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C R OAT I A

The Croatian labour market continues to suffer from a high unemployment 
rate, specifically among young people. Combined with the problematic 
quality and labour market relevance of vocation education and training 
programmes, this leads to a difficult school-to-work transition for graduates. 
Moreover, the low adult participation rate in lifelong learning does little to 
correct this situation. The reliable health and social services in Croatia have 
helped its population through the economic crisis, although reforms focused 
on cost effectiveness have threatened to strain the access to, and quality 
of. these services. Discrimination and social exclusion remains a challenge, 
particularly for the Roma population, as discriminatory and authoritarian 
tendencies are on the rise among Croatian youth and are not effectively 
countered through the education system’s curriculum.
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The Croatian labour market continues to suffer from 
a high unemployment rate, specifically among young 
people. Combined with the problematic quality and 
labour market relevance of vocation education and 
training programmes, this leads to a difficult school-
to-work transition for graduates. Moreover, the low 
adult participation rate in lifelong learning does little 
to correct this situation. The reliable health and social 
services in Croatia have helped its population through 
the economic crisis, although reforms focused on cost 
effectiveness have threatened to strain the access to, 
and quality of. these services. Discrimination and social 
exclusion remains a challenge, particularly for the 
Roma population, as discriminatory and authoritarian 
tendencies are on the rise among Croatian youth and 
are not effectively countered through the education 
system’s curriculum.

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. A high unemployment rate, specifically for young 

people.
2. Problematic quality and problematic labour 

market relevance of vocational education and 
training programmes, leading to difficult school-
to-work transitions.

3. Discrimination and social exclusion remains a 
challenge, particularly for the Roma population.

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. Strengthen the governance capacity of public 

institutions and invest in the availability of reliable 
data, specifically to ensure that the creation of a 
more flexible labour market does not come at the 
cost of vulnerable, low income groups.

2. Adopt a more balanced approach towards 
reforming health and social services, taking 
into account the access to, and quality of, these 
services, as well as their cost-effectiveness.

3. Develop a comprehensive framework to guide 
young people through the different stages of their 
education and on to the labour market, preferably 
in cooperation with specialised civil society 

organisations.
4. Invest in a civic education curriculum, and support 

civil society initiatives to counter discriminatory 
and authoritarian tendencies in Croatian society, 
notably among young people.

- - -
C R OAT I A 
-
FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The Croatian labour market has been confronted 
with a consistently high unemployment rate (17.3% 
in 2014, up from 16.0% in 2012), while the increase 
in unemployed young people has been especially 
marked since the start of the crisis (45.5% in 2014 
for people in the labour force below the age of 25). 
The European Commission ( ‘the Commission’) has 
highlighted a broad spectrum of challenges that 
contribute to this situation and continue to impair 
the Croatian government’s ability to bring down 
the unemployment rate, notably pointing to issues 
concerning labour market regulation, an outdated 
vocational education and training system, and 
disincentives to work created by a complex system of 
social benefits.1

Against this background, the Commission, and 
the Council of the European Union (‘the Council’), 
have urged Croatia in their country-specific 
recommendations to continue implementing the 
reforms included in its national reform programme, 
even though Council expresses concern that the 
present programme insufficiently recognises the 
underlying structural challenges and, as a result, 
‘[…] stops short of presenting a full strategy 
addressing the root causes of low employment and 
labour force participation across most age groups.’ 
2 According to the Council, these reforms should, 

1 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Croatia, SWD (2014) 412 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 21-22. Retrieved 28 April 2015, from http://ec.euro-
pa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_croatia_en.pdf.
2 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Croatia and delivering a 
Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Croatia, 2014, 2014/C 



C R OAT I AS O C I A L  P R O G R E S S  WATC H  2015

TO G E T H E R  F O R  S O C I A L  E U R O P E CO U N T R Y  S T U DY N O V E M B E R  2015

Country Study 3

In response to this recommendation, the SOLIDAR 
EU Strategy Group in Croatia deplores the lack of 
vision when it comes to access to healthcare and 
quality social services, specifically one that goes 
beyond a narrow focus on measures to improve 
the cost effectiveness of these services. The current 
logic underlying the reforms recommended by the 
European Institutions and followed by the Croatian 
government reflects a one-sided preoccupation 
with the budgetary situation in the country, while 
insufficient consideration is given to health and social 
services as a precondition for a robust and growing 
economy. Our Croatian Strategy Group calls for a 
more balanced approach when moving forward with 
these reforms, especially against the background of an 
economy that has been struggling in recent years.

PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
While more than 95% of Croatian youth had 
completed some form of upper secondary education 
before the age of 24, the education system stops short 
of delivering a smooth school-to-work transition. 
The Commission reports that fewer than half of all 
graduates from vocational education and training 
programmes end up finding a job that relates to 
their field of study, which is a telling indication of the 
problematic quality of provision and labour market 
relevance of these programmes.5 Moreover, this issue 
is subsequently not corrected by adult participation 
in education and training, which at 2.6% stands well 
below the EU average of 10.7%. In light of these 
challenges for the Croatian education system, the 
Council in its country-specific recommendations 
has highlighted the need to ‘[i]mplement measures 
to improve the labour market relevance and the 
quality of education outcomes firstly by modernising 
the qualification systems, secondly by putting in 
place quality assurance mechanisms and finally by 
improving school-to-work transitions, in particular 
through strengthening vocational education and 
work-based learning.’ 6

5 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Croatia, SWD (2014) 412 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 26-27.
6 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Croatia and delivering a 
Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Croatia, 2014, 2014/C 
247/10, 8 July 2014, p. 55.

above all, be focused on the creation of a less rigid 
Croatian labour market, highlighting a review of the 
conditions for dismissal and working time, wherein 
the comparatively high labour costs are better aligned 
with productivity developments.

However, the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Croatia 
is concerned with the overall direction in which 
these reforms are headed, notably cautioning that 
lowering labour costs alone will not bring about the 
desired effect of reducing unemployment. Instead, 
our Croatian Strategy Group points out that the poor 
performance of the labour market generally stems 
from the limited governance capacity of the public 
sector and the lack of available data, which hampers 
both effective policymaking and implementation. The 
SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Croatia calls for more 
attention to these underlying issues and highlights 
the crucial monitoring role that is meanwhile being 
played by civil society organisations, which ensure 
that the policymaking process on possible reforms 
is transparent and avoids targeting vulnerable, low-
income groups.

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
The Commission has reported that Croatian healthcare 
system delivers reasonably good outcomes and, 
allowing for some regional variations, social services 
are considered to be sufficiently accessible.3 However, 
public pensions and the healthcare system are 
criticised for the significant pressure they impose on 
Croatia’s public finances. For example, while public 
expenditure on health stood below the EU average at 
6.6% of the GDP in 2011, this is nevertheless higher 
than in most Central and Eastern European Member 
States. As such, the Commission and the Council in 
their country-specific recommendations focus on 
strengthening the cost effectiveness of Croatia’s health 
and social services.4

247/10, 8 July 2014, pp. 55-56. Retrieved 28 April 2015, from http://ec.eu-
ropa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_croatia_en.pdf.
3 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and stability programme for Croatia, SWD (2014) 412 
final, 2 June 2014, pp. 16-17.
4 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Croatia and delivering a 
Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Croatia, 2014, 2014/C 
247/10, 8 July 2014, p. 55.
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trend is the political apathy, not just within the young 
population but in the whole of Croatian society. Even 
more worrying are tendencies among the Croatian 
youth to look favourably towards establishing 
authoritarian political system and looking to a one- 
person leadership as a solution for current problems.8

In lieu of specific information on active citizenship 
and volunteering in the reports of the European 
Institutions, the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group has 
reported on a number of civil society initiatives 
that attempt to counter these worrying trends. 
While a lack of reliable data prevents our Croatian 
Strategy Group from measuring the state of play and 
evolution of volunteering in the country (estimates 
of the percentage of people involved in volunteering 
activities varies between 5 and 40%, depending on the 
study), in the light of the worrying trends mentioned 
above, one initiative stands out. In response to the 
lack of a systematically implemented civic education 
curriculum in schools, the Centre for Peace Studies and 
a few other NGOs in 2009 initiated ‘GOOD – Initiative 
for Quality Implementation of Education for Human 
Rights and Democratic Citizenship into the Croatian 
Schooling System’. However, after receiving EU funding 
and successfully developing a pilot project in tandem 
with the Ministry of Education, the plan to introduce 
an obligatory civic education curriculum was 
ultimately scrapped by the Ministry and replaced by 
a much less ambitious curriculum, which is currently 
undergoing experimental implementation.

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The number of people at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion dropped to 1,271,000 in 2013 (down from 
1,384,000 in 2011), meaning Croatia is firmly on 
course in terms of reaching its national Europe 2020 
target to reduce this number to 1,220,000 by 2020. 
Nevertheless, the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in 
Croatia has reported that discrimination and social 
exclusion remain a serious problem, particularly for 
vulnerable groups like the Roma. A report from the 
Ombudsman’s Office points out that discrimination 
based on race, ethnic affiliation, skin colour, or national 
origin makes up 18.6% of the complaints it receives 
and, moreover, that the workplace is the most likely 
location where discrimination is reported (49.4% of 

8 Ibid.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Croatia 
acknowledges that the quality of provision and labour 
market relevance of vocational education and training 
are problematic, highlighting the Croatian need to 
invest in developing an overall vision for the shape 
and role of the education system. The draft Strategy 
for Education, Science and Technology is seen as 
containing promising steps forward, but in the opinion 
of our Croatian Strategy Group does not deliver a 
comprehensive framework that clearly sets out the 
process that takes young people through the different 
stages of education and into the labour market.

Moreover, the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Croatia 
deplores the lack of cooperation between policy-
makers in the field of education and civil society 
organisations. While many of these organisations are 
committed to the promotion and development of 
lifelong learning, they are still awaiting a clear vision 
and concrete steps from the Croatian government to 
including them as stakeholders in the reform process. 
To make clear the benefits of a stronger engagement 
between the government and civil society 
organisations, our Croatian Strategy Group points to 
the complexity and diversity of work-based learning 
programmes. As the draft Strategy for Education, 
Science and Technology has set 2016 as the deadline 
for developing and implementing an ‘optimal model 
of work-based learning’, civil society organisations can 
bring to the table a deep understanding and know-
how of the current state-of-play of, and challenges for, 
these programmes.

STRENGTHENING ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP AND 
VOLUNTEERING FOR SOCIAL COHESION
Regarding active citizenship and volunteering for 
social cohesion, the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in 
Croatia highlights that research projects undertaken 
by civil society organisations and research institutes 
consistently show worrying trends in Croatian 
society. For example, among primary and high 
school students, the level of political and media 
literacy is poor, acceptance of and dealing with 
cultural diversity is very problematic, social skills 
(including communication, cooperation, and conflict 
transformation) are mediocre, and violence among 
children and youth is fairly high.7  Another worrying 
7 Gvozdanović, A. (2015). Neke vrijednos- mladih – pregled 
istraživanja, Institut za društvena istraživanja u Zagrebu: Zagreb. Retrieved 
26 June 2015, from: http://goo.hr/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/04_Gvoz-
danovic_Vrijednosti_Mladih.pdf.
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complaints received).9

Against this background, our Croatian Strategy Group 
reports that the Roma suffer from more discrimination 
and social exclusion than any other group. According 
to reports by several UN agencies, almost all Roma 
residing in Croatia live in relative poverty, with 9% 
living in absolute poverty.10 Along with asylum seekers, 
refugees, and people under subsidiary protection 
(such as ‘stateless persons’), the Roma take up a 
vulnerable position at the margins of Croatian society 
and receive little governmental support to help them 
become active participants in the labour market and 
society in general. For example, since 2011 no official 
language courses have been organised for refugees, 
which seriously affects employment opportunities 
for the Roma. Moreover, the unresolved status of a 
number of Roma means that the official statistics 
underestimate the number of people who find 
themselves in this vulnerable position.

9 Report by the Ombudsman’s Office retrieved 26 June 
2015, from: http://ombudsman.hr/attachments/article/517/Izv-
je%C5%A1%C4%87e%20pu%C4%8Dke%20pravobraniteljice%20za%20
2014.%20godinu.pdf.
10 Potocnik, D., Papa, J., Šalinović, M., & Barberic, J. (Ed.) (2014). 
Romska svakodnevica u Hrvatskoj: prepreke I mogućnosti za promjenu, 
UNDP, UNHCR, and UNICEF: Zagreb. Retrieved 26 June 2015, from: 
http://www.hr.undp.org/content/dam/croatia/docs/Research%20and%20
publications/socialinclusion/undp-hr-roma-everyday-2015.pdf.



SOLIDAR is a European network of membership based Civil Society 
Organisations who gather several millions of citizens throughout 
Europe and worldwide. SOLIDAR voices the values of its member 
organisations  to the EU and international institutions across the 
three main policy sectors; social affairs, lifelong learning and interna-
tional cooperation.

This publication has been produced with the financial support of the European Union. 
The information contained in this publication does not necessarily reflect the position or opinion 
of the European Commission.

This country study has been developed in the framework of the Social Progress 
Watch initiative, a tool implemented by members and partners of SOLIDAR to 
evaluate commitments of governments to promote active inclusion, reduce 
poverty, fight unemployment, defend and extend the right to decent work and 
quality jobs and promote universal social protection.

Rue du Commerce I Handelsstraat 22
1000 Brussels

Belgium
T +32 2 500 10 20
F +32 2 500 10 30

Twitter: @SOLIDAR_EU 
Facebook: SOLIDAR

www.solidar.org
solidar@solidar.org

This country study has been written with 
contributions by the following organisation: 
Center for Peace Studies, Croatian Youth 
Network, Volounteer Center Osijek
Author: Bregt Saenen 


