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Abstract: Low take-up of social supports represents a persistent challenge for welfare systems, undermining
both their effectiveness and social legitimacy. This study examines the determinants of supports non-take-up
in Hungary, with a particular focus on Gydr-Moson-Sopron County, one of the country’s most economically
advanced regions. Despite favorable labor market conditions, a proportion of the population remains
vulnerable and dependent on social assistance, highlighting the importance of well-functioning support
systems. The research is based on a survey conducted in 2024 among local municipalities, capturing expert
insights from mayors, notaries, and social administrators. The findings indicate that the system of social
supports is perceived as moderately effective and relatively transparent; however, notable deficiencies persist
in terms of equitability and targeting accuracy. A key structural barrier is the presence of undeclared
employment, which distorts eligibility assessments. The study identifies stigma associated with benefit claiming
as the primary factor behind low take-up, alongside insufficient information and the perceived inadequacy of
benefits. Policy recommendations emphasize the need for reducing stigma through targeted communication,
improving access to information, strengthening administrative transparency, and addressing informal
employment. Enhancing take-up rates is essential not only for improving system efficiency but also for
promoting inclusive and sustainable social development.
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1. Introduction

Although there has long been debate over how extensive the state’s role should be in
providing support to low-income populations, the necessity of such assistance is widely
acknowledged. Public intervention typically seeks to reduce poverty through means-tested
benefits. Even though many of these programs are designed to improve the living conditions
of disadvantaged groups, a significant challenge lies in their low uptake: social supports and
services often fail to reach all those they are intended for.

This lack of uptake represents a serious issue for both the effectiveness and the legitimacy
of welfare systems globally. It limits individuals’ ability to cope with socio-economic
changes and to develop the capacity to adapt to them. When a substantial proportion of
eligible individuals do not claim benefits, it weakens the system’s ability to reduce poverty
and creates unjust disparities among those who qualify. Furthermore, high levels of non-
take-up can lead to delays in accessing healthcare, lower educational outcomes, and unsafe
or unstable environments for children.

Beyond its immediate policy implications, the functioning of the social assistance system is
closely linked to the broader framework of sustainable social development. In this context,
sustainability extends beyond environmental concerns and encompasses the long-term
stability, inclusiveness, and resilience of social systems. Sustainable development is widely
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understood as a process that integrates social, economic, and environmental objectives while
ensuring that present needs are met without compromising future generations’ opportunities
(Hediger, 2000).

While a considerable body of research has examined benefit non-take-up in Western European
countries, this issue has received less attention in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). In many
of these countries, including Hungary, the discussion has largely focused on “accurate
targeting,” emphasizing the exclusion of ineligible recipients from welfare programs. In
contrast, comparatively little attention has been given to the problem of eligible individuals
who do not receive benefits. The aim of the research is to examine the effectiveness,
transparency, and equitability of the system of social supports in Gyér—Moson-Sopron County,
Hungary, and to formulate recommendations about how to increase the take-up rate of social
benefits. To do so, representatives of approximately one fourth of the local municipalities were
asked to gather their local expert knowledge and to draw conclusions.

2. Literature Review

Hungary has long been characterized by significant and spatially uneven economic and
social inequalities (Kocziszky, Liptak&Szendi, 2023; Péter&Orosz, 2023, Orosz&Kiss,
2025). These disparities became particularly pronounced following the political and
economic transition of the early 1990s, when regional differences widened rapidly. Budapest
further strengthened its dominant role, while the gap between more developed “core” regions
and less developed “peripheral” areas deepened considerably.

Although the growth of regional divergence slowed from the mid-1990s onward (Nemes
Nagy 2005; Kiss 2008), structural inequalities have persisted. Certain areas—most notably
Budapest and the western border regions - have maintained a sustained development
trajectory due to favorable geographic positioning, stronger economic integration, and better
access to international markets (T6th&Nagy, 2016). In the post-2000 period, Hungary’s
spatial structure has continued to reflect a dual pattern: a developed core, including Budapest
and the northwestern Transdanubian region and a less developed periphery, particularly in
northeastern and southern parts of the country (Pénzes&Kiss, 2025).

Gyoér—-Moson—Sopron County is one of Hungary’s most developed regions and forms part
of the dynamic, export-oriented Western Transdanubian economic zone. Its competitive
advantage stems from several interconnected factors:

- A strong industrial base, especially in the automotive sector;
- Proximity to Austria and Slovakia, enabling cross-border economic integration;
- Favorable demographic trends, including population growth since the 2010s.

The region benefits significantly from its border location, facilitating trade, labor mobility,
and participation in cross-border development programs. At the same time, its strong export
orientation makes it sensitive to fluctuations in global industrial cycles.

The labor market in Gyér—Moson—Sopron County is notably strong compared to the
national average. Its employment rates have steadily increased in recent years, reaching
69.7% in 2024 (KSH), which is among the highest in Hungary. Besides, unemployment
remains exceptionally low (around 2.1% according to KSH data). The workforce is
relatively well-educated, particularly in technical and vocational fields. At the same time,
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demand for higher education qualifications and service-sector skills is growing, reflecting
structural shifts in the economy.

Even if Gy6r—Moson—Sopron County is a developed area in all aspects, a part of its
population lives under the poverty line and requires external help. Therefore, the functioning
of the system of social supports is crucial. In an ideally designed and properly functioning
system, both vertical and horizontal efficiency are realized simultaneously. This means that
all individuals who are entitled to benefits receive them, while those who are not in need are
effectively excluded from support. In such a scenario, the set of eligible individuals perfectly
overlaps with the set of recipients, ensuring that no one is left outside their intersection.

In practice, however, various forms of system malfunction can be observed, particularly
when social support fails to produce meaningful improvements in beneficiaries’ living
conditions. The concept of deadweight loss is typically used to describe situations where
resources are allocated inefficiently. This occurs, for example, when some eligible
individuals do not receive the benefits to which they are entitled. Such cases are often
associated with low take-up or limited access, indicating shortcomings in horizontal
efficiency. Conversely, there are also instances where individuals receive benefits despite
not meeting eligibility criteria. These cases reflect deficiencies in vertical efficiency
(Siposne&Nandori, 2025).

The effectiveness of social assistance largely depends on how transparent the system is, how
well eligible individuals are informed about available benefits, how familiar they are with the
application conditions, and how accurately they can assess whether they are entitled to a given
form of support. In addition, the equitability and efficiency of the system is also an important
benchmark (Balogh&R. Fedor, 2014). The system is considered efficient if only those in need
receive benefits and none of those in need are left without support (Barr, 2009; Ferge, 2008).

An effective and well-targeted social assistance system contributes to sustainability in several
ways. First, it helps reduce structural inequalities and mitigates the risks of social exclusion,
which are central concerns of both social protection and sustainable development frameworks.
Social protection policies are explicitly designed to reduce vulnerability and support
disadvantaged groups, thereby contributing to more inclusive development trajectories
(Cluver et al., 2016). Even in relatively prosperous regions, such as Gyér—Moson—Sopron
County, hidden forms of vulnerability - linked to precarious or informal employment - justify
the continued relevance of targeted support mechanisms. Second, transparency and fairess in
benefit allocation enhance institutional trust and governance quality, which are key
components of sustainable social systems.

Social protection policies are not only redistributive tools but also instruments for
strengthening social cohesion and political legitimacy, both of which are essential for long-
term development and stability (Norton et al., 2003). Finally, improving efficiency and
targeting of social benefits supports the optimal allocation of public resources, which is crucial
for fiscal and social sustainability. Inaccurate targeting can weaken the overall effectiveness
of social policies and reduce their contribution to poverty reduction and long-term welfare
improvements (Patel&Midgley, 2023).
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3. Methodology

During the data collection phase in 2024, local governments in Gyér—Moson—Sopron County
were surveyed. The data were gathered using an online questionnaire that included both
open-ended and closed-ended questions, allowing for a combination of quantitative and
qualitative insights.

All mayors of the municipalities in the county were contacted electronically, and in cases of
non-response, follow-up phone calls were made to increase participation. As a result,
completed questionnaires were received from 43 out of the county’s 183 municipalities,
corresponding to a sample coverage of approximately 23%. Most respondents (93%) were
mayors, notaries, or social administrators. This ensured that the analysis could rely on
professionally grounded, institution-level perspectives on the functioning of the social
assistance system, rather than public perceptions.

Regarding professional experience in the municipal sector, a substantial share of respondents
reported long tenures, typically exceeding ten years. This suggests that participants not only
possess a solid understanding of the current regulatory framework but are also capable of
assessing the evolution, reforms, and local impacts of the social assistance system over time.
The insights provided by this experienced group of practitioners are therefore particularly
valuable when evaluating key dimensions such as efficiency and fairness. The data collected
were then analyzed with SPSS program.

4. Results and Discussion

Most respondents consider the social assistance system to be moderately effective (Figure
1). Despite the favorable labor market conditions in the central region, there is a view that
the system does not always achieve its intended goals: some people in need may be
excluded from benefits, while hidden incomes and undeclared employment can distort the
assessment of eligibility.

.totally efficient
Mlrather efficient

rather not
O efficient

not efficient at
.all

Figure 1. How effective is the system of social supports?

Source: own compilation
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A key structural factor underlying these inefficiencies is the presence of hidden incomes and
undeclared employment, which can significantly distort eligibility assessments. When
income is not fully observable, it becomes difficult for authorities to accurately identify
target groups, thereby weakening the precision of benefit allocation. This finding is
consistent with earlier observations in the study, which identified undeclared work as a major
obstacle to improving the targeting accuracy of social assistance.

The current social assistance system’s transparency can be assessed as generally moderate
or better, according to the majority of respondents (Figure 2). At the same time, a notable
minority (24%) believe that the system is only partially transparent. This result suggests that,
although the administrative and legal frameworks are basically understandable for local
decision-makers and those in need, the complexity of eligibility criteria and the diversity of
benefit types may make consistent interpretation and application more difficult.

fully
transparent
rather
I:ltransparent
rather not
E]transparent

not transparent
o at all

Figure 2. How transparent is the system of social supports?

Source: own compilation

The assessment of equitability (Figure 3) reveals a more divided pattern. Although most
respondents tend to view the system as broadly equitable, critical opinions appear more
frequently than in the case of transparency. This indicates that, according to local experience,
access to benefits is not always evenly distributed among those in need. In some cases,
eligibility criteria may lack sufficient flexibility to account for diverse and complex life
situations, such as irregular employment, household-level vulnerabilities, or sudden income
shocks. As a result, certain groups may be disadvantaged despite formally meeting - or
nearly meeting - the conditions for support.
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Figure 3: How equitable is the system of social supports?

Source: own compilation

When asking questions about the reasons for the low take-up, most respondents said that the
main reason was the stigmatizing nature of receiving support (Figure 4). According to
Baumberg (2016), in areas where a significant proportion of the population receives social
assistance, applicants are less likely to perceive benefit uptake as stigmatizing due to the
emergence of so-called “welfare dependency” Bertrand et al. (2000) and Rege et al. (2012)
demonstrate that individuals are more likely to claim benefits when others in their immediate
social environment do the same. Their findings suggest that in regions where both poverty
levels and the share of benefit recipients are lower, the degree of stigma associated with
claiming social assistance tends to be higher.

17

75

Stigma Lack of information No significant help

Figure 4. Reasons for low take-up

Source: own compilation

Another important reason for low take-up is that eligible individuals believe that social
support does not mean significant help for them. Besides, the lack of information about the
available support can also decrease the take-up rate.
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5. Conclusions

According to the assessment of municipal professionals, the transparency and equitability of
the system of social supports are generally acceptable, but not without shortcomings.
Deficiencies are particularly evident in terms of fairness and efficiency. The presence of
undeclared employment further weakens the targeting accuracy of the system and makes it
more difficult to ensure that only those truly in need receive support.

Overall, the findings suggest that in central regions, social assistance primarily serves a
supplementary, safety-net function, while the strong performance of the local economy
reduces the overall level of need. However, the persistence of non-take-up indicates that
even in economically advanced areas, the system does not fully reach its target population.

In response to the central research question - how to increase the take-up rate of social
benefits in Hungary - the results point to several key directions for policy intervention. First,
reducing the stigmatizing nature of benefit claiming is essential. Since stigma was identified
as the most important barrier, communication strategies should aim to reframe social
assistance as a legitimate entitlement rather than a sign of failure. This could include
awareness campaigns, community-level engagement, and the normalization of benefit use,
particularly in regions where take-up rate is currently low. Furthermore, improving access
to information is crucial. Many eligible individuals remain outside the system simply
because they are not fully aware of available benefits or do not understand the application
process. Targeted information campaigns, simplified communication, and proactive
outreach by local authorities could significantly increase participation.

Besides, addressing undeclared employment is also essential for increasing take-up.
Informal economic activity not only distorts eligibility assessments but may also discourage
individuals from engaging with formal institutions. Policies aimed at labor market
formalization would therefore indirectly contribute to higher take-up rates. Finally,
increasing the perceived adequacy and relevance of benefits may also play a role. If potential
beneficiaries consider the level of support insufficient relative to the administrative effort or
perceived stigma, they are less likely to apply. Adjusting benefit levels and aligning them
more closely with actual needs could improve both participation and effectiveness.

In summary, increasing the take-up rate of social benefits in Hungary requires a multi-
dimensional approach that simultaneously addresses informational, administrative, social,
and structural barriers. Such improvements would not only enhance the effectiveness of the
system of social support but also contribute to more inclusive and sustainable social
development, by ensuring that support reaches all those who need it.
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