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Abstract 
The main goal of our research was to examine the relationship between the perception of a country’s 
culture and attitudes for the country as an ideal study destination by international students in higher 
education.   

In our study, a quantitative research was performed using a large sample of full-time and part-time 
international students studying in Hungary. 1566 international students from 72 countries and studying 
at 27 Hungarian higher education institutions answered the questionnaire. The majority of respondents 
in the sample (81 percent) are Stipendium Hungaricum students, while 12 percent are Erasmus 
students.  

Firstly, the general perceptions of Hungary and Hungarian people were measured with open-ended 
questions. Then opinions about the culture were explored, based on the culture personality scale that 
measures the construct with twenty personality traits. Regression analysis was performed to observe 
the relationships between the concepts.  

Our results show that the more positive evaluation of the following characteristics correspond to the 
respondents perceiving Hungary as an ideal place for education: reliable, industrious, ambitious, 
moral, honest, well-organized, and unique. In line with our expectations, naturally a high correlation is 
observable between whether a student perceives the country as an ideal educational destination or 
not, and whether he/she selected the country again as a place of his/her place of study. There is a 
connection between the evaluation of culture personality and whether students would choose the 
country again if they had a choice. The more moral and honest a student perceives Hungary, the more 
likely he/she is to choose Hungary again as a place for his/her studies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Today the concept of brand personality is widely investigated and often used in practice but its role in 
preference formation regarding tourist or educational destinations is an under-researched area and 
has been received less attention in the international literature. 

The main objective of the research presented in this article was to test how the perception of a country 
and its culture personality influences its evaluation as an ideal educational destination. We applied a 
Culture Personality (CP) scale which was developed by us (Malota - Gyulavári 2012, 2013, 2014; 
Gyulavári – Malota, 2016; Gyulavári, 2013) to measure how students perceive the Hungarian culture 
as a personality. 

In this paper, a short overview of concepts and the related theories will be given followed by 
discussion of the results. The article finally investigates the impact of culture personality on the 
evaluation of the country as ideal educational destination. 

2 SHORT LITERATURE REVIEW 
Country image and culture personality 

Numbers of traveling international students are constantly growing. For them, traveling abroad can be 
considered both educational and cultural experience. One of the most important part of this travel 
experience is the cultural factor of students’ stay, and a substantial part of the image developed about 
a country is how foreigners perceive these cultural factors. 
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Culture has been defined in various ways. Kuper (1999, p. 227.) provides a short definition as „a 
matter of ideas and values, a collective cast of mind”. Hofstede interpreted the concept quite similarly, 
as „the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes one group or category of people from 
another (…) interactive aggregate of personal characteristics that influence a human group's response 
to its environment” (Hofstede, 2001, p. 9.).  

The origin of the conceptual connection between culture and personality is based on the phrase of 
national character, a concept that has been in interest for a long time. Inkeles and Levinson (1969, p. 
428.) defined it as a „relatively enduring personality characteristics and patterns that are modal among 
the adult members of the society”. We define Culture Personality as the set of human characteristics 
associated with a culture. 

The concept of country image has been under constant attention of academic research, however the 
focus has been aimed much more at investigating country of origin image than country image (Malota, 
2004, 2005). Country image is actually the complete set of descriptive, inferential and informational 
beliefs about that given country (Martin - Eroglu, 1993, p.193.), the set of people’s beliefs, ideas and 
impressions about a certain country (Kotler et al. 1993, p.141.). Country image is formed on the basis 
of experience and opinions about the nation or country and on, primarily, information received through 
the various channels. Possible channels are politics (internal affairs and foreign policy), 
telecommunication, entertainment (movies) and rumor. Country image comprises many elements: 
national symbols, colors, clothing, typical buildings, objects, tunes, pieces of literature, specialties of 
the political system, customs, historical heritage and many more (Jenes, 2005, p. 19.). 

The „identity prism” of the country (like the concept of corporate identity) consists of physical 
(geography, resources, demographics), cultural (history, culture, arts), personality (name, flag, 
celebrities), relations (with governments, international organizations), reflection (controlled image 
conveyed to foreign customers and others) and internalization (extent to which country expresses 
foreign publics’ psyche) elements (Graby, 1993, p.262.). 

In the country image model Heslop et al. (1993) defined the image of the country and the one of the 
people living there as two different – but strongly correlated – concepts. People image was not 
considered as part of the country image, it can be interpreted in other dimensions. In Hungary, Berács 
– Gyulavári (1999) also measured it as two different concepts.   

3 METHODOLOGY 
During the quantitative research an online questionnaire was used. It was sent to the email addresses 
of international students studying in Hungary, with the aid of Tempus Public Foundation and the 
contribution of the international coordinators. The survey was conducted in June 2016, and it was sent 
out several times. It took 15-20 minutes to fill out the questionnaire. The final sample size was 15661. 
The data was analysed with the help of IBM’s SPSS Statistics V22.0 statistical software. 

The respondents came from 72 different countries to Hungary to study. 54 percent of the sample are 
men, 46 percent are women. The average age of the respondents is 24.1 years (standard deviation: 
4.79, range: 17-54 years, mode: 20 years). Almost three quarters of the respondents (73 percent) are 
between 19 and 25 years old. 

Responses of students from 27 Hungarian higher education institutions are present in the database. 

44 percent of the respondents study at universities in the capital, 56 percent of them study at 
institutions in the countryside. In the sample, 12 institutions are in the countryside, and 15 are in 
Budapest. 

84 percent of the respondents are full-time students. 16 percent of the students are part-time students. 

A large proportion of Stipendium Hungaricum students are full-time students, and a large proportion of 
Erasmus students are part-time students. (The Stipendium Hungaricum Programme started in 2013 as 
a part of the Hungarian Government’s “Global Opening Policy”. As a result now 51 partners from all 
over the world are able to send their students to Hungarian higher education institutions). 

                                                        
1	  The study is not representative, because the exact population of foreign students is not definable. However, a large proportion 

of Stipendium Hungaricum students responded, so valid conclusions are able to be drawn related to them (the questionnaire 
was sent to 1598 Stipendium Hungaricum students, and 1269 responded before the closure of the database). 
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45 percent of respondents study in Bachelor program, 37 percent study in Master program, 13 percent 
study in Ph.D. program. Besides, 2% are students of a one-tier master program, 2% studies in 
preparatory programs (e.g. for Hungarian education), 1% takes part in specialization programs. 

The total numbers of foreign students in Hungary were the following2:  

Foreign students altogether: 2015/16 autumn: 26155 students, 2015/16 spring: 24398 students 

• Stipendium Hungaricum program: 2015/16 autumn: 1270 students, 2015/16 spring: 1339 
students, 

• Erasmus program: (the most up-to-date data available) in 2013: 4764 incoming students3, 

• CEEPUS program: in 2015/2016 academic year: 295 incoming students4, 

• Science without Borders program: 2015/16 autumn: 294 students, 2015/16 spring: 309 
students. 

The majority of respondents in the sample (81 percent, 1269 students) are Stipendium Hungaricum 
students (a condition for the payment of their subsequent scholarship – September 2016 – was to fill 
out the questionnaire). The further part of the database is made up as follows: 12% (189 students) are 
Erasmus students, 5% (71 students) are self-financed students. In addition to that, some students (in 
total 2% of the whole sample) study in Hungary in the framework of CEEPUS, Erasmus Mundus, EEA 
Grants Scholarship programme, bilateral programme, or Science without Borders programme. 

One fifth of the respondents arrived from East Asia, and 16% arrived from the Middle East, while more 
than 10% of the students came from the EU (European Union), and a further 10% came from North 
Africa. Canada, USA, and Australia are put into the “other” category because their small sample sizes 
do not enable them to generate relevant groups for further analysis. 

Table 1.  Country of origin of respondents by regions 

region  Frequency 
N=1566 

%  
100 

East Asia 321 20.5% 
Middle East 251 16.0% 
EU 164 10.5% 
North Africa 161 10.3% 
Southeast Asia 125 8.0% 
Eastern Europe 106 6.8% 
Western Balkans 98 6.3% 
Africa 89 5.7% 
South and Central America 70 4.5% 
South Asia 66 4.2% 
other 61 3.9% 
Central Asia 54 3.4% 

92 percent of our respondents spend one or more of their first to fourth semesters in Hungary, and 
only 8 percent study in Hungary during the later stages of their studies. 47 percent have spent two 
semesters so far in Hungary, 24 percent have spent four (the survey was conducted at the end of the 
2015/16 academic year, in the second semester). 

Students from economic science and engineering science are in proportionally higher numbers in the 
sample (19% and 15% respectively). Students from medical and health science, and from computer 
science represent 9-9 percent in the sample. 

                                                        
2 database of Oktatási Hivatal Felsőoktatási Információs Rendszer  [Education Office, Higher Education Information System] 
3 http://tka.hu/palyazatok/1016/statisztikak 
4 Tempus Public Foundation 
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4 RESULTS 

4.1 The image of Hungary, based on spontaneous positive and negative 
words 

The general image of Hungary was measured with open-ended questions. The respondents had to 
answer the question: what are the first 3 positive and the first 3 negative words that come into their 
minds when they think about Hungary, the Hungarians. 

Regarding positive aspects, the majority associated Hungary and Hungarians with beauty, kindness, 
and friendliness. The other most frequently listed positive words were: peaceful, helpful, 
cheap/affordable, Budapest, culture, safe, and calm. Some funny words also occurred sometimes in 
Hungarian, in the English questionnaire: e.g. palacsinta (crepe), Laci bácsi (Uncle Laci), erős tanulás 
(hard study), köszönöm (thank you), mangalica (mangalitsa pig), and “Cubik-Rubik” (Rubik’s cube). 

Table 2.  The first three positive words about Hungary and Hungarians 

“What are the first 3 positive words that 
come to your mind when you hear the 
word „Hungary” and „Hungarians”?” 

number of 
mentions 
N=4698 

% 
N=4698= 

100% 
beauty, beautiful 427 9.1% 
kind, nice 367 7.8% 

friendly 309 6.6% 

peace, peaceful 190 4.0% 

helpful 174 3.7% 

cheap, affordable 114 2.4% 

Budapest 100 2.1% 
culture 79 1.7% 

safe, safety 65 1.4% 

calm 59 1.2% 

It is promising that the most frequent mention to the question asking for the three negative words that 
come into the respondents’ minds about Hungary and the Hungarians was “no negative”. It occurred in 
many cases that after two words, the third was “no more”. (When asked to give 3 positive words, there 
were only 9 respondents who could not give 3 answers to the question. This implies that students did 
not ignore that question because of “laziness”; they really could not or did not want to list negative 
words.) The next most common negative words in order were: language problems, homeless people, 
small country, unfriendly, poor, smoking, expensive, racist, cold, slow, rude, lazy, and pessimistic. 

Table 3.  The first three negative words about Hungary and Hungarians 

“What are the first 3 negative words that 
come to your mind when you hear the 
word „Hungary” and „Hungarians”?” 

number of 
mentions 
N=4698 

% 
N=4698 = 

100% 
no negative, nothing, none 309 6.6% 
language problems (difficult language, no 
English knowledge) 248 5.3% 
homeless people 122 2.6% 
small, small country 120 2.6% 
unfriendly 86 1.8% 
poor, poverty 79 1.7% 
smoking 77 1.6% 
expensive 76 1.6% 
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racist 74 1.6% 
cold 73 1.5% 
slow 71 1.5% 
rude 65 1.4% 
lazy 63 1.3% 
pessimistic 53 1.1% 

It is remarkable that agreement in positive words is higher, as mention percentages are higher (7-9% 
in the first three cases), whereas rates are lower in the case of negative expressions (3-7% for the first 
three), although more kinds of words appear there. 

 
Figure 1. Spontaneous mentions about Hungary and Hungarians  

(the first three positive, and the first three negative words) N=4698 

4.2 Evaluation of the personality traits of Hungarian culture 
In the survey, respondents had to evaluate Hungarian culture as a personality. For this, the developed 
(Malota – Gyulavári, 2012, 2013, 2014; Gyulavári - Malota, 2016; Malota – Mitev, 2013) and validated, 
7-point semantic differential culture personality scale was applied. 

Foreign students consider Hungarians mostly honest (mean of 5.23 on the 7-point scale). Peaceful, 
polite, moral, and calm qualifiers have a relatively high (somewhat higher than 5) mean value. 
Students consider Hungarians optimistic, selfless, and unique the least (standard deviation values are 
not marked in the table to aid transparency; values are between 1.31-1.69). 

Table 4.  Evaluation of the culture personality traits of Hungary 

culture personality traits  
(in brackets, the negative 
opposite is shown) 

total sample 
mean 
2016 

N=1566 

Erasmus 
sample mean 

2016 
N=189 

honest (liar) 5.23 4.86 
peaceful (aggressive)  5.13 4.51 
polite  (impolite) 5.08 4.34 
moral (immoral)  5.05 4.71 
calm (restless) 5.02 4.61 
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trustworthy (swindler) 4.97 4.66 
sexy (not sexy) 4.82 4.05 
straightforward (flattering) 4.79 4.44 
exciting (boring) 4.78 4.87 
well-organized (disorganized) 4.69 3.99 
ambitious (aimless) 4.66 4.23 
industrious (lazy) 4.59 4.37 
tolerant (intolerant) 4.52 3.86 
humorous (humourless) 4.51 4.38 
emotionally stable (unstable) 4.50 4.44 
perfectionist (negligent) 4.43 4.03 
carefree (anxious)  4.29 4.10 
optimistic (pessimistic)  4.25 3.82 
selfless (selfish) 4.25 3.96 
unique (average) 4.13 4.68 

Women evaluate Hungarian culture personality as more aggressive, intolerant, lazy, and disorganized 
than men. Concerning other characteristics, there were no other differences between the averages of 
the two genders. 

Several characteristics are in direct proportion with the economic development of the country of origin. 
The less developed country the respondent is from, the more ambitious, humorous, tolerant, honest, 
calm, and reliable he/she perceives Hungarians to be. 

As regards the personality trait “tolerant”, the differences are very noteworthy in averages: the mean 
value given by students from the least developed countries is 4.81, for those from developing 
countries it is 4.65, for those from middle income developed countries it is 3.86, and for those from 
high income developed countries it is 2.85. 

Then, the respondents were asked to evaluate Hungary on a 1-7 point scale from the aspect of 
whether they consider it as an ideal touristic and educational destination (these three variables have 
moderately strong correlation: Pearson correlation coefficients are between 0.43 and 0.52, 
significance level: p<0.0001). According to our respondents, Hungary is an ideal touristic destination 
on a 7-point scale, with a mean of 5.79 (5.94 in 2013), approximately similarly it is an ideal educational 
destination with a mean of 5.45 (5.40 in 2013).  

Linear multiple regression was employed to test for relationships between the dependent and 
independent variables. We used a stepwise regression analysis, which accepted additional variables 
as long as the F-ratio for the new variable was significant at the 0.05 level. (McIntyre, 1983). 

The evaluation of Hungary as a touristic destination is in connection with the perceived culture 
personality, wherein the regression analysis shows correlation with 7 variables (R2=0.25). The more 
trustworthy, exciting, moral, sexy, unique, ambitious, and calm the student perceives Hungarian 
culture to be, the more he/she considers Hungary an ideal touristic destination. 

From an educational perspective, the relationship is somewhat stronger (R2=0.28). The more positive 
evaluation of the following characteristics correspond to the respondents perceiving Hungary as ideal 
as a place for education: trustworthy, industrious, ambitious, moral, honest, well-organized, unique. 

5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
At the end of the questionnaire, before the demographic questions, the synthesizing question was 
asked if the student had the chance to choose again, would he/she choose Hungary again. 

Three fourths of the respondents (70 percent) would choose our country again (this proportion was 73 
% in the survey of 2013). 26 percent believe that maybe they would come to study to Hungary again 
(22 % in 2013), and only 4 percent think that their choice would not be Hungary again (5 % in 2013). 
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Two significant differences are observable among those who would come back, maybe would come 
back, and would not come back to study in Hungary. The evaluation of morality and honesty 
influences whether the student wanted to come back to study in Hungary. The more moral and honest 
the student considers Hungary, the more likely it is that he/she would choose Hungary as the place of 
his/her studies. 

In line with our expectations, naturally a high correlation is observable (Pearson correlation coefficient: 
0.39, p<0.0001) between whether a student perceives Hungary as an ideal educational destination or 
not, and whether he/she would select Hungary again as a place of his/her place of study. Those who 
would come back to study here gave a mean of 5.87, those who would probably come back gave a 
mean of 4.70, and those who would not come back gave a mean of 2.89 on the seven-point scale to 
the question of whether Hungary can be considered as an ideal educational destination or not.  

To summarize our results, host countries should be aware of their image and perceived culture 
personality traits among international students and how these affect students’ destination choice. They 
can use this information in their marketing strategy to attract international mobility. 
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