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H U N G A R Y

The post-2010 Hungarian government has positioned itself against the 
welfare state for ideological reasons, which is increasingly apparent in all 
corners of its policies and governance. This is a dangerous situation, as the 
effects of the economic crisis., A labour market, that is performing below the 
EU average, has created a situation where many people must rely on some 
sort of government assistance, particularly for (but not limited to) the Roma 
population. Given this state of play, the downward pressure on the capacity 
of the social protection system is resulting in an increase in the rate of people 
living at risk of poverty or social exclusion. 
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The post-2010 Hungarian government has positioned 
itself against the welfare state for ideological reasons, 
which is increasingly apparent in all corners of its 
policies and governance. This is a dangerous situation, 
as the effects of the economic crisis., A labour market, 
that is performing below the EU average, has created 
a situation where many people must rely on some 
sort of government assistance, particularly for (but 
not limited to) the Roma population. Given this state 
of play, the downward pressure on the capacity of the 
social protection system is resulting in an increasing 
rate of people living at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion.

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. Recent reforms of the labour market have 

negatively impacted on social rights.
2. Access to, and quality of, health and social services 

are negatively affected by various issues.
3. A high rate of early school leaving and low rate of 

adult participation in lifelong learning
4. Increased segregation of Roma pupils in school.
5. A high rate of poverty and social exclusion, 

specifically among children and the Roma 
population.

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. Develop strong, built-in social safeguards to 

counter the negative effects of the recent labour 
market reforms.

2. More government funding for health and social 
services would improve the access to and quality 
of these services, for example by increasing wages 
in the sector.

3. Develop and implement a national strategy to 
tackle the challenges of early-school leaving and 
the segregation of Roma pupils.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Hungary reports 
that the post-2010 Hungarian government has 
positioned itself against the welfare state. The public 
policies it pursues (i.e. taxation, social insurance, and 

social benefits) are a major driving force behind the 
recent increase and worsening of poverty. Not only 
can the government’s ideological hostility towards 
the welfare state be inferred from this somewhat 
consistent pattern of public policy, but it has also 
been explicitly declared by the Prime Minister 
in many statements where the welfare state was 
presented in a strict dichotomy with employment 
and competitiveness. People living in poverty 
have never been seen as part of the government’s 
constituency. Instead, the Prime Minister declared in 
the parliament that “Fidesz holds the power in the 
hands of the middle class and exercises it in the name 
of the middle class”.1 Importantly, and contrary to this 
political rhetoric, the new tax and spending regime 
has been disadvantageous for many levels of society, 
not only to the poorer segments of the population. 
Between 2010 and 2014, the share of national income 
has significantly increased for the top 10 percent, 
slightly increased for the next 10 percent, and it 
has significantly decreased for everyone else. High 
levels of poverty in Hungary exist within the context 
of income security: according to Eurostat data, the 
proportion of Hungarians who report an “inability 
to face unexpected financial expense” has remained 
stable in recent years, at an exceptionally high level of 
over 70 percent.

- - -
H U N G A R Y 
-

FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The European Commission (‘the Commission’) has 
reported that ‘Hungary faces significant labour market 
challenges due to a number of structural problems 
and low economic growth.’2 While the labour statistics 
1 2012 statement made in the Parliament, quoted (in Hungarian) 
in the official homepage of the prime minister: http://www.miniszterelnok.
hu/cikk/orban_viktor_kepviseloknek_valaszolt_az_orszaggyulesben_ 
(retrieved 1 September 2015).
2 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Hungary, SWD 
(2014) 418 final, 2 June 2014, p. 21. Retrieved 19 August 2015, from http://
ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_hungary_en.pdf.
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poverty. In contrast, our Hungarian Strategy Group 
highlights the widespread criticism about the lack 
of social safeguards in these reforms and, moreover, 
their misleading impact on official statistics, such 
ascounting participants in the public work (‘workfare’) 
schemes as ‘employed’ to increase the (apparent) 
activity rate.
Our Hungarian Strategy Group does agree with the 
Commission when it argues that because of the lack 
of adequate monitoring of the operation of active 
labour market programmes, it is not always possible 
to accurately assess their efficiency. Nevertheless, 
our Strategy Group adds that it is clearly a significant 
problem that the financing of the ever expanding, 
expensive ‘workfare’ public work scheme, which has 
been repeatedly found by independent empirical 
studies to be grossly inefficient, is crowding out 
resources that could be spent on more efficient active 
labour market programmes.

Moreover, our Hungarian Strategy Group shares 
the concerns of the Commission regarding the 
short term eligibility for unemployment benefits. 
Unemployed workers in Hungary are only eligible for 
unemployment insurance for three months, which is 
the shortest period of entitlement in the European 
Union, while the average time of unemployment is 
actually between one and a half and two years in 2014. 
Our Hungarian Strategy Group reports that there have 
been no positive developments concerning the period 
of eligibility for unemployment benefits, or either  
the adequacy or the coverage of social assistance. 
Activation measures increasingly focus on punitive 
public work ‘workfare’ programmes which have no 
demonstrable positive effect on further employment 
whatsoever.  

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
The Commission reported that ‘Hungary ranks 
systematically low in terms of headline health status 
indicators, such as life expectancy at birth. Also, 

are improving, the country still performs below the 
EU average. The overall employment rate has seen 
an increase in recent years (66.7% in 2014, up from 
59.9% in 2010), thereby making some progress to 
the European 2020 target (75%). Meanwhile, the 
unemployment rate continues to show a steady 
decline (7.7% in 2014, down from 11.2% in 2010), while 
long term unemployment also continues to decline 
(cf. 3.7% in 2014, down from 5.5% in 2010). Young 
people find themselves in a difficult position on the 
labour market due to their high  unemployment rate 
(recently declining from 26.4% in 2010 down to 20.4% 
in 2014), along with ‘traditionally’ vulnerable groups 
such as women with young children and people with a 
migrant background (typically  the Roma population). 

Given this improving state of play, the Council of the 
European Union (‘the Council’) and the Commission 
in their country-specific recommendations, call on the 
government to further strengthen the labour market 
reforms that have been introduced in recent years.3 
In contrast, the controversial public works scheme 
– where unemployed workers need to join in public 
works to retain their benefits beyond a certain period – 
is again targeted for its questionable effectiveness.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Hungary is critical 
of the fact that the Commission refers to recent 
labour market reforms such as the restriction of 
early retirement, the review of the disability pension 
and benefit system, changes in unemployment and 
social assistance system, and easing return from 
parental leave as reforms that are ‘going in the right 
direction’. The Commission attributes the increase 
in activity rate to these reforms, and problematizes 
only the lack of adequate assessment concerning 
their actual effects on labour market outcomes and 
3 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Hungary and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Hungary, 2014, 
2014/C 247/15, 8 July 2014, pp. 81-82. Retrieved 19 August 2015, from 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_hungary_en-
.pdf.
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PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
The Commission has reported that the Hungarian 
education system faces a major challenge in the 
form of early school-leaving (11.4% in 2014, up from 
10.8% in 2010, and far from the 10% Europe 2020 
target for member states).6 In addition, the low adult 
participation rate in lifelong learning (3.2% in 2014, 
although up from 2.7% in 2010) does not sufficiently 
correct this situation for the group of young people 
entering the labour market without proper skills. 
Moreover, the long-standing segregation of Roma 
pupils has become worse during the past decade. 
Given this state of play, the Commission and the 
Council in their country-specific recommendations 
highlight the need for a national strategy to tackle 
many challenges, including access to all forms of 
education. 7

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Hungary is critical 
of the far-reaching reforms that are currently being 
implemented by the government, noting that early 
results have been worrisome. An audit commissioned 
by the Ministry of Human Capacities itself, leaked 
in early 2014, indicated frequent instances of 
mismanagement and widespread inefficiencies.8 
Concerning the segregation of Roma pupils, our 
Hungarian Strategy Group finds it important to note 
that it has been demonstrated that pro-integration 
government policies were effective in decreasing 
segregation between 2006 and 2008.9 However, since 
2010 the government has not only discontinued 

6 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Hungary, SWD 
(2014) 418 final, 2 June 2014, p. 23.
7 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Hungary and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Hungary, 2014, 
2014/C 247/15, 8 July 2014, p. 81.
8 For a (Hungarian) summary of the leaked report, please see: 
http://index.hu/belfold/2014/01/27/brutalisra_sikerult_a_klik_eltitkolt_at-
vilagitasa/ (retrieved 1 September 2015).
9 Kertesi, G., & Kézdi, G. (2012). Ethnic segregation between 
Hungarian schools: Long-run trends and geographic distribution. Bu-
dapest Working Papers on the Labour Market (BWP-2012/8), Institute 
of Economics, Hungarian Academy of Sciences; Department of Human 
Resources, Corvinus University of Budapest.

the capacity of the health system to improve the 
health status of the population is suboptimal […].’4 
Specifically, regional disparities, disproportionally high 
out-of-pocket payments, and widespread informal 
payments are all reported as negatively affecting the 
access to health services, especially for vulnerable 
groups.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Hungary reports 
on additional issues that negatively affect the 
access to and quality of health and social services. 
The comparatively large increase in Hungary’s Gini-
coefficient (among EU Member States) is highlighted 
and linked to the adverse public health effects that 
have been demonstrated to follow from income 
inequality.5 Moreover, our Hungarian Strategy 
Group also reports that access to social services has 
also been hindered by the introduction of a new 
digital registration system, called KENYSZI, which is 
partly funded by the European Union and used by 
government agencies and service providers to restrict 
parallel access to social services, regardless of any 
individual’s need for the various services. This is caused 
by the fact that the new digital registration of social 
service users has been implemented with various rules 
which exclude various groups and do not allow for 
state reimbursement for service providers. In cases 
where users may require two services (e.g. if someone 
visits the child welfare office and then requests a 
government-subsidised meal on the same day) service 
providers are incentivised to turn away people in need. 

While the issues with Hungary’s access to, and quality 
of, health services are complex, our Hungarian 
Strategy Group highlights one important cause 
which is the low wages of public healthcare sector 
employees, especially nurses. Higher wages would 
offer a partial solution by attracting and retaining 
more and better qualified personnel in the sector.

4 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Hungary, SWD 
(2014) 418 final, 2 June 2014, p. 26.
5 See e.g. Wilkinson, R. G., & Pickett, K. E. (2006). Income 
inequality and population health: a review and explanation of the evidence. 
Social science & medicine, 62(7), 1768-1784.



H U N G A R Y S O C I A L  P R O G R E S S  WATC H  2015

TO G E T H E R  F O R  S O C I A L  E U R O P E CO U N T R Y  S T U DY N O V E M B E R  2015

Country Study 5

important to note that, since April 2014, the 
government has launched a high-profile campaign 
against NGOs associated with the EEA/Norway Grants. 
This has  included well-publicised and defamatory 
statements from high-ranking government officials 
including the Prime Minister, investigations by the 
Government Control Office (the legal authority 
of which has been contested by the Norwegian 
government as well as the NGOs in question), police 
raids (later found to be illegal by the courts, because 
of the lack of a ‘probable’ crime), and the suspension 
of tax registration numbers (which can effectively 
paralyse the operation of an organisation). As Amnesty 
International wrote in their 2015 report Their Backs 
to the Wall: Civil Society Under Pressure in Hungary: 
“The impact of high profile government denunciation, 
hostile media campaigns, high profile police raids and 
politically motivated audits is already being felt in 
Hungary. NGOs are likely to be wary of the NGO fund, 
an important source of funding for the work of NGOs, 
knowing that their every expense and action may be 
painstakingly scrutinised for anything that could be 
construed as illegal. More broadly, that these processes 
have targeted NGOs known for their independence 
and advocacy of causes associated with women’s 
rights, LGBTI rights, anti-corruption and human rights 
more generally, sends a message to others to tread 
carefully when speaking out on these important 
subjects.” 10

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The Commission has reported that the ‘overall social 
situation [in Hungary] continues deteriorating for 
various reasons.’11 One third of the total population 

10 Amnesty International (2015). Their Backs to the Wall: Civil 
Society Under Pressure in Hungary. London: Amnesty International Publi-
cations, p. 23.
11 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Hungary, SWD 
(2014) 418 final, 2 June 2014, p. 25.

these efforts, but it has also purposefully legislated 
loopholes into the anti-discrimination and anti-
segregation legislation and has publicly defended 
ethnic segregation under specific circumstances. 
One important consequence was a recent precedent-
setting Supreme Court decision, overturning an earlier 
court decision which had ordered the closure of a 
religious school on the grounds that it practiced ethnic 
segregation. The Supreme Court based its decision 
on the new legislation which effectively allows for 
segregated education under the pretext of ‘religious 
freedom’.  

STRENGTHENING ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP AND 
VOLUNTEERING FOR SOCIAL COHESION
In lieu of specific information on strengthening active 
citizenship and volunteering for social cohesion in the 
documents of the European Institutions, the SOLIDAR 
EU Strategy Group in Hungary reported on the state 
of civic engagement in the country. Civic education is 
part of the official curriculum offered to high school 
pupils, although an independent assessment has 
criticised both its quality and impact. Notably, the 
curriculum achieves little with regards to fighting 
the discrimination, social exclusion, and negative 
stereotypes of the Roma population.

Our Hungarian Strategy Group also reports that 
civic engagement is now being promoted by the 
introduction of a compulsory community service 
at the high-school level. The Democratic Youth 
Foundation has criticised the compulsory nature 
of the community service and the lack of adequate 
preparation before its implementation, but it has also 
argued that it nonetheless provides an opportunity 
for the development of civic engagement among 
students. Similarly, the National Volunteer Centre 
has criticised the compulsory ‘volunteering’ of 
unemployed people in order for them to be eligible for 
social assistance of the last-resort (i.e. foglalkoztatást 
helyettesíto támogatás).

Finally, our Hungarian Strategy Group finds it 
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reinforcing, and supporting the social economy in 
the documents of the European Institutions, the 
SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Hungary reports that 
the unpredictability of the regulatory environment 
has been identified as a major challenge for Hungarian 
social enterprises.13 There exists no legal framework 
tailored specifically for social enterprises, nor do 
these enterprises have a specific legal qualification in 
Hungarian law. As a result, social enterprises at present 
operate within various and often conflicting legal 
frameworks intended for other types of enterprises.

13 NESsT Hungary (2015). The Social Enterprise Ecosystem in 
Hungary. Retrieved August 20, 2015, from http://www.nesst.org/hunga-
ry/?publication=a-tarsadalmi-vallalkozasok-okoszisztemaja.

now live at risk of poverty or social exclusion (31.1% 
in 2014), and children and the Roma population are 
disproportionately affected. The sub-group of people 
living with severe material deprivation is growing fast. 
Beyond the stagnating economy, the Commission has 
also pointed to the inability of the social protection 
system to respond to social needs as a contributing 
factor. Given this state of play, the Commission and the 
Council in their country-specific recommendations call 
for the implementation of streamlined and integrated 
policy measures, targeting specifically poverty among 
children and the Roma population.12

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Hungary adds 
further information on the deteriorating social 
situation in the country, pointing out that some of the 
governmental reforms have made the situation worse. 
Notably, a significant reform of cash transfers came 
into law in 2014 December. This reform delegated 
the regulation of several social benefits to the local 
authorities, which had previously been regulated 
under national legislation. This entailed the abolition 
of various allowances, including the previous housing 
allowance, debt-relief assistance, a public medical 
card and a nursing allowance, and kindergarten 
attendance allowance (a conditional cash transfer 
for disadvantaged families with children attending 
pre-school programmes). While some local authorities 
may decide to continue these (or similar) benefits, 
guaranteed funding from the central budget has been 
removed. Opposition parties and civil society actors, 
in particular ‘The City is for All’ (A Város Mindenkié), 
have warned that this will inevitably lead firstly to a 
decrease in the level, accessibility, and take up rate of 
benefits, secondly to further dependence on arbitrary 
local decisions and finally to a further deterioration in 
poverty levels.

PROMOTING, REINFORCING, AND SUPPORTING THE 
SOCIAL ECONOMY
In lieu of specific information on promoting, 
12 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Hungary and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Hungary, 2014, 
2014/C 247/15, 8 July 2014, p. 81.
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