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Abstract: As a consequence of the continuously evolving environmental impacts, 
most of the previous systems need to be improved. The Hungarian higher education 
system is no exception to this either; this system is mostly influenced by the local 
peculiarities, demographic changes and the globalization. The Hungarian education 
system takes on an express challenge that is caused by the fact according to which 
the number of schoolable students decreases as a consequence of the decreasing 
population which is nowadays perceptible in the field of higher education institutions 
as well. However, the development in economy does not take it account and the 
demand on the qualified employees is progressively increasing. This contrast results 
in the fact that the education system shall discover those opportunities which are 
suitable for managing this anomaly, even if not completely but approximately. 
Striving for internationalization is increasingly emerging in the domestic education 
system which can be interpreted as an alternative solution for the difficulty outlined. 
The continuous growth in the rate of foreign students in the Hungarian education 
system can help to manage the continuous demand on the employees with 
appropriate skills. It is therefore important to place emphasis on attracting and 
keeping the foreign students as well as recognizing their demands and, along this 
line, serving them as far as possible. Aims of the treatise are to expound the 
evolution of demographic situation in this context by means of analyzing related 
Hungarian and international surveys and to outline those possible solutions and 
approaches which can contribute to the elaboration of a future educational strategy. 
As a result of the research, it can be concretely determined what countries the largest 
percentage of students comes to Hungary from, what educational levels the foreign 
students most commonly learn at as well as the most popular universities and 
courses for the foreign students. Consequently, the awareness becomes predictable 
in view of attracting the foreign students by means of which the whole process can 
be made more effective. The final aim of this article is to summarize the challenges 
and opportunities of the higher education that need to be faced and managed. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The higher education system has become mainstreamed in the social and political 
discourse over the past years. The spotlight, which has been – many times not too 
luckily – put on the universities and colleges, has sparked a broad debate. As a 
result, the rethink of social role and function of the higher education has begun; this 
process has not ended to the present day. The higher education-related 
developments are of prominent importance in the strategy of every country since the 
human capital is presented as a principal condition of competitiveness (Matkó – 
Szűcs, 2012) in the modern interpretations. Insofar as the educated human ratio of 
a country is unsatisfying then it may have an impact on the entire social and 
economic development. Taking the demographic changes into account, the 
continuously decreasing population ratio is not favourable to the economic 
circumstances in Hungary. Growth in the extent of labour shortage can be 
increasingly observed beside the decline in rate of participants in the higher 
education systems (Csehné et al., 2018) which is further enhanced by the drop-out 
of the students participating in training (Fenyves et al., 2017). By means of a 
purposeful and prepared action plan, the education system is able to counteract 
against the challenge. In that sense, the fact should be grasped as a potential 
opportunity according to which the presence of foreign students is progressively 
increasing in the Hungarian education system. Among the available opportunities, 
an approach to the situation from the point of view of internationalization can be 
forward-looking, along which Hungarian and international statistics will be now used 
in order to reveal the possible relations and from the point of view of collecting the 
optional solutions. 
 
2. Statistical outlook – foreign students in Hungary 
 
The Hungarian higher education will have to face up to extremely serious 
demographic challenges within a few years. Now, after different systems of the public 
education, the ever lower number of children born in the country will also adversely 
affect the higher education as a whole. According to the publication of data of the 
Hungarian Central Statistical Office, population of the country has been actually 
increasing since 1980 (KSH, 2017a). This fact is particularly worrying because a 
labour shortage can be explicitly experienced considering the current labour demand 
of economic. In many cases, it means not only quantitative but quality lack of those 
employees who are mentioned as talents in the private sector (Manpower, 2016). 
However, when examining the Hungarian higher education, it is interesting to 
consider the presence of foreign citizens as well. 
Although the presence of foreign citizens cannot be described as outstanding in 
Hungary (1.6% of the country’s current population) but, having regard to their 
increasing ratio (Oláh et al., 2017), they should be considered as a significant 
opportunity in relation to both the declining population and the number of students. 
In the publication of the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (KSH) in 2017, a detailed 
picture can be obtained about the number of foreign citizens living in Hungary and 
their data of origin. The overwhelming majority (65%) of foreigners living in the 
country come from Europe, in particular mainly from the surrounding countries, inter 
alia, from Romania (16%), Germany (12%), Slovakia (6.2%) and Ukraine (3.8%). 
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Their further 27% originate from Asia, Africa (3.9%) and the American continent 
(3.5%). Based on the age structure, the foreigners living in Hungary are younger 
than the native population – with regard to the women (44%) and men (56%) as well, 
headcount of the age group between 20 and 39 is determinative; their rate was 45% 
among the foreigners living here. Thinking about the strong presence of the age 
group between 20 and 39, it can be supposed that there is a relation between the 
foreign citizens living in Hungary and the foreign students coming to Hungary. 
Several competent bodies (for instance, the Hungarian Central Statistical Office, 
Educational Authority) are examining the presence of foreign citizens in Hungary in 
the field of education and preparing current surveys. The different organizations 
supposedly reach their conclusions by means of not exactly the same methods thus 
there is no full consistency with regard to the numbers but approximately the same 
results are obtained by means of which the tendencies are harmonizing in the order. 
Generally speaking, the expansion, which had started in the field of education in the 
1990s, slowed down in 2004 and then has started to decline. And nowadays, the 
statistical data show that, although the total number of students is decreasing, the 
number of foreign students shows a continuous increasing within that (Figure 1) 
(KSH 2016). 
 

 
Figure 1: Participation of the Hungarian and foreign students in the higher education 
Source: KSH (2016) 
 
According to the publication of KSH in 2017, the number of foreign students 
increased by 10000 persons among the full-time students between 2010 and 2016; 
this fact is also evidenced by the Hungarian Educational Authority. Based on the 
data, it can be stated that a high degree of growth can be observed in the presence 
of foreign students in the education system. Based on the statistics prepared by the 
Educational Authority, it can be also established what form of training is the most 
popular for the foreign students. Distribution within the training fields shows an 
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unequivocal and considerable growth over the last 8 years in most areas. The high 
rate of persons undergoing undivided trainings leads to further conclusions with 
regard to the most interesting courses. Based on the statistics of the Educational 
Authority (2016), the courses of general practitioner, dentist and veterinarian are the 
most popular, together with the courses of pharmacist and architect which present 
themselves to a lesser extent but dominantly. And in relation to the universities, the 
most popular ones are Semmelweis University, University of Pécs, University of 
Debrecen as well as University of Szeged from the point of view of the foreign 
students. Based on the data of the Educational Authority in 2016, most of the 
students (more than 3000 persons) came from Germany but relatively a lot of 
Chinese, Slovakian, Serbian, Iranian, Norwegian and Nigerian people find their 
account in Hungary (Figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 2: Distribution of foreign students coming in the largest number, by their 
nationality 
Source: Educational Authority (2016) 
 
Comparing the presence of foreign students participating in the school year 
2016/2017 with the largest percentage (headcount above 1000) to the school year 
2008/2009, it can be established that the rate of foreign students coming from the 
affected areas, with the exception of two countries, has grown in the Hungarian 
education system over the years. In case of two exception countries (Romania, 
Slovakia) in this ranking list, it may be interesting to examine the change in 
participation rate in the local education systems since the decline in number of 
students can be caused by the growing participation in the education system of the 
motherland.  
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3. Responses to reduction in the number of students – globalization in the 
higher education  
 
Based on the statistical data, it can be stated that the total number of students in the 
Hungarian higher education is declining. This tendency opens up several 
opportunities for the higher education management and the higher education 
institutions. One of them is to improve the quality under a greater educator attention 
paid to a smaller number of students. Reappearance of the classic master-disciple 
relationship is a desirable goal and the higher education management also prefers 
to reach it (Changing degrees in the higher education, 2014:8). Of course, the 
improvement of quality cannot be accomplished without an appropriate quality 
assurance system, an adequate and objective control on the courses and training 
places based on described rules since this is the only way the candidates can make 
substantiated decisions when they choose courses or training places (Csiszár, 
2013).  
Other responses can be also provided to the decline in number of students, ideally 
in parallel with the improvement of quality. Although the developed western countries 
are further advanced in the field of internationalization, an enlargement in the rate of 
inward student mobility is not necessarily a national economic interest in their cases. 
In contrast, in Hungary, it can be regarded as a national economic interest anyway 
since the tuition fees paid by the students are significant income for the universities. 
In addition, the presence of the international students has an increasingly impact on 
the social and economic development, cultural life and vitality of the host cities of 
institutions thus the internationalization is also the interest of the city authorities in 
case of the big university cities (M. Császár et al. 2013). 
The internationalization or internationalizing has more approaches and conditions 
which cannot be disregarded when exploring the topic. On the one hand, having 
regard to its aim, it can be stated that the claim linked to the internationalization in 
the higher education can be also resulted from financial reasons since the realization 
of modern researches in the universities are subject to material issues in many 
cases, for which the required financial resources are often not available through the 
central government budgetary. Consequence of this is that the higher education 
institutions are forced to increase their own revenues (Németh, 2012). However, it 
has further limitations because the natures of topics and study materials, i.e. the 
research areas, are further aspects of internationalizing. While the task can be easily 
solved in the natural sciences and medical sciences, this can be an insurmountable 
obstacle, in many cases, in the fields of humanities and social sciences due to the 
strong international character (Fézer, 2013). Social attitudes can be another 
viewpoint in the field of internationalization which applies to the admission of 
foreigners interested in new results and the acceptance of diversity (Changing 
degrees in the higher education, 2014:36). As well, in this context, there is a focus 
on that the output of competitive professionals also emerges as a central objective, 
not attaching the business sector (Berács, 2012).  
However, strengthening the international character of the teaching activity is an 
unequivocal condition for the feasibility of internationalization since only those 
educators are able to hand over competitive and modern knowledge to their students 
who are actively linked to the international researchers’ life. However, the realization 
of this condition requires such an extent of the general high-level terminological 
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knowledge which makes the representatives of the area suitable for an authentic 
teaching activity in foreign languages as well. In order to accomplish these 
internationalizing conditions, a target system has been formed in Hungary which 
supports the achievement of the aims outlined (Changing degrees in the higher 
education, 2014:48-49): 

 Positioning the domestic institutions in the international competition. 
 Enhancing the international mobility of students and educators-researchers. 
 Strengthening the international relations with partner states of strategic 

importance at institutional level. 
Insofar as the internationalization is overall approached from the staying of foreign 
students in Hungary, based on the treatise of Berács – Malota (2011), it can be said 
that Hungary was already attractive for foreign students in previous periods as well. 
And this attractiveness can be even enhanced further, especially in that case if the 
residence of students is supported by both the sending and host states (i.e. 
Hungary). Students come from more than 120 countries to our home country in order 
to pursue their education. In the school year 2009/2010, there were 27 countries 
from where more than 100 students came to Hungary. 
 
4. Success of internationalization in Hungary based on the foreign students’ 
assessment 
 
In order to enhance the promotion of internationalization, Hungary should place great 
emphasis on attracting the foreign students which can be also interpreted as a kind 
of brand building. In order that this activity of the country can be assessed, a survey 
(Malota, 2017) has been prepared, commissioned by Tempus Public Foundation, 
about what the foreign students think of Hungary’s image, how satisfied they are with 
the quality of the universities chosen and the student services as well as what 
experiences they have gained during their presence here. 
In the questionnaires, the answers were given by 1566 foreign students originating 
from 72 different countries, studying at 27 domestic higher education institutions. 
Distribution of the respondents’ gender was almost similar: 54% men and 46% 
women were interviewed. Their average age is 24.1 years, two-thirds of the persons 
questioned (73%) are aged between 19 and 25. This data is harmonising with the 
former data according to which 45% of the foreign citizens living in Hungary are in 
the age group 20-39 (KSH, 2017) – id est the group of foreigners living in Hungary 
consists of students participating in higher education, in a decisive proportion. 
During the survey in 2017 (Malota), Hungary’s general image was examined in the 
framework of open questions. The persons questioned had to answer to the question 
what were the first three positive and the first three negative words that came to their 
mind when they were thinking of Hungary and the Hungarians. Most of them 
associated the beauty, kindness and amicability with positive things. In addition, the 
following words were mentioned most frequently among the positive expressions: 
peaceful, helpful, cheap/affordable, Budapest, culture, secure, calm. It is 
encouraging that “negative aspects” was the most frequent answer to the question 
what were the first three negative words that came to the mind of persons questioned 
when thinking of our country and the Hungarians. Thereafter, the following negative 
words can be mentioned in order: language/language difficulties, homeless people, 
small country, unfriendly, poor, smoking, expensive, racist, cold, slow, rude, lazy, 
and pessimistic. It is striking that there are greater consensus and higher mentioning 
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percentages in case of positive words while the rates are lower in case of negative 
expressions but several kinds of words appear. This leads to the conclusion that the 
positive opinion yet presents itself more dominantly in the overall opinion although 
there are also negative characteristics which are linked to the country on the basis 
of foreign estimation. 
With regard to the foreign students, it may be a particularly important information 
how they obtain information about the country beforehand. 85% of students hardly 
knew anything (55%) or had little previous knowledge (30%) about Hungary before 
they have begun their studies. Among the countries represented in large numbers, 
the Turkish students had more previous knowledge: 36% of them marked the answer 
“yes, I knew a lot” (this is 15% in the entire sample). Significantly in greater 
proportion, the Nigerian, Japanese and Algerian students had a very little knowledge 
about us. By examining the regional rates, it can be seen that the Eastern European 
and Western Balkan students had more knowledge than the students of other 
regions. However, the same cannot be said about the respondents originating from 
the EU; there were no significant differences in their cases. This information leads to 
the conclusion that the communication about the Hungarian education opportunities 
is not powerful enough in those countries from where the potentially interested 
parties come in large numbers – this could be improved by conscious development 
and, based on the study, the emphasis should be placed, using targeted instruments, 
on those countries from where Hungary accommodates students in large numbers. 
Further pronounced information is what decision-making factors play roles in 
choosing a Hungarian institution. The three most common reasons of making 
decision about the studies in a Hungarian higher education institution are as follows: 
education at high level (46%), desire to get to know another culture (46%) and 
affordable prices (43%). In addition, among the possible answers, students (15-20%) 
have frequently chosen that they came to Hungary to study because the country has 
a good reputation, because their friends suggested our country who had studied here 
previously, because it was easy to get in to the chosen institution, because there is 
a partner agreement between two universities as well as because the discrimination 
is low here, because the given student wanted to live here and because the chosen 
institution provides unique programmes. Among other reasons (mentioned by 5%), 
such special interests are reflected that e.g. a student likes the music of Franz Liszt 
and Bartók or a student can study nuclear electronics, maybe a student wanted to 
come due to a certain professor or a certain reputable laboratory. Data arriving from 
students’ feedbacks serve as a headstone for building the brand; its conscious 
utilization can make the attraction of foreign students more effective. 
The most popular information sources are the scholarship portals on the internet 
(with a 35-percent mentioning). Furthermore, a quarter of the respondents denoted 
that they had obtained information about the chosen university from their friends 
(26%). The family members, the homepage “Study in Hungary” and the 
embassies/cultural institutions are also at the beginning of the ranking order related 
to the collection of information, with 15-15-14 percent. Among the information 
materials of the chosen higher education institution, the online advertisements are 
more popular (10%); the offline sources have been forced back. The rate of students 
obtaining information from the mainland educators and departments is 11%. 
Almost a level 4 satisfaction was peculiar to the general factors of the higher 
education institutions (academic program, selection of courses, scientific prestige). 
In case of these questions, rate of the medium-satisfied persons is between 33 and 
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50%; distribution of the discontented persons (who gave grade 1 and 2) is between 
10 and 17%. This result leads to the conclusion that those who have chosen Hungary 
are satisfied with their decisions rather than dissatisfied. 
An experience coming from outside the education system can be also decisive in 
relation to the estimation of a host country. It can be said that the students are nearly 
satisfied with the quality of those services that we asked about in connection with 
their cities. The students are mostly satisfied with the traffic conditions (average 4.26 
measured on a 5-scale), 82% of them has given grade 4 or 5 for the quality of traffic. 
69% of the respondents are very or quite satisfied with the shopping facilities – 13% 
of them asked that they were less satisfied than the medium. In case of the 
satisfaction indicators of the entertainment possibilities, it can be said that 63% of 
the respondents are more satisfied than the medium (marked grade 4 or 5) and 22% 
of them are medium-satisfied (ranked this factor with grade 3). The opportunities for 
accommodation and sporting are the most problematic among the possibilities listed. 
In case of the sports opportunities, 28% of the respondents have given grade 3 only, 
57% of them have ranked with grade 4 or 5 and 15% with grade 1 or 2. One fifth of 
the respondents have ranked the accommodation opportunities with grade 1 or 2, 
other 17% are medium-satisfied only. Based on this information, the development 
guidelines can be established in the light of strategy to be evolved in the future. 
The most favourable opinions are about the restaurants and shops, roughly half of 
the respondents (52 and 48% of them) have primarily experienced friendly treatment 
in this situation and only 6-7% of them have experienced inimical attitudes. The rate 
is almost similar in the traffic as well as on the streets: 37-38% of the persons 
questioned have met with helpful and 47-47% with indifferent behaviours but 10-
12% with negative attitudes. Among the official situations, the attitudes experienced 
at the university administration have the most favourable adjudication. 63% of the 
respondents have met with positive and helpful behaviour, a quarter of them have 
experienced indifferent treatments. In addition, 8% have felt that there were hostile 
attitudes toward us. In most official situations, neutral or helpful attitudes were 
peculiar. 4-14% of the respondents have experienced inimical, negative behaviours, 
least in the embassy (4%), mostly in the health and care sector and in the immigrant 
office (11 and 14%). 
At the end of the questionnaire, prior to the demographic questions, a synthesizing 
question was put: “Would you choose Hungary again if you had opportunity to 
choose again?” Almost three-quarters of the respondents (70%) would decide to 
choose our country again (this rate was 73% in the survey of 2013). 26% of them 
think that they may come here to study again (22% in 2013) and only 4% think that 
they would not choose our country (5% in 2013). 
 
Conclusions 
 
Based on the statistics measured in the Hungarian higher education system, the 
number of students is progressively decreasing but, in addition, it can be observed 
that there is an average increasing in the participation of foreign students. In the light 
of preparations for managing the situation, summarizing the challenges and 
opportunities the higher education is facing, several options are available in order to 
solve the emerging state: 

 Over the next years, the number of higher education candidates may 
decrease in Hungary in a manner which can be projected from demographic 
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data. This provides the possibility that the number of students per educator 
may decrease, namely there would be more opportunities for in-depth 
workshops. 

 The decreasing number of students provides that the workload of educators 
may be reduced thereby they could publish more publications in periodicals 
with higher quality than present day. Furthermore, there could be also an 
opportunity to establish more, clearly researcher jobs. 

 One of the utilization methods of the released educator capacity is to 
increase the present rate and headcount of the foreign school enrolment. To 
this, it is required to advertise more foreign language courses than 
nowadays, mainly English language ones. 

 Using the previous research results in order to establish the Hungarian 
education brand-building, an emphasis should be placed on the active 
communication towards those countries from where potential student 
headcount may come. 

 The Hungarian higher education should be made more attractive for the 
foreign students since the full-time diploma-mobility will be expectedly 
promoted against the credit-mobility in the future. To this effect, the domestic 
higher education institutions’ positions should be strengthened in the 
international ranking lists. 

 An emphasis should be placed on the improvement of those areas which 
were mostly underestimated on the basis of surveys; such as the quality of 
accommodations, enlargement of the sports and entertainment 
opportunities and the strengthening of the general acceptance at social 
level. 

 In addition to that the personal attendance needs to be also strengthened in 
a popularizing process, an enhanced use of the communication channels 
identified on the basis of survey results is necessary for an effective access. 
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