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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This diagnostic report serves as part of the REALISE-Making the most of our human capital 

by 2020 project, funded by the European Fund for the Integration of Third Country Nationals. 

The project was designed to address the overqualification of immigrants participating in the 

European labor market in order to help migrants realize their potential, to increase host 

country labor market productivity and to overall get closer to the European Union’s Europe 

2020 goals. The report’s primary functions were to reveal and analyze overqualification’s 

local root causes and severity in the greater Budapest area. We decided to use the greater 

Budapest area instead of Budapest proper because of the high amount of commuter belt 

communities surrounding the capital that provide substantial host country and migrant labor 

force to Budapest.   

 

Since Hungary’s migrant population is only 2% of the total population, supplemented by an 

extra 1,5% of naturalized Hungarian citizens, and the vast majority of migrants live in the 

greater Budapest area, we focused on all overqualified migrants participating in this labor 

market, and addressed gender and age considerations where appropriate. Our case study 

draws on empirical qualitative and quantitative studies executed by Hungarian and 

international scholars, insight from our Panel of Local Key Stakeholders and interviews with 

other interested parties.   

 

Based on available studies, migrant overqualification in Hungary and the greater Budapest 

area does not reach 10% for any migrant groups. This report has found and argued that such 

low number of overqualified migrants and therefore such low level of severity can be credited 

to the type of migrants choosing Hungary their destination. In order to support this argument 

and to expose root causes, we highlighted and analyzed subgroups of migrants living in 

greater Budapest, examined the environment where overqualification takes place and 

compared receiving country overqualification to migrant overqualification.  

 

Ethnic Hungarians coming from Hungary’s neighboring countries, Chinese and Vietnamese 

migrants, and a heterogeneous third subgroup mainly focusing on Ukrainians, Arabs and 

Turkish constituted the three subgroups this report utilized. This categorization is justified by 

the size and the relative homogeneity of the first two groups when it comes to their migration 

strategies and integration characteristics, and the excessive heterogeneity of the third 

subgroup that allows us to raise and examine overqualification-related questions that would 

not arise if we solely studied the first two subgroups.    
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Being an ethnic Hungarian and coming from a similar cultural and language background 

substantially affect migrants’ ability to secure appropriate jobs for their qualifications. 

Hungary is in the special situation that large ethnic Hungarian populations live in Hungary’s 

neighboring countries without actually having ever moved. After Slovakia and Romania’s EU 

accession, ethnic Hungarians coming from Serbia and the Ukraine represent Hungary’s 

present day largest non-EU migrant groups, and the cohorts studied under the first subgroup 

of this report. Ethnic Hungarian migrants possess great host country social networks, 

excellent language skills and they come from education systems similar to Hungary’s. Based 

on these characteristics, it is not surprising that this subgroup includes the smallest number 

of overqualified migrants. The only major labor market barriers they face are interrelated. 

Employers are reluctant to hire third country nationals because of a perceived more difficult 

hiring process. The lack of transparency and knowledge of the rules on third country 

nationals’ employment and the discrimination based on their status constitute the two major 

barriers ethnic Hungarians face. 

 

Greater Budapest’s Chinese and Vietnamese migrants display ethnic enclave economy 

characteristics that substantially affect their overall labor and overqualification situation. Their 

bridgehead communities arrived in the 1990s to Budapest and created a successful 

entrepreneurial model that still dominates these ethnicities’ business activities today. Taking 

advantage of their abundance of transnational ties and connections with the world’s biggest 

production nation, China, and the quickly developing country of Vietnam, present trade 

opportunities that have proven extremely successful in the Hungarian market. Therefore, 

over 90% of Vietnamese and Chinese immigrants in Budapest engage in the trade business. 

Their overrepresentation in this one sector and their self-employment or employment by co-

ethnics represent typical characteristics of an ethnic enclave economy. On one hand, 

advantages of such enclaves in greater Budapest include an ethnic discrimination-free 

environment, working with co-ethnics they deem trustworthy and the ease of newly arrived 

migrants finding jobs. On the other hand, such Budapest-based ethnic enclaves present 

disadvantages, such as segmented labor market integration and language isolation that both 

hinder integration and make it harder for overqualified migrants to find appropriate jobs 

outside the enclave. Cultural factors, like identifying the family as the most important unit in 

Eastern societies contrasted with the individualistic value system of Western societies also 

need to be considered when looking at overqualification. Chinese and Vietnamese teachers, 

accountants and lawyers might not see engaging in the family business a step back from 

their home country occupations. These family-owned businesses are highly successful, and 

contribute to the receiving country’s economic success by paying taxes, creating jobs and 
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lowering the host country’s inactive working age population rate. Therefore, engaging in such 

flourishing transnational businesses, and capitalizing on their transnational competitive 

advantage does not necessarily mean involuntary overqualification for highly skilled migrants 

and economic disadvantage to the home economy originating from the lack of human capital 

maximization. Nevertheless, those overqualified Chinese and Vietnamese who want to work 

outside the enclave face significant barriers that their co-ethnics staying within the enclave 

can avoid. These barriers include host country language abilities, degree recognition, and 

low level of receiving society social networks that could equip them with knowledge and 

connections in the host labor market. 

 

Our third subgroup mainly engages with Ukrainian, Arab and Turkish migrants who do not 

possess the language and cultural advantages of ethnic Hungarian migrants and the ethnic 

enclave opportunities of the Chinese and the Vietnamese cohorts. Due to the fact that a large 

portion of ethnic Hungarians arrive from the Ukraine, it is important to specify that Ukrainians 

under this subgroup are constituted by those Ukrainian citizens who are not ethnic 

Hungarians. Based on their extremely high ratio of tertiary educated migrants, the Ukraine’s  

low wages for highly educated workers, and the small number of Ukrainian migrant business 

owners would make them seem like prime targets for migrant overqualification. Nevertheless, 

Ukrainians actually fare better in overqualification statistics when compared to Arabs and 

Turkish. The reasons behind their lower ratio of overqualified migrants can be found in 

structural similarities, such as the sending and receiving countries’ common Eastern Block 

past, geographical proximity, and similar education systems that facilitate degree recognition. 

Gender considerations are highly relevant for Ukrainian migrants, and based on studies 

examining their less than 10% overqualified population, Ukrainian women are more exposed 

to overqualification than their male co-ethnics. The high number of Ukrainian men arriving to 

Hungary with existing job offers, and their wives and children following them to Hungary can 

explain this phenomenon. The genders’ equal representation is very characteristic of the 

Ukrainians, but not for Arab and Turkish migrants. In the latter cohorts, males are vastly 

overrepresented. When we look at the mostly Muslim Arab and Turkish migrants in 

Budapest, their less than 10% overqualification rate can be looked at from two different 

angles. On one hand, this ratio is far less than their Western European co-ethnics face. On 

the other hand, their overqualification numbers in Budapest are superior compared to all the 

other ethnicities studied in this report. It is important to note that there is an apparent 

difference between the older, more educated Turkish and Arab cohorts and the recently 

arrived entrepreneur and student populations. While there are no sizeable ethnic Turkish and 

Arab enclaves in Hungary per se, their increasing number of entrepreneurs can be observed. 
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When we examine barriers this subgroup’s representatives come across, we see that degree 

recognition, language abilities and regulatory aspects are of the highest importance.             

         

Overall, ethnic Hungarians’ cultural and language characteristics, Chinese and Vietnamese 

ethnic enclave economy advantages, and the relative high number of those third subgroup 

migrants who arrive with job offers strongly shape the overall low level of overqualification in 

the greater Budapest area. Recently arrived migrants constitute the cohort most affected by 

overqualification across all three subgroups. It is important to note that for Chinese and 

Vietnamese entrepreneurial migrants, such temporary overqualification is part of a very well 

defined learning curve that leads to eventual business ownership. For the other subgroups, 

and for those Chinese and Vietnamese who intend to leave the enclave, such highly 

predetermined learning curve is not generally present. Overall, reducing barriers recently 

arrived migrants face will further diminish migrant overqualification in the greater Budapest 

area, and will benefit the migrants, the receiving economy and the European Union.        

  

 

 

2. INTRODUCTION 

 

2.1. Introduction of the REALISE project 

 

In this section the report’s primary aims will be identified, definitions will be constructed, and 

the broader environment in which overqualification happens will be introduced. 

 

The REALISE – Making the most of our human capital by 2020 project was called to life at 

the realization that in the European Union “two thirds of employed high-skilled migrants are in 

jobs for which they are over-qualified1.  While overqualification is a global phenomenon in the 

developed world2, this percentage is striking, and it calls for the examination of its economic 

and social effects. In the meantime, the European Union’s Europe 2020 aspirations set out to 

increase European labor market participation from 69% to 75%, and to create a sustainably 

competitive Europe. In this setting, productive labor market participation is deemed highly 

important and people employed in occupations not meeting their levels of qualification is 

                                            
1 Commission publication Employment in Europe 2008, p 85-6 
http://ec.europa.en/social/main.jsp?catId=113&langId=en&newId=415&furtherNews=yes 
2 OECD Employment Outlook 2001 , http://www.oecdpublishing.org/multilingual-
summeries/empl-outlook-2011-sum/html/empl_outlook-2011-sum-en.html 
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disadvantageous not only for such workers, but also for the European labor market and for 

Europe’s competitiveness. Since migrants are affected by overqualification in such great 

numbers, this project focuses specifically on overqualified migrants participating in the 

European labor market. Creating local diagnostic reports represents the first project 

milestone in addressing migrant overqualification at local levels, and is followed by pilot local 

interventions at a later stage. This study’s primary aims are to reveal and examine the most 

significant local factors leading to migrant overqualification (a.k.a. local root causes), and to 

what extent migrant overqualification is relevant in our locality and what is the level of 

overqualification experienced among immigrants (a.k.a.severity).  

   

 

2.2. Definitions 

 

In this report, overqualification is understood as possessing academic and/or professional 

qualifications that are superior to the academic and/or professional qualifications required to 

successfully execute one’s job.  

 

Selecting the group of migrants to use for a study is always challenging, because these 

groups often overlap, different statistics cover differing groups of migrants, and phenomena 

like circular migration, dual citizenship, irregular migration and migrants living an increasingly 

transnational life create sub-groups that could be harder to capture in statistical data. For the 

purpose of this report the term overqualified migrants refers to those non-European Union 

nationals who have been lawfully residing in Hungary for over three months, and work in 

occupations they are overqualified for. Asylum seekers and refugees are not included in this 

category. In Hungary, the overall migrant population is very small, therefore this report 

focuses on migrant overqualification in general, and it addresses possible gender inequalities 

and age considerations when appropriate.  

 

 

2.3. Environment 

 

In this section, the wider environment where migrant overqualification takes place will be 

discussed. 
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2.3.1. Transnationalism 

 

Transnationalism is a trend that influences a wide range of migration-related areas, such as 

for example integration and migrant identity, and it has some special relevance to Hungary’s 

migrant populations.  

 

Globalization, and the improved means of communication (such as the free service of 

Skype), transportation (lower airfares), and institutions specializing in sending money across 

borders without the information compliance requirements of banks (for example Western 

Union) make it easier to live across borders more than ever in the twenty-first century. Living 

increasingly transnational lives facilitates migrants’ transnational business ties that are very 

relevant for Hungary’s Chinese and Vietnamese migrant communities that will be discussed 

in detail in the fourth chapter of this report. 

 

At the same time, Fox’s reverse transnationalism3 concept is very much applicable to ethnic 

Hungarian immigrants who arrive from Hungary’s neighboring countries. While traditionally 

the sending country seems to seek ties with the Diaspora (like in Mexico’s or India’s case for 

example), in Hungary’s situation, in the past twenty years the receiving country has 

introduced several measures that meant to reconnect with co-ethnics living abroad. As Fox 

explains, there exists a deterritorialized definition of the Hungarian nation, namely “all 

Hungarians irrespective of citizenship”4. Ethnic Hungarian migration to Hungary will be 

addressed in detail in the fourth chapter of this report.     

 

 

2.3.2. Hungary, an immigration country 

 

Hungary, being one of the first states to politically leave the Eastern Block, and to open its 

borders to the West, positioned itself as a transit country for migrants fleeing from states still 

part of the communist system, and for migrants coming from Asian and African countries. 

While the Eastern Block communist regimes gradually fell apart, migration through Hungary 

continued, and Hungary’s transit country role remained prevalent for years. The vast majority 

of immigrants choosing Hungary as their final destination were and still are ethnic 

Hungarians. 

                                            
3 Fox, Jon E. 2007. “From national inclusion to economic exclusion: ethnic Hungarian labor 
migration to Hungary.” Nations and Nationalism, Vol.13 No.1. p77 
4 Ibid p77 
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In the meantime, the profile of non-European immigrants to Hungary is certainly more diverse 

in 2012 than it was right after the transition. Chinese, Vietnamese, Ukrainian, Turkish, Arabic 

and a small number of African migrants from a wide range of African countries chose 

Hungary as their temporary or permanent home. In addition, with the entry of numerous 

global companies into the Hungarian market, a growing American, Australian and South-East 

Asian top manager population arrived. This report divides Hungary’s migrant population into 

three subgroups. Ethnic Hungarians, who make up Hungary’s most sizeable migrant 

population; Chinese and Vietnamese migrants, because together they constitute the second 

largest group and they display very similar integration characteristics; and all other groups 

together, because they are too small in size to account for individually and their 

heterogeneity opens up the discussion on aspects that would not come up while examining 

solely the first two subgroups. The subgroups will be addressed in detail in chapter four.  

 

Because of Hungary’s relatively new status as an immigration country, it faces vastly different 

challenges than its Western European EU partners come across. In Hungary, education and 

labor seclusion, segregation, discrimination, and racial violence are not primarily associated 

with immigrants5, but with Hungary’s indigenous minority Roma population. As a result of this 

situation, Hungary lacks integration policy measures implemented in Western European 

countries. Nevertheless, the native population has a general negative attitude towards 

immigrants that can result in various forms of discrimination, including labor market 

discrimination that will be studied in chapter four of this report.            

 

 

2.3.3. Socio-economic considerations 

 

Socio-economic considerations, such as aging population, the low rate of the active 

Hungarian working age population in the Hungarian labor market, and the country’s 

economic situation, including the current economic recession’s effects on it, are extremely 

relevant for getting a better picture of the environment in which overqualification happens. 

The latter two will be introduced here and discussed in detail in chapter four under pertinent 

economic information, and aging population will be addressed here.    

  

                                            
5 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest, p8 
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As defined by McDonald6, demographic sustainability means at least zero population growth. 

Aging population occurs when low fertility is combined with longer life expectancy and a level 

of immigration not high enough to compensate the above two aspects. As Demeny7 explains, 

population size is important to provide resources for the work force and from a more 

mercantilist approach, to keep up and accelerate demand in the domestic market. 

 

The traditional Eastern European marriage model, as explained by Lengyel and Repetto8, 

characterized by early marriage and very low number of people who stay unmarried, had 

been challenged and modified by a changing value system, the more diversified role of 

women, the prolonged years of education, and having children at a later age. The country’s 

demographic pattern has drastically changed. Hungary has one of the lowest fertility rates in 

Europe. Interestingly, Hungary already offers a generous maternity package and one of the 

longest maternity leaves in Europe, and the reasons behind low fertility can be found in the 

risk aversive behaviour of potential parents due to the economic state of the country, and the 

private sector’s negative attitude towards mothers.    

 

The country’s severe aging population trend particularly calls for increased labor market 

productivity that can be achieved through the high labor activity of the working age 

population, and through maximizing the productivity of workers by putting them in positions 

where they can be most productive given their qualifications. The labor market situation in 

Hungary is characterized by the high number of inactive population due to a three year long 

maternity leave system, the large number of disability retirees, the significance of the under 

the table economy, and employees’ skills not matching employers’ skill demands. Hungary’s 

labor market dynamics are also strongly linked to how the country’s economy is performing.    

 

Hungary’s economic situation went through an evolution from the country’s 1989 economic 

and political transition to today. At the time of the transition, Hungary’s planned economy 

past was replaced by a free market economy future. Since 1989, Hungary became a member 

of the OECD in 1995, the WTO in 1996, and the European Union in 2004. With its full 

membership status in the common European market underlined by the free movement of 

                                            
6 McDonald, Peter. 2002. “Sustaining Fertility through Public Policy: The Range of Options.” 
Population (English Edition, 2002), Vol. 57, No. 3. p418 
7 Demeny, Paul. 2003. “Population Policy Dilemmas in Europe at the Dawn of the Twenty-
First Century”. Population and Development Review, Vol 29, No. 1. p3 
8 Lengyel Cook, Maria Sophia and Repetto, Robert. 1982.  “The Relevance of the Developing 
Countries to Demographic Transition Theory: Further Lessons from the Hungarian 
Experience.” Population Studies, Vol. 36, No. 1. p108 



 12 

goods, services and people, Hungary’s economy faced vastly different challenges than it 

came across during the communist era. The country’s reliance on imported goods increased, 

and Hungarian service companies experienced new competition from large service providers 

from other member states. The free movement of people would qualify as the most relevant 

aspect from our migration standpoint, but due to other member states’ nationals not being 

considered third country nationals, their analysis falls outside the scope of this report.    

 

The current economic recession hit Hungary particularly hard because of the country’s high 

national debt, budget and trade deficit, decrease in investments, reduction of real wages and 

consumption, and low level of GDP. In the past three months, all three major credit rating 

agencies (Moody’s, Standard & Poor’s, Fitch) downgraded Hungarian debt to a non-

investment speculative grade. Hungary’s tough economic prospects make it harder for both 

the country’s native and migrant populations to obtain positions matching their qualifications. 

 

 

2.3.4. Why is Budapest a suitable location to examine migrant overqualification in Hungary? 

 

Budapest is a suitable location choice to address migrant overqualification for various 

reasons. First, the greater Budapest area is home to the country’s most sizeable migrant 

population9. Secondly, Budapest, being Hungary’s capital, serves as the seat of all national 

governmental bodies, a significant NGO community, and a wide range of profit-oriented 

companies. Finally, because of Budapest’s central leadership role in Hungary, any progress 

made in the Budapest labor market can serve as a guideline for Hungary’s other regions.  

 

 

 

 

3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This diagnostic report presents a case study of migrant overqualification in the Budapest 

area. It relies on empirical research (expert interviews, surveys and fieldwork research) 

carried out by Hungarian and international scholars, feedback from our Panel of Local Key 

Stakeholders, and one-on-one interviews conducted by Menedek staff. 

                                            
9 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p36 
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Researchers from the Hungarian Academy of Science have approached overqualification 

from an integration angle. It has been acknowledged that the phenomenon of migrant 

overqualification hinders migrants’ effective integration into the host society. In addition, with 

the European Union’s Europe 2020 aspirations aiming to increase the Union’s 

competitiveness through the maximization of its human capital, overqualification has been 

identified as a factor significantly affecting European labor market productivity. Both migrant 

integration and overqualification’s effects on the host economy’s productivity serve as a 

frame for this report.  

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, this study’s primary aim is to examine migrant 

overqualification’s local root causes and severity. In order to obtain appropriate information 

and to perform an analysis, data has been collected from a wide range of sources. First, we 

reviewed existing literature on the topic. Quantitative data has been drawn from statistics 

from employment authorities, the Office of Immigration and Nationality, and quantitative 

studies executed by researchers. Qualitative observations were based on interviews, group 

interviews, and informal discussions completed by researchers. Secondly, we interviewed 

interested parties who were not able to partake in our regular panel, nevertheless could 

provide important information and insight for the analysis. Finally, we obtained abundant 

useful information and insight from our Panel of Local Key Stakeholders during our 

stakeholder meetings, individual interviews and group interviews.  

 

Our Panel of Local Key Stakeholders is at the core of our research, and it plays an essential 

role in the later pilot intervention phase of the project. This panel brings together a wide 

range of interested parties whose insight and opinion is crucial in understanding migrant 

overqualification’s root causes and severity. Our Panel includes migrants, employers, local 

NGOs, governmental stakeholders and researchers. Each stakeholder is an expert in one or 

more of the report’s identified barriers that prevent migrants finding positions appropriate for 

their qualifications. One of the most visible and emphasized barriers is language. NGOs 

directly interacting with migrants are particularly well situated to get feedback from migrants 

on the severity of the language barrier. Government authorities are responsible for 

recognizing the level of foreign degrees (Hungarian Equivalence and Information Center), 

granting immigrants residency and work permits (Office of Immigration and Nationality), and 

for improving employment participation rates (National Employment Service). Academic and 

policy researchers have analytical experience that links all of the above areas together. Our 

panel includes representatives from all of these genres.    

 



 14 

Overall, we have incorporated numerous quantitative and qualitative methods to best obtain 

relevant information to complete our below analysis. 

 

 

 

4. ANALYSIS 

 

4.1. General labor market situation 

 

In this section, Hungary’s general labor market situation will be reviewed, migrants’ 

employment characteristics will be examined, and Budapest’s labor market specifications will 

be explored. Looking at Hungary’s labor market situation before focusing on Budapest is 

justified because Hungary has a very small migrant population, and such population’s vast 

majority resides in the greater Budapest area, therefore trends observed in the Hungarian 

labor market strongly affect greater Budapest’s migrant cohorts.  

 

4.1.1. Pertinent economic information 

 

Hungary’s economy has been experiencing substantial difficulty for the past couple of years. 

This difficulty can be credited to the low level of activity of the country’s working age 

population, the demographic trend of aging population, and the current economic recession 

among others. It is important to note that other European Union countries’ difficulties have 

also had a negative effect on Hungary’s economy. The weakening Euro strongly affected the 

strength of the Forint, and the reduction of Hungarian export to other member states 

increased Hungary’s trade deficit.  

 

Looking at home country labor market participation will allow us to better understand the 

labor market migrants intend to participate in. The percentage of active working age 

population in Hungary is very low in comparison to the EU average. While 72.8% of working 

age males and 59.1% of females participated in the European job market, only 63% of 

Hungarian working age males and 50.6% of females were working in 2009.10 These numbers 

can be credited to a number of socio-economic factors. The high number of disability-based 

retirees in Hungary is unusually high, and can be credited not only to certain employees’ 

complete inability to work, but also to strategies aimed at avoiding unemployment. 

                                            
10 Monostori, Judit; Őri, Péter; S. Molnár, Edit; Spéder, Zsolt. 2009. Demográfiai Portré 2009-
Jelentés a magyar népesség helyzetéről. KSH Népességtudományi Kutató Intézet, Budapest  
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Monostori11 emphasizes that although there is a strong correlation between illness and 

disability-based retirement, one is not necessarily determinant of the other. The difficult job 

market and employee skill supplies not matching the employers’ skill demands were 

particularly relevant factors soon after the transition. The socialist planned economy’s 

inclusion of large cohorts of unskilled workers ended with the post-transition market 

economy, and such unskilled workers were laid off in high numbers. Most of them worked in 

physical occupations, and they were able to qualify under the highly loose disability criteria 

set by regulations. For some of these unskilled workers, disability benefits meant an escape 

from unemployment and deep poverty.  

 

Other socio-economic factors explaining the Hungarian working age population’s extremely 

low participation rates on the labor market are the under the table economy, and a maternity 

leave system that makes it difficult for new mothers to reenter the job market. The traditions 

of working under the table in Hungary originate from the country’s socialist era when 

everybody officially worked for the state, and certain professionals, like for example 

carpenters and painters, worked on the side to supplement their income. The pattern of 

working under the table is still very much alive in Hungary, and because they are not officially 

registered, such workers do not show up in labor market statistics. In the meantime, 

Hungary’s maternity leave system can also be considered a factor in low levels of labor 

market participation, and in new mothers’ difficulty of reentering the job market. The three 

years of available maternity leave coverage per child might seem generous at first, but it 

actually puts mothers in a difficult situation when they try to start working again. Working 

while on maternity leave is not encouraged and if you work more than the approved part time 

hours, you in fact lose your coverage. This is problematic in a way that women staying out of 

their professions for three years are exposed to the outdating of their professional knowledge 

and the loss of their professional networks. The three year long maternity leave system not 

only takes women out of the labor market for three years, but it might also disable them to 

appropriately fulfill their positions after returning to the labor market.  

 

When we examine the Hungarian market’s employers, employment sectors, and migrant 

employees and employers’ participation in the Hungarian labor market, the Institute for 

Economic and Enterprise Research’s (GVI) labor market report12, which was based on 

                                            
11 Monostori, Judit. 2007. Aktív korúak nyugdíjban – A korai nyugdíjazás jelensége és okai a 
rendszerváltás utáni évek Magyarországán. PHD Dissertation, Budapest Corvinus University, 
Budapest 
12 Várhalmi, Zoltán; Makó, Ágnes ; Czibik, Ágnes. 2009. Rövid távú munkaerő-piaci 
előrejelzés – 2009. MKIK GVI, Budapest  
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answers from some 7000 company leaders, provides a source of useful information. Our 

below labor market characterization is mainly based on data obtained from their research. 

 

Foreign workers13 are primarily employed by companies that meet one or more of these 

criteria: large in size, participate in the export, logistics or shipping business, and are located 

in the greater Budapest or the Mid-Transdanubian regions.14 These results very much 

correspond with what kind of migrant populations Hungary receives. Large, multinational 

companies hire internationally acclaimed top managers for their Hungarian outlets’ 

management and they are more likely to hire additional third country nationals, because 

being multinational companies, they value diversity. In the category of export, logistics and 

shipping businesses, Hungary’s sizeable Chinese and Vietnamese business owner cohorts 

fit perfectly. Such business owners also hire co-ethnics for their companies’ employee 

positions, thereby further raising migrants’ ratio working in such businesses. The greater 

Budapest area gives home to Hungary’s largest migrant populations, therefore the higher 

concentration of migrant and other EU citizen employing companies in this region is 

completely logical.  

 

It is interesting to note that companies owned by foreigners were more likely to predict 

growth than Hungarian-owned firms15. In fact, some 32% of these entities anticipate growth 

for year 201016. This again can be explained by the nature of foreign businesses in Hungary. 

Large multinational companies are not necessarily dependent on Hungarian consumption, 

such as General Motors or IBM. Ethnic businesses operated by Chinese and Vietnamese 

migrants offer highly competitive pricing, and at times of recession, selling products with a 

price advantage is extremely important in continuing to succeed. Based on these 

observations, it is not surprising that firms owned by foreign entities expressed interest in 

hiring additional foreign workers and their employment of foreign citizens actually grew during 

the past year. Companies that already display a partially foreign workforce plan to hire more 

foreign workers for the following occupations: managerial, economic functions, simple service 

jobs and machinists.17  

                                            
13 The terms foreign workers and foreign companies used in their study include workers and 
companies from other EU member states as well, not solely third country nationals.  
14 Várhalmi, Zoltán ; Makó, Ágnes ; Czibik, Ágnes. 2009. Rövid távú munkaerő-piaci 
előrejelzés – 2009. MKIK GVI, Budapest, p127 
15 Ibid p63 
16 Ibid p95 
17 Ibid p95 
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When approaching labor market statistics from an overqualification standpoint, it is important 

to note that the number of companies facing recruiting difficulties has decreased by 9% in 

one year. In 2008, 14% of the interviewed managers indicated difficulties in finding qualified 

people for positions, while in 2009 only 5% identified with this issue.18 These results are 

mostly explained by the reduced demand for skilled physical workers (9% in 2008, and only 

3% in 2009). The vast majority of companies that have indicated recruitment difficulties were 

foreign-owned, export-oriented firms, which further supports our observation that 

multinational and ethnic businesses’ hiring potential fared better in comparison to Hungarian 

businesses. 

 

 

4.1.2. Key characteristics of the Budapest labor market 

 

We highlighted above that all data and observations drawn above apply to the greater 

Budapest area’s labor market too, because this is the region where the vast majority of 

Hungary’s third country national population live and do business, and where most 

multinational businesses concentrate. 

 

Hungary was particularly strongly hit by the current economic recession, and the 

continuously struggling GDP substantially affected the labor market. While the Budapest area 

suffered from the slowing economy, it was still less affected than Hungary’s other regions.19  

 

The greater Budapest area is home to the country’s largest labor market, and it faces specific 

challenges in comparison to other areas of Hungary. The general concentration of jobs and 

workers in Budapest produces a surplus in workers at times of recession, while other 

geographical areas might be in need of specific skill sets. Construction engineers present a 

suitable example to examine this observation. They were generally in demand before the 

recession, but now there are very specific location and quality factors that determine which 

engineers possess a valuable competitive advantage, and get hired. While the construction 

engineer labor surplus surpasses the demand in Budapest, Hungary’s less populated, 

peripheral locations actually have a shortage of this specific profession.20 Therefore those 

                                            
18 Ibid p172 
19 Ibid p172 
20 Györgyi, Zoltán. 2010. Munkaerőpiaci esélyek, munkaerő-piaci stratégiák in Garai, 
Orsolya; Horváth, Tamás; Kiss, László; Szép, Lilla; Veroszta, Zsuzsanna ed. Diplomás 
Pályakövetés IV. – Frissdiplomások 2010. Educatio Nonprofit Kft. Budapest p37 
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engineers who are willing to relocate are more likely to find a job meeting their qualifications.  

Those who do not possess a competitive advantage at times of economic recession are 

prone to accepting positions they are overqualified for. Hungary’s general overqualification 

figures will be examined next.  

 

 

4.1.3. General overqualification figures and qualitative observations 

 

Overqualification in the host country population can best be measured by examining 

graduates finding positions matching their qualifications. Although research has found21 that 

41% of recent graduates had jobs at the time of their 2007 graduation, overqualification 

mostly affects recent graduates in Hungary. This is explained by the fact that recent 

graduates are more likely to accept positions not matching their specialization in the hopes of 

eventually transferring to a company and/or position that is in line with their studies and 

interests. Medical professionals, computer science graduates and agriculture majors are 

most likely to be employed in their fields right after graduation and to stay with the same 

employer. Graduates with degrees in economics, business and particularly in tourism are 

most likely to change employers in their first three years after graduating. 

According to Educatio’s data22, three years after graduating, 15% of college or university 

graduate employees do not use their education at all. 17% of them use it on occasions, 24% 

of them use it regularly and 44% of them use it excessively. The 15% that claimed not to use 

their education whatsoever can be considered the overqualified graduate population. 

According to Educatio23, using someone’s educational background on occasions does not 

necessarily mean the person did not benefit from the degree, because some professions, 

such as business and liberal arts degrees present a widespread knowledge that can be 

converted and developed into numerous specializations, and this transferability is considered 

one of the benefits of such degrees. As long as the employee is employed in a degree-level 

job that requires a degree in a matching subject, they are not necessarily overqualified. 

Among the 15% who do not use their education at all, graduates in agriculture, natural 

                                            
21 Educatio Társadalmi Szolgáltató Nonprofit Kft. 2010. Diplomás pályakövetés 2010 – A 
2007-ben végzettek munkaerőpiaci jellemzői. Kutatási gyorsjelentés. Educatio Társadalmi 
Szolgáltató Nonprofit Kft. Budapest p1 
22 Ibid p6 
23 Ibid p6 
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sciences and social sciences are overrepresented, and medical, law and computer science 

graduates are least likely to be included.    

 

4.2. Immigrants in Hungary  

 

4.2.1. Profile of immigrants in the greater Budapest area 

 

In this section, the size and demographic characteristics of Budapest’s migrant groups will be 

introduced; subgroups will be constructed to better understand the profile of immigrants in 

the greater Budapest area; each subgroup’s labor market participation rates and 

characteristics will be explored; and such subgroups future plans to settle or to transit 

through will be examined.  

The percentage of migrants in Hungary is really modest in comparison to its Western 

European EU partners. The Hungarian migrant population of third country nationals who 

meet the criteria set in this report’s definitions section (non-refugee, non-asylum seeker, non-

European Union nationals who have been lawfully residing in Hungary for over three months) 

is 2% of the total population. When supplemented with new Hungarian citizens who arrived 

as immigrants and eventually became Hungarian citizens, an extra 1,5% of the total 

population is accounted for.24 These low numbers can be explained by Hungary’s Eastern 

Block past, its lengthy transit country position after the 1989 transition, and its relatively new 

economic and political attractiveness.   

Budapest has steadily positioned itself as the number one destination of all immigrant groups 

after the transition. Living in the nation’s capital grants migrants access to Hungary’s largest 

ethnic networks, the country’s most sizeable business and NGO communities, and the 

overall most diverse population of any city in Hungary. The greater Budapest area is home to 

Hungary’s largest migrant population: 57%25 of all migrants live here. The numerous 

suburban communities surrounding Budapest that directly provide workers for the Budapest 

labor market justify using the greater Budapest area instead of Budapest proper in our study. 

This commuter belt covers the numerous towns that are less than an hour away from central 

Budapest. When we look at specific migrant groups, 81% of Asians, 66% of Africans, 73% of 

Americans and 71% of Australians choose to live in or near the capital. In comparison, only 

                                            
24 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p7 
25 Ibid p36 
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42% of ethnic Hungarians do so. Ethnic Hungarians’ sending countries neighboring Hungary, 

and their relatively high concentration at the country’s border areas can explain their 

relatively low number in greater Budapest. No individual border region accounts for more 

ethnic Hungarian migrants than greater Budapest, but when you consolidate their numbers, 

they altogether give home to the majority of ethnic Hungarians. Living by the border gives 

migrants the option to easily “go home” on a regular basis, and to keep up their transnational 

relationships.  Between 2001 and 2008, the central region’s appeal has further increased26, 

and it is expected to remain the country’s biggest migrant-receiving area.   

It is interesting to examine Budapest migrants’ home location choices. Research27 has shown 

a correlation between the sending country’s wealth and the affluence level of the Budapest 

district where migrants live. Those from developed countries tend to live in Budapest’s most 

affluent districts and suburbs on the hilly Buda side, and those migrants who come from less 

wealthy countries tend to choose less affluent districts and suburbs. This is mostly expected 

for greater Budapest’s North American and Australian top manager population, but it is an 

interesting result when examining for example successful Chinese and Vietnamese migrants. 

When looking at receiving country wealth alone, small business owners turned large 

distributor migrants could afford to live in Budapest’s most affluent areas, but other variables, 

such as the concentration of their ethnic communities and the research’s sending country 

wealth factor prompt them to live in less rich districts.     

Employment statistics paint a clear picture on the importance of ethnic small businesses in 

Hungary. The National Social Security Office’s statistics show that in 2009, 3,108,872 

Hungarians were registered as employed by the National Social Security Office. Out of the 

40,100 third country nationals28 they had information on, the number of foreign employed 

workers was 21,316. At the same time, 589,650 Hungarians were self-employed, while the 

number of self-employed foreigners was 7,339. The high ratio of foreign self-employed is 

striking, and the significant number of Chinese and Vietnamese small business owners 

among Hungary’s migrant population can help to explain these numbers. The percentage of 

self-employed among active working age migrants is 46% for Chinese, 44% for Vietnamese 

in comparison to for example only 13% for Ukrainians.29 

                                            
26 Ibid p36 
27 Ibid p46 
28 Ibid p32. This is about one third of Hungary’s third country national population.  
 
29 Ibid p34 



 21 

These numbers on one hand are good, because using their invaluable transnational ties, 

migrants find ways to build small and large businesses in their receiving country, and by 

meeting diaspora and receiving country business demands, they possess a relatively stable 

income. On the other hand, at times self-employment is the only way to go for migrants 

because of closed receiving country labor markets. This sort of behaviour leads to 

segmented labor market integration, meaning certain migrant groups work in certain sectors 

and occupations, and newly arrived co-ethnics join the same sectors and occupations. It can 

be argued that this is good in a way that, as demonstrated by migration networks theory30, 

ethnic communities and businesses provide jobs for their newly arrived co-ethnics, but it risks 

to be the only choice of these newly arrived migrants, and because of the lack of diversified 

labor market options, they could be put in a dependent and potentially vulnerable situation, 

and may find themselves overqualified for the jobs such ethnic enclaves can offer. Working in 

ethnic enclaves may lead to language isolation that further prevents migrants from finding 

jobs in other sectors and it may overall hinder their host country integration. In addition, from 

the ethnic employer’s standpoint, the fight for the small business’ survival may lead to what 

Western societies see as the self-exploitation of family labor.  

When we look at their demographic characteristics, statistics31 show that Hungary’s migrant 

population is a young, mostly working age population, with a very low percentage of the 

elderly (0.1 % of Chinese, 0.1% of Vietnamese, 0.3% of Serbians and 13,5% of Ukrainians 

compared to 27% of Hungarians), and a little lower than average percentage of children 

(18% of Chinese, 24% of Vietnamese, 8% of Serbians and 9% of Ukrainians compared to 

19% of Hungarians). A young, productive migrant population is especially important for a 

country where aging population is such a pressing issue. In the meantime, as several 

European scholars32 have shown, the migrant population adapts to the receiving society’s 

fertility patterns after a generation, and this tendency can already be seen at the relatively 

low number of migrant children in Hungary.     

                                            
30  Boyd, Monica. 1989. “Family and Personal Networks in International Migration: Recent 
Developments and New Agendas”. International Migration Review. Vol. 23, No.3. 
31 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p32 
32 For example: Münz, Rainer. 2009. “From Rapid Population Growth to an Aging Planet – 
Global and European Persepctives.” Guest Lecture at University of Kent, Slide 64, Brussels 
November 23, 2009   
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The gender distribution of migrants in Hungary is approximately equal between men and 

women. The ratio is 1.1 men for 1 woman.33 The ethnic proportions are a little different. In the 

most sizeable ethnic Hungarian migrant group, it is about 50%-50%, and their size strongly 

affects the end result for all migrants. Ukrainian migrants display the same percentage. When 

we look at this ratio in the Asian migrant groups, there is a small overrepresentation of men, 

and with Arabs and Turkish, a stronger overrepresentation of men. This can be explained by 

cultural differences and geographical proximity. In Muslim societies, men are seen as the 

family’s primary providers, and they are more likely to migrate to a new country and to 

eventually reunite their families in the new country in the hopes of a better life. Chinese and 

Vietnamese migrants usually come to Hungary with a job offer from family or friends already 

living here, and hope to start their own business in a couple years. Geographical distance 

from Hungary makes it more difficult for them to bring their family members to Hungary; 

therefore their ratio of men is slightly higher. Ethnic Hungarians and Ukrainians face 

practically no geographical difficulties since they all come from Hungary’s neighboring 

countries.      

When asked about the reason why they migrated to Hungary, employment considerations 

and strong network ties34 have been overwhelming. The interviewed ethnic Hungarians came 

to Hungary because they had job offers or they wanted to pursue their education here. 

Chinese, Vietnamese and Turkish interviewees emphasized their desire to start their own 

business. Arab migrants highlighted that they came to study and to avoid discrimination they 

experienced at home. Push factors they all mentioned were bad home country economic 

conditions and weak individual economic prospects in the sending country.35 When asked 

about their receiving country networks, about two thirds of the examined individuals 

answered they had family or friends here. The only exception to this was the Turkish36 group 

of respondents due to the socio-economic difference between the Turkish bridgehead 

community and the newly arrived entrepreneurial and student populations.  

                                            
33 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p22 
34 Boyd, Monica. 1989. “Family and Personal Networks in International Migration: Recent 
Developments and New Agendas”. International Migration Review. Vol. 23, No.3. 
35 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p54 
36 Ibid p54 
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Given Hungary’s relatively new immigration country status, when exploring Hungary’s 

migrant population’s characteristics, it is interesting and very relevant to research to what 

extent do migrants see Hungary as a destination country. Among the interviewed 

respondents, 25% of Chinese, 17% of ethnic Hungarians, 12% of Ukrainians and Turkish, 

and only 8% of Vietnamese and Arabs came with the explicit purpose of moving forward from 

Hungary. Therefore, the majority of migrants plan or at some point planned to stay in 

Hungary. More recently, the current economic recession and the flourishing Asian economies 

have prompted Chinese and Vietnamese migrants to return to their sending countries. This 

explains that the number of migrants who regretted leaving their home country is highest 

among the interviewed Chinese37. This number is lowest among ethnic Hungarians, because 

their sending countries, the Ukraine and Serbia, are not particularly flourishing economically, 

and also, living in Hungary helps with the fulfilment of their ethnic identity. Although Fox38 has 

argued that ethnic Hungarians have often experienced being characterized as Romanians, 

Ukrainians and Serbians by the native Hungarian population, and the Bevandorlok 

Magyarorszagon39 survey also found that ethnic Hungarians experience discrimination when 

looking for work, using their language and practicing their cultural traditions without 

repercussions allow them to freely display their ethnic Hungarian identity.  

This report divides Budapest’s migrant population into three subgroups: ethnic Hungarians 

coming from neighboring non-European Union countries; Chinese and Vietnamese migrants; 

and other migrant groups. Our third subgroup focuses on Ukrainians, Arabs and Turkish, and 

does not address African migrants, because most Africans arrive to Hungary as refugees and 

they overall constitute a very small population. This categorization constitutes two relatively 

homogenous subgroups, and one extremely heterogeneous subgroup. Utilizing the first two 

subgroups is justified by their size and unique characteristics, and when it comes to the third 

subgroup, looking at a smaller, but highly diverse subgroup will allow us to identify issues 

that all overqualified migrants face. Dividing our migrant population this way will be useful in 

understanding how these very different groups experience overqualification in Hungary, and 

it will be beneficial to compare how such different groups rate the barriers outlined in the last 

section of this chapter.  How does being an ethnic Hungarian and coming from a similar 

cultural and language background affect your ability to secure a job appropriate for your 

                                            
37 Ibid p55 
38 Fox, Jon. 2007. “From national inclusion to economic exclusion: ethnic Hungarian labor 
migration to Hungary.” Nations and Nationalism, Vol. 13, No.1  
 
39 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária; Hárs, Ágnes; Várhalmi, Zoltán; Kőszeghy, 
Lea; Bognár, Katalin. 2009. Bevándorlók Magyarországon. MTAKI and ICCR. Budapest 
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qualifications? How can your ethnicity’s overrepresentation in one sector put you in an 

overqualification situation because of the lack of availability to jobs in other sectors that might 

better match your qualifications? These are just some of the overqualification-related 

questions that this categorization will allow us to answer. 

 

A, Ethnic Hungarians coming from neighboring non-EU countries 

Hungary’s neighboring countries give home to sizeable ethnic Hungarian populations due to 

the rewriting of borders after the First and Second World Wars. The majority of ethnic 

Hungarians live in Romania and Slovakia, both of which are now European Union member 

states, and Croatia is on the way to the ratification of its membership, therefore people 

arriving from there to Hungary are no longer considered non-EU migrants. Ethnic Hungarians 

coming from Serbia and the Ukraine are Hungary’s present day largest non-EU migrant 

groups.  

Ethnic Hungarians practically have no language or major cultural barriers when moving to 

Hungary. Nevertheless, when interviewed, ethnic Hungarian migrants have expressed that 

they mostly come across discrimination when they search for work and when they deal with 

the authorities. Factors that may lead to their overqualification will be discussed in detail in 

the next section. 

 

B, Chinese and Vietnamese migrants 

The case of Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants in Hungary is very characteristic of their 

situation in Eastern Europe. Their bridgehead population’s socio-economic profile can be 

described as entrepreneurs who, according to Nyíri, found it “profitable to do business and 

settle on the European periphery during a brief period of liberal migration controls”40, 

meaning before the imposition of visa requirements on Chinese or Vietnamese citizens 

coming to the region. It is justified to discuss them in the same subgroup, because 

Budapest’s Chinese and Vietnamese ethnic businesses partake in similar economic 

activities, and they display a similar philosophy, operational structure and strategy.41  

                                            
40 Nyíri, Pál. 2003. “Chinese Migration to Eastern Europe”. International Migration, Vol. 41 
No.3. p257 
41 Várhalmi, Zoltán. 2010. A budapesti kínai és vietnámi gazdasági klaszterek néhány 
jellegzetessége in Hárs, Ágnes and Tóth, Judit. 2010. Változó migráció – változó környezet. 
MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete, Budapest. p186 
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Budapest’s Chinese and Vietnamese cohorts display characteristics that showcase ethnic 

enclave economies. Their concentration is very significant in one sector, which is trade in 

Budapest’s Chinese and Vietnamese migrants’ case. According to Várhalmi’s research, 

which is based on 50 interviews with Budapest-based Chinese and Vietnamese 

entrepreneurs and with employees who work for Chinese or Vietnamese owned migrant 

businesses, 95% of Chinese businesses and 92% of Vietnamese businesses engage in 

trade.42  

The transnational nature of the Budapest-based Chinese and Vietnamese clusters is evident. 

On one hand, transnational business relations in the sending country facilitate their receiving 

country businesses, and as Nyíri43 points out, their profits are highly dependent on good 

business relations with such home country partners. China’s rapidly developing economy and 

global dominance in producing goods equips Chinese migrants with a competitive advantage 

in comparison to Vietnamese. Taking advantage of this competitive advantage, Budapest’s 

Chinese migrants emerged as distributors of goods as opposed to running small stores 

themselves. Our Panel of Local Key Stakeholders’ Vietnamese business owner member also 

has confirmed this observation: “The Chinese started off as small business owners. Now they 

primarily engage in the distribution business, and the small operational stores have been 

taken over by the Vietnamese.”44  

On the other hand, the vast majority of Chinese and Vietnamese migrants in Hungary are 

self-employed or are employed by co-ethnics. This is again very characteristic of ethnic 

enclave economies. Employees for such businesses are recruited through transnational 

informal channels, and relatives, friends, and acquaintances primarily fulfil these businesses’ 

labor needs. Their ethnic enclave economy is not completely closed though, because they do 

tend to hire host country native employees too, who can particularly help them with the 

authorities, the local customs and the language.45 Newly arrived Chinese and Vietnamese 

migrants’ employment opportunities in a country where a strong co-ethnic enclave economy 

                                            
42 Ibid p176  
 
43 Nyíri, Pál. 2002. Új ázsiai migráció Kelet-Európába: a magyarországi kínaiak in Kovács, 
Nóra and Szarka, László (ed.) Tér és terep – Tanulmányok az etnicitás és az identitás 
kérdésköréből. Akadémiai Kiadó, Budapest 
44 Qualitative observations from the business insight of one of our PLS members, Vera Thao, 
founding member of EMVE Association, owner of multiple businesses and a prominent 
member of Hungary’s Vietnamese business community. 
45 Várhalmi, Zoltán. 2010. A budapesti kínai és vietnámi gazdasági klaszterek néhány 
jellegzetessége in Hárs, Ágnes and Tóth, Judit. 2010. Változó migráció – változó környezet. 
MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete, Budapest.  p177 
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is present, and migrants’ job prospects outside of such enclave economies will be discussed 

in the next section of this report. 

 

C, Other smaller migrant groups  

Aside from ethnic Hungarians and Chinese and Vietnamese, the rest of Hungary’s migrant 

population is highly heterogeneous. Ukrainians, Turkish, Arabs, a small number of Africans 

from various African countries, and the previously mentioned American, Canadian, Australian 

top manager population partake in this group. Their heterogeneity is an asset in 

understanding the diversity of migrants living in Budapest and Hungary. 

Budapest’s American, Canadian, Australian, South East Asian top manager population was 

transferred or recruited by a multinational company or organization to prestigious positions 

precisely because of their outstanding skills and qualifications, therefore overqualification 

amongst them is irrelevant. They live highly transnational lives by travelling home frequently 

(a benefit often provided by their companies), earning their retirement benefits in their home 

countries, and sending their children to one of Budapest’s international schools. Their stay is 

seen as temporary, therefore they do not engage in integration strategies like learning 

Hungarian or sending their children to Hungarian schools.  

International students’ are also seen as temporary residents, and their primary aim is 

education, not employment, therefore they are not considered here.    

Ukrainian immigrants constitute an important, relatively sizeable category in this subgroup. 

Under this subgroup, the term Ukrainian immigrants refers to those Ukrainian citizens who 

are not ethnic Hungarians. This category of people came to Hungary with the intention to 

work or to retire. Their employment sectors and status varies substantially, and their 

overqualification measures will be addressed in the next section of this report.   

Turkish and Arab migrants in Budapest are similar in a way that they arrived in two waves 

after the transition. First, in the 1990s, highly qualified professional migrants arrived, and 

recently, the entrepreneurial and student populations have found Budapest an increasingly 

attractive destination. In certain qualititive studies, Arab migrants have stated46 that they have 

experienced discrimination in their home countries and this push factor has prompted them to 

migrate. The majority of these migrants are Muslims, but because of their small number in 

                                            
46 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest   
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Hungary, they have received far less attention than their Western European co-ethnics in 

Western European media and policy rhetoric.   

A small number of African migrants have chosen Budapest as their home. Most Africans in 

Budapest are refugees, and the migrant population as understood under this report’s 

definition, is very small. Qualitative research47 has shown that those African migrants who 

have obtained degrees here before or after the transition have been found to have secured 

appropriate jobs in possession of good Hungarian language skills and a Hungarian degree.  

 

 

4.2.2. Immigrant overqualification situation 

 

In this section, arising migrant overqualification questions will be addressed, each subgroup’s 

overqualification situation will be studied, and the cohort most vulnerable for overqualification 

will be established. 

 

Immigrant overqualification is a complex phenomenon in comparison to the already complex 

case of the receiving population’s overqualification. The timeline, which is a sensitive spot in 

home country overqualification too, is even more important when looking at immigrants. At 

what point do we consider an immigrant overqualified? A couple months after arriving? A 

year, five years or ten years after his or her arrival? Host population overqualification in 

Hungary mostly affects recent graduates, and when we look at the migrant population, 

recently arrived migrants are most exposed to overqualificantion. We can see from these 

observations that the time factor is extremely important when it comes to both host and 

migrant population overqualificantions. Both home country graduates and recent migrants 

are more likely to accept positions they are overqualified for than their less recently arrived 

and graduated counterparts in the hopes of eventually moving into positions that more 

closely match their interests and qualifications. This observation is true to all of our three 

examined migrant subgroups, because even small business owners in the Budapest area 

start off as temporary employees of friends and family members and eventually increase their 

status by starting their own businesses. When it comes to examining which degrees are most 

likely to equip you with qualifications that enable you to avoid overqualification, recent 

graduates and recently arrived migrants’ cases show very different results. While recent 

graduates are least inclined to overqualification when they possess computer science, legal 

                                            
47 Ibid p30 
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and medical degrees, recently arrived migrants have the hardest time securing positions 

matching their legal and medical qualifications. In contrast, host country recent graduates’ 

overqualification mostly affect social sciences, natural sciences and agriculture graduates, 

but recently arrived migrants find social sciences qualifications to be the easiest to utilize. 

These results can be credited to certain degrees’ higher international transferability.       

 

Several additional questions arise in relation to Hungary’s specific migrant cohorts. Do 

migrants who do not find jobs matching their education specialization and/or home country 

occupation consider themselves overqualified? With Hungary’s sizeable Chinese and 

Vietnamese entrepreneur populations, this question is very relevant, because the current 

Budapest-based Chinese and Vietnamese cohorts are highly successful in business, and 

they may not evaluate a move from another sector to the business world a step back. Based 

on our qualitative studies, successful family businesses are seen as horizontal and 

sometimes even upwards mobility even if the business owners had tertiary education and 

worked as teachers, clerks, accountants or attorneys back home. They see their examples 

as transnational success stories of transmigrants that were able to successfully capitalize on 

their transnational ties and built flourishing businesses. Their business success is also 

beneficial for the receiving country’s economy and for the wider European Union context, 

because they not only pay taxes, but also create jobs and improve Hungary’s active working 

age population ratio.    

 

From a cultural standpoint, do we measure overqualification at an individual or a family level? 

In Western cultures, the individual is used as the unit to measure success. However, in 

Eastern cultures, the importance of family and community rises above individualistic 

considerations, and partaking in the family business and making the family successful might 

be regarded more favourably and with a higher sense of pride than obtaining individual 

career success. This argument stands for Hungary’s Chinese and Vietnamese business 

owner populations, but not for our other two subgroups. In their case, giving up an individual 

career for the spouse’s or the family’s success is more of an involuntary consequence of not 

finding appropriate jobs in the receiving country.   

    

In the meantime, creating opportunities to better maximize migrants’ human capital would 

undoubtedly benefit the migrants, the receiving economy and the European Union. People 

are rational human beings, and they would choose the option that best meets their cultural, 

value system, financial and political demands. Therefore, in Hungary’s example, even if 

highly qualified Chinese and Vietnamese migrants might choose to partake in their family’s 
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business, and Ukrainian migrants would strive to continue their home country professions, 

the existence of the opportunities would ensure that all interested parties benefit.    

Examining each subgroup’s overqualification situation will allow us to understand their 

specific challenges and characteristics.  

 

 

A, Ethnic Hungarians coming from neighboring countries 

When looking at ethnic Hungarians’ educational and employment characteristics, we can 

conclude that a quite diverse group of ethnic Hungarians choose to migrate to Hungary. 

About 50% of them possess tertiary education48, the vast majority of them work as 

employees in blue-collar and white-collar occupations49, and only a very small number of 

them choose the entrepreneurial path. When considering income, ethnic Hungarian families’ 

income per person is constituted by approximately the same amount that an average 

educated local Hungarian family makes. In a way, these statistics show comparable 

characteristics with the home population, and they indicate that ethnic Hungarians come 

across similar labor market challenges and opportunities that their Hungarian citizen co-

ethnics face.  

This observation is also supported by the Bevándorlók Magyarországon50 research that 

compared migrants’ home country occupations to their receiving country occupations among 

other studies. It concluded that among the interviewed group of migrants, ethnic Hungarians 

experienced the least amount of downward mobility in comparison to the other subgroups.51 

When examining these results, we must also consider that seasonal and/or black market 

workers are not included in these statistics or in this report’s target group. Including such 

groups in our equation would be very beneficial in reaching a more comprehensive result, but 

adding this perspective would fall outside the scope of this report.  

When asked to rate how hard it is for a migrant to find work in Hungary on a scale of 1 to 5, 

interviewed ethnic Hungarians gave a high number of over 4.52 This is quite surprising given 

their language abilities, cultural, physical and education system similarities and ex-Soviet 
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block experience are comparable to the home population. In qualitative studies they have 

emphasized facing discrimination when looking for employment53, because employers were 

reluctant to hire them because of a perceived more difficult hiring process. Therefore, 

discrimination and the perceived difficulty of hiring a third country national are seen as the 

biggest barriers in ethnic Hungarian migrants finding appropriate jobs.  

Overall, research has shown that ethnic Hungarians are in a relatively comparable situation 

to the host population when looking for employment, and the largest obstacles that prevent 

them from having exactly the same opportunities are discrimination and the perceived 

bureaucratic difficulty of hiring a third country national.       

 

B, Chinese and Vietnamese migrants 

When we look at Chinese and Vietnamese migrants’ educational and employment statistics, 

we come across a much more homogenous group than the ethnic Hungarian migrant cohort. 

The vast majority of Chinese and Vietnamese migrants are self-employed or are employed 

by co-ethnics in the trade business. 58% of Vietnamese and 40% of Chinese migrants 

possess tertiary degrees.  

There is an interesting difference between the income per person ratio when examining 

Vietnamese and Chinese migrant families. On one hand, the Vietnamese families tend to 

obtain approximately the same amount of income per person that average educated 

Hungarian families make. On the other hand, the interviewed Chinese families’ income per 

person is twice as much as the average educated Hungarian family’s. This is particularly 

interesting because the ratio of Vietnamese with tertiary education is 18% higher than it is 

amongst the Chinese cohort, so one would anticipate higher education to correspond with 

higher income. China’s global position can provide a better insight for this question. The 

Chinese migrants’ direct transnational access to the world’s biggest production nation 

positions them as distributors for other migrants engaging in trade and commerce, and 

Vietnamese find themselves one step behind when looking for the best deals. This difference 

is also reflected in Vietnamese mostly engaging in small business structures and Chinese 
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operating larger distribution businesses with more employees. 54 In addition to the business 

size variable, time spent in the receiving country also counterbalances educational level.   

When asked to rate how hard it is for a migrant to find work in Hungary on a scale of 1 to 5,55 

Chinese and Vietnamese responded with a smaller rating (between 3 to 4) than ethnic 

Hungarians. They stated that they experience discrimination in every walk of life except for 

employment. Their high levels of self-employment and working for co-ethnics precisely 

explain this phenomenon. Budapest’s Chinese and Vietnamese population’s ethnic enclave 

economy behaviour carries many employment advantages and challenges for these cohorts. 

The advantages include an ethnic discrimination-free environment where they work with co-

ethnic partners they deem trustworthy, the employment of loyal family members, friends or 

acquaintances, a strong ethnic network they can rely on when business needs arise, and the 

relative ease of finding a job in the enclave. Budapest area Chinese and Vietnamese 

migrants tend to hire their family members or friends straight from their sending countries to 

temporarily employ them, and when they are knowledgeable enough to stand on their own 

feet and to leave the nest, they help them to start their own businesses.56 This strategy 

benefits both the employers and the employees. The business owners obtain extremely 

reliable and loyal workers, and have the opportunity to help their family members to succeed 

in the future. The employees have the chance to learn the ins and outs of running a business 

in Hungary, to make valuable contacts and to obtain a start-up capital from their employer 

friends or family members. In the meantime, disadvantages associated with ethnic enclave 

economies very much apply to Budapest’s Chinese and Vietnamese migrants. Segmented 

labor market integration and language isolation are particularly important drawbacks from the 

overqualification standpoint, because theoretically they both hinder the migrants’ chance of 

finding jobs appropriate for their qualifications.      

                                            
54  Várhalmi, Zoltán. 2010. A budapesti kínai és vietnámi gazdasági klaszterek néhány 
jellegzetessége in Hárs, Ágnes and Tóth, Judit. 2010. Változó migráció – változó környezet. 
MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete, Budapest.  p78 
55 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p71 
56 Várhalmi, Zoltán. 2010. A budapesti kínai és vietnámi gazdasági klaszterek néhány 
jellegzetessége in Hárs, Ágnes and Tóth, Judit. 2010. Változó migráció – változó környezet. 
MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete, Budapest. p81 
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According to the Bevandorlok Magyarorszagon study57, Chinese and Vietnamese migrant 

groups’ downward mobility ratio does not reach 10%58. Based on our previous observations, 

this low number can be credited to the type of Chinese and Vietnamese migrants who 

migrate to Budapest. Hiring interested family members and friends, and the successful 

business population’s pull factor for those interested in starting their own business provides a 

migrant population that evaluates a small business owner status more advantageous than 

their home country occupation. Nevertheless, overqualification exists among Chinese and 

Vietnamese migrants and qualitative studies have been conducted to research exactly who is 

affected.  

 

Várhalmi’s research59 addresses the Chinese and Vietnamese clusters, and Melegh Attila et 

al.’s study60 focuses on the gender perspective, and examines Ukrainian and Chinese 

women. The previously mentioned cultural considerations need to be taken into account as 

well. The vast majority of the Budapest-based Chinese and Vietnamese businesses are 

family-owned and the most dominant unit of ownership is the family61, and not the individual. 

This a cultural difference between Western societies where success is measured on the 

individual level, and Eastern cultures, where the family is the most important unit, the 

community is of very high importance too, and the individual is viewed as part of a larger unit. 

In this setting, family members are more willing to give up their individual status and not 

pursue an individual career. This is precisely what happened with Chinese women who 

participated in Melegh’s research. They found that in most Chinese families, the man leads 
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the family business, and the woman work in the business and takes care of the children.62 

Várhalmi’s research showed very similar results. In Chinese nuclear families, women usually 

are in charge of daily operations and men deal with shipping and business development.63  

 

Besides gender considerations, the timeline is of very high importance when examining 

overqualification. The Chinese and Vietnamese model of hiring family members and friends, 

and eventually helping them to establish their own businesses presents a different sort of 

timeline perspective than the timeline challenge our other migrant subgroups face. A very 

clear learning curve is designed to equip recently arrived Chinese and Vietnamese migrants 

with the knowledge and skills necessary to succeed with their own businesses. During this 

learning process, the vast majority of them are likely to be overqualified for their positions, 

but a couple years later, their overqualification is likely to dissolve with their newly acquired 

business owner status. 

 

Budapest’s Chinese and Vietnamese migrants’ most significant difference in comparison to 

the other subgroups of this report is that Chinese and Vietnamese migrants working in 

enclaves can overcome their overqualification without obtaining language fluency and 

naturalizing their degrees, while for the other groups these factors are crucial in obtaining 

positions that are in line with their qualifications.  

 

 

C, Other migrant groups 

When we examine our third subgroup’s educational and employment statistics, we find an 

extremely diverse migrant population. The greater Budapest area’s top manager cohort is not 

addressed here, because based on the purpose of them being in Budapest (to contribute to 

their organization’s success with their abundance of skills and qualifications), they are 

immune to overqualification. Budapest’s small African migrant community will not be covered 

here either, because they mainly partake in Hungary’s small refugee population. For the 

overqualification perspective, Ukrainian, Turkish and Arab migrants will constitute this 
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subgroup. When it comes to education64, Arabs are the most highly educated with over 80% 

of them possessing tertiary degrees. Ukrainians follow with an outstanding over 70% ratio. In 

comparison, only 40% of Turkish migrants are college or university educated. On one hand, it 

is interesting to note that the Turkish population contains the highest amount of 

entrepreneurs and the lowest amount of tertiary educated migrants of this subgroup. In fact, 

not only their education level numbers are highly comparable to the second subgroup’s 

Chinese and Vietnamese cohorts, but their strong engagement in small business ownership 

as well. On the other hand, Arabs and Ukrainians possess higher educational attainment 

ratio than the migrant populations examined in the previous two subgroups, therefore 

theoretically they are more inclined to overqualification.       

When we look at this subgroup’s occupation characteristics, Arabs65 participate in the labor 

market as employers and employees in about equal numbers66, Ukrainians tend to work as 

employees and physical workers, and the Turkish population displays a growing number of 

self-employed small business owners (occasionally hiring employees) and some employees. 

It is important to note that there is an apparent difference between the older highly-skilled 

Arab and Turkish populations and the recently arrived entrepreneur cohorts, whose 

educational and employment characteristics are most comparable to Budapest’s Chinese 

and Vietnamese migrants. Because of their smaller numbers and relatively newer presence, 

there are no sizeable ethnic Turkish or Arabic enclave economies per se in Budapest, but it 

is important to emphasize the increasing trend of small Turkish and Arabic businesses.  

When we examine income per person ratios, we find that Ukrainians’ income per person is 

comparable to an average educated host country Hungarian family’s. The average income 

per person for Turkish and Arabic migrants is approximately twice as much as the average 

Hungarian family’s. Consolidating these results with the previous two subgroups’ results 

show that migrant cohorts with sizeable entrepreneur populations (Chinese, Turkish, Arabic) 

tend to fare better in income per person comparisons than populations with a high number of 

employees and highly educated individuals (ethnic Hungarians, Ukrainians, and host country 

Hungarians). The only exception to this observation is the Vietnamese population. The 
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reason behind this can be found in Vietrnamese migrants’ small business concepts opposed 

to Chinese, Turkish and Arabic migrants’ larger business models that incorporate several 

employees.  

Business characteristics also provide answers for how migrants rate the difficulty of finding 

work in Hungary. When asked to rate how hard it is for a migrant to find work in Hungary on a 

scale of 1 to 5, Arabic respondents gave a high number of over 4 and Turkish gave smaller 

ratings between 3 to 4. This is because more Turkish are self-employed and the Arab 

population incorporates an approximately equal number of self-employed and employers.  

Although downwards mobility does not reach 10% in either one of the ethnic groups 

examined, Turkish and Arabs experienced the most downward mobility and Ukrainians were 

positioned right in the middle.67 Qualitative studies researching this relatively small population 

focused on Ukrainians and Chinese, therefore we will further analyze the Ukrainian 

population within this subgroup and draw consequences on the Arab and Turkish cohorts 

based on the information available. 

The under 10% overqualified Arabic and Turkish migrant population can be interpreted in two 

different ways. On one hand, these migrant groups tend to have higher levels of 

overqualification and integration measures tailored to them in Western Europe. In 

comparison to their Western-European co-ethnics, a less than 10% overqualification rate in 

Hungary can seem marginal. On the other hand, they possess the highest overqualification 

rates among all the Budapest ethnicities examined in this report. Their religious background 

that often serves as grounds for discrimination in Western Europe might easily be a source of 

discrimination in Budapest too. In addition, when compared to the other groups examined 

here, Turkish and Arabs do not possess the language and cultural advantages of ethnic 

Hungarians, or the sizeable ethnic enclave communities of the Chinese or the Vietnamese. 

Their overqualification disadvantage to Ukrainians is much less obvious. Ukrainians do not 

possess any of the above highlighted advantages either, and they still fared better in 

overqualification statistics than Turkish and Arabic migrants. In fact, Ukrainian migrants’ high 

amount of tertiary educated, the Ukraine’s extremely low level of wages68 for highly educated 

workers, and the very low number of Ukrainian migrant business owners seem to make 

Ukrainians prime targets for migrant overqualification. Nevertheless, Ukrainians and 

Hungarians’ common Soviet block past, geographical proximity and education system 
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similarities all represent variables that counterbalance the above-highlighted disadvantages 

and contribute to Ukrainians faring better when compared to Arabic and Turkish migrants’ 

overqualification status. 

Gender considerations are highly relevant when we examine Ukrainians. Several qualitative 

studies bring up examples of Ukrainian women when studying overqualification. Melegh et 

al’s research69 has shown that women are more likely to lose their status (at least 

temporarily) because they follow their partners to Hungary, and the family’s interests 

supersede the woman’s career aspirations. Melegh et al. call this an “emancipation and 

integration trap”70 In the meantime, their study has found that age is the biggest obstacle 

when this happens, and if the woman is relatively young, she eventually finds her way back 

to her career. A good example of the above is their case study of a female Ukrainian doctor 

who was a senior surgeon in the Ukraine and started off as a nurse assistant in Hungary. 

When she learnt the language and naturalized her qualifications, she eventually started 

moving up the ladder. Overall, we can conclude that when studying Budapest’s Ukrainian 

migrant population, gender considerations are highly relevant, but the timeline can be seen 

as the most important overqualification factor. Therefore recently arrived Ukrainian women 

are most exposed to being overqualified.  

 

When we look at all three subgroups together, we can conclude that migrants are overall 

very educated. 52% of them have tertiary degrees and 39% hold high school diplomas.71 

Migrant families’ income per person is higher than income per person in a local family where 

the head of household holds a high school diploma.72 Migrants having higher educational 

attainments of course can explain this. And if migrants with higher educational attainment 

make more money than local less educated people, this means they are not in a highly 

disadvantaged situation and can generally find well-paying jobs that somewhat match their 

qualifications.  
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According to the Bevandorlok Magyarorszagon research, the majority of interviewed migrants 

claimed that their quality of life is higher than before they migrated. This qualitative 

perception is supported by statistics on migrant mobility. Such statistics show that 54% of 

migrants stayed in positions comparable to their home occupations, 20% experienced 

horizontal mobility, 20% upward mobility and 7% downward mobility.73 When we look at each 

ethnic group, downward mobility does not reach 10% at either one of the migrant groups.  

When we examined the subgroups to see who is particularly exposed to overqualification, 

recently arrived migrants were the most affected by overqualification for all subgroups, and 

women were generally more affected by overqualification than men.  The timeline, language 

skills, degree recognition and discrimination were seen as the biggest obstacles in migrants 

finding jobs appropriate for their qualifications (finding such jobs in a timely manner for the 

time factor). Each barrier will be discussed in detail in this report’s “4.2.4. Why does 

immigrant overqualification happen?” section. 

 

 

     

 

4.2.3. Legal, Policy and Service Framework 

 

Having joined the European Union has affected Hungary’s position on migration in various 

ways. On one hand, the definition of who a migrant is changed. With Slovakia’s and 

Romania’s accession to the EU, these previously sizable migrant groups are no longer 

considered third country nationals. On the other hand, the acquis and further EU legislation 

have been adopted. 

The employment of Third Country Nationals in Hungary is governed by the Act IV of 1991 on 

Furthering Employment and Provisions for the Unemployed and by the Decree 16/2010 

(V.13) on the employment authorization of Third Country Nationals. Third country nationals 

are understood as citizens of nations outside of the European Economic Area and 

Switzerland. The first piece of legislation rules that Third Country Nationals are only allowed 

to work in Hungary if they are in possession of a work permit. The latter ruling specifies that 

the employer needs to submit a request for employment to the dedicated local government 

employment agency. The agency can issue the permit if the employer can prove two 

provisions. Firstly, the employer registered the demand for the position with the employment 
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agency in advance. Secondly, no Hungarian or EEC national, who met the requirements 

outlined in the job description, was referred to the employer by the employment agency.   

Those Third Country Nationals who fall under the immigrant categories specified under the 

European Union’s “Family Unification Directive” and the “Long Term Residents Directive” 

enjoy special employment rights. The “Blue Card Directive” was specifically designed to 

attract high-skilled migrants for areas in demand in the European Union. The European 

Union Blue Card is a permit that allows its owner to reside and take up employment requiring 

high qualifications in a European Union member state.  

Employing a diverse workforce has been widespread in most Western states for decades, 

and companies often receive tax breaks from the state when they improve their level of 

diversity. This can be seen as states’ integration measures targeting the integration of 

historically more disadvantaged ethnic groups. In Hungary, there are no specific integration 

measures addressing immigrants, because integration challenges are not usually connected 

to the small number of immigrants, but to Hungary’s indigenous Roma minority. In the 

meantime, according to the 16/A § of Act IV of 1991 on Furthering Employment and 

Provisions for the Unemployed, employers are entitled to financial support if they employ 

“disadvantaged” workers. The law specifies the following groups as disadvantaged: 

maximum elementary education, over 50 years old, recent graduate, single parent of at least 

one minor child, recipient of social security support, ex-convict, disabled person, or belongs 

to the Roma minority. Unlike in the United Kingdom and the United States, other diversity 

factors, such as ethnicity (other than Roma), sexual orientation and religious belonging are 

not considered. It would be justified to include immigrants in the disadvantaged category, 

because they face language, legal, cultural, social capital and knowledge disadvantage 

compared to the native population.  

 

 

 

4.2.4. Why does immigrant overqualification happen? 

 

4.2.4.1. Recognition of degrees 

 

All three migrant subgroups have brought up the recognition of degrees as an important 

issue in finding jobs matching their qualifications. Certain migrant cohorts are in a more 

advantageous situation than the others when it comes to the recognition of degrees. On one 

hand, ethnic Hungarians and Ukrainians all come from neighboring ex-Soviet block countries 
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that possess similar education systems to Hungary’s; therefore their degrees’ recognition 

process is relatively smooth. On the other hand, Chinese, Vietnamese, Arab and Turkish 

migrants’ educational attainments are relatively harder to naturalize.  Because of the special 

characteristics of the Hungarian labor market, migrants applying with multinational 

companies and ethnic enclave businesses do not necessarily need to naturalize their 

degrees, and such employers might be in fact more familiar with sending country 

qualifications.   

 

When we examine degree recognition, it is important to note that certain degrees are more 

transferable than others. On one hand, degrees in for example economics, tourism and 

sociology equip you with a large transferable knowledge base that you can apply relatively 

easily in different country settings.  On the other hand, very country- and legislation-specific 

occupations, such as juris doctorate and accounting qualifications are harder to apply at 

general receiving country firms engaging in such occupations.  At the same time, these 

harder to apply qualifications present an interesting market niche in migrant economies. 

Staying with the juris doctorate and accounting degrees, advising migrant populations on 

sending country legal and accounting matters might be very much in demand by a very 

specific population.  

 

Degree recognition can be seen as one of the barriers contributing to migrant 

overqualification for various reasons. First, the length of the degree recognition process can 

prevent migrants from finding appropriate jobs in a timely manner. Secondly, migrants’ 

professional knowledge might become obsolete if the degree recognition process and the 

completion of potential equivalization exams take years.  Finally, migrants potentially lose 

motivation in pursuing their original professions if they deem degree recognition and the 

equivalization exams too complicated or too hard.  

 

Language abilities were always mentioned in close relation with degree recognitions, 

because a naturalized degree without Hungarian language fluency will most likely not suffice 

in the non-foreign owned portion of the Hungarian labor market. Moreover, although the 

recognition of degrees has been brought up very often in qualitative studies as a key to 

continuing one’s home profession, language abilities’ importance supersedes degree 

recognition according to all examined subgroups, except for ethnic Hungarians.    
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4.2.4.2. Language 

 

Migrants highlighted language as one of the three most important factors (language, work 

permit, recognition of degree) in migrants finding work. Levels of language proficiency and 

necessity are different for each subgroup.  

 

Ethnic Hungarians are in a highly advantageous situation when it comes to Hungarian 

language proficiency, because being bilingual, one of their native languages is Hungarian. 

Speaking Hungarian with family and the sending country’s Hungarian community, and 

possibly going to ethnic Hungarian schools in their sending countries ensure that language is 

not an issue for these migrants when they migrate to Hungary. Therefore, when it comes to 

ethnic Hungarians’ overqualification, language is not a viable barrier for them. 

 

Chinese and Vietnamese migrants’ Hungarian language needs are quite complex, because 

the vast majority of such migrants work in ethnic enclave economies where their ethnicities’ 

overrepresentation is outstanding. This overrepresentation ensures that recently arrived 

migrants can get by at work without speaking fluent Hungarian. In the meantime, it has been 

previously highlighted in this report that the strategy of such migrants is to start their own 

businesses, which requires at least some Hungarian knowledge. While ethnic business 

owner migrants’ majority of receiving country business partners are co-ethnics, and their 

transnational partners are all from their sending country, in Hungary, they need to speak 

Hungarian to the authorities (like the Office of Immigration and Nationality and the National 

Tax and Customs Administration) and to potential non-ethnic business partners, therefore 

speaking Hungarian is not essential, but certainly beneficial for running their businesses. 

Those Chinese and Vietnamese migrants who want to work in sectors other than trade and 

outside of the enclave economy (most of their overqualified migrants who do want to 

continue to work in their home country occupations) need the host country’s language much 

more to land suitable positions. In their case, lack of Hungarian proficiency is a significant 

barrier.  

 

The lack of language fluency’s negative effects in finding jobs appropriate for their 

qualifications are most relevant for our third subgroup, because they display neither a 

common language background nor significant ethnic enclaves like the other two subgroups 

do. Qualitative interviews with Ukrainians, Turkish and Arabs emphasized an issue not 

brought up by the previous two subgroups: the level of proficiency. Speaking the language at 

an understandable level is often not sufficient in obtaining highly skilled positions, and 

reaching complete proficiency takes time. Speaking the language supplemented by this time 
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factor poses a significant barrier in migrants finding high-skilled positions matching their 

qualifications. Ukrainians’ stories are often used in overqualification examples, because the 

ratio of highly qualified in the Ukrainian migrant population is really substantial, and the 

group’s proportion of men and women are approximately equal. The latter is important 

because labor migrants tend to come to Hungary with a job offer, and spouses follow 

immediately or after a short amount of time. Since these Ukrainian spouses are also highly 

qualified, but do not speak the language and do not possess job offers like their significant 

others, they are very much exposed to overqualification. Studies have shown that with time 

they learn the language, naturalize their degrees and are able to work in their specializations.  

 

Based on statistics74, 50% of Ukrainians, 33% of Vietnamese, Turkish and Arabs, and 25% of 

Chinese speak fluent Hungarian. These low numbers can be explained by the migrants’ 

migration strategies and recently arrived migrants’ low level of language proficiency. This 

data shows that Hungary is not a final destination country for a sizeable migrant group: 20% 

of Chinese, Turkish and Arabic migrants explicitly stated they do not want to learn Hungarian 

because Hungary is not their final destination. The rest of the migrant population expressed 

their desire to speak better Hungarian.75  

 

The recently arrived migrants’ significant exposure to no or low levels of language proficiency 

is a very relevant barrier in finding jobs matching their qualifications. Very few migrants can 

afford to take time to focus on language classes right after arriving. Learning a language as 

difficult as Hungarian is, and finding time to do so present challenges for migrants.  

  

 

 

4.2.4.3. Social networks and knowledge about the labor market 

 

Social networks serve both as important sources of labor market knowledge and a reliable 

support system. Each migrant subgroups’ social network characteristics are unique, therefore 

they will be discussed per subgroup here. 

 

When asked, ethnic Hungarians indicated the highest ratio of host country family and friends. 

                                            
74 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p64 
75 Ibid p64 
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Receiving country nationals constitute 46% of their social networks.76 This really high 

percentage can be explained by their high intermarriage rate with the host population77, their 

language abilities, their religious background (mostly Catholics and Calvinists) and their 

cultural similarities that allow them to directly interact with the host society in more social 

settings. Because of their sizeable receiving country social networks, ethnic Hungarians are 

not in a disadvantaged situation when it comes to relying on friends and family to obtain labor 

market information and connections. 

 

In comparison, Chinese and Vietnamese migrants mostly interact with the home population 

in business and official capacities, and this shows in their ratios. Home population friends 

and family constitute only 13% of the Vietnamese migrants’ and 9% of the Chinese migrants’ 

social networks. Chinese and Vietnamese migrants mainly socialize within their own 

Diasporas. They participate in migrant and religious organizations that enable them to 

practice their culture, to celebrate their holidays and to interact with co-ethnics. Family, 

friends and business partners compose their transnational social networks. The latter in 

particular equips them with a transnational network that is crucial in their business success. 

In an enclave economy, the weak and strong networks compensate for the disadvantages 

originating from discrimination and cultural differences (Waldinger 1986)78. Recently arrived 

Chinese and Vietnamese migrants’ strong and weak ethnic networks help them to easily find 

jobs within their own networks, but not outside of it. Not accessing the primary labor market 

can lead to overqualification, and for those Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants who would 

rather work in their home country occupations opposed to functions in their ethnic enclave 

economy, the really low level of host population social networks and lack of host labor market 

information pose barriers to finding qualified jobs in the primary labor market.    

 

When we look at our third subgroup, host country members’ ratio in migrants’ social networks 

was 31% for Ukrainians, 8% for Turkish and 21% for Arabs.79 These cohorts are situated 

between the well-positioned ethnic Hungarians, and the Chinese and Vietnamese 

populations. The only exception is the Turkish migrant group due to their high ratio of 

                                            
76 Ibid p87 
77 Ibid p66 
78 Waldinger, R.D. 1986. Though the Eye of the Needle: Immigrants and Enterprise in New 
York’s Garment Trades. New York University Press, New York 
79 Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest  p87 
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recently arrived entrepreneurial migrants opposed to Arabic migrants, many of whom 

obtained their tertiary degrees in Hungary.  Ukrainian’s high host country social network ratio 

can be explained by cultural similarities, the common Eastern Block past and by the fact that 

a large portion of ethnic Hungarians comes from the Ukraine; therefore Ukrainians can be 

exposed to receiving population Hungarians through ethnic Hungarian Ukrainian citizens.    

 

Obtaining host country labor market knowledge is hard when migrants do not have sufficient 

networks with the home population. Although employment regulations are extremely 

complex, and even the home population is not completely knowledgeable about the labor 

market, they still possess basic knowledge, such as where to look for jobs, how to write a 

Hungarian Resume and they can read the Hungarian job ads. Since the vast majority of job 

ads are in Hungarian, this brings us back to the language factor’s high importance.  

 

Overall, the lack of local social networks and knowledge about the host labor market to some 

extent pose barriers to finding appropriate jobs for Chinese, Vietnamese and Turkish 

overqualified migrants, and to a lesser extent to ethnic Hungarians and Ukrainians.    

  

 

4.2.4.4. Regulatory aspects 

 

Regulatory aspects present barriers to our first subgroup, which has proven to be somewhat 

immune to the previous barriers we had examined. Based on qualitative studies, ethnic 

Hungarians identified acquiring the work permit and employer’s resentment of potentially 

extra paperwork associated with their third country status the biggest obstacles in finding 

appropriate jobs. Employers are reluctant to hire third country nationals because they are not 

aware of what sort of extra bureaucratic measures are required to be taken. In fact, when 

third country nationals are in possession of a work permit, they are free to apply for jobs, 

therefore the fear of employers is unfunded and it is based on the difficult process of applying 

for a work permit for a third country national that was highlighted in the legal framework 

section of this report.  

 

Based on Lengyel et al’s80 qualitative study, migrants suffer the most discrimination when 

looking for employment. The panel of migrants in their focus group suggested simplified 

regulations and transparent conditions as the main ways to improve their situation. This 

panel included 14 migrants (8 European third country nationals, 3 Asians, 1 North American, 

                                            
80 Ibid p275 
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1 South American and 1 African). These results support the above observation from the 

employers’ part about the lack of transparency in regulations that makes it more difficult to 

hire third country nationals. This lack of transparency in regulations is a barrier to hiring 

migrants to appropriate positions that affects all three of our subgroups. When we look at 

Chinese and Vietnamese enclave businesses, this obstacle is much less damaging, because 

such businesses employ mostly foreigners and they become acquainted with the regulations 

fairly quickly. Regular home country businesses do not have such exposure though.     

 

 

4.2.4.5. Discrimination 

 

All migrant groups have experienced discrimination at some point in Hungary.81 Employment 

discrimination is closely linked to the above explored regulatory aspects barrier.  

 

Ethnic Hungarians experience discrimination when dealing with the authorities and looking 

for jobs.82 The latter has been discussed in the Regulatory aspects section. In comparison, 

Chinese and Vietnamese migrants emphasized they have experienced discrimination in all 

walks of life except for employment. This happens precisely because they are employed by 

co-ethnics in such great numbers. For our third subgroup, and for those Chinese and 

Vietnamese who intend to work outside of the enclave, labor market discrimination mostly 

originates from religious belonging (Muslim Turkish and Arabs), immigration status83 (all 

subgroups), and skin color (all non-Caucasian groups).84    

 

Overall, discrimination represents a viable barrier for all three of our examined migrant 

subgroups.  

 

 

5.2.4.6. Other barriers 

 

Other barriers that need to be considered in order to obtain a more comprehensive picture of 

migrant overqualification in the greater Budapest area include age considerations and the 

                                            
81 Ibid p70 
82 Ibid p72 
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84 This statement is based on our PLS member NGOs’ observations. 
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time factor.  

 

One of the most difficult barriers the receiving country population faces when looking for a job 

is age discrimination. Elderly workers are in an increasingly tough position if they loose their 

job and need to look for a new employer. Elderly migrants are even more exposed to 

discrimination, because in addition to the age factor, they also carry one or more 

characteristics that employers may see as grounds for discrimination, such as their third 

country national status, their language abilities, or their foreign degrees.     

 

Time is a very crucial factor in Hungarian migrant overqualification. Qualitative studies85 and 

our Panel of Local Key Stakeholders emphasized that temporary overqualification is 

extremely relevant for recently arrived migrants, and over time, the majority of them are able 

to reach their home country status and sometimes even exceed it. When is a migrant 

considered overqualified? Three month, one year or five years after his or her arrival? In 

order to support themselves, recently arrived migrants are more likely to take jobs they are 

overqualified for if they cannot find appropriate jobs right away. Home country recent 

graduates experience very similar decisions at the start of their careers, and they tend to 

accept positions they are overqualified for in the hopes of eventually moving into a more 

appropriate role. The big difference in their situations in that migrants face many more 

barriers than home country recent graduates come across, but the time factor needs to be 

considered for both of these groups. Being overqualified is disadvantageous for the migrant, 

the receiving economy and the European Union, but we need to determine at what point do 

we evaluate a migrant’s path and deem him or her overqualified.  

 

Overall, recently arrived migrants are the most exposed to temporary or permanent 

overqualification in Budapest, and measures addressing the disadvantages recently arrived 

migrants face would benefit the migrants, the receiving economy and the European Union.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                            
85 Melegh, Attila; Kovács, Éva and Gödri, Irén. 2010. “Azt hittem célt tévesztettem” A 
bevándorló nők élettörténeti perspektívái, integrációja és a bevándorlókkal kapcsolatos 
attitüdök nyolc európai országban.” KSH Népességtudományi Kutatóintézetének Kutatási 
Jelentései 88. KSH Népességtudományi Kutatóintézet, Budapest p52  
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This report aimed to reveal the severity and root causes of migrant overqualification in the 

greater Budapest area. Based on available studies executed by Hungarian researchers, this 

report has found that less than 10% of migrants working in the Budapest labor market are 

overqualified for the jobs they do. This ratio stands when we look at each ethnic group or the 

migrant population as a whole. In order to get a better idea of which cohorts are more 

affected than others, and a more comprehensive picture of migrant overqualification in 

Budapest, this report examined the environment in which overqualification takes place.      

 

When exploring such environment, the report touched on an issue particularly important to 

Hungary, namely improving the country’s labor market productivity in the age of a severe 

aging population trend. In order to successfully tackle the extra expenses generated by the 

larger number of pensioners and the growing health care costs associated with the elderly, 

social security contributions need to meet social security expenses.  Facing a significantly 

inactive working age population, and people working in jobs they are overqualified for are 

both phenomena that make it harder to satisfy such expenses, and to maintain economic 

growth.  

 

Although there is migrant overqualification in Hungary, Hungarian scholars’ research has 

shown that it is under 10%. This low number is very much due to Hungary’s relatively new 

appeal as a destination country, and the characteristics of migrants that choose Hungary as 

their new home. The largest group of such migrants is ethnic Hungarians, who speak the 

language, build social networks relatively quickly because of their matching language and 

cultural background. They come from neighbouring countries, and their education systems 

are not vastly different than Hungary’s, therefore their degrees’ recognition goes relatively 

easy. They still experience discrimination when looking for a job, mainly because of the 

employers’ concerns about their status and the extra paperwork that might be required to 

employ someone with a work permit. The second biggest group, Chinese and Vietnamese 

migrants, adds to the explanation of the overall low level of overqualification. The labor 

market overrepresentation of successful transnational business owners, and friends and 

family of such business owners determine the most significant pull factor why migrants 

choose Hungary. As a result of this significant pull factor, migrants who are most likely to 

come to Hungary intend to become entrepreneurs themselves. When examining the third, 

extremely heterogeneous group, we found that overqualification mostly affects the recently 

arrived, women and those who display characteristics that prevent the home workforce from 
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finding jobs too, such as age.  When looking at all three of our subgroups, we can conclude 

that overqualification primarily affects recently arrived migrants, and to smaller extent women 

and the elderly. The importance of the time factor is very much in line with the host 

population’s overqualification situation. 

 

Because of the low level of overqualification in Hungary, there is not likely going to be a 

willingness from the authorities’ part to make structural changes; therefore our 

recommendations will target the NGO side to counterbalance the disadvantages migrants 

face on the job market. NGOs will serve as migrants’ local social networks when it comes to 

employment, legal and educational advice on degree recognition, where to look for jobs, and 

to reveal what sort of not so obvious qualifications they possess. The latter can be effectively 

measured by one of our stakeholders’ Digital Life Path model that we intend to use to help to 

improve migrant labor market outcomes.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 48 

REFERENCES 
 

Boyd, Monica. 1989. “Family and Personal Networks in International Migration: Recent 
Developments and New Agendas”. International Migration Review. Vol. 23, No.3. 

 

Commission publication Employment in Europe 2008 
http://ec.europa.en/social/main.jsp?catId=113&langId=en&newId=415&furtherNews=yes 

 

Demeny, Paul. 2003. “Population Policy Dilemmas in Europe at the Dawn of the Twenty-First 
Century”. Population and Development Review, Vol 29, No. 1 

 

Educatio Társadalmi Szolgáltató Nonprofit Kft. 2010. Diplomás pályakövetés 2010 – A 2007-
ben végzettek munkaerőpiaci jellemzői. Kutatási gyorsjelentés. Educatio Társadalmi 
Szolgáltató Nonprofit Kft. Budapest 
 
 
Fox, Jon. 2007. “From national inclusion to economic exclusion: ethnic Hungarian labor 
migration to Hungary.” Nations and Nationalism, Vol. 13, No. 1  
 
 
Györgyi Zoltán. 2010. Munkaerőpiaci esélyek, munkaerő-piaci stratégiák in Garai, Orsolya; 
Horváth, Tamás; Kiss, László; Szép, Lilla; Veroszta, Zsuzsanna ed. Diplomás Pályakövetés 
IV. – Frissdiplomások 2010. Educatio Nonprofit Kft. Budapest 
 
 
Huddleston, Thomas and Niessen, Jan (with Ni Chaoimh, Eadaoin and White, Emily). 2011. 
Migrant Integration Policy Index III. The British Council and Migration Policy Group, Brussels  
 
 
Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal and Székelyi, Mária ed. 2010. Az idegen Magyarország. 
Bevándorlók társadalmi integrációja. MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete és ELTE 
Eötvös Kiadó, Budapest 
 
 
Kováts, András; Örkény, Antal; Székelyi, Mária; Hárs, Ágnes; Várhalmi, Zoltán; Kőszeghy, 
Lea; Bognár, Katalin. 2009. Bevándorlók Magyarországon. MTAKI and ICCR, Budapest 
 
 
Kováts, András ed. 2011. Magyarrá válni. Bevándorlók honosítási és integrációs stratégiái. 
MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete, Budapest  
 
 
Lengyel Cook, Maria Sophia and Repetto, Robert. 1982.  “The Relevance of the Developing 
Countries to Demographic Transition Theory: Further Lessons from the Hungarian 
Experience.” Population Studies, Vol. 36, No. 1   
 



 49 

Massey, Douglas; Arango, Joaquin; Hugo, Graeme; Kouaouci, Ali; Pellegrino, Adela; Taylor, 
J. Edwars. 1993. “Theories of International Migration: A Review and Appraisal”. Population 
and Development Review. Vol.19, No.3. 

 

McDonald, Peter. 2002. “Sustaining Fertility through Public Policy: The Range of Options.” 
Population, Vol. 57, No. 3  

 
Melegh, Attila; Kovács, Éva and Gödri, Irén. 2010. ““Azt hittem célt tévesztettem” A 
bevándorló nők élettörténeti perspektívái, integrációja és a bevándorlókkal kapcsolatos 
attitüdök nyolc európai országban.” KSH Népességtudományi Kutatóintézetének Kutatási 
Jelentései 88. KSH Népességtudományi Kutatóintézet, Budapest  
 
 
Monostori, Judit; Őri, Péter; S. Molnár, Edit and Spéder, Zsolt. 2009. Demográfiai Portré 
2009-Jelentés a magyar népesség helyzetéről. KSH Népességtudományi Kutató Intézet, 
Budapest  
 
 
Monostori, Judit. 2007. Aktív korúak nyugdíjban – A korai nyugdíjazás jelensége és okai a 
rendszerváltás utáni évek Magyarországán. PHD Dissertation, Budapest Corvinus University, 
Budapest 
 
 
Münz, Rainer. 2009. “From Rapid Population Growth to an Aging Planet – Global and 
European Persepctives.” Guest Lecture at University of Kent, Slide 64, Brussels November 
23, 2009   
 
 
Nyíri, Pál. 2003. “Chinese Migration to Eastern Europe”. International Migration, Vol. 41 (3)  
 
 
OECD Employment Outlook 2001, http://www.oecdpublishing.org/multilingual-
summeries/empl-outlook-2011-sum/html/empl_outlook-2011-sum-en.html 
 
 
Várhalmi, Zoltán. 2010. A budapesti kínai és vietnámi gazdasági klaszterek néhány 
jellegzetessége in Hárs, Ágnes and Tóth, Judit. 2010. Változó migráció – változó környezet. 
MTA Etnikai-nemzeti Kissebségkutató Intézete, Budapest  
 
 
Várhalmi, Zoltán; Makó, Ágnes ; Czibik, Ágnes. 2009. Rövid távú munkaerő-piaci előrejelzés 
– 2009. MKIK GVI, Budapest  
 
 
Waldinger, R.D. 1986. Though the Eye of the Needle: Immigrants and Enterprise in New 
York’s Garment Trades. New York University Press, New York 
 

 


