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Introduction

Hungary has been strongly affected by in-
ternational migration recently and problems 
associated with it. Although the Hungarian 
government and media predominantly focus 
on the issue of immigration, we should not 
ignore the growing number of Hungarians 
who left the country (emigrated) which also 
generates serious problems for the economy 
and society (Illés, S. 2008). The main objec-
tive of this paper is to examine the emigra-
tion intentions of Hungarians via empirical 
research methods. We would like to know 
which social groups and which geographic 
areas are the most affected by possible emi-
gration, and what are the main triggering 
factors of migrants planning to leave the 
country. Though, the topic of emigration 
intentions among young people has been 
increasingly on the agenda in the media lit-
tle has been said so far about the possible 
measurement of the process (Marien, A. 
2015). During our research we carried out 
a questionnaire survey among Hungarian 

people regarding their migration intentions. 
Through this survey the following research 
questions are anwered:

1. Is emigration a selective process in 
Hungary?

2. Which social and demographic groups 
are the most affected?

3. What are the spatial differences of 
planned emigration within Hungary?

4. Are there any differences between rural 
and urban areas in this respect? 

5. What are the main push factors behind 
the emigration intentions of people? 

The growing importance of international 
migration in Hungary

The bulk of academic literature on migration 
focuses on models of international migration 
with special attention to push and pulls fac-
tors (Portes, A. and Böröcz, J. 1989). Most 
of these studies come to the conclusion that 
behind long-distance migration processes 
we usually find economic factors closely re-
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lated to employment opportunities and la-
bour market conditions of the home country 
(Dayton-Johnson, J. et al. 2009). International 
migration has been steadily growing in the 
world. In Europe the number of migrants was 
64.1 million in 2005, while in North America 
44.5 million. Increasing part of the European 
migration flows migration was stemming 
from East Central Europe (ECE), a geographi-
cal area that includes the former communist-
bloc countries (including Hungary) (Robila, 
M. 2010). Another important issue often 
discussed in the literature is the growing 
complexity of migration. Previous concepts 
cannot always been used for explaining new 
forms of movements (Salt, J. 2001). 

Countries can be predominantly sending 
(e.g. India, China) or receiving (e.g. USA, 
Australia) areas of international migration 
or as the case of Hungary demonstrates they 
can fit to both categories (Lakatos-Báldy, 
Zs. 2011). International migration has sev-
eral advantages for the host and the sending 
countries (Nyáradi, G. 2011). The emigration 
intention is mostly determined by economic 
factors, but among young people the role of 
study abroad is also important (Hidasi, J. 
2011). Focusing on youth migration the Active 
Youth in Hungary Research Group examined 
the migration intentions of Hungarian uni-
versity students. The study focused on future 
plans of students about working abroad. The 
research found that while in 2013 about one-
third of the Hungarian students planned 
emigration, by 2015 this ratio increased by 
37 percent (Szabó, A. 2015). 

Other case-studies on migration inten-
tions of university students showed similar 
results. In a study about the University of 
Pécs, two-thirds of respondents planned in-
ternational emigration (Rohr, A. 2012). The 
Identity Research Workgroup of National 
Minorities in Zenta (Serbia) made a simi-
lar research among high school students in 
2010. Results showed that 25 percent of the 
students wanted to go abroad after gradu-
ation. In 2013 the Hungarian Demographic 
Research Institute (Népességtudományi 
Kutatóintézet, NKI) interviewed 1,500 peo-

ple and calculated a 33 percent cumulative 
migration potential among young people. 
Similarly, the “Omnibusz” survey of TÁRKI 
Social Research Institute showed that in 
April, 2012, 39 percent of the young people 
(age between 18–29) wanted to go and stay 
abroad for a couple of weeks or months. 
Almost 40 percent wanted to work abroad 
for a couple of years and almost 25 percent of 
them planned permanent residence abroad. 

Examining the emigration statistics of 
the EU countries based on data of the 
EUROSTAT, the emigration of Hungarians 
does not seem to be very high. 20 out of the 28 
member states of the European Union have 
higher emigration rate than Hungary, includ-
ing those more developed Western European 
countries. France, Sweden, England and 
Austria are all ahead of Hungary regarding 
the rate of emigration. However, since these 
countries have a continuous supply of human 
resources due to substantial immigration, em-
igration does not make a serious problem for 
them. On the other hand, even a more modest 
emigration rate can cause serious concern in 
Hungary, as population loss caused by emi-
gration is exacerbated by an aging population 
which is not compensated by immigration. 

Previous research results already showed 
that the intensity of emigration continuously 
grew in Hungary, especially among highly 
educated people (Sik, E. 1999; Langer-Rédei, 
M. et al. 2011; Blaskó, Zs. et al. 2014; Blaskó, 
Zs. and Gödri, I. 2014; Dabasi Halász, Zs. and 
Hegyi Kéri, Á. 2015; Molnár, J. et al. 2015; 
Hárs. Á. 2016). In the case of the six main des-
tination countries (USA, Canada, Australia, 
Germany, United Kingdom and France) the 
number of emigrants exceeded 100,000 in 2000 
(Egedy, T and Kovács, Z. 2011). Recently, the 
number of migrants has multiplied. While 
before 2007 3,000–4,000 people left Hungary 
annually, in 2008 this figure jumped to 9,500 
and since then it has been growing steadily. 
The increase became more and more dramat-
ic, while in 2011 a total of 15,100 Hungarians 
moved abroad, in 2012 this figure was already 
22,800 and in 2013 it went up to 34,691. We 
must also note that these figures are the offi-
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cial data of EUROSTAT, and they are likely to 
be under-represented because of the difficulty 
of measuring migration. Thus, the number of 
Hungarians who live, work or study abroad 
is probably higher.

Measuring migration intentions, research 
method and data

The measurement of international migration 
is not an easy task. Due to the expansion of 
the EU and the Schengen Area the registration 
of migrants became more and more difficult, 
because neither passport, nor visa is required 
to cross international borders anymore. It is 
also problematic that international migration 
statistics focus exclusively on quantitative is-
sues, and they do not deal with the character-
istics of migrants. However, it is necessary to 
understand the process and the motivations of 
participants, in order to find policy responses 
for the negative effects associated with it. 

In the light of these it is easy to understand 
that more emphasis should be placed on 
measuring migration intentions and estimat-
ing future migration flows. Of course, we can 
try to outline future trends with analysis of 
time-series data, but based on recent experi-
ences, there could be a lot of unforeseen vari-
ables which affect the process and question 
the reliability of the method. In addition, if the 
basic data are just estimated or there is some 
inaccuracy, the future trend calculated from 
these data could differ from reality. Therefore, 
we have decided to use empirical research 
method (i.e. questionnaire survey) to measure 
the emigration intentions of Hungarians. This 
method helped us not only to estimate the lev-
el of emigration in the near future, but we also 
got information about the reasons and moti-
vations. In addition, the questionnaire survey 
shed light on the role of subjective factors (e.g. 
happiness and satisfaction), which allowed us 
to find out if subjective or objective quality of 
life factors have more influence on migration 
intentions in Hungary. 

To meet the challenges of representative 
data it is important to achieve a high number 

of respondents. During the combination of 
field survey and online questionnaire survey 
finally we received nearly 10,000 filled forms. 
Due to the large number of respondents, the 
limited human resources and time, we had 
to make the fieldwork as efficient as possible. 
The easiest way was to keep the question-
naire as short and concise as possible. To fill 
out the questionnaire it took about 2–5 min-
utes on average. Before the survey dozens of 
test questionnaires were filled out by persons 
also with or without relevant professional 
experience of surveying. According to the 
original plan, a random generator selected 
the sample areas where surveys would have 
taken place on site. Given the fact that inter-
national migration affects mainly urban resi-
dents, and more than a third of Hungary’s 
population lives in the county seats, we de-
cided that only these cities were subject to 
random selection. It also seemed to be a good 
decision, because during the field surveys we 
could easily find people in the county seats, 
who live in the county but not in the seat (i.e. 
main centre), ensuring balanced spatial dis-
tribution. During the field survey we collect-
ed a total of 6,461completed questionnaires. 

In order to reach the appropriate response 
rate at the national level (one respondents per 
thousand people), we also launched an online 
questionnaire survey. During the design we 
took into consideration that young people are 
the most affected by emigration in Hungary 
(Sansum-Molnár, J. 2012), therefore, the online 
questionnaire was sent out mainly to higher 
education institutions. Finally, a total of 3,372 
filled questionnaires were received through 
the online survey. Thus, the total number of 
respondents in our sample was 9,833, which 
provided a solid basis for deeper analysis.

Main findings of research

Emigration intentions by gender and age

Due to the size and nation-wide coverage 
of the sample the representativeness of our 
data can be considered high. Also, during 
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the sampling the group of university and 
college students was paid special attention, 
and they are slightly over-represented. The 
measurement of the emigration intentions of 
students is really a crucial issue because the 
loss caused by the emigration of young peo-
ple, whether it is a short or long-term stay, or 
permanent move, has an immediate impact 
on the economy and society (Siska-Szilasi, 
B. et al. 2016).

In terms of gender distribution women are 
slightly overrepresented (ration of female 
respondent was 55.2%) in our sample. The 
intention of women to emigrate is higher 
than to that of the men, thus, our results also 
confirm previous research results (Gödri, I. 
2005) that the earlier dominance of men in 
international migration has mostly disap-
peared by now (Figure 1). 

The relatively high willingness of women 
to emigrate from Hungary can be explained 
by several factors. Firstly, the growing em-
ployment level of women which causes the 
prolongation of starting a family and having 
children plays clearly a role. Secondly, cul-
tural and social factors (globalisation) also in-
fluence the growing participation of women 
in emigration. Nowadays the family and the 
society accept the higher mobility of women 
which gives them more freedom in decisions 
regarding emigration. 

Due to the method of sampling younger 
age groups were overrepresented among re-
spondents. 76 percent of them belonged to the 
age group 13–40 years. As Figure 2 shows, the 
propensity for migration among younger peo-

ple is higher, for the age group below 40 the 
overall emigration propensity is 52.3 percent, 
whereas in the age group over 40 the ratio 
drops to 17 percent. This is in line with earlier 
research findings on Hungarian emigration 
(SEEMIG 2014). We can find sharp differences 
between the two main age groups (below and 
above 40) also regarding concrete migrations 
plans and previous experiences. In the young-
er age group (those below 40) the ratio of those 
who plan to move abroad within one year is 18 
percent, whereas in the older age group (those 
above 40) it is only 4.5 percent. Previous mi-
gration experiences do not show substantial 
differences. 1.5 per cent of the younger cohort 
had already lived abroad while it was only 1.1 
percent among those above 40. 

The geography of emigration intentions

Due to the sampling method we could ag-
gregate answers of respondents (according to 
the places of residence) for 38 geographical 
units within Hungary, among them 19 coun-
ties, 18 county seats (i.e. major cities) and the 
capital Budapest. To measure the intensity 
of emigration intentions we created a new 
index, which shows the weighted emigration 
intentions of people. The Emigration Inten-
tion Index (EMINI) was calculated as follows:

Fig. 1. Emigration intentions by gender. 
Source: own survey

Fig. 2. Emigration intentions by age. 
Source: own survey
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EMINI = 
(0,25 * Th) + (0,5 * Pre) + (1 * La) 

* 100
Nresp

where Th = Thinking about emigration, Pre 
= Preparing to emigrate, La = Living abroad 
and Nresp = Number of respondents

The EMINI index could help us define the 
relative strength of emigration intentions by 
counties and major cities in Hungary. The 
pattern shown by Figure 3 is somewhat dif-
ferent from the classic East–West dichotomy, 
which is otherwise very characteristic for 
Hungary. Three counties with the lowest 
emigration intentions (Pest, Jász-Nagykun-
Szolnok and Hajdú-Bihar counties) are lo-
cated around Budapest and in the eastern 
part of the country. Highest EMINI values 
were found in the north (Nógrád, Heves 
and Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén counties), in the 
southern Transdanubia (Baranya county) and 
along the Austrian border (Vas and Győr-
Moson-Sopron counties). The first group of 
high EMINI values covers those counties that 
suffered most from economic restructuring 
and the loss of industrial jobs over the last 
two decades. On the other hand, counties 
along the Austrian border belong to the most 

developed part of the country, with low level 
of unemployment and higher average wages. 
Yet, the proximity of Austria and Germany 
with much higher salaries creates a signifi-
cant triggering factor for local labour force. 

In most cases cities (i.e. county seats) 
showed lower level of relative emigration 
intentions than their hinterland. The value of 
EMINI index was highest in the major centres 
of Eastern Hungary: Miskolc, Nyíregyháza, 
Debrecen, Szolnok and in Budapest. In the 
case of Budapest the role of global informa-
tion flows and the higher educational level of 
population are also undeniable. The EMINI 
index also shed light on interesting rural-
urban dichotomy. Generally, people living 
in rural areas showed much less intentions 
to emigrate than urban people. In this case 
the role of place attachment and the strong 
retaining function of family and local social 
networks seem to be relevant. 

The analysis of push factors behind the em-
igration intentions was also important part 
of our research. Figure 4 illustrates the main 
push factors for counties merged into broad-
er categories. The most important group with 

Fig. 3. Emigration Intention Index (EMINI) by counties and cities in Hungary. Source: own survey and calculation
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29 percent of the answers referred to “eco-
nomic and financial problems”. 

The second most important push factor 
was “lack of jobs” with 13.6 percent of the 
answers. Future uncertainties (mostly finan-
cial) were handled as a separate category and 
covered 5.2 percent of the answers. Thus, we 
can say that answers related to economic dif-
ficulties and uncertainties made up nearly 
fifty per cent of the total answers regarding 
push factors. Other factors like political situ-
ation (5.3%), “low living standards” (3.9%), 
“lack of appreciation” (3.0%) had much less 
influence. Answers categorised as “social 
problems” included discrimination, cultural 
problems, minority problems, bureaucracy. 
The weight of this group was also relatively 
low with 3.1 percent of the answers. In the 
group of “other reasons” answers were in-
cluded like: do not like the country, lack of 
experience, frustration, privacy problems, 
unhappiness, fear, lack of recreational oppor-
tunities. However, their role was negligible.

If we examine counties with highest EMINI 
values and their push factors we can see that 
the role of economic and financial problems 
as push factors is everywhere outstand-
ing. Special case is Békés county where the 
weight of economic factors is low, however, 
uncertain future appears with a higher than 
average weight. 

Important agents of emigration are friends 
and relatives who are already living abroad 
and who can help potential migrants to find 
a job and housing in the target country, who 
can assist in arranging bureaucratic affairs or 
even in integration as well. Figure 5 shows the 
distribution of those who have intentions to 
emigrate or has been living abroad according 
to two major categories whether they have 
contacts abroad or not. The results are not so 
much astonishing people with contacts abroad 
have higher share among potential migrants 
than the mainstream population. However, a 
very important trend was shown by our re-
sults, due to increasing emigration rates there 

Fig. 4. Distribution of EMINI, with the main push factors in Hungary. Source: own survey and calculation
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– The level of emigration intentions is some-
what higher for women than men which are 
the outcomes of growing employment and 
career opportunities of ladies. This is clearly a 
break with the state-socialist past when males 
were much more mobile than female. 

– The intention to move is much stronger 
among people of the young active age groups 
(i.e. below 40). This is not surprising and it 
can be explained with better language skills 
and less family ties among young people.

– The Emigration Intention Index (EMINI) 
proved to be a useful indicator showing emi-
gration intentions of people living in differ-
ent geographical areas. We calculated EMINI 
values for counties, county seats (i.e. bigger 
cities) and other settlements. According to 
our data the classic East–West dimension of 
emigration intentions within Hungary has 
changed, Budapest and regions located in 
the west are also heavily affected by inter-
national migration, just like former mining 
and industrial regions and agricultural areas 
with serious economic problems.

– The growing importance of personal 
networks in emigration was also confirmed. 
Information and help provided by friends 
and relatives who live or had been living 
abroad has utmost importance in current 
migration decisions. 

We plan to continue this research with in-
vestigating Hungarian migrants who actu-
ally live abroad. For this purpose an online 
questionnaire survey has been launched 
which aims to collect information about 
the Hungarian communities living abroad. 
Besides, using the snowball method we also 
try to extend our survey with interviewing 
Hungarians living abroad, and also some 
of those who have already returned to 
Hungary. We think that migration (both emi-
gration and return migration) will remain a 
hot issue in Hungary and other post-socialist 
countries; therefore, the topic deserves in-
creased attention among geographers.
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Fig 5. Relation between emigration intention and  
having contacts abroad. Source: own survey

are more and more people who have acquaint-
ances abroad. This trend makes the hypothesis 
on further accelerating emigration very likely, 
due to intensifying personal relations.

Conclusions and future research questions

The free movement of people principle with-
in the European Union has left its imprints 
on the Hungarian labour market and econ-
omy since 2004. A significant part of the ac-
tive population has decided to work abroad 
after taking into account various factors. In 
our research the emigration intentions of 
the Hungarian population was investigated, 
with special focus on the main triggering fac-
tors of the process. 

As part of the research we carried out a 
questionnaire survey among Hungarian 
people (both on site and online) which cre-
ated a unique data base. The survey focused 
primarily on the emigration intentions of 
people. Our data showed that the main des-
tination countries for Hungarians are still 
Germany, the UK, Austria and the USA. We 
pointed out marked territorial differences 
within the country regarding emigration in-
tentions. Based on our empirical research, the 
following findings can be summarised:

– The main reasons behind the emigration 
intentions of Hungarians are the economic 
situation of the country and unsatisfactory 
job opportunities. Uncertain future, corrup-
tion and people’s mentality are also among 
the push factors, but with less relevance.
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