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Abstract 

 

This article examines the geographic distribution of Bosnian-born U.S. residents using new data 

from the Census Bureau's American Community Survey. The data show that Bosnians remain 

highly concentrated in a handful of counties, and that their patterns of settlement across census 

tracts differ depending on the county in question. In Chicago’s Cook County, a majority of the 

Bosnian population lives in upper-middle income neighborhoods with only a tiny portion in the 

county’s lowest-income neighborhoods. In St. Louis and many of the other major centers of the 

Bosnian population, Bosnian residents are spread across the low and middle income 

neighborhoods. In Utica’s Oneida County, most Bosnians live in the lowest-income 

neighborhoods. These patterns appear to reflect internal divisions within the Bosnian diaspora, 

and they are consistent with theories on the role of co-ethnic networks in facilitating immigrants' 

economic integration and advancement. They also suggest that the process of segmented 

assimilation may play a role in the lives of future generations of Bosnian-Americans, and they 

highlight the importance of ensuring that the economic costs and benefits of refugee resettlement 

are shared equitably across communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Refugees are most likely to enter public consciousness when they are in motion. Images 

of masses in flight capture television audiences, mobilize donations and drive pressure for 

government action. The appearance of new neighbors with new needs inspires solidarity as well 

as fear and hostility, sparking local and national debates over refugee policy. Whatever the 

dominant public perception of refugees comes to be, attention fades once they stop moving, as 

they settle into host communities or return to live again in their countries of origin. Yet it is 

important to consider refugees during these more sedentary phases as well because it is from 

these vantage points that refugee policy may be most adequately judged and the consequences of 

forced migration best understood. Apart from addressing emergencies and immediate needs, we 

need to know how policy influences refugees’ lives in the long run. More generally, observing 

the course of these lives over time helps us to understand forced migration more fully. 

It is with these goals in mind that a number of scholars have begun assessing the situation 

of some 1.4 million Bosnians who remain outside their country two decades after Yugoslavia's 

collapse—a mixture of refugees who fled during the war and emigrants who departed before and 

after. Although popular attention has shifted to other issues, the Bosnian diaspora is the subject 

of a growing body of academic research in fields ranging from economics and sociology to 

anthropology and psychology (e.g., Dimova and Wolff, Valenta and Ramet, Coughlan and 

Owens-Manley, Franz, Searight, Matsuo, Kelly, Jansen, Craig et al.). Now is an important 

moment for research on the more sedentary phase of the Bosnian refugee saga: Many of those 

who fled and settled in new communities are still alive and able to describe their personal 

histories, and additional sources of data on their lives are increasingly available. 

The present article focuses on the spatial demography of Bosnians in the United States. It 

contributes to the literature by presenting and analyzing the geographic distribution of Bosnian-

born U.S. residents using new data from the Census Bureau's American Community Survey 

(ACS). The data show that Bosnians remain highly concentrated in a handful of counties, and 

that their patterns of settlement across census tracts differ depending on the county in question. 

In Chicago’s Cook County, a majority of the Bosnian population lives in upper-middle income 

neighborhoods with only a tiny portion in the county’s lowest-income neighborhoods. In St. 

Louis and many of the other major centers of the Bosnian population, Bosnian residents are 

spread across the low and middle income neighborhoods. In Utica’s Oneida County, most 

Bosnians live in the lowest-income neighborhoods. Although more research is needed to explain 

these patterns, they are consistent with theories regarding the role of existing co-ethnic networks 

in facilitating economic integration and advancement (Raijman and Tienda, Ethnic Foundations, 

Tienda and Raijman) and the significance of social divisions within the Bosnian diaspora itself 

(Coughlan and Owens-Manley). They also suggest that the process of segmented assimilation 

(Portes and Zhou, Portes and Rumbaut) may play a role in the lives of future generations of 

Bosnian-Americans, and they highlight the importance of ensuring that the economic costs and 

benefits of refugee resettlement are shared equitably across communities. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

 The first thing to understand about the population of Bosnian refugees who fled to the 

United States at the end of the twentieth century is that they did not arrive in a vacuum. Instead, 

these people entered a country with a long history of immigration from Bosnia and other South 
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Slavic territories, and they entered cities in which racial and ethnic divisions had been built up 

over years of international and internal migration and were often manifested and reinforced 

through patterns of spatial segregation. This section examines these historical precedents along 

with the institutional mechanisms that shaped the refugee flows. 

 

Historical Patterns of Bosnian Migration  

 

 Immigration from Bosnia to the United States goes back at least as far as the late 

nineteenth century, when massive flows of immigrants from all over southern and eastern Europe 

began entering the country (Martin 105-31).
1
  The urban and mining areas of Illinois, Ohio, and 

Pennsylvania were the primary destinations for South Slavs due to their rapid growth and need 

for labor, but substantial South Slav populations soon existed also in California, Indiana, 

Michigan, Minnesota, New York, and Wisconsin (Kralj 81, Roucek 603-05). By 1930, there 

were already some 325,000 Yugoslavs in the United States, with Chicago and Pittsburg serving 

as the two largest and most important communities (Roucek 604,  Kralj 81).  

Bosnians were among these South Slav immigrants, although their numbers appear to 

have been small. Kralj (85) suggests that Bosnian Muslim immigration, in particular, may have 

been limited by anti-Ottoman and anti-Muslim sentiments within U.S. society at the time. 

Drawing on official records, Davie (121) reports that only 53,142 “Dalmatians, Bosnians, and 

Herzegovinians” immigrated to the United States between 1899 and 1939, and it does not appear 

possible to disaggregate this figure. Nonetheless, Chicago was clearly an important community 

for the Bosnian immigrant population. Puskar (9) reports that Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats 

in Chicago gravitated toward their respective co-ethnic communities from Serbia and Croatia, 

which built the Orthodox Holy Resurrection Church near Chicago’s West Side and a number of 

Catholic parishes throughout the South Side. In 1906, Bosnian Muslims founded Chicago’s 

Džemijetul Hajrije (Benevolent Society), which served as a haven for the many single Bosnian 

men who had come to Chicago for work, while also providing community members with health 

insurance, funerary benefits, religious services, and social events (Puskar 9,15, Kralj 86). The 

Džemijetul Hajrije ultimately closed in the 1960s due to declining membership, but it is viewed 

as the precursor to the Islamic Cultural Center of Greater Chicago, which opened in the suburb 

of Northbrook in 1976 (Puskar 15, 35). 

 As with immigration from other countries, the flow of Bosnians to the United States was 

reduced by the First World War and then by the national origin restrictions Congress imposed on 

immigration in the 1920s (Puskar 21, Martin 152-82). Congress lifted these restrictions in 1965, 

in part to re-establish the migration channels from eastern and southern Europe that had existed 

in the beginning of the century (Martin 191). The expected migrant flows, however, were largely 

diverted into western Europe by the rapid economic growth that occurred there in the 1960s, 

driving guest worker programs and making western European countries more attractive as 

destinations than the United States (Martin 191-92). Thus, there appears to have been a long gap 

between the arrival of Bosnian immigrants in the beginning of the twentieth century and the 

wave of Bosnian refugees who came at the end of the century.  

 

Bosnians as Refugees 

                                                           
1
 There was also South Slav immigration to the United States earlier in the nineteenth century, centered on fishing 

and gold mining, mainly in California (Roucek 602), but this involved fewer immigrants and it is not clear whether 

Bosnians were among them. 
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 There are two different mechanisms by which Bosnian refugees entered the United States 

after Yugoslavia’s collapse: (1) by arriving at or crossing a U.S. border and seeking asylum or a 

related form of relief under the Immigration and Nationality Act, and (2) through the refugee 

resettlement program. 

The first mechanism involves a process of administrative adjudication (with possible 

judicial review), which takes place within U.S. territory before an asylum officer or immigration 

judge. The standards and procedures are governed by statute and administrative regulations, and 

are intended, in part, to keep the United States in compliance with its obligations under 

international law. The bulk of the Bosnian refugees who came to the U.S. during the war in their 

country did not come through this mechanism, but it is important to remember that the 

mechanism was available long before the war and it has remained so since, with a small trickle 

of Bosnians continuing to apply for asylum each year.
2
  

The second mechanism for refugees’ entry into the United States, the refugee 

resettlement program, was responsible for the bulk of Bosnian arrivals during the war years. The 

program involves multiple federal, state, and local agencies and voluntary organizations in the 

process of selecting refugees outside of the United States, bringing them into the country, and 

helping them to settle in specific locations. Of most relevance to the question of geographic 

distribution, the settlement locations are selected based, in part, on input from state and local 

governments and voluntary organizations. In other words, in contrast to the process of settlement 

for immigrants or asylum seekers, which largely involves new settlers choosing their destination 

communities, refugee resettlement in the United States involves, to a much greater extent, 

destination communities choosing their settlers. Resettled refugees are free to move from these 

destinations after their arrival, but the destinations are the points at which they can receive 

resettlement assistance. Moreover, as their first points of encounter with the United States, these 

destinations play important roles in shaping refugee lives (Singer and Wilson). 

Figure 1 shows data compiled by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (Yearbook 

2004, Yearbook 2009) on the numbers of Bosnian refugees admitted to the United States each 

year under the resettlement program. The first admission was in 1993 and the last in 2006.  The 

peak year was 1998, with 30,906 Bosnian admissions. In total, 143,770 Bosnian refugees were 

admitted through the program. 

                                                           
2
 It is not possible to identify Bosnians specifically in the asylum data from before the republic’s independence from 

Yugoslavia in 1992, but there was a small stream of Yugoslav asylum seekers stretching back into the Cold War 

years. In fact, one of the U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark asylum law decisions arose in a case involving Predrag 

Stević, a Serb émigré from Gnjilane, Kosovo, who had lived for a number of years in Chicago. When faced with 

deportation in the 1970s, Stević sought relief under a provision of the Immigration and Nationality Act intended to 

implement the international law prohibition against forcible return (refoulement) of refugees to countries where they 

are at risk of persecution. He claimed to fear persecution by Kosovar Albanians and by Yugoslav authorities for his 

activities in Chicago with an anti-Communist organization called Ravna Gora (Stevic v. Sava, 403, INS v. Stevic, 

412).  His application was denied by an immigration judge, and in upholding that decision, the Supreme Court 

established the high level of risk that must be shown to make out this type of claim—a standard that is still 

employed today and has received substantial criticism from refugee law scholars (e.g., Fitzpatrick 3-12, Jennifer 

Moore 53-58). 
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Figure 1: Number of Bosnian refugees admitted to the United States by year 
 

Singer and Wilson (14) report the metropolitan areas into which refugees were resettled 

between 1983 and 2004. Although they aggregate Bosnians with other refugees from the former 

Yugoslavia, the refugees counted under their Yugoslavia category are mostly Bosnian. (The total 

number for Yugoslavia is 160,951.) The top five metropolitan areas for their Yugoslavia 

category are: Chicago (13,843), St. Louis (9,816), Atlanta (7,708), Phoenix-Mesa (6,616), and 

Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater (4,947). These metropolitan areas are a mix of traditional 

immigrant destinations and cities with little or no recent immigration history. As noted above, 

Chicago was the most important destination for Bosnians historically. It is also a traditional 

immigrant gateway to the United States, holding the country’s third largest foreign-born 

population in 2000. At the other end of the spectrum, St. Louis ranked at 60 among U.S. 

metropolitan areas in terms of foreign born populations in 2000, but it ended up as the second 

most important destination for resettled Bosnian refugees. 

Social divisions exist within the population of Bosnian refugees in the United States, just 

as they exist within the population in Bosnia and throughout the Bosnian diaspora. Bosnia’s 

three primary ethnic groups, Muslims, Serbs, and Croats, have already been mentioned, although 

it is important to recognize that ethnic identity in Bosnia (as elsewhere) is a complicated question 

and there is also substantial mixing between groups. Membership in these groups often, but not 

always, coincides with some level of adherence to a corresponding religious practice (Islam, 

Orthodoxy, and Catholicism), and Bosnian Muslims often identify themselves as Bosniaks to 

distinguish ethnic from religious identify. In addition, many other ethnic identities exist in 

Bosnian society. 

Perhaps more important than ethnic identity are two sources of division that Coughlan 

and Owens-Manley identify among Bosnian refugees in the United States: (1) rural versus urban 

origin, and (2) wartime allegiance. They report that the urban Bosnians in their sample (primarily 
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in Utica, New York) tended to be more cosmopolitan, to identify less with any particular 

Bosnian ethnic group or religion, and to have fewer ties with the Bosnian community in the 

United States or in Bosnia (Coughlan and Owens-Manley 147-51). They also report that Bosnian 

refugees who opposed the Bosnian government during the war tended to have fewer ties to 

Bosnia and often faced barriers to interaction with the rest of the Bosnian community in the 

United States (Coughlan 105-22, Coughlan and Owens-Manley 98-71, 147-51, Owens-Manley 

and Coughlan 17-19). 

 These divisions also exist among Bosnians in Bosnia, although the make-up of wartime 

allegiances differs as a result of the way refugees were selected. The primary allegiance-based 

divisions in Bosnia are between people who supported the government’s goal of a unified, 

independent Bosnian state, and those who sought to carve out separate Serb or Croat republics. 

These divisions run partly along ethnic lines, with the Serb and Croat separatist camps consisting 

almost exclusively of members of those ethnic groups. Bosnian Muslims tended to favor the 

independent, unified state, but they were joined in this position by many Bosnian Serbs, Bosnian 

Croats, and people of mixed or other ethnicities.   

In contrast, the primary division among Bosnian refugees in the United States is between 

people who supported the unified, independent Bosnian state, and those who supported Fikret 

Abdić, a Bosnian Muslim politician who broke with the government and sided with Bosnian 

Serb forces in the northwestern part of the country to fight against government forces. The Abdić 

supporters are almost entirely secular Bosnian Muslims from the northwestern town of Velika 

Kladuša and surrounding areas that Abdić controlled during the war. When Abdić’s stronghold 

collapsed in 1995, these people faced serious threats and violence, and many ended up as 

refugees. As a result, while this group is relatively small in post-war Bosnia, it is highly 

represented among Bosnians in the United States. Moreover, the Abdić refugees mostly arrived 

in the United States after the end of the war, whereas other Bosnian refugees had been arriving 

since 1993 (Coughlan and Owens-Manley 98-71, Owens-Manley and Coughlan 17-19).  

Bosnian refugees are not the only Bosnians in the United States. In addition to those who 

came before the war, there are also Bosnian immigrants who have come since, and there is a 

growing population of children and grandchildren of Bosnians in the United States. In 2008, the 

Bosnian Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees estimated that the U.S. population included 

250,000 to 300,000 Bosnian citizens and 350,000 to 390,000 people of Bosnian origin (including 

second and third generation immigrants) (48-49). Of the people of Bosnian origin, the Ministry 

estimated that 70 percent were Bosniaks, 20 percent Serbs, and 10 percent Croats, and that about 

60,000 lived in Missouri, 50,000 in Illinois, 25,000 each in California and Georgia, 20,000 in 

Michigan, 15,000 each in Florida and Washington, 12,000 each in Arizona and in New York, 

and 10,000 in Iowa, with the remainder scattered elsewhere (48-49).  

 

Spatial Demography of Urban Destinations 

 

The Bosnians who entered the United States not only joined existing co-ethnic 

communities but also encountered a society highly segregated along lines of race, ethnicity, and 

class (Massey and Denton, American Apartheid, Lichter, Parisi, and Taquino, Rothwell, Massey, 

Rothwell, and Domina). Of these cleavages, one of the sharpest, most enduring, and most 

socially damaging has been the segregation of African Americans from the white population. 

The so-called color line (Du Bois) has been one of the major organizing forces in the urban 

centers of the United States, and spatial segregation continues to concentrate African Americans 
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in impoverished neighborhoods where they have less access to resources and more exposure to 

hazards than the white population (Anderson and Massey, Massey and Denton, American 

Apartheid, Wilson). With increased immigration in recent decades, Latino segregation in many 

cities has now reached levels previously experienced only by African Americans (Lichter et al., 

Wilkes and Iceland). 

When Bosnians settle in the United States they enter this already divided social structure. 

How they fit in and navigate it can have important consequences for their lives and those of their 

children, as well as for the lives of non-Bosnians who are already disadvantaged by this 

arrangement. The dominant theory in American sociology until the 1990s was that immigrants in 

the United States tend to start at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder and gradually work their 

way up as they assimilate into the mainstream, with each succeeding generation doing better than 

the last (e.g., Park and Burgess). This theory of so-called straight-line assimilation was based on 

observations of the largely European immigrants who had arrived at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, and many scholars now argue that the wave of immigrants who have arrived 

since the 1960s experience different modes of incorporation into American society, with some 

families ascending into the prosperous middle class while others assimilate into “the ranks of a 

racialized, permanently impoverished population at the bottom of society” (Portes, Fernandez-

Kelly and Haller 1004).
3
    

In first formulating their theory of segmented assimilation, Portes and Zhou argued that 

the disappearance of occupations promoting intergenerational advancement, combined with the 

concentration of new immigrants in impoverished urban neighborhoods, has created greater risks 

that the children of immigrants will follow paths of downward assimilation, especially when they 

abandon their native cultures and languages and become estranged from their parents (83-84). 

The risk is particularly high for non-white families who face discrimination, and among those 

who lack access to resources through government programs or co-ethnic networks (85-86). As 

European refugees, Bosnians are likely to face less discrimination than many non-white 

immigrants (Matsuo 112, 120, Coughlan 108-09), but race is a malleable characteristic that 

depends on perceptions and attitudes of the community in which an individual is situated. Many 

European immigrants in the past were treated as distinct and inferior—as not “fully white”—

when they first entered American communities (Foner 11-18, Foner and Alba), and Bosnian 

Muslims, in particular, may be vulnerable to discrimination in the anti-Islamic climate that exists 

in many places (Miskovic 540). Moreover, some Bosnians may be uncomfortable identifying 

themselves as white, may reject the U.S. system of racial categories, or may adopt “non-white” 

styles of speech or dress that trigger discrimination (Cutler).
4
 

Co-ethnic networks and spatially concentrated communities may protect immigrants 

against downward assimilation, helping to preserve native culture and maintain strong 

relationships between the first and second generations (Portes and Rumbaut, Portes and Zhou). 

They may be especially important drivers of immigrant economic advancement (Tienda and 

Raijman 9-16). These networks can provide access to tangible resources like credit and capital 

                                                           
3
 Whether straight-line assimilation accurately captures of the experience of the previous wave of immigrants is also 

a strongly contested point and there are good reasons to think that the reality was far less rosy than the picture 

suggested by the theory (e.g., Foner and Alba). 
4
 For instance, among the sampled people who listed Bosnia as their place of birth on the 2000 Census long form 

questionnaire, only 87.1 percent listed themselves as being monoracial and white. “Some other race” was selected as 

the sole response by 1.3 percent, “Black or African American” was selected as the sole response by 0.2 percent, and 

11.4 percent listed themselves as falling within two or more racial groups (Profile of Selected Demographic and 

Social Characteristics: 2000).  
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for starting small businesses (Aldrich and Waldinger 128). They can also provide intangible 

resources like training and information, or referrals to potential jobs or customers (Raijman and 

Tienda, Training Functions 446-53, Raijman and Tienda, Pathways 692-702). Spatially 

concentrated co-ethnic communities, although potentially harmful sources of isolation and 

environmental disadvantage, may also provide good markets for small businesses, stimulating 

immigrant entrepreneurship (Aldrich and Waldinger 115). 

These issues manifest themselves in many accounts of the Bosnian population in the 

United States. Although the Bosnian refugee community has often been portrayed in the popular 

press as a traditional “immigrant success story,” observers and members of that community are 

increasingly noting that reality is more complex and varied. The New York Times has reported 

concerns within the Bosnian community that many Bosnian teenagers are dropping out of school 

and becoming involved in crime, including a high profile shooting spree by a Bosnian teenager 

in Salt Lake City in February 2007, the arrest of a major car theft ring run by young Bosnians in 

Chicago, and reports of Bosnian youth involved in gangs and drug dealing (Clemetson). The St. 

Louis Beacon has reported similar concerns (Wexberg Sanchez), quoting local Bosnian 

community leader Amir Kundalic’s description of the problem: 

 

He says that young Bosnians, relocated mostly to "areas with weak schools and 

gang problems," imitated not only the urban style of their American peers, but 

also the social dynamics. They organized their own gangs. 

Their parents, for a host of reasons—workplaces in which they spoke 

Bosnian, little time outside of work to spend with kids, physical and 

psychological damage from the war—didn’t understand the changes they saw in 

their children. Kundalic describes kids and parents who “live in the same house, 

but are in completely different worlds.” 

 

 This description captures perfectly the dynamic predicted by the theory of segmented 

assimilation (Portes and Zhou, Portes and Rumbaut). At the same time, the protective qualities of 

the Bosnian-American community are also evident. Matsuo reports that Bosnians in St. Louis 

“exchange information about affordable housing, used cars, less expensive grocery stores, after-

school activities for children and cheaper English classes. They also help each other by providing  

their own skills in car repair, plumbing, electronics and other areas which would be costly if  

they had to use paid services” (117). The St. Louis Post-Dispatch reports that Bosnian refugees 

have “remade” St. Louis’ Bevo Mill neighborhood into a “thriving business district, with 

restaurants, bars, markets and a newspaper” (Doug Moore). Among the factors that facilitated 

this process, the paper notes that a local bank began giving Bosnian refugees small loans in the 

mid-1990s, ultimately hiring a large staff of Bosnians to better serve the growing community. 

These loans often went toward the establishment of Bosnian-owned businesses, which catered to 

and hired within the Bosnian community.  

The extent to which the benefits of co-ethnic community are felt, however, may depend 

on the cities and neighborhoods in which individual Bosnian families settle. Given Chicago’s 

historical position as a destination for Bosnian immigrants, Bosnian refugees who settled there 

presumably have greater access to established co-ethnic networks than those who settled in other 

cities. According to Puskar, “[t]he Bosnian Americans of Chicagoland . . . offered emotional and 

economic support, places to live, and guidance for the newcomers to navigate their new 

homeland” (83).  
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Although St. Louis was not historically a major destination for Bosnians, there were at 

least some Bosnians in prominent positions in the St. Louis community before the war, and they 

appear to have assisted in the refugees’ process of integration. Dijana Groth, a Sarajevo-born 

journalist, who had immigrated to St. Louis as a teenager in 1978 has been credited with playing 

an important role in this regard, writing about arriving refugees for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 

and then creating a bimonthly Bosnian-language magazine focused on the new community 

(Nathanson 30, De Voe). St. Louis may also be able to provide important network benefits 

simply by virtue of having become such a large destination since the 1990s. In addition to the 

refugees resettled there, the city’s affordable housing and abundant jobs have made it a 

destination for secondary migration by Bosnians who originally settled in other cities (Singer and 

Wilson 16, Matsuo 110). Matsuo characterizes the Bosnian population in St. Louis as having 

reached “critical mass” and achieved ethnic enclave status (117). 

Even within these cities, however, there are distinctions between the social environments 

encountered by different groups of Bosnians. It appears that former Abdić supporters are often 

marginalized from the rest of the Bosnian community, as are Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats 

(Wexberg Sanchez, Clemetson, Coughlin, Owens-Manley and Coughlan, Coughlan and Owens-

Manley). Moreover, Bosnians who succeed economically often move out of their original 

neighborhoods, leaving behind those who are struggling (Clemetson). Coughlan and Owens-

Manley found this tendency toward residential mobility existed only among the urban-origin 

Bosnians they interviewed in Utica, New York. Many members of this group looked to higher 

education as a source of economic advancement and sought to cut ties with the Bosnian 

community as soon as they could. In contrast, their rural-origin respondents followed 

entrepreneurial strategies that depended on co-ethnic networks. These people concentrated in 

areas of Utica with the most affordable housing (mainly East Utica), they purchased and 

refurbished inexpensive, run-down houses—often within the first two years of their arrival—and 

they remained in these houses over time (38, 109, 115-17, 150).  

 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

Empirical research on Bosnian refugees in the United States has relied largely on four 

types of sources: (1) in-person interviews carried out in specific communities, (2) data collected 

from immigrant associations and local governments by the Bosnian embassy, (3) the U.S. 

census, and (4) the administrative records on resettled refugees created by the U.S. Office of 

Refugee Resettlement. The present article adds a fifth source: the data collected by the U.S. 

Census Bureau through the ACS. 

In-person interviews have been used in a number of studies of Bosnian refugees' 

psychological, social, and economic adaptation to new communities (Mastuo 112-14, Nathanson 

8-13, Coughlan and Owens-Manley 35-38, Owens-Manley and Coughlan 3-4, Franz 136), 

perceptions of U.S. institutions (Searight 88-89), and transnational orientation (Coughlan 107-

08). Although, the samples in these studies are necessarily limited in size and representativeness, 

they have generated rich qualitative details that are essential to any understanding of the 

population.  

For a broader statistical overview, the Bosnian Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees 

(5) compiled information on Bosnian emigrants in seventeen countries including the United 

States using data collected from Bosnian immigrant associations and local governments by the 

Bosnian embassy in Washington in 2006-2008. One strength of this report is that it is able to 
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include not just Bosnian citizens and people born in Bosnia, but also people born in the United 

States to Bosnian ancestors. On the other hand, the report's figures are only estimates and there is 

always a danger of bias in this type of reporting.  

Singer and Wilson analyzed U.S. census data in conjunction with administrative data 

from the U.S. Office of Refugee Resettlement. By doing so, they were able to provide a 

comprehensive picture of the distribution of resettled refugees across U.S. metropolitan areas, 

disaggregated by country of origin and arrival year (5-6). Although they aggregate Bosnians with 

other refugees from Yugoslavia in many of their figures, it appears that Bosnians are the 

dominant group in this population. 

By relying on the ACS, the analysis below presents a data source that has not yet been the 

focus of empirical work on Bosnian refugees. The ACS is a detailed survey that the U.S. Census 

Bureau administers every month, with data compiled and disseminated on an annual, 3-year, and 

5-year basis. It was first implemented at full scale in 2005, with the goal of providing continuous 

measurements of the U.S. population instead of the decennial measurements provided by the 

census. The 5-year compilations provide sufficient sample sizes to make reasonable estimates 

about many population characteristics at geographic scales as small as census tracts or block 

groups, and about rare population characteristics at larger scales.  

This article uses the ACS 5-year compilation for 2005-2009. Estimates and confidence 

intervals of population numbers and census tract composition are taken from the ACS summary 

tables, with confidence intervals for aggregated estimates and proportions calculated according 

to the guidance given by the U.S. Census Bureau (Compass). Estimates of year of arrival are 

taken from the Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS), with confidence intervals calculated 

using replicate sample weights according to the Census Bureau’s recommended approach 

(Design and Methodology). In all cases, 90% confidence intervals are used—shown in 

parentheses following all point estimates reported in the text below and in the thin vertical lines 

shown in the bar charts. 

The primary variable of interest is each respondent’s country of birth. This information 

comes from the responses given to the survey question, “Where was this person born?,” which 

has check boxes and entry fields for, “In the United States – Print name of state,” and “Outside 

the United States – Print name of foreign country, or Puerto Rico, Guam, etc.” Respondents are 

thus free to list their country of birth however they want, and these responses are then geocoded 

to standardized country names.  

Although the geocoding process allows for multiple alternate spellings and utilizes an 

automated algorithm for misspellings based on word sounds and common errors, the flexibility 

given to respondents leaves room for variation among the responses given by people born in 

states, like Yugoslavia, that have dissolved during their lifetimes. Someone born in Bosnia 

during the 1970s, for example, might list Yugoslavia as the place of birth or might list Bosnia 

even though it was not yet an independent state at the time. If the person were to list Yugoslavia, 

the geocoding process would not be able to derive a more specific result, since this could be a 

reference to any of the republics or autonomous regions.  

We may speculate that people born in Bosnia prior to dissolution may be more likely to 

list Yugoslavia as their place of birth the older they are or the more they opposed Bosnia’s 

independence, but there does not appear to be any good way to disaggregate the Yugoslavia 

responses. For purposes of this article, we must simply recognize that this is a source of error 

that cannot be quantified. 
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A related problem regarding country of birth arises specifically in the context of our 

focus on refugees. Even for people who report their republic of birth within Yugoslavia, this is 

not necessarily the country in which they fear persecution. In other words, many of the ACS 

respondents who report Serbia or Croatia as their country of birth, may have subsequently 

migrated to Bosnia and acquired Bosnian citizenship, and their refugee status may be based on 

their fear of persecution in Bosnia. 

The other variable relied on here is median tract income. This is the median income of 

individuals who reside in the tract, who are over 15 years old, and who have income. It is 

computed, along with associated margins of error, by the Census Bureau as part of the data 

compilation. For each county selected in the tract analysis, tracts are classified into 10 categories 

according to quantiles computed for the county tracts’ distribution of median incomes. This 

makes it possible to compare the distribution of people across these tracts to the county’s unique 

distribution of median incomes, determining the proportion of each population group that is 

allocated to tracts falling within each median income quantile interval. On the other hand, this 

also means that the quantile values may be different for each county, and this should be taken 

into account when making comparisons across counties.  

Finally, this analysis relies on the year of entry variable within the PUMS data, and it 

compares this to yearly refugee admissions figures going back to 1992, obtained from the U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security (Yearbook 2004, Yearbook 2009). 

 

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

 

The following analysis begins with estimates of the total Bosnian-born population. It then 

moves to progressively smaller geographic scales, examining Bosnians’ distribution across 

counties and then across census tracts. 

 

Total Population and Timing of Arrival 

 

The ACS estimate of the number of U.S. residents who report Bosnia as their place of 

birth is 117,696 (113,410-121,982). In addition, an estimated 108,969 (105,102-112,836) people 

report Yugoslavia as their place of birth and some of these were likely born in Bosnia or later 

became Bosnian citizens, as explained above. Even if we sum these figures on the assumption 

that all people reporting Yugoslavia as their place of birth were born in Bosnia (which is 

unlikely), the result is lower than the estimate of 350,000 to 390,000 people of Bosnian origin 

reported by the Bosnian Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees (Bosanskohercegovačkog 

iseljeništva). This is easily explained, however, by the fact that the Bosnian government estimate 

includes not just people born in Bosnia but also second and third generation immigrants. 

Although the ACS includes questions on ancestry, it is not clear that these provide reliable 

indicators of Bosnian origin because of the variety of responses people may give (Bosnian, 

Yugoslavian, Slav, etc.), and they have not been analyzed here. 

On the other hand, even taking the ACS estimate of 117,696 and not including any of the 

people who report Yugoslavia as their place of birth, this is a large number of people from such a 

small country. It represents over 3% of Bosnia's total 2013 population of 3,791,622 (Agency for 

Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina), and 10% of the 1.2 million refugees estimated to have 

fled Bosnia between 1992 and 1995 (U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees). It also makes 

Bosnia the former Yugoslav republic with the highest number of natives residing in the United 
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States:  Based on the ACS, there were only 44,593 (42,786-46,400) U.S. residents born in 

Croatia, 26,180 (24,607-27,753) born in Serbia, 22,692 (20,829-24,555) born in Macedonia, and 

even fewer born in Slovenia and Montenegro.  

 

 
Figure 2: Bosnian-born population by year of entry, with annual Bosnian refugee 

admissions shown by red curve 
 

It is not possible to distinguish refugees from other migrants in the ACS data, but the 

reported years of entry suggest that most Bosnians came to the United States through the refugee 

resettlement program. Figure 2 plots the ACS data on years of entry for U.S. residents born in 

Bosnia along with the U.S. Department of Homeland Security data on yearly refugee admissions 

from Bosnia. As can be seen, the curves track each other closely, although the ACS figures fall 

short of the settlement ones during years of peak resettlement (suggesting either return migration 
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or underreporting in the ACS, both of which are likely) while slightly exceeding them during 

other years (suggesting non-resettlement migration channels). 
 

Distribution Across Counties 

 

Figure 3 displays a map of the United States with the size of each county's Bosnian-born 

population indicated by color. It is clear from this that Bosnians are concentrated in a small 

handful of counties while largely absent from most. Based on the ACS estimates, only 147 

counties contain more than 100 residents born in Bosnia, only 26 contain more than 1,000, and 

only 10 contain more than 2,000. In 2,778 counties, none of the surveyed people reported being 

born in Bosnia. Table 1 shows the ten counties with the highest Bosnian-born populations. 

(There is one independent city on the list, St. Louis, which is aggregated with St. Louis County 

for simplicity.)  

 

 
Figure 3: U.S. county populations reporting birthplace as Bosnia 

 

To analyze this more formally, we can calculate the indexes of concentration (H) and 

dissimilarity (D) across counties (Lichter, Parisi, and Taquino, Lichter and Johnson, Lichter). We 

must be cautious in our interpretation of the results because these indexes, calculated with 

sample data, are biased estimators of the population level indexes, with bias depending on 

sample size and index value (Allen, Burgess, and Windmeijer). However, calculating the index 

at the county level, as opposed to a smaller scale, should reduce this bias, and county-level 

estimates of these indexes have been used successfully in other studies with ACS data (Lichter, 

Parisi, and Taquino). 
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Table 1: Counties with largest Bosnian-born populations 
 
County Associated City Est. 90% Conf. Interval 

St. Louis County & City, Missouri St. Louis 9391 8072-10710 

Cook County, Illinois Chicago 8655 8653-8656 

Maricopa County, Arizona Phoenix 4793 4791-4794 

Gwinnett County, Georgia Atlanta 3667 2877-4457 

Polk County, Iowa Des Moines 3405 2734-4076 

Oneida County, New York Utica 3010 2455-3565 

Pinellas County, Florida St. Petersburg 2897 2291-3503 

Duval County, Florida Jacksonville 2839 2192-3486 

Macomb County, Michigan Detroit 2466 1772-3160 

Salt Lake County, Utah Salt Lake City 2312 1668-2956 

 

The concentration index sums deviations between the proportion of a group's population 

living in a given areal unit—in this case, a county—and the proportion of the total land area 

made up by that areal unit. The index ranges in value between 0 and 1, and it represents the 

proportion of the group's members who would have to move for the group to be evenly 

distributed in terms of occupied space (Massey and Denton). The index can be expressed as: 
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where    is the population of the subject group within areal unit i,    is the total population of the 

group in all areal units combined,    is the area of areal unit i, and   is the total area of all areal 

units combined. 

Measured using all counties for which ACS data are available, the Bosnians have a 

concentration index score of 0.93, meaning that 93% of them would have to change counties to 

achieve an even spatial distribution. Part of this simply reflects patterns of urbanization and other 

factors that lead to spatial concentration in the entire U.S. population. The concentration index 

score for the full population, however, is only 0.68. The level of Bosnian concentration is also 

high compared to other immigrant groups. The score for all foreign born people is 0.83, and the 

scores for people born in Europe, Africa, Asia, and Latin America are, respectively, 0.83, 0.88, 

0.86, and 0.83.  

Another way to evaluate the distribution of Bosnians is to compare their proportion in 

each county to that of a comparison group, and ignore county land area. This can be summarized 

using the index of dissimilarity (D), which represents the proportion of the subject group's 

members who would have to move for the two groups to be evenly distributed (Lichter, Parisi, 

and Taquino, Lichter and Johnson, Massey and Denton, Lichter). Ranging from 0 to 1, the index 

can be expressed as: 
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where    and    are the populations of each group within areal unit i, and   and   are the total 

populations of each group in all areal units combined. 

The dissimilarity index score for Bosnians in comparison to the rest of the population 

(i.e., everyone who did not report being born in Bosnia) is 0.63. Compared to the rest of the 

foreign born population the score is 0.64, and compared to the rest of the European born 

population it is 0.59. In contrast, the people who reported their places of birth as Croatia, Serbia 

and Yugoslavia are more evenly distributed in terms of these comparison populations, with 
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scores of 0.56, 0.57, and 0.50 when compared to the rest of the population, 0.49, 0.51, and 0.46 

compared to other foreign born, and 0.40, 0.43, and 0.34 compared to other Europeans. 

This highly concentrated and uneven distribution of Bosnians across U.S. counties is 

probably connected to three issues. First, this is a population of relatively recent arrivals, and 

immigrants to the United States typically start out in highly concentrated areas, spreading out 

over time. Second, it is a population that arrived largely through the formal process of refugee 

resettlement, which meant that Bosnians were initially placed and given access to services and 

benefits in a set of specific host communities. While this type of process might be expected to 

either counteract or reinforce the social forces that tend to concentrate arriving immigrants, in 

this case it appears to have reinforced them. Third, we cannot rule out that part (or even all) of 

the observed differences in concentration and dissimilarity here is the product of statistical bias 

related to sample size. 

 

Distribution Within Counties 

 

The distribution of Bosnians across counties helps to illuminate their migration and 

settlement patterns and may have a variety of economic and social impacts on this population 

and its local hosts. Of more direct relevance to individual lives, however, is the population's 

spatial distribution at smaller scales. It is at the level of the neighborhoods in which people make 

their homes, go to work, bring their children to school, shop, and relax with friends that the 

effects of settlement patterns are often most clearly observable. It is also at this level that they 

encounter the highly segregated American society described above. It is, therefore, worthwhile to 

look at the socio-economic characteristics of the neighborhoods in which Bosnians live. 

 One way to do this is to group each county’s census tracts according to their residents’ 

median income, and to look at the distribution of Bosnians across these groupings relative to the 

distribution of other populations. This has been done for the ten counties with the largest Bosnian 

populations. Figures 4, 5, and 6 show results from three of these counties, selected because they 

display important differences that are worth considering.  

In each of these plots, the dark-grey bars represent the population of native-born Black 

residents, the light-grey bars represent the population of native-born, non-Hispanic white 

residents, and the bars in the middle represent residents born in Bosnia. The height of each bar 

indicates the proportion of that population that lives in census tracts with median incomes falling 

within a given range. The ranges are divided according to 10 quantiles calculated separately for 

each county’s census tract median incomes, and they are placed, from left to right, in order of 

increasing median income. The thin vertical lines at the top of each bar show 90% confidence 

intervals for the estimates. 
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Figure 4: Cook Co. distribution of groups across census tracts aggregated by median 

income 
 

Figure 4 shows the results for Cook County, Illinois, the county that contains Chicago 

and that is home one of the largest populations of Bosnians in the United States. The first thing 

that is apparent in this graph is the high level of segregation between native-born Blacks and 

whites. Most Blacks in Cook County live in the tracts with the lowest median incomes, while 

most whites live in those with the highest. Bosnians fall in the middle ranges, skewed slightly 

toward higher income tracts. Over half of them live in tracts with median incomes falling 

between the fourth and seventh quantiles, and almost none live in the very lowest or very highest 

income tracts. 

Figure 5 shows the results for Oneida County, New York, the county that contains Utica. 

Here, again, we see a stark divide between Black and white residents. In Oneida, however, 

Bosnians are very clearly concentrated in the lowest income tracts. Over 80% of Bosnians in 

Oneida County live in tracts with median incomes falling below the third quantile. At the same 

time, nearly 10% live in tracts with median incomes falling between the fifth and sixth quantiles, 

and a very small fraction live in the highest income tracts. 

Figure 6 shows the results for St. Louis County and the independent City of St. Louis, 

which, combined, hold the highest number of Bosnians in the United States. The pattern here 

looks more like Cook County, except that a sizeable fraction of Bosnians live in the lowest 

income tracts. Over 10% live in tracts that fall below the second quantile, with the majority of 

this group living in tracts below the first quantile. This pattern is repeated in most of the other 

major destinations analyzed. 
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Figure 5: Oneida Co. distribution of groups across census tracts aggregated by median 

income 
 

One objection to this comparison across counties is that the observed differences could be 

merely artificial products of the tract groupings, since the quantiles are calculated separately for 

each county. However, Table 2 shows that the actual dollar values for the quantiles in each 

county are not all that different, and the differences that exist tend to make the observed patterns 

more, not less, striking. Cook County has the largest range between the lowest and highest 

median tract incomes,
5
 but its quantile values are mostly higher than those of Oneida County and 

St. Louis. Thus, the placement of Bosnians in Cook County’s upper quantile tracts means that 

they are living in even higher income neighborhoods than might be assumed from the direct 

comparison. Likewise, Oneida County’s quantile values are mostly lower than those of Cook 

County and St. Louis, meaning that the Bosnians in Oneida County’s low income tracts are 

living in even poorer neighborhoods than might be assumed. These observations are also 

supported by Figure 7, which shows kernel density estimates of the distribution of tract median 

incomes in the three counties. Cook County and St. Louis have very similar distributions, while 

Oneida County’s distribution is much more tightly centered on lower incomes. 
 

                                                           
5
 Note, also, that the highest reported median income in Cook County, 250,001, actually reflects the artificial 

censoring of the ACS, which codes median incomes of 250,000 or above as 250,001 for privacy reasons (U.S. 

Census Bureau, Technical Documentation, 33). 
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Figure 6: St. Louis Co./City distribution of groups across census tracts aggregated by 

median income 
 

 

Table 2: Quantile values in dollars for each county 
Quantile Cook Oneida St. Louis 

0 6,923 12,228 8,851 

1 24,602 23,062 23,066 

2 32,239 28,341 29,167 

3 38,640 34,776 34,943 

4 45,166 40,852 40,908 

5 50,847 46,089 45,328 

6 56,713 50,035 51,378 

7 64,352 54,396 59,246 

8 73,523 57,959 73,841 

9 90,382 62,332 92,996 

10 250,001 73,347 165,954 
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Figure 7: Kernel density estimates of tract median income distributions in Oneida Co., St. 

Louis Co./City, and Cook Co. 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 The picture that emerges from the ACS data is of a population that ballooned during the 

Bosnian war and the post-war period, remains highly concentrated in a small number of counties, 

and lives mostly in low and middle income neighborhoods—except in Cook County, where it is 

concentrated in middle and high income neighborhoods, and Oneida County, where it is 

concentrated in the low income ones. This picture raises two important questions: (1) What 

accounts for these patterns? (2) What implications do they have for Bosnians in the United States 

and for their non-Bosnian neighbors? Although further research and additional sources of data 

will be needed to answer these questions fully, this section assesses the available information, 

sketches some of the possible shapes that the answers may take, and serves as a roadmap for 

future analysis. 

 

What accounts for the observed patterns? 

   

 The rapid growth of the Bosnian-American population and its concentration in a handful 

of counties are both clear products of U.S. refugee resettlement policy. Although some refugees 

have returned to Bosnia and many Bosnians have come through other immigration channels, 

most Bosnian-born U.S. residents today came through the resettlement program, and they remain 
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mostly in the primary resettlement destinations. This is not to say that resettled Bosnian refugees 

do not move. On the contrary, there seems to be a significant amount of secondary, internal 

migration among the Bosnian population. But the internal moves appear to be largely between 

resettlement destinations, not into new areas of the country. 

 The more difficult question has to do with the patterns observed within counties. Why are 

Bosnians distributed across the low and middle income tracts in St. Louis (and most of the other 

major counties of settlement)? Why are they concentrated in the low income tracts in Oneida 

County (Utica) and in the middle and high income tracts in Cook County (Chicago)? From what 

we know so far, it is possible to speculate that some combination of the following factors is at 

work: 

First, Chicago was home to America’s largest population of Bosnians before the war, and 

these people provided a valuable social network that aided the new arrivals. For a sense of the 

relative magnitude of this network, consider the country of birth data from the U.S. Census’s 

long form questionnaire in 1990, just a few years before the outbreak of the war and the start of 

the resettlement program. Although Bosnia cannot be distinguished from other Yugoslav 

republics in this data (it was not yet independent), the estimate for Yugoslavia-born residents in 

Cook County is 19,334, compared to 1,214 in St. Louis County and City combined, and 1,114 in 

Oneida County. A similar pattern (albeit with much smaller values) can be seen specifically 

among the Bosnians in the 2005-2010 ACS data: Looking only at people who reported their 

country of birth as Bosnia and their year of entry to the United States as pre-1992, the estimate 

for Cook County is 872 (580-1164), compared with 285 (72-498) for St. Louis County and City, 

and 107 (30-184) for Oneida County. Although relying on the Bosnian country of birth responses 

in the ACS surely leads to underestimates of the full Bosnian-born population while relying on 

the Yugoslavia country of birth responses from 1990 surely leads to overestimates, and while 

neither approach accounts for the Bosnian second generation, Chicago clearly stands out as the 

center of the pre-1992 Bosnian population, and this position very likely made it easier for 

Bosnians in Chicago to move to middle and upper income neighborhoods.  As Puskar explains, 

Chicago’s preexisting Bosnian community “offered emotional and economic support, places to 

live, and guidance for the newcomers to navigate their new homeland” (83).  

 Second, although it started out with a much smaller Bosnian population than Chicago, St. 

Louis was home to a number of Bosnians who had already established themselves in the 

community when the refugee arrivals began (Nathanson). On top of that, the growing community 

of Bosnians in St. Louis ultimately became large enough to serve as its own protective network. 

This community reached, in Matsuo’s words, “critical mass,” achieving ethnic enclave status and 

driving economic advancement. In contrast, Oneida County’s Bosnian population started out 

smaller and it has remained so. Although Oneida’s Bosnian population is large compared to that 

of other counties, it is not driving economic growth at the same level as St. Louis’s. 

 Third, the social and economic attraction of St. Louis may pull Bosnians away from 

smaller cities like Utica as they advance economically. Whereas refugees arriving in both St. 

Louis and Utica tended to settle in the poorest neighborhoods, those who were subsequently able 

to move out of these neighborhoods in St. Louis moved to other areas of the county so as to 

remain near the Bosnian population hub there. In contrast, it may be that those who have been 

able to move out of the poorest neighborhoods in Utica have moved to St. Louis or Chicago 

rather than to a wealthier Oneida County neighborhood. 

 Fourth, the heterogeneous nature of the Bosnian-American population is likely playing an 

important role. Social divisions within this population may exclude some groups of Bosnians 
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from important network benefits or may drive strategies for advancement with different spatial 

implications. These divisions may also coincide with individual skills, preferences, and other 

characteristics that directly influence socioeconomic conditions. It may be that the Bosnians in 

Oneida County’s lowest income neighborhoods are pursuing strategies for advancement that 

revolve around the purchase and refurbishment of low-cost housing—a proposition that is clearly 

supported by the interviews conducted by Coughlan and Owens-Manley. Or it may be that they 

simply started out with fewer resources as a result of the way different waves of refugees were 

selected.  

Finally, there may be important differences between the poorest and wealthiest 

neighborhoods in Cook County and Oneida County such that the poor neighborhoods of Oneida 

County are more attractive for Bosnians than those of Cook County while the wealthy 

neighborhoods of Cook County are more attractive or more accessible for Bosnians than those of 

Oneida. Such differences might depend, in part, on the location of jobs and refugee support 

centers in each city, as well as on the functioning of public transportation systems. 

 

What implications do these patterns have for Bosnians in the United States and for their non-

Bosnian neighbors? 

 

 The broad spatial patterns shown here, on their own, tell us nothing about social 

outcomes. However, combined with theory derived from other immigrant experiences and rich 

details gathered through interviews with Bosnian-Americans in other studies, it is possible to 

begin formulating some conclusions as to the consequences of the Bosnian spatial arrangement. 

 Social networks and the social capital that may be derived from them stand out as 

important elements. Network effects may be causes of the settlement pattern, attracting 

secondary migration to St. Louis from initial places of resettlement, but they are also clearly 

channels through which this arrangement has other consequences for the lives of Bosnians. The 

extent to which Bosnian families are able to advance economically, but also the extent to which 

future generations retain their native language ability, culture, and connections to Bosnia, are all 

issues that will likely be determined to a large extent by the functioning of Bosnian social 

networks across the country. How these networks function, in turn, will depend on where 

Bosnians live. 

 These issues relate to the question of how future generations of Bosnians assimilate or 

otherwise adjust to American society, and specifically to the question of segmented assimilation. 

It would be too speculative to conclude, at this stage, that the presence of large portions of the 

Bosnian population in America’s poorest neighborhoods is a sign or cause of downward 

socioeconomic mobility. The Bosnians in these neighborhoods may well be on their way to 

economic advancement, and the data analyzed here tell us little about characteristics of the 

Bosnian second generation that will need to be understood before any conclusion as to the 

process of incorporation is reached. Many accounts suggest that Bosnians in these 

neighborhoods do not face significant discrimination—indeed, that they tend to be given 

favorable treatment by employers, banks, and other important institutions.  

Nonetheless, the risk of segmented assimilation is clearly present given the settlement 

patterns of Bosnians within the unequal structure of American cities. A growing distance 

between some Bosnian parents and their children—driven in part by language barriers—is 

evident in accounts of contemporary Bosnian-American life (Wexberg Sanchez). Moreover, 

what Portes and Zhou (81) describe as the “adversarial stance toward the white mainstream,” 
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often instilled in immigrant youth in impoverished neighborhoods, is apparent in certain forms of 

Bosnian-American cultural expression—most notably hip-hop.
6
 At the same time, though, the 

desire to retain a distinct ethnic identity can also be seen,
7
 as can a strong drive toward economic 

advancement and, in many cases, “white mainstream” assimilation.   

In considering the social implications of the Bosnian settlement pattern, it is important to 

consider also the consequences for non-Bosnians living in the destination communities. Local 

governments that volunteered to take in Bosnians during the 1990s often did so with the hope 

that these people would help reverse trends of population loss and economic stagnation (e.g., 

Zeilbauer, Tackett). The Bosnian refugees in these communities are largely credited with driving 

economic growth and revitalizing the neighborhoods into which they have moved (e.g., Strauss 

7, Chicago Council on Global Affairs 21). Strauss argues that immigrants and refugees have 

been highly beneficial for the St. Louis economy, and he reports that Bosnian refugees, in 

particular, have 

 

revitalized parts of South St. Louis City and South St. Louis County by moving 

into older neighborhoods, opening businesses and rehabbing housing. Bosnians 

opened many thriving small businesses including bakeries, butcher shops, coffee 

shops, construction and heating and cooling companies, insurance companies and 

a truck-driving institute, and continue to be a key source of high skilled 

production work. 

 

Similarly, Coughlan and Owens-Manley report from Oneida County that “Bosnian 

entrepreneurs have opened restaurants, beauty shops, construction business and other enterprises 

to serve both the ethnic and general public.” Hagstrom estimates that the net fiscal effects of 

refugee resettlement in Oneida County start out negative (net costs) but become positive (net 

benefits) over time, with benefits stemming primarily from refugee participation in labor and real 

estate markets. 

One important question is whether the costs and benefits attributed to Bosnian settlement 

have been shared equitably across destination communities. Has neighborhood revitalization in 

the poorest neighborhoods meant improvements in the quality of life of existing residents or 

competition and displacement? Has economic growth been accompanied by lowered wages 

among certain sectors of the workforce? These are questions at the core of immigration policy 

more generally, and they have been the subject of considerable analysis and debate outside of the 

specific context of refugee resettlement (e.g., Borjas, Card, Waldinger and Lichter). Although the 

answers remain contested and there is evidence that immigration can increase wages and 

                                                           
6
 Although their popularity within the Bosnian-American community is hard to gauge, numerous self-produced 

Bosnian-American hip-hop recordings are available on YouTube and other internet sites. Examples of the 

“adversarial stance” can be seen easily in St. Louis recordings like “Ko jebe policiju [Who fucks the police],” which 

describes being pulled over by the police, who “samo ukradu [only steal],” and which promises the listener, in a 

combination of Bosnian and English, “Ako mrziš policiju [If you hate the police], I give you props.” B-Boy. Online 

video clip.YouTube. YouTube, 27 Mar. 2010. Web. 
7
 Bosnian-American hip-hop also serves as a good example of this tendency. Much of this music is performed in a 

combination of Bosnian and English, and songs like “Yes I’m Bosnian” simultaneously acknowledge the importance 

of new host communities (“Shout-out for St. Louis // For being our new home // Shout-out for my homies // And my 

new friends”) while celebrating Bosnian identity and promising never to assimilate (“Na green karti živim u Americi 

[I live in America on a green card] // Američki pasoš nikad neću uzeti [I will never take the American passport] // 

Bosanac ću ostati zauvijek [I will remain a Bosnian forever]”). B-Boy. Online video clip.YouTube. YouTube, 23 

Dec. 2011. Web. 
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employment across the board (Ottaviano and Peri, Strauss, Card), there is also the potential for 

immigration to harm low skilled workers, particularly African Americans (Waldinger, Borjas).  

Looking specifically at the fiscal impact of refugee resettlement in Oneida County, 

Hagstrom finds little evidence of native workers experiencing displacement or lower wages, and 

he suggests that any such effects would be limited to specific low-paying sectors, such as 

assembly, sewing, and machine operator jobs. On the other hand, Coughlan and Owens-Manley 

report complaints by African American residents in Utica about being denied jobs in favor of 

Bosnians and about Bosnians being given better employment services (104). The founder of St. 

Louis’s Bosnian-language newspaper says specifically that “Missourians would rather have 

Bosnian workers than blacks” (Lyden). These assessments from Utica and St. Louis may be 

anecdotal, but they are entirely consistent with findings by Waldinger and by Thomas and Ong 

regarding employers’ attitudes toward immigrant and African American workers in other parts of 

the country. Indeed, the extent to which African Americans, in particular, continue to face high 

levels of discrimination in labor and housing markets (e.g. Bertrand and Mullainathan, Pager and 

Shepherd, Pager, Western, and Bonikowski) should give one pause when reading of the speed 

with which many Bosnian refugees were able to find jobs, secure loans, and purchase homes.  

The ACS analysis in the present article adds two pieces of information to this debate for 

the specific case of Bosnian refugees. First, by showing the extent to which Bosnians live in the 

low income neighborhoods of Utica, St. Louis, and other major resettlement cities, the analysis 

provides a systematic picture of the potential for competition between Bosnians and native 

workers in spatial terms. Second, by showing the extent to which Bosnian settlement patterns 

have been driven by specific policy decisions regarding initial placement destinations, the 

analysis suggests that policymakers should be particularly attentive to the distribution of 

resettlement costs and benefits across their communities. This is not an argument for reducing 

refugee admissions or for burdening refugees with the responsibility of solving the problem of 

American inequality. Refugee policy should be primarily about providing international 

protection and durable solutions to refugees. It is an argument, instead, about the way 

resettlement policy is implemented at the local level. The extent to which local governments are 

able to channel refugee flows into their communities and reap economic rewards is a sign of 

successful refugee resettlement policy, and it should be recognized as such, but it is also a reason 

for these governments to ensure that the rewards as well as the costs are equitably distributed. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 

 

 Refugee resettlement has transported a large portion of Bosnia’s population to the United 

States and it has made Bosnian-Americans highly prominent in many parts of the country. Two 

decades after the first Bosnian refugee arrivals, there are many reasons to view the program as a 

success. Resettlement to the United States has provided a durable solution for many Bosnians in 

need of international protection. It has also helped many American cities make up for population 

loss and profit economically from new businesses, workers, consumers and homeowners.  

 The patterns of Bosnian settlement shown in this article suggest that the initial choices of 

resettlement destinations are important ones. Although Chicago was already an important center 

of the Bosnian-American population, other cities, like St. Louis and Utica, have become 

important centers largely as a result of these initial choices. Whereas immigration policy often 

has a hard time competing with social and economic forces in influencing migration, here we see 



Palmer: Bosnians in the United States   24 

 

a clear example of policy playing a big role in shaping and directing the flow of Bosnians into to 

specific communities.   

Within those communities, the spatial distribution of Bosnians across neighborhoods 

raises important questions that should form the basis for further research.  Sizeable portions of 

the Bosnian population live in the lowest-income neighborhoods in all the top ten major counties 

of Bosnian settlement except Cook County, and sizeable portions live in the middle income 

neighborhoods in all but Oneida County. This spatial arrangement is consistent with the theory 

that co-ethnic networks play an important role in the incorporation and economic advancement 

of immigrants in the United States. It may also reflect the heterogeneous nature of the Bosnian-

American population, and it suggests that the Bosnian-American second generation may 

experience multiple modes of incorporation into American society—including downward 

assimilation. Finally, the extent to which Bosnians are living in the lowest income 

neighborhoods and competing with existing residents for jobs underscores the need for 

policymakers to take the welfare of these existing residents into account when implementing 

resettlement policy at national and local levels.  
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