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The aim and subject of the thesis

International research on the effect of student employment on academic achievement has
produced inconsistent results, and Hungarian domestic research on the subject is scarce. Our
research aims to contribute to the discussion of this question by providing a comprehensive
longitudinal and cross-sectional study of students’ employment characteristics and the impact
of paid work on their university careers at the most populous Hungarian university outside the
capital. Due to the fact that student employment is on the rise, the issue of combining studies
with employment has been addressed in the international literature on education research for
decades (Pascarella et al., 1998; Heinz, 1999; Warren et al., 2000; Riggert et al., 2006; Perna,
2010; Teichler, 2011) and has thus become a key research area. However, the question as to
how it influences students’ academic careers is yet to be answered (Pascarella et al., 1998;
Riggert et al., 2006; Perna, 2010; Teichler, 2011). Student work is a “double-edged sword”
with both positive and negative consequences (Baffoe-Bonnie et al., 2007), which is why it is
an important research objective to clarify the roles of various target groups and the influence
of circumstances. In recent years, equipping students with practical knowledge and preparing
them for working life have become priorities in higher education, but domestic research has
been inconsistent whether student employment is to be regarded as a complement to
university education or a predictor of attrition.

According to domestic research, Hungarian higher education is dominated by theory-
centred teaching methods. Little opportunity is provided for the practical application of
knowledge and problem solving (Kovacs, 2016), and the knowledge acquired in education is
far removed from workplace situations (STEM-Hungary report, 2018). That is why the main
benefits of student work, namely the development of students’ competences and personalities,
and gaining work experience are of great significance. (Beerkens et al., 2011; Pollard et al.,
2013; Sanchez-Gelabert et al., 2017).

Our thesis regards work as one of the primary areas of education outside the
institutional system as work experience can have a marked influence on student achievement
and commitment to studies, and workplaces are also major agents of socialization.
Socialization for work starts in the family alongside the formal educational setting, but doing
academic work, which also shapes individuals’ work attitudes, does not provide any practical
work experience (Kozma, 2001; Bocsi, 2015). It is thus part-time work that exerts a formative
influence on future workforce apart from the primary agents of socialization. As the number

of years spent in the education system increases, so does the importance of linking work and



studies to each other, which can help young people to improve their skills needed in today’s
labour market, making the transition from education to work smoother (OECD, 2015). The
literature differentiates between the definitions of student employment and student work.
While the former underscores earning income, the latter focuses on competence and
personality development, raising student work to a higher value dimension (Pusser, 2010). On
the other hand, the literature also points out that student employment could amplify social
inequalities and increase the risk of attrition by hindering students’ integration into the
university community and culture (Pusztai, 2011).

Hungarian youth surveys have reported since the 1990s that a growing number of
young people do paid work alongside their studies or interrupting them (Gabor, 2006). The
conclusion of tertiary studies has become blurred, being no longer that unique moment when
student life is replaced by starting a job (Veroszta, 2010; Bocsi, 2013; Sagi, 2011).
Researchers usually give a simplified, uniform picture of working students despite the actual
heterogeneity of the group, which would therefore require particular attention. There can be
significant differences depending on who combines study and work, when, why and how. The
premise of our research is that all these factors affect student achievement in different ways.

Students’ families’ social status plays a decisive role in the type of work they choose
to do and in the way working affects their academic achievement. Students from favourable
backgrounds can select jobs which align with their fields of study and help them gain relevant
experience. Inequal access to such jobs can reflect inequalities in academic achievement as
well as in labour market opportunities (Staneva, 2020). The frequency, motivation and type of
student employment is linked with students’ socioeconomic characteristics (Bocsi, 2013;
Pusztai, 2013; Maseviéiaté et al., 2018; Kovacs et al., 2019). Research to date has found that
as the level of parents’ educational attainment rises, the likelihood of doing paid work
alongside studies diminishes (Warren et al., 2000; Kalenkoski & Pabilonia, 2009; Perna,
2010; Beerkens et al., 2011; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2018).

It is a subject of debate whether student employment has a positive or negative effect
on students’ careers. Some researchers emphasise that different types of jobs such as those
related and unrelated to students’ fields of study or “campus-on” and “campus-off” jobs all
have different effects on academic achievment, the skills acquired and social capital
(Pascarella et al., 1998; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Riggert et al., 2006; Geel & Backes-
Gellner, 2012; Gati & Roébert, 2013; Yanbarisova, 2014; Di Paolo & Matano, 2016). It is the
task of education research to analyse the influence of various types of student employment on

students’ careers and academic achievement. Our research provides a complex study of paid
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student work and its impact on student outcomes. Previous domestic research did not help us
reach valid conclusions as most of it either applied the viewpoints of other disciplines, mainly
economics, or investigated student employment at the peak of, or in the years immediately
following the peak of, higher education expansion (Kordodi, 2007; Szdécs, 2013; 2014, 2021,
Markos, 2014; Kiss et al., 2017; Kun, 2017). Eurostudent surveys analyse the features of paid
student work and students’ socio-economic backgrounds in great detail (Hamori et al., 2018;
Masevicitité et al., 2018; Harkanyi, 2020) but ignore such relevant areas as the influence of
employment on intergenerational and intragenerational embeddedness in social networks at
universities, on the perception of competence development, on attitudes to extracurricular
activities as well as on academic and career plans.

In the first, theoretical chapter of our thesis, we present the characteristics of work
socialisation. We argue that work socialisation does not begin when young people start
working after obtaining a qualification, because informal and formal agents of education
equally play a significant role in this permanent process.

The aim of the second major theoretical chapter is to summarise research on youth
employment from a comparative perspective. Although there is only a small body of literature
available on paid work during the period of elite higher education. Beginning in the 1960s,
there is a growing number of data on young people’s presence in the labour market. We
summarise both domestic and international research findings on the labour market
participation of students since the period of expansion. International comparison has thrown
light on some specific features of student employment in Hungary. In the domestic context,
we cannot talk about "on campus” jobs covering all institutions, since Hungarian university
students usually find work through student cooperatives

In the third theoretical chapter, the results of international and domestic research on
the social, economic, demographic and institutional background of working higher education
students are summarised to show that there is no absolute consensus on how the following
background variables influence student employment. In connection with the central subject of
the dissertation, we also present the conclusions of international and national research on the
relationship between employment and academic careers and summarise what the literature
considers to be the positive and negative impacts of employment.

This has prepared the ground for our research questions, which focus on the changes
that have taken place in recent years in student employment among students in the higher
education institution under study, and on how these changes are related to the demographic,
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affects the academic achievement and commitment of the students sampled. The concepts of
academic achievement and commitment were explored based on the conceptual framework
developed in the CHERD research conducted between 2012 and 2021.

Based on the analysis of the literature and previous research findings, we formulated
the following hypotheses.

H1: Based on the data provided by Masevicitité et al. (2018) and Hauschildt et al.
(2021), we hypothesise that doing paid work increased among the students of the University
of Debrecen in the 2010s.

H2: Taking Hungarian research findings into consideration (Gati & Robert, 2013;
Szécs, 2014; Bocsi et al., 2018; Pusztai & Szigeti, 2018), we hypothetise that institutional and
individual factors have a stronger explanatory power on employment decisions over time, and
that the characteristics of employment are not related to the socio-economic status of students.

H3: Based on Hauschildt et al. (2021), we assume that motivation for student
employment has also been subject to change, resulting in the 2010s in the dominance of those
whose motivation to work was rooted in postmodern value systems and attitudes to work as
opposed to distinct student groups who worked out of financial necessity or in order to gain
work experience as part of their career planning.

H4: Based on Staneva’s study (2020), we hypothesise that apart from earning extra
income, students also work in order to prepare their entry to the labour market after
graduation. Thereby student employment becomes an alternative way of learning and gaining
experience, complementing university education. We expect considerable differences between
disciplines in this respect.

H5: Based on Perna’s (2010) and Pusztai’s (201 1s) study, we hypothesise that regular
student employment and work experience gained at a workplace have a beneficial effect on

students’ academic achievement and commitment to their studies.



Research methods

Students combining work and study are seen as a hard-to-reach group from higher education.
The subject of our study necessitated conducting quantitative research, as our aim was to
develop a fully comprehensive picture of the employment characteristics of students in higher
education. Previous international and national studies were not representative of students in
employment and were not suitable starting points for our sample. Information on respondents’
higher education institutions was not available in the Eurostudent surveys, and neither were
institution and degree variables included in the national Graduate Career Tracking System
research databases. Also, the National Tax and Customs Administration and social security
registers may only have data on a subset of employed students, but these data are not available
to researchers either. Thus, we did not have data on the population to be used as a sampling
frame. As a first step, we built a longitudinal thematic database suitable for secondary
analysis based on the research done by the Centre for Higher Education Research and
Development at the University of Debrecen, and then conducted primary data collection.

In the first phase of our empirical research, we conducted a secondary analysis of
thematic, longitudinal data from the databases of the Centre for Higher Education Research
and Development (CHERD-Hungary), which had been regularly surveying students in the
Northeastern region of the country for two decades. Our aim was to explore how the
demographic, social and employment characteristics of working university students in
Debrecen had changed over the past decade. In the second phase, we sought to answer the
research questions through primary research.

We used 3 databases for the secondary analysis: 1) The 2012 HERD research project
(Higher Education for Social Cohesion Cooperative Research and Development in a Cross-
Border Area); 2) The 2015 IESA (Institutional Effects on Student Achievement in Higher
Education) study, which aimed at empirically exploring the mechanisms of institutional
effects in higher education and their impact on academic outcomes; 3) PERSIST, a large
sample of students (N=2199) taken in the academic year 2018-2019 in higher education
institutions in the Eastern region of Hungary and in four other countries (Slovakia, Romania,
Ukraine, Serbia). The sample in Hungary (N=1034) was a quota sample representative of
faculties, fields of study and forms of funding.

As a first step of the analysis, the databases were restricted to full-time students at the
University of Debrecen, which provided an opportunity to examine both working and non-
working students from the same institution. The data, collected at three different points in



time, came from samples with different compositions. The resulting limitations of
generalisation were taken into account in the analysis, but the correlations and trends were
still well traceable.

To determine the sample size of the primary research, we used the institution’s
publicly available data on full-time students on the Hungarian-speaking programmes of the
University of Debrecen in March 2019 as well as conducting quota sampling based on the
distribution of students by field of study, using the PERSIST 2019 database of CHERD
Hungary. Although quota sampling is not a probability sampling method, it is the most likely
to match the population examined.

The sampling, which started in the first semester of 2019-2020 and ended in April
2020, targeted full-time students who worked regularly during the semesters (including exam
periods) in the academic years 2019-2020 and 2020-2021. We asked students to self-complete
a paper-based questionnaire. The sample size of the database used for the secondary analysis
was 1111, 1063 and 803. The final size of the database used for the primary study was 538
after we had screened out those who refused to respond or gave invalid responses. The data
was processed with SPSS 22.0.

For the analysis, we applied descriptive statistics, chi-squared tests for bivariate
analyses, post-hoc tests (Tukey) and Pearson correlation coefficients. We used factor analysis
to examine students’ decisions to enrol for postgraduate studies. Our primary focus was on the
factors influencing the frequency of student employment and on the impact of doing paid
work on student careers, which was explored through logistic regression analysis. In line with
Moksony (2018), we created binary explanatory variables in order to facilitate the
interpretation of odds ratios, which allowed us to involve continuous and ordinal variables in
the regression analysis.

We used a wide range of measures and indicators including self-developed and
adapted question blocks. The relationship between student employment and higher education
career paths with a risk of attrition was examined while controlling for social network, active
participation in competitive activities and socio-economic characteristics. Among the
explanatory factors, we distinguished between socio-cultural, institutional and demographic
individual factors. We operationalised the areas to be studied based on these dimensions.

The characteristics of student employment were investigated using question blocks
developed in-house or adapted from other studies. We examined the frequency of
employment, its relationship with studies and motivation to work in the CHERD-Hungary

Research Centre databases. While conducting the primary research, we relied on student
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retrospection of frequency to examine the prevalence of work during the years of secondary
and higher education, including the frequency of work during semester, exams and holidays,
and the number of hours worked. The relationship between work and studies, motivation to
work, work values and job search methods were analysed using the relevant question blocks
of the IESA 2015 and PERSIST 2019, and the risk of attrition was also investigated by
adopting the measures of the latter survey. Students’ use of time and money and their attitudes
towards work were measured using question blocks developed in-house based on qualitative
research (Pusztai & Kocsis, 2019; Kocsis & Pusztai, 2020; Kocsis, 2020).

We investigated students’ balance between work, study and leisure, satisfaction with
their time schedule, and the amount of time they spent on study and recreation. Attitudes
towards work were explored in terms of characteristics related to colleagues and work
environment. Perceptions about the impact of work were measured with 11-item
questionnaires, because the literature suggests that work experience, the relationship between
work and studies and the perception of university education have an impact on whether a
student is at risk of dropping out. Student satisfaction was measured using a questionnaire
consisting of 27 items, partly adapted from the HERD survey.

To examine institutional embeddedness, we used the question blocks developed by
Pusztai (2011), applied in recent CHERD research projects (HERD 2012, IESA 2015,
PERSIST 2019). The question items referred to students’ intergenerational and
intragenerational social networks at university.

When measuring commitment to and persistence in studies, we relied on Astin’s
(1993) findings and compiled the question set using the indicators he had developed. The
indicators related to academic achievement as well as to the importance attached to studies,
determination to graduate and efforts to achieve better were also adapted from the HERD,
IESA and PERSIST studies.

Previous research has shown that student employment shapes identity and, regardless
of the type of work, contributes to the development of soft skills and to forming work value
preferences. In addition, work endows students with so called transferable skills. We explored
students’ perception of their employment competence development using variables developed

in-house based on qualitative research.



Results in thesis points

Our first hypothesis assumed that student employment showed an upward trend over time
among the students of the University of Debrecen. Our empirical results confirmed the
hypothesis as the secondary analysis revealed that student employment became increasingly
widespread over the years. Whereas in the 2012 sample one third of students did paid work, in
2019 over half of them did. Our primary study was specifically targeted at working students,
most of whom engaged in regular work during semesters.

According to our second hypothesis, institutional and individual factors have a
stronger explanatory power and the characteristics of employment are not only related to the
socio-economic status of students but also to their future employment intentions and plans.
The factors affecting employment were analysed using logistic regression, involving
background variables found relevant in the literature. Data from 2012, 2015 and 2019 equally
confirmed that participation in a master’s course was an influencing factor. In two of the
samples, parents’ level of education and families’ subjective financial status were also found
to have significant explanatory power. Our results highlight that it is no longer only low
economic status students who seek employment but an increasing number of students from
various backgrounds, with diverse motivations to work during their studies. Our primary
research and secondary analysis are consistent in that working students do not constitute a
homogeneous group as both their backgrounds and motivations are complex. However,
students who struggle with everyday financial problems are still present in this group as doing
paid work is the most obvious way for them to secure an income.

Our third hypothesis presumed that student groups which adopted postmodern views
on student work were gaining significance over the other two distinct groups, those who
worked out of financial necessity and those who aimed to gain work experience as part of
their career planning.

The most significant empirical results of this dissertation pertain to the primary
research in 2020. In that year’s sample, attempting to create student clusters based on three
variables (motivation for employment, alignment of work with studies and number of working
hours), we separated three distinct student groups: disadvantaged-income oriented, ambitious
and utilitarian leisure-oriented. Disadvantaged-income oriented students mainly work for
financial reasons to raise funds for self-sustainment, tuition fees, leisure activities and to
become (financially) independent of parents. They work a large number of hours, mostly at
weekends but also on weekdays, their work is not related to their fields of study, and they are



not content with their work-study balance. Students whose parents have low educational
attainment and have slightly below-average financial status are overrepresented in this cluster.
Regarding institutional background as well as intergenerational and intragenerational social
networks, the proportion of tuition-paying bachelor’s students who have very little contact
with faculty is relatively high in this cluster. Ambitious students (the second cluster) typically
work fewer hours than their peers in the previous group, and this is the only cluster whose
members work to fulfil their professional aspirations. They are also the only group in which
work is related to studies. As such, they try to strike a balance between the two areas and are
entirely content with their time schedule. During job search, they prefer relying on their
connections and the university student career office rather than traditional student job centres
offering typical student jobs. In this group, master’s students are overrepresented. Regarding
interaction with faculty, this cluster has the most extensive network. The third, newly
emerging group of the 2020 sample is a very clear-cut one, distinct from the other two.
Neither financial necessity nor career building are dominant motivators for work. Instead, this
utilitarian leisure-oriented cluster is the only group whose members work because it is a
useful way of spending leisure time as well as an opportunity to obtain money for other free-
time activities. Their work is not related to their fields of study, but they are still satisfied with
their time schedule, the reason for which might be that they are not forced by circumstances to
find employment. Those whose living standards are above average are overrepresented, and
the proportion of the 18-19 age group is also somewhat higher in this cluster.

It is an important finding that the three motivation-based student clusters differ
markedly in almost all the social background indicators examined, and there are also a
number of significant differences in demographic and educational characteristics.

Our results support the hypothesis that working students is a heterogeneous group.
Students not only work out of financial necessity but aspirations for gaining work experience
and spending leisure time usefully have also come into play. Students’ motivations as well as
social backgrounds are diverse, so employment does not only concern students with low
status indicators. All this confirms our third hypothesis.

The fourth hypothesis presumed that apart from earning extra income, students also
work in order to prepare their entry to the labour market after graduation, and therefore, due
to the nature of certain disciplines, student employment becomes a complement to university
education. The data from the secondary analysis show that in some fields of study, students
have been working regularly for years alongside their studies. Students of economics and IT

are more likely to work regularly than other students. In contrast, the employment rate for
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medical, dental and pharmaceutical courses has been very low for many years, which makes
the employment rate lower for students in undivided courses. However, our hypothesis above
can only be accepted partially, as the results of the logistic regression analysis do not support
the conclusion that, controlling for other background variables, the field of study has a
marked effect on the presence of employment. However, among the institutional variables, the
analysis established the explanatory power of participation in a master’s programme.
Furthermore, work experience was a particularly important motivational factor among
master’s students. The 2020 data also confirm that master’s students are over-represented in
the ambitious cluster, which is the only group with a match between work and field of study.
According to our fifth hypothesis, regular student employment and work experience
gained at a workplace have a beneficial effect on students’ academic achievement and
commitment to their studies. The results of the secondary analysis only provided partial
evidence for the hypothesis as it was only the 2015 sample in which student employment, as
well as doing work related to studies, had a significant influence on achievement. The 2012
sample only showed the positive effect of work which matched students’ fields of study, and
no significant relationship between student employment and academic achievement or
persistence was detected in the 2019 sample. In order to explore the academic achievement of
higher education students in 2020, we identified seven dimensions during the analysis
(persistence, attention devoted to studies, academic performance, perception of competence
development, social activity, moral awareness, future plans). Due to the results of Pearson’s
correlation, the complex achievement index was constructed from the variables persistence,
attention devoted to studies, academic performance and perception of competence
development, to be used for assessment in the clusters of student employees. The results of
the one-way analysis of variance revealed a significant difference between the three clusters
in how they perceived the acquisition of competencies during their work. This question was
based on students’ self-report, and the results showed that ambitious students perceived the
most competence gains during employment, which may be in connection with the fact that
these students did work related to their studies. Utilitarian leisure-oriented students also
indicated competences that were strengthened through employment, despite the fact that they
did not do work related to their studies. This also shows that through employment, students
may develop a number of skills and abilities that specifically contribute to their personal,
rather than professional, development. However, further research is needed to confirm this in

more depth.

10



With the help of the achievement index we detected further differences between the
student clusters, especially between the disadvantaged-income oriented and ambitious ones.
Students in the disadvantaged-income oriented cluster are less likely to receive grants, have
high academic scores, take part in extracurricular activities and undertake extra tasks. They
are more likely to interrupt their studies, mainly for financial reasons and because of working.
Our final analysis focused on the factors that affected the complex achievement index. We
found that the index was not affected by students’ social status indicators such as parents’
educational attainment or labour market position. In our model, it is contact with faculty and

doing work related to studies that have the most explanatory power.

New findings of the thesis

Compared to previous research, our results prove to be novel in several respects. Our most
important finding is related to student clusters, which are clearly distinct from one another and
display significant differences in background variables. Most researchers in Hungary (see
Gati & Roébert, 2013) classified students by the horizontal alignment of employment. Hamori
et al. (2018) and Fényes (2021) established student clusters based on motivation without
involving any other variables. We considered the number of working hours, motivational
factors and horizontal alignment alike, and the resulting clusters were clearly distinct from
one another. What makes these findings remarkable is that they clearly demonstrate that
working students do not constitute one homogeneous group. The cluster which can be
regarded as the greatest novelty is utilitarian leisure-oriented students, who work because they
would like to spend their leisure time in a useful way, are not motivated by self-sustainment
and are the group of students who work least. Our findings make it necessary to discard the
stereotypes about working students, namely that only low-achieving, low socio-economic
status students do paid work in order to provide for themselves. It is a significant new finding
that student employment in itself does not have a major effect on academic achievement, but
doing work related to studies does.

The novelty and key message of the empirical part of our thesis lies in the following.
Large-sample studies on student employment do not give a comprehensive, generally valid
picture of this phenomenon whether they are institutional, national or international surveys.
Our empirical results not only pose further questions for future research but also serve as

feedback for the institutions concerned. Complementary use of longitudinal institutional
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surveys and cross-sectional studies targeting only working students is a methodological
achievement of our analysis.

One of the limitations of the study is that we could not reach the full population of
working students. Our sample is not representative and does not allow general conclusions,
which is why our study can be classified as problem formulating, fact-finding research. The
results only apply to the students of the University of Debrecen. Furthermore, the data on
competencies are based on the perception of the respondents without any actual measurement,
so it appears to be logical that they consider working as a good investment in order to reduce
cognitive dissonance. Due to the lack of comparative data, it is not possible to confirm
whether students experienced any development during their employment, but our results do
encourage further research on this subject. In order to facilitate research on the academic
achievement and career advancement of working students, it would be useful if electronic
student registers included data on labour market activity alongside personal data, which could
provide institutions with adequate information on student employment rates.

Further research is needed to explore the factors which influence the academic
progress of working students. A longitudinal study would appropriately serve this purpose,
but it may also be complicated to carry out because of the difficulty of reaching working
students. It should be taken into account that doing paid work can have different impacts on
students’ university careers even within different faculties of the same institution. Future
research should therefore apply qualitative methods apart from quantitative ones, which could
add granularity to the analysis, making it easier to identify hidden mechanisms and subjective
factors that we have not had the opportunity to analyse in our present study. These factors
could contribute to a more accurate picture of the nature and importance of student
employment as well as its impact on student careers.

As our findings are suitable for supporting institutional decision making, we
highlighted some key areas and made recommendations based on our results.

Students' university careers are greatly influenced by their relationships with faculty
and their experiences at the institution. Universities should play a role in providing students
with comprehensive information that can help them to be aware of the risks and benefits of
student employment. The best way to reduce the negative consequences is to increase the
support of dual courses and to increase the availability of company collaborations and
internships. A common solution in international practice is to work on campus, which would
provide an ideal alternative in terms of income and institutional integration. Student jobs that

fit the profile of university departments would provide a good opportunity for students to
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participate more actively in the life of the university, gain work experience, and have their
work recognised with some type of compensation.

The survey data also demonstrate that involvement in university life can serve as a
protective factor against deterioration in academic performance, so initiatives to strengthen
personal and professional relationships between students and faculty should be advocated. In
addition to the importance of maintaining contact, the professional work and methodological
approach of the instructors are also important. We believe it is important for instructors to
also stay current in their own field and the current demands of the job market, as it can happen
that students working in jobs related to their studies are confronted with the outdated
knowledge of their instructors in the courses. In addition, it is necessary to create an active
learning environment aimed at developing soft skills and to give priority to the project
method, cooperative methods and problem-based learning. Changing the approach to teaching
and broadening the culture of methods can help to spread student-centred teaching methods in
higher education. Monitoring of changes in the labor market and contact with labor market
specialists should be given a higher priority in training courses. In addition to deepening
relationship building, employers could offer open positions, which would provide the
opportunity to employ students, even with a minimal number of hours.

We believe our findings shed light on several areas of critical importance, which are to
be considered and developed not only at the individual level but also in order to increase the
prestige of higher education. Our recommendations can also strengthen the link between

higher education institutions and the labour market.
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