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A Decade of Membership:  
Hungarian Post-Accession Mobility  
to the United Kingdom  
Chris Moreh* 

This paper examines Hungarian migration to the United Kingdom following EU accession. Migration 

from Hungary has generally been low both before and after accession, but trends have recently started 

to change. Based on the available statistical data, the paper explores the volume, key demographics 

and geographical distribution of this migration, and shows how a combination of economic, political 

and social factors is accountable for the migration of Hungarians to the United Kingdom. To give  

a human face to the phenomenon, the paper also builds on narrative interviews collected during re-

cent ethnographic fieldwork in London, highlighting the role of economic decline, policy miscalcula-

tions, language competence and the online migration industry in shaping the motivations, aims and 

accommodation of migrants. The paper suggests that migration from Hungary may become more dom-

inant in the second decade of the country’s EU membership than it has been during the first ten years. 
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Introduction 

The 2004 enlargement of the European Union (EU) is often seen as having opened a new chapter in the his-

tory of intra-European migration, in terms of both the volume and the forms of movements on the continent 

(Black 2010; Favell 2008). The ‘novelty’ of this mobility lies, from this perspective, in the special condition 

of EU membership set against the broader framework of complex interconnections and the articulation of 

different processes of production and consumption in the globalising world economy (Sassen 1988). Never-

theless, membership conditions are experienced differently throughout the EU, and it is necessary to regular-

ly examine these differences and their evolution. Currently, East–West mobility experiences speak of  

a phenomenon stranded between ideals of free movement and mutated forms of economic and racial discrim-

ination (Favell, Nebe 2009; Fox, Morosanu, Szilassy 2012; McDowell 2008). 

The ‘free movement’ policy is generally seen by EU citizens as best encapsulating the ‘meaning’ of the 

European Union, as well as being its ‘most positive result’ (cf. European Commission 2013a: 63; European 

Commission 2013b: 18). In the old member-states, however, this general assessment is coupled with fears 

regarding the immigration effects of the policy and, in 2004, only Ireland, Sweden and the United Kingdom 

decided not to impose any serious limitations on the flow of workers from accession countries. This decision 
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had created a situation comparable to an experiment that is unprecedented in the history of European migra-

tion (Bahna 2008: 845), and which came to a close in 2011, when the optional seven-year moratorium on 

labour-market access for the 2004 accession countries expired in all member-states. 

The present paper looks at the outcomes of this ‘experiment’ by exploring the case of post-accession mo-

bility from Hungary to the United Kingdom. As Hungary has had a relatively low emigration rate compared 

to other countries in the region – a trend which has recently begun to change, as the data in this paper will 

demonstrate – it presents a useful case-study for discussing the complexity of migratory processes in the 

‘new European migration system’ (Favell 2008), particularly the role of specific national policies in shaping 

mobility practices. First, I will place the phenomenon within the wider regional context of Central Eastern 

European mobility, highlighting the similarities and differences in patterns, and presenting the dominant 

economic push factors in the wake of the financial crisis. Second, relying on available statistical sources, the 

paper explores the main geographical and demographic dimensions of Hungarian migration to the UK. This 

analysis aims to outline some of the possible characteristics of this ‘new’ mobility. The third section of the 

paper complements the statistical data with qualitative descriptions emerging from recent ethnographic 

fieldwork in London. For the purposes of the present paper, these descriptions will give a human face to the 

previously identified trends, and illustrate certain major themes rather than permitting an in-depth analysis. 

Post-accession migration in Central Eastern Europe 

A decade after enlargement we can form an impression of the outcome of the selective opening of labour 

markets to new accession countries by looking at the distribution of A12 migrants in EU member-states (see 

Map 1). As we can see on Map 1, almost 80 per cent of all A12 migrants reside in only four EU15 countries, 

23 per cent of them in the United Kingdom.
1
 This image is radically different from that of 2003, when Ger-

many accommodated 43 per cent of all migrants, and the UK only 8 per cent. Today, in half of the A12 

countries (and also in half of the A8), the United Kingdom is the preferred destination for more than a third 

of all emigrants to the EU15. Germany is still the first, at least in terms of migrant stocks, only in Hungary, 

the Czech Republic and Slovenia. In the case of Hungary, the importance of previous migration networks is 

obvious, as there were already 54 714 Hungarian nationals living in Germany in January 2004, and only 

6 021 in the UK (Eurostat). 

The persisting German orientation in Hungarian, Czech and Slovenian emigration also signals that the 

‘social experiment’ created by the unequal distribution of the main pull factor – an open labour market – has 

had a somewhat different outcome in these three countries, explained by their relatively low emigration rates 

between 2003 and 2013 (based on the total population in sending countries in 2003): 0.48 per cent for Slove-

nia, 0.57 for the Czech Republic, and 1.63 for Hungary. Slovakia registered 2.39 per cent, Estonia 3.37 and 

Poland 3.59, while Latvia (5.33 per cent), Lithuania (6.77 per cent) and Romania (9.07 per cent) reached 

much higher levels.
2
 As Bahna (2008) noted when comparing predictions with the actual emigration from 

accession countries between 2004 and 2006, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is highly correlated with 

migration behaviour, proving the explanatory power of neoclassical theories for intra-European migration. 

However, if we extend our inquiry up until the present day, these national divergences raise some questions, 

partly explained by the differential effect of the 2008 economic crisis, which has had a disproportionate in-

fluence on emigration from the Baltics.
3 
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Map 1. Distribution of A12 migrants in EU countries in 2013 

 

Notes: Data are mainly based on Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz]; missing values have been complemented with the nearest available 

data from: Eurostat; French census 2008 and 2010 (INSEE 2008, 2011); UK census 2011 (Office for National Statistics; 

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency; National Records of Scotland); and the Greece census 2011 (El.Stat). 

Where the difference between the first and second main destination countries was less than 15 per cent, both destinations 

were included. 

Source: own elaboration. 

The financial crisis and economic push factors in the CEE and Hungary 

In contrast to the Baltic States, economic decline in Hungary appears to be a longer-term and steadier trend. 

As Figure 1 shows, Hungary’s per capita GDP in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS) was still the third high-

est in the region in 2003, behind Slovenia and the Czech Republic. By 2012, however, Estonia, Lithuania, 

Poland and Slovakia had all outweighed the Hungarian economy. If we consider the absolute value of earn-

ings in euros, in 2003 Hungary was second to Slovenia alone, while now wages are higher in the Czech Re-

public, Estonia and Slovakia. This is an important factor in relation to international migration, as the value of 

remittances depends more on wage differentials in absolute terms and, from a rational-choice perspective, it 

is this comparison that could influence migration decision-making. 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/population/data/database
http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/detail.asp?reg_id=0&ref_id=pop-immigree-pop-etrangere-2008
http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/detail.asp?reg_id=99&ref_id=td-nationalite-11
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/census/2011/census-data/2011-census-data-catalogue/index.html
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/home.aspx
http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-web/data-warehouse.html
http://www.statistics.gr/portal/page/portal/ESYE/PAGE-cencus2011tables
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Figure 1. Change in GDP and net annual earnings in 2003–2012 

 

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data. 

  

Figure 2. Post-accession CEE emigration rates and GDP 

 

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data. 
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Taking the above into consideration and examining the relationship between migration rates and 2004–2012 

GDP averages, we find a slightly weaker correlation than for the period examined by Bahna (2008), and 

emigration from Hungary appears somewhat exceptional, with a comparatively lower rate than its post-accession 

economic development might have suggested (Figure 2).
4
 This ‘relative immobility’ has represented Hungar-

ian society since the early days of capitalist transition when, amidst rapidly growing unemployment and rad-

ical economic restructuring paralleling the opening of borders to free movement, Hungarians exhibited  

an inclination to bide their time, to postpone their decisions on migration (Szoke 1992: 318). We can observe 

a similar attitude during the financial crisis of 2008–2009, and an increasing impatience and loss of faith four 

years after the downturn. 

As we can see in Figure 3, employment in some segments of the economy – primarily in the public sector 

– has been in decline since 2005, while the private sector suffered the most between the third quarter of 2007 

and 2011. The largest growth in employment between 2008 and 2011, and again since 2012, was registered 

in so-called ‘public employment’ – an artificial employment and training programme for those out of work  

– and in the number of those working abroad, who are unlikely to benefit from and fully contribute to the 

national economy. Paralleling the negative changes in employment, the population’s subjectively perceived 

level of poverty has also reached a new constant peak (Figure 4). More than a quarter of households feel that 

they are making ends meet ‘with great difficulty,’ and one third of the total population is deemed to be ‘at 

risk of poverty and social exclusion,’ a return to pre-accession levels. At the same time, following a crisis-

induced rise between 2008 and 2010, the unemployment rate remains above 10 per cent, even after the inclu-

sion of emigrant workers in labour-market statistics.  

 

Figure 3. Decomposition of the cumulative change of employment in Hungary in 2005–2013 

 

Source: Dóra Bak, MNB (2014b). 
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Figure 4. Unemployment and subjective poverty in Hungary in 2005–2013 

 

Source: Eurostat (SILC) [ilc_mdes09], [une_rt_a], [ilc_peps01]. 

 

Figure 5. Volume of household debt in Hungary by late payment and status in 2009–2014 

 

Source: own elaboration based on data from MNB (2014a). 
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foreign-exchange rates (Åslund 2010). The proliferation of credit options – especially the advantageous con-

tracts based on foreign currencies – has led to a high level of household debt vulnerable to currency fluctuations, 

subsequently driving many debtors into insolvency (cf. Rona-Tas, Guseva 2013). In Figure 5 we can observe the 

increase in the amount of household debt incurring payment difficulties during the first half of 2010, and the 

growing share of debt with payment delays of over a year, thereafter. This trend shows that a substantial 

amount of debt is ‘fossilising,’ with increasing amounts becoming classified as ‘problematic’ or outright ‘bad.’ 

Far from constituting a Hungarian specificity, foreign currency mortgages were widespread throughout 

Central Eastern Europe, and especially in the Baltic states, and governments have intervened in different 

ways to ‘save’ the debtors, however belated these measures may have proved for many (Rona-Tas, Guseva 

2013). While household debt may have contributed to migration decisions everywhere in the region, it cer-

tainly represents an important economic factor in Hungarian migration, as the migrants’ narratives presented 

in the third section of the paper will corroborate. If Hungary’s low migration rate in the early post-accession 

years was, indeed, due to an ‘inclination to bide time,’ the slow and steady pace of economic decline – as 

somewhat different from the sudden shifts characterising economic development in the Baltics – would have 

favoured such strategies and could also explain the recent rise in emigration. 

 As we saw in Figure 3, the share of emigrants in the economy was already visible during the crisis years, 

but has increased significantly since the second half of 2011 and, today, migration has become a very topical 

issue in Hungarian media and political discourse (Kapitány, Rohr 2013). With migration potential surveys 

registering alarmingly high rates, especially among students and youth, it is also bound to be an enduring 

phenomenon (Gödri, Feleky 2013). Reliable data on emigration are scarce, with the number of those living 

abroad estimated at anywhere between 195 000 (Blaskó, Jamalia 2014) and 335 000 in the 18–49 age group 

alone (Kapitány, Rohr 2013). According to Eurostat data, a total of 257 299 Hungarian citizens were living 

in the EU15 at the beginning of 2013 and, according to national statistics in the two main destination coun-

tries – Germany and the United Kingdom – the increase in the number of Hungarian nationals during 2013 

was higher than in any single previous year after EU accession (based on data from the Department for Work 

and Pensions and Destatis). In the following section I will explore the available statistical data on migration 

to the United Kingdom more closely. 

Hungarians in the UK: demographics, geography and economic activity 

Leaving aside the actual extent of flows, we can identify different patterns in the migration from CEE coun-

tries that joined the EU in 2004, shaped by the distinct push factors in each country of origin. As shown in 

Figure 6, there are two dominant types – the ‘double-hump’ trajectory of migration from the Baltics, and the 

‘single-hump’ pattern characteristic of Central Europe, from which Hungary started diverging in 2008. That 

year, while migration rates from other countries in the region declined, migration from Hungary saw a mod-

est increase, and flows stabilised at around 14 000 per year (about 20 times higher than before accession) 

until 2011, when they began increasing again. As we can see, before 2006, migration from Hungary to the 

United Kingdom was moderate, lower even than migration from the Czech Republic, and only in 2010 did it 

exceed the falling immigration rate from Slovakia (a country with a population just over half that of Hunga-

ry) in both relative and absolute terms. In the previous section I discussed some socio-economic factors that 

may have contributed to this change in migration patterns, and in the next section we will also examine mi-

grants’ reasoning. Another socio-political factor that I will not be dealing with extensively in this paper but 

which, nevertheless, requires mentioning, is the possible mobility consequence of the 2010 change in Hunga-

ry’s citizenship law (Law no. XLIV of 2010). The new legislation allowing for the preferential naturalisation 

of ethnic Hungarians living outside Hungary has yielded over 500 000 new citizens since January 2011, and 
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a proportion of those registered as Hungarian migrants in other countries may be such ‘dual citizens.’ Alt-

hough Kapitány and Rohr (2013: 1), for instance, assume that a significant part of those appearing in the 

mirror-statistics since 2011 are Hungarian citizens who have never lived on the territory of Hungary, there 

are no data on the precise numbers.
5
  

 

Figure 6. Patterns of CEE migration to the UK 

 

 

Note: Based on National Insurance Number applications (NINo). 

Source: own elaboration based on data from the Department for Work and Pensions (Stat-Xplore). 

 

Based on a combination of population-census and national-insurance data, I estimate the number of ‘usually 

resident’ first-generation Hungarian migrants in the United Kingdom to have been around 76 000 in April 

2014 (see Figure 7). This estimation is based on census 2011 data complemented with the weighted number 

of post-census National Insurance Number (NINo) registrants believed to have stayed along.
6
 We can infer 

this latter ratio by comparing year-of-arrival data from the census with the number of NINo registrations 

during the same period, and I have used a 46 per cent rate for my estimation of migrant stock increase be-
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tween March 2011 and March 2014 (see Table 1). With all their deficiencies, I consider these sources and 

method to be currently more precise than Annual Population Survey data.
7 

 

Figure 7. Stock and flow of Hungarian migrants to the UK 

 

Source: own calculations based on UK census 2011 (Office for National Statistics; Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

Agency; National Records of Scotland) data and NINo data (Department for Work and Pensions). 

 

Table 10. Hungarians in England and Wales in 2011 

Hungarian-born by 

year of arrival 

Passport held 

NINo registrations 
‘Usual residents’ as % of 

NINo registrants Total British non-British 

before 2004 11 503 6 374   5 129 – – 

2004-2006 11 249    184 11 065 17 560 63 

2007-2009 17 310    156 17 154 38 004 45 

2010-2011 (March)   8 246    115   8 131 17 279 47 

2011 (April) – 2014 (March)    61 777 46 

Total 2004-2011 (March) 36 805    455 36 350 72 843 50 

Note: All data are for England and Wales only. 

Source: UK Census 2011 (Office for National Statistics) and Department for Work and Pensions. 
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represented by NINo allocations, we find that 63 per cent of those registering between 2004 and 2007 were 

still residing in England and Wales in 2011.
8
 This rate is only 45 per cent for those who requested a national-

insurance number between 2007 and 2010, and slightly higher (47 per cent) for the more-recently arrived. 

This is somewhat counterintuitive, as we would expect the more recent arrivals to still be present in greater 

proportions than those who had arrived earlier. There are several possible explanations for this. One is that 

there has been a shift in mobility types, from a longer-term and more stable migration to a more ‘fluid,’ ‘liq-

uid,’ ‘circulatory’ type of mobility, seen as increasingly representative of intra-EU movements (Engbersen, 

Snel, de Boom 2010; Kupiszewski 2002). Another possibility is that, among those applying in the early peri-

od, many had already been living in Britain for a while, with clearer intentions of settlement but without 

access to national insurance. This thesis is in line with empirical evidence concerning the ‘status regularisa-

tion’ effect of EU accession, especially in relation to Polish migration (Anderson, Ruhs, Rogaly, Spencer 

2006; Portes, French 2005). In fact, in the case of Poles – who represent the historically most established and 

single largest group of CEE nationals in the UK – we find an even more striking contrast: 80 per cent of 

those who arrived between 2004 and 2007 were still present in 2011, compared to 45 per cent and 58 per 

cent for the following two groups respectively (based on data from the Office for National Statistics and the 

Department for Work and Pensions). It is therefore not a Hungarian specificity, but probably a more general 

consequence of the financial crisis affecting newcomers to a greater extent (cf. McCollum, Findlay 2011). 

Overall, the mobility of Hungarians seems more ‘fluid’ than that of Poles, only half of the total post-accession 

NINo registrants showing up in the census, compared to 60 per cent for Polish nationals. However, consider-

ing the issue discussed above, for the purpose of estimating the proportion of stayers among those registering 

since the census date, I used a 46 per cent rate, the average for the previous two cohorts in England and 

Wales. As we saw in Table 1, more new arrivals were registered in the three years since the census than dur-

ing the six years immediately following Hungary’s EU accession, with the highest rise during 2013. 

A third factor relating to re-migration rates is that they also cover some internal migration, as a proportion 

of those registering for national insurance in England and Wales may have subsequently moved to Scotland 

or Northern Ireland, which appear separately in census statistics. However, considering the number of Hun-

garian nationals living in these regions, this factor should not have played too great a role. In terms of geo-

graphical distribution, at the time of the census more than one third of all Hungarian-born usual residents 

lived in London, a somewhat higher rate than for other A10 migrants (see Map 2) (cf. Bauere, Densham, 

Millar, Salt 2007). Within London, Hungarian speakers were more concentrated in the northern boroughs, 

with 28 per cent living in Brent, Haringey and in the lower wards of Barnet, home to only one tenth of all 

Londoners (see Map 3). Since then, first-time national-insurance application data show an increase towards 

the eastern boroughs, especially Newham and Waltham Forest (based on data from Department for Work 

and Pensions).  

There is a dearth of useful data sources for the internal migration of resident foreign nationals but, when 

analysing the location of first-time NINo registrations over time, we can observe a general trend of disper-

sal.
9
 The share of Hungarians registering in London decreased every year between 2004 (44.3 per cent) and 

2007 (33.5 per cent), and then increased steadily each year from 35.6 per cent during 2008 to 43.1 per cent in 

2012, followed by another decrease in 2013 (40.9 per cent). Considering what we know about the role of 

social networks in migratory movements, it is safe to assume that many of those registering in regions outside 

London between 2005 and 2008 were following in the wake of acquaintances who had moved internally (cf. 

Trevena, McGhee, Heath 2013). If this is so, then the rising trend in new registrations in London may indicate  

a change in mobility types, as I have already speculated on above. Apart from being more ‘fluid,’ then, this se-

cond type of post-accession mobility may also be more ‘individualistic’ and reliant on ‘weak ties’ (cf. Granovetter 

1973). Further, the percentage of Hungarians living in the capital must have increased over the last three years. 
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Map 2. Geographic distribution of Hungarians in the UK in 2011 

 

Source: own elaboration based on UK census 2011 (Office for National Statistics; Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

Agency; National Records of Scotland). 

 

Map 3. Hungarian speakers in London wards in 2011 

 

Source: own elaboration based on UK census 2011 (ONS) [QS204EW]. © Crown copyright. All rights reserved 

GD272183.2014. 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/census/2011/census-data/2011-census-data-catalogue/index.html
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/home.aspx
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/home.aspx
http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-web/data-warehouse.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/key-statistics-and-quick-statistics-for-wards-and-output-areas-in-england-and-wales/rft-qs204ew.xls
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Figure 8. Age and gender of Hungarians in the UK 

 

Note: Based on National Insurance Number applications (NINo). 

Source: own elaboration based on data from the Department for Work and Pensions (Stat-Xplore). 

 

Another demographic characteristic of intra-EU mobility in general is the greater equality in gender balance 

than that which is representative of classical forms of labour migration; especially in their initial phase, these 

are dominated by young males (cf. Castles, Miller 2009; Recchi, Favell 2009). The age and gender of Hun-

garian migrants to the UK seem to replicate intra-EU trends. Considering all national-insurance applicants 

since 2002, Hungarians in the UK are generally young (80 per cent are aged 18 to 35), 53 per cent are male 

and 47 female (Figure 8). However, as the gender composition of Hungary’s over-15 population is the exact 

reverse, we can see an overrepresentation of men among labour migrants in the 27–44 age group. This trend 

is representative of CEE migration more broadly, placing it between classical forms of labour migration and 

the mobility from old EU member-states. Overall, it is characterised by greater diversity in motivations, aims 

and opportunities for both young men and young women (cf. Recchi, Favell 2009). 

Differences between the mobility of old and new EU citizens are greater in terms of their economic ac-

tivity. Unfortunately data broken down to individual nationalities are limited in this respect, but allow for  

a general assessment of the A12 countries comprising Hungary (cf. Table 2 and 3). As we can see in Table 2, 

important differences exist not only between UK, EU15 and A12 nationals, but also among accession-

country migrants. Overall, A12 migrants are economically more active than those from the old member-

states who, in turn, are more active than UK nationals and the average working population. Of those who 

arrived after 2001 and were in employment at the time of the 2011 census, A12 nationals are underrepresent-

ed in professional and managerial positions, and are more likely to be employed in skilled trades and indus-

try (including construction) – and more so for Poles than other A12 nationals, with one third working in 

elementary occupations (Table 3).
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Table 2. Economic activity of working age A12 migrants in England and Wales in 2011 

  All passports UK EU15 A12 
Major A12 Other 

A12 Lithuania Poland Romania 

Total population  56 075 912 42 456 526 889 716 988 123 104 676 558 082 73 208 252 157 

Over 16s 45 496 780 35 353 412 729 347 810 202   85 221 444 500 62 545 217 936 

Economically active (%):              63              67         72         85         86         88        81         81 

In employment (%):              58               63         66         80         81         84        75         76 

Employees (%)              47               51         53         62         61         68        33         60 

Self-employed (%)                9               10         10         15         16         13        37         12 

Full-time students (%)                2                2           3           3           4           3          4           4 

Unemployed (%):                5                4           6           5           5           4          6           5 

Economically inactive (%):              37               33        28          15        14        12        19          19 

Retired (%)              21               20           9           1           1           1          1           2 

Students (%)                 5                5         10           6           6           4          7           9 

Looking after home or family (%)                4                3           5           4           3           5          5           4 

Long-term sick or disabled (%)                4               3           2           1           1           1          0           1 

Other (%)                2               2           3           3           3           2          5           3 

Note: All percentages refer to usual residents aged 16 and over. 

Source: UK Census 2011 (Office for National Statistics): [DC6209EWR],[DC2110EWR]. 

 

Table 3. Occupation of working age new A12 migrants in England and Wales in 2011 

Occupation of workers arrived between  

2001–2011 by passports held 
All passports UK EU15 A12 Poland Other A12 

All occupations: 2 100 451 346 823 284 739 617 689 357 335 260 354 

1. Managers, directors and senior officials (%)               7           9         10           4           4           4 

2. Professional occupations (%)             19         25         24           7           6           8 

3. Associate professional and technical (%)             10         10         16           5           5           6 

4. Administrative and secretarial (%)               7           8           7           6           6           6 

5. Skilled trades occupations (%)             10           8           7         15         16         14 

6. Caring, leisure and other service (%)             10         10           7           9           8         10 

7. Sales and customer service (%)               7           9           7           5           5           5 

8. Process, plant and machine operatives (%)               9           7           5         16         18         13 

9. Elementary occupations (%)             21         14         16         33         32         34 

Note: All data refer to usual residents aged 16 and over who arrived between 2001 and 2011 and were in employment the 

week before the census (27 March 2011). 

Source: UK census 2011 (Office for National Statistics): [CT0078]. 

 

The main differences in economic activity between British, EU15 and A12 nationals are in the size of the 

retired and student population (Table 2). Interestingly, we can see differences along similar lines between 

Poles – the major migrant group – and other A12 migrants, especially in the ratio of students, with 13 per 

cent of working-age migrants from accession states other than the three major origin countries counting as 

students (either in employment or inactive), compared to 7 per cent of Polish migrants. The second major 

difference among A12 migrants lies in the number of self-employed, primarily due to the high percentage of 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/census/2011/census-data/2011-census-data-catalogue/index.html
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/census/2011/dc6209ewr
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/census/2011/dc2110ewr
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/census/2011/census-data/2011-census-data-catalogue/index.html
http://www.nomisweb.co.uk/census/2011/CT0078
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Romanian and Bulgarian nationals choosing this route, although Lithuanians are also more inclined towards 

self-employment.
11 

 

Figure 9. Change in Hungarian and CEE applications to UK universities in 2004–2013 

 

Source: own elaboration based on data from the UK Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS). 

 

We can find more specific data on student numbers from the UK Universities and Colleges Admissions Ser-

vice (UCAS). As Figure 9 shows, there was a sharp increase in 2012 and 2013 in the number of applications 

to UK higher-education institutions by Hungarians, both in absolute terms and relative to other CEE nation-

als (cf. Makó, Tóth 2014). The number of applicants was 3.5 times (354 per cent) higher in 2012 than in 

2004 and almost 5 times higher in 2013, more than twice that of the previous years’ average. These ratios are 

equally valid for applicants domiciled in Hungary, and for the total number of applicants (including those 

Hungarians applying from within the UK).  

These comparative trends in student mobility parallel those we have seen in Figure 6 in respect to labour 

migration, and raise further questions regarding causal mechanisms that are specific to Hungary. In the fol-

lowing section I will draw on qualitative narrative interviews, collected during personal ethnographic field-

work undertaken in the summer of 2013 in London,
12

 to gain a better contextual understanding of the 

processes highlighted above. While the fieldwork had a wider scope, for the purposes of this paper I will 

focus more closely on those migration stories which are the most representative of wider social phenomena, 

and examine further the contextual factors affecting migration decisions. 

Hungarians in London: reasons, aims and adaptation 

In the previous section I outlined some demographic and geographic characteristics of Hungarian migration 

to the United Kingdom, and formulated several assumptions regarding the character of this mobility. As we 

saw, it is a rather ‘fluid’ and ‘individualistic’ type of mobility, involving predominantly young men and 

women, with a greater preference for London than in the case of other A10 migrants. It is also relatively 

recent, with a major upsurge over the past two years in both labour and student mobility. In the following 
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section I will further explore some of these characteristics by highlighting certain major themes related to 

migrants’ motivations, aims and settlement as they emerged from narrative interviews. 

 Preliminary results from a recent online survey (associated with the Leave/Stay project)
13

 may also be 

helpful in guiding our discussion. On a large (N = 5 200) but non-significant sample – in which those with 

higher education seem over-represented – the survey found that 77.8 per cent of Hungarians in the UK mi-

grated for work (about half of whom had a job offer before they moved), one in ten people had followed  

a partner, 7.2 per cent moved for studies, and just over 5 per cent went there without any specific aim, to ‘try 

their luck’ (MTA 2014). Before moving, 70 per cent had been in employment, 16 per cent had been study-

ing, and the remaining 14 per cent used to be unemployed, economically inactive, or sporadically employed 

on a short-term basis. One in five respondents considered ‘better study prospects’ and ‘curiosity, adventure’ 

as important factors in their migration decision, whereas two-thirds mentioned ‘higher living standards,’ and 

more than half, ‘better job opportunities.’
14

 For almost 20 per cent of the respondents, ‘loan repayment’ was 

an important factor, and for 10 per cent ‘financing a business’ topped the reasons for leaving Hungary behind 

(MTA 2014). We should bear in mind that the two latter reasons are more specific than the general dissatis-

faction with the economic situation in Hungary or the higher living standards and job opportunities in Brit-

ain, and they seem to reflect the experience of a more substantial number of people than the multitude of 

individual reasons that may exist. With his one-year experience as a migrant, Bence was unequivocal that: 

 

There are three types of Hungarians in London: those like me, who came here to work because they had 

lost their jobs or businesses and have families to support; those with no obligations back home, without 

families and free to do what they wish; and those who had a mortgage and could no longer pay, losing 

their houses (Bence, 44 years old, 29 May 2013).
15

 

 

This ‘emic’ evaluation has proved quite accurate, and many of my interviewees mentioned difficulties in 

supporting their businesses, or being unable to pay their mortgage, as their main reasons for migrating.  

Bankruptcy and the spectre of debt 

I proposed earlier that the slow and steady pace of economic decline and the ‘fossilisation’ of household debt 

may have had an influence on both delaying migration projects and the recent increase in emigration. Mi-

grant narratives can help us to understand the mechanisms behind such processes, and here I will briefly 

present two telling cases of former entrepreneurs and foreign-currency mortgage debtors.  

 According to Bence, who has been a painting contractor for almost fifteen years, the business environ-

ment in Hungary has been deteriorating slowly but steadily ever since he launched his enterprise in 2000, 

and plans to migrate have been on his mind ever since:  

 

My main reason for leaving is that I used to be a contractor and my business went bankrupt. There was 

this debt running in circles, and [subcontractors] were ‘forgetting’ to pay me... and I haven’t been paid 

up to this day. (…) This situation has been constant, but kept worsening year after year. Around 2000  

– this is just a rough estimation – in 7–8 jobs you ran into a situation [where you were not paid] maybe 

once. You can survive that. Then by 2011–2012 I was virtually merely covering my costs. Of 7–8 con-

tracts, around half were not settled (Bence, 44). 

 

In the experience of Balázs, who had worked in television for over twenty years, and at the time of the field-

work had been in London for almost a year, the situation in the media production business in Hungary was 



94 C. Moreh 

 

nothing better. He had also run his own company, producing media contents for television stations and ad-

vertising agencies: 

 

My last contract ended in December 2011, and I could feel that I wouldn’t be able to secure other jobs. 

Before that I hardly had finished a job and another one was already lined up, and often I had to give up 

contracts for lack of capacity. My last job was a two-year contract, with fewer and fewer parallel com-

missions, and by the second year it was the only one I held. That contract ended on 31st December, and 

around February I began realising that there may be no other choice for me than to leave (…), and final-

ly in July I decided to leave. I had by then used up my savings (Balázs, 47 years old, 27 May 2013). 

 

In the cases of both Bence and Balázs we can discern the previously hypothesised tendency to ‘bide time’ 

and postpone migration projects until all other options are exhausted, as with those who became caught up in 

the trap of foreign currency mortgage debt. Accounts of mortgage default-induced migration are all very 

similar: 

  

We had taken out not one loan, but four loans (…) and as long as we could pay them from our salaries, it 

wasn’t an issue. It became an issue when we took out a loan denominated in Swiss francs, and that hadn’t 

been an issue either for three years (…), but things changed in 2009 when the economic crisis hit and the 

rates started increasing. Then we took out another mortgage to buy off this one. (…) Finally I decided to 

leave because I could not afford the instalments (Luca, 46 years old, 6 June 2013). 

 

Apart from influencing migration decisions, debt may also affect the migration life-course in other subtle 

ways. Adam (50), for instance, sees the freedom opened up by EU accession as ‘salvation,’ while at the same 

time experiencing his migration as an ‘entrapment’: For me there is no return. I took out the foreign-

currency mortgage, I defaulted, and now I can’t do anything back home because the taxing authority would 

immediately come and take my entire income (Adam, 50 years old, 30 May 2013). 

Political corruption and policy miscalculations 

While the economic crisis is acknowledged in the narratives above as a major cause of their economic hard-

ships, many migrants perceive ‘politics’ – or political corruption – as the main culprit. In the Leave/Stay 

survey, almost half of the respondents answered that ‘bad political situation’ was a main reason behind their 

migration (MTA 2014). In my interviewees’ accounts, this overly general diagnosis concretised around very 

specific practices and policy decisions. For Bence, the ‘debt running in circles’ he mentioned was spiralling 

downwards within large state-funded infrastructural projects run by businesses related to political actors and 

involving a great number of subcontractors, with payments ‘vanishing’ somewhere along the way. According 

to him, the main problem lay in the very practice of commissioning government projects:  

 

Bids were settled at governmental level; it was in vain for a contractor to bid with a normal price, his ap-

plication was not even considered… the contract always went to the lowest bidder, and everyone knew 

what this entailed (Bence, 44). 

 

This practice, if indeed widespread, was ingrained in the economic and political culture of post-socialist 

marketisation and less connected to any particular political party. Others cite transformations taking place 

more specifically after the 2010 elections and the formation of a two-thirds supermajority government. Hav-
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ing worked primarily for national television channels, Balázs has also voiced his suspicions regarding the 

reasons why he no longer received new media production contracts, his accusations reflecting the wider so-

cial anxiety about growing government influence on the state media. These concerns led, in 2012, to Hunga-

ry’s ‘Freedom of the Press’ rating devaluation by Freedom House, which deemed that, By creating a central 

property management and production fund, the government deprived three previously independent institu-

tions – Hungarian Television (MTV), Hungarian Radio (Magyar Rádió), and Danube Television (Duna 

Televízió) – of their financial and organisational autonomy (Freedom House 2012). 

 Policy miscalculations in the area of education have also been referred to by some migrants. For Laura 

(41), who had been a teacher for fifteen years, the final push came as a consequence of a change in the law 

on public education, which now made it easier for local authorities with financial difficulties to hand over 

schools to religious institutions and escape the burden of having to maintain them (see Law LI of 2010): 

 

There has been a change of administration at the school where I used to work, and its management was 

taken over by the Reformed Church. (…) We had got used to working in a state school, many of us had 

been teaching there for 30–35 years, and now they brought in a totally new perspective, a new system… 

everything changed. (…) They told us they would like to work with us, that it is not an issue if we are not 

Protestant – I’m Catholic – we don’t have to become that… but when the time came, we experienced oth-

erwise. Many things happened that no longer worked for me (Laura, 41 years old, 28 May 2013). 

 

As Laura stressed, she and her husband had long cherished the dream of ‘experiencing living abroad,’ and 

what happened with her school only ‘came as a sign.’ It is, however, due to such policy miscalculations that 

a general dissatisfaction with the ‘political situation’ is becoming dominant, leading many to take advantage 

of the liberties offered by EU freedom-of-movement provisions. 

Higher education policies and youth mobility 

Education policies – especially those affecting the higher education sector – have had a much wider influ-

ence on migration potential, shaping the mobility aspirations of an entire generation of young adults. While 

higher education has generally been state-subsidised, the introduction of fees has often topped the political 

agenda in the past twenty years and, to gain approval, proposals have invariably taken the shape of rather 

complex arrangements. Since 2011 the rifest debates have been around the introduction of a ‘student con-

tract’ requiring state-funded students to work in Hungary for a certain period after graduation in order to 

recompense society for what it had invested in their education. The finally adopted and currently enforced 

law sets rather loose terms for this requirement; however, the enduring uncertainties regarding its content 

and a gloomy media discourse have made university education in Hungary seem less attainable and more 

risky.
16

 The popular reference to the ‘contract’ – or, rather, ‘declaration’ – by means of a historically charged 

expression denoting the boundedness of medieval serfs exacerbates the contrast with EU ideals of free 

movement, highlighting the latter as a viable alternative.  

 It is thus no surprise that Hungarian applications to UK universities have multiplied over the past two 

years, even amidst rising tuition fees (as seen in Figure 9 above), and that, in a recent survey, secondary-

school students in their final years came out as the subgroup the most inclined (52.8 per cent) to nurture mi-

gration ‘plans,’ with many of them (23.5 per cent) aiming to continue their studies abroad (Gödri, Feleky 

2013: 3). Another fresh survey of secondary-school students’ aspirations shows that 5.9 per cent of those 

planning to continue their studies have applied to foreign universities and, of those terminating their studies, 

25.6 per cent wish to find employment abroad (Makó, Tóth 2014: 16–18). One of the migration stories which 



96 C. Moreh 

 

best captures young people’s attitude towards mobility is that of Viktória (22). Following secondary school, 

Viktória, originally from a southern county of Hungary, studied applied graphic design at a further education 

college in Budapest. In the meantime she was accepted by a top provincial university, but chose to leave the 

country instead: 

 

I thought it through, that I have two–three options; the first – and most important – is that I begin my uni-

versity course. But I know myself, and I know I have high expectations, and that my mother is raising me 

on her own, and I cannot expect her to support me at the age of 21–22, to ask for money whenever I want 

to go out or buy a new dress. (…) And, well, I wanted to leave, to live, I’m young, and I thought I could 

study here too. (…) I wanted to continue my studies as a graphic designer, and this is how I set off a year 

ago, that I won’t be a waitress for the rest of my life, but that I want to study… to earn an English certifi-

cate in graphic design (Viktória, 22 years old, 21 June 2013).  

 

While the expected negative effects of youth emigration are an increasing cause for concern in Hungary, and 

there have been several recent governmental initiatives aimed at the ‘re-migration’ of qualified young pro-

fessionals (Lados, Hegedűs 2012), the consequences of the latest wave of student migration are yet impossi-

ble to ascertain. The experience of Emma (28), however, leads us to believe that the reverse transfer of skills 

and qualifications acquired in Britain may be more problematic than many would expect. Emma first arrived 

in the UK on an internship while a student in Budapest, where she had been enrolled on her ‘dream’ course 

at an expensive private university. Here, the medium of instruction was English, for which she paid with 

revenues from a family property sale: 

 

I didn’t want to do [the internship] back home, because my classes were in English anyway, and [in Hun-

gary] I wouldn’t have learnt anything new (…). In the end London caught my fancy so much that I began 

inquiring about courses, and I found one (…) that was similar to the one back home. I got in touch with 

the course director, and I was able to arrange for a transfer and finish the last year of my degree here 

(Emma, 28 years old, 2 July 2013). 

 

She took out a UK student loan to cover the fees, which – she says – were lower than what I had to pay in 

Hungary, and the conditions of the loan are also better than back home, while also working as a nanny 

alongside her internship and studies. After her graduation in 2011 she returned to Budapest enthusiastic 

about the career prospects her British qualification, international experience and language skills would open 

up, but she encountered difficulties: 

 

So I went home, and (laughs) could not find any work, because when I told them that I graduated in Lon-

don, everyone was like: ‘Oh, oh, London! Oh, okay, so you must be a millionaire. Then what do you need 

a job for?’ So, the general attitude was something like this, and I was truly flabbergasted… (Emma, 28). 

 

She remained in Hungary for a year, doing temporary jobs only remotely connected to her qualification and, 

in October 2012, she decided to return to London: I tried [to manage] back home with best of heart, but if 

this is their attitude… 

 The stories of Viktória and Emma also confirm that, within the EU migration system, educational, eco-

nomic and leisure motivations become conflated, disturbing supposed dichotomies between ‘skilled’ and 

‘unskilled,’ ‘elite’ and ‘non-elite’ mobilities (Parutis 2014). As has become obvious from many interviews, 

the level of English-language competence is the skill which plays the greatest role in migrants’ opportunities. 



Central and Eastern European Migration Review  97 

Language is a factor shaping migration motivation and hindering adaptation at the same time, while impact-

ing on employment and earning potential (Dustmann, Fabbri 2003; Johnston, Khattab, Manley 2014). In 

what follows, I examine these two aspects of language competence before closing with a discussion of the 

‘migration industry,’ yet another important element influencing migration decisions and adaptation.  

Language competence and labour-market incorporation 

For the younger generation, English represents their first foreign language. Over and above its better salary 

prospects, moving to Britain is also seen as an opportunity to improve these language skills (cf. Parutis 

2014). Viktória, whom I introduced earlier, arrived to London with limited practical language abilities alt-

hough she had studied English at school; this made it more difficult for her to continue her education in Brit-

ain as planned: 

 

I could not see myself not finding a job, and I found a job [as a waitress] within a week (…) I believe that 

there are certain steps: cleaner, waitress, receptionist… I’m young and I would work as a cleaner only as 

a last resort, because as a cleaner I could not practice the language; (…) as a waitress I have to com-

municate with the customers, they sometimes talk about the weather, where they work, so I can progress 

(…) My final, final, final aim would be to… I would very much like to work for the BBC as a graphic de-

sign editor. Yes, I know it sounds crazy, but… (…) The key is to learn English well, (…) to be able to ex-

press myself more eloquently (Viktória, 22). 

 

Viktória shows a clear expectation of professional advancement from ‘any job,’ through a ‘better job,’ to her 

‘dream job,’ a transition observed more widely among new migrants in Britain (Parutis 2014). Although 

dissatisfied with her current employment – the second since she arrived in London a year earlier – and seek-

ing to make her next step as a receptionist, she does not see her job as a trade-off between student life in 

Hungary and higher incomes in Britain, but as a necessary stage in her career development. Her knowledge 

of English was good enough to allow her not to begin her migrant career from what she perceives to be the 

lowest ‘rung’ on the ladder of success, but it may still be insufficient for advancement. She enrolled on a free 

language course at a local college, but her current job is less flexible, making it harder for her to complete 

her course, a common concern among those planning to combine work with studies. 

 It is worth placing these issues in a wider social context. There is a general dissatisfaction in Hungary 

with the population’s overall foreign-language skills, a frustration increasingly voiced in the wake of recent 

data on foreign-language competence across the EU, and national statistics regarding the falling number of 

language exams (European Commission 2012; KSH 2014). Among EU27 nationals, Hungarians feel the 

least able to understand English well enough to follow radio or TV news (12 per cent), to read press articles 

(12 per cent), or communicate online (16 per cent) (European Commission 2012). What ultimately makes the 

younger generation more susceptible to assuming the risks of migration while lacking confidence in their 

English-language ability is, on the one hand, a conviction that being abroad is the best method of language-

learning and, on the other, the requirement that a university degree may only be granted to those possessing  

a language-test certificate. This latter stipulation is the reason for one quarter of all university graduates in 

Hungary not receiving their diplomas (KSH 2014: 39). The situation has worsened in the past couple of 

years as a consequence of changes in the higher education admissions system, whereby extra points can be 

earned from a greater variety of different sources than for language tests alone. According to language-

teaching professionals, this situation is partly to blame for the continuous decrease in the number of language 

exam attempts since 2010 (KSH 2014), and also explains why interrupting one’s studies for a period working 
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abroad – as was indeed the case for several of my interviewees – or preferring post-graduation employment 

abroad below one’s qualification level, makes sense not only economically but also academically. 

 For many older-generation migrants, English is their second foreign language, as they studied German at 

school instead. In many cases family or friends were the main reason for going to Britain, and they often 

emphasise the openness of English society and the British labour market, which makes it easier to integrate 

even with limited language skills. Máté is representative of the 10 per cent who had followed a partner to 

Britain – as shown in the Leave/Stay survey cited at the beginning of this section – but their relationship 

ended soon after moving, leaving him on his own without any knowledge of English:  

 

My greatest surprise was that I arrived here without speaking any English at all, and they still hired me; 

(…) I was still able to obtain the documents I needed in order to find employment, starting with the NI 

number… and I did it all alone (Máté, 37 years old, 29 June 2013).  

 

Had it not been for his partner, Máté says, he would probably have gone to Germany, as he spoke German. 

For Jázmin it was precisely a brief and unpleasant previous experience in Germany which made her follow 

her friends to London in 2006, even though she did not speak English. She was also astounded by how easily 

she got her first job at a pub: 

 

On the phone I didn’t even understand if I got [the interview] (…) I had prepared a monologue anticipat-

ing what they might ask me, confident that once there I could prove myself (…) [The manager] asked if  

I would like to work there and made [a wide gesture with his hands]. I didn’t understand a word, and 

thought he was asking if I had worked in a place like that before. I said no (…) He asked me two more 

times, probably thinking that I’m demented, and in the end I said ‘Yes’ (…) The manager just laughed 

and laughed (…) and he must have pitied me, because I got the job (…) To succeed in the hospitality in-

dustry you need to work hard, and smile. The English (…) take it much easier than a Hungarian would if, 

in a restaurant, they couldn’t understand the waiter (Jázmin, 34 years old, 3 June 2013). 

 

Others have chosen Britain without having any acquaintances there. Balázs – whose difficulties in maintain-

ing his media production business in Hungary we have already heard about – found employment as a hotel 

porter and later as a cleaner. Although he had never studied English, and Britain was not among his first 

choices as a destination, language nevertheless played a central role in his decision: 

 

My first choice was Sweden, because my brother-in-law is there and I thought it is better to have at least 

someone who could help; but I don’t speak any Swedish, very little English, and if I must learn a new 

language, I would rather it not be Swedish, which I would make no use of later in life. My second choice 

was Australia, then New Zealand but, at 47, without knowing the language, it is impossible. (…) There 

was nothing left but England, where there are many (…) organisations on the internet, and they take care 

of everything (Balázs, 47). 

 

The logical trajectory exhibited in Balázs’s testimony was very common among those who migrated without 

any language proficiency and with only weak social ties in Britain. From a behavioural economics perspec-

tive, such decisions could be explained as ‘expected utility maximisation’: with the risks roughly equal in 

Sweden and England – given the existence of the online ‘migration industry’ – the value of English as the 

global language is increasingly taken into consideration as an expected additional benefit, secured even if the 

main aims of the migration project ultimately fail. A final factor in the mobility of Hungarians to London 
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that I outline here is the emerging online migration industry, which aided the migration and accommodation 

of many of my interviewees.  

Accommodation and the online migration industry 

As mentioned before, 2013 saw the highest influx of Hungarians in Britain and, at the time of my fieldwork, 

the ‘migration industry’ was booming. Describing it in relation to the Polish case, Garapich (2008) defines 

this special sector of the service industry as a set of specialised social actors and commercial institutions that 

profit directly not only from human mobility but also from effective adaptation into the new environment 

(2008: 736). As the first function is increasingly taken over by large multinational low-cost flight operators, 

services relating to migrant ‘adaptation’ are gaining ever greater importance. There are currently several 

companies offering different services to Hungarians wishing to move to London, and they play a crucial role 

in facilitating and perpetuating migration, making possible the more ‘individualistic’ type of mobility I al-

luded to earlier.  

 For the purposes of my fieldwork I appealed to the services of probably the largest – but certainly the best 

known and with the widest online presence – company providing temporary and long-term accommodation 

in London, with offices in both Budapest and the British capital. The firm, established in February 2004, acts 

mainly as a letting agency (primarily sub-letting, but with an increasing portfolio of company-owned proper-

ties), but also provides complementary free services to clients, such as job-search advice, CV editing, or 

booking interviews for national-insurance-number requests and bank-account applications. For a fee, it is 

even possible to arrange a pick-up from the point of arrival in the country, delivered by an associated Hun-

garian taxi service. The company also publishes a periodical informative booklet and maintains a website 

where affiliated businesses can post their offerings and opportunities. According to information on their 

webpage, they currently have more than 120 properties with over 600 available rooms and studio flats. The 

majority of the rooms are singles or shared by two people, equipped with the basic amenities – including 

broadband internet – and are located in the north, north-west and north-east of London (cf. the distribution of 

Hungarian speakers in London on Map 3 above). The company offers ‘short-term’ (four nights to two weeks) 

and a ‘long-term’ (over two weeks) rental options, with shared-room prices of 15 GBP per person per night 

for short-term stays, or between 60 to 100 GBP per week (around 75–130 euros), bills inclusive, for longer 

contracts.  

 Of course, not all newcomers live in accommodation provided by such agencies and most of their cus-

tomers eventually move out to houses with lower occupancy and better conditions. Almost all of my inter-

locutors who had arrived during the previous twelve months were searching for a new abode – adhering to 

the general trend of ‘residential hypermobility,’ especially among those in the early stages of their migration, 

as observed by Trevena et al. (2013: 684). Nevertheless, under the conditions described above, the difficulty 

and risks of moving for someone without any ‘strong’ social ties or knowledge of English, but enough confi-

dence in securing employment rapidly, are reduced to a minimum. 

 Recruitment agencies and individual recruiters are also actively present on web forums and in social-

media groups, raising the confidence of transnational jobseekers and providing the missing link in the suc-

cess of the resettlement, with all the well-documented risks and insecurities involved in such mediation 

(Garapich 2008; Trevena et al. 2013). As became apparent from my interviews, several agencies offering 

accommodation and employment mediation have gained a rather negative reputation, and many migrants 

consult and share their experiences of different intermediaries on specialised online blogs. The existence of 

such channels for the timely circulation of information and the possibilities they create for direct interaction 

between different actors – what we may collectively call the ‘online migration industry’ – is one of the dis-
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tinct features of international migration in the age of the internet, and it is no less representative of Hungarian 

migration to the UK. 

Concluding remarks 

My aim in this paper was to describe and explain some of the migratory processes of Hungarian nationals. 

Compared to other countries in the region, Hungary has shown lower levels of emigration both before and 

following EU accession, but this trend has recently begun to change. Looking at the case of migration to the 

United Kingdom, immigration from Hungary intensified as rates from other Central Eastern European coun-

tries were declining. Based on my own calculations, the paper estimates that there are around 76 000 Hun-

garian nationals presently living in the UK, and that more than half of those entering the country with the 

purpose of taking up employment stay for a fairly short period. Like other CEE migrants, ‘fluidity,’ ‘individ-

uality,’ a relative gender balance and a great variety of reasons, aims and opportunities are the main features 

of Hungarian post-accession mobility.  

 It is hard to appraise the future development of the phenomenon described above, as the lives of migrants 

are riddled with uncertainty. Some of those whose migration stories I have highlighted in this paper could 

easily be identified as ‘hamsters’ – according to the typology designed by Eade, Drinkwater and Garapich 

(2007) for Polish migrants in the UK – wishing to stay only for as long as necessary in order to achieve  

a certain goal. The majority of my interviewees, however, were ‘searchers,’ leaving open the question of 

return, expressing the wish to advance professionally and socially in Britain, and taking steps towards 

achieving those aims. Predominantly ‘young, individualistic and ambitious,’ as Eade et al. (2007) describe 

this group, their refusal to confine themselves to one nation-state setting underlines their adaptation to  

a flexible, deregulated and increasingly transnational, post-modern capitalist labour market (2007: 11). For 

them ‘in-betweenness’ is not something to be resolved, but to be lived as a lifestyle. 

 Others seem driven by an implacable frustration with circumstances in Hungary and, although – in con-

trast to the ‘stayers’ identified by Eade et al. – many have moved to Britain fairly recently, they are deter-

mined never to return ‘home.’ It is noteworthy that 38 per cent of the respondents to the Leave/Stay survey 

‘are not planning to return at all,’ while another 35 per cent are ‘certainly not returning in the coming five 

years’ (MTA 2014). Two-thirds of the people in that sample arrived in the UK since 2010. 

 As I attempted to show in this paper, the latest rise in the mobility of Hungarians was engendered by  

a long economic decline and policy miscalculations. While the cases discussed here are far from representing 

all the migrants, they are well able to capture the many forces driving this ‘new’ mobility, which may be-

come more dominant in Hungary’s second decade of EU membership than it was during the first. 

Notes 

1
 In this paper I use the following taxonomic terms to group countries: EU15 as the ‘old’ EU member-

states; A12 as the countries which joined the EU in 2004 and 2007; A10 as the countries which took part 

in the 2004 enlargement; A8 as the Central European and Baltic members of the A10; A2 as the two East-

ern European countries which took part in the 2007 enlargement; and the CEE as the A8 plus A2. 
2
 Author’s calculations based on Eurostat data (cf. Figure 2). 

3 Among all A12 countries, only Estonia and Latvia registered GDP decreases in 2008 while, in 2009, 

when the recession had truly reached Central Eastern Europe, the fall in total GDP compared to the previ-

ous year was a further 14.1 per cent in Estonia, 17.7 in Latvia and 14.8 in Lithuania, more than three 
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times the EU28 average of 4.5 per cent, and twice the 7.8 per cent of Slovenia, the next highest in the re-

gion (Eurostat data). For a detailed analysis of the financial crisis in the CEE, consult Aslund (2010). 
4
 Indeed, based on 2004 GDP rates, the coefficient of determination is 0.718. 

5
 My own Freedom of Information request with the UK Department for Work and Pensions, which might 

hold relevant information, has not yet received a reply. 
6
 These statistics need some specification. My analysis relies on the CT0161 census dataset on ‘passports 

held by year of arrival in the UK by country of birth,’ containing only data for England and Wales. For 

national representativeness I added data from the Northern Ireland [QS206NI] and Scotland [QS203SC] 

census detailing only ‘country of birth.’ In the final count, however, I excluded those Hungarian-born in 

England and Wales who possessed British passports, the majority having arrived prior to 2004 and, in 

fact, two-thirds before 1970 (see Table 1 above). This option was not available for the Irish and Scottish 

data but, as the number of Hungarian-born registered there is very low (999 and 2 943 respectively), this 

should not distort the estimation significantly. The non-Hungarian-born are also excluded, i.e. Hungarian 

citizens (or ethnic Hungarians) born in any other country or Hungarian children born in the UK. These 

data therefore represent mainly the ‘first generation.’ Also, they only count the ‘usually resident popula-

tion’ defined by the ONS as people ‘who had been resident or intended to be resident in the UK for a pe-

riod of 12 months or more’ (Office for National Statistics). Therefore, numbers may include some of 

those who arrived during the 12-month period before 27 March 2011 (census day), while excluding oth-

ers. ‘National Insurance Number Allocations to Adult Overseas Nationals Entering the UK’ after the cen-

sus reflects country of citizenship, and thus includes those born outside Hungary, but not the children. Its 

major drawbacks are that it only registers ‘labour migrants’ and does not record out-flows. I have tried to 

deal with the challenge posed by this latter shortcoming as outlined below (see Table 1), and I believe the 

present estimate to reflect ‘usually resident’ Hungarians in keeping with the above definition. 
7
 The latest available APS dataset for December 2012 estimates the number of Hungarians at 49 000  

(+/– 10 000). My calculation for the same date results in 61 618 estimated ‘usually resident’ Hungarian 

migrants. For an assessment of the different available migration data sources, see e.g. Drinkwater and 

Garapich (2011), Boden and Rees (2010). 
8
 While the two statistics do not necessarily cover the same population, it is not unreasonable to assume  

a high level of agreement, and I shall treat them as coterminous. 
9
 Jivraj, Simpson and Marquis (2012) have discovered a similar trend for A8 migrants based on school 

census data; also cf. Bauere et al. (2007); Simpson, Finney (2009); Trevena, McGhee, Heath (2013). 
10

 For more details on the Standard Occupational Classification (SOC 2000), see the Higher Education 

Statistics Agency: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=102&ItemI 

d=143&limit=1&start=13#submaj (accessed: 16 December 2014). 
11

 Romanian and Bulgarian nationals who joined the EU in 2007 did not have free access to the British 

labour market until January 2014, self-employment being for them the primary form of economic activity 

they could undertake. 
12

 During the fieldwork a total of 27 interviews were conducted with Hungarian speakers, of which 17 

were Hungarian citizens with a previous Hungarian address. Data in this paper are from these 17 inter-

views. Initial research participants in the overall project were selected based on a purposeful random 

sampling procedure, mainly from social media communities (6 participants), followed by chain-referral 

sampling (21 participants). 
13 The Leave/Stay survey was administered by researchers at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA) 

during May 2014, complementing a documentary film series on migrants’ experiences (http://www.men 
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jekmaradjak.hu/english/, accessed: 16 December 2014). Preliminary results have been disseminated in 

press releases. 
14

 Factors given the two highest values on a scale of one to ten. 
15

 Interviews were conducted in Hungarian and translated by the author. I use pseudonyms throughout the 

paper to safeguard the anonymity of the participants. 
16 Law No. CCIV. of 2011 on national higher education, Ch.12, Section 28/A, §48/A stipulates that (par-

tially) state-funded students will have to hold employment in Hungary for a period commensurate to the 

length of their funded studies during the twenty years following their graduation, otherwise – including if 

they fail to graduate in timely fashion – they must reimburse the amount of their scholarships. 
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