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Dilemmas in Hungarian higher education

HERNECZKY, ANDREA– MARSELEK, SÁNDOR
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SUMMARY FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS

Higher rates of employment are essential to economic growth. The best way to in-

crease the rate of employment is through training and education. Transforming edu-

cation to mass education, as well as the weakening of the previous knowledge of stu-

dents has caused a quality decay among job-seekers. The motivation behind educati-

on is not sound; the number of majors in higher education is higher than necessary 

and is not adjusted to the requirements of the labour market. Hands-on training has 

been forced into the background. Career offices at large colleges and universities may 

improve the entrants’ chances of finding a job. 

Higher education institutions are also responsible for the continuous further tra-

ining of their graduate students with BSc degrees, which is indispensable to life-long 

learning. It is important to promote R&D activities and innovation capabilities asso-

ciated with the world of academics as a way to strengthen cooperation and ties betwe-

en universities, research institutions and innovative enterprise. We have serious ar-

rears to make up in this field. It seems that BSc graduates have a hard time finding a 

job as their three-year course does not make it possible for them to acquire in-depth 

theoretical knowledge, and their six-month placement does not provide them with 

sufficient professional knowledge or skills either. Our paper concentrates on explo-

ring the opinions held by agricultural professionals with both a tertiary degree and 

work experience of higher education. It also examines the requirements of the labour 

market for graduates just starting their careers. Analysis of our findings so far has 

led us to believe that it is necessary to re-think tertiary education in its entirety, to 

strengthen practical training and to make sure that the minimum level of professio-

nal resources is made available.

INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the 20th century know-
ledge has become more and more impor-
tant. In countries that are developing dy-
namically human capital has become one 
of the most significant economic factors. If 

we consider that the most important role 
of education is labour force training and its 
preparation for joining the economy, it is 
easy to see that the basis of competitive-
ness of the economy is the skilled labour 
force. Due to these facts, the knowledge-
based economy makes great demands for 
the education system as well that can en-

hance the improvement of the economy’s 
competitiveness. 

Recently there has been special empha-
sis on the examination of the relationship 
between higher education and economy, 
because this level of education can be di-
rectly connected to the R&D sector. Con-
sequently, the innovation potential invol-
ves universities, research institutions and 
innovative enterprises; their activities and 
relationships evolved between them.

As a result of the recent scientific and 

technological development, new require-
ments have appeared regarding knowled-
ge. Learning and knowledge are becoming 
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more and more significant economic fac-
tors. From the point of view of a nation’s 
economy, the most important functi-
on of education is to contribute to econo-
mic growth with the help of ‘human capi-
tal’. The value of this possibility has signi-
ficantly increased as a result of the global 

economic crisis. It forces education to play 
a different role in the society. That is why 
the National Office of Research and Tech-
nology supports the consortiums invol-
ving universities, research institutes, large 
companies and SME’s in order to achieve 
results outstanding even at an internatio-
nal level. The main task of education can 
be defined not by making students acquire 

as much knowledge as possible, but by de-

veloping their problem-solving skills, their 
ability to find the most important and rele-
vant information and by teaching them the 
norms of honest conduct.

Today, education in schools does not al-
ways serve respect, consideration and wis-
dom. Therefore – if we want to train qua-
lity students – we must not neglect auto-
nomous problem solving and learning in 
higher education either.

QUANTITY AND QUALITY  

IN HIGHER EDUCATION

While in 1995 37% of a given populati-
on studied in higher education, this ratio 
is 57% on the average in the OECD count-
ries (Fig. 1). 

Figure 1

The ratio of participants in higher education  

in the OECD countries 1995-2006 (%)

Source: OECD, 2008

There are lots of reasons for the outstan-

ding increase. On the one hand, the labour 

market excites the growing number of stu-

dents in higher education because higher 

qualification means more secure careers 

and higher salaries. However, it is a seri-

ous dilemma how the increase in quantity 

affect/will affect the preparedness quality 

of the newly graduated. 

On an international level, the most po-

pular degrees are the ones in the fields of 

arts, economics and law. There are diffe-
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rences between certain countries in the 
branches of education (Table 1). The ratio 
of unemployment is the lowest in the case 
of graduates.

Nevertheless, young people’s difficul-
ties in finding employment is reflected in 

the unemployment rate of the 15-24-year-
olds, which, on a national level, was 2.3 
times as much as that of people between 
the ages of 25 and 64 in 2000, while 6 years 
later it amounted for nearly 2.9 times as 
much. In 2006, the youngest labour force 
had the most favourable position in Wes-
tern and Central Transdanubia, while in 
the regions most badly hit by unemploy-
ment in general, their situation was the 
worst (North Hungary – 26.2%, North 
Great Plain – 26.8%).

Unemployment is mainly serious among 
people with lower qualifications. Howe-
ver, the number of unemployed graduates 
have also risen in the labour market in re-
cent years. In 2006, the highest qualifica-
tion of one third of the unemployed popu-
lation was primary school, another third 
finished a vocational secondary school, 

while 26% a technical or grammar secon-
dary school, and nearly 8% had universi-
ty or college degrees. Between 2000 and 
2006, the ratio of the unemployed who fi-
nished primary school did not change sig-
nificantly. However, the ratio of graduates 

doubled, increased from 4 to 8% (Central 

Statistical Office, 2008).

However, mass higher education laun-
ches more and more entrants to the mar-
ket who – due to the lack of suitable know-
ledge – do not get a job appropriate to their 
degrees. 

There is an annual survey carried out 
in companies by Hungarian Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry, whose aim is to 
examine the expected employment pos-
sibilities of new graduates. The survey of 
the year 2008 found that a degree in itself 

does not mean a competitive advantage 
for companies. The majority of busines-
ses find the applicants’ knowledge, langu-
age skills and work experience very impor-
tant. The respondents unanimously agree 
that along with the hard skills, soft skills 
are gaining more and more importance 
in providing success for applicants. Crea-
ting and improving the different soft ski-
lls must be in the focus of the whole verti-
cum of education. In 2002, a list of 23 ski-
lls was compiled by the OECD on the basis 
of its research carried out in several count-
ries. The list contained not only key skills 
such as communication, teamwork, abili-
ty to study and improve performance but 
also managerial and work-related ones. 
They included creativity, self-confidence, 

language skills, critical attitude, people 
skills, decision-making, overall thinking 
and the ability to concentrate on processes 
as well as strategy-making. Based on this 
fact, we think it would be important to lay 
more emphasis on developing the different 
skills in higher education, too. For this rea-
son, it is necessary to rethink and revalue 
the role and tasks of higher education.

As the opinions of employers are impor-
tant messages for higher education, the ca-
reer monitoring system of those who have 
a degree is getting more and more attenti-
on in order to improve the quality of higher 
education in Hungary. Article 34 of Hig-
her Education Law prescribes career mo-
nitoring for the institutions. Besides the 
outer, legal provisions this kind of feed-
back might be advantageous for the higher 
education institutions as well

- feedback towards the institutions – 
tighter relationship between labour mar-
ket and higher education;

- quality assurance element;
- career-orientation assistance – it is 

more observable how employers evaluate 
particular trainings and institutions.
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THE SITUATION OF HUNGARIAN 

HIGHER EDUCATION

The appreciation of the role of knowled-
ge can also be proved by the data below. 
While in 1960 only 3.2% of the active po-
pulation had higher education degree, this 
ratio increased to 12.3% by the time of the 
regime change, it was 14.2% in 2000 and 
we reached 16.5% in 2006.

From the very beginning of the 1990s 

greater emphasis has been placed on joi-

ning higher education. The number of stu-

dents studying in higher education has in-

creased by leaps and bunds. The increase 

was almost continuous until 2004. From 

that time on the number of applicants have 

becoming less (Table 2). 

Table 2

The number of applied and admitted students in higher education (persons)

Year
Applied Admitted

Total Basic, regular State Total Basic, regular State

2001 148 880 83 642 106 288 98 031 48 622 50 826 

2002 164 219 87 405 115 072 108 903 51 148 55 161 

2003 159 885 84 857 103 163 106 024 50 561 55 108 

2004 167 082 94 048 115 798 109 562 53 155 59 641 

2005 149 829 90 601 114 008 102 960 51 195 60 028 

2006 132 527 83 836 103 422 93 898 52 850 57 796 

2007 108 854 76 392 88 794 81 563 50 405 48 724 

2008 96 986 65 240 81 389 81 101 48 567 52 776 

Source: www.felvi.hu

In the 1990s the reasons for this increa-
se by leaps and bounds was that those who 
were born in the 1970s became 18-19 years 
old. On the other hand, due to the econo-
mic transformation the number of the 
unemployed increased by leaps and bo-
unds, therefore, as far as people applying 
for higher education were concerned, ‘de-
laying’ in starting a job was also a motiva-
tion factor. 

The higher education structure in Hun-
gary was a dual system until 2006, in 
which students, after the 6-8-semester 
college education, could participate in 
university education only after a serious 
screening. Practically speaking, the choi-
ce of career was made by joining a parti-
cular institution as permeability between 
majors was not possible either. However, 
in the frame of market economy, this tra-
ditional system did not seem to be compe-

titive. Maybe the biggest problem was that 
degrees obtained in Hungary could not be 
accredited automatically abroad; therefo-
re student and teacher mobility had seri-
ous obstacles. 

Examining the Eurostat data from 2006 
it can be ascertained that the mobility of 
Hungarian college and university students 
significantly lag behind the European ave-
rage. It is not the one and only problem 
that merely a small number of Hungarian 
students study abroad for a shorter or lon-
ger period but the Hungarian higher edu-
cation institutions – except some of them 
– are not able to provide courses for stu-
dents from foreign countries. 

By the globalization of economy know-
ledge and education have also been glo-
balized. Globalization and information 
boom mean new challenges for higher edu-
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cation (Wachtler – Marselek, 2001). It was 
indispensable to change higher education. 
Such a standardized system has been cre-
ated that provides permeability both bet-
ween majors and institutions. This system 
preserves the intellectual values and tra-
ditions of the particular member countri-
es and also helps the student and teacher 
mobility in order to invest the knowled-
ge accumulated in the particular countri-
es in other countries as well (Magda et al., 

2008).
The Erasmus programme assists this 

mobility. When started in 1997 3 thousand 
students participated in the EU; today 160 
thousand students are able to gain experi-
ence in foreign countries due to this prog-
ramme. As for the whole period of the prog-
ramme is concerned, by 2012 it is expected 
to increase the number of participants to 3 
million. The Erasmus also supports about 
25 thousand teachers as well who are able 
to stay abroad for a shorter time every year. 
The programme is also very popular in 
Hungary; the number of participating stu-
dents and teachers has been increasing, 
although not fast enough.

The new, three-tier education system in 
Hungary – if the content is appropriate – 

enables to have proper higher education. 
To promote competitiveness and to achi-
eve the future goals laid down in the natio-
nal development plan it is necessary to iso-
late and determine three targets

- the first output (BSc), should serve the 

competitive labour market;
- the second output (MSc), should be ap-

propriate for development and scientific 

training;
- the third output (PhD) should be the 

internationally appreciated, competiti-
ve basis of the basic sciences and research 
and development (Magda, 2006).

Since 2004, the number of students app-
lying for higher education has continuous-
ly been decreasing, but the admission rate 
has been increasing. Fewer and fewer stu-
dents want to study further, but the chance 
for admission has significantly grown. In 

2004 the admission rate was only 65.6%, 
while in 2008 83.4% of the students appli-
ed were admitted.

As far as particular and important tra-
inings are concerned, the number of app-
lications between 2001 and 2008 decrea-
sed. Especially the field of agricultural, 

economics and informatics lost their po-
pularity. This trend can be seen in Fig. 2. 

Figure 2

The number of applicants for particular trainings

Source: www.felvi.hu
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In the year of 2008, 84.9% of the stu-

dents studied in BSc education and 5.2% 

in MSc education. The rate of higher quali-

fication education has increased (Fig. 3). 

In 2008, 69% of the students admitted 
to higher education intended to study in 
full-time, 27.8% in correspondence, while 
1% in evening and 2.2% in distance edu-
cation. 35% of the students starting their 

Figure 3

The participation rate of students admitted in particular forms of education (%)

Source: www.felvi.hu

studies in 2008 had to pay a fee, while 65% 
of them received state financial support. 

Their foreign language skills are not suf-
ficient, 51.5% of the students do not have 

any kind of foreign language certificates 

(Table 3).

Type of certificate
Number of students 

admitted

Percentage within all admitted 

students (%)

B2 – oral part 1 552 1.9

B2 – written part 302 0.4

B2 – both oral and written parts 25 729 31.8

C1 – oral part 183 0.2

C1 – written part 46 0.1

C2 – both oral and written parts 9 510 11.8

Only B1 certificate 1 144 1.4

No certificate 42 456 52.5

Total 80 922 100.0

Table 3

Foreign language skills of students admitted to higher education, 2008

Source: www.felvi.hu

TEACHING IN THE CHANGING 

ENVIRONMENT

Hungarian higher education can be-
come successful only if it goes through 
certain changes. These changes are neces-

sitated by the poorer knowledge and mo-

tivation of the admitted students and the 

requirements of the labour market. Un-

fortunately, the knowledge and skills of 

the students applying for higher educati-
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on are far poorer than in the past years. 
The students have less mature personaliti-
es than 10-15 years ago. In most secondary 
schools, regular hard work is not a requi-
rement, and the phenomenon of mass edu-
cation has also made the situation worse. 
Teachers’ material and moral appreciation 
is poor, which leads to contra selection.

In his keynote lecture in the Agricultu-

ral Economic Committee of the Hunga-

rian Academy of Science, Magda (2006) 
analyses the relationship between science 
and higher education, and emphasizes the 
fact that it has always been and it is still 
the defining factor of a nation’s competiti-
veness how outstanding a role education 
and science play. The challenges of the 21st 
century unambiguously draw our atten-
tion to the fact that science, the economy 
and education can only meet the require-
ments of development and innovation th-
rough close cooperation. Since the begin-
ning of the 1990’s, higher education has 
gained an ever increasing importance. The 
number of the students in higher educati-
on continually increased until 2004. As 
higher education became available for the 
masses, it resulted in decreased require-
ments, and the predominance of arts over 
sciences.

In Hungary, 40% of the students gradua-
te from the fields of social sciences, econo-
mics and law, while the rate of technolo-
gical degrees does not reach 8%. In de-
veloped countries, the ratio of graduates 
with technological qualifications is twice 

as much as in Hungary. Students prefer 
degrees that can be acquired more easily 
since they can be more successful in that 
way compared to their situation without 
any degrees. 

Gábor (1970) emphasises that traditio-
nal universities admit only the most out-
standing people, probably 5 or maximum 
12% of the population. This is the same 
ratio as the number of well-paid and soci-
ally valued jobs available in an industrial 

society. According to a survey carried out 
in the USA, only 58% of the students can 
hope to get a higher salary and have a more 
interesting career at the end of their stu-
dies, while for the rest ’university studies 
only mean the possibility of changing their 
environment and not getting a higher sa-
lary’. Not even mass education can deny 
the main functions of universities, i.e. the 
conveyance of knowledge and making pe-
ople like knowledge. ’A new type of educa-
tion must be created, a mixture of enter-
tainment and teaching, that will enable 
even the ones with fewer talents to appre-
ciate the complex civilisation they live in. 
The technical means necessary for doing 
it are already available – music, films, tra-
velling, games –, and it is the teachers who 
can make them efficient devices.’

When examining education, it is very 
important to closely look at regional dif-
ferences. ’In case higher education is con-
centrated mainly in Budapest and one or 
two major cities in the future, our lagging 
behind the EU will continue along with an 
increasing number of inhabitants leaving 
countryside regions due to a lack of know-
ledge that could create values’ (Magda, 

2007).

INNOVATION AND EDUCATION

Within the frameworks of the First In-
novation Action Plan of the year 1996, the 
European Committee’s Announcement 
defined innovation in the following way: 

’It is the ability to use and process new 
knowledge in order to increase productivi-
ty and develop new products and services.’ 
The Announcement sets a goal according 
to which the EU should become the most 
competitive and knowledge-based eco-
nomy of the world.

Its leaders aim to develop the Eu-
ropean Union into the most competiti-
ve and knowledge-based economy of the 
world. One of its key issues is the deve-
lopment of innovation on the level of the 
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Union, regions and businesses. Innovati-
on is a new, higher-quality satisfaction of 
consumer needs. Implementing regional 
policy programmes that encourage inno-
vation may contribute to the fast develop-
ment of under-developed regions. Innova-
tion can be assisted by the state and regio-
nal administration through direct support 
or creating an encouraging environment. 
The final result of innovation is a new pro-
duct provided for consumers, but the new 
technology and new organisational rela-
tionships making its production possib-
le are also important elements. The regio-
nal innovation potential includes univer-
sities, research institutes and innovative 
businesses, as well as the system of their 
relationships. In Hungarian regions, inno-
vative conduct is not sufficient either on a 

regional or business level (Marselek et al., 

2005).
There are no professional organisati-

ons that are able to carry out the innovati-
on process from ideas to implementation. 
The departments responsible for develop-
ment at multinational and transnational 
companies can be found beyond Hungari-
an borders. The solution for that problem 
may be technological transfer. 

The innovation-friendly environment 
of regions may result in rapid regional de-
velopment, even in case of a relatively low 
amount of financial resources, provided 

the human resources are suitable for it.
The main goal of regional innovation 

strategies is to increase the innovation ca-
pacity of the region, and to support vari-
ous types of cooperation between busines-
ses, scientific and technological, as well as 

state organisations and institutions.
Elaborating a regional innovation strat-

egy is a task that involves all the partic-
ipants of research and technology develop-
ment – representatives of both the priva-
te and public sectors, technology transfer 
institutions, organisations providing in-

novation services etc. The consultati-
ons between the above mentioned parti-
es must focus on identifying the needs and 
requirements of the businesses of the reg-
ion. It is important to survey the qualifi-
cation of the human resources, the level 
of education, the situation of the resear-
ch institutes, the plans of the private bu-
sinesses, the innovation-encouraging role 
of industrial groups, the capital-attracting 
ability of the industrial parks, and the re-
lationships created between these partic-
ipants. Each region has to work out its con-
cept on technological development and 
innovation strategy in order to create the 
strong multilateral relations between the 
universities, research institutes and the 
economy that are necessary for the deve-
lopment of high-tech industries.

In Hungary, the number of businesses 
involved in technological innovation amo-
unts for 700, and fewer than 20 of them 
spends half of the corporate R&D spen-
dings. 22-23% of Hungarian SME’s are in-
novative, 2-3% of them are outstanding, 
while the others are inactive and disinte-
rested. For them, R&D does not mean a 
factor of competitiveness, and not inclu-
ded in their strategy. 

According to Veres (2005), the increa-
sing openness of businesses and the rapid 
changes force employees to make continu-
ous learning an organic part of retaining 
and realizing their personal careers. 

The innovation potential of a region is 
an important factor in regional develop-
ment. Its participants include all the peop-
le and factors that determine, support or 
even hinder innovation. As a result, inno-
vation potential involves universities, re-
search institutes and innovative busines-
ses, their activities and the relationships 
between them. The domestic and interna-
tional indicators are shown in Table 4.

As far as innovation is concerned, Hun-
gary significantly lags behind developed 
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countries. It would be extremely impor-
tant to secure new graduates in the fields 

of science and technology and increase the 

ratio of the private sector in Research and 
Development. The financial resources are 

indicated in Table 5.

USA Japan EU15 EU25 HU

Summarized Innovation 

Index (SII)
0.60 0.65 0.46 0.42 0.31

State R&D spendings/GDP 

(%)
0.86 0.89 0.70 0.69 0.62

Business R&D spendings/

GDP (%)
1.91 2.65 1.30 1.26 0.36

New EPO - patents/1m 

inhabitants
154.5 166.7 158.5 133.6 18.3

New USPTO - patents/1m 

inhabitants
301.4 273.9 71.3 59.9 4.9

Table 4

Domestic R&D funding through comparing indicators

(SII, R&D/GDP, patent/1m inhabitants)

Source: European Innovation Scoreboard (EIS) 2005

Table 5

R&D spendings

(financial resources, billion HUF)

According to the decision of the EU, 
the Institute of European Innovation and 
Technology will be established in Hunga-
ry, which may improve the situation.

The National Office of Research and 

Technology also has a significant role. 

Csongrádi (2008) quotes that Minister 

Károly Molnár announced at the end of 
last year that the Innovation Fund would 
receive 28.7 billion funding from the state 
budget. Apart from that, the financial re-
sources of the Fund would also be increa-

* In association with local governments; ** Only non-profit organisations. 

Source: Central Statistical Office, Research and Development, 2007

sed by the innovation contribution paid by 
businesses. Thus, the total income would 
be 55.9 billion in 2009, from which 51.9 
billion would be given for projects of app-
lying organisations. Apart from the Inno-
vation Fund, there will be 100.15 billion 
forints available in the New Hungary De-
velopment Plan for applicants planning 
R&D activities. If we take all the resour-
ces into consideration, it can be stated that 
Hungarian organisations can apply for ne-
arly 170 billion forints available for sup-

Year Businesses State budget
Other domestic 

resources
Foreign resources

2000 39.79 52.21 2.19 11.20

2005 81.90 102.70 0.97 22.20

2006 103.00 106.50* 1.50 26.90

2007 107.80 109.10* 1.57** 27.20
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porting R&D, which is a major factor of 
the country’s competitiveness. The Natio-
nal Office of Research and Technology is 

responsible for only the operation of the 
application system related to the Innova-
tion Fund. Businesses can be encouraged 
to spend more on R&D only by working out 
project funding systems that meet their 
demands and as a result, they are willing 
to spend significantly more from their own 

resources than earlier.
Today, we live in the age of network eco-

nomy. In network economies, spin-off bu-
sinesses have a significant role and higher 

education institutions are the engines of 
development.

Fábián et al. (2007) refers to the model 
of self-financed development. According 

to Ficsor (2006), supporting innovation 
clusters has a key importance where the 
processing and manufacturing sectors 
cooperate with the scientific sector. 

THE BOLOGNA PROCESS

The educational system of Hungary has 
significantly changed in the past decades. 

The minimum age of finishing studies has 

been raised from 16 to 18 years of age, 6 and 
8 year-long secondary grammar school 
education has been operating since 1990, 
and in 1998, a programme called Accre-
dited School System Higher Level Speci-
al Training was introduced (also referred 
to as ASSHLTT, since 2002 called higher 
level technical training). There have been 
fundamental changes in higher education, 
tuition fee, correspondence and distance 

education have become wide-spread. The 
concept of Life-Long Learning has become 
important, according to which the process 
of life-long learning assists the adjustment 
of human resources to the changing requi-
rements of the economy (Kelemen – Koll-

ár, 2007).

When evaluating the present system, 
we must mention that in many cases the 
required and the offered qualifications are 

not always the same.
When introducing the BSc and MSc 

Programmes, specialists had several 
doubts. They are as follows:

- BSc Programmes of universities are 
less practice-oriented.

- The competitiveness of BSc degrees in 
the labour market is insecure.

- The suitability and adequacy of the 
curricula of BSc and MSc Programmes are 
not proved.

- As a result of student number chan-
ges, the personal and technical capacity 
of certain universities and colleges rema-
in unused (Magda et al., 2008).

The Bologna and Lisbon processes 
mean serious challenges to institutions 
as they include the reform of the structure 
of higher education. In changing the con-
tent of teaching and bringing it closer to 
the requirements of the labour market, ca-
reer offices operating within the instituti-
ons could have a determining role. These 
centres would be able to complete the ba-
sically formal frameworks of education in 
order to make the students’ chances better 
in the labour market. 
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