On the move: The mobility of the Hungarian American community
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“… They came and they went, wandering from place to place, in hopes of better work and more pay.”

(cited in Puskas, 1982, p. 130)

Abstract

This paper will examine contemporary mobility patterns in the Hungarian-American community on the basis of the membership residence data of a Hungarian-American organization in the last decade. Particularly, interstate relocations will be tracked and the reasons behind them will be explored.

Introduction

This study looks at the contemporary migration habits of the membership of a Hungarian American organization – the Hungarian Reformed Federation of America - in an attempt to reveal tendencies that hold true even for the larger Hungarian ethic community in the U.S. I looked at the membership address records of this organization and coupled it with a survey of households among them that moved between states during the last 8 years.   

Background

The American population is well-known for its mobility. According to a U.S. Bureau of Census report, in one particular year (March 1998 – March 1999) about 15.9% of the population moved, 17.6% of which accounted for interstate migration.
 The report also found that the median duration in a particular residence was 5.2 years and the moving rates declined with age (Table 1).

Hungarians in America were reported to be similarly mobile. Paula Benkart, for instance, talked about the “conspicuous migrations” of the Hungarian immigrants within the United States (cited in Puskas, 2000, p. 118). The top four states where most of the immigrants settled and moved around in the first decade after the turn of the last century were Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, and New Jersey (Table 2).

Julianna Puskas (1982) points out in her study of Hungarian immigration to the U.S. around the turn of the 20th century that Hungarian workers moved around fairly frequently, and mainly around the six industrial states (Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, New Jersey, Illinois, and West Virginia). Migration was driven by the promise of a better job, but it was also fueled –according to Puskas – by the “epidemic travel fever in the American air” and the immigrants’ unwillingness to adjust to the circumstances (p. 131). 

Steven Bela Vardy (1985) also reports that in the 1920s the “Magyar-Hungarian” (Hungarian-speaking Hungarian immigrants) population concentrated around a dozen northeastern states and – although their number fluctuated – their geographical distribution remained the same until the 1960s and 70s (p. 28). But most importantly, Vardy points out two tendencies after the 60s, namely, a Florida-bound migration mostly by retirees, and an economic cross-continental migration towards California mostly by younger professionals (p. 29). 

US Bureau of Census in 1980 showed that the Hungarian ethnicity still was the largest in Ohio, New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, California, and Michigan. The 1990 Decennial Census puts the largest concentration of ethnic Hungarians around the New York-New Jersey, Washington, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Chicago, and Southern Florida areas (Table 3). However, the proportional change between 1910 and 1980 reveals the tendencies already mentioned: the proportional number of Hungarians is decreasing in all the dozen or so states, with the exception of California, Florida, and Michigan (Table 4).

The Study

The Hungarian Reformed Federation of America (HRFA) is a more than 100 years old fraternal life insurance society, established in Trenton, NJ, by a group of Hungarian ministers and laypeople in order to support the Hungarian Calvinist mission in America and to provide financial need to its member families in case of death or disaster. The HRFA’s Home Office is based in Washington, D.C. Its membership today exceeds 14,000. 

While the Federation was in close relationship with the Protestant church its members have never been exclusively Protestant. We do not have current and reliable information on the denominations the members come from, however, it seems that the number of Catholics have surpassed the Reformed Christians, so the religious distribution of the HRFA membership, in fact, comes to bear resemblance to that of the larger Hungarian American population. Since the Federation is chartered in 11 states plus the District of Columbia, most of its members currently reside in these states (about 92%)
. The average age of HRFA active membership is 51.5. The average age for the oldest member in the HRFA households is 58 (Table 5). 

Methodology

The HRFA Home Office was computerized in the early 1980s. I could locate past instances of membership databases from each year only since 1993. Because of the time and budgetary limitations of this study I did a systematic, but simplified sampling procedure, namely, I only looked at members who have been members (holding an in-force policy) for the last 8 years and who had valid U.S. addresses. From those 5,539 households holding more than one policy I chose the oldest member for the purpose of this study, assuming that he or she would be the most likely reason for any move of the family. Upon extracting these members from the databases for each year and pulling them together, I selected only those members where there was a change in the state they have resided in for the last 8 years. This reduced the pool to 425, to about 7.6%. I worked with these records to see if any trends could be recognized or any valuable data could be extracted. Also, I sent out a questionnaire to these members to verify the address information the HRFA had about them, and to inquire about the reasons for the move.

The Results

According to the data obtained from the HRFA databases, of the 425 households 373 moved once during the last 8 years, 29 moved twice, and 23 moved to another state and moved back. Because I had only one database from each year it is quite possible that these 23 people were, in fact, households with a summer and a winter residence and were moving between the two each year. 106 of these moves (25%) were Florida-related. 

Looking at the one-time movers we can see that the most frequent originating state was Pennsylvania, followed by Ohio and New Jersey. The destination states were led by Florida, followed by Pennsylvania and Ohio (Table 6).

Because of the proportionate distribution of the HRFA members it is natural that the numbers are higher in these originating states. However, there is one tendency to be noticed in these statistics: 164 (44%) moved out of the three leading states together, while only 107 (29%) moved into these states. Because these numbers also contain the migration among these three states, the figures are even more telling if we compare only those of the 425 moving households where the move originated in one of these three states but ended in some other states with those where the move originated from other than these three states and ended in one of the three. According to this calculation, 132 (31%) households moved out of these states, and only 67 (15.7%) moved into them. Thus, the rate of moving out of these states seems to be about twice higher than the inbound migration. Yet, because proportionally more Hungarians live in these three states than the rest this factor should also be considered. The approximate percentage of ethnic Hungarians living in these three states is 36%. So based solely on the number of inhabitants, the outbound movement is 2.8 times more likely to occur anyway. Therefore, there is no significance difference here between the inbound and outbound migrations. To get the full picture, however, the general tendency in the movement of the US population to and from these three states should also be factored in.

The statistics become significant, however, if we look at all the states that the Federation is chartered in: 127 (30%) households moved out of the chartered states and only 32 (8%) moved into them. The outbound rate here is almost four times higher. With the 2.8 likeliness factor added, the outbound rate is 1.4 higher (Table 7).  

Surveys were sent out to 420 households. Respondents also had the opportunity to submit the surveys via an online form. 122 responded which yields a 29% return rate. The number of valid responses was 118. Interestingly, there was a slight discrepancy between the year of move indicated on the questionnaire and the one registered in the HRFA database. According to the database all the moves in the study should have occurred between 1993 and 2000, the dates in the responses are stretched from 1979 to 2001 (Table 8). One explanation is that the date in the database indicates the date the Federation learnt about the move rather than the actual date of the move.

I sorted the 118 moving households by the states from and to which they moved, and labeled those on which more than 2 families moved the “most frequent routes.” 27 of them fell in one of the 6 most frequent routes (Table 9). They are, in order of popularity
:

1. New Jersey to Florida

2. Pennsylvania to Florida

3. Ohio to Florida

4. Ohio to Ohio

5. New York to New York

6. Maryland to Florida

Perhaps not surprisingly, all four interstate routes are toward Florida. More specifically, 21 families (77%) out of the 27 in the frequent routes category, or 31 (26%) out of the 118 moving households migrated to the Florida. Now let us take a look at the Florida-bound households demographically.

The far most frequent reason for the Florida migration was retirement. Out of the 15 non-retirement reasons, 5 indicated “retired” as occupation, so basically 21 out of 31 went to Florida to retire (68%). Other reasons included change in current job, health, or improved or more reasonable living costs (Table 10). The average age for these retirees was 73.

Looking at all the migrations again, retirement still leads the way (34 out of 118), followed by new job (18), health (15), and change in current job (13). In a consolidated categorization, retirement is still ahead (29%), followed by job-related (27%), economic (13%), health (13%), and personal (10%) reasons. The average age of all respondents was 55 (Table 11).

Among those who moved because of a job, 44% was in an executive/managerial position, and the rest were somewhat equally distributed (12.5%) among academic/educator, professional, or other (mostly military). The average age for people in executive/managerial positions was 39, compared to 41 for all the movers.

Conclusion

Although the findings of this study cannot be generalized to the larger Hungarian ethnic community in the U.S. the tendencies presented do follow the larger, predictable patterns. Namely, the traditional Hungarian ethnic communities are dissolving. The rate of moving out of the traditional Hungarian-inhabited states is higher than the inbound migration. Ethnic Hungarians do migrate across the country, but in a somewhat lower rate than the average American. The most visible migration patterns are toward Florida and California. The primary reason for the Florida-bound migration is retirement, while secondary reasons include health, weather, moving closer to relatives, and economic reasons (less property tax). The non-retirement migration to California as well as to other states are mainly driven by job-related reasons. Those who move because of changing jobs are usually in a higher-level position, such as managerial, professional, or academic.

For further research, I suggest a comprehensive and scientifically sampled study of the Hungarian American community about their migration habits. That study should be detailed enough to track intrastate migrations as well. It should also be coupled with a social study that would shed more light on the lives and movements of ethnic Hungarians around the turn of the 21th century.      
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� Of the 42.6 million moved between March 1998 and March 1999, 59.3% stayed within the same county, 19.8% moved between counties but within the state, 17.6% moved between states, and 3.4% moved from abroad (Faber, 2000).


� New Jersey, New York, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, Indiana, West Virginia, Florida, California, District of Columbia.


� Note the two intrastate categories: these came from the responses in spite of the fact that I only sent out questionnaires to households that – according to the HRFA database - moved between states.





