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Abstract: Since the expansion of higher education began,
student motivation and institutional choice have been
widely studied, yet the reasons behind high dropout rates
in public institutions in Central and Eastern Europe remain
poorly understood. In our research, we sought to answer
the question of what subjective and objective factors predict an
increased risk of dropping out. We analyzed the views of stu-
dents who had already dropped out and active students in our
empirical research database (V = 1,502), recorded in 2018-19. A
large-scale questionnaire survey was conducted to examine
students’ perceptions. We hypothesized that family background,
academic motivational factors, and external and internal insti-
tutional networks each have an independent impact on the
perception of dropout risk in both groups studied. Our results,
based on multivariable analysis, show that the effect of indivi-
dual sociodemographic factors is significant. However, parental
involvement clearly proved to be the strongest protective factor,
along with the positive effect of institutional intergenerational
support and intrinsic motivation for further education. We
recommend that institutions develop a comprehensive strategy
to enhance family support and reinforce the role of extracurri-
cular activities in higher education.
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1 Introduction

Student dropout is when a student leaves a higher educa-
tion institution without a diploma. This is a phenomenon that
affects almost all higher education institutions and impacts all
actors in higher education (Miskolczi, Barsony, & Kirdly, 2018;
Pusztai, Demeter-Karaszi, Alter, Marincsak, & Dabney-Fekete,
2022a; Toth, Szemerszki, Ceglédi, & Maté-Szabd, 2019). With
this in mind, it is worth exploring the reasons for student
dropout (Kovacs et al,, 2019). Although there can be significant
differences in dropout rates within a single country, and
international statistics are often difficult to compare and pro-
vide only a limited perspective on the issue, it is essential to
consider data from a report that synthesizes information
from multiple sources (Kaiser, Jongbloed, Unger, & Zeemann,
2015). According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization data, the proportion of students in
Hungary who graduate on time is around 30%. In contrast,
organisation for economic co-operation and development sta-
tistics, which account for all tertiary education programs,
indicate a more favorable rate of approximately 50%. How-
ever, in the region examined in our study, the dropout rate is
even higher than the national average, as it is a socio-econom-
ically disadvantaged area.

Regarding the explanations for dropout, it should be
noted that the overlap of manifest and latent causes is not
to be expected in the case of dropout from higher educa-
tion and that those young people who have dropped out
(and many of them are still looking for their place even at
the time of the survey) are not able to reflect confidently on
the factors behind their failure. Despite that, the analysis of
students’ perceptions is highly important, since a major
decision such as dropping out of higher education is based
on an individual calculation, even if this calculation does
not have the characteristics of a rational decision. As
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Boudon (2013) argues, there are multiple forms of rational
deliberation, and not all of them focus solely on maxi-
mizing future benefits. In certain decision-making situa-
tions, individuals do not evaluate alternatives purely in a
calculative manner but also consider norms, values, and
moral justifications. Additionally, worldview, value orienta-
tion, and spirituality may also influence the decision-making
process. Thus, alongside instrumental rationality, axiological
rationality also plays a role, which may help explain why
students’ dropout decisions are not always based on strictly
rational considerations (Tédor, 2022).

Students do not usually have all the necessary infor-
mation when making a decision to drop out, and even if
they did, they might not be able to interpret it in a rational
way. While some factors influencing dropout are situated at
the systemic or institutional level, many of the most immediate
influences are perceived at the individual or interpersonal
level. These include students’ academic experiences, social
embeddedness, and family support. However, students are
often only partially aware of the broader structural or institu-
tional constraints that shape their decisions. Therefore, it is
important to investigate dropout not solely through objective
indicators, but also by examining how students themselves
perceive and interpret their challenges. Decision theory sug-
gests that dropout is rarely the result of a single identifiable
cause; instead, students’ choices often reflect a complex net-
work of interrelated factors. Our analysis focuses on how stu-
dents make sense of these difficulties — whether they stem
from personal, relational, or contextual sources — and how
such perceptions contribute to their sense of dropout risk
(Brundsen, Davies, Shevlin, & Bracken, 2000; Kovacs et al.,
2019). Accordingly, this study aims to explore which social
and institutional experiences most strongly shape students’
perceptions of dropout risk in the context of Hungarian higher
education.

2 Theoretical Background

Uninterrupted progress toward a degree and drop-outs
that never lead to a degree are two endpoints of a very
wide scale (Hagedorn, 2012). The first studies of the pro-
blem dealt with voluntary drop-out from higher education,
where students dismissed for academic and behavioral-
ethical problems were not considered as drop-out, only
those who left their studies by their own choice (Tinto,
1975). This phenomenon can also be approached by looking
at students who are hesitant to continue their studies, since
they are in a permanent state of reflection, in which they
make decisions about whether to stay or drop out based on
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their everyday experiences and interactions (Tinto, 1993).
Previous research on explanations for dropout have pro-
vided a multifaceted picture to characterize a wide range
of students on different learning pathways (Kovdcs et al.,
2019; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021). In our study, we relied on the
most widely recognized factors in the literature, which
have traditionally been identified as key explanatory vari-
ables for student dropout. At the same time, we also aimed
to explore new explanatory variables, seeking to identify
additional factors that may not have been the primary
focus of previous research but could be relevant for a
deeper understanding of dropout risks. Given the com-
plexity of dropout, it is crucial to consider the multiple
ways in which various factors may influence students’ aca-
demic trajectories (Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021). In the following,
we seek to answer this question.

This leads us to consider not only the personal deci-
sions made by students but also the social structures and
relationships that influence these decisions. Educational
behavior is interpreted differently across various theore-
tical perspectives. Some approaches explain it through an
individual’s position within the social structure (Bourdieu,
1973), while others emphasize the role of personal decision-
making (Boudon, 2013; Tddor, 2022). However, Coleman
(1990) argues that school processes are not solely deter-
mined by one’s position in the vertical social structure or
individual choices but are also significantly influenced by
the impact of social relationships on decision-making. Con-
sequently, individual decisions are shaped by the interplay
of resources embedded in social networks (Pusztai, 2015a).

Theoretical perspectives suggest an important ques-
tion regarding how various social and personal factors
interact and contribute to different student experiences.
The experience of previous research shows that the risky
position of men is clearly visible (Ceglédi, Fényes, &
Pusztai, 2022; Csok & Pusztai, 2023; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021;
Pusztai et al., 2022a). A key contributing factor to these
differences lies in family socialization, where gendered
expectations shape children’s attitudes toward education
from an early age. Variations in external and internal moti-
vation between genders influence academic persistence,
with girls demonstrating greater tolerance for failure and
higher perseverance within the education system. Boys, on
the other hand, are more susceptible to peer influence, and
environmental factors tend to affect them asymmetrically,
which may further increase their dropout risk. These dif-
ferences in motivation and resilience are further rein-
forced by the structure and function of social networks.
Women perform better not only because they are more
hardworking and willing to meet external expectations
or because they are more inclined to share attention, but
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also because their network of relationships is stronger.
They also can mobilize their relationships in a targeted
way, which increases their flexibility and adaptability
(Fényes, 2022). This allows them to acquire and decipher
in time the information held by lecturers and administra-
tors, which is not always transparent, to access the right
learning material, and to warn each other of the “dangers”
lurking in the “labyrinth” of higher education. In this system,
male students are more likely to get lost because their peer
network is more extensive but weaker, and their circle of
acquaintances is more leisure-oriented, casual, and some-
times open or hidden (Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021). The individua-
listic approach and the wide network of weak ties cannot
effectively support effective progression, as we have already
found in previous research (Pusztai, 2015a).

In line with the tradition of educational research in
Hungary, we can estimate the cultural capital that a stu-
dent can rely on at home based on the educational attain-
ment of parents. The concept of cultural capital is closely
linked to broader social inequalities and their impact on
education, which extends to higher education as well.
Parents with higher educational attainment not only pro-
vide direct academic support but also shape their chil-
dren’s attitudes toward learning, ambition, and career
expectations. Their familiarity with the educational system
and their ability to navigate institutional requirements can
serve as an advantage for their children, reinforcing
existing social inequalities. Conversely, students from
less-educated families often face additional challenges in
accessing institutional resources and adapting to academic
expectations. These disparities in cultural capital contri-
bute to differences in student persistence and dropout
risks in higher education. Contrary to expectations, if the
mother has a higher education degree, it increases the
chances of passive semesters and delays in studies
(Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021). Taking the results of previous
research further and interpreting them in the context of
mass education, the following explanations become plau-
sible. Mothers, particularly highly qualified mothers, play
an important role in families in setting further education
goals and tend to push their children toward the most
ambitious further education goal possible (Cs6k & Pusztai,
2023; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021). Among graduates, this means
that they tend to aspire to high-prestige courses. Forward-
looking and informed parents are more likely to influence
their children toward choices that young people might be
less inclined to make, in which case students’ progress
more slowly along the path set by their parents. In addi-
tion, parents with a higher education diploma effectively
pass on high expectations to the younger generation, and
these expectations are also reflected in high expectations
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of higher education institutions. This may be reinforced by
the positive experience of parents with higher education,
which they acquired mostly before mass education
(Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021). It is no coincidence that disillu-
sionment with higher education, skepticism, and disap-
pointment with the course and institution are the most
common in the case of children of highly educated parents
(Kovécs et al., 2019; Pusztai, 2015a). It is also possible that
highly educated mothers have set overly ambitious further
education goals for their children, where they have failed
to keep their feet on the ground. Meanwhile, for parents
with lower qualifications, no prior knowledge, and expec-
tations of higher education, any degree means an increase
in status, so they often leave the decision to their children,
even if the chosen course does not pay off in the long run. It
is also natural that students feel more successful in their
chosen major and the perception of success encourages
them to perform well. This nuanced relationship between
maternal education and dropout risk highlights the com-
plexity of educational inequalities. While higher parental
education generally reduces dropout risk, the selection of
more prestigious and academically demanding programs
by students from highly educated families may expose
them to greater challenges. As a result, the proportion of
those facing dropout risks may vary across different edu-
cational tracks. These findings refine existing knowledge
on the impact of educational attainment on dropout risk,
emphasizing that institutional selectivity and field of study
must also be considered when interpreting these effects
(Cs6k & Pusztai, 2023; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021).

Research results clearly show that a significant propor-
tion of drop-out students leave education because of unin-
formed career choices and disillusionment with their
education (Csék, Hrabéczy, & Németh, 2019; Hrabéczy &
Csok 2023; Kovdcs et al., 2019; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021).
Incorrect career choice decisions are rooted not only in
misperceptions of the student’s aptitudes but also in the
inadequate knowledge of the Hungarian career guidance
system about the higher education system and labor
market opportunities, which career guidance system is
only narrowly focusing on psychological characteristics
of the students. The costs of a wrong career choice (wasted
time, lost semesters of state support, etc.) are paid by the
students and their families. Another cause of disappoint-
ment in education is disillusionment with outdated higher
education curricula and working methods. Changing
majors is often the phase of a failed higher education
career before final drop-out (Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021).

Education research has less often reflected on the quali-
tative and quantitative features of the relationships that most
influence the effectiveness of the educational organization,
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but several previous research findings have highlighted the
strong impact of this (Pusztai, 2015a, 2019). The heterogeneity
of the student population has put higher education socializa-
tion at the center of attention socialization in those higher
education systems that encountered the expansion of higher
education earlier. Entering the higher education institution’s
network and the disengagement from external networks
have begun to be recorded as decisive factors (Tinto,
1975, 1993). There is a consensus that dropout is a conse-
quence of ineffective student socialization (Heublein, 2014).
Previous research observed a close relationship between
attachment to networks, the direction and strength of ties,
the multiplexity of ties, and the content of interpretations
that influence higher education activities and therefore intro-
duced the concept of student embeddedness to systematically
examine students’ institutional ties (Pusztai, 2015a). They con-
firmed the importance of the role of the availability of lec-
turers outside the classroom and the possibility of continuous
contact with them. The perception of student peer engage-
ment, i.e., how important they consider learning activities
and belonging to the campus community to be, was found
to be an influential factor (Pusztai, 2015a; Sciarra, Seirup, &
Sposato, 2016). While international research has shown the
moderating effect of strong intragenerational student rela-
tionships on dropout, research in the first years of restruc-
turing higher education in Hungary found that students
embedded in the campus peer community had lower achieve-
ment (Pusztai, 2015a). It is important to consider in the
research on institutional effects that the characteristics of
the institution and students’ perceptions of the institutional
environment cannot be equated. Therefore, it deserves atten-
tion to what becomes a social fact and a collective interpreta-
tion within institutional societies (Astin & Antonio, 2011).
Additionally, a common mistake is confusing environmental
factors and the intensity of student participation (Astin, 1993)

Structural Factors
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— also known as integration (Tinto, 1993) — as one refers to the
context, while the other pertains to individual characteristics.
It is therefore advisable to consciously treat these separately
in analyses (Pusztai & Kovacs, 2021).

Little attention has been paid to external intergenera-
tional relations (Pusztai, 2019). At the turn of the millen-
nium, it was suggested that the academic achievement of
certain groups of students is supported by the information
and even inclusion of parents (Tierney, 2000). There are
numerous forms of parental involvement, not only as
donators but also as target groups for family events and
as members of parent clubs. In the United States, they are
organized and informed by university parent liaison
offices and are seen in the literature as a key stakeholder
group (Chan & Hu, 2023; Dotterer, 2022, McCarron &
Inkelas, 2006; Perna & Titus, 2005; Wartman & Savage,
2015). Impact evaluations of institutional programs that
engage parents in the student’s higher education develop-
ment and preparation for obtaining a degree see parents as
active partners, and increasingly in direct contact with
universities and colleges. They can even be involved in
training that prepares and supports their child’s further
higher education. Parental involvement or support was
previously considered an undesirable intervention, a bar-
rier to student development and autonomy, but recent
research suggests that it can contribute to students’ persis-
tence in their studies (Perna & Titus, 2005; Wartman &
Savage, 2015; Wolf, Sax, & Harper, 2009). Parental involve-
ment is a multidimensional phenomenon that may include
participation in higher education events, interaction with
the organization and staff of higher education, in addition,
to influence on the choice of major and institution, interest
in studies and the organization, financial support, and the
increased role of encouragement in case of academic diffi-
culties (Wartman & Savage, 2015). There seem to be

* Parents' education
¢ Financial situation [
* Settlement type

Can increase or decrease
perceived dropout risk
depending on SES background

Individual Factors

* Gender
¢ Intrinsic motivation

Intrinsic motivation reduces risk;
extrinsic motivations may increase risk

Perceived Dropout Risk

¢ Extrinsic motivations

Relational Factors
¢ Parental involvement

Stronger involvement and relationships
reduce perceived dropout risk

* Teacher-student relationships
* Peer relationships

Figure 1: Conceptual framework of factors influencing students’ perceived risk of dropout. Note: the figure summarizes the three major categories of
explanatory variables - structural, individual, and relational factors - and their hypothesized effects on students’ perception of dropout risk in higher

education.
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changing trends in student contact network orientation
and integration and their impact, with an upward trend
in extra-organizational networks (Pusztai, 2019).

Building on the theoretical perspectives discussed above,
we identified three major dimensions that influence students’
perception of dropout risk: structural background factors,
individual characteristics and motivations, and relational
embeddedness in higher education. These dimensions
interact in complex ways, contributing to the diverse student
experiences that can either mitigate or intensify the likeli-
hood of dropout. Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual frame-
work of our study, presenting the key factors and their
hypothesized effects on perceived dropout risk.

3 Methodology

The database we analyzed was created by merging two
databases (DEPART2018, PERSIST2019) along the variables
that were relevant to our analysis and research objectives
and were found in both databases. Both data sets are based
on cross-border surveys of respondents from Hungary and
abroad. However, in the present research, only the
Hungarian subsamples were analyzed, and only respon-
dents who were studying in Hungarian institutions and
those who dropped out of Hungarian institutions were
analyzed. In both surveys, we aimed to reach the broadest
possible population by educational background. For the
DEPART2018 database, respondents were collected who
had left higher education without a degree in the last 10
years from the date of the survey. The data were collected
using a snowball method, which did not result in a repre-
sentative sample, but as a hidden target group, this method
of data collection proved to be the most appropriate. The
PERSIST2019 database is representative of the Hungarian
student population by faculty, field of study, and funding
type. Respondents who were active students at the time of
data collection were asked. The two databases were
merged following the model of Keller and Rébert (2016),
who also attempted to merge data from several different
surveys for a deeper analysis. During merging and ana-
lyzing, missing responses were treated using the listwise
deletion method. This approach was chosen because the
proportion of missing data was low, minimizing the risk of
bias. Moreover, it ensured a straightforward and trans-
parent handling of missing cases, aligning with the study’s
focus on predictive analysis. We opted not to impute
missing data to avoid introducing artificial variation or
bias into the results. A limitation of the present research
is different ways and times of data collection. For this
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reason, we are not looking for significant differences
between the two target groups, drop-outs, and active stu-
dents, but rather focusing on how the different factors that
increase the risk of dropping out are perceived within each
group and drawing conclusions accordingly. However, mer-
ging two datasets introduces potential time-related biases,
which we acknowledge as a limitation of our study. Over
time, educational policies and institutional conditions may
have changed, potentially affecting students’ experiences
and perceived dropout risks at the two different points of
data collection. One possible way to address this would
have been to restrict the analysis to respondents of the
same age group; however, this approach would have signifi-
cantly reduced the sample size and the statistical power of
our analysis. Instead, we employed logistic regression, which
not only allows for the comparison of respondents with
similar characteristics, thereby mitigating time-related biases,
but also provides a way to quantify the relationship between
risk factors and perceived dropout risk. In this model, Exp(B)
(also called the odds ratio) represents the factor by which the
odds of the outcome change for a one-unit increase in the
predictor variable, holding all other variables constant.
Values above 1 indicate an increased likelihood of perceiving
higher dropout risks, whereas values below 1 suggest a pro-
tective effect against dropout risk.

Our hypotheses were as follows: (H1) based on research
findings on gender differences in educational attainment, we
assume that men perceive a greater risk of dropping out
during higher education (Ceglédi et al., 2022; Cs6k & Pusztai,
2023; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2021; Pusztai, Fényes, & Kovacs, 2022b).
(H2) Based on research findings on the influence of social
background on school careers, children of parents with
higher education and better financial status are assumed to
face fewer risks (Pusztai et al., 2022b; Vossensteyn et al., 2015).
(H3) Among the motivations, we hypothesized the risk-pro-
tective effects of the status-acquisition and knowledge-acqui-
sition motivations (Csék & Pusztai, 2023; Pusztai, 2015b). We
expected the protective effect of (H4) parental involvement
and (H5) intergenerational institutional embeddedness (Csék
& Pusztai, 2023; Gyori & Pusztai, 2022).

3.1 Variables Included in the Analysis

For the two target groups, we investigated which factors
reinforce the perception of dropout risk factors. To assess
this, a 20-item measure (Cronbach’s alpha: 0.838) was devel-
oped by the CHERD-Hungary research team, incorporating
both push and pull factors related to academic difficulties,
financial difficulties, and family/personal difficulties. The
questionnaire is a significant research result, as its high
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validity and reliability were established through extensive
interview research (Pusztai et al, 2022a). This was further
confirmed by its strong correlation with progress-measuring
variables in previous quantitative studies (Pusztai & Szigeti,
2021). In addition to demonstrating strong internal consis-
tency, the scale’s construct validity was established through
exploratory factor analysis, which identified coherent and
theoretically interpretable dimensions aligned with
dropout-related frameworks (Pusztai, 2015b; Pusztai & Szigeti,
2021). Furthermore, its criterion-related validity was sup-
ported by consistent and statistically significant associations
with academic progress indicators, such as persistence and
completion, across multiple large-scale datasets. These find-
ings underscore the scale’s robustness and predictive value in
assessing perceived dropout risk. The significance of the ques-
tionnaire lies in its ability to capture early signs of dropout
risk before actual dropout occurs. Based on this measure, we
created an index, which we refer to as the perception of
dropout risk index. The question block was used to determine
whether respondents had experienced factors that hindered
their progress in higher education." An index was formed
from these 20 items, which was then transformed into a
dummy variable to distinguish between respondents who
perceived below-average and above-average dropout risk.
In the total sample, 47.2% of students perceived above-
average dropout risk factors during their studies. This propor-
tion was 51.9% among drop-outs and 45.1% among active
students. While the proportion of active students is lower, it
is still significant, suggesting that almost half of the students
in higher education experience substantial barriers identified
in the survey as risk factors for dropout.

Explanatory variables: demographic and social back-
ground factors (such as parents’ level of education, type of
settlement, subjective and relative financial situation), par-
ental involvement (e.g., talking with parents about dif-
ferent topics like studies, politics, movies, and spending
time together), motivations for further education (mora-
torium oriented, time passing, mobility-oriented and
intrinsic motivation), and inter- and intra-generational

1 Items in the questionnaire: I did not want to come to this course; I
found out after I got in that I was not interested in the course; I found
a better way to get by; I found it difficult to process textbooks and
notes; exams and papers were always worse than expected; I was
short of information; I ran out of exam opportunities; I ran out of
subsidized semesters; I was under severe time pressure; I was having
too much fun; I was taking on too much work; I could not cope with
the costs; I was transferred to a paid course; I had incorrect lecturers;
other students did not help me; I missed my friends/family; I had
health problems; I could not pay attention in class; I did not care or
find studying important; I did not trust myself after failures.
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dimensions of higher education embeddedness (relation-
ship with peers and instructors) were examined as factors
influencing the perception of dropout risk. Among the
demographic and social background factors, the following
variables were analyzed. In Hungary, the ranking of par-
ental educational attainment was based on the structure of
the national education system. After completing primary
school, students may choose among three main tracks: (1)
vocational school without a high school graduation exam
(resulting in vocational qualifications but not eligibility for
higher education), (2) secondary vocational school with a
high school graduation exam (matura), and (3) general
secondary school, also ending with a high school gradua-
tion exam. Only the latter two tracks provide access to
higher education, which includes college and university
degrees. Accordingly, the educational degrees were ranked
from lowest to highest: primary school completion, voca-
tional school without high school graduation exam, sec-
ondary vocational or general secondary school with high
school graduation exam, and higher education degree. For
gender, we examined whether being male increases the
perception of dropout risks, based on Fényes’ (2010) male
bias hypothesis. We compared the effect of lower social
status indicators on the educational attainment of mother
and father with that of parents with a degree, on the type
of municipality with that of a large city, and on subjective
and relative financial situation with better than average
financial situation. We examined the relationship between
the degree of parental involvement and the perception of
dropout risk. In this respect, we created a principal com-
ponent of a 6-item question block, which was included in
the analysis as a continuous variable. The relationship
between the different motives for continuing education
and the perception of dropout risk is investigated. For
these variables, 4 factors were constructed from a block
of 12 items, including moratorium seeking, time-passing,
mobility-oriented career choice, and intrinsic motivation.
We speak of moratorium seeking career motivation when
the student expects a high income and recognition through
the chosen career. In the case of time-passing career motiva-
tion, the students chose the given university major because
they did not want to start working yet, or could afford to
continue their studies instead of working. In the case of mobi-
lity-oriented career choice, the hope of social mobility plays a
prominent role. We speak of intrinsic motivational factors of
career choice when the students decide to continue their
studies due to the acquisition of knowledge and the building
of relationships. Finally, we examined inter- and intra-gen-
erational higher education embeddedness. For intergenera-
tional embeddedness, we created a principal component
from a block of 8 items, and for the examination of
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intragenerational embeddedness, we created an index from a
block of 10 items. The construct validity of key measures, such
as intrinsic motivation and intergenerational embeddedness,
has been previously tested in earlier research (Pusztai, 2015b),
ensuring their reliability in the present study.

4 Results

Using the variables listed above, a binary logistic regres-
sion analysis was performed, where the dependent vari-
able was the above-average perception of dropout risk
factors. The analysis was performed using a split proce-
dure to bisect the database along the two target groups.
The purpose of this was to examine how our explanatory
variables behave for the two target groups, and how they
are related to the perception of the occurrence of dropout
risk factors. The results of the regression analysis are illu-
strated in Table 1. All the variables listed above were
included in the analysis, but Table 1 summarizes only the
factors that are significant.

Table 1 shows that some variables play a similar role,
and some variables play a different role in the perception
of the presence of dropout risk factors for the two target
groups. For dropout respondents, the following results can
be seen. If the respondent is male, the chances of the
respondent perceiving dropout risk factors to be above
average during studies increase. In addition, however,
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lower than graduate maternal education, parental involve-
ment, and intergenerational higher education embedded-
ness all reduce the odds of perceiving dropout risk factors
or even their actual presence. In the case of motives for
further education, it can be seen that the presence of
intrinsic motivation alone reduces the chances of per-
ceiving dropout risk factors in this target group, while
extrinsic motivational factors, such as moratorium
seeking, hopes of social mobility, and path seeking, time
procrastination all increase the chances of this risk.

For active students compared to drop-out respondents,
there is no significant effect of gender, mother’s education,
extrinsic career motivation factors, and intergenerational
higher education embeddedness. In contrast, however, it
can be seen that if the respondent’s subjective financial
situation is average or worse, this increases the likelihood
of perceived risk factors for dropping out. For this target
group, the level of parental involvement also has a positive
effect, with higher levels of involvement reducing the pre-
sence or perception of risk factors, and the same is
observed for the presence of an intrinsic motivational
factor for career choice.

5 Discussion

In our study, we sought to answer the question of what
factors increase the likelihood that students will encounter

Table 1: Factors affecting the above-average perception of the presence of dropout risk factors (binary logistic regression analysis, N = 1,502)

B SE Wald df Sig. Exp (B)
Dropped out students Male 0.541 0.258 4390 1 0.036 1.718
Mother’s education (ref.: graduate) 5768 2 0.056
Lower than higher education -0.924 0.408 5126 1 0.024 0.397
Higher education -0.647 0334 3752 1 0.053 0.524
Parental involvement -0.449 0.154 8557 1 0.003 0.638
Moratorium-seeking career choices 0.257 0121 4507 1 0.034 1.293
Path-seeking career choice 0.334 0149 5028 1 0.025 1.397
Career choices for mobility 0.323 0.144 5.007 1 0.025 1.381
Intrinsic motivation-driven career choice -0.262 0.128 4172 1 0.041 0.769
Intergenerational higher education embeddedness -0.372 0153 5921 1 0.015 0.689
Constant -1.063 0.550 3.737 1 0.053 0.345
Active students Subjective financial situation (ref: better than average financial situation) 12112 3 0.007
You have everything, but not much to spend 0.486 0190 6.531 1 0.011 1.626
Sometimes you cannot cover your everyday expenses 141 0.460 9.429 1 0.002 4.100
You often cannot cover your everyday expenses 0199 0.873 0.052 1 0.820 1.220
Parental involvement -0.361 0.103 12206 1 0.000 0.697
Intrinsic motivation-driven career choice -0.316 0.085 13.882 1 0.000 0.729
Constant -0.068 0.381 0.032 1 0.859 0.935

Source: DEPART2018, PERSIST2019.
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factors that threaten their academic progress and degree
attainment during their higher education studies to such a
significant degree that they are placed in the at-risk group.
Using a self-developed measurement tool, we measured the
factors that students themselves perceive as risk factors for
drop-out, whether they are push factors from outside higher
education or pull factors from outside the institution.

In our analysis, we looked at two groups of students in
terms of the background factors that are likely to contri-
bute to this negative premonition. In itself, the usefulness
of the above-mentioned set of questions in predicting risk
is invaluable, but it is important to identify factors that
may themselves increase risk to prevent it. A retrospective
report was requested from one of the two groups, as they
had already experienced drop-out. Of course, retrospective
reports should be subject to uncertainty, as students tend
to construct an individual narrative for themselves when
looking back on positive or negative learning outcomes. In
spite of the risk of retrospective bias, the result of the
search for explanations, which is repeatedly thought
through after the drop-out, is extremely important for us,
and the index produced from the instrument no longer
highlights the individual reasons or explanations from
this narrative, but rather, in aggregate, expresses the fact
that negative experiences began to dominate before the
negative event. For the other group of students, who are
still students in higher education, the high value of this
index is interpreted as a reliable predictor, a precursor
to dropout. Our results show that the most influential fac-
tors that increase and decrease the likelihood of negative
experiences are found in the student’s sociodemographic
characteristics, their motivation to study, and their net-
work of contacts.

The results of the present analysis show that male
students are more likely to have negative or threatening
experiences that indicate a drift toward dropout. However,
among active students, gender does not appear to signifi-
cantly influence the perception of risk factors. This discre-
pancy between active students and dropouts may be
explained by the fact that male students who remain
enrolled in higher education do not perceive risk factors
to an above-average extent. Continuing students, regard-
less of gender, do not recognize these difficulties at a cri-
tical level, which suggests that their awareness of potential
threats to academic progression is lower. This false sense
of security may paradoxically contribute to an increased
dropout risk among men. If male students do not con-
sciously recognize or acknowledge these challenges while
they are enrolled, they may be less likely to develop coping
strategies or seek support in time. This unawareness effect
can lead to an accumulation of difficulties that may
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eventually push them toward dropping out. In contrast,
students who are more aware of the risks — often due to
stronger academic socialization or support networks —
may have a better chance of addressing these challenges
proactively, thereby reducing their dropout risk. This
dynamic highlights the importance of not only identifying
at-risk groups but also understanding the role of percep-
tion and self-awareness in shaping students’ academic tra-
jectories. This interpretation aligns with previous findings
on gendered differences in academic risk perception and
persistence. Studies have shown that male students are
generally less likely to acknowledge academic difficulties,
underestimate long-term risks, and seek institutional sup-
port, which may explain their higher dropout rates despite
similar levels of objective disadvantage (Fényes, 2010;
Kovacs et al., 2019).

Parental educational attainment is known to be a
factor that can influence academic careers over a very
long period. After the turn of the millennium, several pre-
vious research findings have pointed to the influence of
maternal educational attainment (Fényes, 2010; Pusztai,
2015b). In the case of dropouts, the higher the mother’s
educational attainment, the more aware the student is of
the threatening signs that predict dropout. Mothers talk
more and study more with their children, and maternal
education can contribute to important dimensions of lit-
eracy and school career, such as book reading and aspira-
tion to further education, helping to develop realistic
situation assessment and reflectivity. In retrospect, the chil-
dren of mothers with no more than a school leaving certi-
ficate were much less able to identify these risk factors than
the children of parents with a higher education diploma.
The children of mothers with no school-leaving qualifica-
tions, on the other hand, were less reflective of the risk of
dropping out than the children of mothers with a higher edu-
cation diploma, but somewhat more reflective than the chil-
dren of mothers with a high school degree. This may be
explained by the fact that the children with higher education
of mothers with primary education are so-called resilient
students and thus more consciously struggle through their
studies than the children of the majority of parents with a
degree, who have a normal background (Ceglédi, 2022).

However, the mother’s education may be a suppressor
factor in the analysis, masking the effect of the institution,
field of education, and degree. In the present analysis, the
field of education is not included, but mothers with higher
education are more likely to send their children to more
prestigious, selective institutions, while mothers with
lower education are more likely to send their children to
more secure, less prestigious and attractive institutions
and majors. The children of higher-educated mothers



DE GRUYTER

may face more difficulties in more demanding, selective,
and difficult majors (Csék & Pusztai, 2023).

Among the active students, maternal education does
not make a difference in terms of the perception of dropout
risk, but here another dimension of family status, the
financial situation of the student’s family, namely the
poor subjective financial situation, influences the students’
perception of risk. The more unfavorable the students per-
ceive the financial situation of their family, the more they
perceive problems that make it difficult to continue in
higher education. One possible explanation for this is
that financial difficulties in themselves disadvantage stu-
dents in several ways, for example, if they have poorer
access to equipment (digital tools, internet access), poorer
learning and living conditions (accommodation to ensure a
quiet preparation), or if they have to take paid work, this
clearly leads to a more difficult academic career. However,
the degree of financial hardship matters. It is a very serious
threat to a student’s career if they are unable to cover
everyday expenses. In this context, financial support poli-
cies play a crucial role in mitigating dropout risks. In
Hungary, state-funded students are exempt from tuition
fees and can apply for social scholarships, while academic
scholarships are only available to those in the top decile of
academic performance. Expanding access to financial aid —
through higher social and academic scholarships, as well
as additional targeted support for students in need — could
alleviate financial insecurity and reduce the likelihood of
dropout. Ensuring broader eligibility for financial assis-
tance and providing institutional financial guidance pro-
grams could further support students in managing their
economic challenges effectively.

An important new finding is that parental involvement
is significantly the strongest factor in reducing the likeli-
hood of accumulating experiences that jeopardize aca-
demic progress for both dropouts and active students.
The beneficial, supportive role of parental involvement
has been clearly identified in the literature, but research
on its role in public education has already indicated that
parental involvement is inversely related to age and school
level. The independent, positive effect of family support
has also been previously identified as a factor behind stu-
dent success (Pusztai, 2019), and the present results con-
firm that those who receive more parental attention during
their years of higher education face fewer dropout risk
factors than average. Parental involvement has also been
identified as a protective factor among dropouts, but, as
our results show, it is not sufficient to prevent dropout.
Among active students, however, it has been identified as
the strongest protective factor that has been shown to be
effective overall. However, while family support plays a
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crucial role in mitigating dropout risks, it is essential to
distinguish between institutional and family-level inter-
ventions. Institutional strategies — such as mentoring pro-
grams, financial aid policies, and academic counseling —
complement parental involvement by providing structured
support that directly addresses academic and financial
challenges. At the family level, more conscious parental
engagement could further strengthen students’ resilience.
Parents could pay closer attention to their children’s aca-
demic progress, engage in more frequent conversations
about their experiences, and provide emotional and prac-
tical support to help them navigate challenges. A more
nuanced approach that differentiates these levels of inter-
vention could enhance targeted policies, ensuring that
both universities and families contribute effectively to stu-
dent retention.

Among dropouts, the intention with which a student
enters higher education has a significant influence on the
accumulation of experiencing risk factors. The theoretical
basis for this phenomenon can be traced back to Clark and
Trow’s (1966) typology, which identified archetypal student
orientations based on their attitudes toward academic
norms and institutional expectations. Their qualitative
study highlighted how different motivations shape student
behavior, including levels of academic commitment and
conformity to university norms. Our findings align with
this framework, demonstrating that Hungarian students
exhibit similar patterns in their approach to higher educa-
tion, which in turn affects their dropout risk. The nature of
motivations at entry takes on a new meaning in the light of
dropout. According to the experience of drop-out students,
the risk of dropping out is increased by procrastinating,
moratorium-seeking career choices, by uncertain, path-
seeking career choices, and by the type of motivation
where the student only wants to enter higher education
for the sake of social advancement.

In contrast, intrinsic motivation-driven career choice
reduces risk perceptions in both subsamples of students.
Career choice is a decision process that requires a high
degree of conscious cooperation between family and
school. Students and families may plan higher education
for a variety of reasons, and while gaining time, finding a
substitute, and gaining status are existing considerations,
they do not always provide enough support for a career in
higher education. The desire to acquire knowledge, on the
other hand, can be an independent motivator for students
to pursue goals in the face of adversity.

Among the institutional factors, intergenerational
embeddedness, i.e., collegial and mentoring relationships
between teachers and students, is a factor that can also act
as a stand-alone factor to mitigate negative experiences.
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Intergenerational embeddedness is therefore not only a
predictor of effectiveness but also a mitigator of the risk
of drop-out.

In relation to our hypotheses, we can therefore con-
clude that the first hypothesis can be partially confirmed,
that males are more at risk among students who drop out.
Among the social status characteristics, maternal educa-
tion and subjective financial status increase students’ per-
ception of being at risk, while the motivation to gain
knowledge decreases it. A significant finding is that the
risk of being at risk for students who are adults is mostly
reduced by parental support and significantly reduced by
instructor support.

6 Conclusion and Limitations

The lesson of our analysis is that experiences that threaten
students’ progression in higher education are not ran-
domly distributed in the student population, but their
occurrence is correlated with certain factors. In addition
to sociodemographic factors (gender, parental education,
and financial situation), there are other factors that play a
role in the accumulation of negative experiences that the
education system may be able to address. Career choice,
the shaping and conscious development of career motiva-
tion, and the training of teachers to support students’
academic careers more effectively are factors that higher
education institutions should take on board to strengthen
student retention. While effective parental support has
been widely recognized in international research, it has
not yet been a focal point in higher education. Our findings
suggest that parental involvement at the university level
can have a significant impact on student retention, yet
further research is needed to understand its mechanisms
and the potential for institutional support. Universities
could facilitate this process by organizing parental days
and weeks, providing opportunities for parents to gain
insight into academic life. Additionally, small group ses-
sions led by faculty members could actively engage parents
in research and academic activities, fostering stronger
collaboration and shared responsibility in supporting stu-
dents’ educational trajectories.

While our findings provide valuable insights, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge the limitations of our sampling method.
Snowball sampling may introduce selection bias, as initial
respondents are likely to recruit individuals with similar
backgrounds and experiences. To mitigate this, we aimed to
maximize diversity in the initial seed selection, ensuring that
respondents came from different institutions, fields of study,
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and social backgrounds. Additionally, while our sample is not
representative, the applied logistic regression model allows
us to control for key background variables, reducing the
potential impact of sample selection bias on the interpreta-
tion of our findings.

One of the key limitations of this study is its inability to
clearly distinguish between manifest and latent causes.
Consequently, it remains uncertain whether the respon-
dents have fully processed and interpreted the underlying
reasons for their dropout. This should be taken into
account when considering the implications of the findings.
Furthermore, our results highlight the necessity of long-
itudinal research to track the long-term effects of educa-
tional policy interventions. A longitudinal approach would
allow for a more precise assessment of how various policy
measures influence student retention and academic suc-
cess over time, providing a stronger foundation for evi-
dence-based policymaking. Future research should also
explore the factors that support student resilience and con-
tribute to reducing dropout risks. A deeper understanding
of resilience mechanisms could help design interventions
that better equip students to overcome academic chal-
lenges. Additionally, it is crucial to examine the role of
educators through both qualitative and quantitative
research. Investigating faculty attitudes, support strategies,
and mentoring practices could provide valuable insights
into how university environments can be improved to
foster student success.

One further limitation concerns the dropout risk index
applied in this study. While the scale was designed to mea-
sure perceived dropout risk, many of the items are closely
related to students’ academic satisfaction, motivation, and
engagement. Thus, the index may not reflect objective
dropout probability in a behavioral sense but rather cap-
tures subjective academic experiences and emotional
responses. These perceptions are nevertheless important,
as prior research has shown that perceived dissatisfaction
and disengagement are strong predictors of eventual
dropout. Still, future research should aim to validate and
refine this measure, possibly by combining it with long-
itudinal behavioral data or by developing scales that
more directly assess students’ dropout intentions and
actions.
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