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Abstract 
The aim of our study is to discover the potentials of tourism sector in Hungary, with special focus on the 

development potentials of rural areas. Since there are huge discrepancies between the regions of Hungary from 

economic and social aspects, the most important strategic objective is to promote the rural areas lagging behind 

to catch up with the more developed capital region and the regions of Western-Hungary. Based on the economic 

and social tendencies of the Hungarian regions over the past decade in the European Union, the narrowing of the 

gap can be hardly seen, despite of the use of the cohesion policy funds. Based on the favourable geopolitical and 

natural conditions of Hungary and considering the recent trends in tourism, more and more rural areas try to 

encourage activities related to tourism. However, we believe that without conscious tourism development 

strategies and harmonized activities, tourism will not be able to become a profitable sector. At the moment, most 

of the tourists visit Budapest, the capital and Lake Balaton, which means that tourism in Hungary shows huge 

regional discrepancies. In our study, we want to find out how much the current conditions (natural, cultural, 

human resource, infrastructural etc.) are suitable for sustainable tourism activity in the rural areas and how 

tourism could contribute to the development of the least-developed peripheral areas of the country. We also intend 

to find out what forms of tourism e.g. green tourism, ecotourism, rural tourism, village tourism have the greatest 

potentials in the specific regions. Finally, we intend to indicate those regions where tourism development funds 

have already been used and resulted in the development of the regions as good examples for middle- and long-

term future strategies in other rural areas. We intend to draw conclusions about knowledge transfer among the 

regions with tourism potentials to enable them to identify their own characteristics and opportunities. 

 

Key words: Regional inequalities, Disadvantaged rural areas, Green tourism, Ecotourism, 

Rural tourism. 
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1 Introduction 
The issues of rural development as well as the potentials of tourism have been receiving 

increasing importance in Hungary, since 6 NUTS 2 regions out of 7 belong to the conference 

category with GDP per capita among the worst 20 in the European Union. Along the borders 

of the country, especially the Northern, Eastern and Southern borders, the peripheral regions 

are lagging behind even compared to the rest of the country. At the same time, more and more 

emphasis is put on the development of tourism sector due to the favorable conditions of the 

country and its increasing share in GDP (Kollár, Tóth and Péli, 2012). Tourism has been 

considered as a way out from the underdeveloped situation in many rural areas, but we might 

not agree with its “one and only” role in such areas where the necessary economic, human and 

infrastructural conditions are not provided. Our aim is to find out the potentials of green tourism 

as a new direction in the country. 
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2 Relevance of linking tourism and rural development in Hungary 
In order to realize complex strategies for the development of rural areas including the 

development of tourism, the Government of Hungary launched several national programs that 

could serve as good instruments. The New Széchenyi Plan entered into force in January 2011, 

which has 7 key priorities, including the Healing Hungary – Health-industry program, with 

special focus on health tourism. The rest of the key programs (green economy, housing, 

enterprise development, science-innovation, employment, transportation) also had touristic 

linkages (Kardos, 2011).  

 

Major objectives of the Program: 

 Catching-up of areas lagging behind: Complex economic and social development 

programs for underdeveloped areas where there are only a few cities and usually near the 

borders of the country. 

 Complex use of geothermal energy: It includes the energetic use of high and low 

temperature thermal water before and after healing, economical and sustainable energy use, the 

reduction of energy-dependence as well as the self-sufficient energy supply. 

 Protection of natural endowments, maintaining their quality: Health tourism can be 

based on the favourable natural conditions, and human resource. To provide the basic 

requirements of long-term international competitiveness, special focus should be put on the 

protection of the water-basis, regular control and quality assurance of healing pools, the 

promotion of water use and reuse, introduction of modern technologies as well as the revise on 

quality brands. 

 Long-lasting increase in the country’s competitiveness: Most of the sectors in the health 

industry contribute to the supply of products and services. Such a „national industry” may be 

created that may provide strategic advantage and specific to our country. It creates numerous 

jobs, makes a lot of income, thus increases the national gross output. 

 Knowledge-development: In order to improve the quality of health industry and health 

tourism, the expansion and development of professional knowledge are inevitable. Experts with 

information about international trends are expected to bring the need for introduction of new 

technologies 

(http://kultura.kreativeuropa.hu/letolt/uj_magyarorszag_fejlesztesi_terv_0801.pdf). 

 

In addition to the abovementioned Program, there is also a strategy in effect until 2024 aiming 

at the development of tourism sector. According to the National Tourism Development Concept 

(2014-2024), Hungary is expected to be the most popular destination of Europe in health 

tourism by 2024. In order to get the supply to the market, efficient, well-organized and 

strategically managed system of incentives is necessary, including the country-brand and the 

national marketing activity. 

 

The Concept also includes product-specific priorities as follows: 

- health tourism – touristic products based on the complex development of bath destinations 

providing medical services; 

- heritage and cultural tourism – major national and cultural heritage promoted as touristic 

attractions by establishing thematic routes and visitors’ centers; 

- MICE-conference tourism – establishment of one large congress center and the conscious 

expansion of further conference facilities, strengthening the professional tourism character of 

Hungary; 

- religion tourism – complex development of pilgrimage routes and touristic networks which 

can be known even Europe-wide; 

- festivals, event – marketing of national or regional events onto the international market; 
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- development of national gastronomic networks and important festivals, matching the region-

specific traditions, cultural and historical conditions; 

- ecotourism – complex development of ecotouristic destinations, creation of visitors’ center 

in national parks, organizing events and exhibitions; 

- bicycle tourisms – complex development of bicycle routes by exploiting the territorial 

differences; 

- water tourism – establishment of port networks meeting the international standards, 

development of water tour bases, harmonizing them with bicycle tourism; 

- equestrian tourism – complex development of equestrian touristic centers, increasing the 

interest of domestic tourists in equestrian tourism, creation of routes that can be interesting for 

foreign tourists as well; 

- village- and agrotourism – development of village and rural touristic attractions and services 

by diversifying the supply based on local values, cultures and traditions (National Tourism 

Development Concept, 2014–2024). 

 

Based on the strategies and concepts detailed above we can see that tourism in general is 

supported in Hungary, tourism is expected to contribute to the national GDP to larger extent 

and provide more jobs. Due to the favourable natural conditions and thermal water resource, 

most of Hungary is thought to be suitable for tourism activity, but it is a misleading concept. 

The rich natural and historical resources and attractions are not enough to maintain sustainable 

tourism in the whole country. There are several micro-regions (especially in Northern-Hungary, 

Northern-and Southern Great Plain, Southern-Transdanubia) which include the least-developed 

micro-regions and require complex development programs to catch up and to moderate the 

territorial inequalities within the country (which is the major aim of cohesion policy). It is 

almost obvious for many people if tourism and the development of rural areas are mentioned in 

a context, rural tourism is highlighted as a potential. The abovementioned has been the 

motivation to carry out a research focusing on the potentials of one of the tourism types, namely 

green tourism. We wanted to see whether the Hungarian people are ready for such a specific 

type of tourism even if it is emphasized in the national strategies. 

 

3 Material and method 
The online survey was carried out over March 2017 within an Erasmus+ project named 

GreenTour. The questionnaire has been distributed to students studying at tourism and catering 

course at the Faculty of Economics and Social Sciences of the Szent István University and to 

entrepreneurs or future entrepreneurs who are committed to tourism sector. The link of the 

survey has been sent to teachers of the university and they asked the students personally during 

lectures to fill in the survey. In addition, colleagues who have partners as either entrepreneurs 

in tourism or employees in tourism sector also distributed the link. Moreover, a post on 

Facebook has also been created in which people have been asked to fill in the questionnaire. 

Due to the abovementioned activities, 95 respondents filled in the survey by 24 March with no 

geographical and age limitations. We know that it is limited number but since no similar survey 

has been carried out over the country, we believe that it includes important and relevant 

information about this type of tourism. 

 

4 Result of the survey on green tourism 
The survey included questions on gender, age, profession as demographic information as well 

as information about their knowledge and approach on green tourism. Figure 1 illustrates the 

status of those who responded. The highest share is represented by the category “other” which 

included the followings (based on the responses): outsider (not related to tourism), customer 

service assistant, trainee at a multinational company, project coordinator, civil servant, 
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employee, financial expert, university student, agricultural engineer, somebody interested in 

tourism, person living in rural area, researcher, economic analyst, leader in public 

administration, IT expert, employee in state sector, university lecturer, pensioner. Therefore, it 

can be stated that people with various backgrounds took part in the survey that can represent 

various opinions and approaches to tourism and green tourism. The second highest share is 

represented by entrepreneurs, reaching 28.4%. The rate of future entrepreneurs with 15.8% can 

be considered quite promising. 

 
Figure 1. Status of respondents 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 

 

Regarding the educational background of respondents, Figure 2 shows that all of the 

respondents have at least primary education. The results of the survey must have strong 

correlation with the high level of education of the respondents. Altogether 69.5% of the 

respondents have minimum BSc diploma and over one third of the respondents have MSc 

diploma. However, it is not representative for the Hungarian population because the share of 

people with diploma or PhD title is not that high in the country. 
 

Figure 2. Highest level of education of respondents 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 

 

The share of women in the survey reflects their dominance, representing 63.2%. It can be 

considered as a general phenomenon, meaning that women are more enthusiastic to take part in 

surveys. In addition, most of the students studying tourism are also female. Figure 3 shows the 

age distribution of respondents. As it can be seen, 60% of them are between 25 and 50, so the 

most active group of the population. They can be the target group in long-term development 

strategies in tourism. The age group between 20 and 25 as well as the ones under 20 are probably 

the university students, who can be channelled into new (e.g. online) efficient learning methods 

easily due to the features of Y and Z generation. 
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Figure 3. Age structure of respondents 

 
 

Source: own work, 2017. 

 

Table 1 shows the number of responses regarding the green tourism concept. It is very good 

news that none thinks that in green tourism natural resources are used without any concern on 

the future generations. It means even if people do not know exactly what green tourism is, they 

are sure that it is environmentally sustainable. The two most popular thoughts refer to the fact 

that it should serve the interest of local people, businesses, tourists as well as the environment. 

Some people also think that green tourism is aimed at reducing the negative impact of tourism 

on the environment. 

 
Table 1. The number of responses regarding the green tourism concept 

Do you consider green tourism to be…     
Tourism which takes into account the 

needs of the environment, local residents, 

businesses, and visitors now and in the 

future. It is relevant to any tourism 

business, large or small, rural or urban, 

whether focused on ecotourism, business 

tourism or any other tourism niche 

market. 

Tourism that 

respects both local 

people and the 

travelers, the 

cultural heritage 

and the 

environment. It 

seeks to provide 

people with an 

exciting and 

educational 

holiday that is also 

of benefit to the 

people of the host 

country or region. 

Green tourism 

businesses are 

those actively 

engaged in 

reducing the 

negative 

environmental 

and social 

impacts of 

their tourism 

operations. 

Green 

Tourism is 

the same as 

Sustainable 

Tourism 

Green 

Tourism 

is using 

the 

nature 

resources 

as we 

pleased 

without 

concerns 

in the 

future 

60 65 38 16 0 
Source: own work, 2017. 

 

Based on figures shown on Figure 4, it is clear that 54.7% of the respondents consider the level 

of green tourism in their own region poor and an additional 28.4% thinks that it is average. In 

our opinion, it is a high rate and it clearly reflects that green tourism has not gained importance 

in the country so far. That is why learning about green tourism by more and more people should 

be a key priority to make them familiar with green tourism and be active in that sector. 
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Figure 4. The level of green tourism in the region of respondents 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 

 

The abovementioned potential is excellently shown by Figure 5, since there was only 2.1% who 

declared that their region has no potential in green tourism. If we look at the figures, 44.2% said 

that green tourism is an opportunity in developing their regions to a great extent and an 

additional 51.6% said that to a certain extent. It means that over 95% of the respondents 

consider green tourism as an important element of development strategy in the catching up of 

their region. 

 
Figure 5. Do you consider green tourism as opportunity in developing your region? 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 

 

Figure 6 shows that only 1.1% of the respondents (1 person) has already a business in green 

tourism and if we look at the share of those who would have the willingness to set up a business 

in that field, we can state that the potential is great. Only 17.9% are against setting up a green 

touristic business but we do not have information about their reason. It might not be because of 

the topic but because of other reasons like their age, family background, lack of knowledge in 

tourism, lack of own funds necessary for the start. 

 
Figure 6. Would you consider setting up a business in green tourism in your region? 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 
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Figure 7 has strong correlation with the Figure 6, since it shows almost the same result. 82.1% 

of the respondents would be willing to consider starting a green tourism business if they had 

the opportunity to engage in a course related to the field. There is only one difference that 

person who already has a green tourism business, would be also ready and open to get engaged 

in a course about green tourism to develop its business. 

 

Overall, it can be stated that the knowledge of people about green tourism in rather poor or 

average but they are interested in the topic and are willing to have deeper knowledge in it, even 

to start a business. 

 
Figure 7. If you had the opportunity to engage in a learning course related with Green Tourism would you 

consider start/develop a green tourism business in your region? 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 

 

The participants were also asked about the fact whether they had taken part in any courses 

related to green tourism so far because we wanted to find out how much they know about this 

topic. Based on Figure 8, we can see that the majority of respondents (76.8%) has not 

participated in any related courses. This also establishes our idea and aim, since courses about 

green tourism have not penetrated the Hungarian market yet, so the demand is expected to 

increase if the importance of green tourism is shared with people. The 13.7% share of 

respondents stating that their speciality at university was related to green tourism can be 

considered quite low and it clearly shows the poor knowledge of Hungarian people about the 

topic.  

 

Unfortunately, the topic has not been emphasized at educational institutions by the academic 

staff either, resulting low number of courses launched in green tourism. 
 

Figure 8. Have you ever taken any kind of course related to green tourism? 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 
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Figure 9. What subjects are you not familiar with? 

 
Source: own work, 2017. 

 

According to Figure 9, we can see that the respondents are familiar mainly with foreign 

languages, the basic expressions of green tourism and sustainability issues.  

 

If we go into deeper, we can see that they are not familiar with the details of green tourism, so 

knowledge transfer in this topic would be essential to develop the sector in the country. It is not 

surprising in Hungary that sectors, activities for disabled people are not known by most of the 

society. This special issue should be addressed in a green tourism course because by that the 

integration of disabled people could be improved in general. In the category “Other”, 

respondents mentioned the topics rural tourism and the relationship between ecotourism and 

hotel industry as topics that they would like to learn more about. According to the responses of 

the participants, the to-be-learners, would prefer working with professionals with practical 

background or businessmen from tourism who have already succeeded in the sector. It clearly 

shows the transformation of informal courses, i.e. shifting to practical issues instead of high 

level academic theoretical issues. For participants, the usefulness of the knowledge and skills 

has great importance. 

 

Overall, people are open to new teaching and learning methods, based on the latest ITC tools 

but the forms of assessment and the length of the course, the timetable are all critical issues for 

them when deciding on enrolling to a training. Green tourism topic in general and in details 

cover such issues that most of the people are not familiar with, so it may open the platform for 

courses to be launched to contribute to the human resource development and the increased 

efficiency of this specific type of tourism in rural areas. 

 

5 Conclusion 

Based on the document assessment and the results of the online survey we can conclude that 

the topic of green and ecotourism is not really known by either students studying tourism, 
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entrepreneurs doing touristic activity or even ordinary people interested in tourism. The target 

group in green tourism development therefore can be young people either from university or 

those who are interested in tourism as well as those who have been running touristic business 

for years, since they all have limited information and knowledge about green tourism. Based 

on the replies we can declare that most of the respondents are open to training about green 

tourism, since they have the required computer skills, even if they have not participated in 

blended learning system, they would be able to proceed with the learning phases. What is an 

interesting feedback and request from them is that in case they register for such a course, they 

would prefer learning from a successful professional, businessman instead of highly qualified 

academic professor. It means that a practice-based training is the concrete need of those who 

would be interested in learning about green tourism. The limitation of such trainings, thus the 

tourism development in rural areas of Hungary can be the actual human resource potential. 

Based on regional statistics published by the Central Statistical Office (CSO), in the peripheral 

areas, especially in Northern-Hungary, the youth between 18-24 age (supposedly a very active 

group of population) cannot provide a stable basis for development. 18.4% of that age have not 

finished even primary education, while another 24.1% neither participated in any education nor 

were employed in 2014. Therefore, we can conclude that the potentials of tourism even in the 

rural areas are various due to the favourable natural, historical endowments, cultural heritage. 

However, the most serious challenge is to do tourism activities in the underdeveloped rural 

areas in a sustainable way that requires high quality human resource, stable economic and social 

background, developed infrastructure as well as conscious and complex marketing. At this 

moment, most of these factors are missing, so the national tourism development strategies have 

outstanding role in integrating the necessary activities. 

 

Overall, we believe that despite of the fact that this paper focuses on Hungary’s relation to green 

tourism, it may include information that is relevant for the Visegrad countries, countries in 

Central-Eastern-Europe. Based on the literature review we can see that green tourism is quite a 

new field with increasing importance in tourism. It has great potentials in these countries, since 

they have rich natural resources, sustainability is getting more significant and a lot of regions 

in these countries face development challenges, therefore a new income-generating activity 

should have potential. The questionnaire has been distributed in Bulgaria, Italy as well, at this 

moment we are expecting the results and incorporating their results we may get a broader 

picture about the potentials of green tourism in countries of Europe. 

 

Acknowledgements 
„Supported by the ÚNKP-17-4-III-18 New National Excellence Program of 

the Ministry of Human Capacities” 

 

 

 

References 
CENTRAL STATISTICAL OFFICE (2017): Regional data 

GOVERNMENT OF HUNGARY (2007): Új Magyarország Fejlesztési Terv Foglalkoztatás és 

növekedés (New Hungary Development Plan, Employment and growth) - 2007–2013, 

p.134, http://kultura.kreativeuropa.hu/letolt/uj_magyarorszag_fejlesztesi_terv_0801.pdf  

KARDOS, Z. (2011): Turisztikai ismeretek. Regionális turisztikai menedzsment modul, 

Tankönyvtár, Keszthely, p. 117., pp. 19-40. 



 6th Central European Conference in Regional Science – CERS, 2017  - 178 - 

KOLLÁR K, TÓTH T, PÉLI L (2012): Major economic coherences of peripheral areas in 

Hungary, Annals of the Polish Association of Agricultural and Agribusiness Economists 

14:(6) pp. 124-128. 

MINISTRY OF NATIONAL ECONOMY OF HUNGARY (2013): Nemzeti 

Turizmusfejlesztési Koncepció (National Tourism Development Concept, 2014–2024), 

p.81. 


