered a huge brain 

drain in recent years. The goal of this research is to examine what are the main reasons of university 

students to leave Serbia and whether it is possible to find out some personal dispositions for that. In 

addition, it is important to determine what percentage of students has a wish to go abroad and what are 

their plans and expectations. The research sample is consisted of 355 students of University of Nis, 

Serbia. About 62% of respondents sample was female (N=219). A questionnaire about students’ interests 

and reasons for going abroad and leave Serbia was prepared by authors for research purposes. Personality 
traits are defined according to the Big Five model and assessed by The Big Five Inventory – BFI (John  

& Srivastava, 1999), intending to measure: extroversion, neuroticism, openness to experience, 

agreeableness, and conscientiousness. The main results are as following. About 36.2% of students 

planned to leave country, 49.2% of students said that they didn’t sure yet, while only 14.6% didn’t show 

willingness to go abroad and live in foreign country. The most common reasons for going abroad is 

searching for a work (46%) and the second one is a wish to continue education (19.7%). The greatest 

percentage of students plan to go by the help of scholarship (24.5%) or by the help of relatives (21.4%). 

Students of different faculties have different levels of priorities when it comes to economic reasons or 

independence as a reason for going abroad. Some of them are ready to get jobs they would not accept to 

do in Serbia. Concerning the dimensions of personality, the results showed that primarily high openness 

to experience and high enough extroversion could be connected to students’ willingness to leave their 

own country. Obtained data are useful for better explanation of strong interest and tendency to go abroad 
in students’ population in Serbia. The findings are discussed in the light of up-to-date literature and 

studies. 
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1. Introduction  

 
This paper is referring to the problem of brain drain, used to describe ‘the situation in which 

large numbers of educated and very skilled people leave their own country to live and work in another 

one where pay and conditions are better’. During the 1960s and 1970s, this term was used to describe the 

migration of experts and scientists from underdeveloped regions into developed countries. The term is 
also used for a widespread phenomenon that students from poor countries go to studies and remain 

permanently working and living in developed countries. In the region of Southeastern Europe and in 

Serbia, a high percentage of qualified professionals had left their homeland and employed abroad for a 

long time, sometimes during the whole working life, and returning after receiving the pension. Several 

studies have shown that mass migration from Eastern Europe during the 1990s was in fact brain waste, 

because very few people from those countries found employment that meet their qualifications. It is why 

this phenomenon has often been connected to the depletion of the intellectual and professional resources 

of a country or a region.  

According to the data collected by The Institute for Sociological Research of the Faculty of 

Philosophy in Belgrade, during the 1990s about 5% of the total population of the former Yugoslavia was 

displaced, which was more than in the previous decades (1971 - 2.5% 1981 - 3.6%, 1991 - 3.9%). 
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Moreover, the majority (91%) of people were under 40 years, mainly students and graduated people, with 

more than 13 years of schooling (Grečić, 2010; Grupa 484, 2010). As a consequence of such mass 

migrations, the vitality of the labor force had been significantly reduced, the inflow of money from 

foreign exchange was not so great, and the migrants mainly returned as elderly and not healthy enough 

people. Such a huge migration represents a real devastation in developing countries while developed 

countries got benefits on the basis of the influx of cheap and qualified workforce. 

Going abroad of young educated personnel in order to continue their education and professional 

development is not only the result of social and historical circumstances in the country. Family and 

personal parameters can be closely related to emigration. Recent studies discuss whether there is a certain 

type of personality who is more inclined than others to leave homeland and live abroad. 
 

2. Research problem and objectives 
 

The scope and actuality of migration of the Serbian population is basically our motivation to deal 

with this problem. The goal of this research is to examine what are the main reasons of university students 

to leave Serbia and whether it is possible to find out some personal dispositions for that.  

In addition, our research is aimed to determine what percentage of students show an intention to 

emigrate, and what are their plans and expectations. We also want to examine how well they are informed 

about the possibilities and conditions of emigration and living in foreign countries. 
 

3. Method 
 

3.1. Participants 
The sample consisted of 355 students of University of Nis, Serbia, aged 19 to 27 years. About 

62% of respondents sample was female (N=219) and 38% was males (N=136). Respondents are studying 

the following faculties: Faculty of Electronic Engineering (47), Faculty of Science (47), Faculty of 
Medicine (33), Faculty of Civil Engineering and Architecture (61), Faculty of Economics (58), Faculty of 

Philosophy (57), Faculty of Arts (51). Further data will be given to describe the sample of the subjects. 

Participants live primarily with both parents in complete families (64%), and 9.6 % of them live 

in a single-parent family, due to divorce or death of a father or mother. About 15% of students live alone 

or with a roommate, mainly because studying outside their place of residence. 52.4% of respondents have 

changed their place of living, whether due to studying or because of migration to larger cities for better 

living conditions. Respondents are living mainly in town or city (77.5%).  
The education of the parents of the respondents is predominantly at the secondary level, while a 

third of them have university education, which is significantly higher than the average educational level 

of the population in Serbia. More precisely, 50.4% of fathers finished secondary school, 7.3% of fathers 

finished college and 32% graduated at university; education of mothers is at a similar level: secondary 
school 54.1%, higher school 5.9% and university level 29.6%. 

Regarding the socio-economic status (SES) of the origin-families, respondents’ estimations are 

as the following: very bad - 2.8%, unsatisfactory - 25.1%, satisfactory - 53.1%, quite well - 17.2%. As 

can be seen from the data, about 70% of the respondents consider the socioeconomic situation in the 

family to be satisfactory or completely good, which indirectly indicates that the unfavorable economic 

situation is not the only reason they want to go abroad for a shorter or longer period of time. Only 6% of 

respondents have a permanent job, and about 14% of them work occasionally part-time job.  

When asked if they have traveled abroad so far, the respondents gave the following answers: 

37.7% rarely travel abroad, occasionally 33.8%, often 11% and 4.9% have not traveled yet. 

 

3.2. Variables and instruments 
A questionnaire about students’ interests and reasons for going abroad and emigrate from Serbia 

was made by authors for research purposes. The questions were designed to examine what are the most 
frequent reasons for going abroad, for a shorter or longer time: economic reasons, for example, job 
search, higher incomes and better paid jobs, the possibility of career development and promotion; 
continuing education and professional development; a quest for adventure and a desire to get to know 
other cultures; the need for independence and opportunity for personal development. The process of 
developing the questionnaire is based on the review of the available literature in this field. In terms of 
content, the questionnaire can be partly compared with aspects of migration from the MBM-Migration 
Belief Model (Groenewold, Bruijn, & Bilsborrow, 2012; Hoppe, & Fujishiro, 2015). Precisely, MBM 
assumes that emigration intensions and plans are determined by perceived economic threat in the domain 
of living conditions, perceived emigration benefits, perceived emigration barriers (obstacles in emigration 
process) and emigration self-efficacy (confidence in one’s ability to effectively perform in a foreign 
country). 
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Personality traits are defined according to the Big Five model and assessed by The Big Five 

Inventory – BFI (John & Srivastava, 1999), 44-item inventory, intending to measure: extroversion, 

neuroticism, openness to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. In this conception, personality 

traits are considered to be time-stable inner dispositions of a person that are able to initiate and direct 

person’s thinking, emotions and behavior. Extroversion vs. introversion (E) refers to person’s sociability, 

activity and excitement-seeking, assertiveness, and positive emotions as warmth and cordiality. 

Neuroticism vs. emotional stability (N) refers to the negative effects, such as anxiety, hostility, sadness, 

depression and vulnerability too. Openness vs. closedness to experience (O) refers to person’s intellectual 

curiosity, open-mindedness and novelty seeking, wide interests and imagination. Agreeableness (A) refers 

to tendency to be trusting, not demanding, altruistic, tender-minded and benevolent in relations with 
people. Conscientiousness (C) refers to person’s dutifulness, achievement striving, tendency to be self-

disciplined, persistent, organized, with strong sense of responsibility to commitments. 

 

3.3. Procedure 
The survey was conducted in above mentioned faculties, situated in Nis, Serbia. The 

questionnaires were administered in groups during regular classes, in the period April-June 2016. Testing 

was anonymous and it took about 40 minutes. Students were informed about the research purposes and 
their participation was voluntary.  

 

4. Results and discussion 
 

4.1. Reasons, intensions, and emigration plans in university students in Serbia 
For the purposes of this paper, only the most important results of the research will be presented. 

According to data, 36.2% of students are planning long-term stay abroad, i.e. to emigrate from Serbia, 

49.2% of students said that they didn’t sure yet about that, while only 14.6% didn’t show willingness to 

go abroad and live in foreign country. The most common reasons for leaving the country are economic: 

finding jobs, better paid jobs, whether it is in line with professional education of students or less attractive 

jobs, higher income that enables a better life and the founding of one's own family. It should be 

emphasized that dissatisfaction with the political situation and the perspective offered to young people for 

life in the country is also an important motivating factor for the emigration of young people from Serbia. 

If we take into consideration both students planning long-term and short-term stay abroad, the 

goals that students want to achieve by going abroad are: a search for a job of 45.9%; continuing education 
19.7%; professional development 9,9%; the desire to get to know other cultures 3.4%; the desire to 

separate from the parents 1.4%. Students of different faculties have somewhat different priorities when it 

comes to the goals for going abroad. Besides, some of them are ready to get jobs they would not accept to 

do in Serbia.  

The largest migration of students and professionals is registered in the field of medicine, 

electronics, and technical sciences which is talked about a lot but there are no precise data; migration is 

considered to be greater than that recorded in statistical data (Grupa 484,2010; Santric-Milicevic et al., 

2014).  

Regarding the way students would go abroad, the following results were obtained: expectation 

that they will receive scholarships - 24.5%, with the help of their relatives - 21.4%, by friends’  

help - 11%, at own risk - 18%; by a partner’s help - 2.8%, getting a job - 3.4%, working on the pool, 

babysitting etc. - 2,8%. 
As can be seen from the above mentioned data, about 70% of the respondents consider the 

socioeconomic situation in the family to be satisfactory or completely good, which indirectly indicates 

that the unfavorable economic situation is not the only reason they want to go abroad for a shorter or 

longer period of time. 

When it comes to informing the students of the University of Niš about going abroad, the data 

showed the following: only 8.5% of students are very well informed; 23.4% of those informed; they know 

something - 44.8%; very little information has 19.2% of students, and 4.2% are not informed at all. 

Bearing in mind the situation in Serbia, characterized by high youth unemployment and 

unsatisfactory economic situation, it is clear why such a large percentage of youth wants to emigrate and 

believes that much more opportunities are offered by foreign economically developed countries, in 

Europe or USA. Although the economic situation in Slovakia is better than in Serbia, recent findings 
indicate that 23.7% of Slovak university students planned to emigrate long-term, while 12.3% of them 

planned short-time stay abroad, primarily for economic reasons and secondly due to their confidence in 

one’s ability to effectively perform the emigration behavior, called ‘emigration self-efficacy’ 

(Dobrowolska-Kulanova, & Orosova, 2018; Hajduch, Orosova, & Dobrowolska-Kulanova, 2018). 
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4.2. The role of personality dispositions in the context of migration 
Concerning the dimensions of personality, the results showed that primarily high openness to 

experience and high enough extroversion could be connected to students’ willingness to leave their 

homeland. Comparing to the university students without emigration intensions, students with emigration 

plans were scored higher on dimension of openness (p<0.01) and dimension of extroversion (p< 0.05). 
Openness to experience relates to intellectual curiosity, a wide range of interests, and openness to change 

and novelty in general. Accordingly, it’s understandable that students of these personality traits show 

more inclination and readiness to leave their homeland and go to another country. As is well-known, 
Extroversion refers to person’s high involvement in the outside world, the ability to keep interpersonal 

relations, a tendency to experience positive emotions and an assertive attitude to the social environment. 
The aforementioned personality dispositions represent the precondition for the person to fit in well in the 

new environment, to meet the expectations of others and to adapt good enough, and thus show that he/she 

is able to function adequately in new circumstances. 

The finding of an important role of openness in the context of population migration studies is in 

line with numerous studies conducted around the world as well as in Serbia. Some researchers believe it’s 

possible to talk about a particular type of personality that is prone to migration, so-called “migrant 

personality” (Boneva, & Frieze, 2001; Li, Olson, & Frieze, 2013). That term means that an individual has 

a personal predisposition for migration and that this decision is not largely conditioned by situational 

factors, and can manifest in migration from one place to another, but also in the desire to travel for leisure 
or entertainment and excitement. On the sample of Croatian students, Boneva and Frieze (2001) found 

that high openness and low "place attachment" are associated with the desire to emigrate. There are also 

somewhat different views of the essence of migration. "Existential migration" is the term introduced by 

Madison (2009, according to Luca & Filipopoulos, 2014), in order to describe a person who has a 

psychological need to leave home and "explore the world". 

 Researching the tendencies towards migration to Singapore, on a sample of 1915 young people 

aged 16 to 26, Chan-Hoong (2008) found that 21% of young people want to emigrate because of their 

dissatisfaction with the prospect in their homeland, and they are characterized by openness, high motive 

of achievement and experiencing self-efficacy. On the other hand, about 23% of youth didn’t want to go 

abroad because of high conservatism and strong attachment to family and nation, and that could be seen 

as cultural resilience. In a survey conducted in America on a sample of 2,772 students abroad (Salisbury 
at all, 2008), it was found that the decision to go to study outside the country is influenced by social, 

cultural, financial and personal factors that are accumulating since high school. Factors that contribute to 

the decision of young people to leave are: higher socioeconomic status of the family, higher educational 

level of parents, school success, as well as openness to differences, for new ideas and experiences. 

The Office for cooperation with the Diaspora of the City of Nis (South East Serbia) conducted a 

survey in February 2014 on the sample of students of the upper secondary school, aiming to examine how 

many young people tend to study and work outside Serbia, what are the most important reasons for going 

to abroad, what are their personality traits and what kind of families they live in (Ćirić, Sinđić and 

Matković, 2014). The main results are as following: students who wish to study abroad are open-minded 

persons, with wide interest to get know new culture and people, they are successful in school, not 

satisfied with socioeconomic status of families living in.  

 

5. Implications and future research direction 

 
Findings indicate that high percentage (more than 30%) of university students from the sample 

show emigration intentions and plan long-term staying abroad. The economic and political situation in 
state and lack of possibilities to get an adequate and well paid job are the most frequent reasons for 

emigration among students. The second motive to go abroad is related to professional development and 

educating purposes. Openness and wish to get to know some other cultures is the third reason for leaving 

Serbia, but it’s not frequent. Concerning personality dimensions, students’ high openness to experience 

and high enough extroversion could be connected to students’ willingness to emigrate and leave their 

homeland. Accordingly, that finding may be seen partly in line with concept of ‘migrant personality’ but 

more profound research is needed in the future. Furthermore, broader coverage of personality variables 

are desirable; thus, the level of aspiration, motive of achievement, expectations of living abroad, and life 

philosophy of the person should be included. 

It’s worthy to make some concluding remarks in the context of research problem in general. 

Many academics and successful professionals, mainly young adults, apply for a job abroad and 

sometimes decide to live as emigrants in foreign countries with no intention to return to homeland. 
Having in mind that university students, graduated persons and professionals represent the most potent 
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part of general population (they are young, skillful and high educated persons), there are a lot of reasons 

to worry about the future in Serbia.  
According to the data, about 68% of respondents have been poorly informed about the way of 

going abroad and living conditions in foreign countries. It is therefore important to improve information 

through providing accurate and reliable information on opportunities and benefits, but also on the risks of 

emigration. This would not directly prevent the migration of young people and professionals, but it could 

contribute to making the decision based on reliable and verified information. 

 Migration for employment and schooling is nowadays a very widespread process in the world, 

but this is a much bigger problem for a small and economically underdeveloped country such as Serbia.  
It is crucial to stimulate the return of young people to their country or to develop good business 
cooperation with successful professionals, and in this way, at least partially reduce the adverse effects of 

mass migrations. 
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