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1. INTRODUCTION

This report presents the findings of the study on the attraction and support of international PhD students, 
lecturers and researchers in Hungary, conducted by the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) and 
commissioned by the Tempus Public Foundation (TPF) in summer 2021.

The report is based on the individual and institutional data collected under the EU-funded UniWeliS project 
(Supporting internationalisation of higher education through professionalising services of mobile 
academic staff) and the individual data collected by TPF through its graduate tracking survey of 
Stipendium Hungaricum Scholarship holders over the same period of time.

This report consists of eight chapters. The first three chapters provide background information to the 
study, a short summary of the key findings and an overview of methodological issues, including data 
collection, analysis and sample characteristics. 

The fourth chapter explores the key motivations of international academics for choosing Hungary and a 
Hungarian higher education institution as a destination for mobility. The analysis is complemented with 
an overview of key reasons for international PhD students leaving Hungary after graduation. This chapter 
also provides an overview of the key information sources about mobility opportunities in Hungary and 
funding schemes used by the mobile academics to finance their mobility experience in the country.

The fifth chapter investigates several institutional approaches to attracting and retaining international 
talent, focusing on the current types and numbers of international academics hosted by the selected 
Hungarian higher education institutions as well as the level of institutional commitment to the attraction 
and retention of international talent.

The sixth chapter examines the types of support services offered to international academics by the 
Hungarian higher education institutions at different mobility stages, from the perspective of both mobile 
individuals and host institutions.

The seventh chapter continues with the analysis of the degree of satisfaction with the support services 
obtained by international academics at various mobility stages as well as the key challenges that marked 
their mobility experience in Hungary and possible areas for improvement.

The eighth chapter provides conclusions and recommendations for the Hungarian higher education 
institutions and national support agencies, building on the analysis presented in prior chapters. 

https://uniwelis.saia.sk/en/


5

2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report presents the findings of the study on the attraction and support of international PhD students, 
lecturers and researchers in Hungary, conducted by the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) and 
commissioned by the Tempus Public Foundation (TPF) in summer 2021. 

The report is based on the individual and institutional data collected under the EU-funded UniWeliS project 
(Supporting internationalisation of higher education through professionalising services of mobile 
academic staff) and the individual data collected by TPF through its graduate tracking survey of 
Stipendium Hungaricum Scholarship holders over the same period of time. 

The objective of this study was to explore the state-of-the-art of talent attraction and personalised 
support to international academics at higher education institutions in Hungary, and to explore any 
potential gap between the academics’ expectations in this respect and the current institutional support 
realities. 

It also aimed to explore key information sources about: mobility opportunities in Hungary and funding 
schemes used by the mobile academics, as well as the key motivation factors for selecting Hungary 
as a mobility (study, research or work) destination, and the degree of satisfaction with the obtained 
support and the overall mobility experience, including the key challenges faced and reasons for leaving 
the country. 

This topic was investigated from a dual perspective: the individual needs and perceptions of international 
academics (explored through a survey) and current institutional practices in attracting and supporting 
international talent at various career stages (explored through a series of interviews with the responsible 
managerial and support staff).

Overall, the international academics’ sample (n=375) was representative in terms of the respondents’ 
gender, field of study, the country of origin and host institution in Hungary, but more homogeneous 
in terms of educational background, career stage, duration of mobility and family travel status, being 
dominated by early-stage researchers / PhD students originating from countries in Africa and Asia, who 
typically travelled to Hungary on their own / without their family members in order to obtain a doctoral 
degree. 

The survey feedback was collected for mobile academics at 19 higher education institutions in Hungary, 
based on the survey respondents filled in at their host institutions. The biggest number of responses 
was submitted by international PhD students, researchers and lecturers welcomed by the University of 
Szeged, the University of Debrecen, the Hungarian University of Agriculture and Life Sciences as well as 
Eötvös Loránd University, jointly accounting for more than 60% of valid responses.

The institutional interview sample (Eötvös Loránd University, the University of Debrecen, the University 
of Pécs and the University of Szeged) was marked by geographic diversity and institutional size but lacked 
representation in terms of different types of higher education institutions, being primarily dominated by 
comprehensive universities. 

The analysis showed that one of the key motivations shaping the respondents’ decision over Hungary 
and its higher education institutions as a mobility destination, was related to professionally oriented 

https://uniwelis.saia.sk/en/
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reasons, such as acquiring knowledge and specific know-how from good practice, a possibility to work 
with outstanding scientists or lecturers in the field and to enhance future employment and career 
opportunities. These reasons were found to be similar across the larger region of Central and South-East 
Europe, based on a larger dataset collected in the framework of the UniWeliS project.

Interested academics primarily learned about study and research opportunities in Hungary via their 
professional networks as well as dedicated national and European promotional platforms (e.g., 
Study in Hungary, EURAXESS). The majority of the respondents funded their mobility experience in 
the country with a Hungarian national grant or scholarship, particularly the Stipendium Hungaricum 
scholarships, with national grants and scholarships representing also an important source of funding for 
living expenses. Travel expenses were mostly covered through the respondents’ own means.

While the availability of national-level financial support for early-stage international academics in 
Hungary emerged from the analysis as one of the key competitive advantages for the attraction of 
foreign talent, the qualitative feedback exposed some shortcomings, including financial ones related to 
the insufficient size of a grant.

Additional data collected from 119 international PhD students with a Stipendium Hungaricum Scholarship 
through the TPF graduate tracking survey shed light on the main reasons for leaving the country, after 
the completion of studies. The latter included, in nearly half of the cases, original intentions to leave the 
country before starting the programme. While this was established as one of the original Stipendium 
Hungaricum programme conditions, a general lack of interest in the professional and social integration 
seemed to continue throughout the entire mobility period until the end of the stay. This situation could 
be due to several reasons, varying from a lack of/insufficient dedicated information or support provided 
prior and during mobility on the related continuation opportunities in Hungary, coupled with structural 
issues related to the overall openness of local employers to hire foreigners or limited job opportunities 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Family reasons and social circle issues were found to be the second common reason for leaving Hungary. 
At the same time, limited opportunities to reunite with and sustain families were found to negatively 
affect the overall satisfaction with the mobility experience, potentially associated with the lower 
intention to stay over.

From an institutional perspective, the Hungarian higher education institutions were found to be quite 
successful in recent years in attracting foreign talent at PhD-seeking level, taking advantage of the 
availability of Stipendium Hungaricum grants which funded ca. 70% of all international degree-seeking 
doctoral students. Consequently, the institutions focused on organising and offering support to this 
group of (early-stage) international academics who represented the critical mass. 

The share of full-time international lecturers and researchers among academic staff remained at a stably 
low level over the same period. While the attraction of foreign staff on a longer basis was declared as the 
policy priority until recently, some of the interviewed institutions started to reflect on a closer and more 
strategic link between the value of international staff mobility and its impact on all university missions, 
particularly the quality of learning and teaching as well as research, only more recently. The institutions 
could clearly be even more strategic in such intentions and more concrete in related implementation 
actions, particularly in further improving the quality of support services offered to international PhD 
students, researchers and lecturers at various mobility stages.
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Our analysis did not reveal any major gaps between the most required services by international academics 
in Hungary and the typical services currently offered by the Hungarian higher education institutions. 
Neither did the analysis expose any major satisfaction problems with the support provided by institutions 
on the essential matters. The latter were found to have structured processes in place to provide the core 
services related to immigration, accommodation, and health insurance to the vast majority of mobile 
academics at various levels, with special emphasis on information guidance and support at the pre-
arrival stage and during mobility. 

Of all essential matters, accommodation remained one divisive topic for international academics, 
because of its varied quality across the different institutions as well as the extent to which the mobile 
academics’ special needs in housing (e.g., family situation, cultural tolerance) could be addressed or not. 

Similarly, while the respondents acknowledged to have received some information, guidance and support 
on funding related issues from various sources, including the national agency and the host institution at 
different mobility stages, with average levels of satisfaction, funding emerged as a big area of concern 
for many of them, primarily due to the insufficient amount of current grants compared to actual living 
costs in Hungary.

The institutions were also found to be generally less supportive in the final stages of mobility, and in 
bridging professional and social reintegration of international academics. 

When it comes to the less essential support, particularly on family matters and professional development 
at various mobility stages, there is some room for improvement still, as many mobile academics had 
to rely either on themselves or on external service providers, which had some impact on their degree 
of satisfaction both with the obtained support and the overall mobility experience. Such services are 
however crucial for the long-term retention of international academics, particularly PhD students, and 
their willingness to integrate professionally and socially into the country’s life.

The following recommendations have been made to address some structural issues entailing professional, 
social and personal challenges for international academics in Hungary (e.g. language/communication, 
integration into the local labour market, family reintegration), as well as institutional issues including 
their capacity to offer quality information or support to international academics at various mobility 
stages.

Concerning actions at national level:

While structural barriers are difficult to address in a short term, the national agencies in Hungary 
involved in the attraction and retention of global talent could help further highlight and raise awareness 
that international academics can be an asset to the country. They could do so through regular data 
monitoring, evidence collection and analysis channelled through dedicated communication campaigns.

Such evidence could support an open dialogue with all stakeholders including other public bodies and 
higher education institutions on information guidance and support services needed by international 
academics for a successful academic stay and integration, with more coordinated approaches and by 
providing them in a more collaborative way. 

It would be important for national agencies to share comprehensive information about existing 
opportunities for personal and professional growth in Hungary with the prospective applicants of 
the national scholarship programmes already at the promotion stage and offer regular updates to 
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the successful candidates throughout their mobility stay in the country. Such information, coupled 
with more flexible ways to obtain a residence and work permit after the end of the scholarship, could 
further stimulate the interest of international PhD students in their subsequent professional and social 
integration in Hungary.

In view of the reported financial difficulties, it would be advisable for the national funding agency to 
review the value proposition for different groups of international academics and to potentially recalibrate 
the number, size and composition of grants and institutional financial incentives, more closely adapted 
to the living costs and realities in Hungary (matching similar offers in neighbouring countries, and based 
on a comprehensive benchmarking analysis). 

Comprehensive national funding schemes that span across all levels of tertiary education and bridge 
them to early stage (both doctoral and postdoctoral schemes) and more advanced academic careers 
would be essential to support new quality-oriented institutional strategies and to ensure more effective 
talent attraction and retention in the country. The responsible national agencies could provide some 
additional guidance to the higher education institutions in Hungary on how to use and combine the 
existing funding schemes in a more strategic and holistic way, with the aim to increase the overall quality 
of internationalisation. 

As for the institutional level:

The Hungarian higher education institutions have been particularly successful in recent years in their 
efforts to attract international PhD students and to further internationalise doctoral education in the 
country, relying on the financial support of the Stipendium Hungaricum programme. Attraction for other, 
more senior groups of international academics remains however limited for various reasons, including 
the reported funding limitations.

In the next step, the Hungarian institutions will have to adopt more comprehensive, strategic and quality-
driven selective approaches to international talent attraction if they wish to remain attractive and keep 
a solid reputation amongst potential candidates. Such full-cycle approaches, starting from Master’s or 
PhD level, intentionally and strategically link talent attraction, support and retention and offer distinct 
professional and academic integration scenarios from the start, based on more systematic and need/
purpose-driven approaches in line with the institutional mission and overarching goals.

The Hungarian institutions set up structured internal processes, mostly at the central or faculty level, 
to provide support on the matters that make mobility possible per se, including visa and immigration, 
accommodation, health insurance and basic administrative matters. Nevertheless, to enhance their 
global competitiveness and to continue attracting talent, institutions in Hungary will need to continue 
improving their support and assistance to international academics prior to and during their mobility, as 
well as upon departure. 

The established institutional processes could be further customised in order to become more inclusive 
and better capture specific situations and needs of international academics, which seem to be important 
for their overall level of satisfaction with the mobility experience, as well as for the willingness to stay, 
impacting their ambassador potential as well. With limited impact on related workload, institutional 
support on the essential matters could possibly involve several predefined tracks established in view of 
the immigration status, family situation or any other important social or cultural differentiators. 
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Similarly to the essential matters, support on ‘softer’ issues including professional advice, career guidance, 
and family matters there is scope to further improve and mainstream available services. The quality 
support on such matters was found to strongly affect the overall degree of satisfaction with the mobility 
experience.

It would be important to increase support to the Hungarian higher education institutions specifically for 
creating opportunities for professional integration of international academics, particularly at early career 
stages. Professional and social integration of international academics can be enabled by institutions 
themselves by raising awareness of their valuable presence among local staff and students through 
various internal communication channels. Furthermore, institutions will need to continue developing the 
capacity of their staff to provide high-quality services with regard to professional and social integration, 
which could be further incentivised through dedicated support measures at national level.

There is a clear need, as well as scope, to further streamline and professionalise support to international 
academics on both the core and less essential services offered at the faculty/department level by 
formalising responsibilities and allocating adequate staff and other resources for the related (clearly 
articulated) purposes, while fostering synergies with central level activities. 

This would require creating opportunities for further professional development of both administrative 
and academic staff responsible for service delivery and supervision of international academics as well as 
institutionalised opportunities to recognise and award their related efforts. Evidently, further financial 
support to institutional capacity-building for a more comprehensive internationalisation would be 
indispensable.
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3. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Methodological approach

The objective of this study was to explore the state-of-the-art of talent attraction and personalised 
support to international academics at higher education institutions in Hungary and to explore any 
potential gaps between the academics’ expectations in this respect and the current institutional realities. 

This topic was investigated from a dual perspective. On the one hand, the study focused on the needs 
of international academics, including PhD students, lecturers and researchers, in terms of information 
guidance and personalised support at different mobility stages, as well as on their level of satisfaction 
with various services obtained and challenges experienced during mobility. On the other hand, the 
analysis covered the existing institutional practices in attracting and supporting international talent 
at various career stages at four higher education institutions in Hungary, which agreed to take part in the 
study: Eötvös Loránd University, the University of Debrecen, the University of Miskolc and the University 

of Pécs1. 

3.2. Data collection and analysis

The study largely relied on mixed method data collection processes set up in the framework of the 
UniWeliS project (Supporting internationalisation of higher education through professionalizing services of 
mobile academic staff):

»  A large-scale survey of incoming international PhD students and academic staff hosted or employed 
by higher education institutions in Central and South-Eastern Europe for at least three months within 

the last five years (probability sampling via snowballing) (hereinafter “survey 1”)2;

»  A series of interviews with higher education managers and support staff responsible for organising 
and offering support to international PhD students, lecturers and researchers at higher education 

institutions in the target region (semi-structured interviews)3.

The UniWeliS dataset was complemented by quantitative data collected through a survey of international 
students who completed their studies in Hungary in the period between 2014 and 2021 in the framework 
of the Stipendium Hungaricum Scholarship Programme (graduate tracking survey). This survey was 
conducted by the Tempus Public Foundation (TPF) in spring 2021 (hereinafter “survey 2”). 

1.  The ACA research team approached several other higher education institutions in Hungary with an interview request, namely the Corvinus 
University of Budapest, the Hungarian University of Agriculture and Life Sciences, the University of Szeged, Pázmány Péter Catholic Universi-
ty and Obuda University, considering the substantial number of survey responses received for these institutions. However, these institutions 
decided to opt out of the study.

2. The survey questionnaire can be consulted on the UniWeliS website: uniwelis.saia.sk/en

3. The interview questionnaire can be consulted on the UniWeliS website: uniwelis.saia.sk/en

https://uniwelis.saia.sk/en
https://uniwelis.saia.sk/en
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In more specific terms, the individual and institutional data for Hungary and the Hungarian higher 
education institutions was extracted from these three larger datasets and a country specific data subset 
was created based on:

•  375 responses submitted by international PhD students, lecturers and researchers with an at least 
three-months’ long mobility experience at a Hungarian higher education institution within the last 
five years (survey 1);

•  6 interviews with higher education staff, including four higher education managers at central and 
faculty level, one member of support staff and one member of (doctoral) student representation staff, 
employed by four Hungarian higher education institutions (Eötvös Loránd University, the University 
of Debrecen, the University of Miskolc, and the University of Pécs);

•  119 responses submitted by international PhD students to the TPF ‘graduate tracking’ survey (survey 
2), which was used to analyse one specific aspect related to the main reasons for leaving Hungary in 
order to complement the analysis of motivation for study and work in Hungary based on the survey 
1 data.

The dataset was checked for missing data and outliers. Valid responses covered at least 60% of the 
questionnaire designed for the survey 1 including a series of key questions covering:

•  Reasons for selecting Hungary and a Hungarian higher education institution as a destination for study 
or research;

•  The type of services obtained by the respondents and the related level of satisfaction;

•  The most important support services from the perspective of international academics;

•  Challenges and areas for improvement proposed by the survey participants.

Valid responses to the question “What were the main reasons for leaving Hungary?” in the survey 2 were 
retained for analysis.

The data was then analysed using statistical software SPSS and Excel. In most cases, valid percent values 
were retained for the report unless specified otherwise.

Qualitative data submitted to open questions was coded to identify and assess key trends and the most 
representative statements were selected to provide contextual background. 

The institutional interviews were transcribed, and a thematic analysis was further conducted. This 
involved coding all the data before identifying and reviewing four key themes that were considered 
important for the purpose of this study: 

•  The type and number of international academics attracted (also quantified); 

•  Institutional commitment to the attraction, support and retention of international talent;

•  Standard processes in place to support this commitment; 

•  Challenges and suggestions for improvement.

Each theme was examined to gain an understanding of the interviewees’ perceptions and suggestions.
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3.3. Data sample

In total, 375 responses from international PhD students, lecturers and researchers who were employed or 
hosted by a higher education institution in Hungary for at least three months in the last five years were 
submitted to the survey 1.

3.3.1. Respondents’ profile

3.3.1.1. Gender and country of origin

The majority of the respondents (196), corresponding to 55% of those who disclosed information about 
their gender (n=356) were male, whereas 44% were female (158). Less than 1% of the respondents 
selected the “other” option (2).

The respondents originated from 85 countries around the world, particularly from the Middle East, South 
Asia, and Africa. The list of top sending countries included 24 countries of origin which had at least 5 
respondents per country.

Jordan, India, and Syria completed top three countries of origin, accounting for nearly one fourth of valid 
responses, followed by Tunisia and Indonesia. Russia was found to be the only European country on the 
top 24 list with a sizeable share of respondents.

What is/are your country/countries of citizenship? Top 24 countries (n=329)

Jordan
India
Syria

Tunisia
Indonesia

China
Iraq

Pakistan
Morocco
Ethiopia

Kenya
Ghana

Palestine
Bangladesh

Brazil
Iran

Algeria
Mexico

Vietnam
Ecuador

Russia
Nigeria

Egypt
Turkey

9%; 29
8%; 25

7%; 24
5%; 17

5%; 15
4%; 12
4%; 12

3%; 11
3%; 11
3%; 11

3%; 10
3%; 9

2%; 8
2%; 8
2%; 8
2%; 8
2%; 8

2%; 7
2%; 6
2%; 6
2%; 6

2%; 5
2%; 5
2%; 5

Figure 1. Respondents by country of citizenship
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In terms of their country of origin, the respondents to the UniWeliS survey (survey 1) and the TPF 
graduate tracking survey (survey 2) strongly overlapped. The top 10 sending countries for international 
PhD students surveyed by TPF (n=119) included Vietnam (11%), India (11%), Iraq (9%), Jordan (8%), Syria 
(7%), Palestine (6%), Algeria (6%), Tunisia (5%), Turkey (5%) and China (5%).

Interestingly, when it comes to the country of prior educational background, more than one third of the 
respondents to this question already studied in Hungary in the past, likely at Master’s level. This indicates 
that nearly one third of the respondents decided to stay over for a higher degree and to continue their 
professional and academic pathway in Hungary (Figure 1).

 

In which country did you earn your highest qualification (degree)?  
Top 20 countries (n=331)

Hungary
India

Indonesia
China

Jordan
Pakistan

Tunisia
Syria

UK
Ethiopia

Iran
Morocco

Kenya
Palestine

Algeria
Russia

USA
Bangladesh

Ghana
Brazil

32%; 106
8%; 25

4%; 13
4%; 12
4%; 12

3%; 10
3%; 10
3%; 10

3%; 9
3%; 9

2%; 8
2%; 7

2%; 6
2%; 6
2%; 6
2%; 6

2%; 5
2%; 5
2%; 5
2%; 5

Figure 2. Respondents by country of highest qualification

3.3.1.2. Educational background, principal activity and career stage

In terms of educational background, 76% of respondents to this question held a Master’s degree or an 
equivalent diploma, while 23% held a doctoral degree (Figure 3). 

What is the highest 
level of education 
you have achieved? 
(n=356)

24%; 86

76%; 269

0%; 1

Bachelor’s degree (or equivalent)

Master’s degree (or equivalent)

Doctoral degree

Figure 3. Respondents by highest level of education
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The sample therefore mostly consisted of international PhD students, which was also evidenced in the 
distribution of respondents by principal activity and career stage. In total, 67% of the respondents to 
this question selected doctoral training as their principal activity, while 28% and only 4% indicated 
research and teaching, respectively (Figure 4). Other reported types of activity included a combination 
of the proposed options.

What is your 
principal activity? 
(n=364)

Doctoral training

Research

Teaching

Other (please specify)

28%; 103

4%; 13

1%; 3

67%; 245

Figure 4. Respondents by principal activity

In terms of career stage, the sample was dominated by early-stage academics, as 92% of the respondents 
reported to be first stage researchers (up to the point of PhD, according to the EURAXESS classification). 

According to the same classification, nearly 3% self-identified as recognised researchers (PhD holders 
or equivalent who are not yet fully independent, e.g. post-docs or assistant professors); ca. 3% as 
established researchers (who have developed a level of independence), and 2% as leading researchers 
(leading their research area or field, e.g. leading large-scale scientific projects or offering scientific advice 
to policy makers and funders) (Figure 5).

What is your 
career stage? 
(n=337)

76%; 269

3%; 11 3%; 9 2%; 6

First Stage 
Researcher

Recognised
Researcher 

Established
Researcher 

Leading
Researcher 

Figure 5. Respondents by career stage

More than one third of the respondents to this question reported to work or study in the field of natural 
sciences and engineering, with business, administration and law also quite prominently represented in 
the sample (Figure 6). Social sciences, humanities and educational sciences also accounted jointly for 

more than 30% of the respondents’ fields of study4.

4.  Fields of research, teaching and study formulated based on International Standard Classification of Education: Fields of education and train-
ing 2013 (ISCED-F 2013). URL: Field Descriptions (unesco.org), visited on 15 October 2021.

https://euraxess.ec.europa.eu/europe/career-development/training-researchers/research-profiles-descriptors
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-fields-of-education-and-training-2013-detailed-field-descriptions-2015-en.pdf
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What is your field of research, teaching or study? (n=358)

Natural sciences, mathematics and statics

Engineering, manufacturing and construction

Business, administration and low

Social sciences, journalism and information

Arts and humanities

Education

Health anf wellfare

Agriculture, forestry, fisheries and veterinary

Information and Communication Technologies

Other (please specify)

Services

13%; 48

13%; 46

11%; 39

10%; 37

10%; 35

9%; 31

7%; 26

6%; 23

3%; 9

0%; 1

18%; 62

Figure 6. Respondents by field of research, teaching or study

3.3.2. Mobility experience

3.3.2.1. Timing and host institution

The majority of the respondents (343 of 375) reported on their ongoing mobility experience at a higher 
education institution in Hungary at the moment of their participation in the survey 1. Less than one tenth 
(32 respondents) reported on their past mobility experience which took place within the past five years. 

Overall, feedback was collected for 19 higher education institutions in Hungary which hosted the 
respondent international academics. The biggest number of responses were submitted by international 
PhD students, researchers and lecturers hosted by the University of Szeged, the University of Debrecen, 
the Hungarian University of Agriculture and Life Sciences as well as Eötvös Loránd University, jointly 
accounting for more than 60% of valid responses (Figure 7). 

What is your field of research, teaching or study? (n=358)

University of Szeged
University of Debrecen

Hungarian University of Agriculture and Life Sciences
Eötvös Loránd University

Budapest University of Technology and Economics
University of Pécs

University of Pannonia
University of Miskolc

Corvinus University of Budapest
Pázmány Péter Catholic University

Óbuda University
University of Public Service

Hungarian Academy of Sciences
University of Sopron

Agricultural Biotechnology Institute
Eszterházy Károly University

University of Physical Education
University of Kaposvár

13,1%; 44
12,8%; 43

8,4%; 28
6,6%; 22

5,1%; 17
4,5%; 15

3,3%; 11
3,0%; 10
3,0%; 10

2,4%; 8
0,6%; 2
0,6%; 2

0,3%; 1
0,3%; 1
0,3%; 1
0,3%; 1

18,2%; 61
17,0%; 57

Figure 7. Respondents by a Hungarian host institution
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3.3.2.2. Mobility duration and format

In line with the aforementioned findings pointing to the overrepresentation of PhD students in the study 
sample, the vast majority of the respondents (92%) took part in longer term mobility, lasting at least 
one year, whereas only 8% spent between 3 and 11 months in the host country/institution (Figure 8). 
Despite the pandemic, physical mobility was the main format of engagement for more than 80% of the 
respondents (Figure 9).

How long did you stay / are you planning to stay at 
your mobility (study, host or employing) institution? 

(n=375)

How do/did you carry out your mobility  
(study, visit or employment)? (n=369)

3% 5%

92%

3-5 months

6-11 months

12 months or longer

Physically (by relocating to my study, host 
or employment country/institution)

In a hybrid form (partly physically/virtually)

Virtually (by following my study, host or 
employment institution from a distance)

82%

7%

12%

Figure 8. Respondents by length of a mobility experience Figure 9. Respondents by format of a mobility experience

In total, 86% of the respondents (n=373) moved to Hungary on their own, whereas the rest either 
relocated to the country with their family or expected to reunite with their family members in the near 
future, as clarified in the feedback provided to the “other” category (Figure 10). 

Did you move together with your family? (n=373)

No, I moved there on my own

Yes, I moved there with my partner

Yes, I moved there with my partner and my child/children (under 6 years old)

Other

Yes, I moved there with my partner and my child/children (over 6 years old)86%

5%
5% 2% 2%

Figure 10. Respondents by family status during mobility
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Overall, the international academics’ sample was representative in terms of the respondents’ gender, 
field of study, the country of origin and host institution in Hungary, but more homogeneous in terms of 
educational background, career stage, duration of mobility and family travel status, dominated by early-
stage researchers / PhD students originating from countries in Africa and Asia, who travelled to Hungary 
to obtain their doctoral degree. 

Such sample composition was partly due to a snowballing technique applied to disseminating the survey, 
resulting in higher response rate among the international PhD students in Hungary who seemed to be 
more used to various feedback surveys required by their funding programmes. 

This overrepresentation was partly mitigated through a series of institutional interviews which shed light 
on the needs and situations of different groups of international academics hosted by the Hungarian 
higher education institutions.

The institutional sample was marked by geographic diversity and institutional size but lacked 
representation in terms of different types of higher education institutions, being primarily dominated by 
comprehensive universities. 
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4.  MOTIVATION FOR STUDY OR WORK  
IN HUNGARY

4.1. Top reasons for selecting Hungary and its higher education institutions 

One of the aims of the study was to gain understanding of the main reasons that motivated the 
international academics participating in the survey 1 to move to Hungary for study or work at a Hungarian 
higher education institution. The related analysis was conducted from a comparative perspective using 
a larger dataset compiled for several countries in Central and South-East Europe, including Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, North Macedonia, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia. 

More specifically, the survey data showed that acquiring knowledge and specific know-how from 
good practice was one of the key motivation factors shaping the respondents’ decision to choose 
Hungary and its higher education institutions as a mobility destination. Two other top reasons included 
the possibility to work with outstanding scientists or lecturers in the field and the enhancement of 
future employment and career opportunities (Figure 11). These professionally oriented reasons were 
especially relevant for the dominating group of PhD students who only started their academic pathway. 

These reasons were found to partly overlap with the patterns established for the larger region of Central 
and South-East Europe (excluding Hungary) based on a larger UniWeliS dataset. In the case of this 
bigger region, given a more diverse sample of international academics (not only PhD students, but also 
researchers and lecturers in contrast to the Hungarian sample strongly dominated by international 
doctoral students), a somewhat stronger emphasis was given on some research related rather than 
learning or training related aspects, such as professional networking and the development of research 
methods and approaches (Figure 11).

Interestingly, the respondents from the Hungarian subset ranked the access to research facilities and 
equipment higher than the international academics with mobility experience in other countries of the 
broader region. This could point to the country’s somewhat higher perceived attractiveness from the 
infrastructural point of view. 

The monetary aspects of mobility such as opportunities to receive a grant or find better working 
conditions or remuneration were ranked quite low in both cases, although the obtained qualitative data 
pointed out to a low socioeconomic / financial background of some respondents, particularly those 
included in the Hungarian subset. 

In this respect, the qualitative information collected through the survey revealed that Hungary was 
perceived among the respondents as a ‘more affordable’ academic destination in Europe for international 
academics originating from countries in Africa and Asia.

Institutional benefits such as reinforcing cooperation with a partner institution appeared on the bottom 
of the list for the respondents reporting on the mobility experience with Hungary, possibly due to the 
fact that the longer-term mobility of degree-seeking PhD students who dominated this sample geared 
towards more individual benefits of international experience. This was found to be a much more 
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important motivation factor for the rest of the region, which was represented by a more diverse group of 
international academics with broader mobility intentions, as mentioned above. 

What were the most important reasons for selecting your study, host or employment country  
and institution? Please select top 3 reasons from the list.

Hungary

Other countries in Central and South-East Europe (excl. Hungary)

To acquire knowledge and specific know-how from good practice

To work with outstanding scientists or lecturers in the field

To enhance future employment and career opportunities

To build up new contacts / expand professional network

To experiment and develop new research methods and approaches

To get access to training and education opportunities

To experiment and develop new learning practices and teaching methods

To get access to research facilities and equipment

To increase knowledge of social, linguistic or cultural

To take a suitable position / advance in my career

To improve foreign language skills

To receive a grant / benefit from available funding for teaching and research

To benefit from better working conditions and remuneration

To find a better balance between teaching and research time

To reinforce the cooperation with a partner institutions

To follow the partner or (re-)unite with the family

Other

49%
46%

32%
42%

46%
37%

39%
36%

35%

29%

28%

12%

17%

22%

23%

25%

14%

15%

14%

23%

8%

9%
5%

2%
2%

1%

24%

53%
39%

23%

21%

17%

17%

10%

Figure 11. Most important reasons for study or work in Hungary and other countries in Central and South-East Europe

4.2. Information sources

The study included a question about the major sources of information regarding mobility opportunities 
that were used by the respondents. This analysis helped gain some (indirect) insights into the visibility of 
the Hungarian higher education institutions and the promotion of their academic opportunities as well 
as the most effective channels for communication on these topics.

As revealed through the survey findings, information about mobility opportunities in Hungary was 
mainly retrieved through professional networks and, to a lesser extent, through dedicated national 
and European promotional platforms (e.g., Study in Hungary, EURAXESS) (Figure 12). Given the fact 
that some respondents continued their Masters’ level studies in Hungary at a doctoral level, this group 
of the survey participants might have also obtained the related information from their current (host) or 
past (home) institution. 
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Information sharing via current/host or past/home institutions as well as through recruitment 
advertisements in media was found to be less common. Among “other” sources of information, the most 
frequently mentioned options included websites and information leaflets of national higher education 
ministries as well as personal (family, friends, alumni) networks. The information resources of the 
Tempus Public Foundation were also specifically mentioned by several respondents. 

Interestingly, the qualitative feedback obtained from the institutions revealed that some of them relied 
on the network of foreign embassies in Hungary and the Hungarian embassies abroad in disseminating 
the information about academic opportunities. The latter institutions typically closely collaborate 
with national higher education ministries and agencies and, thus, contribute to their importance as 
information channels. 

Overall, the promotion of opportunities for study and research in Hungary emerged from the institutional 
analysis as one of the areas where further public support would be necessary. This aspect is studied in 
more detail in sections 6–9. 

How did you learn about this mobility (study, visit or employment) opportunity?  
(multiple choice; n=375)

Through my network of professional contacts  
(at a conference, via social media, etc.)

From a national or European web portal

Other

From my current employer or host institution

From recruitment advertisements in media

From my past employer / home university

34% 128

10% 38

15% 56

15% 58

16% 60

18% 66

Figure 12. Key information sources about mobility opportunities in Hungary

4.3. Funding sources 

National grants or scholarships offered by the host country (Hungary) represented the major source 
of funding for covering (parts of) living expenses for almost 65% of the respondents (Figure 13), with 
16 survey participants referring specifically in their qualitative feedback to a Stipendium Hungaricum 
scholarship. 

More than 40% reported to cover (parts of) their living expenses through a national grant or 
scholarship issued either by their country of citizenship or country of current residence. Nearly 15% of 
the respondents benefitted from a European grant. A mix of financial support obtained from both the 
host and home institutions, as well as from own means were also referenced as a source of funding for 
both travel expenses and living allowance (Figure 13). 

Some of the respondents indeed reported to top up funding obtained from external sources with their 
own means including private savings and/or employment -related income earned in the host country in 
order to be able to cover living expenses in Hungary as well as related travel costs, for which only limited 
funding was found to be available for international academics. 
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While the availability of national-level financial support for early-stage international academics in 
Hungary (esp. Stipendium Hungaricum grants for PhD students) emerged from the analysis as one of the 
competitive advantages for the attraction of foreign talent, the qualitative feedback exposed various 
implementation problems and financial difficulties experienced by the responding international PhD 
students. This aspect is explored in more detail in section 7.3.

What funding did you get for your mobility (study, visit or employment)? (multiple choice; n=375)

Renumeration / living allowance

Travel expenses

National grant or scholarship of my host country / country of 
employment or study

National grant or scholarship of my country of current residence  
(if different from country of citizenship or host country)

National grant or scholarship of my country of citizenship

European grant

Funding from my host institution

I have used my own means to fund my mobility

Funding from my home institution

63%; 235

26%; 96

16%; 59

15%; 55

12%; 46

9%; 34

5%; 17
3%; 10

6%; 23

3%; 13

13%; 47

1%; 5

2%; 7

20%; 74

Figure 13. Key funding sources used for a mobility experience in Hungary

4.4. Reasons for leaving Hungary

To complement the analysis of the key factors that motivated international academics to come to 
Hungary, additional data from 119 international PhD students with a Stipendium Hungaricum Scholarship 
collected through the TPF graduate tracking survey was used to shed light on the main reasons for leaving 
the country (Figure 14). 

In total, 56 out of 119 international PhD students (47%) left Hungary after obtaining their doctoral 
degree. The most commonly cited reason was the respondent’s original intention to leave the country 
before even starting the programme. This finding reflected one of the original intentions of the 
Stipendium Hungaricum programme for students to leave the country after graduation. While this 
expectation was found to be changing over time and getting recently less restrictive on the programme 
management side, the international graduates might still be attracted by opportunities for professional 
and social integration in other countries or in their country of origin rather than in Hungary (with 32% 
of the respondents reported to have returned to their home country), as acknowledged by 18% of the 
respondents (Figure 14).

This rather limited initial interest in the subsequent integration into Hungary’s labour market and society 
might also be partly due to the lack of transparent communication on the related opportunities for 
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personal and professional growth, which could be shared with the prospective applicants already at the 
promotion stage (e.g. case studies) and regularly explored with the successful candidates starting from 
the preparatory / pre-arrival stage. 

The lack of interest in the professional integration was found to continue through the entire mobility 
period until graduation. Additional evidence from the graduate tracking survey showed that less than 
one fifth of the respondents (19%; n=119) sought work right after their graduation in Hungary and further 
19% did so in both Hungary and in another country. On the one hand, this finding again reflected the 
abovementioned expectation for the scholarship holders to leave the country after graduation. On the 
other hand, some of the graduates seemed to have limited interest in realising their legal right to stay 
over to find a job.

Further challenges were revealed with regard to both academic success and professional integration, 
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic. In total, 57% of those who reported to live in Hungary by 
the moment of the survey (30; n=53) were unemployed. This number included 19 doctoral students 
who failed to complete their studies (63%; n=30) and 6 doctoral students (20%; n=30) who graduated 
between 2020 and 2021. These findings highlighted the importance of career guidance and professional 
development support in addition to academic supervision during mobility, which is discussed in more 
detail in Section 6.

Family reasons and social circle issues were found to be the second common reason for leaving Hungary. 
This finding echoed the feedback on the key challenges experienced by international PhD students, 
researchers and lecturers with family obligations in Hungary, obtained through the UniWeliS survey (for 
more details, see Section 7.3). The latter quoted family integration as one of the biggest problems due 
to immigration/visa problems and financial difficulties in bringing over and sustaining family in Hungary. 
At the same time, limited opportunities to reunite with families were found to have negative impact 
on mental wellbeing of international PhD students, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
as a result negatively affected their academic progress and the overall satisfaction with the mobility 
experience, potentially associated with the intention to stay over (Section 7.3). 

Almost one half of the international PhD students surveyed through the TPF graduate tracking survey 
(47%; n=107) would be interested to come to Hungary with their family for an eventual postdoctoral 
research stay in the country, while more than one fourth (22%; n=107) were found to be undecided, 
probably due to the lack of information about possible financial and administrative support on family 
matters that could positively influence their choice. 

The insufficient skills in the Hungarian language were picked up by more than one fifth of the respondents 
(Figure 14) and represented the third most common reason for leaving Hungary for international PhD 
students with a Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship. This finding confirmed another top challenge for 
international academics in the country, identified through the UniWeLiS survey, related to problems with 
social integration and communication (for more details, see Section 7.3).

Furthermore, the lack of personal assistance by the hosting higher education institution was cited as 
one of the main reasons for departure by 13% of the respondents (Figure 14), pointing to to the need for 
further progress by the Hungarian higher education institutions in terms of welcoming, supporting and 
supervising international doctoral students. This aspect is investigated in more detail in sections 6–9. 
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What were the main reasons for leaving Hungary?  
(n=56, as % of those who left the country, multiple choice)

That was my plan before starting the programme

Family reasons, social circle

Insufficient skills in Hungarian language

More attractive job oppotunities in other countries

Other

Lack of personal assistance by my higher education institution

Dissatisfied with the Hungarian labour market and/or income prospets

Loss of job

Culture or specific requirements (regulations) of Hungary

The economic environment

The political environment

My health/disability

10; 31%

10; 18%

9; 16%

7; 13%
6; 11%

4; 7%

4; 7%

3; 5%

3; 5%

2; 4%

36; 64%

19; 34%

Figure 14. Respondents by reasons for leaving Hungary (TPF graduate tracking survey)
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5.   INSTITUTIONAL APPROACHES TO ATTRACTING 
AND RETAINING INTERNATIONAL TALENT

While the quantitative data provided some indirect insights into several aspects of institutional promotion 
and attraction of international academics in Hungary, further observations could be made based on the 
evidence obtained from a series of institutional interviews, including the data on current numbers of 
international academics hosted and the degree of institutional commitment to talent attraction and 
retention. 

5.1. The number of international academics hosted

The number of international academics attracted / hosted yearly by the four interviewed higher education 
institutions was found to be quite comparable in size (Table 1.). The most robust data was sourced for 
(long-term) PhD students coming to earn a doctoral degree in Hungary, in most cases with the financial 
support of Stipendium Hungaricum. Data on international lecturers and researchers hosted by the selected 
higher education institutions was found to be more fragmented due to varied institutional approaches to 
both staff categorisation and data collection. 

Table 1. The number of international academics hosted yearly by the four interviewed universities

Higher education institution International PhD students International lecturers and/or researchers

University of Debrecen Ca. 250
Ca. 20-30 international lecturers who come on a long-term basis 
(between three months and one year)

University of Miskolc Ca. 175 Ca. 20 full-time international lecturers

University of Pécs Ca. 235 Ca. 40 international research and teaching staff

Eötvös Loránd University Ca. 265 n/a

For all four universities in the sample, the share of international PhD students corresponded to 
approximately 20% of all doctoral students. The respondents acknowledged that this figure had been 
increasing over the last years (together with the overall figures for international student enrolment). 
Although it proved to be more difficult to assess the share of full-time international lecturers and 
researchers among academic staff, this figure could be estimated at ca. 1%, which – unlike international 
(PhD) student numbers – has remained relatively stable over the last years. 

This data indicates that the selected Hungarian higher education institutions were more successful in 
recent years in their attempts to attract foreign talent at PhD-seeking level and, thus, to internationalise 
doctoral education. This positive trend could be attributed to the availability of Stipendium Hungaricum 
grants which funded ca. 70% of all international degree-seeking doctoral students. Consequently, the 
institutions concentrated their efforts in organising and offering support services to this group of (early-
stage) international academics who represented the critical mass.
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5.2. Institutional commitment to talent attraction and retention

While the institutional interviewees recognised the fact that the attraction of (more) international 
lecturers and researchers compared to the current numbers was at least a declared high-level priority 
for their respective institutions, this aim was either not (clearly/strongly) articulated in their current 

institutional development plans or internationalisation strategies5, or seemed to focus on shorter term 
staff exchanges (e.g. under the Erasmus+ programme), rather than longer-term talent attraction or 
retention schemes. 

The emphasis of the current institutional strategic documents reviewed for the purpose of this study 
was found to be rather placed on increasing international student numbers and further improvement of 
services offered to this group. Admittedly, PhD students – the main respondent category to the survey 

– are typically covered in institutional strategies also within the wider target group of international 
students, either explicitly or implicitly.

At the same time, there were some indications that institutions had started to reflect on a closer and 
more strategic link between the value of international staff mobility and its impact on all university 
missions, particularly the quality of learning and teaching as well as research. 

For example, the University of Pécs will put under its new strategic framework for 2021�2025, a major 
emphasis on quality-focused internationalisation, including by means of attracting international 

researchers and PhD students for longer stays6. Similarly, Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE) aims to 
“increase the number of professors, both employed at ELTE and guest professors � all involved in teaching 

activities at ELTE”7, thus connecting the quality of its English-taught programmes to the engagement of 
international staff. 

The institutions could clearly be even more strategic in their talent attraction strategies, making a 
stronger and intentional link between their talent recruitment strategies for students at doctoral level, 
many of which had already been attracted or retained from the Master’s level through the Stipendium 
Hungaricum funding scheme, and the retention of this group in Hungary post-graduation, supporting 
their continuation as foreign academics.

One of the reasons behind the currently limited numbers of international lecturers and researchers was 
reported to relate to the lack of funding and the overall ability of institutions to offer attractive salaries to 
international lecturers and researchers, particularly those coming from Western Europe and the United 
States, a challenge also for the wider region of Central and South-East Europe. 

This situation seems to be however evolving. Several institutions in the sample were in the process 
of assessing where they currently stand with attracting foreign staff and discussing internally various 
funding approaches. For example, some institutions managed or intended to attract national or EU-level 
project funding to further increase their international competitiveness, including by means of foreign 
staff recruitment. These more recent plans were however halted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

5.  The consulted resources include the following: for the University of Debrecen, URL: edu.unideb.hu/p/strategy,  
visited on 13 October 2021; for the University of Pecs, URL: mellearn.hu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/mellearn_pte.pdf,  
visited on 13 October 2021; for ELTE, URL: www.elte.hu/en/internationalization, visited on 13 October 2021;  
for the University of Miskolc, URL: www.uni-miskolc.hu/international-relations-office, visited on 13 October 2021.

6. The University of Pécs, URL: mellearn.hu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/mellearn_pte.pdf, visited on 13 October 2021.

7. Eötvös Loránd University, URL: www.elte.hu/en/internationalization, visited on 13 October 2021.

https://edu.unideb.hu/p/strategy
http://mellearn.hu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/mellearn_pte.pdf
https://www.elte.hu/en/internationalization
https://www.uni-miskolc.hu/international-relations-office
http://mellearn.hu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/mellearn_pte.pdf
https://www.elte.hu/en/internationalization
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Similarly, several interviewees reported on internal discussions regarding a possible set-up or continuation 
or enlargement of dedicated institutional funding programmes for internationalisation that could be 
used to attract foreign staff.

The established trend was conflicting though and requires further validation on a bigger institutional 
sample. While two institutions dismissed such possibilities due to some ethical concerns (e.g., paying 
significantly higher salaries to foreign experts compared to local staff) or due to the preference for 
project-based funding, one institution was planning to set up its institutional scholarship programme 
to focus on international recruitment strategies, based on the experience gained with the institutional 
internationalisation fund maintained since 2016.
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6.  SUPPORT SERVICES OFFERED TO 
INTERNATIONAL ACADEMICS

The ACA research team explored the type and volume of assistance offered to international PhD students, 
lecturers and researchers from the perspective of both mobile academics themselves, as well as the host 
higher education institutions. The latter were represented by the support and managerial staff from 
the four interviewed higher education institutions. This dual perspective allowed us to investigate any 
potential expectations gap between the services needed by international academics, on the one hand, 
and those delivered by higher education institutions in practice.

6.1. International academics’ perspective

6.1.1. Most important support services

The ‘essential’ services that make mobility possible as such including those related to immigration 
matters, accommodation, and social and healthcare insurance were considered most important by the 
vast majority of the survey respondents (Figure 15). Importantly, assistance with funding opportunities 
was also ranked quite high by nearly one half of all respondents, coming next to the afore-listed essential 
services.

The relative importance of training in teaching and research as well as career advice and guidance 
in the ranking, selected by 41% and 31% of the respondents, respectively, reflected the academic and 
professional needs of international academics, particularly those at early stages of their career. These 
services echoed the key motivation factors for study and research in Hungary related to the development 
of new knowledge and the enhancement of future employment and career opportunities. Therefore, they 
are key for the degree of satisfaction with the mobility experience and outcomes.

Furthermore, support on local practicalities including language assistance and travel arrangements were 
found to be among the top 10 most important services for 30% and 29% of the respondents, respectively. 

Family matters appeared on the bottom of the list (in absolute terms) due to a smaller share of the 
respondents (travelling) with a family in the sample. However, the qualitative feedback showed that the 
support on these issues was very important to international academics with families and contributed to 
their overall level of satisfaction with their stay in Hungary. As mentioned above, family issues were one 
of the most common reasons for international PhD students leaving the country after their graduation. 

Support with social integration and welcome programmes was considered the least important type 
of assistance compared to other types of services. However, social integration was found to be one of 
the major challenges for the international academics in Hungary, partly contributing to the reasons for 
leaving the country (“social circle”). 

The reported challenges facing the respondents during their mobility are explored in more detail in 
section 7.3.
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Assistance on what matters do you consider most important? Please rank your top 5 choices  
(n=375)

Immigration matters (e.g. visa/residence/work permit
Accommodation

Social and healthcare insurance
Funding opportunities (e.g. search for grant funding)

Training (e.g. in teaching, reasearch)
Career advice and guidance

Language support / translation
Travel arrangements

Professional networking
Local practical matters (e.g. local contracts)

Recognition of qualifications
Family matters (e.g. childcare, job opportunities for partner)

Social life
Welcome programme (e.g. information seminar, induction training)

290; 77%
274; 73%

271; 72%
176; 47%

155; 41%
115; 31%

112; 30%
108; 29%

90; 24%
88; 23%

66; 18%
47; 13%

42; 11%
41; 11%

Figure 15. Most important support services for international academics in Hungary

6.1.2. Obtained information guidance and personalised support

In total, 70% of all respondents reported to have obtained information guidance prior to their mobility 
and 39% reported to have received personalised assistance (e.g., support with a visa application, 
translation of documents, accommodation search) (Figure 16). These figures indicated that higher 
education institutions paid special attention to the preparatory pre-arrival stage, confirmed as well 
through the qualitative interviews with the sample institutions (for more details, see section 6.2.2). 

Furthermore, 63% and 53% of the survey respondents received respectively some information guidance 
and support during their mobility experience. The numbers of the surveyed international academics 
who obtained information guidance and personalised support upon departure and after mobility were 
established to be rather small (23% and 17%, respectively) (Figure 16).

The above findings exposed a relatively big share of the respondents who reported to receive little or 
no information guidance or support prior or during their mobility and, therefore, indicate the need for 
higher education institutions in Hungary to further streamline and upscale their welcome and assistance 
activities at these mobility stages. 

Such gap appeared to be particularly noticeable in case of support offered upon departure or after 
mobility where significantly fewer respondents reported to have obtained information guidance and 
personalised support compared to the other mobility stages. While it could be partly explained by the 
fact that some respondents had not yet finished their mobility experience by the time they participated 
in the survey, as evidenced through the qualitative institutional analysis, support activities at these 
final stages of mobility tend to be overlooked or underestimated by higher education institutions in 
terms of their strategic potential for contributing to talent attraction, retention and circulation, e.g. via 
international alumni activities and networking. 
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Did you receive any kind of information guidance or personalised support in the context of your 
mobility? (n=375; multiple choice)

Prior to my mobility

During my mobility

Upon departure & after my mobility 

53%
63%

17%
23%

39%
70%

Information guidance

Personalised assistance

Figure 16. Information guidance and personalised support received at various mobility stages

The following sections present a more detailed analysis of various support services obtained by the 
survey respondents at three mobility stages discussed above.

6.1.3. Type of information guidance and support obtained prior to mobility

Information guidance 

Information guidance was found to be most commonly obtained on visa/residence/work permit, 
funding opportunities, and on the host institution and its facilities, followed by social and healthcare 
insurance, and accommodation. Such guidance was obtained from various sources including the home 
institution and the host country (particularly important in case of guidance on funding opportunities and 
immigration matters) as well as from the host institution at central and departmental level, which played 
a prominent role in sharing information on insurance and accommodation matters (Figure 17). 

Further topics on which a significant number of respondents reported to have benefitted from 
information guidance included recognition of qualifications and opportunities for leisure, socialising 
and networking. In both cases, the information was shared more or less equally from the different sources 
included in the options. 

National work regulations, pension plans and taxation rules emerged as an area where few respondents 
reported to have been supported with related information and where institutions might need to pay 
greater attention to. Such information support was reported to be mostly provided at the level of the host 
country and host institution (central units), with a relatively high share of “other” responses, indicating 
that the concerned international academics might have sought information elsewhere.

Family related issues including childcare and parental benefits as well as dual careers represented the 
least common areas for information guidance as a share of all respondents. At the same time, these two 
areas were marked by the highest shares of “other” sources of information, which could indicate that the 
concerned respondents had to turn to other sources, possibly due to the fact that the information shared 
by the home and host organisations involved in the support cycle was either insufficient or misaligned 
with their needs. 
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What kind of information have you received prior to your mobility? (n=375; multiple choice)

Home institution (e.g. international office)

Host country (national web portal, funding agency, host country representative office, welcome center)

Host institution central or faculty services (e.g. international office, welcome center)

Host institution department and supervisor

Other

Funding opportunities

Host institution and its facilities

Visa/residence/work permit

Social and healthcare insurance

Housing and accommodation

National work regulations,  
pansion plans and taxation rules

Recognition of qualifications

Childcare  
(preschool, school and parental benefits)

Dual career opportunities

Opportunities for leisure activities,  
socialising and networking

31% 47% 28% 20% 5%

24% 30% 44% 30% 3%

31% 52% 33% 11% 6%

21% 36% 49% 11% 4%

19% 29% 44% 12% 14%

11% 28% 25% 10% 12%

18% 22% 27% 21% 8%

8% 12% 12% 7% 18%

13% 24% 31% 16% 13%

5% 10% 7% 3% 21%

Figure 17. Types of information received prior to mobilty

Personalised assistance 

Echoing the findings on information guidance, the majority of the respondents reported to have obtained 
personalised assistance on similar matters that were essential for starting a mobility experience, namely 
immigration and contractual issues as well as insurance and accommodation (Figure 18). Support on 
these matters was predominantly offered by the host institution at the central or faculty level. 

Recognition of qualifications emerged as another common area for personalised support, where 
national or regional funding agencies were found to play the most important role together with the host 
institution (faculty and department level). 

Personalised support on language, family and travel related matters was found to have been obtained 
by a limited number of respondents, with the host institution’s central level departments playing the 
most active role. Furthermore, the share of “other” sources of support was found to be significantly larger 
for these areas, again indicating that the respondents had to seek related assistance from other sources, 
different from the listed ones.
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What kind of support (personalised assistance) have you received prior to your mobility  
(stay, visit or employment) and at which level? (n=375; multiple choice)

National or regional funding agency

Host institution central or faculty servicesy  
(e.g. international office, welcome center)

Host institution department or supervisor

Other

Support with a mobility/employment agreement

Support with visa/residence/work permit  
(e.g. issuing support documents or official translations;  

contacting an embassy/consulate; accompanying to offices)

Support with finding housing  
(e.g. offering temporaty accommodation, quarantine facility)

Support with registering for social and healthcare insurance

Support with finding childcare (preschool and school) opportunities 
(e.g. offering a place in a university daycare or contacting local providers)

Language support / translation

Support for incoming travel bookings

Recognition of qualifications

20% 51% 28% 10%

21% 60% 20% 10%

38% 28% 24% 18%

10% 15% 11% 32%

6% 31% 24% 23%

4% 16% 6% 31%

8% 54% 21% 18%

10% 65% 21% 18%

Figure 18. Types of personalised assistance received prior to mobility

6.1.4. Type of support obtained during mobility

Most typical support services received by the respondents during their mobility included advice on 
institutional administrative matters and welcoming activities offered almost equally at the central/
faculty and department level (Figure 19). 

Furthermore, many respondents were found to be supported via training in teaching and research, mostly 
at the department or supervisor level, as well as on local practical matters, where the central or faculty 
level services played the leading role together with external (“other”) providers. 

Support on professional matters such as career advice and guidance, professional networking and 
other types of training was found to be received by the surveyed international academics less frequently 
compared to the aforementioned services. Assistance on the related matters was mostly offered at the 
department or supervisor level and partly at the central level. The share of “other” providers was found to 
be rather high, potentially indicating that institutional support on professional matters was insufficient 
for the respondents. Yet these areas were among the key drivers for the international academics to come 
to study or work in Hungary, as indicated in section 4.1.

Support on family and social integration matters was least frequently mentioned by the respondents 
given the relatively small share of those travelling with their family in the sample, with a remarkably high 
share of external sources of support used by the mobile academics participating in the survey.
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What kind of support (personalised assistance) have you received during your mobility  
(stay, visit or employment) and at which level? (n=375; multiple choice)

Host institution central or faculty services
(e.g. international office or welcome center)

Host institution department or supervisor Other

Information seminar /programme /welcome package

Advice on institutional administrative matters

Support with local practical matters (e.g. opening a bank account, local travel)

Support with family matters (e.g. access to healthcare, job opportunities for partner)

Support with professional networking

Career advice and guidance

Training in teaching and research

Other training (e.g. language, intercultural communication)

Social activities (including those for the whole family)

56% 55% 6%

56% 54% 8%

55% 28% 19%

39% 35% 18%

26% 17% 32%

23% 42% 22%

21% 40% 22%

22% 67% 10%

26% 25% 29%

Figure 19. Types of support received during mobility

6.1.5. Type of support obtained upon departure or after mobility

Most common support services obtained by the respondents upon departure or after mobility included 
reporting and administrative support provided at both the central/faculty and department/supervisor 
level. Support on other matters, particularly related to professional development and integration, such 
as advice on career development and funding opportunities, as well as professional networking, was also 
obtained by some respondents primarily at the central level (Figure 20).

The share of the external service providers used by the survey participants was found to be the highest 
compared to other mobility stages. This could indicate that the respondents had to seek support from 
other sources than the host institution, as higher education institutions tend to pay less attention to the 
delivery of support services in the final stage of mobility. Such services are however crucial for the long-
term retention of international academics and their professional integration of into the country’s labour 
market, which could be particularly interesting from the perspective of international PhD students.

These findings might also indicate that towards the end of their stay mobile academics might have a 
better grasp of the service delivery, and might directly contact external services themselves, rather than 
rely on the host university, as the tendency seems to be in earlier stages of the mobility experience. 

What kind of support (personalised assistance) have you received upon departure or after your 
mobility (stay, visit or employment) and at which level? (n=375; multiple choice)

Support with reporting on the results of my mobility

Information about funding opportunities  
(e.g. return grants)

Administrative support  
(e.g. cancelling housing and insurance contracts; immigration duties)

Support with professional networking

Career advice and guidance

43% 26% 29%

21% 37% 31%

23% 41% 29%

39% 30% 26%

43% 35% 26%

Host institution central or faculty services
(e.g. international office or welcome center)

Host institution department or supervisor Other

Figure 20. Types of support received upon departure or after mobility
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6.2. Institutional perspective 

To complement the user’s perspective, the analysis included a mapping of common services that were 
reported to be offered to international PhD students, researchers and lecturers by selected higher 
education institutions in Hungary through a series of interviews with the responsible managerial and 
support staff. 

6.2.1. Typical services offered by higher education institutions

While institutions may offer a great variety of services to international academics depending on their 
commitment to setting up and maintaining a welcoming environment and the available resources in 
place, it was established from the interviews with four higher education institutions in Hungary that the 
most typical (most commonly mentioned) support services for international PhD students, lecturers and 
researchers at various mobility stages included the following:

•  Providing information on academic requirements, administrative matters and social opportunities at 
the host institution shared at the selection stage prior to mobility; 

• Visa support at the pre-arrival stage (including contacts with the embassy if needed);
•  Support with university housing or temporary accommodation and help in search for private 

accommodation;
•  Support with health insurance (including pre-filling documents for international academics);
•  Support with obtaining a residence permit (e.g., via an on-campus immigration service);
•  Organising orientation weeks, days or information seminars upon arrival;
•  Sharing welcome package or handbooks for international students and staff upon arrival;
•  Offering access to various social activities and events (e.g., events organised or promoted by the 

International Student Union);
•  Offering a mentoring programme to PhD students and researchers;
•  Providing support in handling the national taxation system (including personal accompaniment to 

related offices offered to international lecturers and researchers);
•  Organising language training through a university language centre.

These services corresponded to those highly ranked by the international academics, covering the most 
essential aspects of organising and supporting mobility.

Less common services, which could however serve as good practice examples, included mental wellbeing 
counselling and legal support provided to international academics (at the University of Pécs) as well 
as advice on local academic culture and requirements (at the University of Pécs and ELTE) provided to 
international PhD students. 

Although some of the international PhD students / scholarship holders hosted by the interviewed 
institutions were reported to be mature students with family obligations, support on family matters was 
rather limited for this group of mobile academics. For example, the latter had to arrange independently 
visas and accommodation for their family members, with limited advice provided in some cases by the 
universities on private options for childcare, family insurance or accommodation. Support on family 
matters was found to be offered more frequently to international researchers and lecturers than to PhD 
students who were established to be significantly larger in numbers (section 5.1). Serving the latter on 
more complex personal situations involving family matters in a more systematic and structured way 
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seemed to be problematic for the interviewed institutions considering the persistent staff limitations and 
the limiting scholarship arrangements for family encompassing mobility.

6.2.2. Roles, responsibilities and standard processes in place

All interviewed institutions were found to have standard internal processes in place to deliver essential 
support services to international PhD students, particularly to those who were paying fees, either with 
their own means or with government support (e.g., Stipendium Hungaricum Scholarship). Assistance to 
international researchers and lecturers seemed to be organised in a less structured way.

The central or, in some cases, faculty-level administration (e.g., international relations offices or faculty 
members responsible for international relations) emerged from the analysis as the key player responsible 
for communicating with and supporting international PhD students prior to and upon arrival, offering 
general institutional information (e.g., via information days or orientation weeks) and assistance on visa, 
immigration, accommodation and healthcare matters (e.g., prefilling of documents in the Hungarian 
language for a healthcare card). 

Several institutions reported to make active use of dedicated mobility management systems in order 
to enact these processes (e.g., DreamApply system at the University of Debrecen) or the supportive 
mentoring activities (e.g., remuneration-based mentor programme at the University of Miskolc). 

In several instances, the institutions reported to have collaborated with external partners including private 
companies that helped them to ensure quality assistance on specific matters such as accommodation 
(e.g., the University of Debrecen) or talent recruitment (e.g., the University of Pécs). The universities 
reported to closely collaborate with the Tempus Public Foundation (TPF) in sharing scholarship related 
information as well as information about living or staying in Hungary. 

Academic guidance and supervision for international PhD students were found to be offered at the 
department level or through a faculty doctoral school, and in some cases through doctoral school 
associations. As reported by the interviewed institutions, students were encouraged to meet their 
(potential) supervisors from the first day of their doctoral training. Such support, however, was 
established to depend on the commitment of supervisors to offer quality guidance to international PhD 
students which might differ significantly across individuals, faculties and institutions. As revealed by the 
interviews, some international PhD students required additional or more intensive guidance depending 
on their prior educational background.

Other types of services, particularly those related to professional development (e.g., career advice) 
and personal matters (e.g., social and family life), were in some instances offered at the department or 
supervisor level on an ad-hoc and case by case basis, resulting in varied quality. 

As reported by one interviewee, support to international PhD students on various non-academic issues 
(e.g., psychological counselling and organisation of vaccination against COVID-19; cultural integration) was 
typically organised and offered by various faculty members (including both academic and administrative 
staff) on a volunteer basis. Such less formalised approach to handling the issue was qualified by the 
interviewee as “unsustainable in the long run” and also prone to variate in quality, depending on staff’s 
commitment, abilities and skills.

Consequently, and in the absence of systematic staff training for this ad-hoc service delivery, the 
international academics could be perceived by the involved faculty members as an “extra burden”, 
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resulting in lower quality administration and willingness to provide support. One interviewee stated 
quite critically in this respect that “the system cannot accommodate international PhD students and 
they sometimes give up”. 

Good practice examples, highlighted by the interviewees, however revealed the institutions’ ongoing 
efforts in further structuring and professionalising support on such ‘softer’ matters (e.g., legal issues and 
mental wellbeing counselling offered at the University of Pécs), however it is clear that further and more 
systemic actions would be needed in this respect. 

When it comes to international lecturers and researchers, given their significantly smaller numbers compared 
to PhD students, there appeared to be more room for more personalised (but less structured) support 
both at the central and department level, for example, involving personal mentoring on local practical 
matters and even personal accompanying to various public bodies. The related support arrangements were 
also found to be dependent on the funding body involved. For example, in case of Fulbright scholars, the 
universities in some cases provided additional support in searching and funding private accommodation 
that was more suitable to the scholars’ needs in order to make their stay more attractive.

6.2.3. Suggestions for improvements

One of the core areas for improvement mentioned by the responding institutions related to the need 
to further streamline and formalise the responsibilities for supporting international PhD students. As 
stressed above, the lack of standardised protocols and procedures including more clearly articulated 
responsibilities for the related support staff, particularly at the faculty/department level, affected the 
quality of assistance and the attraction of international academics in the long run. Relatedly, it would 
be important to put some dedicated policies and structures in place in order to attract and retain 
international talent, while offering support for more effective and efficient recruitment, based on 
clear(er) responsibilities and roles within the host institution.

The institutions acknowledged the need to continue improving the quality of information guidance and 
support, paying more attention to social, cultural and academic integration of international academics. 
Furthermore, the interviewees commented on the importance of moving towards a bilingual university, 
with all documentation and processes translated/available in English as well as a wider use of English by 
the support staff. 

According to the interviewees, attention should be paid to training faculty members on intercultural 
communication and offering opportunities for further professional development of support staff in order 
to improve their transversal skills (e.g., conflict resolution, time management) and knowledge about 
specific areas and topics of internationalisation (e.g. international alumni networks, promotion and use 
of social media, internationalisation of curriculum). 

The analysis did not reveal any major gap between the most required services by international academics 
in Hungary and the typical services offered by the Hungarian higher education institutions. The latter 
were found to provide core services related to immigration, accommodation, and health insurance to 
the vast majority of mobile academics at various levels, with special emphasis on information guidance 
and support at the pre-arrival stage and during mobility. Yet, when it comes to less essential support 
on family matters and professional development, there is some room for improvement still, as many 
mobile academics had to rely on themselves or external service providers, which had some impact on 
their degree of satisfaction both with the obtained support and the mobility experience. This aspect is 
explored in more detail in section 7. 
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7.  SATISFACTION WITH MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE AND SUPPORT SERVICES

One of the key aspects investigated by the study involved the degree of satisfaction of the surveyed 
international academics in Hungary with their overall mobility (study, research or work) experience 
in the country as well as with the host country and institution. This issue was explored through the 
quantitative feedback to the survey and cross-checked against the qualitative comments on major 
challenges experienced during mobility.

7.1. Overall satisfaction with the host country and host institution

The overall level of the respondents’ satisfaction was found to be quite similar for the host institution and 
the host country. In total, 61% and 62% of all respondents (n=375) reported to be likely or very likely to 
repeat their mobility experience to their host institution and host country, respectively (Figure 21). 

Nonetheless, opinions seemed to be partly polarised. If close to two thirds of respondents would pursue 
the experience again, a significant one fifth (21%) and almost one fourth (24%) of the respondents 
were undecided (neutral) about their mobility experience at their host institution and host country, 
respectively. 

Furthermore, more than one tenth of the survey participants were unlikely or very unlikely to come back 
to their host institution (11%) and host country (11%), respectively. This level of dissatisfaction was found 

to be among the highest in the target region8, and seemed to correlate with the reported variation in 
the quality of personalised and case-by-case support offered by host institutions.

Based on your reported mobility (study, visit or employment) experience,  
how likely would you be to pursue it again? (n=375)

Very unlikely

Unlikely

Neutral

Likely

Very likely

5% 6% 21% 34% 27%

5% 6% 24% 34% 27%

Another mobility to your study, 
host or employment institution

Another mobility to your study, 
host or employment country

Figure 21. Satisfaction with the host country and institution

The following sections explore in more details the level of the respondents’ satisfaction with various 
types of support services at different mobility stages.

8. The region of Central and South-East Europe covered by the UniWeliS dataset which was used for this study.
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7.2. Satisfaction with services at different mobility stages

7.2.1. Satisfaction with information guidance obtained prior to mobility

When it comes to the information guidance received prior to mobility, the respondents expressed 
the highest level of satisfaction (and above the average of 61-62%) with information support on the 
essential matters for the mobility experience: visa/residence/work permit (77%), host institution and its 
facilities (73%), and social and healthcare insurance (72%), obtained prior to their mobility (Figure 22). As 
indicated in brackets above, the majority of those who required/received such information were satisfied 
or strongly satisfied. 

Lower levels of satisfaction were found for funding opportunities (65%); housing and accommodation 
(59%) and recognition of qualifications (51%). 

The analysis revealed the lowest levels of satisfaction when it comes to ‘less essential’ types of information 
such as opportunities for leisure activities, socialising and networking (45%), national work regulations, 
pension plans and taxation rules (33%), dual career opportunities (20%), and childcare and parental 
benefits (15%). These figures are however higher if calculated as the percentages of those who required/
obtained such type of guidance (54%; 43%; 32%; 26%). 

In these cases, the lower level of satisfaction could be linked to both the quality of related services, as 
well as to the overall framework conditions (e.g., taxation rules), that go beyond the remit of higher 
education institutions themselves and their service offer, but which shape the country and institutional 
attractiveness for foreign academics.
 

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: „The information provided to me prior to  
my mobility (study, visit or employment) have met my needs and expectations” (n=375)

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

N / A

Opportunities for leisure activities, socialising and networking

Dual career opportunities

Childcare (preschool and school) and parental benefits

Recognition of qualifications

National work regulations, pension plans and taxation rules

Housing and accommodation

Social and healthcare insurance

Visa/residence/work permit

Host institution and its facilities

Funding opportunities

12% 10% 21% 15% 5% 25%

3% 4% 15% 47% 26% 1%

6% 7% 16% 42% 23% 2%

3% 3% 12% 43% 34% 3%

5% 6% 11% 44% 28% 2%

6% 13% 17% 40% 19% 3%

10% 10% 25% 26% 7% 14%

5% 7% 21% 36% 15% 10%

9% 8% 19% 13% 2% 34%

9% 8% 21% 31% 14% 9%

Figure 22. Satisfaction with information guidance received prior to mobility
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7.2.2. Satisfaction with support obtained prior to mobility

The highest levels of satisfaction (combined “agree” and “strongly agree” response options) were reported 
for the support obtained by the respondents prior to mobility on the following issues: visa/residence/
work permit (74%), registration for social and healthcare insurance (70%) and conclusion of a mobility/
employment agreement (60%) (Figure 23).

The medium levels of satisfaction were related to support with finding housing (53%), recognition of 
qualifications (43%) and language support (38%). These values were higher if calculated based on the 
number of those respondents who required such support prior to their mobility (61%; 59%; 51%).

Travel related issues including pickup service upon arrival (36%) and travel bookings (24%) as well as 
support with finding childcare facilities (17%) were marked with the lowest levels of satisfaction among 
the respondents. These values were higher if calculated based on the number of those respondents who 
required such support prior to their mobility (48%; 36%; 36%).

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “The support provided to me prior to my 
mobility (study, visit or employment) have met my needs and expectations”. (n=375)

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

N / A

Pickup service upon arrival

Recognition of qualifications

Support for incoming travel bookings

Language support /translation

Support with family matters  
(e.g. access to healthcare, job oppportunities for partner)

Support with local practical matters  
(e.g. opening a bank account, local travel)

Support with finding housing including quarantine facility 
(e.g. offering temporary accommodation)

Support with visa/residence/work permit 
(e.g. providing supporting documents; official translation of documents; 

contacting an embassy /consulate; accompanying to offices)

Support with a mobility/employment

13% 10% 16% 21% 15% 13%

5% 6% 18% 28% 15% 14%

15% 12% 16% 16% 8% 18%

9% 10% 18% 27% 11% 13%

7% 10% 18% 31% 22% 4%

7% 7% 15% 13% 4% 35%

4% 6% 13% 40% 30% 3%

3% 4% 11% 45% 29% 2%

6% 6% 16% 42% 18% 4%

Figure 23. Satisfaction with support received prior to mobility

7.2.3. Satisfaction with support during mobility

When it comes to support during mobility, the respondents reported the highest levels of satisfaction on 
institutional administrative matters (73%), welcoming activities (69%), training in teaching and research 
(65%), and local support matters (65%) (Figure 24). These values were slightly higher if calculated as valid 
percentage based on the number of those who required/obtained such type of support (76%; 72%; 71%). 

The lower/medium levels of satisfaction were established for other types of training (47%), support 
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with professional networking (45%) and career advice and guidance (42%). These values were higher if 
calculated as valid percentage based on the number of those who required/obtained such type of support 
(57%; 53%; 51%). 

Especially problematic areas in terms of the level of satisfaction with the support obtained during 
mobility were family matters (29%) and social activities (31%). These values were higher if calculated 
based on the number of those who required/obtained such type of support (43%; 43%). 

To what extent do you agree with the following statement: „The support provided to me during my 
mobility (study, visit or employment) have met my needs and expectations.” (n=375)

Social activities  
(including those for the whole family)

Other training 
(e.g. language, intercultural communication)

Training in teaching and research

Career advice and guidance

Support with professional networking

Support with family matters 
(e.g. access to healthcare, job opportunities for partner)

Support with local practical matters 
(e.g. opening a bank account, local travel)

Advice on institutional administrative matters

Information seminar / programme / welcome package

10% 11% 20% 22% 9% 17%

7% 9% 21% 33% 14% 10%

6% 6% 15% 43% 22% 3%

11% 10% 18% 29% 13% 10%

9% 11% 20% 31% 14% 10%

11% 10% 19% 20% 9% 22%

6% 10% 13% 44% 21% 5%

4% 8% 11% 51% 22% 2%

6% 6% 15% 50% 19% 3%

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

N / A

Figure 24. Satisfaction with support received during mobility

7.2.4. Satisfaction with support obtained upon departure 

The degree of satisfaction with various support services obtained upon departure or after mobility was 
somehow lower than that observed at the pre-arrival and during mobility stages (Figure 25). 

The highest level of satisfaction in this case was found at the level of 49% (valid percent – 63%), relating 
to the support with mobility reporting, followed by information on funding opportunities 45% (valid 
percent – 62%) and administrative support 44% (valid percent – 60%). 

The lower levels of satisfaction were reported for professional development matters including professional 
networking (38%; valid percent – 54%), and career advice and guidance (36%; valid percent – 53%).
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To what extent do you agree with the following statement: „The support provided to me after my 
mobility (study, visit or employment) have met my needs and expectations. (n=375)

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

N / A

Career advice and guidance

Support with professional networking

Administrative support 
(e.g. cancelling housing and insurance contracts; immigration duties)

Information about funding opportunities 
(e.g. return grants)

Support with reporting on the results of my mobility 

7% 9% 16% 27% 9% 24%

7% 7% 18% 28% 10% 23%

6% 8% 16% 32% 12% 20%

6% 7% 15% 34% 11% 21%

4% 5% 19% 38% 11% 20%

Figure 25. Satisfaction with support received upon deprature or after mobility

7.3. Challenges and suggestions for improvement
While reflecting on their mobility (study, research or 
work) experience, the survey respondents reported 
on a broad range of challenges they were confronted 
with during their stay in Hungary, as summarised in 
Figure 26. 

Less than one tenth of all respondents highlighted 
the fact that they had not encountered any issues 
or problems in the context of their mobility, and in 
some cases praised their host country and institution.

 
What major challenges have you experienced in the context of your mobility and what practices do you 

suggest to overcome these challenges? (open question)

Language barrier
Funding (e.g. insuffiecient scholarship)

Accommodation
No major challenges

Social integration or cultural barrier
Lack of information or support on practical aspects
Family matters, inc. reunification and dual careers

Pandemic / travel or access restrictions
Immigration and visa matters

Professional integration / career advice / training
Lack of training / research activities

Access to healthcare (insurance)
Study pressure (e.g. online study)

International and local travel
Discrimination

Lack of information on study requirements/programme/faculty
Lack of supervision/communication with the supervisor

36
35

30
27
27

21
20

15
15

8
8

7
7

6
5

4

89

Figure 26. Major challenges experienced during a mobility stay in Hungary

“It has been good and useful experience in my life. 
This experiment expanded my knowledge thanks 
to research, the laboratory work, and thinking. In 
addition, I learned a new language and culture”. 

“I am very satisfied with my PhD training in my 
host institution where I had great support on both 
professional and social aspects support since my 
arrival”. 
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Language barriers, as well as social and cultural integration problems were spontaneously cited as the biggest 
challenges by the largest number of the survey participants (81; 22% and 35; 9%, respectively). One of the 
main suggestions made by the respondents to tackle this issue was 
to introduce free mandatory language courses for international 
students. This finding echoed the key reasons for international 
PhD students with a Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship to leave 
the country after graduation, discussed in section 4.4.

Since the 2020/21 academic year, the newly enrolled Stipendium Hungaricum students are obliged to 
take part in free mandatory language and culture classes to ensure their successful social and cultural 
integration in Hungary, thus partially tackling this barrier. The scholarship payment is conditional to the 
grantees’ successful participation in language courses. 

However, international PhD students seem to be exempted from this requirement as long as they are 
enrolled in English-language taught programmes. In addition, language courses might not be free of charge 
for other groups of international academics (e.g., international lecturers and researchers/postdocs) who 
come to Hungary for a longer period and, therefore, require some basic language skills for local integration. 

Relatedly, some difficulties with sourcing English-language information and lack of support on practical 
matters appeared among the respondents’ major concerns. Several respondents reported on lack of 
information on academic requirements or lack of communication with the supervisor.

“English language webpages are not developed 
fully, thus some information is missing. However, 
this information is located on the Hungarian 
language website. Therefore, including all 
information on both websites would be great. That 
includes both the university main webpage and 
the faculty webpages”.

“It was often difficult to find up-to-date information 
about current rules and regulations regarding 
immigration, health care, taxation, and other 
official matters. It would be great if universities 
could provide the most important data to the 
newcomers (or a list of reliable sources where one 
can find answers to their questions)”. 

The main suggestion proposed by the respondents in this respect, also with relevance to the language 
barrier, involved the following:

•  Expand the offer of English-language information/guidance on institutional websites, including 
all administrative and settling-in information, PhD guidelines and interactive materials explaining 
academic/degree requirements etc., 

•  Improve communication with the department (e.g., by holding regular department meetings in 
English or sharing meeting points by email or through a newsletter).

Funding challenges, particularly related to the reported insufficient size of a grant compared to living costs 
and private housing prices in Hungary, represented another big area of concern for many respondents. 

“Mostly cultural and language barriers. 
Providing cultural and language 
programmes for free could mitigate 
these challenges.”

“The living allowance is not comparable with other 
European countries. Considering the inflation 
rates and economic conditions, it is inevitable 
to increase the living allowance. For research 
purposes, especially for publications, additional 
grants are required for PhD scholars”. 

“Funding is the biggest challenge that I have faced 
and been facing. It’s hard to find jobs in Hungary 
especially after COVID-19. Sometimes I think I 
shouldn’t have come to Hungary without proper 
funding availability but I took the big step anyway”. 



42

Some of the survey participants suggested to increase the size of the scholarships, and introduce family 
allowances and additional funds for research needs (e.g., publications, conference attendance, expenses 
related to field/lab work). Furthermore, as the pandemic was disruptive for some PhD researchers (e.g., 
in terms of limited access to research facilities, disrupted field work, overall stress), several suggestions 
were made to extend the financial support for those international PhD students whose research was 
affected by COVID-19. 

The reported problems with accommodation were mostly due to the unmet personal or professional 
needs and expectations of the respondents (e.g., having a quiet place to study and to do research; 
opportunity to live in a culturally diverse and friendly environment; affordability; suitability for families; 
flexible contractual arrangements), signalling the need for more personalised and flexible accommodation 
options (better) suited to international academics’ needs.

The respondents indicated a few possible ways to improve the issue by offering separate dormitories for 
international students, offering support in switching dormitories because of “different customs”, and 
providing financial support for accommodating PhD students with families. 

Another reported area of concern related to professional development, career advice, and difficulties 
with integration into the national labour market, as several respondents highlighted the lack of 
opportunities and institutional support in this respect. This finding points indirectly to some missed 
opportunities in terms of talent retention at both institutional and national levels. 

“Accommodation for a family especially if you have 
kids is not easy.” 

“The biggest challenge was finding private housing 
for married couples, because university housing is 
not suitable for them.” 

“Difficulties to find accommodation for family. One 
way to overcome the issue could be university 
dormitories for families. The other option could be 
asking international students to provide a contact 
of helpful real estate agents/landlords.” 

“As a PhD student I really need a good accommo-
dation to have rest and focus on my study. But 
the dormitory assigned me a roommate who kept 
disturbing me. Nobody helped me with this and 
after several attempts I gave up and found a new 
place myself with great effort. Funding for accom-
modation is not sufficient for me to rent a room in 
the department”. 

“It would be better if we had a chance to cancel the 
contract with the dormitory after seeing it... as we 
have to sign it before travelling.”

“…Another challenge is the difficulty to find a job. 
Although I spent almost four years in Hungary, I 
could not find an appropriate job. As a PhD student, 
I’d like to deploy my knowledge and skills with 
others”. 

“No professional prospects discussed or offered”. 

“Opportunity for working with national students 
and national research centers”.

“Getting practical experience during research or 
getting opportunities for starting the career. I 
suggest open-spaced business coworking practice 
where local businesses could find solutions among 
those proposed by students and in turn students 
will get an opportunity to implement their re-
search in small local projects”. 

“The access to different organisations to conduct 
my studies, if there are partnerships with certain 
companies, it would provide a great help”. 
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Several suggestions for improvement included the following:

•  Offering more guidance and assistance in employment and/or training search during and after the 
study period; 

•  More actively integrating international PhD students into local research groups and activities and 
creating bridges between local and international communities;

• Raising awareness of international academics as an asset to the host country and institution; 
•  Easing the process of extending the work and residence permit for graduates interested to stay in 

the host country.

Family matters including opportunities for reunification and dual careers were found to be most 
challenging for the respondents with families. The reported issues primarily related to difficulties in 
bringing families along and getting practical support on accommodation, healthcare and other family 
related issues. The respondents suggested to provide more information about opportunities and 
immigration requirements for partners and to introduce mentors who could help “manage family life 
matters during the mobility” in addition to providing family allowances, as mentioned above.

A large share of all respondents (81%) was found to be affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 27), 
which was also mentioned in the qualitative feedback on the challenges faced during mobility. These 
comments revealed that the negative impact of the pandemic was mostly translated into the limited 
opportunities for international and local travel, challenges with online education/study/research and 
administration, and problematic access to research and other facilities.

Has your mobility (study, visit or employment) 
experience been affected by Covid-19 pandemic 

circumstances? (n=375)

Yes

No

70

305

Figure 27. Impact of COVID-19 on a mobility experience

“Acquiring visa for close relatives, such as spouse 
and children. Acquiring visa for close relatives 
should be made flexible and automatic as for other 
scholarships, especially for PhD candidates.” 

“It is challenging to manage mobility and bring 
family. I didn’t receive clear guidelines on this 
issue prior to my arrival. It should be more clearly 
explained from the beginning to someone who will 
come with family.”

“The major challenge for me is family reunifica-
tion. I’ve been abroad for 4 years and I still have 
two years to complete my studies. I suggest more 
support in family reunification and try to convince 
the immigration office to be less demanding and 
make it easier for students as their residence will 
be permanent.” 

“Coronavirus (university and dormitories are not 
ready for online classes implementation)” 

“The university was closed, due to this pandemic, 
and therefore I stopped working in the laboratory, 
and that is why I was late with my research (my 
laboratory work).” 

“The online studying during the pandemic. In order 
to perform my research analysis, I need access 
to the laboratory, so may be restrictions should 
be less strict for PhD students so that they can 
continue their studies”.
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8. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The study has shed light on the key trends and main issues when it comes to the support of international 
academics hosted by the Hungarian higher education institutions, particularly PhD students funded with 
a national grant. While some insights were also gained into the attraction and retention of international 
talent in Hungary, a more in-depth analysis based on a larger institutional sample and a more diverse 
group of international academics would be required to draw more substantive conclusions in this respect. 

Our analysis showed that Hungary is an appealing destination for study and research, particularly for 
early-stage, degree-seeking international academics, originating from different countries in Africa and in 
Asia. The latter were particularly attracted by the existing academic and professional opportunities related 
to acquiring knowledge and enhancing future career perspectives. Yet, the levels of the international 
academics’ satisfaction with the mobility experience were found to be rather low, whereas quite many 
Stipendium Hungaricum PhD scholarship holders reported limited interest in staying in Hungary after 
graduation. 

The current situation could be due to multiple reasons, varying from structural issues related, for instance, 
to the country’s overall preparedness to welcome and integrate foreigners, and resulting in various 
reported professional, social and personal challenges (e.g., language/communication, integration into 
the local labour market, family reintegration) to institutional issues such as lack or scarcity of dedicated 
quality information or support provided to international academics at various mobility stages.

»  While structural barriers are difficult to address in the short term, the national agencies in Hungary 
involved in the attraction and retention of global talent could help further raise the awareness of the 
institutional communities and general public about international academics as an asset to the country, 
and for its economic and social development and prosperity. For further awareness raising, the agencies 
would need to rely on regular data monitoring, evidence collection and analysis channelled through 
dedicated communication campaigns.

»  Such evidence would be instrumental for an open dialogue with all stakeholders including other 
public bodies and higher education institutions on information and services needed and expected by 
international academics (continuing language/cultural activities; extension of work and residence 
permits for those interested in staying in Hungary; family reunification for long-term scholarship or 
grant holders) and more coordinated approaches to provide them in a more collaborative way.

»  It would be important for such national agencies to share comprehensive information about existing 
opportunities for personal and professional growth in Hungary with the prospective applicants of the 
national scholarship programmes already at the promotion stage (e.g., by using persuasive case studies) 
and offer regular updates with the successful candidates starting from the preparatory / pre-arrival 
stage. Such information, coupled with more flexible ways to obtain a residence and work permit after 
the end of the scholarship, could further stimulate the interest of international early-stage researchers 
in their subsequent professional and social integration in Hungary.
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»  In view of the reported financial difficulties, it would be advisable for the national funding agency to 
review the value proposition for different groups of international academics by recalibrating the number, 
size and composition of grants and institutional financial incentives against the realities in Hungary (e.g. 
living costs, opportunities to invite and sustain a family) and similar offers in neighbouring countries (e.g. 
Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, Poland and Slovakia) based on a comprehensive benchmarking analysis.

»  National agencies can also play a crucial role in supporting higher education institutions in Hungary 
to further build their capacities and further professionalise service delivery, through targeted training 
sessions, peer learning activities, institutional service benchmarking within the country as well as with 
other higher education institutions in the region, and the promotion and recognition of good practices. 
Such a support would be instrumental in nurturing the development of a service culture, making a 
quality shift between strategies that are primarily driven by quantitative targets, to more mature 
approaches, focused on quality attraction of the top talent and their successful integration.

The Hungarian higher education institutions have been particularly successful in recent years in their 
efforts to attract this group of international academics and to further internationalise doctoral education 
in the country, relying on the financial support of the Stipendium Hungaricum programme. Attraction 
for other, more senior groups of international academics remains however limited for various reasons, 
including the reported funding limitations.

»  In the next step, the Hungarian institutions will have to adopt more comprehensive, strategic and 
quality-driven selective approaches to international talent attraction. Such full-cycle approaches, 
starting from Master’s or PhD level, intentionally and strategically link talent attraction, support and 
retention and offer distinct professional and academic integration scenarios from the start, based 
on more systematic and need/purpose-driven approaches in line with the institutional mission and 
overarching goals. Key in this respect is coordination of all related service units within the universities, 
bringing them together in their role of promoting integrated and customised services.

The new generation of quality-driven internationalisation strategies that are currently put forward by 
some higher education institutions in Hungary indicates some positive signals in this direction, which, 
however, will require further support in building institutional capacity for attracting, supporting and 
retaining talent, and embracing a service culture. 

»  Comprehensive national funding schemes that span across all levels of tertiary education and bridge 
them to early stage (both doctoral and postdoctoral schemes) and more advanced academic careers 
would be essential to support such new aspirations of the Hungarian higher education institutions 
and to ensure more effective talent attraction and retention in the country. The responsible national 
agencies could provide some additional guidance to the higher education institutions in Hungary on 
how to use and combine the existing funding schemes in a more strategic and holistic way, with the aim 
to increase the overall quality of internationalisation.

The Hungarian institutions set up structured internal processes, mostly at the central or faculty level, 
to provide support on the matters that make mobility possible per se, including visa and immigration, 
accommodation, health insurance and basic administrative matters. The present analysis did not reveal 
any substantial gaps between the most essential services that are required/expected by international 
academics and those that are currently offered to them by the institutions. Neither did it expose any 
satisfaction problems with the support on the essential matters. 
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As information on study and work opportunities in Hungary seems to largely circulate by word of 
mouth through the professional networks of international academics, their level of satisfaction with the 
support obtained from the host country and institution plays an important role for the country’s future 
attractiveness to global talent. 

»  To enhance their global competitiveness and to continue attracting talent, institutions in Hungary will 
need to continue improving their support and assistance to international academics prior to and during 
their mobility as well as upon departure.

»  The established institutional processes could be further customised in order to be more inclusive and 
better capture specific situations and needs of international academics (e.g., culturally diverse/specific 
accommodation; special healthcare/insurance needs; family situation), which seem to be important for 
their overall level of satisfaction with the mobility experience as well as for the willingness to stay.

»  With limited impact on related workload, institutional support on the essential matters could possibly 
involve several predefined tracks established in view of the immigration status, family situation or any 
other important social or cultural differentiators.

»  The improvement of services also requires creating formal and less formal feedback loops to 
international academics to monitor and collect satisfaction data.

Furthermore, this analysis proves the importance of ‘softer’ issues including professional advice, career 
guidance, and family matters for international academics, particularly PhD students, who expect to 
improve their employment and career prospects in the first place, and whose overall quality of life and 
wellbeing depends on the possibilities to (smoothly) relocate with their families. Some of the institutions 
have so far underestimated the importance of support on such matters although there seems to be a 
growing understanding of the need for further improvements in these areas. 

The lack or scarcity of more customised approaches to the support of international academics and the 
oversight of their professional and personal needs and aspirations could be among the reasons behind 
the relatively low level of satisfaction or incapacity to define one’s level of satisfaction with the host 
country and institution, in combination with some reported financial and administrative struggles. 

At present, the related support is organised in a less structured and systematic way than the essential 
services and is primarily delivered at the department/supervisor level. Yet, in many cases, it is based on 
unclear, often informal responsibilities and arrangements, which results in varied quality and lower levels 
of satisfaction.

»  Similarly to the essential matters, support on ‘softer’ issues including professional advice, career 
guidance, and family matters have to be further improved and mainstreamed at the Hungarian higher 
education institutions. 

»  It would be important to increase support to the Hungarian higher education institutions specifically 
for creating opportunities for professional integration of international academics, particularly at 
early career stages (e.g., funding for internship schemes, networking, professional job counselling). 
Institutions will need to continue developing capacity of their staff to provide high-quality services 
with regard to such topics, which could be further incentivised through dedicated support measures 
at national level.
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»  Professional and social integration of international academics can also be enabled by institutions 
themselves by raising awareness of their valuable presence among local staff and students through 
various internal communication channels and by also creating both formal and informal spaces for 
interaction and collaboration. 

»  There is a strong need to streamline and further professionalise support to international academics 
on both the core and less essential services offered at the faculty/department level by formalising 
responsibilities and allocating adequate staff and other resources for the related (clearly articulated) 
purposes, while fostering synergies with central level activities. 

»  Such professionalisation requires creating opportunities for further professional development of both 
administrative and academic staff responsible for service delivery and supervision of international 
academics including managerial, intercultural communication and English-language training as well as 
institutionalised opportunities to recognise and award their efforts.

»  Further opportunities to finance institutional capacity-building for a comprehensive internationalisation, 
including by means of staff development programmes should be created through the existing or new 
national funding schemes.
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