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Women's unemployment ratio is lower in Hungary than the average for 
the European Union. Unemployment is higher for women than for men. 
The labor market is inflexible and insecure; the share of part-timers is 
low. The disadvantages of women are manifest in various phenomena. 
Female labor plays a secondary role in the labor market. Women often 
interrupt their careers for childbirth or childrearing. The glass-ceiling 
effect works—women's promotions are limited. The female segments of 
the labor market offer unfavorable conditions. Women are employed at 
the lower levels of the income hierarchy and incomes for the same 
position are generally less well paid for women than for men. 
Opportunities for women to defend their interests are weak and have 
worsened in the transitional period. 
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POLICY BACKGROUND 
 

The labor market situation of Hungarian women has changed 
drastically since 1990. After decades of full employment during the state 
socialist era, when most women of working age held paid, full time 
positions, in 2005 the employment rate among women in Hungary declined 
to one of the lowest of all European Union countries. In 2005, 49.8% of 
women (and 63.1% of men) of the 15-64 year-old age group were gainfully 
employed. While Hungarian women’s unemployment rates are lower than 
those of men, (5.4% compared to 6.1% in 2005), a vast proportion of 
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women are classified as inactive and are not even looking for work any 
more.  

The low activity rates of Hungarian women (52.7% compared to the 
EU rate of 60.1% in 2005) may be explained by a number of factors: the 
state socialist legacy of a low female retirement age and lengthy maternity 
leave periods, an especially large reporting bias due to the significance of 
informal work, an economic crisis which resulted in large scale job loss, a 
backlash against the state socialist emancipation policy which required all 
women to work full time without reducing their reproductive burdens, etc. 
Its consequences are also quite obvious: a significant proportion of 
Hungarian women experience social exclusion and find themselves in a 
dependent, vulnerable position where the prospects of deprivation and 
poverty are real. 

Among those actively engaged in paid work, the position of women 
is far from equal. As in other EU countries women tend to be segregated in 
lower paid and low prestige sectors of the industry, in lower paid positions, 
and in positions with lower levels of power. Average wages in, for example, 
education or health services, where about three fourth of all workers are 
women, are about 20% lower than the overall mean. The gender gap in 
wages is the largest (58%!) in the financial intermediation sector where 
average wages are twice as high as the national mean, demonstrating the 
fact that women are crowded into lower level occupations even in generally 
better paid areas. 

Only about 10% of high level managers and 30% of entrepreneurs 
are women, even though women’s educational attainment and skills are at 
least comparable to those of men. As a result of vertical segregation, the 
gender wage gap is the highest among those with tertiary level education 
(62.5% among college and 74.5% among university grads, and 80% 
overall). Discrimination against women with small children, women of 
childbearing age, as well as older women and ethnic minority women is 
rampant, although undocumented. 

In sum, the employment rates of both men and women are low in 
Hungary, but women’s rate of economic inactivity is especially alarming. In 
addition, women’s overall inferior and segregated position among the 
employed population contribute to their disadvantaged and vulnerable status 
in the labor market. 
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Even though there has been some slight increase in women’s 
employment rate (even relative to men’s) since 1998, it is obvious that the 
labor market left to its own devices will not achieve gender equality in the 
near future. In addition, it is clear that increasing the proportion of the 
economically active population as well as a better use of women’s resources 
would contribute significantly to economic development. In this context, 
and at the initiatives of the European Union, the Hungarian government 
established a handful of strategies and policies to combat discrimination and 
provide at least a semblance of equal opportunities to men and women. 

PARTICIPATION RATE OF WOMEN IN WORKFORCE 

Between 2000 and 2004, the employment rate of women aged 15–64 
years steadily increased in the EU, with a growth rate of 2.1 percentage 
points (see Figure). Over the same period, the female employment rate in 
Hungary remained significantly below the EU average and its growth rate 
stood at only one percentage point. The employment level of Roma women, 
in particular, has not increased since 1993, staying at a remarkably low rate 
of 15%. 

The employment level of people with disabilities was also far below 
the EU average, as it stood at just 9% in 2001, and no comparable data exist 
on the employment rate of women with disabilities. 

Minor differences were found between Hungary and the EU with 
regard to the employment rates of women in the 25–54 age group, which 
constitutes the prime period of working life. However, considerable 
differences are evident in the two marginal age groups, such as the case of 
the youngest group in 2004, as well as that of the oldest group in 2000 (see 
Figure). Female employment in the youngest age group declined from 
29.7% to 20.8% as a result of more women staying longer in education and 
also due to a worsening of the group’s employment prospects. 
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Female employment in Hungary and EU, by age groups, 2000–2004 
(%)

 
Source: European Commission, 2005 

At the same time, the employment rate of older women aged 55–64 
years grew substantially from 13.3% to 25% between 2000 and 2004 
because of the increase in the official retirement age. Nonetheless, 
employment of the 55–64 year age group still remained below the EU 
average, partly due to a large proportion of women availing of various 
retirement schemes in order to avoid redundancy. 

 
INCREASE IN FEMALE UNEMPLOYMENT 

 
At the beginning of the 2000–2004 period, female unemployment in 

Hungary, at 5.6%, was lower than the EU average of 10.2%. Reasons 
behind this apparently better position included the lower retirement age of 
63 years in Hungary compared with that in the EU, widespread early 
retirement and the impact of paid maternity leave. 

By the end of the 2000–2004 period, however, female 
unemployment in Hungary had worsened compared with the EU average, 
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increasing from 5.6% to 6%, and affecting all age groups except women 
aged 25–29 years. The situation of women also deteriorated in comparison 
with men: the unemployment rate of Hungarian women was lower by 1.2 
percentage points than that of men in 2000 but had reached a level of 0.2 
percentage points higher than the proportion for men by 2004. 

 
GENDER DIFFERENCES IN LABOUR MARKET 

 
The labour market position of women was worse than that of men 

between 2000 and 2004. In general, women already enter the labour market 
in a disadvantaged situation, which continues over their entire career. This 
manifests itself in the following ways: 
• difficulties in entering and re-entering the labour market, encountered, 

for instance, in job interviews when women are frequently asked about 
their plans for a family, or in the difficulties experienced by women with 
young children when attempting to re-enter the labour market;  

• gender segregation of the labour market, with women pushed into lower 
hierarchical positions than their male counterparts. Moreover, in 2000, 
48.3% of women worked in female-dominated sectors, which are often 
lower paid, and this proportion had increased further to 49.9% in 2004;  

• unequal opportunities for promotion, which is apparent in the difference 
between the proportion of upper and middle-level managers among men 
(4.2%) and women (2.4%) in 2001;  

• gender differences in wages. In extreme cases, men earned 30–40% 
more in the same position than women did, but more recent data  show 
that the average difference of wages between men and women was 
approximately 10% in 2006.  

 
FAMILY CODE 

 
In a poll undertaken in 2000, 76% of men and 70% of women agreed 

that 'the husband should earn a living and the wife should do the household 
chores." 68% of men and 67% agreed that 'the full time employment strains 
the life of the family’. The continuity of these traditional perceptions 
explain why women face difficulties in entering the labour market and in re-
entering after leave periods. Moreover, the responsibility for raising children 
is also seen in Hungary as a woman's job.  

http://www.eurohirek.hu/modul.asp?name=cikk&file=article&sid=549
http://www.eurohirek.hu/modul.asp?name=cikk&file=article&sid=549
http://www.axel.hu/cikk/axel.hu/46457
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Hungary stands out in international comparison as a country that 
offers relatively generous options for taking time off to raise children on a 
full-time basis. As a result, the gap between the employment rates for 
women with children and those without is relatively wide. Hungary also has 
the lowest female participation rate in comparison with other central and 
eastern European countries. Women’s inactivity rates reach over 80% for 
households with at least one child aged below three years. At the same time, 
the proportion of children under the age of three attending childcare 
institutions is comparatively low. 

EMPLOYMENT 
The female employment rate in Hungary remained significantly 

below the EU and OECD average and the employment level of Roma 
women, in particular, has not increased since 1993, staying at 15%. Women 
remain in low-management (and consequently less well-paid) positions, and 
are less likely to enter management: in 2004, the proportion of women in 
managing positions stood at 35% compared with 65% of men (Eurostat 
Labour Force Survey). With regard to high-level management of top 
companies in Hungary, the proportion of women was around 13% in 2004 
and they earned up to 40% less in the same position than men did. 50 
leading companies in Hungary employ three times more men than women. 

 
EDUCATION 

 
In general, the level of schooling attainment is somewhat higher 

among women than in men in Hungary. Girls are over-represented in 
secondary education, favouring grammar to vocational schools. In contrast 
surveys have shown that some 35-40 % of Roma women have not 
completed primary school. The proportion of women in higher education as 
well as among those holding degrees from tertiary education exceeds that of 
men. Some 58 % of students in higher education are women. 55% of 
students at university level are women.  Men make up a higher proportion 
only at the highest (PhD) level of education; in 2005/6, 47 % of the PhD 
students are women. Some 70 % of students in tertiary teacher training in 
Hungary are women, while they make up less than 10 % of engineer 
students. Women make up some 60 % of those studying law and economics, 
67 % and 54 % of those studying management and medical sciences, 
respectively.  
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Women gained partial suffrage in 1919 and full suffrage in 1945. 
Today, in three out of the four parties in Parliament the proportion of 
women among the members of the supreme organs of the parties varies 
between 0 % and 10 %. The Hungarian Socialist Party is the only exception. 
After the elections in 2002 a total of only 35 women MPs (9.1 % of all MPs) 
started working in the Hungarian Parliament.  

 
SUMMARY 

 
In general terms, the unequal status of women in the labour market is linked 
to lower wages, less involvement in management and decision-making, 
lower prestige and a greater risk to their jobs and higher levels of 
unemployment. Eliminating the 'gender contract' is a long-term business, 
however, and primarily requires a change in the traditional view in society 
of the division of work in the family whereby men and women are equally 
able to perform both roles. In terms of practical effect, there is real 
significance to be found in employment policy instruments (supporting 
women to improve their 'value' on the job market through training and 
broadening women’s professional experience to include untraditional 
occupations), in social policy instruments (helping put in place the 
conditions allowing for a better work-family balance and providing child 
care to facilitate the running of a household) and also in the state’s family 
policy in the area of family planning, etc.  

Between 2000 and 2004, Hungarian women were in a worse position 
than women in the EU, although they seemed to have less chance of being 
registered as unemployed. The unfavourable conditions of women in the 
labour market could be changed by implementing an employment policy 
which takes into consideration the requirements of gender mainstreaming. 
However, at present, Hungarian employment policy does not address 
sufficiently the gender aspect, as emphasised in the European Employment 
Strategy.  

The improvement of female employment and its conditions do not 
appear to be a priority in Hungary at the moment, which is currently 
experiencing a difficult economic and political climateand in western 
Europe, including a number of specific aspects relating to the social and 
legal status of women: legislation and work regulations, the phenomenon of 
'women’s work' and its significance, the structure and division of labour, the 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/GENDERMAINSTREAMING.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/EUROPEANEMPLOYMENTSTRATEGY.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/EUROPEANEMPLOYMENTSTRATEGY.htm
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concept of family and work roles, informal patterns of social conduct or 
behaviour, to what extent women play an active or passive role in securing 
equal opportunities on the job market and the timing of changes in this area. 

 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
1.JAUMOTTE, FRED: Women and work – Resolving the Riddle. = 

OECD Observer, 248. sz. márc. p. 9-11. 2005 
2.KONCZ, KATALIN: A nők munkaerő-piaci helyzete az ezredfordulón 

Magyarországon = Statisztikai Szemle, 82. évfolyam, 12. szám, p. 
1093-1105. 2004 

3.MEES, HELENE: Túl a nemek közötti szakadékon: nőket a vezetésbe! = 
Világgazdaság, március 8. p. 5. 2007 

4.NAGY, ÉVA: A munkaerőpiaci diszkrimináció vizsgálata 
Magyarországon és az Európai Unióban. Kutatási Fórum, Budapest, 
2004 

5.NESPOROVA, ANN: Why unemployment remains so high in central and 
eastern Europe. = Emloyment Paper, 43. sz. International Labour 
Office, Genf, 2002 

6.RUHM, JAMES: Parental live and child health. = Journal of Health 
Economics, 19. sz. p. 931-960. 2000 

 


	SUMMARY

