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Research topic, research questions and aims  

 

 

The central question is to understand the process whereby an individual 

develops coping strategies to preserve mental health in the course migration 

and as an answer to the partly traumatic, partly character-building process of 

adaptation which affects the whole personality by bringing about change in 

cultural and social relations. 

The aim of the research is to carry out a profound study of the 

psychological aspects of migration through interviews conducted with 

Hungarians living in Germany, the most popular destination country among 

Hungarian migrants (Melegh & Sárosi, 2015; Hárs, 2016), more closely in 

the most populous federal state, North Rhine-Westphalia. We will look at 

individual cases to explore what coping strategies are chosen in face of the 

stress caused by integration and situations that require a great extent of 

conformation and to single out the strategies promoting the preservation on 

mental health. The main objective is to answer the research questions in a 

way that allows if not generalisation but at least application to other similar 

cases as well.  

 

Research questions: 

 

What are the similarities and differences between the coping strategies of old- 

and new-generation migrants?  

Is earlier experience of minority status an advantage or a disadvantage in 

integration?  

What is the key to successful integration? 

What new challenges do Hungarian (church or bi-cultural) organizations in 

the diaspora have to face?  

Study of a specific community with regard to their success or failure in 

preserving mental health. 

 

Following the introduction, the dissertation goes on to examine the 

theoretical background and the literature relevant to the research topic in an 

interdisciplinary framework. Due to the main focus of the study, the literature 

review has two main aspects. Firstly, it adopts a macro-level, partly 

sociological and partly historical approach that addresses migration theories, 

trends, categories and policies. It also summaries the history of migration in 

Hungary, Romania/Transylvania and Jugoslavia/Vojvodina, and, finally, 

examines the current German situation and the situation of Hungarians in 
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particular. In this chapter I also look at migrant communities and 

organizations (since they tend to play an important role with regard to the 

preservation of mental health) including communities organised on a 

religious basis. Secondly, the topic is approached from a psychological point 

of view including the discussion of the relevant theories on identity, 

motivation, mental health and loss of place. The phenomena of culture and 

acculturation, the process of adaptation and coping strategies are also 

mentioned.  

 

 

Research methodology 

 

I conducted biographical narrative interviews (n 14) and semi-structured 

interviews (n4) as part of my research and also gathered information on the 

persons and communities studied through the method of participant 

observation.  

The connection between migration and mental health can aptly be studied 

with help of biographical narrative interviews as a type of qualitative method. 

They are linked to the salutogenic view because we get to know informants 

and their resources and coping strategies based on their own narration.  

Coping is closely linked to mental health and several authors (Kállai, 

2010; Nguyen Luu, 2012) point out that an important form of coping is social 

support, that is migrant identity experienced in a community. That is why I 

carried out semi-structured and problem-focused interviews with the leaders 

of migrant communities.  

 

Summary of results, conclusions 

 

The results of the present study can only be confirmed inasmuch as my 

Hungarian informants in North Rhine-Westphalia are concerned; with regard 

to Hungarians living in other federal states or elsewhere in the world, 

similarities to the trends described here can only be assumed. It is 

nevertheless plausible that other members of the Western diaspora also 

recognize themselves or their organisation in the issues and topics discussed 

here.  

Concerning the setting, we can distinguish between old- and new-

generation migrants. Old generations, also called dissidents, left their home 

country before 1990 without knowing whether they would ever be able to 

return. Contrary to them, the movement of new generations was enabled by 

the accession of Hungary to the EU in 2004. Since then, Hungarians have 

been able to work and settle abroad freely and without irreversible 

consequences. The picture becomes even more diverse if we also take into 
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account earlier experiences in adaptation: there are significant differences in 

this respect between Hungarians coming from Hungary and Hungarians 

coming from outside the borders of Hungary.  

As far as coping strategies are concerned, Breakwell’s model (1986) 

provided a starting point even if only in the broad sense. It has proved to be 

useful to group strategies into the three categories of intra-psychic (taking 

place inside the individual), interpersonal (relevant to relationships between 

individuals) and group strategies. The strategies emerging from the 

interviews and the factors influencing the choice of strategies could then 

easily be attached to one the three groups. At the same time, the interviews 

also revealed some strategies that could not be accommodated into 

Breakwell’s system. An example of such strategies is “wearing several hats” 

or being present in multiple fields. Other strategies, such as “fighting” or 

“hanging in there” can be identified as confrontational strategies on the 

interpersonal level and acceptance on the intra-psychic level. Similarly, “self-

healing” as a strategy (that is, working with one’s loss, the loss of the home 

country, Hungary, with artistic means) is also connected to intra-psychic 

acceptance.  

The most notable difference between the strategies of old- and new-

generation migrants results from an external factor: old generations sought 

stability and finality when settling in Germany, whereas younger generations 

are more likely to consider their stay temporal. Due to this temporality, the 

frequency of certain blocking strategies may increase: the individuals live 

their lives as if they were not staying in the given country. The danger of 

isolation also grows along with the thinking that there is no point in investing 

into deep relationships if one might just move on any time. This can also lead 

to feelings of rootlessness. Paradoxically, however, younger generations are 

characterised by openness and readiness to enter into new relationships, 

which acts against isolation.  

Since the opening of borders and accession to the EU, both groups have 

the freedom to move freely or settle back to Hungary. This is true of 

dissidents, as well; nevertheless, the longer time an individual has spent 

living abroad, the more difficult it is to move back home. The older 

generation, the former dissidents, are often kept back by the fact that their 

children or, eventually, grandchildren live in the foreign country. This makes 

it more difficult for them to come back or, if they do come back, their loss is 

greater.  

Based on the narration of several informants from Transylvania and 

Vojvodina, it can be stated that established coping strategies resulting from 

minority status are an advantage in the adaptation process into the new 

environment. Such earlier minority experiences and strategies have been 
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converted to the German situation and have helped the individuals to 

overcome the handicaps of their migrant backgrounds. 

With respect to group strategies, group support could mainly be utilised 

by the younger generation if they accepted the help provided by elder, more-

experienced emigrants. This interaction, however, does not take place 

everywhere. The life of the migrant organizations is often connected to the 

church, where the number of young people is typically low and few new 

people join. Still, in one of the big cities of North Rhine-Westphalia, where 

there is also a university, the church is trying to reach out to younger 

generations and families with children. This way the older generation can 

assist the younger generation on several levels not only by meeting them in 

church events and creating contact but also by providing practical 

information on how the German society functions or by giving emotional 

support and making up for the absence of the birth family.  

The role of churches and affiliation with church communities is stronger 

among Hungarians originally coming from outside Hungary. This tendency is 

strengthened if the pastor leading the community is also from the same area, 

e.g. from Transylvania. The proportion of Hungarians coming from within 

Hungary is higher in bicultural non-church organizations, where they are 

represented both in the leadership and among members. Nevertheless, the 

overall number of Hungarians participating in either church-related or 

independent migrant organisations is relatively low in the Western diaspora, 

around 5-15 % (Papp Z., 2010).  

A separate chapter is dedicated to group-level coping strategies to 

examine their positive effects on mental health. Based on the interviews it 

can be stated that the personality, mentality and openness of the community 

leader is extremely important. In the Western diaspora the role of the church 

is not only significant but also more complex as in the home country, since it 

has to nurture both the spiritual life and the national identity of its members. 

Churches are also indispensable as organisations because they provide a 

framework for any type of activity or endeavour that is not in conflict with 

Christian values and ideas (Papp Z., 2010). 

Our example of church-affiliated organizational life implies that migrants 

living in Germany either temporarily or permanently view these 

organizations as the “square one” which symbolises the home country and 

lets members charge their emotional batteries (Dúll, 2015). As a result, the 

organisations serve as resources and assist integration or, in case of those 

who do not wish to stay for good or do not consider integration to be their 

main goal, they  simply mitigate the effects of anxiety caused by loneliness. 

At the same time, excessive or exclusive involvement in the life of a 

Hungarian organisation also impedes the process of settling in 

psychologically or becoming aware of where one actually lives.  
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Church-affiliated organisations try to face the new challenges posed by 

the change in migration trends. They make attempts at reaching out to the 

different members of heterogeneous groups including those, who have needs 

or expectations radically different from traditional emigrants (e.g. students, 

au-pairs, families with small children, blue- or white-collar workers, second- 

or third generation migrants, etc.). The organisations offer a platform for 

creating interpersonal relationships, which naturally weakens the negative 

effects of isolation strategies on mental health. The main factor influencing 

the choice of coping strategies is reinforcing faith as a resource, which is 

natural in a religious organisation. The level of individual resilience is also 

strengthened by the way the organisations promote and enable responsible 

action. They bring together people living in the same situation.  

Binational organisations with a cultural focus add advocacy, networking 

or business cooperation as new dimensions. By offering bilingual 

programmes, they are also capable of interacting with German-Hungarian 

couples or those who stay away from church-affiliated organisations due to 

ideological or other reasons.  
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