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Demographic Background — The Ratko Effect

The term 'Ratko era' refers to the half-decade between 1950 and 1956, during which population
policy in Hungary was marked by a ban on abortion and the introduction of a tax on
childlessness. These measures led to a significant increase in the rate of natural population
growth. Over the course of seven years, more than one million children were born in the country
who are often referred to as the 'Ratko children.' The highest number of live births during this
period occurred in 1954, when 223,347 children were born, and the total fertility rate (TFR)'
reached 2.97.

The so-called 'Ratko grandchildren' (those born between 1974 and 1979), the children of the
Ratko generation, also had relatively high fertility rates. Influenced by the example set by their
parents and the pronatalist measures of the time, more than one million children were born
between 1974 and 1979. The live birth numbers in 1974 and 1975 were particularly high:
186,288 and 194,240, respectively. The total fertility rate stood at 2.27 in 1974 and 2.34 in
1975. In Hungary’s demographic history, the period between 1974 and 1978 was the most
recent time when fertility rates exceeded the replacement level required for population stability.
Children born in this period reached the age of thirty in the 2000s.

Between 1994 and 1998, a total of 530,575 children were born in Hungary — well below
expectations. This was the period during which families were severely affected by the Bokros
Package, introduced in 1995. The uncertain conditions following the change of regime had
already led to a decline in birth numbers, and this situation was further worsened by substantial
cutbacks in family benefits in 1995. As a result, the anticipated increase in births — the expected
arrival of the so-called 'Ratké great-grandchildren' — did not occur (they had been expected to
be born in the late 1990s).

While the number of live births in 1990 was 125,679, by 1998 it had fallen below 100,000.
Improvements in mortality rates and increases in life expectancy could not compensate for the
declining trend in fertility, and the natural decrease of the population accelerated further. In the
year the Bokros Package was implemented (1995), 112,054 children were born. This figure
dropped to 105,272 in 1996, 100,350 in 1997, and just 97,301 in 1998. The total fertility rate
also declined steadily in the years following the Bokros package: from 1.55 in 1995 to 1.44 in
1996, 1.37 in 1997, and 1.33 in 1998.

In the decade following the turn of the millennium, fertility stabilized at a low level. The number
of births consistently remained below 100,000, fluctuating between 90,000 and 99,000.

! The total fertility rate is one of the most commonly used fertility indicators. It shows how many children a woman
would give birth to on average during her lifetime if the fertility data for a given year remained constant. (Source:
KSH)
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Population of Hungary by gender and age, 1 January 2024
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Measures of the Bokros Package Affecting Family Policy

The Bokros Package was a series of austerity measures announced on Sunday, March 12, 1995.
It was named after Lajos Bokros, the Minister of Finance at the time. However, its preparation
and formulation also involved other key figures, such as former finance minister Laszl6 Békesi
and Gyorgy Suranyi, then President of the Hungarian National Bank (MNB).

Key measures included:

e Devaluation of the forint — an initial one-time 9% devaluation followed by monthly
devaluations of 1.9% for six months, and then a “sliding devaluation” below 1.3% per
month;

e Introduction of import duties — an 8% import surcharge on all foreign goods except
energy sources;

e Freeze on public sector wages;

e Abolition of free higher education;

e Restructuring of the family support system;

e Raising of the retirement age;

¢ Elimination of free dental care.

Restructuring of the family support system

The family support system took on a more social policy-oriented character, as evidenced by
the shift to a means-tested framework. As a result, eligibility for benefits such as child care
allowance, child benefit, and child-raising support was restricted based on income.

Child benefit — eligibility became conditional on household income;

Child care allowance (GYES) — no longer based on prior insurance status, and eligibility
became subject to income limits similar to the child benefit;

Child-raising support (GYET) — also became income-tested and no longer insurance-based,
with eligibility tied to the same conditions as GYES and the child benefit;

Child care fee (GYED) — was abolished;
Tax benefits for children — were eliminated;

Pregnancy supplement — was abolished and replaced by a one-time maternity allowance.
The pregnancy allowance had previously been paid from the fourth month of pregnancy,
based on the expected child benefit after childbirth. The new maternity allowance was one-off
and not equivalent in amount;

Maternity benefit — formerly equivalent to 100% of the average daily wage, was reduced to
70% under the new regulation.
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Effects

Expenditures on family support were significantly reduced — from 2.4% of GDP in 1994 to just
1.9% in 1997. As a result, 9% of families and 7% of children lost their eligibility for support.
Child poverty, which is heavily influenced by welfare transfers (particularly family benefits),
rose significantly during the Horn administration, with the abolition of GYED proving
especially detrimental. The relative income position of families with children deteriorated
compared to the general population. Due to the sudden withdrawal of the previously guaranteed
benefits the financial situation of families become unpredictable and uncertain.

The Bokros Package had a negative impact on childbearing intentions. The decline in the total
fertility rate was influenced not only by the withdrawal of financial incentives but also by the
uncertainty caused by the restructuring of the support system. However, changes to the family
support system were not the only factors affecting families' financial situation. The devaluation
of the forint and the introduction of import surcharges accelerated inflation. As a result of the
real wage decline induced by these two measures, the financial situation of families
significantly worsened — exacerbated further by the cuts in family support — which collectively
led to a decline in the number of births.
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Changes in the Number of Women of Childbearing Age and Births
Since 1990

In 1990, the number of women aged 15-49 was 2,539,386 This figure increased until 1996
(reaching 2,583,555), after which it began to decline gradually. Despite the initial increase, the
number of births continuously declined until 1999.

By 2010, the number of women in this age group had fallen to 2,380,347, and by 2023 to just
2,122,262.

Changes in the mid-year population of women of childbearing age
(persons) and the number of live births (newborns)
Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office (HCSO), Demographic Yearbook
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Source: KSH, Demographic Yearbook 2023

In 2011, Hungary recorded both the lowest number of live births (88,049) and the lowest total
fertility rate (1.23) up to that point. Although the years between 2011 and 2021 saw a gradual
improvement, the decreasing number of women of reproductive age made a renewed decline in
births inevitable. According to data from the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (KSH), fewer
children were born in 2023 (85,225) than in 2011, despite a significantly higher TFR of
1.51 in 2023.

2 Mid-year population
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Change in the mid-year population (number of persons)
and number of live births (newborns) of women aged 20-39
Source: Central Statistical Office, Demographic Yearbook
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Note: The number of women aged 20-39 is based on mid-year population figures.
Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office, Demographic Yearbook 2023

Approximately 90% of all live births are attributed to women aged 20-39, making this cohort
crucial to demographic trends. However, the number of the group — which is extremely
important in terms of childbearing — have been steadily and significantly declining.

While in 2010 there were 1,443,983 women in this age group®, by 2023 the number had dropped
to 1,121,793 — a decrease of 322,190. Notably, this population decline has not been mirrored
by an equivalent drop in births. Since 2010, birth numbers in this cohort have fluctuated rather
than decreased steadily (in contrast, despite an increase in the number of women of childbearing
age until 1997, the number of births continued to decline). The highest number of births among
20-39-year-old women since 2010 was recorded in 2021 (83,754), while the lowest was in 2023
(77,002). Consequently, the number of live births per 1,000 women in this age group* has also
fluctuated — lowest in 2011 at 56.8 and highest in 2021 at 72.4 — yet shows a general upward
trend.

It is important to highlight that over the past decade, Hungarian demographic data have shown
a generation size of approximately 88,000-93,000 births annually. This represents a relatively
stable cohort, which already influences the education system and is expected to shape future
demand in healthcare, employment, and other sectors. This stability contrasts with the Ratko
generation and their descendants, where sudden demographic booms were followed by sharp
declines, creating major challenges for service systems. (For example, due to the high birth rate

3 Mid-year population
4 Number of live births divided by the mid-year number of women aged 20-39 * 1000
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between 1974 and 1979, the number of students entering the school system in the early 1980s
also increased, which required more teachers.)

Change in the number of live births per 1,000 women aged
20-39 and 1549 (newborns/1,000 persons)
source: KSH Demographic Yearbook 2023

75,7
80,0 66,2 68,6
70,1

75,0

70,0

65,0

60,0

55,0

50,0

45,0

40,0

35,0

30,0
S =N TN ORI S=TANNTUN OISO =N TN O SNOS -0
[ A A A A A A A A N A N A I — I —— I — R R R R B e e I e B = I = I = = = s B B B
[ =2 W= W W ) W W ) W = ) W ) W ) ) R I I I —— i —— [ R T e R R T T I I ]
v e w AN AN AN AN ANAANANANANANANANANANANANANANANANANANANA

Number of live births per 1,000 women aged 15-49 (newborns/1,000 persons)
=&—Number of live births per 1,000 women aged 20—39 (newborns/1,000 population)

Source: KSH, Demographic Yearbook 2023

The sharpest decline in the number of live births per 1,000 women aged 20-39 and 15-49
occurred between 1995 and 1996. During that single year, the birth rate among women aged
20-39 fell from 70.1 to 66.2 per 1,000, while among women aged 15-49 it dropped from 43.4
to 40.7. In 1990, there were 75.7 live births per 1,000 women aged 20-39; by 2021, this rate
had returned to a pre—Bokros package level of 72.4. In 2023, the rate was 68.6 — still higher
than the 1996 figure. The post-1995 decline and further decreases were only followed by a
significant rise among women aged 20-39 in the past decade.

In 1990, there were 49.5 live births per 1,000 women aged 15-49; by 1996 this had declined to
40.7, and in 2023 it stood at 40. Since 1996, the highest value in this group was recorded in
2021, at 42.7.

Over the past three decades, the fertility rate — which reflects the willingness to have children
— and the actual number of births have not moved in parallel. This divergence is largely due to
fluctuations in the number of women of childbearing age. During the 1990s and 2000s, the
decline in the number of births was smaller than the decline in fertility intentions. In
contrast, during the 2010s, a marked improvement in fertility behaviour did not result in
a significant increase in the number of births.
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Birth rate and fertility rate trends between 1990 and 2023
[source: KSH]
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Birth Numbers in Relation to the Number of Women of Childbearing
Age (KINCS estimate)

The following analysis presents estimated birth numbers had the size of the female cohorts aged
20-39 and 15-49 remained the same as in 2010 — or declined only slightly — based on the total
fertility rates observed in recent years.

According to estimates by KINCS, if the number of women aged 20-39 had remained at the
2010 level, 99,859 children would have been born in 2023, as opposed to the actual figure of
77,002.

If the decline in this cohort had been “only” 100,000 instead of 322,190 between 2010 and
2023, then 92,254 children would have been born in 2023 from this age group.

With a 200,000-person decline, the expected number of births in 2023 would have been 85,389.

Estimated and actual birth rates between 2010 and 2023 in
the 20-39 age group of women
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The number of women in the 15-49 age group who are of childbearing age will be 253,935
fewer in 2023 than in 2010. According to KINCS estimates, if the number had remained
unchanged since 2010, 108,740 births would have occurred in 2023 instead of the actual 85,150.

If the number of women aged 15-49 had decreased by "only" 100,000 instead of 254,000
between 2010 and 2023, 91,493 children would have been born in this age group in 2023.

If the number of women aged 15-49 had decreased by 200,000, we could have expected 87,481
live births in 2023.

Estimated and actual number of births between 2010 and
2023 in the 15-49 age group of women
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Source: KINCS, own calculations. Data source: KSH, Demographic Yearbook

In total, if there had been no decline in the number of women aged 1549 between 2010
and 2023, a total of 184,764 more children would have been born during this period.

A 100,000-person decline would have resulted in 105,010 additional births;
A 200,000-person decline would have meant 57,748 more births.

(It 1s important to note that these birth number variations do not affect the total fertility rate, as
the estimates were made using actual age-specific fertility rates.)
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