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Research Abstract: This research explores how meanings of work and mobility are being co-
constructed in relation to the politicized discourse on “the migration of talent” in Serbia, an 
enduring concern of the postwar and postsocialist period. Configured by the experience of 
entrapment during the 1990s cast against the historic memory of the prestigious Yugoslav 
passport, mobility has not just economic but also political and affective overtones—particularly 
for the generation that came of age when Serbia was regarded as an international pariah. I 
hypothesize that mobility is a key vector along which responses to the disappointments of 
“transition” can be mapped and in relation to which classed values around work are brought into 
relief. As part of this research I map the policy world of brain drain, identify and analyze 
different stances toward mobility, and interrogate the ideas, values, and aspirations that collect 
around work for Serbia’s “young talent.” Attending to the conditions of possibility in which 
migratory decisions are made and practices patterned, my dissertation will explore how 
contemporary stances toward mobility articulate aspirations to dignify the conditions of life and 
work, are implicated in the reconfiguration of class, and are revelatory of how postsocialist 
subjects understand themselves and construct life projects in the context of ongoing political and 
socioeconomic change. Further, by approaching brain drain as a historically produced and 
actively maintained discourse, my research seeks to trouble the aura of grim certainty conveyed 
by migration statistics and contribute to a more positive politics of mobility. 
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Research Goals:1 The working hypothesis of my research is that mobility is a key vector along 
which responses to the disappointments of “transition” can be mapped and in relation to which 
the reconfiguration of middle-class aspirations for a good life is taking shape in Serbia. My 
preliminary research suggests that conceptions of something like what I have glossed “dignified 
work” are embedded in the discourse on brain drain and intimately inform how Serbian youth 
understand themselves as (in)effective agents within shifting socioeconomic and political 
circumstances (Greenberg 2011). To access this nexus I ask: How are meanings of mobility and 
work co-constructed in relation to the politicized discourse on the migration of talent?  

Because meanings of mobility and work are made by differently positioned actors in disparate 
sites, my ongoing research includes participant observation in several Belgrade locations: at the 
International Academic Center, which serves as an information and training center for students 
hoping to pursue graduate degrees in the US; at Impact Hub Belgrade, a newly opened co-
working space for young entrepreneurs; and amongst members of BEST Belgrade, a branch of a 
Europe-wide network of technology students (the cluster of “technical faculties” including 
architecture, electrical and mechanical engineering are locally know as a prime source of brain 
drain). My research combines the ethnographic method of participant observation at such sites 
with in-depth and “expert” interviews, focus groups, policy and media analysis, and archival 
research in pursuit of three objectives:  

Objective 1) To map the policy world of brain drain.2 As articulated in the 2009 Migration 
Management Strategy, the official position of the Serbian government is that there is not much to 
be done to keep Serbia’s young and educated at home, and that resources are better targeted 
toward making use of the skills and knowledge of the diaspora “at a distance.” As is common 
elsewhere, the official Serbian discourse on brain drain is a national one in that it frames the 
issue of migration as a problem of the nation-state linked to the population politics of 
demographic decline. At the same time, in approaching migration as a problem to be managed—
in large part through relations with the diaspora—the official stance on brain drain seems to 
subdue the national in favor of a transnational frame. How is the figure of the Serbian émigré 
cast? Who counts as talent, expert, or “highly educated”? How is talent (and the potential for its  

 
                                                
1 The 5.5 months of research I conducted funded by ACIE served as the initial phase of research for my dissertation. 
I will be continuing this research for another nine months (funded by Fulbright). 
2 My approach to this objective is informed by a recent volume edited by Cris Shore, Susan Wright, and Davide 
Però (2011), which elaborates how and why anthropologists can focus on policy to reveal the workings of power, 
governance, and agency. 



 
 

2013 -2014 TITLE VIII RESEARCH SCHOLAR PROGRAM 
FINAL REPORT 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 
Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

 

realization) configured as part of the discourse on brain drain and in individual stances toward 
mobility (see Objective 2)? How do such discourses articulate with the moral valuation of 
conditions of work? Research for this objective involves careful attention to the ways in which 
the prospects for mobility and work of my target generation are discussed in multiple forums: 
speeches by the ministers of finance, economy, youth and the diaspora; the official policies of 
these agencies; and public discussions around the new labor law, newly drafted youth strategy, 
and new governmental initiative to increase youth employment.  

Objective 2) To identify and analyze different stances toward mobility. This is about both 
the terms in which the decision to stay or to leave is cast—a decision at once deeply personal as 
well as profoundly political—as well as how members of my target group articulate and make 
use of the migratory discourses to construct themselves as certain social types with access to 
particular life choices and chances. In focusing on those aged 25–40, I aim to hone in on a 
generation that experienced the waning days of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
through the eyes of a child and came of age during the multiple dislocations of a decade of 
international isolation and war. The 1990s was a decade when, particularly for young people, 
one’s imagination of the future—as only possible here or elsewhere—indexed one’s political and 
class positions. In Serbia, reflections on staying or leaving take place in relation to a complex 
imaginary of the West and ideas of life “tamo negde” that are emergent in the narratives of my 
informants. My research interrogates how urban university-educated members of this generation 
grapple with the political, economic, emotional, and moral dimensions of imagining their futures 
at home or abroad. What kind of social selves emerge in discussions of mobility? How does 
departure or staying come to be seen as political or apolitical? And in what ways do notions of 
dignified work feature in the aspirations and life projects of those who are planning to leave, 
have decided to stay, or have returned from abroad?  

Objective 3) To interrogate the ideas and values around conditions of work embedded in 
the discourse on brain drain. Considering work as “not only a kind of activity but a set of ideas 
and values related to that activity” (Ciulla 2000:25), with this objective I aim to hone in on the 
moral economy of migration. What are the values attached to labor in the postsocialist economy? 
How do young Serbs situate their work lives in a global hierarchy of value, and how is the 
economic valuation of labor dependant on, or imbedded within, social relations and social values 
(Tsing 2013)? Finally, how does either staying or leaving become a strategy to dignify the 
conditions of life and work?  
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Research Activities: The fact that my research project is broadly intelligible and relatable has 
proved to be an advantage. Everyone I encounter has some relationship to the intersections of 
mobility and work, whether through their own or family members’ migratory experiences or 
aspirations, or through memories of the mobility possible during socialist Yugoslavia that was 
rendered impossible or involuntary during the 1990s. At the same time, this broad resonance has 
brought challenges: the questions of defining my research population, containing my project to 
reasonable dimensions, and pinpointing the most relevant sites of participant observation must be 
constantly negotiated.   

1) Participant Observation: In this first phase of my research I have intentionally tried to broadly 
participate in middle-class life, as well as attend events more narrowly related to mobility, work, 
and the employment prospects for youth.  

 

Milana Milošev of Coca Cola Hellenic, presenting at the kick-off event for the Social Impact 
Award, organized for the first time in Serbia at Impact Hub Belgrade. Photo by Social Impact 

Award 2015, February 11, 2015. 
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My approach to participant observation has found me rather unexpectedly involved in many 
initiatives around “entrepreneurship,” the significance of which I discuss in the next two 
sections. In the first weeks of my research I met with the co-founder of Impact Hub Belgrade—a 
new co-working and networking space for social entrepreneurs—and have since been a regular 
attendee of their events. This has included a workshop on “impact entrepreneurship” facilitated 
by the director of Synergy Talents, and most recently, a three-day series of workshops on idea 
generation, business models, and business planning organized as part of the Social Impact 
Award, aimed at encouraging social entrepreneurship amongst young people (pictured above).  

I have also attended a workshop on migration politics as part of the BeFem festival, a one-day 
conference at the Chamber of Commerce on education and youth employment, a presentation on 
the results of an “Open Economics School” project, and a March 8th protest (pictured below.)  

 

The author (in the yellow hat) participating in a march organized by local activists on the 
occasion of March 8th, International Women’s Day. The theme of this year’s event was tailor-
made for my research interests: “Dignified work—not hunger” (Dostojanstven rad a ne glad). 
When I asked one of the organizers how they had decided on this theme for the event, she told 

me that she had personally been fighting for years to bring the economic dimension of the day to 
the fore. “More people are now willing to hear this message since the 2008 crisis,” she added. 

Photo by Drew Adamek, March 8, 2015. 
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Finally, as part of my participant observation activities I attended a series of advising sessions for 
students applying to graduate schools in the US, held at the International Academic Center. This 
has produced a planned collaboration with IAC, which will become a more regular site of 
engagement beginning in a few weeks. I will be conducting preliminary strategic consultations 
with students interested in IAC’s services, with the goal of helping prospective graduate students 
clarify their educational and career goals. Participants will have the opportunity to decide 
whether they want our conversation recorded for use in my research. In the next phase of my 
research, I plan to focus on IAC and Impact Hub as primary sites of participant observation, 
along with the looser network of technology students involved in BEST Belgrade.  

2) Focus Groups: In order to map an initial range of stances toward mobility and work amongst 
those within the popularly invoked but loosely defined category of “young talent”, I conducted a 
round of three focus groups, held in the first two weeks December 2014. I recruited participants 
for these groups through contacts I developed in the first months of fieldwork, and final 
participation included ACIE A-SMYLE alumni, members of an informal educated returnees’ 
network, users of the International Academic Center, Erasmus program alumni, and Women’s 
Studies students. The 14 total participants (9 women, 5 men) ranged in age from 20 to 42, and all 
were either current undergraduate or Master’s students (5) or had Bachelor’s or higher degrees.  

This round of focus groups was designed to elicit the “natural vocabulary” and emic 
understandings of mobility and work-related issues. As such, each 1.5 hour discussion was 
guided by three broad questions: What are the main qualities, characteristics, or skills that 
someone needs in order to realize their professional goals? What are the main reasons people 
leave Serbia today? And: What are the main reasons people stay in Serbia or return after a time 
abroad? For the final segment of each group, participants shared their reactions to a number of 
quotes I collected from local media sources that represented different views on the phenomenon 
of brain drain, employment prospects, demographic trends, etc. This segment was intended to 
test the resonance of certain discourses and policy perspectives amongst my interlocutors.  

While they were very demanding to organize and conduct, the three focus groups together 
produced 77 transcription pages of lively conversation, debate, opinions, experiences, and 
positioning. In addition to debriefing conversations with the group moderator, I conducted a 
preliminary analysis of this data over the holiday season, identifying many themes for further 
investigation (I touch on a few of these themes below under “research findings”).  
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3) Interviews: I conducted nine interviews in this phase of my research (five “expert” and four 
“in-depth” interviews). The experts I have interviewed thus far include the executive director of 
one of the main NGOs working on migration, a leader in a key entrepreneurship-focused 
organization, an independent business consultant, a youth activist, and the young leader of a 
student-focused NGO. My protocols for these interviews have varied greatly, focusing on 
specific questions targeted toward each interlocutor’s expertise. Collectively, these conversations 
have deepened my understanding of current migratory dynamics, issues in youth employment, 
and different interpretations of entrepreneurship. The initial in-depth interviews I conducted 
included two “returnees” with different international experiences and three “active planners” (I 
interviewed one couple together) planning to emigrate to the US and Canada through different 
channels. These interviews have helped me to begin to understand the different ways in which 
young Serbs make sense of their life chances and choices. They have also helped to refine the 
protocol I will use for the rest of my in-depth interviews, with broad questions aimed at eliciting 
experiences and views around mobility and work values. These nine recorded interviews have 
been complimented by many more informal conversations on my research themes.  

4) Media tracking / policy analysis / literature collection: In addition to the activities described 
above, I am also carefully tracking the local media coverage and policy developments related to 
my research topic. Since arriving I have read (or listened to/watched), catalogued, and conducted 
preliminary analysis of almost 200 local media pieces on brain drain, other migration trends, 
youth, talent, work values, and relevant issues related to higher education, development, 
employment, and poverty. I have also continued to build my collection of policy documents for 
analysis, including the recently adopted youth strategy for 2015-2025 and national and 
international strategic documents on entrepreneurship. I have also collected key speeches made 
by Prime Minister Aleksandar Vučić, Minister for Labor and Employment Aleksandar Vulin, 
and Vanja Udovičić, Minister of Youth and Sports. While I will conduct a thorough analysis of 
these speeches in the analysis phase of my project, in the meanwhile they have served as 
important sources for questions posed during interviews and informal conversations. Finally, I 
have continued to add to my fund of literature by local scholars.  
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Important Research Findings: As my research is continuing for another nine months and will 
be followed by a year of data analysis and writing to produce my dissertation, below I describe 
some of my observations and preliminary research themes that have emerged thus far.  

1) Shifting context:  

 

Posters at the Belgrade airport advertising free legal assistance to asylum seekers, indicative of 
the changing landscape of migration in Serbia. In 2008, the year Serbia first adopted a law on 

asylum, 77 persons sought asylum in the country. By 2013 that number had risen to over 5,000, 
and has continued to climb, with the actual number of irregular migrants assumed to be much 
greater (Atina 2014:45). However, as my interlocutor at NGO Atina told me, only a handful of 
asylum seekers have been granted protection. The lack of a functioning migration apparatus at 
the institutional level perpetuates a view pervasive throughout all levels of society that Serbia is 

a country from which locals leave and through which others merely transit on the way to the 
European Union. Photo by author, March 12, 2015. 
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The visible presence in Belgrade of migrants from the Middle East and Africa, as well as the 
national media frenzy over the “mass exodus” of Kosovar Albanians traveling on busses through 
Belgrade to the Hungarian border, has shifted the dynamics of national migration politics and 
discourse. Yet when one participant in a migration workshop I attended alluded to the sustained 
migration of Serbs of all education levels and backgrounds with the wry quip “we are all entering 
Europe through Serbia,” no one laughed in recognition. In the course of my research, I have 
heard very little solidarity expressed with those migrants “transiting” through Serbia to the 
European Union. My current theory is that the 2009 reinstatement of visa-free travel to 
Schengen-zone countries has shifted the public perception of mobility while not actually easing 
many barriers to emigration. Few of my interlocutors talk explicitly about the barriers to desired 
mobility—an issue I will continue to probe as my research unfolds and the larger context of the 
“migration of talent” continues to shift.  

2) Entrepreneurship and mobility: As mentioned above, one of the more surprising themes to 
gain prominence in my research has been “entrepreneurship.” There are several ways in which 
entrepreneurship intersects with mobility: in projects that engage members of the diaspora as 
mentors for young entrepreneurs, in the many new shops and design studios opened by highly 
educated returnees, and in recent political discourse about the problem of youth unemployment. 
At the early March opening of a series of state-sponsored workshops on starting a business, 
Belgrade official Dragomir Petronijević said: “We have plenty of land that is ideal for producing 
organic food, we have lots of talented IT experts, young people who leave to go abroad—we will 
fight to keep them, we will invest in them, we will offer them to stay here and create good ideas 
and work for other markets from here” (minrz.gov.rs). In other words, entrepreneurship is 
presented as a solution to brain drain. This position, and the government’s implementation of 
events such as this workshop series, is regarded with skepticism by many of my interlocutors (I 
discuss these tensions below under “policy implications”).  

3) Complicated stances: With the goal of mapping a range of stances toward mobility, my 
research seeks to engage a variety of people within the general category of “young talent” 
(broadly construed as 25–40 year-olds with a university degree). In my project prospectus, I 
described three rough typologies: “returnees”—those who have returned to Serbia after a 
significant time abroad, “active planners”—those who plan to emigrate and are taking measures 
to do so, and “stayers”—those without an active interest in emigration. The experience of trying 
to organize my focus groups along these lines revealed the instability of these categories, and 
these group discussions as well as the individual interviews I conducted have demonstrated how  
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stances toward mobility are complex, overlapping, and sometimes seemingly contradictory. I 
have produced a preliminary analytical map of the stances I have encountered (below) which I 
will add to and refine as my research continues. This map complicates the commonly held view 
that contemporary Serbian migration is primarily, and simply, a consequence of a lack of work.  

 

4) Value: Preliminary analysis of my initial focus group discussions and in-depth interviews 
points to “value” itself as a key theme shaping narratives of mobility and work in the context of 
mounting concern over the migration of Serbian talent. My interlocutors frequently comment 
that they are acutely aware of not living in a meritocratic society, that “we don’t yet value real 
value as a society,” as one returnee put it. A participant in another focus group, a young 
economics student, crisply illustrated what many has expressed in different ways. “Except for 
[Mlađan] Dinkić,” she said, “a minister of economy has not graduated from the faculty of 
economics in the past 20 years.” In other words, there is a widespread sense—exemplified by 
employment practices at the highest levels of government—that education and expertise count 
for far less than party affiliation, and that this represents a society-wide perversion of values. 
There are also interesting ways in which my interlocutors reference a hierarchy of professions 
and express a sense of “how things ought to be” in discussing how they experience their work as 
valued or not. As one engineer talked about how he was considering ways to emigrate to the 
West, he explained that in one period he had worked for a German director who told him: “In 
Germany it’s director, then engineer”. He compared this with his next director, a local who made 
him feel unimportant and undervalued. “In contrast with Germany, where engineers are 
appreciated, here they aren’t at all. And now, that’s the reason for my wish to leave,” he 
concluded. Such expressions of value are revealing of imaginaries of what it is like to work 
“here” and “there” as well as the life aspirations of Serbia’s young talent.  
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Policy Implications and Recommendations: Because my research is continuing for another 
nine months and will be followed by at least a year of data analysis and writing, it would be 
premature to offer policy recommendations at this stage. I plan on writing a policy brief as one 
outcome of this research which I will share with American Councils. Below, I comment on just 
two phenomena I have observed in the course of my research that directly relate to the policy 
sphere: a widespread perception of institutional dysfunctionalism, and a disconnect between the 
government’s understanding and promotion of entrepreneurship and that way it is understood 
and promoted by those in the NGO and private sectors.  

1) Widespread skepticism of the effectiveness of the Serbian state is nothing new. Yet I have 
been surprised by the extent to which this skepticism has arisen in my research, and importantly, 
the extent to which it seems to color young people’s perceptions of their futures. One interlocutor 
planning to emigrate to the US assessed the Serbian system as actually an “anti-system,” in that 
the state hampers citizens from acting in their own best interest—from building something for 
themselves. As he put it, “I just turned 26, and I don’t want to spend the rest of my youth in 
austerity…I don’t want to sacrifice my whole life for the sake of a system that doesn’t appreciate 
me.” Interestingly, this interlocutor has an authentic desire to return to Serbia at some point in 
the future, but sees the state as directly hindering his ability to launch his career at home.  

Intense lack of faith in the state extends even to those who work with state institutions in meeting 
common goals. As noted above, Serbia has a migration management strategy in place—and yet 
my interlocutor at NGO Atina crisply noted that “there is no system.” She told me that the 
organization works with many migrants who are returned to Serbia from EU countries. “And 
while they wait for a final decision about their asylum claims, in those countries, they get more 
than they got their whole lives here.” In addition to social support and schooling for their 
children, she added, Serbian asylum seekers (mostly Roma) rarely experience institutional 
discrimination abroad to the extent that they do at home. “When they return, they carry that 
whole story to their communities. And it’s hard for them to re-adapt to the environments they 
come back to.” I offer these two examples as indicative of the difficulty with formulating policy 
recommendations at the national level—while Serbia has progressive migration and youth 
employment strategies in place, implementation is weak and public perception is highly critical.   

2) As noted above, a tension between “losing” youth to migration and “keeping” them through 
the encouragement of entrepreneurship is a frequent theme of political discourse. While the vast 
majority of youth see state employment as much more desirable than either employment in the 
private sector or starting their own business, the government has turned to entrepreneurship as  
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the prime solution to youth unemployment (see Građanske Inicijative 2012). When I explained 
my interest in entrepreneurship to a business consultant as partially stemming from this way in 
which it is held up by government officials as a means of preventing brain drain, she laughingly 
responded: “that’s because they don’t understand what entrepreneurship is.” As she explained to 
me, “one of the greatest policy failures as far as support for entrepreneurship goes is that 
entrepreneurship is seen exclusively as employment, and not as job creation.” The government 
approaches entrepreneurship by individualizing the problem of employment and offering 
trainings and other programs that provide short-term relief. However, “if there are jobs, then the 
private sector will train people, it’s not a problem, if they need them. But if they don’t need them, 
you can train them as much as you want…if my business doesn’t grow, I can’t employ. And this 
is what they’re not getting.”  

At the opening of the government-sponsored workshop series mentioned above, Minister Vulin 
commented, “it is clear that there is a large number of young people who want to take care of 
their own lives, to take their fate into their own hands.” Such comments illustrate the policy of 
placing the individual unemployed person at the center of attention and ignoring the dynamics of 
job creation. But there is also a broader set of values indexed by Vulin’s comment that I am 
interested in further exploring. Entrepreneurial values present a field in which the views of the 
governmental and nongovernmental sectors sometimes overlap. While the NGO Smart Kolektiv 
is critical of the official approach to entrepreneurship, they similarly highlight the dimension of 
values. My interlocutor at Smart Kolektiv shared with me the following passage from the 
organization’s comments on the draft youth strategy, which was just recently adopted: “the 
development of entrepreneurial youth culture is a task that is not a precondition just of economic 
development and a reduction of unemployment. It is connected with establishing a different 
system of values in which activism, initiative, and the taking of responsibility are foregrounded.”  

There is a way in which the government’s approach—exemplified by Minister Vulin’s comment 
that “it is our job to hold onto youth” by supporting them in starting their own businesses—
compresses all the complexity of stances toward mobility and work into the purely utilitarian 
concern of number of jobs. And yet, just below the surface lies a complex of values, motivations, 
aspirations, and worldviews that rarely gets discussed. An illustrative moment arose toward the 
end of a focus group when one participant tried to directly address the question of why people 
leave Serbia. “We all know,” he said, “the basic answer is: people leave because of the material 
situation,  in order to have better pay and a better standard [of living].” A chorus of voices 
interrupted him: “Not just, no…,” “It’s not just about the standard of living…,” “No, take me for 
example….”  The remainder of my research will focus on exploring this value-laden field.  
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Co-Curricular Activity: Because I am continuing my research under the Fulbright program, in 
January I met with staff in the cultural affairs office of the U.S. Embassy to informally discuss 
my research to date, key questions, and future directions. My research has also naturally led me 
into the offices of several NGOs working on issues of migration and work, including NGO Atina 
and Group 484. At Group 484 I volunteered to assist with a nascent research project about the 
mental health needs of refugees in the former Yugoslavia, and conducted a literature review for 
the project that uncovered some local sources relevant to my own project as well. Connecting 
with local scholars interested in brain drain and other migratory trends has been a key goal of 
mine, as I continue to collect local literature that is difficult to obtain in the US. In addition to 
exchanging sources and discussing my project with several graduate students in the departments 
of anthropology and demography at the University of Belgrade, I have also discussed my project 
with a migration scholar at the Institute for Balkan Studies. A one-day conference on migration 
in December at the Ethnographic Institute was another valuable opportunity to hear about current 
research and connect with local anthropologists and other social scientists working on migration.  

Conclusions: It is difficult to draw any firm conclusions at this stage. My project is a broad one, 
and while many rich themes have arisen connecting mobility with entrepreneurship, value, and 
values, I am not yet able to identify clear patterns or make confident claims. While my project 
has undergone a natural evolution in the field, my central research question about how the 
meanings of mobility and work are co-constructed has proven resilient. This suggests to me that 
there is indeed an important story to be told at this nexus.  

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications: By the end of my 
dissertation fieldwork (to be concluded in December 2015), I plan to have the following dataset 
assembled for analysis: transcripts of 36–46 in-depth interviews, 10–20 expert interviews, and 
six focus groups discussions; field notes from at least three distinct sites of participant 
observation; archival materials that speak to the concerns of mobility, work, and employment 
abroad during socialist Yugoslavia; a robust collection of relevant policy documents and media 
articles; and a collection of relevant local academic literature. Based on my work to date, I plan 
to focus most intently in the final phase of my research on conducting in-depth interviews with 
youth actively planning to emigrate, and now envision this set of interviews with “active 
planners” as the core of my dissertation.  
 
In addition to drafting my dissertation monograph in the year following my research, I plan to 
submit my initial research results in article form for publication in journals such as Journal of 
Ethic and Migration Studies, Mobilities, East European Politics and Society, and Slavic Review.  
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Presentations at American and hopefully also European conferences will help me to hone my 
arguments. Because my project was specifically designed to produce policy-relevant data, I also 
plan to write a policy brief for use by the NGO Group 484. I will also share this policy brief with 
US policy makers through the two taxpayer-funded agencies that supported by fieldwork.  
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