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Summary
In May 2004, eight East European countries (A8)1 be-
came members of the EU. The UK was one of the three 
countries, together with Ireland and Sweden, that granted 
the new Europeans immediate and free access to their 
labour markets. As a result, a large number of work-
seekers arrived in the UK. Between April 2004 and March 
2005, 116,840 A8 citizens requested a national insurance 
number (Department for Work and Pensions 2012). The 
new arrivals have received significant attention from poli-
ticians, the media, the public at large, and researchers. 
This Issue Paper explores the views and experiences of 
10 Hungarian migrants living in the south-east of Eng-
land. Although the number of Hungarians in the UK is 
not considerable when compared to migrants from some 
other countries (for example, Poland or Lithuania), nev-
ertheless it has increased tenfold since 2004. Interview-
ees suggested that the UK offered better opportunities for 
employment than Hungary, despite working in low-skilled 
and low-paid jobs in the UK. The findings indicate that 
most interviewees arrived in the UK to learn English and 
to establish financial security for themselves. Local em-
ployers largely disregarded the qualifications and work 
experiences the respondents had gained in Hungary and 
many respondents had limited knowledge of the English 
language. Therefore, the interviewees did not consider 
themselves as competitive in the UK labour market and 
were forced to accept low-skilled and low-paid jobs, which 
they felt were well below their abilities and aspirations. By 
2014, all interviewees felt that they had established finan-
cial security, but only very few had achieved professional 
satisfaction.

1  Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Slovakia and Slovenia.

INTRODUCTION

2014 started, once again, with the expectation of a new 

wave of Eastern European migrants, this time from Bul-

garia and Romania. The UK was more cautious with these 

second-wave accession countries and only granted free 

access to its labour market on 1 January 2014, two years 

after Bulgaria and Romania became members of the EU. 

Nevertheless, both waves of accession, in 2004 and in 

2014, prompted the government to introduce last-minute 

measures to protect its benefit and welfare systems.

Already before the A8 accession to the EU, in the 

run-up to May 2004, conflicting and anxious messages 

hit the popular media and the UK government decided to 

monitor immigration flows from Eastern Europe by setting 

up the Worker Registration Scheme (WRS) for new A8 

migrants to register their employment. Initially registration 

cost £50, but this rose to £90. Through the WRS, migrants 

from A8 countries had restricted access to benefits and 

the welfare services. Throughout the lifetime of the WRS, 

between 1 May 2004 and 30 April 2011, 1,133,950 mi-

grants registered for employment in the UK (McCollum 

2013).

Based on Labour Force Survey data, those born in 

the A8 countries made up less than 1% of the working-age 

population – just over 7% of the total immigrant population 

of working age. However, A8 immigrants account for one 

in three new arrivals since 2004 (House of Lords 2008, 
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12). At the end of 2012, 658,000 A8 citizens were employed 

in the UK (Vargas-Silva 2013). A8 migrants are younger and 

better educated than the UK workforce (Wadsworth 2012). 

However, despite their high-level qualifications, A8 immi-

grants are more concentrated in low-skilled jobs, with 38% 

in elementary occupations and only 13% in higher-skilled 

occupations (House of Lords 2008). Measuring immigrants’ 

skills and educational qualifications is difficult because few 

qualifications obtained abroad are directly comparable to 

English qualifications. For post-2004 A8 immigrants there 

seem to be a significant mismatch between their education 

and skills and their employment in the UK.

One in five Hungarian adults plans to take up temporary 

or permanent employment abroad

Whereas in earlier years migrants from Poland, Lithu-

ania and Slovakia had a larger representation in the UK, 

in 2011–12 Hungary was listed for the first time in the top 

10 for registering for national insurance numbers (Depart-

ment of Work and Pensions 2012). In 2011, 17,900 national 

insurance numbers were allocated to Hungarian nationals. 

Although this number is small, the number of economic 

migrants has increased almost tenfold between 2004 and 

2011. Information about the emigration plans of the Hun-

garian population (the survey quoted was restricted to 

taking up employment or settling abroad) is more readily 

available and suggests an increase in potential emigra-

tion (Hajdu and Tóth 2012, 6). According to the latest fig-

ures, one in five Hungarian adults plans to take up short-

term employment (13%) or long-term employment (16%) 

abroad, or permanently (7%) move abroad (Sik 2012). One 

in two adults under 30 is contemplating moving abroad. 

Clearly the number of those who also act on their plans is 

smaller, but, nevertheless, a high percentage of Hungarian 

adults do not exclude the possibility of working and/or living 

abroad. Hajdu and Tóth point to a similarly increasing ten-

dency indicated by the number of Hungarians using the In-

ternet to search for employment abroad. Their assumption 

is that most migrants use the Internet to gather information 

about employment abroad. Their research monitored Inter-

net searches using employment-related words and phrases 

between 2007 and 2012, which point to a considerable in-

crease of interest  in Austria, Germany and the UK in 2011, 

with a peak in January 2012 (Hajdu and Tóth 2012, 9–11). 

These are the main target countries for Hungarians when 

they consider moving abroad.

THE STUDY

While national data sets exist, for example, for the number 

of migrants, their countries of origin, level of education and 

their contribution to the tax and welfare systems, little is 

known about the skills and knowledge they bring to the UK, 

and about their professional progress over time. This small-

scale qualitative study was conducted to explore the views 

and experiences of Hungarian economic migrants in the 

UK. Ten Hungarian migrants, who had passed at least the 

Matura2  examination, were selected and interviewed dur-

ing the summer of 2011 and again in the winter of 2013–14. 

Half of them were male, the other half female. During the 

interviews questions were asked about, for example, their 

qualifications, the level of their employment in the UK, their 

experiences with the UK labour market, their employment 

history, their perspectives on their jobs in the UK and on 

their financial and career progress between the summer of 

2011 and the winter of 2013–14.

WHY THEY LEFT HUNGARY, AND WHY THEY MOVED 

TO THE UK

Regardless of their education levels, the majority of the re-

search participants decided to leave Hungary because they 

were unhappy with their work situation, earned low salaries 

and experienced financial insecurity. Three who graduated 

from a five-year teacher training university felt they had ‘no 

future at home’. One interviewee, who had been employed 

by a school for many years, added:

When you are 30 and the bank says: “I am 
not giving you a loan [because you only have] 
contract work.” Then what do you do? There is 
your professional career, you love it, but you 
cannot start your own personal life. (Kati)

2  Similar to British A-levels or the German Abitur.
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Therefore, interviewees were looking towards the West, 

where they saw greater opportunities. For them, moving 

to the UK was a conscious decision. Some came to learn 

English, while others came to work and to establish finan-

cial security. One person actually waited for Hungary to 

become a member of the EU before he came; another per-

son decided that the UK was a good ‘receiving’ country for 

migrants, and also investigated the UK economy, its living 

standards and salaries. The UK was considered a country 

where wages were higher, even for low(er)-skilled employ-

ment. Many felt it was more realistic to expect to lead a 

better life in the UK than in Hungary.

EDUCATION AND WORK EXPERIENCES IN HUNGARY

All interviewees were well-educated: all had completed the 

Matura examination and half of them had higher-education 

degrees. It was interesting that, while still in Hungary, some 

of the interviewees had completed a lower-level qualifica-

tion at Level 2 after completing the Matura together with 

a higher-education degree or a Level 4 qualification after 

a higher education degree. They claimed this had been 

necessary to be able to secure employment. So, most in-

terviewees had a number of different qualifications (not 

necessarily obtained in a conventional sequential fashion), 

at varying levels as well as in different subject areas, and 

this, they felt, should improve their chances of finding em-

ployment. However, the majority of the interviewees were 

already underemployed in Hungary, where most worked in 

lower-skilled jobs or even as part of the unskilled workforce. 

The interviewees’ level of commitment to studying and de-

veloping themselves suggests that they saw education as 

the means to progress and success.

The interviewees were engaged in a wide range of dif-

ferent jobs in Hungary in order to make a living, while si-

multaneously considering other options. They worked, for 

example, as a shop assistant, a dealer in a casino, a se-

curity guard, a receptionist, a packing assistant, a trained 

mechanical engineer, a marketing assistant and an office 

assistant. Interviewees also discussed working excessive 

hours in Hungary. Some did so to earn more money, while 

others wanted to advance their careers. All respondents 

arrived in the UK with a range of qualifications and work 

experiences.

WORKING AND PROGRESSING (OR NOT) IN THE UK

Most Hungarians in the sample had made arrangements 

prior to moving to the UK to ensure a smooth transfer, like 

securing work and accommodation. Three came to work as 

nannies and three had undergone a job-selection process 

in Hungary to work in the UK as security guards. The other 

four people started working in the UK as housekeepers 

(cleaners), as a receptionist and as a kitchen porter. There 

were only very few who started working through a recruit-

ment agency. Only one person was recruited in a graduate 

job.

In the UK their qualifications and Hungarian work 

experiences were considered largely irrelevant

Finding continuous employment was difficult and hard 

work, but nevertheless necessary to earn a living. Frequent 

visits to recruitment agencies, personally handing in CVs 

to potential employers and responding directly to job ad-

vertisements secured jobs successfully most of the time. 

Sometimes jobs were secured through personal contacts. 

However, getting jobs through friends and acquaintances 

was rare. According to the interviewees, in the UK their 

qualifications and Hungarian work experiences were con-

sidered largely irrelevant. This may explain why so many of 

them accepted jobs at a lower level in order to secure entry 

into the UK labour market. However, sometimes having the 

Matura (A-levels) proved useful, but during job interviews 

employers were more interested in their work experience 

gained locally.

The lack of English language skills is also an obsta-

cle when choosing jobs to apply for. Those who had no or 

very little English did not have much choice but to take jobs 

that did not involve communication with customers and col-

leagues. Interviewees were very much aware of this and 

were actively and purposefully engaged in learning English. 

Employment for eight interviewees out of 10 was in low-

skilled jobs that required no specific qualifications.
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All interviewees arrived in the UK between 2005 and 

2010, and their employment histories varied significantly. 

What was similar was the aim to progress and to achieve 

progress through ‘giving it 100 per cent’. Many interviewees 

received increased responsibilities in their jobs without any 

formal acknowledgement, such as new job titles or higher 

wages. Formal recognition came several months later and 

then only for very few. Nevertheless, interviewees appreci-

ated the trust and the opportunities to engage at a different 

level. Almost all interviewees considered their low-skilled 

jobs to be temporary and their career progress slow and 

full of challenges. Most received the in-house compulsory 

training but accredited qualifications and language tuition 

were available only for very few. The low-level jobs, low sal-

ary and low level of English skills were considered a vicious 

circle from which all interviewees tried to escape.

Many left Hungary to establish financial security and in 

the UK earning low hourly wages was offset by long work-

ing hours. Most of the interviewees calculated their incomes 

not in terms of the hourly rate at which they were hired but 

in terms of total monthly income.

Only a few could progress relatively quickly and found a 

niche in a company that supported their progress

Interviewees described their jobs using terms such 

as ‘emotional killer’, often ‘below standard’, ‘dull’ or ‘weak’ 

work rather than ‘low-skilled’. Some interviewees found 

it mentally and emotionally difficult to accept the fact that 

they worked in such jobs. They felt uncomfortable in their 

jobs and the same question had been occurring in most 

interviewees’ minds: ‘What am I doing here?’ Unfortunately, 

most interviewees had had more than one low-skilled job 

over time, and facing this had become a recurring problem. 

It required mental training and emotional readjustment to 

be able to cope with what may be considered a humiliating 

situation. There were only few who could progress relative-

ly quickly and found a niche in the company that supported 

their progress. They were in a position to reflect quickly and 

dismissively on the time when they did a job that they fun-

damentally disagreed with.

PLANS AND AMBITIONS IN 2011, AND 

ACHIEVEMENTS IN 2013–14

Having plans and ambitions often helped interviewees to 

overlook the negativity of working in a low-skilled job. All 

interviewees had a plan to progress over time, and those 

who had been in the UK for many years knew from experi-

ence that developing a professional career would be a slow 

and non-linear process. While a small number still hoped 

to pursue their initial interests, others developed a much 

more flexible way of thinking about their career and iden-

tified broader objectives, such as working with people or 

working in sport. This opened up a range of potential ways 

to succeed. Interviewees also had personal and financial 

objectives. Participating in education was seen as an inte-

gral part of making progress.

By 2014, all interviewees had established financial se-

curity through permanent posts and increased hourly rates. 

Most interviewees earned between £6.40 and £12 per hour. 

Interviewees progressed through either changing their jobs 

or being promoted within the company. One felt that, given 

the economic crisis, just being able to keep her job and 

increase her responsibilities, even without formal acknowl-

edgement, was progress. While formal and informal recog-

nition were welcomed, all of them considered this only as 

a start and they all had further plans. During the follow-up 

interviews in 2014, four of the interviewees outlined plans 

to return to Hungary within the next five years.

CONCLUSIONS

The Hungarian respondents for this paper are well-edu-

cated young people who have temporarily arrived to the 

UK to take up employment. Their views and experiences 

are unique; at the same time their narratives reflect com-

mon themes and issues that could be relevant to other 

Hungarian migrants in the UK. The interviewees seemed 

to be generally dissatisfied with the economic and politi-

cal climate in Hungary, where many had been engaged in 

low(er)-skilled jobs and had worked excessive hours. De-

spite having several qualifications, many were unable to 

find satisfactory employment in Hungary. The UK offered 

better employment opportunities and a better chance to es-
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tablish financial security. Interviewees acknowledged that 

high-level English skills were required to find good employ-

ment in Hungary, and the UK was clearly the best place to 

develop those skills.

Despite obstacles such as lack of time to find a ‘good’ 

job, the disregard for qualifications and work experiences 

gained in Hungary, the lack of local references and vary-

ing degrees of English language competency, interviewees 

had managed to secure almost uninterrupted employment. 

Most jobs, however, were low(er)-skilled and low-paid. 

Even those who spoke good English found it difficult to se-

cure higher-level jobs.

Education and training were considered crucial to 

professional progress, and training opportunities were 

welcomed. Some interviewees enrolled in self-financed 

language courses and other forms of professional develop-

ment, but even with these newly obtained qualifications and 

certificates, career progress was slow.

Most interviewees felt uncomfortable working in low-

skilled jobs. It was clearly a necessity for them rather than 

a choice. Many considered their jobs humiliating, lowly and 

dull. They felt that they had little influence on the progress 

of their careers and accepted the best of the jobs available 

to them.

Over time the interviewees had managed to secure 

permanent positions with some increases in salary, but 

only a few found their jobs professionally satisfying. Most 

worked in similar jobs as when they first arrived in the UK, 

though sometimes with increased responsibilities. The 

2014 data suggests that most interviewees used the pos-

sibilities available to them, and that most were optimistic 

that they would eventually escape the cycle of low-skilled 

and low-paid jobs.
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