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Studies dealing with the concept of the family, its situation 
and its future focus on the various subfields, according to the 
established scientific method. In contrast, Axioma’s researchers 
wish to provide a comprehensive picture of the situation of 
families in Hungary. The simultaneous interpretation of the 
family’s sociological, cultural, religious, biological, legal, and 
economic dimensions meets the requirements of the holistic 
approach derived from a traditional Christian perspective as 
well as those of academic rigor. This volume is a fundamental 
summary for professional debate, but can also be recommended 
as an introduction to anyone interested in the situation of 
Hungarian families, whether out of mere curiosity.

DR. MÁTÉ BOTOS
Head of Department, Associate Professor

Pázmány Péter Catholic University,
Institute of International and Political Science,

Department of Political Science



In this volume, readers will find an important and thorough 
summary. It is important, because the family, as the cradle of 
society, deserves to have a place in public discourse and it is 
thorough, because the authors’ interdisciplinary approach can 
form a worthy foundation and starting point for this topic.

Written with academic rigor yet in an accessible style, this 
study offers much more than the facts. It provides a perspective 
and context which can help one make sense of the societal, 
demographic, economic, legal, political, and even health-related 
phenomena of our age as related to the family, in harmony 
with our Christian worldview, while also serving as a guide to 
further reflection.

One of its particular strengths is its analytical, evaluative 
approach, which goes beyond a mere list of tools and results to 
interpret the effects of the answers offered to these phenomena. 
Its review of the international situation is of particular value, 
as it presents the differences arising from cultural, historical, 
economic and political deviations in addition to the univer
sality of the family. In so doing, it places even greater emphasis 
on the similarities and universality of the interpretations 
based on the Christian value system. It is certain to awake in 
the reader a thirst for further discourse, whether in their local 
community or in society at large. 

I wholeheartedly recommend it to both a professional 
audience and the general public. 

DR. SAROLTA MOLNÁR
Associate Professor 

Pázmány Péter Catholic University
Faculty of Law and Political Sciences

Department of Private Law



No one has as great an impact on a person as their parents.  
We learn much more from them than we think. A healthy 
relationship with our parents is essential in order to be able to 
live an integrated human life. Paying attention to this and 
healing these relationships helps us live a truly authentic life. 
The view we form of our parents affects our relationship with 
God just as the first, early experiences gained from them affect 
our entire life. If anything significant is lacking in our relation
ship with them or if these relationships are damaged and our 
view of our father or mother becomes distorted, we have to 
reckon with its unforeseeable consequences for the rest of our 
lives. This volume does not treat of these connections, but the 
principles articulated within it aim to assist in creating such an 
environment, which can serve as a home for our comprehensive 
human flourishing.

DR. LÁSZLÓ GÁJER
Head of Institute, Professor

Pázmány Péter Catholic University,
Faculty of Theology

Second Department of Christian Philosophy
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1. Introduction

The family is an essential reality. Although throughout history 
it has effectively functioned as the basic unit of societies, in 
the last centuries, its importance, role and even whether it is  
a positive phenomenon have been called into question. In 
response to the consequences of the disintegration of families 
and declining fertility rates, an 
increasing number of contem
porary right-wing parties have 
begun to champion the cause  
of families and to implement 
family policy measures. In these 
turbulent times, it is important for Christians to develop 
their position so that they can assert Christian values 
effectively at both the individual and societal levels.

A proper understanding of the situation is required in order 
to be able to develop such a position.1 Assessing the situation of 
Hungarian families and family policy is, however, an extremely 
complex task. The theoretical part of this study offers an over
view of Christian teaching on the family, providing an ethical 
foundation. The analytical part of the study takes a broad 
approach and complements the usual analytical perspectives 
(i.e., the legal, demographic, and economic fields) with the 
discussion of other, cultural and health-related, topics. Finally, 
we will offer a few supplementary suggestions and priorities, 
in addition to the conclusions drawn in the analytical part. 

THEY CAN EFFECTIVELY  
ASSERT CHRISTIAN VALUES  
AT BOTH THE INDIVIDUAL  
AND SOCIETAL LEVELS

”
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1. Introduction

Before beginning this examination, it is worth asking an 
important question: what goal is our social life oriented to? 
Salvation is a primary goal for Christians. It is not without 
reason that Christian political and social thinkers distinguish 
the (transcendent) primary goal from (immanent) secondary 
goals. This is necessary because without a proper source of 
light, we go astray not just in darkness but also in dusk. 
Christian family policy must define the secondary goals on 
the basis of the primary one. This does not mean that the 

secondary goals are of no 
importance: it is important 
for many—or at least 
enough—children to be 
born and material well-
being is important as well. 
It is likewise essential that 
these secondary issues not 

be approached in a narrow manner, whether demographic, 
economic, cultural, or health-related. A Christian integrative 
approach is needed, which is capable of addressing these 
secondary goals side by side so that we can ultimately come 
closer to the primary goal. The key to this approach is to 
represent the principle of the sanctity of life, the 
constitutional protection of marriage, subsidiarity, and the 
dignity of work and the home as firmly as possible. The goal 
of our study on Hungarian families and family policy is to 
grasp the theoretical but also practically applicable foundations 
of a Christian integrative family policy. 

IT SHOULD REPRESENT THE 
PRINCIPLE OF THE SANCTITY OF 

LIFE, THE CONSTITUTIONAL 
PROTECTION OF MARRIAGE, 

SUBSIDIARITY, AND THE  
DIGNITY OF WORK AND HOME

“
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2. Christianity and the Family

2.1. Terminology

Ideally, the beginning and foundation of family and society2 
is marriage.3 Throughout history, marriage has served 
numerous social purposes, namely, fertility and economic, 
diplomatic, and tribal goals,4 as well as the restriction of the 
forms of sexual freedom with a socially destabilizing effect.5 
Among all these purposes, however, having children has always 
and everywhere been a constant, fundamental element.6

According to the definition of the Roman jurist Modes
tinus, marriage is the relationship between a man and a 
woman, a partnership for life, a community in accordance 
with divine and human law.7 This definition is effectively 
identical with the approach of treating marriage as a category 
of natural law. Accordingly, the description of natural law  
in Roman Catholic 
Canon Law speaks 
of “the matrimonial 
covenant, by which 
a man and a woman 
establish between themselves a partnership of the whole  
of life and which is ordered by its nature to the good of  
the spouses and the procreation and education of offspring.”8

MARRIAGE IS THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN A MAN AND A WOMAN,  
A LIFELONG PARTNERSHIP

”
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2. Christianity and the Family

The existence and concept of the institution of marriage 
predate modern state law, yet marriage and the family are both 
subjects of positive constitutional law and enjoy its protection.

The essential elements of marriage—its lifelong, 
monogamous nature and its close connection to creating a 
family—have been established since before recorded history, 

even if certain cultures have 
permitted some deviation from 
their ideal of marriage to a 
certain extent. Our study 
considers as normative the 
definition of family that exists 

in natural law: “A man and a woman united in marriage, 
together with their children, form a family.”9

2.2. Christianity, marriage, family

The very first pages of Scripture state that God created man 
and woman in His own image and likeness.10 The Creator 
blessed the first human couple and told them to be fruitful11 
and to fill the earth and take dominion of it.12 Woman and 
man are equal to each other and were created for each other 
by God.13 The man leaves his father and mother for the woman 
and cleaves to her and they shall become one flesh.14

Jesus Christ, the second divine person, was born into a 
family,15 was an obedient child to his earthly parents and was 
ready to take part in the family life of his contemporaries. He 

A MAN AND A WOMAN  

UNITED IN MARRIAGE,  

TOGETHER WITH THEIR  

CHILDREN, FORM A FAMILY

“
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2. Christianity and the Family

held women’s dignity, intellectual abilities, and free will in 
high regard and showed particular respect towards children.16 
With his divine authority, he reaffirmed that the Creator’s plan 
for marriage was, from “the beginning,” directed towards the 
unbreakable unity of the spouses.17

The Savior performed his first miracle at a wedding feast.18 
A key point is that since God is love,19 the human beings 
created in his image and likeness are also ordained for love.20 
However, as a consequence of original sin, the vocations of 
man and woman are also marked by difficulties.21

Although marriage is a natural institution,22 the patriarchs 
and kings, subject to the rule of sin, did not explicitly reject 
polygamy and Moses even permitted a man to divorce his 
wife.23 The pagan peoples of the Greco-Roman world often 
passed laws against the nature of marriage and confusion 
broke out within the institution of marriage as well. The man 
gained ownership over his wife and could treat her as an 
object to be used either to satisfy his sexual desires or for 
procreation.24 Extramarital sex was extremely cheap and the 
masses of child slaves captured by the 
victorious Roman legions provided plentiful 
supply.25 It was in response to this cruel 
reality that (St.) Paul called men to love their 
wives as Christ loved the Church, He who 
sacrificed Himself for her.26 Paul emphasized that spouses 
bear mutual responsibility for the expressions of sexuality 
within their marriage, which, incidentally, he recommended 
as a remedy for sexual sin.27 Paul also taught that extramarital 

THEY SHALL  
BECOME  
ONE FLESH

”
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2. Christianity and the Family

sex, adultery, prostitution, and same-sex intercourse are 
immoral.28

The principles that have influenced Western family law the 
most to this day were developed by Church Father (St.) 
Augustine in the 5th century. The Bishop of Hippo viewed 
sexual desire with worry due to the possibility of falling into 
sin, but he spoke out in defense of the goodness of the body.

His most important teaching on this topic concerns the 
benefits of marriage, which are children, fidelity, and indis
solubility.29 During the 13th century, (St.) Thomas Aquinas 
confirmed the sacramental nature of marriage. He supported 
the Augustinian view of marriage, but also taught that this 
relationship protects women and children, thereby promoting 
the common good. From this it follows that the state has a 
role in the development of regulation in protection of 
marriage.30 If one looks East, then Church Father (St.) John 
Chrysostom deserves particular attention. He also emphasized 
the importance of sex and “companionship” within marriage.31 
Within Catholic tradition, it was not until the Second Vatican 

Council that marriage was 
formally described as a “com
munity of love.”32

Christian, and within it 
Catholic, teaching continues  
to uphold the particular im

portance of the family founded on marriage.33 The family is 
the cradle of faith, prayer, virtue, education, solidarity and 
love.34 After his election, Pope Leo XIV declared that the 

THE STATE HAS A ROLE  

IN THE DEVELOPMENT  

OF REGULATION IN 

PROTECTION OF MARRIAGE

“
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2. Christianity and the Family

family is founded on the stable covenant between man and 
woman, that it constitutes a small society that precedes civil 
society, and that it must be supported by the leaders of 
governments in the interest of harmonious and peaceful 
coexistence.35 He also emphasized that marriage is not some 
kind of ideal, but rather is the measure of true love between 
man and woman and that the family is a special place of 
encounter with Jesus.36
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3. Legal Implications  
of Marriage and the Family

3.1. Protection of the institution  
of marriage

Numerous states establish the most important regulations and 
concepts pertaining to marriage and the family at the 
constitutional level.37 The Fundamental Law of Hungary states 
that marriage is a life partnership established between a 
man and a woman based on a voluntary (free) decision.38 
The National Avowal (the preamble to the Fundamental Law) 
also affirms the family as the most important framework of 
living together, thereby elevating it alongside the nation. It 
does not, however, mention the institution of marriage.

The Fundamen
tal Law makes it 
clear that marriage 
is a covenant bet
ween a man and a 
woman. This con

dition, self-evident from natural law,39 was no doubt included 
with a “preventative” intent,40 given that an increasing number 
of states are opening the possibility of civil marriage to same 
sex couples. This phenomenon, described by Pope Francis as 
an “anthropological regression,”41 poses a challenge to the 
institution of marriage. According to its traditional definition, 

MARRIAGE IS A LIFE PARTNERSHIP 

ESTABLISHED BETWEEN A MAN  

AND A WOMAN BASED ON  

A VOLUNTARY (FREE) DECISION

“
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3. Legal Implications of Marriage and the Family

marriage is directed towards creating a family. The regulation 
of marriage considers it more important to create a secure 
framework for the upbringing of the children to be born than 
to serve emotional connection.42

Marriage, which ‘by its nature’ involves the creation of  
a family, has never presumed the fertility of the given couple. 
The fertile tension between the complementary male and 
female natures still belongs to the essence of marriage even in 
the case of a married couple without children. Marriage as a 
covenant between man and woman is a value in itself.

The law mandates the 
protection of marriage 
(and the family) due to 
their inherent value and 
dignity as well.43 It thereby 
indicates that marriage and the family are not deserving of 
protection solely due to their reproductive role and that the 
reason for this protection ought not to be sought in the fruits 
of the institution of marriage. 

The stability of the family is therefore no trivial matter for 
the state, nor is the question of whether the couple lives in a 
civil marriage or as cohabiting partners. The state has no right 
to restrict the freedom of the latter, but what it should protect 
on the basis of the Fundamental Law is marriage. This also 
means that it does not equate marriage with cohabitation.44  
It is the duty of the state to protect existing marriages and 
to create a legal environment which incentivizes its citizens 
to get married and have families.
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Since there is no such thing as a marriage which is tied to 
certain conditions, a marriage made with the possibility of  
its dissolution—which is made for a certain period of time  
or which can be “dissolved” by one of the parties—cannot be 
made either. In other words, neither the right to remarriage 
nor the right to divorce can be deduced from the right to 
marriage.

Whether the right to marry “is revived” upon the cessation of 
marriage—whether through dissolution—is another question. 
Although Hungarian practice has become accustomed to 
allowing a quick dissolution of marriage on the grounds of the 
parties’ will, it still occurs through a lawsuit. In other words, 
the judiciary exercises control over the parties’ free decision, 
thereby representing the interests of the marriage (and of the 
weaker party) as well. Marriage is by its nature a lifelong 
union even if marriages frequently fall apart. 

The “negative side” of the freedom to marry arises precisely 
from free will: marriage requires the free decision of a man 

and a woman, i.e., no one can be forced to 
enter marriage. Neither engagement nor the 
existence of a child together constitutes a 
legal obligation to marry. In a broader sense, 
the freedom to marry can be seen as the 

freedom to choose one’s marital status. However, this right 
does not necessarily extend to changing this state. 

Marriage is a community of solidarity. Spouses owe 
fidelity to each other and are obliged to cooperate and support 
each other “in pursuit of their common goals.”45 The obligation 
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of fidelity does not consist solely of refraining from adultery.  
It also includes an active duty, namely, the preservation of  
the marital community. The law elevates moral obligations  
to the level of law without attaching legal sanctions to 
neglecting these duties in themselves. Although many couples 
have rights to separate property as a consequence of a 
prenuptial agreement, marriage is governed, in economic 
terms, by a system of community property and a community 
of property exists between the spouses.

Even after they no longer live together, the question of 
financial support may arise between spouses or former 
spouses.46

The Civil Code also enshrines the principle of equality 
between the spouses: “In matters of marital life and the 
family, the spouses are equal before the law; their rights 
and obligations are equal.”47

The protection of the institution of marriage requires not 
only the preservation of the legal institution but also that the 
state play an active role in 
supporting the institution 
of marriage. Marriage is the 
state of life of the majority 
of the population. The state 
may therefore consider 
supporting it to be part of 
its socio-political role, whether it promotes it within the 
framework of public education, public service information 
campaigns or other programmes.
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3.2. Protecting the family

Compared to marriage as a legal institution which has a precise 
definition, the concept of the family is more flexible, as it is not 
primarily a legal institution.48 Article L(1) of the Fundamental 
Law defines marriage or the parent-child relationship as the 
foundation of the family. However, it refrains from defining 
the family as such. 

The two institutions—marriage and the family—cannot 
be confused with each other. A marriage entered into with 
the intention of creating a family is not yet a family: the 
married couple becomes a family through the gift of children. 
The Fundamental Law avoids taking a position regarding the 
composition of the family as well. A family with one parent 
—whether that parent is a widow(er) or is single for another 
reason—would be regarded as an incomplete family in the 
traditional meaning of the word, but this question is outside 

the law. The parent-child relation
ship creates a family bond in itself. 
The constitutional protection of the 
family certainly cannot be enforced 
against the parent who lives sepa
rately because the Fundamental Law 

recognises the existence of a family bond with respect to this 
parent as well. The concept of the family in the narrower sense 
of the word presumes an economic relationship. In other words, 
the child who enters marriage and starts a family thereby leaves 
the family of his/her parents. The perspective of the family and 
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the primacy of the child’s interests may take precedent over 
individual interests. This faces many challenges in our age.49

As recognized by the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the family is the natural, fundamental unit of 
society. The family community possesses intrinsic dignity. 
“The family has vital and organic links with society, since it is 
its foundation and nourishes it continually through its role of 
service to life: it is from the family that citizens come to birth 
and it is within the family that they find the first school of the 
social virtues that are the animating principle of the existence 
and development of society itself.”50

According to its most general definition, the family is a 
community of life based on free will, with at least two members, 
connected by a true relationship, caring and dependence, and 
in which all parties have clearly defined rights and—with the 
exception of the children—duties.51 The family is therefore 
primarily an emotional and economic community, which 
results in ties of kinship and which establishes obligations of 
support. The family is an institution which precedes the law, 
which the law surrounds with regulations without making it  
a subject of the law itself. This definition, which emphasizes 
the family’s nature as a community of life—an emotional and 
economic community—also reflects the fact that, in line with 
the Western cultural model, Hungarian law primarily defines 
the family as the nuclear family. A broader definition of the 
family, which includes several generations and perhaps even a 
wider network of kinship, is also accepted from a sociological 
perspective. Although Article L of the Fundamental Law 
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highlights the family’s reproductive role, Act CCXI of 2011 on 
the Protection of Families (Csvt.) establishes, at the theoretical 
level, that the family also deserves protection by virtue of its 
inherent dignity.

The family, in its form of a constitutional value, requires 
the development of a family-friendly social environment in 
all areas of social and economic life, beyond the support and 
protection of individual families.52 Shaping social attitudes is 

partially the responsibility of the state, which 
can achieve this through modifying the legal 
system, using public administration, and 
guiding various areas of public service, 
including media service providers,53 as well as 
through the system of public education.54

The fact that a significant number of Hungarian citizens do 
not enter marriage and that a large proportion of the country’s 
children are born outside wedlock cannot be ignored.55 
Nevertheless, the constitutional provisions on these areas lead 
to the conclusion that the Fundamental Law—like the 
previous Constitution and human rights documents—
protects marriage and the family with regard to each other, 
due to the strong connection between the two institutions: 
marriage is generally seen to be the basis of the family.56

The Constitutional Court established at the very beginning 
of its operation that the family (together with marriage) is the 
most fundamental and natural community of the citizens who 
constitute society.57 The Fundamental Law does not neglect 
the fact that a marriage is a “potential family.” Naturally, the 
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state cannot exercise guardianship over its citizens’ lifestyle 
choices, but it has a constitutional obligation to protect the 
unity of marriages and families and to make them a promoted 
and supported framework of living together. 

As the basis of society, marriage and the family are 
institutions deserving of protection and support due to their 
inherent value, not their use to society. This does not mean, 
however, that they do not have a relevant role as regards 
reproduction. Europe’s population policy has been facing the 
challenge of maintaining population levels for decades, an aim 
which is the legitimate goal of every state’s social policy.58

It is natural that the stability 
of romantic relationships, includ
ing marriages, and support for 
families are closely connected to 
the incentivization of having 
children. The Fundamental Law 
establishes support for having 
children in a separate paragraph 
within the section which speaks 
out in defense of marriage.59 This signifies both the close 
connection of the two and also the distinction between them: 
having children is not deserving of support only in the case of 
married couples. Further, the parent-child relationship creates 
a family relationship regardless of the nature of the relationship 
between the parents.

Not only must the state not allow people living in a family to 
be disadvantaged in favor of those who choose a different life
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style, especially those who do not have children as a matter of 
personal choice, but supporting the former is a goal of the state. 
Marriage and family are preferred lifestyle choices for the 
state.60 This preference is not arbitrary. It is based on natural 
law and conforms to the framework within which the great 
majority of society has lived for generations. The law is right to 
take as its starting point the supposition that the majority of 
the younger generations will choose marriage as their way of 
life, i.e. that it is not one of many equally valid choices but 
rather the normative rule from which alternative lifestyles, 
which naturally cannot be restricted, deviate as exceptions.

The Fundamental Law establishes the protection of the 
families from several perspectives. On the one hand, it 
mandates certain measures for the protection of families.61

On the other, it requires the 
acceptance of a special Cardinal 
Act for the protection of families62 
and even refers to family farms in 
regard to the protection of natural 

resources, particularly arable land. The Fundamental Law 
requires the cost of raising children to be taken into account 
in regard to public burdens.63 The state may not place families 
in such a socially disadvantageous position that their 
obligations to the state would render spouses incapable of 
rendering their obligations of solidarity to each other or parents 
of fulfilling their duty of care towards their children.64
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in Hungary

In order to understand the situation of Hungarian families, a 
comprehensive approach is required. It is essential to become 
acquainted with the main demographic indicators that affect 
families,65 but this study will also examine several key questions 
of economic, cultural and health policy which exercise a signi
ficant impact on the life of Hungarian families. Its aim is to 
provide a brief summary of the key topics and to provide insights 
which can improve the situation of Hungarian families. 

4.1. The main demographic trends

4.1.1. Live birth—fertility

One of the positive developments of the 2010s in Hungary 
was the rise of the total fertility rate (TFR)66 from its low 
point of 1.23 in 2011 through a steady increase to a value of 
1.61 in 2021.67 The change in the number of live births was 
less significant, given the continuous decrease in the number 
of women who give birth. However, the 2021 peak of approx. 
93,000 live births is still a significant improvement over the 
approx. 88,000 from 2011. Briefly put, fewer women had more 
children, but, as reported by Századvég, “the significant rise in 
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Hungary’s fertility rate counter-balances the decrease of the 
childbearing population, though it was only able to result in a 
moderate increase in the number of births.”68

One reason for the increase, beyond the “catching up” 
which occurred after the recession of 2008–2009, was the 
predictable period of economic growth that followed it. 
Another was the family policy initiatives taken by the Orbán 
government (an analysis of which can be found in Chapter 5).

Figure 1. Number of live births between 1990 and 202469
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Hungary climbed from bottom place in the European 
rankings in 2011 to above the European average (1.46) in 2022 
and has settled in the middle of the rankings. At a regional 
level, the Hungarian data for 2022 (1.55) is below Slovakia’s 
1.57 and Czechia’s 1.64 but above Poland’s 1.27.70

Significant differences exist at a regional, county and 
district level in live births and the TFR alike. The 2023 
results show Budapest to have the lowest TFR (1.17) and the 
counties Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén and Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg 
the highest (1.82).71 Further differences exist at the district 
level and many have pointed out the relevance of settlement 
size (small villages usually had higher birth rates).72

Figure 2. Total fertility rate by county (2023)73
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The average age of women giving birth is also increasing 
each year in Hungary.74 At the time of the regime change, 
they were 23 years old on average at the birth of their first 
child and 25.67 at the birth of their children in general. In 
comparison, by 2023, these numbers had risen to 29.24 and 
30.54, respectively. Over the course of thirty-five years, the 
birth of the first child was delayed by more than six years 
—regarding the mother’s age.75 Naturally, it is worth taking  
a look at the details behind the average as well.76

Figure 3. Average age of women at first birth between 2001 and 202477
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Significant differences can be observed in the level of educa
tion completed, regarding the rate and time of birth as well as 
the extent of the increase that occurred in the 2010s. Those 
with only a primary education tend to have children earlier 
(but also later as well) and are characterized by a higher fertility 
rate. Their fertility patterns have hardly changed. Those with a 
secondary education but without a matura exam have children 
at both a young and an older age, and their fertility pattern is 
concentrated at the ages of 23-24. It is this group that registered 
the greatest increase in fertility between 2011 and 2022.

Those with a secondary education and a matura exam are 
most fertile around the ages of 29-30. They also experienced 
significant growth in fertility during the 2010s. Those with a 
tertiary education give birth later. Their fertility increased 
during their 30s, but to a lesser extent than those of the other 
groups. Their fertility patterns have effectively remained 
unchanged.78

Is it possible to identify the factors with the greatest 
effect on the TFR? Demographer Géza Tóth has determined 
five clearly identifiable statements. He claims that “spatially 
lagged explanatory variables have the greatest effect. This means 
that the country has high-fertility hotspots, where the TFR is 
higher (independently of the other variables examined). It is 
likely that districts with a higher TFR are also bordered by 
districts with a higher TFR.”79

The existence of this phenomenon (namely, the presence 
of high-fertility hotspots) has already been demonstrated. 
Journalist Anita Élő emphasizes the importance of taking into 
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account the variation among districts in addition to those 
among the counties.80

She uses a comparison of the data for 2013 and 2020 to 
show that some districts experienced an exceptionally high 
increase in the number of births: 30% in Sárospatak District 
in Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén County, 18% in the area of Szikszó 
and 29% in Hajdúnánási in Hajdú-Bihar County. Among 
county seats, the town of Győr, with its 17% increase, is worth 
mentioning.81 The regional variations among the data show 
that in order to be able to draw the necessary conclusions 
—whether descriptive or suggestive—one (also) needs to 
concentrate on smaller spatial units. Tóth’s line of reasoning is 
that different strategies of encouraging people to have children 
would bear fruit in the different regions, as opposed to merely 
launching general, national campaigns.82

According to Tóth, the second largest positive effect on 
the increasing TFR was exercised by mothers with three or 

more children and the third by 
the proportion of Romani women 
within the total population. The 
latter is worth interpreting with 
care, because although the Romani 
population have a higher TFR than 
the general population,83 sometimes 
“districts with a higher concentra

tion of Romani do not have a large population” and “many 
districts with a lower Romani population have a high TFR.”84 
The fourth measurable effect is religiosity, which has a positive 
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impact on fertility. However, due to its small size, this group 
is unable to exercise a significant impact on a societal level.85

The final—and least significant—factor is per capita 
income. This has a negative impact on fertility: “fertility 
increases with the decrease of personal income.”86 

Demographic challenges would still have arisen even if the 
fundamentally positive developments had persisted, at least in 
the short term. One of the most serious of these challenges is 
that the number of women who give birth has fallen from 2.4 
million to 2.2 million.87 This factor is exacerbated by the 
trends of previous decades, such as the constant decrease in 
the number of births, a death rate that is high by Western 
European standards and a moderate net emigration rate.88 The 
Hungarian population has been in decline since 1981. The 
easy-to-remember population figure of 10 million from a 
few decades ago has decreased to 9.5 million by 2025. The 
trends in certain regions, such as Békés County, are even more 
worrying, due to emigration both domestically and abroad.89 
Furthermore, the increasingly aging population will eventually 
force lawmakers to transform social security and health 
services (or to encourage migration). 

In light of these developments, the recent rapid drop in 
the TFR has been even more alarming: it decreased to 1.51 
in 2023 and 1.38 in 2024.90 The decrease is naturally also 
visible in the number of live births, which fell to about 88,500 
in 2022, 85,000 in 2023 and 77,500 in 2024. The latter is only 
82% of the peak value achieved in 2021. The general reasons 
for this fall include demographic processes (e.g., the continuing 
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decline of the number of women of childbearing age) and  
the factors which lessen childbearing intentions (which are 
typically a combination of effects).

Figure 4. Total fertility rate between 1990 and 202491

Naturally, many reasons exist for the latter. Spéder’s analysis 
of four contributing factors provides some points of reference 
but reveals both the complexity of the issue and the lack of  
a straightforward answer.
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According to the sociologist, interpreting the decrease as  
a direct consequence of Covid-19, whether due to fear over 
the virus or uncertainty regarding the vaccines might be an 
obvious choice. However, the analysis of monthly TFR data 
indicates that the decline began in late 2019. The same holds 
true of the negative economic trends after 2021: the increase 
of (food) inflation was significant in itself (over 20% in July 
2022), resulting in a subsequent decline in the consumer 
confidence index as well. This does not explain the previous 
shift, but may be connected to the monthly decrease in the 
TFR since April 2023. The third 
explanation is that the rise of the 
TFR from its low point ‘ran out 
of steam’, as often happens to 
increases which are supported by 
a family policy in former socialist countries. The fourth is a 
change that may be interpreted as part of a European—or 
global—trend that began in 2021, as the TFR has fallen  
in almost every single country, as a consequence of the 
economic downturn and, presumably, rising inflation.92  
A change in these circumstances may naturally result in a 
reversal of this trend, which would ultimately “merely” result 
in couples delaying having children for the most part. 
However, such a delay can never be entirely made up, 
especially given that the decline of 2021–2022 was mostly 
limited to 35–39 year olds, who have a significantly lesser 
chance of making up for lost time.93

THE FERTILITY RATE  
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4.1.2. Marriages

The development of the number of marriages to some extent 
resembles the trend in the TFR: steady growth from a low 
point to a peak in 2021, followed by a significant drop in the 
last three years. Roughly 35,500 marriages were registered  
in 2010 and 72,000 in 2021, representing a doubling in the 
number of marriages in a decade.94 The last time such an 
increase was recorded was in 1986. The government’s family 
policy, including its financial incentives, undoubtedly contri
buted to this increase. Demographers Zsolt Spéder and Lívia 
Murinkó emphasize the growth in the total first marriage rate 
(TFMR), which shows “the likelihood of someone marrying 
over the course of their life, if a given year’s age-specific 
tendency to marry stayed constant.”95 TFMR was at 77% in 
the 1990s, then cohabitation and the delaying of marriages 
caused it to drop to 45% by 1998. It remained around 40% 
until 2014, then rose sharply until 2021, with a value of 101%. 
This means that every single man and woman in Hungary 
would marry at least once over the course of their lives. The 
last time this happened was in the 1970s and it is outstanding 
even at the international level.96

In 2023, the average age for a first marriage in Hungary 
was 33.5 for men (37.5 across all marriages) and 30.9 for 
women (34.6 across all marriages). 

Regarding first marriages, in 1990, both men and women 
married nine years earlier on average.97 Differences in the 
average age at marriage can also be observed among counties: 
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the average age is highest in Zala County (the men are 38.9 and 
the women are 35.9 years old) and lowest in Szabolcs-Szatmár-
Bereg (the men are 34 and the women are 31.2 years old).98 
The increased nuptiality (which was the most pronounced 
among 20–39 year olds) did not reduce the average age of 
subsequent marriages either, since the average age remained 
effectively the same.99

Figure 5. Average age at first marriage between 2001 and 2023100
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The increase in the number of marriages led to a sharp 
drop in the number of children born out of wedlock, a 
number that had previously been growing for decades. 24.3% 
of live births in 2023 were outside wedlock, down from about 
48% in 2015.101 Married couples still account for the largest 
group regarding people’s marital status, at 43.3%. A third of 
the population (34.6%) is single, 12.3% are divorced and 9.8% 
are widowed.102

The negative tendencies of the last few years have caught 
up with marriages as well, leading to a decrease in both the 
number of marriages and the TFMR. About 46,500 marriages 
were registered in 2024, which represents a significant drop 
from the 2021 peak of about 72,000. However, this is still 
above the value of 2015. Apart from a few smaller deviations, 
the proportion of those who remarry has remained stable over 
the past 40 years at between 28% and 31%.103

It is important to clarify that 
marriage is usually preceded by 
cohabitation: in the period between 
2010 and 2017, 5.8% of couples who 
married by the age of 30 had not 
previously lived together, down from 
75.7% over the past 40 years.104 

Murinkó further emphasizes that cohabitation lasted for a 
shorter period of time in the 1980s, being seen as a kind of 
“trial marriage.” In the 1990s and the 2000s, however, co
habitation became the alternative to marriage. The family 
policy initiatives of the mid-2010s led cohabiting couples to 
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marry quicker.105 However, beyond making up the marriages 
delayed during the recession of 2008–2009,106 the “marriage 
boom” may have been caused by the large number of cohabiting 
couples who could quickly react to the incentives to marry (this 
naturally led to a decrease in the number of cohabitations). 

Although the “marriage boom” has seemingly come to an 
end, the desire to marry remains exceptionally high. To put 
this another way, one source of the boom, namely the number 
of existing cohabitations, has 
decreased (with these couples 
being less likely to marry), but 
not disappeared.107

It is important to mention that the patterns of childbearing 
differ among married and unmarried women. According to 
Spéder, “the younger married women are, the likelier they are 
to have children; their likelihood of having children decreases 
steadily with age.” The same is true for unmarried women (who 
make up the majority of women under the age of 30). Further, 
“they are much less likely to have children at every age” than 
married women.108

4.1.3. Divorces

Between 1988 and 2012, the courts dissolved between 21,500 
and 25,000 marriages annually. The number of divorces 
began decreasing significantly after 2011 and has remained 
low. In 2023, only 16,791 divorces occurred in Hungary.109

NUPTIALITY REMAINS 
EXCEPTIONALLY HIGH”
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Figure 6. Number of marriages and divorces between 1990 and 2024110

The average age at divorce is on the rise, partially due to people 
marrying later as well. However, the rate of increase has 
recently slowed down. In 2023, it stood at 46 years for men 
and 42.9 for women. In recent years, the average length of 
marriage has remained almost unchanged at 14.6 years.111 The 
proportion of marriages that end in divorce in Hungary has 
decreased since the value of 0.46 in 2010—apart from the 
fluctuations of the Covid-years—and has dropped to 0.37 in 
the last four years, i.e., 37% of marriages can be expected to 
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end in divorce. This puts Hungary near the average European 
divorce rate.112

The proportion of women who are divorced is higher, the 
main reason for which is their longer life expectancy and  
that they are less likely to remarry. Two thirds of divorce 
proceedings are still initiated by women. Men live more 
frequently in one-person households, partially because 
divorced women live more frequently with their children: one 
third of divorced women raise their children as a single parent; 
the rate for men is 10%.113 This data point is also of significance 
due to the elevated risk of poverty faced by single parents 
(who are usually single mothers). 

Fewer and fewer minors are affected by their parents’ 
divorce, both in absolute numbers and as a percentage, but 
even so, 53% of divorced couples had 
at least one underage child together. 
14,616 children experienced their 
parents’ divorce in 2022. 72% of them 
were between the ages of 7 and 18.114 
In this same year, 30% of divorces 
involved one joint child, 18% two 
children and 5% three or more children. 
Although in recent decades, fathers 
have been playing an ever larger role in raising their children 
after divorce in both Hungary and Europe, including their 
opportunities to make decisions (due to the spread of joint 
custody), in Hungary, custody of the children is still generally 
awarded to the mother (in 72% of cases in 2022).115

FEWER AND FEWER 
MINORS ARE 
AFFECTED BY THEIR 
PARENTS’ DIVORCE, 
BOTH IN ABSOLUTE 
NUMBERS AND  
AS A PERCENTAGE

”



44

4. The Situation of Families in Hungary

4.2. Economic factors

4.2.1. The significance of housing

“Having a home has much to do with a sense of personal 
dignity and the growth of families,” declares Pope Francis in 
his encyclical Laudato Si’.116 From a pragmatic perspective, 
the issue of housing is closely connected to decisions of 
childbearing and to family policy. In addition to employment 
and stable living conditions, housing is truly one of the 
economic factors with the greatest impact on the decision to 
have children.117 According to family researcher Patrick T. 
Brown, the United States’ post-World War II baby boom can 
partially be traced back to a building (or housing) boom.118 
Housing is a complex issue in itself. Access to a home (whether 
as a tenant or an owner) is an important factor, which is 

combined with numerous 
other aspects. Demographer 
Lyman Stone emphasizes the 
importance of the main 
features of an apartment or 
house: beyond the question 

of whether the couple live with their parents, their decision  
to have children depends on the number and crowdedness of 
the rooms and on population density. Furthermore, a com
bination of certain factors, such as crowdedness within the 
household and population density, leads to low fertility (as will 
be seen with regard to several Asian examples).119 Ultimately, 
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the property’s location, immediate environment (e.g., public 
order, access to day care, schools, health care, services, etc.) 
also play a role in this decision and later have an impact on 
children’s development.

Hungarian families typically want their own home and 
young people their own property.120 Young Hungarians iden
tified owning their own flat and having a secure home as 
one of the most important factors in deciding to have a child, 
following salaries.121 In other words, those who live with their 
parents—usually for financial reasons—have significantly 
fewer children.

Figure 7. Housing according to age and number of children (%, n = 998)122

Where do they 
live?

No 
children

One 
child

Two 
children

Three or 
more 

children
Overall

Between 18 and 35 years old

In their own 
property 35,6 64,3 71,3 92,5 51,4

With parents 37,0 15,5 10,3 – 25,6

Rents * 23,5 17,9 14,9 2,5 19,3

Elsewhere ** 3,9 2,4 3,4 5,0 3,7

Overall 100 100 100 100 100

*	 Has a landlord/landlady or lives in council housing

**	 Lives in a college; with acquaintances, friends or relatives for free; workers’ 
accommodation; company housing or elsewhere.
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Affordable housing is therefore a key factor in starting a 
family. Among the most prominent policy tools are easily 
accessible and affordable mortgages, which are supported by 
the current government and which—alongside numerous 
disadvantages, such as an increase in property prices—have a 
proven effect on increasing fertility.123 Maintaining and 
adapting this support to the current circumstances therefore 
remains a necessary public policy measure, especially in an 
economic system which often considers lonely and childless 
people as the ideal consumer. 

Another tool could be a developed institutional rental 
market, which is lacking in Hungary.124 The number of 
apartments in the country grows with each census, but so too 
does the proportion of uninhabited apartments within the 
total. In 2022, about 600,000 apartments were not 
permanently inhabited.125 It would be worth conducting a 
nationwide assessment into the extent to which filling the 

existing vacant apartments 
through appropriate measures 
would serve as a solution to 
the current housing crisis 
(especially in the capital).

The Hungarian property market is affected by property 
purchases by foreigners and investors, which clash with the 
interests of families in a certain respect. Property investment 
contributes to an increase in the number and quality of 
apartments, but can also lead to a rise in their price as well. 
Property investment in Hungary is usually concentrated in 
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the inner city districts of Pest, the highland districts of Buda 
and the Balaton region.126

It is clear that the improvement of the housing situation 
will enable young people to start families and thereby stay 
in the country, making it a crucial question for Hungary’s 
future.

4.2.2. The work-family balance

According to the Christian approach, work is valuable in 
itself and is inseparable from human life.127 It is important, 
however, for it to contribute to supporting the family.128 The 
first Catholic social encyclical viewed men as breadwinners 
(single-income family model), in accordance with the social 
conditions of the time. It declared that the worker deserves his 
wage and respect for his private property, with which he can 
support his family.129 Numerous encyclicals have reaffirmed 
and further developed this idea, for instance, with the need for 
saving money to a certain extent.130 The integration of women 
into the workplace (and the dual-income family model) 
naturally goes together with a search for balance between 
work and family. Continual assessment at the individual, 
family and state levels is required in order to find harmony 
between the two spheres or at least prevent them from clashing 
with each other. The following will briefly summarize the 
main challenges facing Hungarian women and mothers in the 
workplace.
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It is part of the natural order for a mother to stay at home 
with her child after its birth and to raise him/her in his/her 
infancy. Postpartum recovery and child-rearing require 
vast amounts of time and energy. Child-rearing is valuable 
in itself and deserves respect: “the work of women in the 
home [should] be recognized and respected by all in its 
irreplaceable value.”131 At the state level this means that all 
measures—e.g., concerning the labor market—which 
enable families to be started and to flourish, including the 
healthy development of the children, should be supported. 
Furthermore, a series of studies has shown that women 
staying home for a certain period has numerous positive 
effects on the healthy development of their children. 
Sociologist Zsuzsa Blaskó claims that, although individual 
considerations apply in the case of each and every child, 

[I]f certain conditions are met, then after one to one and  
a half years, the risk of negative effects as a consequence 
of community care steadily decreases, then by the age of 
three, increased advantages begin to appear as well. The 
conditions are strict, however: universally accessible, 
high-quality institutions; a labor market that ensures 
that family and work fit together and for mothers who 
choose to work not to feel any guilt as a result of their 
decision.132

A Norwegian study has shown that children whose mothers 
stay at home do better at school, go on to earn a higher salary133 
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and their older siblings do better in school as well.134 In the 
long term, having children is the foundation for maintaining 
the economy. This is important regarding both the national 
economy and social policy, especially for aging societies. 

It still remains important to take into account circum
stances, opportunities, and, therefore, economic necessities 
(and work culture) as well, at both an individual and a state 
level. It is true that staying at home after giving birth involves 
a continuous decrease in mothers’ economic performance,  
a decrease or delay in their human and relational capital as 
regards work and increasing difficulties in (re)entering the 
workplace. At the same time, it is worth examining a pre
requisite which plays a crucial role in the reality (as opposed 
to the ideal) of family unity.

Several Christian American authors justly argue that 
states should support the single-income family model, in 
which the father’s—not sole, but primary—task is to make  
a living, while the mother’s 
—not sole, but primary—
task is to raise the children. 
This model is indeed worthy 
of support in the case of 
economic well-being and 
family unity. However, in the 
absence of sufficient income 
and the high probability of marriages falling apart (both 
phenomena which exist in Hungary), one should be careful 
in embracing it.135

WOMEN STAYING HOME 
FOR A CERTAIN PERIOD 
HAS NUMEROUS POSITIVE 
EFFECTS ON THE 
HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT 
OF THEIR CHILDREN

”
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It involves the risk of increased—partially financial—
dependency and the impoverishment of single mothers after 

divorce.136 Policy must take into 
account the mechanics of the given 
country’s labor market and the 
dynamics of its families. Pope 
Francis emphasizes that in addition 
to being led by general teaching 
(and the Spirit), there is also a need 
for knowledge of the local condi
tions (culture, traditions, needs)137 

and John Paul II highlights the importance of the family 
and the significance of freedom and equal rights.138

4.2.3. Women’s position in the labor market

Unlike in most Western societies, where mothers receive 
6–18 weeks of maternity leave, in Hungary, the mother can 
take advantage of first CSED [Infant Care Fee], then GYED 
[Child Care Fee], until her child is two years old.139 This is a 
family-friendly system even by European standards and 
especially in comparison to the United States (it is further 
supplemented by additional support, which will be discussed 
in Chapter 5). 

Even so, women’s improved position on the labor market 
(including having a job when deciding to have children,  
the opportunity to return to it afterwards and access to day 
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care and part-time jobs) tends to have a positive effect on 
the TFR.140

In Hungary, in 2010, the employment rate of women aged 
25–49 was 77.3% with one child in the household, 75.4% with 
two children and 48.4% with three or more children. 
Following this, mothers’ employment rate gradually increased, 
partially due to the country’s family policies. By 2024, these 
numbers had improved to 85.6% in the case of one child in the 
household, 84.8% with two children and 70.8% with three or 
more children.141 This is a positive development for the 
economy (and can be for 
the TFR as well). However, 
this leads to many women 
being subjected to a double 
burden.

The policy tool usually 
used to alleviate this 
burden is flexible employment, including part-time work 
and remote work (home office). Couples’ decisions on when 
to have children are greatly influenced by the changes brought 
by parenthood and the options of flexibility.142 Countries 
where flexible work opportunities and the institutions con
nected to them (e.g., day care) enable parents to harmonize 
work and children typically have a higher TFR.143

Countries with a higher female employment rate generally 
see higher rates of part-time work as well; however, this is less 
true of Hungary.144 The reasons for the inflexible labor market 
in post-socialist countries include the administrative burdens 

THIS IS A FAMILY-FRIENDLY  
SYSTEM EVEN BY EUROPEAN 
STANDARDS AND ESPECIALLY  
IN COMPARISON TO THE  
UNITED STATES
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placed on employment, the tax system and the poor access 
and inflexible opening hours of day care and preschool.145

This often leads to women completely leaving the job 
market instead of working part-time.

Despite Hungary’s family policy measures and the easing 
of administrative burdens by the Act on the Labor Code,146 far 
more people still work full-time than are contracted on a part-
time basis. In other words, employment contracts are usually 
for regular working hours and full-time work.147 This is 
important because flexible working hours for women—as 
opposed to full-time work—have a positive effect on children’s 
mental health.148

Another option is hybrid work, such as home office, which 
became widespread during Covid. Nevertheless, in 2021, 
11.6% fewer women were able to work at home in Hungary 
than the EU average.149 The primary reason for this is the fear 

of losing one’s job or a lack of trust that 
the employee will perform their job well. 
This shows that creating a family-friendly 
environment is not only the responsibi
lity of the state. An accepting corporate 
culture and having a performance-based 
approach instead of a work-hours-based 
approach are also important. Fathers’ roles 

and their contribution to families’ health are of particular 
importance: father-specific tasks and duties exist in the 
home.150 
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They can also be of great help in mothers’ recovery after 
birth and in child-rearing. Unlike in Western Europe, post-
socialist countries either have not introduced paternal leave151 
or have minimally increased the number of days (for instance, 
it is ten days in Hungary).152

4.3. Cultural Factors

4.3.1. The social perception  
and advantages of the family

The majority of the Hungarian population is not religious but 
rather culturally Christian.153 In addition to the theoretical 
validity of the Christian worldview, it is 
therefore important to know what the 
majority of society thinks about families.  
A Századvég poll reveals that although 
families are considered important through
out Europe, the greatest consensus exists in 
Hungary: in 2022, 89% of respondents 
considered the family to be very important 
and 9% to be rather important.154 Further
more, although Hungary follows the “prog
ressive” demographic patterns (a general decrease in the 
number of live births; later births), social attitudes reflect 
traditional values and family-orientedness.

IN 2022, 89%  
OF RESPONDENTS  
CONSIDERED  
THE FAMILY TO BE  
VERY IMPORTANT 
AND 9% TO BE 
SOMEWHAT 
IMPORTANT
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56% of Hungarians between the ages of 15 and 29 
completely or mostly agree with the statement that “there is 
no happy, complete life without children” and 86% of them 
consider it important for themselves to have children.155  
A kind of value (re)orientation has also occurred in the 
direction of supporting traditional relationships: the 
proportion of the population who considers marriage to be 
an outdated institution has slightly decreased over the past 
decade and the proportion of those who think a couple ought 
to marry before having children has increased. The 
proportion has also decreased of those who see nothing 
wrong in a couple living together without being married.156 
Nevertheless, individualism, self-realization, individual 
freedom, and their impact on the TFR, marriage, and 
family structure remain present.157

But is it good and worthwhile to live in a family? People 
who live with their spouse typically score higher in studies 
that measure emotions (e.g., happiness, loneliness) and a sense 
of usefulness (in some respects, together with those in the 
‘single’ category).158 However, the levels of satisfaction of those 
who live in a family have increased over the past five years, 
eclipsing the levels of satisfaction of singles.159 The majority of 
people consider having and raising children as belonging to 
the meaning of life.

Harvard happiness researcher Arthur C. Brooks lists four 
areas—beyond genetics and general circumstances—that 
determine people’s happiness and which can be influenced 
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through habit: family, friends, work, and faith.160 He stresses 
that family relationships require serious attention, since 
family relationships are the most mystical kind of love, and 
you can’t substitute anything for them.161 He argues that 
happiness and misery are both contagious and that within the 
family one must deliberately strive for the former. In short, 
one must work on creating a good family life, which later 
contributes to happiness.

Living in a family, however, is not only good at the 
individual level, but is also beneficial on a social level, 
argues economist Philip Pilkington. Although his research 
focuses on the United States and Great Britain, he argues 
convincingly from the data that numerous social issues are 
connected to the breakup of families, including a low TFR 
(and, consequently, reduced economic growth), mental health 
issues (such as depression), drug use, and crime.162 These arise 
partially due to the countless negative effects of dysfunctional 
families and family breakdown on children and their later—
adult—life.163 These are already problematic in themselves, 
but they also entail enormous financial costs and healthcare, 
social policy, and law enforcement burdens. Pilkington 
argues not for a simple pronatalism but for comprehensive 
family policies: it is necessary to support the creation of 
families (and the marriages that lead to them) and then these 
families need to be supported for the sake of social welfare.
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4.3.2. Ideal, desired, and real

An important question regarding families and family policy 
regards the typical family model, the ideal, desired, and real 
number of children and the differences among them. The 
Western world is typically characterized by negative differences: 
couples do not have the number of children they consider 
ideal and the children they desire are not born. According to 
the calculations of Lyman Stone, globally, the number of 
desired but unborn children exceeds the number of undesired 
but born children.164 Several studies have addressed the ideal 

and desired number of children 
in Hungary. In Hungary, in 
2016, the ideal number of 
children was 2.2 and the 
desired number was 2 for 
women and 1.9 for men.165 
More people generally consider 

three or more children to be the ideal number in post-socialist 
countries than in Western Europe: this rate is 43% in Hungary, 
which is the most after Estonia and Latvia. According to the 
detailed breakdown, 3% consider one child to be the ideal 
number, 47% two children, 38% three children, and 5% four 
or more children. 

Only 2% considered a childless family model the ideal.166

According to a study conducted by KINCS, every second 
respondent (54%) considered two children to be the ideal 
number, three out of ten said three children (31%) and an 

IN HUNGARY, IN 2016,  
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especially low number considered childlessness the ideal 
(1%).167 Studies of the youth can assist in understanding future 
trends better and thereby in developing social policy. One 
study put the desired number of children at 2.5 among 
university student respondents, which is significantly higher 
than the TFR for people with a degree.168

In brief, as summarized by 
Spéder, “although the ‘magic two’ 
continues to dominate the ideal 
family size and the number of 
those who consider childlessness 
to be ideal is negligible, the 
number of young people who do 
not desire children is on the rise 
and has passed 10%.”169

The issue is therefore not primarily with intentions but 
with the fact that the desired children are not born—for 
economic, social, cultural, and health reasons—and the 
ideal number of children is not realized. At the level of the 
individual family, this may mean one child instead of two but 
can also mean childlessness.

4.3.3. Childlessness

The demographic section of this study has highlighted several 
positive or at least periodically positive tendencies with regard 
to fertility. There exists, however, an increasingly worrying 

THE DESIRED CHILDREN  
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tendency, namely childlessness, which has increased signi
ficantly in a short period of time in several Western European 
countries.

Among women born in 1967, childlessness stood at 10% at 
the age of 44. Given that everyone wanted children, almost 
without exception, this “may be considered a value that 
corresponds roughly to the proportion of women with health 
problems connected to conception.”170 Among those born in 
1977, the rate of childlessness was already 18.4%. This is 
projected to rise to over 25% among those born in 1983.171 This 
represents a 15% increase over the course of 15 years. More 
40–49 year olds are childless than have three or more children. 
In Budapest, 32% of this age group had no children.172

The reasons are diverse. One study of women identified 
four factors that increase the likelihood of childlessness: a lack 
of relationships (childlessness was thirty-three times as pre
valent among singles than among long-term couples), health 
concerns, intentional childlessness (also thirty-three times 
more likely to not have children) and the social and income 
situation (childlessness is more likely among the highest income 
quintile, individual contractors, and unskilled laborers).173

Obstetrician and gynecologist Dóra Versztergom attributes 
10% of cases to conscious decisions, 10% to sterility, and 80% 
to delaying having children. The lack of a stable relationship 
was considered the main reason for the delay, while stable 
employment and a reliable economic situation were mentioned 
as important conditions of having children.174 According to 
KINCS’s studies, people believe that career building, financial 
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considerations and sterility lead to childlessness, yet still 
mention the lack of a stable relationship as the main reason.175 
It is therefore unsurprising that Kapitány and Spéder both 
consider decreasing the rate of childlessness as an important 
goal alongside increasing the TFR.176

4.3.4. Choosing a partner and its difficulties

The precondition of starting a family is choosing a partner 
based on commitment. Christian teaching states that human 
beings are lonely on their own, and their desire for a suitable 
partner is natural and contributes to the development of the 
individual and the community. Its practical importance is also 
evident: it is an important step toward having children. Further
more, as already indicated, Hungarians who live in a long-
term relationship and especially a marriage are more satisfied 
with their lives than singles are. Moreover, the sharing of 
resources that is involved in a relationship leads, in the long 
term, to greater well-being and stability and a greater chance 
of upward social mobility for future generations.177 Choosing a 
partner as a social and personal process has undergone radical 
change by the 21st century, while the success of family policies 
depends fundamentally on whether the younger generations are 
even capable of developing long-term relationships directed 
towards marriage and having children.

Behind the difficulties of choosing a partner lie complex 
cultural processes. On the one hand, a crisis of identity and 
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role models is taking place among men. Several studies 
conducted by family researcher Brad Wilcox confirm that the 
disappearance of the traditional social framework for male 
roles, the relativization of the roles of provider and protector, 
and the weakening of community norms have led to an 
increase in emotionally incompetent types of men who are 
uncertain in their identity.178

Significant changes have occurred on the female side as 
well. Many educated, career-minded women continue to 
employ a hypergamous strategy (choosing men with a higher 
status) to choose their partner. However, social mobility and 

men’s identity issues have made 
it increasingly difficult to find a 
partner in this way. According 
to a 2022 TÁRKI study, the 
proportion of homogamous 

(equal educational level) and hypergamous relationships (bet
ween a higher-educated man and a lower-educated woman) 
has decreased between 1980 and 2016 while the number of 
hypogam relationships (between a higher-educated woman 
and a lower-educated man) has grown.179 Meanwhile, in 
Hungary, men are typically less educated than women (there 
are 12% more female university graduates among the 25–34 
age group). Partially because of this, cities have a surplus of 
single women, while rural areas have a surplus of single men.180

Added to this are the distorted expectations that charac
terize contemporary relationships, the dependence on going 
on dates, the constant search for new partners, the illusion 
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of the perfect partner and the spread of individualistic 
lifestyles.181 Some women consciously arrange their lives so as 
not to have to depend on anyone, especially men, which can 
make it harder to form a relationship based on a healthy, 
mutual dependence.182

According to Wilcox and his colleagues, the rise of online 
dating—as the promise of a solution to this issue—makes it 
even more difficult to form lasting relationships. The vast 
supply of potential partners offered by online platforms has 
created a culture of decision paralysis, superficial dating, and 
fear of commitment. According to Wilcox’s 2024 study, 
relationships formed through online dating are more likely to 
end in short-term relationships and less likely to lead to 
marriage than dating in a traditional community setting.183

The spread of the consumption of pornographic content 
also worsens the situation. A previous study by the Axioma 
Center emphasizes that pornography does not complement 
sexual intimacy with one’s partner, but 
rather competes with it, which often 
leads to pornography replacing it. 
Pornography consumers tend to be less 
committed to a relationship, poorer at 
communication and unfaithful to their 
partner at a higher rate. The divorce 
rate drastically rises among young 
couples after they start consuming pornographic content.184

These factors all combine to worsen the decrease in the 
desire to start families and the demographic decline. The 
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difficulties in choosing a partner therefore represent not only 
cultural crises but spiritual challenges as well. Without restoring 
the complementarity of male and female roles and the ethics 
of marriages (if the Catholic view is considered, then marriage 
as a sacrament) and relationships which exist according to the 
divine order, it is impossible to maintain social stability in the 
long term either. Wilcox states that society is unsustainable if 
it does not strengthen families and does not support young 
people in their choice of partner.185

Without renewing emphasis on the Christian ethics of 
partner selection—including purity, commitment, fidelity, 
and respect for male and female roles—the family policy 
measures aimed at reversing demographic decline will 
continue to remain limited in effect.

4.4. Health Factors

4.4.1. Infertility and sterility

Infertility is an important issue that affects young couples 
and families. Infertility is defined as the inability to conceive 
after twelve or more months of regular sexual intercourse 
between a man and a woman. Infertility is not just a Hungarian 
phenomenon but a global crisis. According to a WHO report, 
one in six people, or 17.5% of the population, suffer from inferti
lity or reproductive difficulties.186 The WHO distinguishes 
periodic reproductive difficulties from permanent infertility.187
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Every fifth Hungarian couple experiences difficulties 
related to fertility, which thus affects 15-20% of those who 
want to have children.188 Although we are aware of numerous 
individual cases in our circle of acquaintances, the issue is 
underdiscussed at a societal level. Beyond philosophical and 
theological arguments and legal, social, economic, and cultural 
perspectives, it is also necessary to address the healthcare 
aspect of this issue.

Infertility and reduced fertility can  
be caused by numerous physical and 
mental factors. Many experts attribute it 
to a—biologically—late maternal age. As 
already seen, the maternal age, particularly 
for the first child, has risen significantly  
in Hungary as well (connected to first 
marriages occurring later as well).189 Its 
significance becomes even more clear in 
light of the fact that “the likelihood of a pregnancy occurring 
within a menstrual cycle (month) is 30% for women under  
the age of 35. This number drops to 10–15% for the same 
woman above the age of 35, while after the age of 40, the 
likelihood of pregnancy occurring through natural means 
drops to 5%.”190 Further, as noted by the KSH, the risk factors 
for childbearing increase above the age of 30: only moderately 
until the age of 35, but then in increasing measure, including 
miscarriages and late fetal death. In 2018, 90% of desired 
pregnancies ended in a live birth for mothers aged 30, but only 
65% for mothers aged 40.191

EVERY FIFTH  
HUNGARIAN  
COUPLE  
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Although both biological192 and maternal193 interpretations 
vary for the optimum maternal age, not to mention that each 
case needs to be evaluated on an individual basis, it is 
nevertheless clear that delaying childbearing has serious 
consequences for fertility and infertility.194

In addition to the “time factor,” numerous environmental 
factors have a negative impact on male and female fertility, 
which can serve as a further explanation for the declining 
birth rate and especially for the difference between the 
number of desired and real children.195 For instance, studies 
have demonstrated a connection between air pollution and a 
reduced sperm count.196 Air pollution leads to numerous 
health issues in itself, within which it comprehensively 
determines fertility (for instance, it may cause inflammatory 
diseases, hormonal changes, and dangerous substances to pass 
through the placenta into the fetus)197 and affects children’s 
health as well (for example, it can cause a low birth weight, 
infant mortality, and asthma).198 Sociologists Árpád Stump and 
Ágnes Szabó-Morvai have conducted regional comparisons  
to show the effect of certain air pollutants on fertility.199 This 

is equally true of smoking; indoor 
smoking bans in restaurants have 
had a demonstrably positive effect 
on the health of children born to 
women who work there.200

Other non-specific factors exist as well. One worrying 
one for men is the radical decrease in the maximum number 
and concentration of sperm. According to the study by 
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Levine et al., these two values decreased by about 50-60% in 
the West (North America, Europe, Australia, New Zealand) 
between 1973 and 2011.201 The 52.4% decrease in sperm 
density means that the sperm count of an increasing number 
of men is under the threshold for reduced fertility or sterility. 
This is not just a question of fertility but of overall health as 
well, since these results are connected to other diseases that 
affect men and to their negative tendencies (e.g., a decrease in 
total testosterone levels).202

A question that affects women 
more closely than men is that of 
abortion, the effects of which on 
the life of the individual (including 
the fetus’) and the family would 
deserve a seperate study. It is worth stating here, however, 
that the number of abortions in Hungary has been 
constantly dropping since 2010 and has in fact practically 
halved (from 40,449 to 20,250).203 Nevertheless, Hungary’s 
abortion rate is still above the European average and no 
significant change has been made to the law—apart from 
the so-called heartbeat law204—in the past 15 years.205 
Abortion means the ending of a human life.206

Only secondarily is it a question of health and infertility. 
Induced abortion, especially when done improperly from a 
medical point of view, has concrete physiological consequences 
that affect fertility. However, even abortions performed 
professionally and within a sterile environment can have 
severe mental and psychological consequences, namely an 
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increased possibility of PTSD, depression and alcoholism, all 
of which have a direct effect on fertility (not to mention the 
life of the woman and the whole family). As emphasized  
by the encyclical Evangelium Vitae, numerous factors lead to 
abortion. However, “[a] general and no less serious respon
sibility lies with those who have encouraged the spread of an 
attitude of sexual permissiveness and a lack of esteem for 
motherhood, and with those who should have ensured—but 
did not—effective family and social policies in support of 
families, especially larger families and those with particular 

financial and educational 
needs.”207 Within the field of 
family policy, it is essential 
to raise awareness of and 
communicate questions of 

health and their mental and spiritual aspects208 (according 
to Vesztergom, less than 3% of the population possess 
sufficient information on fertility).209 This can also contribute 
to removing the need for artificial fertilization due to delaying 
having children or other health concerns.

4.4.2. Artificial fertilization

One logical consequence of infertility is a characteristically 
modern means of increasing fertility, artificial fertilization, 
which is supported by numerous governments in the interest 
of solving the demographic problem.210 
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Numerous forms of artificial fertilization now exist. The 
most widespread is IVF (in vitro fertilization), during the 
course of which the egg is removed from the ovaries, fertilized 
in a laboratory, and then transferred into the uterus. During 
the hormone therapy applied as part of IVF treatment, GnRH 
can also be applied, which regulates the maturation of the eggs.

ICSI (Intracytoplasmic Sperm Injection) is an IVF proce
dure during which a single sperm cell is injected directly into 
the egg’s cytoplasm. This is the method usually employed when 
the man suffers from infertility, i.e., the biological quality of his 
sperm is low. Another, similar, method is microfluidic sperm 
sorting and sperm donation. If it is the woman who suffers 
from infertility, then the implantation of an egg donated by 
another woman may be recommended.

IUI (intrauterine insemination) is a procedure that requires 
less hormonal intervention than IVF but also has a signifi
cantly lower success rate. It involves placing the sperm directly 
into the uterus during ovulation. If the fertility issue is caused 
by a blockage in or damage to the fallopian tubes, surgical 
intervention can be applied, which makes conception possible.

Surgical intervention is not always successful, but is time-
intensive and highly expensive. Professionals therefore often 
recommend IVF in such cases.

Other methods also exist, which seek not to promote 
fertility itself, but to postpone the possibility of conception to 
a later time. The most widespread of these is egg freezing, 
which claims to enable women to have children later without 
facing any biological obstacles. However, the biological quality 
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of the frozen eggs may deteriorate over time. Further possible 
solutions also exist, which raise serious ethical questions—
even compared to those already discussed, though it is hard to 
establish degrees of unethical behavior here—such as embryo 
freezing.

In Hungary, Act CLIV of 1997 on Health regulates 
“special procedures directed towards human reproduction.” 
These include fertilization outside the body and embryo 
implantation (IVF), artificially introducing sperm with the 
spouse’s or partner’s gametes or the gametes of a donor (IUI), 
fertilization and embryo implantation outside the body using 
donated gametes, embryo implantation performed using 
embryo donation, and other methods that achieve and 
promote the fertilization of a woman’s own eggs and the 
implantation and development of the fertilized egg.211 In 

Hungary, surrogacy is legally 
prohibited.212

Regarding artificial fertili
zation, the main issue in many 
English-speaking and Euro
pean countries is no longer 
social acceptance, but rather its 

availability for single women and same-sex couples, as well as 
“the maximum age for undergoing the procedure or owner
ship of the embryos and gametes.”213 Acceptance rates are 
also high in Hungary: the overwhelming majority of the 
population (89.9%) considers in vitro fertilization generally 
acceptable.214
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Although differences can be observed between various 
denominations and it is necessary to show compassion in 
the face of the suffering arising from sterility, Christian 
teaching generally rejects artificial fertilization. Chrono
logically, the first issue is the separation of the sexual act from 
the act of conception. This alone involves the violation of the 
divinely ordained purpose of this act (that children are con
ceived through sexual union). Beyond this, far more serious 
concerns arise as well. During IVF, embryos’ lives are 
typically terminated, lives that are, according to Christian 
teaching (and to anyone who holds that life begins from 
conception), human lives. The Christian approach protects 
life from conception.215

Moreover, often even pragmatic considerations are not 
applied. Several studies argue that methods of artificial 
fertilization have a negative impact on fertility at a wider 
societal level.216

The freezing of eggs (which many Western companies now 
treat as part of benefits packages) often carries the false 
promise that postponing giving birth has no consequences. 
This can be seen in the case precisely of those women who 
are at the ideal age for giving birth (or at least at a more 
favorable age than when they make use of the frozen eggs). 
Furthermore, the widespread use of artificial fertilization, a 
logical consequence of pure natalism, can easily lead to both 
psychologically and ethically worrying consequences, such as 
surrogacy, a rise in forced abortions217 and—as has already 
begun to happen—“the abortion of spares.”218 As recently 
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written by Michael F. Burbidge, Catholic Bishop of the 
Diocese of Arlington, in a pastoral letter, “IVF is contrary to 
justice and remains replete with moral difficulties. […] Every 

successful IVF procedure results in a living 
child with many missing siblings.”219

The spread of childlessness and sterility 
shows that one must ensure not only that—
through teaching the use of contraception 
that conforms to Christian teaching—

undesired children not be conceived (for instance, to teenage 
parents) and that undesired but conceived children be kept 
(abortion), but also that the desired but not conceived 
children be born.
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5.1. The main family policy measures 

Family policies are usually distinguished according to who 
their target is: individuals—as parts of the family—or the 
family itself as a unity.220 Policies aimed at the family usually 
approach family and married life from a functional perspective, 
focusing primarily on starting a family, economic support, 
parenting, and institutional care. This is a mutually beneficial 
relationship: families contribute to national well-being, but 
only if the state and society provide the framework within 
which children can become healthy and virtuous adults.221

Since 2010, the Orbán governments have gradually 
introduced numerous family policy measures (dependent 
partially on the economic 
opportunities). They have 
offered assistance to both 
individuals and families. 
These measures are natu
rally connected to one another; numerous measures have 
assisted families through improving the situation of mothers. 
However, some areas of family support are not awarded to all 
parents as a matter of right.

NUMEROUS FAMILY POLICY  
MEASURES HAVE BEEN  
INTRODUCED SINCE 2010

”



72

5. Family Policy Measures of the Orbán Governments

Family policy measures still include both (1) statutory 
benefits and (2) employment-based benefits. The names of 
the benefits directed towards the family have been changed 
one after the other. These changes were symbolic, signifying 
that they are not benefits but government incentives. It is 
therefore important to emphasize that, in line with the 
concept of a labor-based society, employment—and its 
general increase—is closely connected to the support 
awarded to families.

Family policy measures affect not only the family (for 
instance, CSOK [Family Housing Subsidy] affects the 
construction industry as well) and vice versa: regulations not 
usually considered family policy measures (e.g., the VAT 
rate) affect families as well. Applying a narrow definition of 
family policies, the following is a non-comprehensive list of 
the family policy measures introduced since 2010, in four 
categories.

5.1.1. Measures supporting the family as a unity

This category includes support available exclusively for couples 
with a valid marriage. It follows that if the criteria for support 
cease to exist (e.g., through divorce, not living in the CSOK-
property, not having the promised number of children, etc.), 
then those who took advantage of it can expect to receive 
sanctions. These are mostly financial and take the form of 
interest.
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The intention behind what is effectively retaliation is family 
unity and incentivizing couples to maintain the bond of 
marriage, since marriage is the best framework for raising 
children. This category includes:

1.	 Home creation subsidies (Falusi [village] CSOK, 
CSOK Plusz, Rural Home Renovation Program, Home 
Renovation Program, mortgage debt forgiveness)

2.	 Baby-expecting loan
3.	 Car purchase subsidy for large families
4.	 Discounts for first-time married couples

5.1.2. Measures supporting  
one parent or relative 

This category includes measures concerning close relatives 
within the family (meaning primarily, but not exclusively, the 
parents). In many cases, the measure of support changes with 
the age of the children. Parents receive a greater amount of 
support for smaller children, thus providing them with the 
security needed to decide whether they want to stay at home 
or take on employment. However, getting a job does not mean 
losing the support, which in the case of certain measures thus 
constitutes a serious contribution to the families concerned. 
CSED, GYED and GYES [Child Care Allowance] are measures 
that only one relative can benefit from. They cannot be received 
in tandem.
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Discretionary power is awarded to the entitled parties. 
The following forms of support belong in this category (the 
amount and duration of the support may vary if the child is 
chronically ill or seriously disabled or in the case of twins): 

1.	 Family rebate on taxes and contributions (from the 
fourth month of pregnancy until the end of the child’s 
public education)

2.	 Family allowance (from birth until the end of public 
education)

3.	 Infant care allowance (CSED) (for six months)
4.	 Graduate GYED (from birth until the age of two)
5.	 Childcare allowance (GYES) (from birth until the age 

of three)
6.	 Child-rearing allowance (GYET) (for at least three 

children, from the age of three to eight)
7.	 GYED for grandparents (from birth to the age of two)
8.	 GYED for foster parents (from birth to the age of two)
9.	 ÖFD and GYES for adoptive parents (for 168 days 

from the date of adoption, up to a maximum of three 
years of age)

10.	 Child home care allowance (GYOD) (regardless of the 
child’s age)

11.	 Childbirth allowance (varies by local municipality)
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5.1.3. Measures supporting the mother 

The primary goal of these forms of support is to improve 
mothers’ situations. It compensates them financially for the 
mental and physical changes of motherhood. Only mothers 
can take advantage of the following forms of support: 

1.	 Maternity support (one-time allowance)
2.	 Suspension, reduction or forgiveness of student loan 

debt
3.	 Tax exemption for mothers under 30
4.	 Lifelong income tax exemption for mothers of three 

children
5.	 Tax exemption for mothers of two children, to take 

effect in 2026
6.	 Women 40 program

5.1.4. Other support measures

This category includes other benefits and forms of support 
aimed at reducing the extra costs or other costs associated 
with raising children and running a household. 

These include:

1.	 The permission to pay for home renovation with a 
SZÉP card

2.	 Baby bonds – setting children up for life
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3.	 A refund of the driver’s theory exam (KRESZ exam) 
fees and language exam fees

4.	 Child meal allowance
5.	 Nursery allowance
6.	 Childcare allowance
7.	 Additional leave days for parents with children
8.	 Free textbooks

Numerous Hungarian family policy measures have as their 
goal the alleviation of the financial burdens of raising children. 
The Orbán governments have been visibly committed to 
giving support to families who raise children in numerous 
areas of life and to preventing their financial situation from 
becoming worse than those of childless people.222

5.2. An examination of the family policy 
measures 

Since taking office in 2010, the Orbán government has pursued 
a fundamentally pronatalist family policy, the goal of which is 
to counterbalance population decline by supporting child
birth. This is often presented in political discourse as the 
alternative to migration.223 Beyond this, however, lies a notice
able aim to recognize the value of the family and to give 
parents the recognition they deserve.224 These two goals should 
be separated from the level of success in achieving them, even 
if this is often difficult to do in the case of certain measures.
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One indicator of the Orbán governments’ commitment 
is the amount of funds allocated to family policy and how 
they are distributed, as well as their proportion of the total 
budget or certain subsections of the budget. 

The traditional financial instruments of family support 
that existed before the regime change (e.g., family allowance, 
GYES, GYED) have been preserved and the state’s nominal 
expenditures have been continuously increasing. As summa
rized by sociologists Dorottya Szikra and Szandra Kramarics 
in their analysis and the accompanying chart, new family 
policy measures have appeared and, by 2021, some of them 
(such as state-subsidized loans) 
had even surpassed the preexisting 
category in spending.225 However, 
economic factors caused the state 
to reduce spending in these areas 
(especially the childbirth incen
tive loan and CSOK) in 2023. In 
2024, the state followed the 
patterns of traditional family 
support instruments, though still 
disbursing substantial sums. It should also be noted that the 
decline in the number of births itself reduces government 
expenditure. Moreover, major differences occur among 
families in terms of how they make use of financial incentives. 
Where the mother has a degree from an institute of higher 
education, “in the case of CSOK, the likelihood of support 
being received is twice the rate of mothers without a degree 
and several times as high for other forms of support.”226
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Figure 8. Budgetary expenditures on traditional and new types  
of family support (in millions of forints)227

From a demographic perspective, it is worth noting that 
numerous studies deal with evaluating the results of the 
family policy measures. While it is not possible here to 
examine each policy measure individually, it is nevertheless 
necessary to present a few significant perspectives. 

Even data-driven studies with a rigorous methodology often 
highlight the limitations of research conclusions (e.g., due to 
demographic effects or difficulties in separating the effects of 
the individual measures). An analysis conducted by the 
Hétfa Research Institute in 2019 (before the TTA-reduction 
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and therefore unable to examine later measures or the effects 
of CSOK due to its brief time interval) states that:

In the detailed analysis of the family policies, we find a 
significant positive effect in the first to the third year in 
the case of three types of family policies. The results in-
dicate that an additional birth costs HUF 7.6 million of 
family tax credits, HUF 5.6 million for nursery school 
development and HUF 1.2 million for home ownership 
support. The rest of the policies do not seem to signi
ficantly affect fertility decisions. Nevertheless, some of 
them play other crucial roles, such as the reduction  
of child poverty.228

Financial incentives are therefore important, and certain 
forms of them have demonstrable effects, but they should 
be treated with caution. The same study shows that measures 
aimed at reducing financial burdens typically delay the birth 
of the first child but mode
rately increase the likeli
hood of a third child being 
born.229 Furthermore, while 
mothers’ employment in
creases the likelihood of 
the birth of the first and second child, it is more likely to 
reduce the likelihood of having a third.230 At the same time, the 
effects of the financial support (targeted partly at achieving 
recognition of the status of full-time motherhood) available 
for families with three children are difficult to demonstrate.

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES  
ARE THEREFORE IMPORTANT 
AND CERTAIN FORMS OF THEM 
HAVE DEMONSTRABLE EFFECTS

”
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In the case of some groups, they have contributed to making 
a third birth more likely, namely through child-rearing support 
for those with the lowest level of education and through tax 
breaks for those with a degree.231

Another common explanation that questions the signifi
cance of these effects claims that the support measures have 
a greater impact on the timing of childbirth than on the 
number of children born (roughly the same number of 
children are born, only at different times).232 It is true that 
temporal effects appear in fertility dynamics.233 Economic 
crises are characterized by postponement, which is then 
naturally followed by a rebound (e.g., the children ‘missing’ 
during the 2008–2009 crisis were presumably ‘made up’ later). 
In some respects, however, ‘bringing it forward’ may also 
occur. According to Spéder, the introduction and conditions 
of the baby-expecting loan not only increased the number of 
marriages but also made the decision to have children sooner 
a more rational one. He claims that the baby-expecting loan 
is “an ‘external’ attempt to raise the TFR.”234

Fertility fluctuation is therefore a natural process over 
which governments have only partial influence.235 It never
theless remains true that achieving public policy goals 
requires long-term, predictable, and comprehensive policy 
solutions. The final application deadline for the baby-expecting 
loan (originally 31 December 2022, before being delayed) 
caused uncertainty for many, as did the multiple changes to 
the age limit (the former issue occurred for the village CSOK 
as well).
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“[T]he demographic issue of a falling birthrate is part of  
a larger sociological question”236 and the main family policy 
priorities must include—beyond financial incentives—
“parental leave entitlement, childcare provision, part-time 
and flexible worktime regulations for mothers as well as high-
quality childcare services.”237

The family policy measures announced in early 2025 
are new government incentives for having children. The 
increase in family-related tax benefits mitigates the 
difficulties caused by inflation, while the lifelong income tax 
exemption granted to women with two or more children—
upon meeting the expected conditions—is a logical step away 
from the one-child model and will represent serious financial 
assistance to the majority of families (and to mothers in case 
of divorce). The effects of the new measures, their connection 
to other family policy benefits, and their demographic impact 
can be addressed in the future.

In brief, the Orbán governments’ pronatalist goals have 
only been partially achieved. The increase in the TFR in  
the 2010s slowed the rate of population decline and the 
government’s family policy measures contributed to this. 
However, based on the trends of recent years, replacement 
level still seems worryingly—and increasingly—distant.

Another—likewise highly important—area of family 
policy is the increasing of the material and social recognition 
of families and of the mothers and fathers who contribute 
to their development. Establishing a fair system was already 
part of the government’s 2010 program, which declared that 
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“the labor market must not be an obstacle preventing families 
from having as many children as they want and can raise 
responsibly [...]. Our family policy therefore aims to award 
special recognition to the extra efforts of those parents who 
contribute to the nation’s growth and to maintaining the social 
market economy not only through work but also through the 
care and upbringing of children.”238 Fair treatment is well 
deserved, among other reasons, because families often devote 
energy to activities from which the state and society later 
benefit.239 Placing families at the center and introducing 
family policy measures and the accompanying financial 
incentives across multiple areas have—beyond being met 
with generally positive social responses240—significantly 
contributed to increasing fair treatment.
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The global population is approaching its peak.241 In many 
places, the peak has already been reached and passed and the 
population is in decline. Societies around the world are there
fore facing emerging or existing demographic crises. The 
world’s total fertility rate was 2.3, according to 2022 data, 
but it is unevenly distributed (it is highest in Africa, parts of 
the Middle East, Afghanistan, and Pakistan). Two-thirds of 
the population is characterized by a fertility rate under 2.1.242 
Societies which are unable to maintain replacement level (a TFR 
above 2.1) must reckon with aging populations, along with 
all their political, social, economic, and cultural consequen
ces. Numerous governments have already taken significant 
steps to counter demographic decline, with varying success. 
In addition to a few Asian 
examples (Japan and South 
Korea),243 this study will 
analyze the situation and—
partially legislative—solu
tions of the United States 
and France. These countries 
are worth examining because they are already facing demo
graphic decline and have chosen to address it. Their successes 
and failures can serve as valuable lessons for other countries, 
including Hungary, in developing their family policy.

THEY MUST RECKON WITH 
AGING POPULATIONS, ALONG 
WITH ALL THEIR POLITICAL, 
SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, AND 
CULTURAL CONSEQUENCES

”
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6.1. Japan

Japan was confronted with the so-called ‘1.57 [demographic] 
shock’ in 1989, when the TFR reached this level. This 
prompted the Japanese government to map out the possible 
ways of incentivizing childbirth.244 Since then, the country has 
introduced several series of measures designed to solve this 
challenge. The goals of the ‘Angel Plan’ of 1994 included 
reconciling work and child-rearing for mothers, expanding 
access to childcare and promoting governmental development 
in various sectors, including welfare, employment, education 
and housing.245 Five years later, the ‘New Angel Plan’ expanded 

access to childcare, 
including health insu
rance services and child 
allowances.246 A 2005 
law on promotions in 

the workplace also mandated employers to support their 
employees in having and raising children, in the hope that 
career advancement would increase their desire to have 
children.247 Finally, the ‘Plus One Policy’, based on the 
radically work-centered nature of Japanese culture, was 
explicitly aimed at ending the situation in which mothers had 
to choose between work on the one hand and marriage and 
children on the other.248

These pronatalist policies have largely failed. Japan’s 
fertility rate is currently 1.2, the lowest in its history and well 
below the level of 1.57 that shocked the country.249 Overall, 
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therefore, Japan’s population continues to decline, despite 
thirty years of pronatalist lawmaking.250

Japanese researchers are therefore compelled to actively 
engage in one of the main consequences of this decline: life in 
an aging society.251 9% of the Japanese population above the 
age of 65 currently suffers from dementia, a rate that is 
expected to continue rising.252

Overall success has therefore not been achieved, but the 
‘Japanese miracle’ does exist at the local level. The town of 
Nagi, population 6,000, boasts a TFR of 2.95, more than 
twice the national average.253 Furthermore, almost half the 
local families have three or more children.254 Nagi owes its 
success partially to former prime minister Abe Shinzo, who 
spearheaded the national strategy against demographic decline. 
Nagi expanded on this national strategy with its own local 
policy measures and rethought mothers’ employment. 
Family allowances were increased (to 15,000 yen/month for 
the first three years of the the first and second child’s life and 
10,000 until the age of eighteen; this 
increases to 30,000 yen in the case of 
three children).255 Mothers and the 
elderly were provided with flexible, 
contract-based employment opportu
nities compatible with raising children.256 The town provides 
free education, school meals, and textbooks until secondary 
school, along with affordable and subsidized childcare and 
housing and fertility treatments. In addition, it employs a 
holistic approach, where children are valued and where child-

THE ‘JAPANESE  
MIRACLE’ DOES EXIST  
AT THE LOCAL LEVEL
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rearing is a welcome, natural part of life. The mothers of Nagi 
report being supported and encouraged.

Although at first sight, the latter appears less of a factor, in 
Japan’s work-centered culture, children are often undesirable, 
disruptive factors. “[H]ere, we love the sound of children’s 
voices,”257 says one resident. “[W]hen you look around and 
see families with three or even four children, you think, we 
can do that too.”258

6.2. South Korea

South Korea’s fertility rate in 2022 was 0.77, which fell 
further to 0.72 in 2023.259 All the problems faced by Japan 
with regard to a shrinking workforce and an aging population 
are present here, but in an even more extreme form. According 
to the Korean Ministry of Data and Statistics, if the current 
trends continue, the country’s current population of 51.7 
million will decrease to 37 million by 2070. The proportion 

of the population above the age of 65 will 
rise from today’s 17.5% to 46%.260 These 
changes would halve South Korea’s labor 
force, thereby presenting a security risk, 
given the country’s geopolitical situation.

In response to this alarming data, former President Yoon 
Suk Yeol declared “a demographic national emergency” and 
in June 2024 established a new ministry tasked with promot
ing higher birth rates.261 The Ministry of Population Strategy 
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Planning is responsible for developing a short-term and long-
term solution for the demographic crisis, comparing the various 
government agencies’ budgets related to the birth rate and 
directing a PR-campaign aimed at increasing the birth rate.262

Due to the rapid aging of the population, the ministry’s 
tasks include formulating strategies that enable healthy aging. 
Its approach to this issue includes financial incentives offered 
to families (e.g., a 100,000-won bonus at childbirth and 18 
months paid parental leave263), as well as efforts to reduce 
housing and education costs.264

Concrete forms of government support include financial 
benefits, childcare support and services, welfare services 
for the elderly, and paid parental 
leave. Unfortunately, these efforts 
may already have come too late. In the 
past 16 years, South Korea has spent 
200 billion dollars on tackling the 
demographic crisis through measures 
influenced by Northern European, Scandinavian family policy. 
This approach is characterized by the aim of maximalizing 
women’s participation in the labor market and facilitating 
their reintegration into it after childbirth, so that they do not 
see it as an obstacle to their career. South Korea has adopted 
this model, at least in part, through making gender equality 
an important part of its family policy and attempting to 
create a balance between the father and mother regarding 
parental duties. This way of thinking has underlain the debates 
on reforming parental leave since the 2010s.265 Overall, South 

UNFORTUNATELY,  
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Korea’s family policy measures have not been successful and 
the country’s fertility rate continues to fall.

Since the end of the 1980s, Japan and South Korea have 
both been struggling with a sharp decline in birth rates and 
both have passed pronatalist measures to address this demo
graphic issue, with questionable success. Although these cases 
differ, one can establish, at a general level, that, due to their 
work culture, Asian countries are struggling to find the correct 
balance between work and private life. In the interest of solving 
this issue, they place great emphasis on a gender-neutral 
caregiving approach and on including fathers in child-rearing, 
thus helping women to reconcile their career and mother
hood. This naturally reinforces the dual-income model: 
mothers need to earn money to support their families. This 
differs from the view that mothers stay at home in a full-time 
capacity (a dilemma discussed earlier). The question is where 
the cause of this failure lies: in the model or in its 
application to a different context. In addition, various other 
factors contribute to low fertility rates. Some of them are 
global (infertility, individualism, etc.), others region-specific 
(crowded housing, high population density, strong hierarchical 
parental ties). These Asian examples show that the demo
graphic issue is present and is hard to manage, but that it must 
be addressed and that numerous public policy instruments 
are available for this purpose. 

Furthermore, the case of Nagi has proven that—taking 
into account the national and local contexts—a combination 
of economic, social, cultural, and healthcare perspectives and 
measures contribute to success.
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6.3. The United States

The birth rate in the United States dropped from 7.03 in 
1800 to 2.06 in 1940.266 The steady decrease can be explained 
by numerous general factors that affected not only the United 
States, including the consequences of the Industrial Revolu
tion, access to contraceptives, and the medical advances that 
decreased the frequency of infant mortality.267 Following 
the Great Depression and World War II, the economic boom 
of the 1950s led to a dramatic increase in the birth rate, which 
is today called the “baby boom.” 
Between 1940 and 1960, the TFR 
rose to 3.58, then fell significantly 
over the following 20 years to 1.77 
in 1980. This was followed by a 
period of slight growth, which 
peaked at 2.06 in 2010 before falling to 1.78 in 2020.268 The 
TFR has not changed much in recent years, increasing 
minimally to its current rounded value of 1.79.269

The TFR is therefore not particularly low in the United 
States, but the negative demographic trends have serious 
economic consequences.

As a consequence of the aging of the American population, 
a shrinking labor force will have to support an ever-increasing 
number of pensioners. Some believe that the economic aspect 
of the demographic crisis can be solved by the influx of 
migrants, since the number of providers would be increased 
by an easily available workforce. However, migration is a 
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short-term solution, even among the “nation of immigrants.” 
With the election of Donald Trump, the political climate 
surrounding migration has changed. Thus, fewer people now 
refer to it as a possible solution to the demographic and 
economic problems. 

Libertarianism has had an impact on how Americans 
relate to family policy. Libertarians argue for a strictly 
limited government which does not get involved in social 
policy at all: they believe the social system should be 
dismantled. The Republican Party in the United States has 
strong libertarian leanings, so many Republicans are not 
pleased at the importation of European style family policy 
into the American social system. The old guard of the 
Republican Party tolerates the American welfare system or 
advocate for its reform, but criticize pronatalist family support 
models, as they are excessively interventionist. This approach 
may change, depending on the policy pursued by the Trump 
government.270 In January 2025, Vice President JD Vance gave 
a speech at the ‘March for Life.’271

In it, he demonstrated a commitment to developing a 
family policy for the United States, which would support 
families and make it easier for them to have children. He 
also listed the measures taken by the first Trump administra
tion to double the child tax credit and which had a positive 
effect on American families.

Certain segments of the American population continue  
to resist the declining trend in fertility and have children, 
even without direct government support. These groups usually 



91

6. International Practice and Lessons Learned

belong to traditional religious communities, which include 
traditional Catholics, evangelical Christians, and the Amish. 
They often have large families and are open to finding or 
forming communities in which their families support one 
another.272

6.4. France

France has a long history of pronatalist approaches and 
policies. In 1939, the country adopted a family-friendly 
package of laws encouraging its citizens to have children, thus 
competing with its main rival, Germany, in the area of demo
graphics as well. Since then, France has consistently main
tained discourse on demographic questions and the French 
population shows an above average level of interest in natalist 
policies directed towards demographic goals.273

To this day, France has one of the 
highest fertility rates in Europe.274 
Among OECD member-countries, its 
2022 TFR of 1.8 put it in joint first place 
with Mexico.275 It is difficult to separate 
the effect of people with immigrant backgrounds, as these 
groups typically have higher fertility rates and although they 
eventually adopt the demographic behavior of the host 
country, this still represents a high fertility rate.276 Historically, 
French family policy has developed from the principles of 
pronatalism, social inclusion, and equality of lifestyle.277  

FRANCE HAS  
A WELL-SUPPORTED  
CHILDCARE SYSTEM
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It combines direct tax benefits278 with highly subsidized, 
flexible childcare options279 and the so-called ‘family quotient,’ 
a family friendly tax system.280 France has a well-supported 
childcare system281 and this can make a huge difference in the 

everyday lives of families who 
choose to have more children.

France spends roughly 3.6% of 
its national budget on family 
policy, the highest expenditure 
among OECD countries.282 How
ever, France’s pronatalist orientation 
began to weaken as early as 2008.283 

This tendency continued in 2013 with the reduction of early 
childhood care benefits and the introduction of a cap on the 
family tax allowance. At the same time, though, childcare 
benefits were increased for low income families and a commit
ment was made to develop more nurseries and childcare 
centers.284 These changes indicate a shift in focus from a 
general family support system to income equality and the 
families most impacted by poverty.

This shift suggests a growing tendency to maximalize the 
redistributive power of French family policy in favor of 
supporting non-traditional family models, partially for ideo
logical reasons and partially because single-parent households 
are more exposed to poverty.285

France’s fertility rate remains high, despite the fact that 
French culture is widely known for its secular values and pro-
abortion stance. On 4 March 2024, France became the first 
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country in the world to enshrine the right to abortion in its 
constitution.286 The French model indicates that institutional 
reputation (of France as a successful pronatalist nation) and the 
long-term continuity of public policy are equally important. 
As a result of the discourse on demographic questions and 
natalism, the French population has accepted a pronatalist 
outlook, which persists independently of religious beliefs.287
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Our principal findings are summarized below:

7.1. Christianity and the family

•	 The Christian worldview examines the immanent, family-
related issues of this world (e.g., the number and well-being 
of children) in light of the primary, transcendent goal 
(salvation).

•	 Ideally, marriage forms both the origin and the foundation 
of society and the family and one of its main goals is to raise 
children. According to natural law, marriage is the union 
of a man and a woman and it is for life.

•	 Scripture and, within it, the story of Creation, teaches that 
woman and man are equal, were created for each other by 
God and possess complementary roles (the complementarity 
of the sexes).

•	 Christianity radically transformed the Greco-Roman world’s 
sexual ethics and concept of marriage, which has shaped 
Western civilization until the present day.

•	 The Christian family is a unique place for an encounter with 
Jesus.
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7.2. The legal implications  
of marriage and the family

•	 According to Hungary’s Fundamental Law, marriage is  
a union between a man and a woman established by their 
voluntary (free) decision. This union is a value in itself 
and is therefore deserving of protection.

•	 Marriage is a community of mutual support. The spouses 
owe each other fidelity and are obliged to cooperate and 
support each other “in pursuit of their common goals.” They 
have equal rights and responsibilities in matters of marriage 
and the family.

•	 Marriage, by its essence, is a lifelong bond, even if large 
numbers of marriages fall apart.

•	 The family is the natural, fundamental unit of society and 
a social institution that precedes the law.

•	 Hungarian law does not define the family; it is a fluid concept. 
A marriage entered into with the intention of starting a family 
is not yet a family: the married couple becomes a family 
through the birth of a child. At the same time, the parent-
child relationship creates a family bond in itself. 

•	 The stability of relationships, and therefore the support  
of the marital bond and of families, is closely connected  
to incentivizing having children. Not only can those who 
live in a family not be disadvantaged compared to social 
groups who choose other ways of life, but supporting 
them is a goal of the state.
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•	 The stability of the family and whether people live in a civil 
marriage or in cohabitation are not matters of indifference 
to the state. Government must create a legal environment that 
encourages its citizens to enter marriage and start a family.

•	 The state may promote marriage through public education, 
public service broadcasting or other programmes. 

7.3. Demographic trends

•	 In Hungary, during the 2010s, the number of live births 
and the total fertility rate both increased significantly. 
The TFR rose from its 2011 low point of 1.23 to a 2021 high 
of 1.61. This positive trend that continued until 2021 can be 
attributed not only to parents ‘making up’ for the children 
they did not have during the recession of 2008–2009, but 
also to general economic growth and the family policy 
measures of the Orbán governments. 

•	 The average age of Hungarian women at the birth of their 
first child rises each year and now exceeds 30.

•	 Regional characteristics (fertility ‘hotspots’), women with 
three or more children, the proportion of Roma within the 
population, the level of religiosity, and per capita income all 
have a demonstrable impact on the TFR.

•	 Certain negative demographic trends (for example, the 
decline in the number of women of childbearing age) 
continued in the 2010s. In fact, the significant decrease  
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in the TFR and the number of live births in recent years 
has caused the situation to deteriorate even more. The 
factors for the decrease that have been studied are primarily 
Covid-19 and its consequences, the negative economic pro
cesses following 2021, the natural ‘exhaustion’ of regional 
growth and globally emerging cultural trends.

•	 The number of marriages in Hungary doubled between 
2010 and 2021 and the total first marriage rate signifi
cantly increased as well. The Orbán governments’ family 
policy measures, their financial incentives and the high 
number of already existing cohabiting couples contributed 
to this.

•	 The increase in the number of marriages significantly 
reduced the number of births occurring outside marriage.

•	 Although the negative trends of the past few years have 
caught up with marriages as well, the desire to marry 
remains high.

•	 In 1990, both men and women married, on average, nine 
years earlier than today.

•	 The number of divorces significantly decreased after 2011 
and has remained relatively low. The overall divorce rate 
has decreased, but 37% of marriages are still expected to 
end in divorce.
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7.4. Economic factors

•	 The issue of housing is closely connected to family policy 
and questions of fertility. Beyond property ownership itself, 
its location and immediate environment are also important 
considerations for families. 

•	 Hungarian families typically aspire to own their own 
home. Accessible and affordable housing loans are available 
as instruments of family support. 

•	 According to the Christian understanding of work, it is 
inherently valuable and one of its primary purposes  
is the maintenance of the family. 

•	 It is part of the natural order for mothers to stay at home 
and raise their children after their birth. Motherhood, 
fatherhood, and the childrearing connected to these roles 
are not just work: they differ in purpose from ‘regular’ work 
and are valuable in themselves.

•	 Women staying at home for a certain period after giving 
birth has numerous positive effects on children’s healthy 
development. At the same time, circumstances and oppor
tunities such as economic necessity (and work culture) must 
be taken into account. 

•	 Hungarian mothers’ CSED and GYED allowances indi
cate a family-friendly system by European standards—and 
compared to the United States, even more so.
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•	 Women’s improved situation in the labor market and the 
proper balance between work and family life have a 
positive effect on the fertility rate.

•	 The employment rate of mothers in Hungary increased 
throughout the 2010s. As a result, however, many women 
face a double burden. The proportion of mothers in full-
time employment remains high in Hungary.

7.5. Cultural factors

•	 89% of Hungarian society considers family very important 
and a family-oriented approach remains present in social 
attitudes.

•	 Those Hungarians who live in families are generally the 
most satisfied with their lives.

•	 Numerous studies indicate that a stable family life contri
butes to happiness at an individual level; further, that 
healthy families provide numerous (health, social policy, 
and security) advantages at the societal level as well. A well-
functioning family based on marriage is a strong safe
guard for society.

•	 Significant differences can generally be discovered among 
the ideal, desired, and actual number of children. The 
concept of the ‘magic two’ continues to dominate family 
planning. However, the desired number of children is not 
born—for economic, social, cultural, and health-related 
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reasons—and the ideal number of children is not born. 
86% of the Hungarian youth consider it important to have 
children.

•	 The steep rise of childlessness is a serious problem in the 
Western world and, increasingly, in Hungary as well. 
Relationship and healthcare factors, intentional childless
ness, and the social and income situation all play a role in 
childlessness.

•	 The precondition of starting a family is choosing a partner 
based on commitment. Behind the difficulties in choosing 
a partner lie complex cultural processes. A crisis of identity 
and role models can be noticed among men. Women gener
ally seek higher status men; however, due to social mobility 
and men’s identity issues, finding a partner according to this 
metric is becoming increasingly difficult. 

•	 Other factors that contribute to this problem include a  
distortion in expectations of contemporary relationships,  
a dependence on dating, the illusion of the perfect partner, 
the spread of individualistic lifestyles and online dating, 
and the consumption of pornography.

•	 The difficulty of choosing a partner is not only a demo
graphic and cultural crisis, but also a spiritual challenge. 
Without a renewed emphasis on the Christian ethics of 
choosing a partner—purity, commitment, fidelity, and 
respect for male and female roles—the impact of family 
policy measures aimed at demographic change will remain 
limited.
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7.6. Health factors

•	 One important issue affecting young couples and families 
is infertility. Although this is a global phenomenon, it affects 
15-20% of Hungarian couples wishing to have children. 
This is an issue that is underdiscussed at the societal level.

•	 Infertility and reduced fertility can have numerous 
psychological and physical causes. According to many 
experts, the main cause of declining fertility from a 
biological perspective is late childbearing.

•	 A range of environmental factors (such as air pollution, 
smoking, etc.) have negative effects on male and female 
fertility. The radical decrease of the sperm count and 
concentration raise concerns for men and the consequences 
of abortion for women.

•	 The number of abortions has been steadily declining since 
2010, almost halving in that period. Nevertheless, Hungary 
still has an abortion rate that is above the European 
average. With the exception of the ‘heartbeat’ legislation, 
no significant changes have occurred over the past 15 
years.

•	 Abortion is primarily a decision about ending a child’s life, 
but it has further implications for health and infertility  
as well. Even abortions performed properly from a medical 
standpoint can have serious psychological consequences, 
which in turn have a direct impact on fertility.
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•	 Numerous forms of artificial fertilization now exist, the 
most widespread being IVF (in vitro fertilization). In 
addition, other procedures exist which do not directly assist 
fertility but which aim to postpone the possibility of con
ception. The most well-known of these methods is egg 
freezing.

•	 The Hungarian legal framework permits numerous forms 
of artificial fertilization, but prohibits surrogacy. Public 
acceptance of IVF is high (90%), while attitudes to surrogacy 
are more divided.

•	 Christian teaching generally rejects artificial fertilization. 
IVF typically involves the ‘loss’ of embryos: human lives 
are terminated. Christian doctrine teaches the sanctity of 
life and therefore protects life from conception.

•	 In many cases, the expectations associated with artificial 
fertilization are not realized.

7.7. Family policy measures  
of the Orbán governments  
(2010–2025)

•	 When examining the family policy measures of the Orbán 
governments (2010–2025), it is customary to distinguish 
their various goals: some are directed at individuals, as 
members of the family; others at the family as a unit. 
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•	 From 2010 onwards, the Orbán government has provided 
support to both groups. Within the framework of a work-
based society, employment—and its general growth—is 
closely connected to the support available to families. 

•	 Hungarian family policy extends to several policy areas and 
is an important consideration in the operation of the 
government. In their understanding, it is no longer viewed 
as part of social policy but as an independent domain of 
policy.

•	 Since taking office in 2010, the Orbán government has 
pursued a fundamentally pronatalist family policy, aimed 
at counterbalancing population decline through supporting 
childbirth. Behind these policies lie an emphasis on giving 
the family and the performance of the parents the 
recognition they deserve.

•	 Among the Orbán governments’ family policy measures,  
a distinction can be made between traditional financial 
instruments of family support (such as child benefits, 
GYES, GYED) and new family policy measures (state-
subsidized loans).

•	 The nominal value of financial support increased until  
2023 (between 2021 and 2023, expenditure on the new 
instruments exceeded expenditure on the traditional ones). 
However, fiscal tightening and a decline in the number of 
claimants reduced overall expenditure in the most recent 
year.
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•	 Numerous studies have evaluated the results of Hungary’s 
family policy measures. Some of them (family tax allow
ance, building childcare centers, increasing home creation 
subsidies) have had a demonstrable impact on fertility levels.

•	 According to some explanations, financial support has a 
greater impact on the time of childbirth than its number. In 
some cases (such as the Great Recession of 2008–2009), 
this is presumably making up for children not had, while 
in others (e.g., after the introduction of the baby-expecting 
loan) it involves bringing the decision forward. Fluctua
tions in fertility are part of a natural process which 
governments can only impact to a certain degree.

•	 The Orbán government’s pronatalist goals have only been 
partially met. The rise of the fertility rate in the 2010s 
slowed the decline of the population and contributed to the 
generally positive demographic change. Based on the tend
encies of recent years, however, replacement level seems 
worryingly far off.

•	 The other goal has been met, in that the concept of the 
family has been placed center stage. The family policy 
measures that extend to numerous areas and the financial 
incentives connected to them have considerably contributed 
to an increase in fair treatment.
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7.8. International practice and lessons

•	 The global population is nearing its peak and has in fact 
reached and passed it and is in decline in many places. 
Thus, societies worldwide are struggling with an app
roaching or already present demographic crisis. 

•	 Japan was confronted with the so-called ‘1.57 [demo
graphic] shock’ in 1989, when the TFR reached this level. 
This forced the Japanese government to assess the possible 
means of incentivizing childbirth. It passed four policy 
packages which extended to numerous areas (reconciling 
work and childrearing, regulating employers, expanding 
childcare centers, and coordination among sectors), but 
they mostly failed. 

•	 The ‘Japanese miracle’ does exist at the local level, however. 
The town of Nagi, population 6,000, has a TFR of 2.95, 
which is over double the national average. A combination of 
economic, social, cultural, and health perspectives and 
measures—bearing the national and local framework in 
mind—contribute to its success.

•	 In 2023, South Korea’s fertility rate dropped to 0.72;  
the country therefore experiences an extreme form of  
the symptoms of demographic decline. In 2024, former 
President Yoon Suk Yeol declared “a demographic national 
emergency.” Since then, South Korea’s leadership has 
approached this task through PR campaigns designed to 
increase the birth rate, as well as through financial incentives 
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and efforts directed towards decreasing living and educa
tional costs. 

•	 Overall, South Korea’s family policy efforts have not met 
with success, as the fertility rate continues to fall. 

•	 The TFR in the United States is not particularly low, but 
the negative demographic trends have serious economic 
consequences. The American right is characterized by philo
sophical differences among the adherents of libertarianism, 
those who wish to keep the welfare system to a minimum, 
and those who desire greater intervention, including in the 
area of family policy. Donald Trump’s presidency may affect 
the direction taken by the country in the coming years.

•	 Even without direct governmental support, certain sectors 
of the American population are withstanding the trend of 
demographic decrease by having children. These parts of 
the population generally belong to religious communities. 
These include, among others, traditional Catholics and the 
Amish communities.

•	 France has a long history of pronatalist approaches and 
policies. To this day, it has one of the highest fertility rates 
of Europe, which is only partially due to migration.

•	 France spends approximately 3.6% of its GDP on family 
policy, the highest rate measured by the OECD. The French 
population has embraced a pronatalist perspective, which 
has endured regardless of their religious views.
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8.1. A Christian integrative  
perspective288

Narrowness of perspective presents a danger to social 
policy and, therefore, to family policy as well. When one 
consideration (e.g., demographic) wholly or at least 
excessively overrides the others (e.g., economic, cultural, and 
health concerns), it can happen that a noble goal (e.g., that 
more children be born) has unintended negative 
consequences even in the case of effective policy interventions 
(in this case, in the area of demographics). This is because 
such narrowness (such as a purely pronatalist approach) often 
displays a lack of awareness in other areas, e.g., of what 
circumstances the child is born in and into 
and the consequences of IVF. The 
integrative perspective does not deny the 
need for policy priorities (a guiding thread 
is required), but considers it important to 
conduct a comprehensive examination of 
the key issues it touches on.

However, a secular integrative approach is insufficient in 
itself, as it leads to a different kind of narrowness, namely 
one which does not take into account man’s transcendental 
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dimension and the particular set of goals connected to it. The 
Christian integrative perspective ‘connects’ human beings 
into this cycle, defines the primary goal and treats the 
integrative policies of great importance in this earthly life 
accordingly.

Further, the goal of the Christian integrative perspective is 
for family policy to simultaneously be built on correct 
principles (idealistic) and to reflect pragmatically on reality 
(realistic). The principle of the sanctity of life, the 
constitutional protection of marriage, subsidiarity, and  
the dignity of work and the home must all be represented  
in the most determined way possible. This requires the 
cooperation of government, the Church, local councils, 
Christian NGOs, and media and the business world as well. 
In our view, this ought to be established in a broad family 
policy strategy.

8.2. The family as priority and unity

The biggest achievement of Hungarian family policy is 
arguably that it once again made families important and a 
matter of public concern in a manner perceptible at the 
international level as well. The Hungarian family policy 
measures have, along with the expenditures and political 
communication that accompanied them, effected a change in 
thinking about Hungarian families. The fact that the family 
is once again in the spotlight is a significant result and one 
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that increases the chance of the necessary social discourse and 
sufficient public policy decision-making.

This is by no means evident: numerous Western countries 
suffer from demographic, social, and economic problems 
(some of them have been doing so for decades), for which  
a family-centric approach could offer a sufficient solution,  
yet families are not at the center. This was also true of Hungary 
in numerous cases in the period before 2010. 

Maintaining this result, i.e., treating families as a 
priority, requires further efforts. On the one hand, the 
focus should be on making social policy successful, as  
this is what determines the extent to which this issue remains 
on the political and public policy agenda or whether it 
becomes ‘worn out,’ a 
topic of simplified 
political debates. Our 
suggestion is for the 
legislature to aim to 
achieve a consensus 
on the importance of 
marriage and the 
family that transcends the political divide.289 In more 
precise terms, it is necessary to formulate not only family 
policy, but also a social policy that has the family at its 
center.290 “A family policy must be the basis and driving force 
of all social policies.”291

THE BIGGEST ACHIEVEMENT 
OF HUNGARIAN FAMILY POLICY 
IS ARGUABLY THAT IT ONCE 
AGAIN MADE FAMILIES 
IMPORTANT AND A MATTER  
OF PUBLIC CONCERN

”
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8.3. Security and reliability

What mother would like to bring her child into a dangerous, 
unpredictable world full of crises? The experts are in agree
ment that security and reliability are of utmost importance 
in making decisions regarding having children.

This was evident in the case of Hungary as well, since the 
economy and the TFR mostly grew together until 2019. This 
growth was further supported by family policy measures,  
but these were clearly insufficient to prevent the post-2019 
decline. This does not mean that financial incentives are 
unnecessary or generally ineffective, but rather limited.  
A clear connection between economic well-being and a 
higher TFR is lacking in both time and place; in fact, the 
general tendencies support the opposite conclusion.292 Never
theless, one can connect the two areas to make the claim that 
it is essential for financial incentives to increase—long-
term—security and reliability. This is clearly most impor
tant for the groups for whom security—partially economic 

and partially existential—or the 
sense thereof is low and un
reliability is high. Securing the 
economic incentives which im
pact families is therefore impor
tant partially for the families’ 

dignity and partially from a pragmatic perspective, since “it 
was previously demonstrable that having children also meant 
resigning oneself to poverty.”293

IT IS ESSENTIAL FOR 

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES  

TO INCREASE LONG-TERM 

SECURITY AND RELIABILITY

“
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Reliability cannot mean inflexibility. We therefore believe 
that the legislature acts correctly insofar as it strengthens  
a support system which fits the organic development of 
family life.

This takes into account the fact that what is most helpful at 
the beginning of married life is rental arrangements (which 
can be assisted by a comprehensive rental housing develop
ment program) while with the birth of children, security is 
provided by ownership of a larger property. Needs can also vary 
at a regional level and should therefore be taken into account.

One must naturally avoid falling into the trap of a 
narrow-minded way of thinking, in this case, economic 
reductionism, even in the case of security and reliability. 
Childbearing is a complex issue. It may happen that a couple’s 
economic situation would allow them to have children but 
they nevertheless do not want to, due to real or perceived 
concerns of security or unpredictability (due, for instance, to 
climate anxiety, the polarization of society or the sense of 
ongoing war).

8.4. The capacities and responsibilities 
of the state

The Hungarian state has historically held great significance 
and a strong role in national cohesion. Even the socialist 
regimes, which disrupted organic development within the 
country’s history, maintained the importance of the state, 
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albeit partially for reasons of power. This circumstance can 
give state leaders an opportunity—and, compared to 
countries with a libertarian outlook such as the USA, a 
relative advantage—in shaping society according to policy 
priorities—with a democratic mandate. 

This also allows the state to take steps against ideologies 
which present an explicit or implicit danger to families.

The goals of the state include helping families with the 
tools at their disposal in the interest of serving the common 
good (especially if many of them are dysfunctional). At the 
same time, if the state ignores the principle of subsidiarity and 

overreaches—even if driven by 
the noblest of goals—it can easily 
expand into areas originally 
outside its scope. This not only 
violates natural law (the 
autonomy of families) but can 
also result in a decreased feeling 

of responsibility among its citizens and in civil society, 
while expectations remain high. Once an issue has been 
‘taken over,’ by the state, it is not easily relinquished, which in 
itself further fuels an activist, constantly interventionist mode 
of operation. In the case of certain matters—such as family 
and fertility—that are complicated and all but insoluble by 
their nature—this can lead to even more serious difficulties. 

What is to be done? We believe that the legislature would 
be wise to assist the development of ‘bottom-up’ activity at 
the individual and community level (including economic 

THE HUNGARIAN STATE  

HAS HISTORICALLY HELD 

GREAT SIGNIFICANCE  

AND A STRONG ROLE  

IN NATIONAL COHESION

“
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and ecclesiastical actors), alongside the state’s habitual ‘top-
down’ approach. It could then build on this to make further 
progress in family policy.

In other words, large-scale political, economic, social, 
cultural and health structures should be complemented by 
further layers at the levels of the communities.294 This can 
apply to economic actors as  
well, who could be incentivized 
to encourage the development of  
a family-friendly environment, 
including taking measures to 
provide mothers with flexible 
work opportunities and tax 
breaks. In our view, it would be 
worthwhile to introduce a graduate-level program in 
Hungary which would approach marriage and the family 
from a Christian integrative perspective (perhaps within an 
ecclesiastical setting), on the model of the training program 
already tested in the University of Navarra.295

8.5. Communication, educational,  
and PR-campaign considerations 

Christians often struggle with ‘outreach problems.’ Many 
(of us) believe that the lack of success in society at large is due 
not to the lack of truth in Christian beliefs, but to a hostile 
environment or inadequate communication. This is partially 

THE GOALS OF THE  
STATE INCLUDE HELPING 
FAMILIES WITH THE TOOLS  
AT THEIR DISPOSAL IN  
THE INTEREST OF SERVING 
THE COMMON GOOD

”
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true but it would be a mistake to take the first reason as an 
excuse and the second as unchangeable.296 In other words, 
effective Christian social communication does exist, as 
attested to by several historical and contemporary examples 
(for instance, in the United States). Communication 
campaigns (whether run by the church actors, NGOs, or the 
state) must meet 21st-century professional content and 
audiovisual standards in order to be effective (or at least not 
counterproductive).297

A key priority is to ensure that the role of the cultural 
factors that affect couples in their decision to start a family 

are conveyed with 
appropriate tools, 
such as nationwide 
campaigns.

In our view, communication can play an especially 
significant role in emphasizing the importance of partner 
selection, marriage, and having children. The legislature 
could play an important role in this by incentivizing the 
multinational corporations that operate in the country to 
run family-friendly and marriage-promoting campaigns.

Ideas exist which are equally valuable for Christians and 
non-Christians alike and these can serve as a bridge in 
communication. These include, among others, the factors with 
the greatest influence on relationships, such as trust, fidelity, 
honesty, intimacy, and love, as well as the human virtues, such 
as wisdom, justice, (inner) strength, and moderation. Long-term 
growth and flourishing, which can be realized within both the 

EFFECTIVE CHRISTIAN SOCIAL  

COMMUNICATION DOES EXIST“
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marriage and the family, can also be placed in this category.298 
Finally, there is happiness, a complex concept with differing 
views on its nature and especially on the path that leads to it, 
but one which, after all, ultimately unites all people. These 
factors can serve as a bridge in deepening dialogue between 
groups. The success of the Christian mission ultimately 
depends not only on teaching and knowledge of the truth, 
but also on dialogue.
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298	 Pope Francis highlights the virtue of tenderness within marriage and the family. 
Francis, Amoris Laetitia, 28.
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