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Abstract: Research on migration processes in recent years has highlighted the fact that migration is 
becoming more common among younger and more educated people. We believe that it is worth 
meeting the (self)selection of (potential) migrants at the beginning of the process, and also, 
measuring the willingness to migrate is important. During our research, we investigated the 
migration plans of PhD students at the University of Debrecen through paper-based questionnaires. 
In our study, we seek to determine the extent to which PhD students in Debrecen are willing to 
migrate. Also, we investigate what the fundamental difference is between PhD students with the 
intent of migration and those without. 53.4% of the responding doctoral students intend to stay in 
Hungary after completing their doctoral training, while 46.6% consider it possible to settle abroad. 
It has been observed that strong and weak bonds of those who wish to stay in the country of 
residence are significant, while those who wish to stay abroad own migration shells. 
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1. Introduction 

In this study, we examine propensity to migration of doctoral students based on data obtained 
from the PhD Student’s Quality of Life and Migration Potential (PSQLMA) database. The database 
contains the questionnaire responses of the doctoral students with active student status in the spring 
semester of 2016/2017 and the autumn semester of 2017/2018 at the University of Debrecen. The study 
proves to fill research gaps since there is little data available on PhD students in international higher 
education research (Papp Z. & Csata, 2014), and their intention to migrate is usually not reported. 

Research on migration processes in recent years has shown that Hungarians wishing to 
emigrate are younger and highly qualified (Blaskó & Gödri, 2014; Blaskó & Ligeti & Sik, 2014; Dabasi 
Halász & Kiss, 2018; Siskáné Szilasi & Halász, 2018). To explore the background and motivations of 
actual migration as an action, it is necessary to meet the (self)selection of (potential) migrants early 
in the process, and it is essential to assess the willingness to migrate (Ajzen, 1991, 2005; Gödri & 
Feleky, 2013). 

In our work, we aim at examining the migration potential of the doctoral students of the 
University of Debrecen and presenting the influencing factors thereof. In our study, we seek to 
determine the extent to which PhD students in Debrecen are willing to migrate, and what the 
difference is between PhD students with the intent of migration and those without. In order to answer 
these questions, it is important to know the demographic characteristics of doctoral students (sex, 
age, marital status), socioeconomic status (parents' education, type of settlement, financial situation), 
the network embeddedness against migration (belonging to a local community, family/friends and 
networks), their relationships supporting migration called as migration shell by Sik (2018), and their 
mobility capital (foreign language usage, previous experience abroad, relationship abroad). 

                                                
1 University of Debrecen, Debrecen, Hungary; szigeti.fruzsina.89@gmail.com 



F. Szigeti 2 

2. Literature background 

Migration is a multi-stage process. Depending on the preferences and goals, the process begins 
with considering migration, followed by the intention to migrate and ends with the concrete action 
depending on the discretion of the supporting and inhibiting factors. A decision-making phase can 
be detected in the migration process, within which the intention to migrate and the implementation 
phase can be separated (Gödri & Feleky, 2013; Kley & Mulder, 2010). 

Also, selection can be seen between planning and executing the migration (Gödri & Feleky, 
2013). According to the theory of planned behaviour, the intention to migrate is transformed into 
concrete action and real migration by the consideration of the expected advantages and 
disadvantages of migration, the perception of subjective norms (external expectations, social 
pressures) related to migration, and perceived action control (Ajzen, 1991, 2005).  

Our research focuses solely on the propensity to migrate. This measures the willingness to 
work and/or to study abroad, the proportion of people within the population who are willing to leave 
their homeland who consider emigration possible (Sik & Seitl, 2016). 

Theories explaining migration potential and actual migration, such as push and pull theory, 
micro and macro theory of neoclassical economics, new economics theory, dual labour market theory, 
world-systems theory, network theory, institutional theory and cumulative causation theory, clearly 
indicate the complexity of the (potential) migration processes and the underlying causes. These may 
include better quality of living, a higher level of income, career advancement, effort to maximise 
income, avoidance of unemployment, or access to better public institutions and services (Douglas et 
al., 1993; Hautzinger & Hegedüs & Klenner, 2014; Huzdik, 2014; Sik, 2012). 

Migration and intention to migrate are crucial for both the sending and host countries, as it can 
cause several demographic, economic and social changes. In the host countries, the effects of the 
immigrating labours on wages, economic growth and unemployment are first and foremost known. 
In contrast, in the issuing countries, the phenomenon of ‘brain drain’ is highlighted so the loss of 
working-age population with the highest levels of education and training (Blaskó & Gödri, 2014; 
Pálinkó, 2013). 

The fundamentally negative connotation of the term “brain drain” suggests that when the most 
highly educated ones move from their home country where they have acquired their human capital, 
they are more likely to increase the economic and intellectual capital of the host country rather than 
their sending country (Csanády et al., 2008). Young talents migrate to the place where the most 
distinguished researchers work, and where they find a secure position in the labour market and a 
secure existential position. In their case, the likelihood of giving up an already well-established career 
and never returning to their homeland is high (Csanády et al., 2008; Csermely & Málnási-Csizmadia 
& Kovács, 2002). 

Beyond the damaging effects of the brain drain, positive views can also be seen. The 
opportunity for a successful and recognized foreign career to (further) study encourages those 
staying at home, which, through the indirect effect of brain drain, may result in a higher proportion 
of highly qualified people in the sending country, i.e. brain gain (Huzdik, 2014; Stark & Helmenstein 
& Prskawetz, 1997). Positive attitudes also emphasize that remittances from the host country can also 
increase the income of the sending country. Moreover, brain drain actually prevents brain waste and 
thus the loss of unused capacities and competences (Berényi, 1993; Golovics, 2015). In the globalized 
world, the type of researcher connected to several scientific centres and countries have appeared. 
Besides the homeland and their first host country, they are linked to other localities and act as a kind 
of scientific broker through their extensive network of relationships (Pusztai et al., 2016). 

Given the positive and negative effects of brain drain, we focus our work on the intent of 
migration among PhD students at the University of Debrecen. 

Of course, we are aware that not all desires to migrate will be realised in the future, which may 
be due to a lack of essential resources (financial capital, language knowledge, networking), 
unforeseeable costs, lack of demand in the targeted country/countries, the occurrence of unexpected 
events or the lack of well-grounded and reasoned intention to migration (Gödri & Feleky, 2013). At 
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any rate, we believe that the ideas will also help to identify the predictors of migration among PhD 
students in Debrecen. 

3. Research design and Methods  

In this paper, we outline the intention of PhD students of the University of Debrecen to migrate. 
We hypothesize that young and single doctoral students are more likely to settle abroad than 

those who are older and those who have a family (Blaskó & Gödri, 2014; Fassmann & Musil, 2013; 
Kley, 2011; Ruff, 2012; Sik, 2018; Sik & Simonovits, 2002; Siskáné Szilasi & Halász, 2018). 

We hypothesize that students having a better grasp of a foreign language and believing that 
they can easily and flexibly adapt to the culture of the country, as they can speak the official language 
of the country, plan emigration in a higher ratio (Deákné Dusa, 2017; Sik, 2018; Sik & Örkény, 2003). 

We also hypothesize a significant relationship between social relationships and the intention 
to migrate. We believe that previous study and/or employment abroad and the network of contacts 
abroad reinforce the intention to migrate, while social embeddedness counteracts the intention to 
migrate (Bernát, 2006; Deákné Dusa, 2017; Haug, 2008; Németh & Lőrincz, 2019; Portes, 2008; Portes 
& Sensenbrenner, 1998; Sik, 2018; Simonovits, 2003; Székely & Pitó, 2010).  

In our analysis, we use the PSQLMA 2017 database, which includes PhD students studying at 
the University of Debrecen with active student status in the spring semester of 2016/2017 and autumn 
semester of 2017/2018 (N=191). The questionnaires were anonymous, voluntary and self-
administered. The PhD students filled them by themselves without intervention of me. Since the 
complete current list of populations is not available, we sought to achieve similarity between the 
sample and the general population through quota sampling. The sample is representative of the 
faculties and training fields of the University of Debrecen, accounting for nearly 25% of the 
population of 2017. 

4. Results 

53.4% of the responding doctoral students intend to stay in Hungary after completing their 
doctoral studies, while 46.6% consider it possible to settle abroad2. To be able to distinguish between 
those who want to go abroad and those who have a strong domestic connection, it is important to 
investigate the background variables. 

There is no significant difference between those who intend to stay and those who want to 
move abroad concerning sex (p=0.132), marital status (p=0.079), age (p=0.456), level of language 
proficiency (p=0.750), previous study abroad (p=0.081), previous employment abroad (p=0.713), type 
of settlement (p=0.100), educational level of the mother (p=0.422) and educational level of the father 
(p=0.371). In research focusing on higher educational students, these variables generally produced 
significant differences (Blaskó & Gödri, 2014; Deákné Dusa, 2017; Fassmann & Musil, 2013; Kley, 
2011; Ruff, 2012; Sik, 2018; Sik & Simonovits, 2002; Siskáné Szilasi & Halász, 2018). A tendency could 
be detected among the examined doctoral students that a greater proportion of men, singles, younger 
students and those coming from larger settlements can settle abroad for shorter or longer periods. 
The greater willingness of men to migrate may be explained by the fact that their social self-image is 
much better suited for adventure and risk-taking compared to women, and are also more motivated 
by the possibility for extra income abroad (Sik, 2018). However, in this circle, sex is the non-
differentiated. Cohabiting and married couples will have to face the higher costs of ending domestic 
status when migrating with a complete family, compared to single people. At the same time, 
typically, at least two adults have to be established in the labour market in this case. This may result 
in higher intentions to migrate among single people (Blaskó & Gödri, 2014; Kley, 2011; Ruff, 2012). 

The higher willingness of young people can be associated with the desire for adventure and 
breaking out. Also, the earlier the stage the person is in, in his/her career, the longer he/she has to 
stay abroad, the more likely he/she will recover the costs of external migration (Blaskó & Gödri, 2014; 
Fassmann & Musil, 2013; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002; Ruff, 2012; Sik, 2018; Sik & Simonovits, 2002). The 
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higher willingness to migrate among people coming from larger cities can result from the fact that 
large cities are more involved in the global labour market, communication and cultural relations than 
those coming from small settlements (Sik, 2018). 

The resources of mobility capital are also used to measure the willingness to migrate (Deákné 
Dusa, 2017; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002; Sik, 2018; Sik & Örkény, 2003). The results of the Chi-square test 
show that, according to the level of self-rated language usage (p=0.750) and previous experience 
abroad (p=0.081), there is no significant difference between those who intend to go abroad and those 
who rejecting it due to strong domestic ties, presumably because the examined doctoral students 
form a homogeneous group in terms of language usage and mobility experience. 

68.1% of PhD respondents speak at least one foreign language, mostly English. Only 14% of 
the respondents had studied abroad for at least four months, and only 7.8% had paid work abroad3.  
Regarding the background of these low rates, it should be noted that due to the incomplete or weak 
network of higher education of the Transtisza region, students learning at the University of Debrecen 
come mainly from this region (Hegedűs, 2015; Teperics, 2003), having lower social status. The 
investigated students were characterized with intergenerational mobility and were not 
predominantly raised in a family where family socialization would have provided favourable 
conditions either for the scientific career or for gaining experience abroad. 51.2% of mothers have at 
least secondary educational certificate, and 37.4% of fathers are non-graduates. Following Sik (2018), 
we examined the relationships of PhD students abroad with the questions ‘Do you have a friend who 
can help you find a job abroad?’ and ‘Do you have an acquaintance who can help you find a place of residence 
abroad?’ In both cases, the Chi-square test showed a significant difference between those who want 
to stay and those who want to go abroad (pjob seeking=0.008; pplace of living=0.025) (Figure 1). Those who 
wish to stay abroad have a larger network of contacts than those who wish to stay, which can be 
explained by the network theory. The existence of networks reduces the risk and costs of migration. 
The reduction can be detected since if there is a connection in the destination country, it can facilitate 
job seeking, access to job and reduces the uncertainty of finding a job. The costs are the highest for 
the first migrants, while the family, friends and relatives who follow them face significantly lower 
costs. All in all, each new (im)migration reduces the migration cost for the next wave and increases 
its connection (Douglas et al., 1993; Sik, 2012; Tilly & Brown, 1967). 

 

 
Chi-square test, p≤0,05. 
Figure 1. The foreign relations of those willing to stay and willing to move abroad. Source: PSQLMA 2017. 
 

In our research, we also examined how the relationship network directly surrounding the 
doctoral student, i.e. embeddedness, influences the intention to migrate. In our study, doctoral 
students' embeddedness is measured along two dimensions which are the index of belonging to a 
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local community and that of the family/friendship system. For the former, membership in sports 
clubs, arts, hobby or leisure clubs, religious affiliation and religiosity defined by Tomka (1973) are 
cumulative. The latter includes marital status, relationship with friends, relatives and acquaintances, 
i.e. frequency of personal meeting and conversation. First, we describe the variables of 
embeddedness. 

According to the self-categorization of doctoral students, 33% of the respondents are religious 
in their own way, with 12% following the teachings of the Church. These values differ from the results 
of research conducted in the region. At least one in two respondent students considers himself/herself 
to be religious in their own way, with about 15% to 25% more strongly attached to the Church 
(Hodossi & Márkus, 2016; Pusztai, 2013). 

Measuring the question ‘Are you a member of a religious community?’, a low level of religious 
commitment can be observed too, as the proportion of respondents who claim to belong to a religious 
community is negligible. 19.3% of the responding doctoral students reported belonging to a religious 
community, but the high non-response rate (26.7%) is also should be noted. 

Patterns of leisure activities, arts, sports, or other hobby groups, professional clubs are 
volunteered but organized communities that are characterized by predetermined rules and principles 
of operation where weak links can be built in order to strengthen individual resources (Huszti, 2014; 
Utasi, 2013; Weber, 1987). 

The surveyed doctoral students are mostly members of leisure organizations and hobby 
groups (22.1%), followed by sports club membership (18.1%) and participation in an artistic group 
(10.8%). We also considered it important to examine the strengths and weaknesses of PhD students 
in their residence. Close family members, relatives and friends are strong bonds while neighbours 
and acquaintances are weak bonds (Granovetter, 1982, 1983). 

Regarding marital status, 42.3% of the doctoral students studied are married, or in 
cohabitation, 27.6% are in a relationship, 27.6% are single, and 2.6% are divorced. 

Regarding the deprivation of friends as an indicator of social isolation, the responding doctoral 
students are not exposed to isolation. 93.9% reported having a friend with whom they can discuss 
any kind of problems, and the proportion of those who do not make any contact outside the family 
is negligible (6.1%). They count on help only within the family, either emotionally or instrumentally. 

The participants are in daily contact with relatives while weekly contact with friends. Of 
course, due to their class-specific isolation, highly educated PhD students establish fewer 
relationships with their neighbours compared to those with low educational level and low status 
(Huszti, 2012). 

After discussing the variables of belonging to a local community and family/friendships, we 
combined the variables and measured how embeddedness as a combined indicator influences the 
intention to migrate. The results of the ANOVA test in Table1 show a significant difference (p=0.039) 
in the embeddedness of those intending to stay and those wishing to go abroad. The average 
embeddedness index of those who want to go abroad is significantly lower than those who want to 
stay in the homeland. 

Based on these, it can be stated that the results of the examined doctoral students correspond 
with the results of some previous researches according to which strong bonding in the immediate 
environment reduces the likelihood of migration (Deákné Dusa, 2017; Haug, 2008; Székely & Pitó, 
2010). 

 
Table 1. The embeddedness of PhD students and the propensity of migration. Source: PSQLMA 2017. 

 Mean N SD 

Those willing to stay 7,1395 43 1,37289 

Those willing to move 6,5088 57 1,58253 

Total 6,7800 100 1,52143 
ANOVA, p≤0,05. 
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Factors such as a higher standard of living, more attractive job opportunities and seeking for better 
financial conditions may be behind the migration potential. 
These are primarily objective motivational factors, but the value and subjective evaluation (courage, 
open-mindedness, risk-taking) of the potential migrant may also be in the background (Horváth & 
Kmetty, 2008). 

The PhD students completing the questionnaire indicated in a 10-item block why they wanted 
to go abroad. Multiple answers were allowed, items were also marked by those wishing to stay. 
Reasons behind the intention to migrate included gaining experience, developing a career, meeting 
new challenges, hope for a better quality of life, family-related reasons, lower costs of living, 
relocation of job, emergency situation, hope for a better livelihood and sparkling social life. 
Among the examined doctoral students, the main reasons were career development (52.9%), gaining 
experience (52.4%), better livelihood (50.8%) and achieving a better quality of life (50.3%). 

5. Summary 

In our study, we investigated the migration potential of PhD students at the University of 
Debrecen. Also, we explored the difference between the two groups, those willing to stay in the 
homeland and those willing to go abroad, based on the PSQLMA 2017 database. Only PhD students 
of the University of Debrecen having active status in the spring semester of 2016/2017 and the autumn 
semester of 2017/2018 were included in the analysed database. 

We examined the percentage of PhD students who considered leaving Hungary for a shorter 
or longer period after completing their academic education. About one in two respondent PhD 
students intend to settle abroad, which is motivated by the challenge, gaining experience, and 
reaching a better quality of life, in addition to financial reasons. The migration intentions of the 
examined doctoral students are independent of gender, age, marital status, source of mobility capital 
and educational level of parents. Groups at risk of migration include those with a migration shell and 
those whose strong and weak bonds at the settlement are not too strong or even missing. 

Funding: This research received no external funding. 
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