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ABSTRACT

The question of what are considered the causes of poverty is often neglected in the literature of this area of
research. This paper analyzes the attributes of poverty in Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County, Hungary, which is
one of the most disadvantaged areas of the country. Research was carried out in 2011 and 2019 using the
method of systematic data collection, making possible the comparison of the changing perceptions of poverty
over time. The research objective is to discover whether, as is common in Eastern European countries,
support for explanations which blame structural conditions is dominant in the public perception of poverty.
This research has made it clear, that the poor are often considered by the public to be responsible for their
own vulnerable situation. With regard to the area where the research took place there is a discrepancy be-
tween reality and the public perception of poverty and the functioning of the welfare system which is thought
to be generous and which is considered to offer multiple types of public aid for a wide range of recipients.
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INTRODUCTION

A number of studies in this field of research (such as Coughlin 1980; Taylor-Gooby 1985; Tylor-
Gooby and Svallfors 1999) have examined attitudes towards the welfare system, the role of
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government in the alleviation of poverty, the legitimacy of the welfare state, tax progression, and
income redistribution. In the field of social policy, however, less attention has been paid to public
perceptions of poverty, notwithstanding that over a hundred years ago Simmel (1908) argued that
popular beliefs about poverty may have an important impact on welfare regimes. Beyond its
relevance to social policy, attributions of poverty play an important role in sociology and in
economics, as well. The redistribution of income must be justified in order for it to gain social
acceptance, which in turn is necessary to ensure the sustainable functioning of the welfare system.
It is not enough to simply launch a concept of the welfare system; this concept must also be
morally and ethically justified. The legitimacy and viability of welfare programs are significantly
influenced by public perceptions of poverty (Lepianka et al. 2009; van Oorschot and Halman
2000). Support for structural attributions of poverty may encourage public acceptance of the
social welfare programs (Habibov 2011; Verwiebe and Wegener 2000). Moreover, lay explana-
tions of poverty reveal important aspects of the existing welfare culture, as well as the moral
economy of society by providing information about the status of a given social group (Mau 2003;
Pfau-Effinger 2005). In addition, perceptions of poverty influence interactions between poor and
non-poor communities on a daily basis (Bullock 1999; Niemela 2008; Siposn�e N�andori 2021).

This paper examines the perception of the underlying reasons for living in poverty in
Hungary. It focuses on Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County, which has been one of the poorest areas
in Hungary for decades. The reason for selecting this county was, that a relatively large pro-
portion of its population lives in poverty or experiences poverty in their immediate surroundings.
The latter is important too, as the perception of those living physically close to poverty are of
particular interest. Attributions of poverty were examined in 2011 and 2019 using the methods of
systematic data collection, making possible the comparison of the results over time.

The paper differs from the existing literature in several aspects. Besides focusing on a county
in Hungary, another unique trait of the current research lies in its methodology. As mentioned
earlier, the research which this paper is based on relies on the method of systematic data
collection to obtain information about subjective poverty. This use of systematic data collection
can improve the quality of data while significantly reducing the required sample size. Moreover,
and most importantly, these methods do not use predefined attributions of poverty scaling like
many other previous studies in the field have done,1 but participants are first asked to elicit items
they have in their minds about poverty and these same items are then used for the subsequent
steps of the research.

The first step towards understanding the problem is to describe the theories regarding the at-
tributions of poverty, with special regard for lay explanations of poverty in Eastern Europe. A review
of the socioeconomic conditions of Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County, Hungary, is then presented.
After stating the research objectives, the study briefly describes its methodology. The main findings
of primary data collection, and the results of analysis are described in the Results section.

ATTRIBUTIONS OF POVERTY

The first research work on the public opinions and beliefs about the causes of poverty was
published more than half a century ago. Free and Cantril (1967) recognized that individualistic

1Like Kluegel and Smith (1981), Kluegel and Smith (1986) or Feather (1974).
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traits like hard work or willpower were thought to predominate “success” more than “cir-
cumstantial” factors in the United States. Feagin (1975) revealed that three categories of causes
can be distinguished in the United States:

� individualists (when poverty is related to the attitude of the individual);
� structuralists (the causes of poverty are related to the society);
� fatalists (when individuals get into poverty randomly or due to fate) (Harper 1996).

Besides these factors, attributions of poverty have been associated with financial circum-
stance (Williamson 1974) and ethnicity (Hunt 1996). Feagin (1975) concluded that most
Americans believed that the individual was responsible for being poor, which is in in line with
the individualistic theory. Other research (Kluegel and Smith 1981, 1986) used the same set of
items as Feagin and revealed that individualistic beliefs continued to predominate the public
perception of poverty in the United States in the 1980s and 1990s (Wilson 1996; Hunt and
Bullock 2016). Smith and Stone (1989) also confirmed that the main perceived causes of poverty
in America are either individualistic or structural. Zucker and Weiner (1993) used the theory of
attribution to examine the causal explanations of poverty and categorized the causes into the
same three types as Feagin.

It was Furnham (1982) who recognized that previous studies regarding the attributions of
poverty included an individualistic type of blame (such as low willingness to work or lack of
proper money management by the poor), as well as a social type of blame (like the lack of real
social safety nets), and an individual type of fate (like bad luck), but not a social type of fate. He
identified this type of explanation for poverty and included factors like worldwide recession or
uncontrollable global development. Van Oorschot and Halman (2000) suggested a two-
dimensional and four-type poverty explanation model (Fig. 1). Lepianka et al. (2009) and Kainu
and Niemel€a (2014) confirmed the four-tiered structure of poverty attributions.

Lepianka et al. (2009) provided a critical view of the two most common approaches of
analyzing attributions of poverty: the factor analytical approach and the forced-choice-question
approach. Eurobarometer, among others, has used the latter method. They concluded that
neither of these approaches were faultless from a methodological point of view, thus necessi-
tating the development of better tools for measuring the attributions of poverty. The use of a
longer list of items was suggested, as well as reference to some sort of additional information
from the interviewees about their images of the poor in order to elucidate the interpretation of
the survey items, or using alternative approaches to study causal interpretations.

Besides Simmel (1908), Kluegel et al. (1995) and Jordan (1996) argued that the percieved
generosity of the welfare system was directly dependent on the degree to which the poor were
seen by the public as being personally responsible for their vulnerable situation. Since the early
1970s the development of universal welfare states in continental Europe have been associated
with structural explanations for poverty which support the need for a welfare state and for other
initiatives aimed at reducing poverty (Kluegel et al. 1995). In line with this finding, there is wide
consensus to support structural explanations of poverty (such as social injustice or problems
regarding the labor market) in Finland (Niemel€a 2008). In Angol-Saxon tradition, however,
development of the residual welfare state has been associated with the increasing importance of
individualistic and fatalistic attributions of poverty (Hartz 1995; Habibov et al. 2017). Indi-
vidualistic explanations undermine collective actions to fight against poverty and inequalities
(Kreidl 1998, 2000; Habibov 2011).
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Beyond the characteristics of the welfare system, short-term economic growth, social ex-
penditures, demographic factors, and political affiliation are among the determinants of attri-
butions of poverty in Europe, creating differences in the explanations of poverty across
European countries (Kallio and Niemel€a 2014).

Hughes and Touch (2000), Hunt (1996), Kluegel and Smith (1986), Lee et al. (1990), and
Merolla et al. (2011) showed that individualistic and structural explanations for poverty are not
mutually exclusive, but are instead overlapping constructs. Disadvantaged strata like the
working class, homeless people, or racial minority groups are likely to combine individualistic
and structural beliefs in their thinking (Cheal 1979; Kluegel et al. 1995; Kluegel and Smith 1986;
Parkin 1971). Merolla et al. (2011), using data from the United States, found that ‘concentrated
disadvantage’ at community level was associated with support for both individualistic and
structural attributions of poverty resulting in a ‘dual consciousness’ pattern.

Kluegel and Smith (1986) argued that structural beliefs might temporarily become dominant
during times of unusual social and/or economic strain. Marquis (2020) confirmed that following
the 2008 economic crisis, support for explanations which blame structural conditions had
increased in Europe.

LAY EXPLANATIONS OF POVERTY IN POST-SOCIALIST COUNTRIES,
ESPECIALLY IN HUNGARY

Empirical findings on the attributions of poverty found that there were some differences be-
tween Western Europe and post-socialist Europe (Kainu and Niemel€a 2014). While social ex-
planations for poverty are more popular in Western Europe, Eastern Europeans emphasize more

Individual blame

- low willingness 
to work, lack of 

thrift

Social blame

- social injustice

Individual fate

- bad luck

Social fate

- uncontrollable 
global 

development

Fig. 1. Two dimensions and four types of poverty explanations
Source: own compilation based on Van Oorschot and Halman (2000, p. 7)
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individualistic reasons of blame for poverty (Kallio and Niemel€a 2014; Kreidl 2000; Lepianka et
al. 2009; van Oorschot and Halman 2000). Lepianka et al. (2009) concluded, however, that large
variations could be found across post-socialist European countries. Individualistic types of
blame for explaining poverty are more popular in the Czech Republic, while the social type of
blame for the attributions of poverty are endorsed in Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Croatia
(Lepianka et al. 2009). Kainu and Niemel€a (2014) concluded that in post-socialist countries,
social types of blame for explaining poverty are the most popular, followed by individualistic
types of blame, social fate, and individual fate. Another finding of their research showed that
social types of blame for explaining poverty are the most popular in Ukraine, Lithuania,
Slovenia, Hungary, Russia, and Latvia.

Few studies regarding lay explanations of poverty have focused specifically on Hungary.
Kreidl (2000) revealed that there was no dominant ideology for poverty in Hungary in the 1990s.
In 1991 and 1996, 75% of his respondents chose the failing economic system and 71% chose
poor morals as explanations for poverty in Hungary. Habibov et al. (2017), concluded, by
examining 24 post-communist countries using a total sample of 37,307 respondents, that
structural attributions of poverty were supported by more than half of the respondents in
Hungary between 2006 and 2010, and support for structural explanations for poverty had
increased over time from 54.8% in 2006 to 59.8% (the third highest rate out of the eight Eastern
European countries examined) in 2010.

SOCIOECONOMIC POSITION OF BORSOD-ABA�UJ-ZEMPL�EN COUNTY,
HUNGARY

Similarly to other post-socialist countries, the transition period of 1989–1990 was characterized
by a rapid increase in the regionalization of wealth and deprivation. The increase of regional
disparities was associated with the increasing dominance of Budapest, the capital city, as well as
the widening gap between urban and rural areas, and the declining economic performance of the
old industrial regions (Blazek and Netrdov�a 2011; Keller et al. 2016) such as Northern Hungary.
Due to deindustrialization, which began in the early 1990s, industrial activities in Borsod-Aba�uj-
Zempl�en County, situated in Northern Hungary, significantly decreased and the number of jobs
fell significantly. The two main metallurgic companies went bankrupt and closed, resulting in a
regional crisis. In this area the 1990s were characterized by a distorted economic structure,
underdeveloped infrastructure, failed privatization, several thousands of unemployed people,
and large-scale emigration (Bakos 2006). It was only after the turn of the century that industry in
Northern Hungary began to develop and catch up to the more developed Central and Western
parts of the country. Re-industrialization started only after 2003 and it lead to economic
structural changes. Investments have lately been concentrated in the industrial and energy
sectors (Barta et al. 2008).

To this day, Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County is characterized by unemployment and poverty
(Keller et al. 2016) as well as a low ability to retain its population. This is due to the lack of viable
economic prospects and the adverse income position of the inhabitants (G Fekete et al. 2013).
Emigration per capita was the highest of all seven NUTS2 level regions of the country in
Northern Hungary. Seven out of one thousand inhabitants left the country in 2010. Most people
leaving Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County move to Central Hungary (Gr�abics 2012).
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The unfavorable socioeconomic situation of the county is reflected by the high percentage of
ethnic Roma people with a low level of education, a low rate of participation in the labor market,
and a high level of experience of social discrimination (Hegyi-K�eri and Horv�ath 2017). Roma
people form the largest and most disadvantaged ethnic minority in Hungary. Identifying who
belongs to the Roma minority is not easy because the definition of Roma is a contentious
subject. According to the latest, 2011 census, where self-declaration of belonging to any ethnic
minority was possible, the Roma minority comprised 3.18% of the total population, while
various sociological studies estimate this number to be as high as 8–10% of a total population of
9.8 million (Kimmelman 2008). Their territorial distribution is uneven, with highest concen-
tration in the north-eastern and in the south-western parts of the country. One of the highest
concentrations of Roma people can be found in Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County where close to
10% of the total population called themselves Romani in the 2011 census.

Roma people experience multiple disadvantages. Besides living in relatively poor regions, they
experience low levels of education and employment, as well as poor living conditions. It is often
difficult to measure their socio-economic characteristics because data is usually not selected and
gathered based on ethnicity. In addition to their unfavorable socioeconomic position, their life
expectancy is approximately ten years lower than that of the non-Roma population. They often
experience poor levels of hygiene and sanitation and have relatively high rates of infectious disease
(Masseria et al. 2010). Moreover, they face environmental problems like the lack of sewage and
mains gas, garbage dumps, waterlogged soil, and lack of running water (K�osa et al. 2009).

Besides being disadvantaged for multiple reasons, Roma people have experienced problems
regarding integration. They have been subject to discrimination by much of society, probably due to
their traditionally nomadic lifestyle, tightly knit communities, and distinct culture (K�osa et al. 2009).
A further characteristic of their issues surrounding integration is that after completing primary
education, only one in five Romani children go on to secondary education. The drop-out rate
among Romani children is almost twice as high as among non-Romani. A further problem is the
segregation of Romani children to separate schools or classes due to non-Romani families choosing
to send their children to distant schools when there are many Romani students in the local schools
(this phenomenon is often called “white flight”) (Open Society Institute 2007). Beyond the above,
the difficulty of their integration into society is exacerbated by the negative attitudes towards them as
a result of racist stereotypes including the idea that they are disproportionately dependent on the
welfare system, they lack work discipline, they are the primary perpetrators of various types of
crimes, and do not respect legal and social norms (Csepeli and Simon 2004; Babourkova 2016).

To make existing conditions worse, several violent events occurred between the non-Roma
and Romani people which highlighted and aggravated the issues surrounding their integration.
One such example is an incident dating back to 2006 when a Roma mob lynched an ethnic
Hungarian teacher in front of his two daughters in the village of Olaszliszka, Borsod-Aba�uj-
Zempl�en County. The incident was then followed by many racially motivated attacks against
Roma people (Index 2006).

HYPOTHESES AND METHODOLOGY

This study aims to discover lay explanations of poverty in a disadvantaged area of Hungary.
Considering the research results of Kainu and Niemel€a (2014), and Habibov et al. (2017), for
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other Eastern European countries, support for explanations which blame structural conditions
can be dominant in the public perception of poverty.

Figure 2 highlights the main steps of the research process upon which this study is based.
Primary data collection was carried out following a review of the relevant literature and the
formulation of hypotheses. Subjective interpretations of poverty, and the items related to it were
identified using qualitative research methods. Interviews were conducted first, to elicit a list of
items related to poverty using the method of free listing. Besides these related items, the main
causes and consequences of poverty were also identified. The method of free listing is an
appropriate way to ensure that the domain and the items are culturally relevant (Weller and
Romney 1988; Siposn�e N�andori 2021).

In a subsequent session of interviews, participants were asked to rank the items related to
poverty, as well as the causes of poverty, and consequences of poverty according to how strongly
they are linked to poverty. It is important to use the same items which were first identified in the
process of free listing. Responses to the questions of the free listing cannot be corrected, recoded
or transformed (Weller 2007) to facilitate the interpretation of the survey items (Lepianka et al.
2009) in the second part of the interviews.

During the second phase of research, participants were asked to describe the exact meaning
of the previously identified items. As ranking a large number of items could be difficult and
could take considerable time, the method of systematic data collection was used to simplify the
task, thereby eliminating time-on-task cognitive fatigue. Another reason for applying this
method was that it made possible the comparison of results of two time periods, provided that

literature
review

forming the
hypotheses

data
collection # 

1: 

free listing

defining
sample size

forming
formal

questions

data
collection # 
2: quicksort
and rating

scales

comparison
over time

and with the
literature

decision 
about the

hypotheses

conclusions

Fig. 2. Flow chart of the research
Source: own compilation
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the causal interpretations of poverty were examined using the same methodology in both 2011
and 2019 (for details refer to Siposn�e N�andori 2016).

The methodology of systematic data collection was developed in the 1980s in the United
States by anthropologist Susan C. Weller and mathematician A. Kimball Romney. This method
helps researchers in the field of social sciences collect more useful data through interviews and
questionnaires. Increased understanding of experimental and observational data requires sys-
tematic observation, classification, analysis, and evaluation. Systematic and structured methods
of carrying out interviews help reach this goal (Weller and Romney 1988).

Methods of systematic data collection which, for example, include asking the same set of
questions of each participant, decrease the sample size required when researching subjects
related to social science in a revolutionary way, while ensuring the results remain highly reliable.
This is made possible by taking into consideration the cultural competence of members of
society when defining the sample size. The number of interviewees required to get reliable
answers can be determined using consensus theory, which can be applied to research questions
when researchers do not have a priori knowledge of the answers to the questions which are to be
asked. Through evaluation of the cultural competence of the participants, researchers can, in
cases like this, discover the ‘culturally correct’ answers to the questions they formulated. Cultural
competence of the participants is the probability that they know the answer to a given question,
making the reconstruction of the ‘culturally relevant’ answers to a specific question possible
(Romney et al. 1986). It is assumed that the similarities between the answers of any two par-
ticipants are a sign of the extent to which each is correlated with the truth, and the extent to
which they are the culturally correct answers in this case (Nunally 1978). Consensus theory
could be applied in both years in which the research was carried out, as all three required as-
sumptions were achieved:

� The average level of competence of the participants based on free listing was high enough
(<0.7),

� the participants were asked separately, and
� each question dealt with the same set of items (Siposn�e N�andori 2021).

Primary data collection aimed to find out what the individuals believed to be the main causes
of poverty. To find the answer to this question, after creating an emic list of reasons for poverty
in the initial interviews, the method of quicksort was used in the second phase of research. This
is a rank-order method. Names of causes were written on cards which were randomized. A card
was then selected to serve as an anchoring standard. All cards were then compared to the
standard and were divided into two groups: the cards containing items which are among the
causes of poverty more often than the standard card, and those which were the causes of poverty
less often than the standard. This process was repeated for each pile until all items were ranked.
This method shortens the task of ranking and is appropriate for ranking items according to the
frequency with which they are considered to be the causes of poverty (Weller and Romney 1988;
Siposn�e N�andori 2021).

Interviews were conducted during the spring of 2011, in March and April to be exact, and
between July and December of 2019. Table 1 summarizes the main facts about the two col-
lections of data. Participants were selected using multi-stage sampling with stratification wherein
the sample size from each type of location is in line with the rate of the population in total. Of
the towns and cities which were involved (refer to Table 2), Miskolc and S�arospatak are
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Table 1. Sample decomposition based on the distribution of the population of Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County, Hungary

2011 2019

Population
Sample size for
free listing

Sample size for
formal interviews

Population
(2018)

Sample size for
free listing

Sample size for
formal interviews

Town with county rank 167,754 7 5 155,650 10 4

Other towns 234,049 10 6 224,770 14 7

Communities 284,463 13 8 267,796 17 8

Total 686,266 30 19 648,216 41 19

Number of items elicited by free listing 52 45

Average level of competence 0.7 0.7

Number of items included for formal
interviews

17 21

Number of potential causes of poverty
for formal interviews

12 9

Number of potential consequences of
poverty for formal interviews

11 10

Source: own compilation based on HCSO data.
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considered relatively developed within the county not only in economic terms, but also in terms
of the potential for social innovation (Nagy and T�oth 2019). Regions including Ózd, �Arokt}o and
Bog�acs, however, are underdeveloped and lack the potential for social innovation. Selecting
participants from both relatively developed and underdeveloped areas ensures that wealthier and
poorer interviewees are included in this collection of data.

Due to racism directed at the Roma in Hungary, as described above, inclusion of Romani
people was also an objective. Because of the lack of consensus regarding who is in fact Roma and
who is not, I had no information about the ethnic minority identity of the participants. Some of
the selected towns and villages (such as Ózd, Fels}ozsolca, �Arokt}o, and Alacska), however, have
higher rates of Roma inhabitants than the county average (Table 2), which effectively ensures
that Romani people can also be found among the interviewees.

Following the phase of data collection, results were compared to those described by the
relevant literature. Pearson’s correlation analysis was used to highlight significant relationships
among the causes of poverty, the items related to poverty and the consequences of poverty.

RESULTS

In 2011, twelve main reasons for poverty were mentioned by the interviewees, while in 2019 only
nine causes of poverty were identified. Six items were mentioned in both years. The two primary
reasons were ‘unemployment’ and a ‘low willingness to work’, and these remained unchanged in
both years. They both refer to disadvantages in the labor market. ‘A low level of education’ and
‘low level of income’ were ranked between 3rd and 5th during both years. ‘Poor health’ and
‘political/economic causes’, also listed in both years, but gained more importance during the

Table 2. Sample decomposition and the rate of Roma

Settlement Sample size Rate of the Roma in 2011 Step of data collection

Miskolc 10 3.24 Free listing

Ózd 14 11.00

Fels}ozsolca 11.81

Tiszal�uc 17 8.80

�Arokt}o 26.43

B€ukkaranyos 3.59

Miskolc 4 3.24 Formal interviews

S�arospatak 7 2.95

Bog�acs 8 19.16

Alacska 0.00

Borsod-Aba�uj-Zempl�en County – 9.74 –

Source: own compilation based on HCSO data.
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most recently examined period of time. ‘Poor health’ rose from 11th place to 6th place, while
unfavorable circumstances (such as economic and political problems) rose from 10th place to 7th.
Some items, such as ‘addiction’ and ‘personal tragedy’ (referring to divorce or the death of a
relative or friend), ‘debt’, ‘large family’, ‘inflation’, and ‘disadvantaged family’ were mentioned
only in 2011. Others like ‘hopelessness’, ‘isolation’, or ‘through their own fault’ were mentioned
only in 2019 (see Fig. 3).

In 2011, ‘having a large family’ was mentioned as a reason for poverty, but it was not
identified as such in 2019. The disappearance of this reason for poverty by 2019 is probably due
to the fact that the Hungarian government re-defined its family policy in 2019 and introduced
many kinds of child-care benefits (family allowances, family tax allowances, housing subsidies)
(S�agi et al. 2018), many of which are aimed at parents with three or more children.

Certain causes of poverty mentioned by the participants can be grouped as structural, in-
dividual, or fatal causes. Structural causes of poverty are economic and political problems, as
well as inflation, while researchers who emphasize individual factors point to factors like
alcoholism, substance abuse or the lack of an adequate work ethic (Timmer et al. 1994; Magnet
1993; Main 1998). In the case of other poverty related items such as ‘a low level of income’,
‘hopelessness’, ‘low level of education’, ‘unemployment’, ‘debt’, or ‘isolation’, there can be am-
biguities as to whether they are structural, individual, or fatal, therefore they are excluded from
this part of the analysis.

In 2011, two reasons mentioned by the interviewees could be considered as structural.
‘Inflation’ can be an economic cause, but it was mentioned separately, therefore it is listed
separately. Additionally, informants mentioned two individual and two fatal causes of poverty.
The average scores of the items highlight the fact that individual causes have the lowest score
(5.7, while the comparable score is 11 for structural, and 10 for fatal causes); therefore they are
the most common subjective reasons of poverty. In 2019, participants identified one structural,
one fatal and two individual causes of poverty (refer to Table 3).
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The comparison of average scores of structural and individual causes with a test implies that
the average scores of individualistic attributions of poverty are significantly different to the
structural explanations for poverty in both surveys. The average scores highlight that individual
attributions of poverty are perceived to be more important than structural ones (Table 4).

Categories like ‘addiction’, ‘low willingness to work’, ‘through own fault’, or ‘having a large
family’ are the projections of the notion of the so-called ‘undeserving poor’ which describes
people who are their own worst enemies. Szalai (2006) differentiates between two main cases of
this undeserving nature of people in poverty: ‘having a large family’ and ‘a low willingness to
work’. Szalai goes on to argue that even though having many children, a good planning of the
household budget can contribute sufficient resources for the family to live on. As for ‘a low
willingness to work’, a vast body of literature argues that if an individual really wants to work, he
or she can always find some kind of a job.

SUMMARY

The hypothesis according to which the main subjective causes of poverty in Borsod-Aba�uj-
Zempl�en County, Hungary, are structural was rejected. Support for explanations which blame
the individual (such as a low willingness to work, addiction, crime or having a large family) are

Table 3. Main groups of the causes of poverty

Causes of
poverty 2011

Average score based
on free listing 2019

Average score based
on free listing

Structural political/economic
causes inflation

11 political/
economic causes

5

Individual low willingness to work
addiction
large family

5.7 low willingness
to work

through own
fault

2.5

Fatal poor health
personal tragedy

10 poor health 6

Source: own compilation.

Table 4. Comparison of structural and individual attributions for poverty based on quicksort results

Year F (sig) t (sig)

Mean

structural individual

2011 0.788 (0.377) 4.302 (0.000) 8.84 5.88

2019 0.014 (0.906) 3.529 (0.001) 6.26 3.74

Source: own compilation.
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stronger than support for explanations which blame structural conditions. The poor are often
seen by the public as being themselves responsible for their vulnerable situation.

It is clear that in Hungary there is a discrepancy between the public perception of poverty
and the idea of a welfare system which is considered to be generous, and which includes various
types of public aid for a wide range of recipients. This finding is in line with the findings of van
Oorschot and Halman (2000) who concluded that there was no direct relation between how the
members of society perceive poverty and the ways in which welfare policies are designed in
Europe. They argue that the lack of a relationship between attributions of poverty and the
welfare state may have several reasons. The formation of welfare programs can be affected by
other cultural beliefs such as attitudes regarding income inequality, work ethic, or religious
feelings. Besides, political or economic factors may have a more significant influence on the
welfare system than cultural values. It is also possible that cultural values used to have a sig-
nificant effect on welfare policies, however, they have lost their importance by now as a result of
welfare policies becoming too complex and abstract to reflect public perceptions of poverty.

High support for the individualistic explanations of poverty in the Hungarian county in the
focus of this study can also be affected by anti-Roma stereotypes including the idea that Roma
people have a low willingness to work, have more children than the majority to ensure a source
of income from the government (called ‘strategic children’) (Durst 2001), are dependent on the
welfare system, often commit crimes and do not respect legal and social norms (Csepeli and
Simon 2004; Babourkova 2016). These stereotypes coincide with individualistic attributions for
poverty (such as addiction, a low willingness to work, or having a large family). Only further
research can answer the question as to whether Romani people living in poverty are judged to be
responsible for their situation as a result of anti-Roma stereotypes. Beside asking questions about
perceptions of poverty, further research should focus on the ethnicity of the participants and on
their attitudes towards Roma people. Anti-Roma stereotypes could be deconstructed by sensi-
tization of the majority population. Increased knowledge of Roma history and culture would be
needed both amongst the general public and political decision-makers to help them realize that
the Roma group is not homogenous, and to stop stereotyping them. This can, in the long run,
modify the attributions of poverty as well.

The fact that the public often identifies individualistic explanations of poverty has
remarkable implications for the welfare system. Policies aimed to reduce poverty should focus
more on the individualistic circumstances of poverty when pursuing the most effective measures
of reducing and alleviating poverty. The category of the ‘undeserving poor’ draws attention to
the necessity of considering the degree of the faults of the applicants when applying for welfare
programs. Welfare policies should make sure only the faultless poor (like seniors with low
pensions who keep their homes tidy, or single mothers with low earnings whose children are
neat and regularly attend school) can count on unconditional support from the state and from
local municipalities (Szalai 2006).

An obvious limitation of this study is that it is restricted to just one county of Hungary,
raising the question as to what extent its findings can be generalized to the country as a whole.
Extension of the scope of research to more counties of Hungary would enable spatial com-
parison revealing regional differences.

The recent COVID-19 pandemic may have affected public perceptions of poverty. Kluegel
and Smith (1986) argued that structural beliefs might temporarily become dominant during
times of unusual social and/or economic strain. Due to the remarkable social and economic
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effects of the recent pandemic, structural beliefs may have gained strength since the data
collection was carried out in 2019. Further research should reveal whether the current pandemic
changes related values of the adult population and therefore the subjective interpretations of
poverty.
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