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Summary

Introduction. One of the objectives of the Bologna Declaration of 1999 was the adoption of a system of easily readable and
comparable educational degrees, to promote mobility of students and teachers, and thereby to facilitate employability in the
common European labour market.

Aim. The aim of the research was to assess the career plans of dietetics students from different European countries, as well as
to evaluate whether — being future members of the common European labour market — there is a demand and willingness for
international mobility.

Material and method. An online questionnaire was completed by dietetics students of different grades: 149 from Hungary,
12 from Belgium, 11 from Turkey and 5 from Poland.

Results. Beyond the “classical” fields of dietetic activity (dietetic consultation/health promotion, clinical-therapeutic dietet-
ics), the students would prefer new fields of dietetics, such as: health tourism, sports diet, food industry, commercial catering,
research, etc. 70% of the students would work as employees (in state institutions, administration or in the commercial, civil
and ecclesiastical sphere), and 30% as independent dietitians. 54% of the students would try to find or accept a job abroad.
They believe that their acceptability abroad could be assisted by a compatible and mobility-ensuring educational system and by
more effective professional foreign language courses in the home land.

Conclusions. In dietetics education, students should be prepared for job mobility, according to their needs, with information
about the underlying possibilities of the two-cycle educational system, about healthcare systems and dietetics work of foreign
countries, and also, with more effective professional foreign language teaching.
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INTRODUCTION

In order to create a common European labour market,
member states agreed a common goal to lessen the dif-
ferences between professional educations. To achieve
this objective, in the Bologna Declaration of 1999 they
affirmed the need for co-ordinating higher educational
policies and to establish the European area of higher
education by 2010 (1, 2, 3).

Among the main objectives of the Declaration were
the adoption of a system of easily readable and compa-
rable degrees, the introduction of the two-cycle system
(BSc and MSc), and the promotion of widespread stu-
dent, teacher, researcher and employee mobility, which
will have a positive effect on the development of the
connection between higher education and innovation,
research and development factors (1).

Dietitian professionals quickly realized the pos-
sibilities inherent in the Bologna Declaration, and

the European Federation of the Associations of
Dietitians (EFAD) worked out international guide-
lines of dietitian education, the European Academ-
ic and Practitioner Standards for Dietetics, or, as
it is commonly referred to, the European Dietetic
Benchmark Statement (EDBS), in order to ensure
that dietetics students attain the same level of pro-
fessional skills and knowledge in every country.
The guideline emphasizes the development of the
dietitian profession and the raising of academic and
professional standards, it defines the unified compe-
tencies and requirements of the dietitian profession,
and it provides a practical model for the member
states’ curricula and course developments (4, 5, 6).
Co-ordinating the dietitian educational requirements
among the countries makes a dietitian qualification
competitive not only at the domestic level, but also at
the European labour market level.
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AIM

Besides gaining knowledge about dietetics students’
career orientation and mobility plans, in this study we
also aim to evaluate whether they have enough informa-
tion about the international acceptance of their qualifica-
tions, and whether they feel prepared for undertaking
work abroad. We also conducted a survey about the
needs which may arise during their preparation for en-
tering the European labour market.

MATERIAL AND METHOD

Students from BSc programs of dietetic faculties of
several European universities (two from Hungary, one
each from Belgium, Turkey and Poland) took part in the
study in the 2009/2010 academic year. We asked par-
ticipants to complete a questionnaire available online
on the server of the Faculty of Health Sciences of Sem-
melweis University Budapest in Hungarian, Polish and
English. The questions were focused on the students’
intentions for their career and mobility, and their pref-
erence for employment at home or abroad; the ques-
tions also evaluated the students’ knowledge of the
international acceptability of the dietitian qualification.
For five questions there was only a Yes or No answer, four
questions provided multiple choice answers, and the op-
portunity was also given to form a personal opinion.

In the present study, we processed answers arriving
until July 7, 2010.

The questionnaire was completed by 177 dietetics stu-
dents, 149 from Hungary, 12 from Belgium, 11 from Turkey
and 5 from Poland. Because of the numerical preponder-
ance of Hungarian students, the study cannot be seen as
representative for the whole of Europe. Out of the partici-
pants, 38 students were in their final year, 33 in their third
year, 24 in their second year, and 46 in the first year of stud-
ies; 36 students did not indicate their graduation status.

Data processing was conducted by the descriptive
statistics method with the Excel program.

RESULTS

As seen in table 1, beyond the “classical” fields of
dietetic activity (dietetic consultation/health promotion,
clinical-therapeutic dietetics), the students would prefer
new fields of dietetics, such as: health tourism, sports
diet, food industry, commercial catering, research, etc.

As for the employment status, 70% of the students
would work as employees (in state institutions, administra-

tion or in the commercial, civil and ecclesiastical sphere),
and 30% as independent dietitians (see figure 1).

To the question whether they would try to find or ac-
cept a job abroad, 54% of the participants said yes, 19%
would not work abroad, and 27% cannot decide so far
whether they would work abroad.

Table 1. Fields of work chosen by students.

Field Number of
of work answers
Classical | Public health/community dietitian 111
dietitian Clinical/therapeutic dietitian 93
work Administrative dietitian 64
Medical tourism 53
Sports diet 52
Education 34
Food industry 33
Research 31
Other Medicine trade 30
Media 27
Food trade 18
Advertising 14
Professional leading 9

Table 2 shows that in their intention of working abroad
students are mainly motivated by financial consider-
ations (26%), desire for gaining professional experience
(22%), and language learning intentions (21%), etc.

Table 2. Motivational factors of undertaking work abroad.

Factor Number of %
anwers

Financial considerations 118 26
Gaining professional experience 100 22
Language practice 97 21
Professional challenge 59 13
Hope of higher moral recognition 40

Further education 29

Private life ties 15

Total 458 100

We also asked about the country of their choice for
work after graduation. With regard to Europe, the first,
second and third countries in order were the UK, Ger-
many, and Austria (see table 3).

Table 3. Six most frequently chosen countries of work abroad (number of votes).

First place

Second place ‘

Third place

preferred country (number of votes)

United Kingdom (31)

United Kingdom (28)

United Kingdom (16)

Germany (26) Germany (19)

United States of America (13)

Austria (21) Austria (16)

Austria (12)

United States of America (16)

United States of America (14)

Australia (11)

Netherlands (12)

Netherlands (9)

Netherlands (11)

o gk Iw b =

Italy (11) Australia (8)

France (9)
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Fig. 1. Choice of employment status.

Figure 2 shows how well students are informed about
the acceptability of their degrees in other European
countries. 78% (137 students) are well aware of the fact
that the degree is accepted, 21% (39 students) are not
informed about this, and only 1% (2 students) believe
that the degree would not be accepted, and they have
to graduate again abroad.

To the question whether they feel professionally
prepared, and whether they think they have competi-
tive knowledge and skills to enter the international

labour market, 68% of students answered Yes com-
pared to 12% answering No (7 students answering
No were in their final year of studies). 20% of the
respondents cannot assess their own professional
preparedness. Among the 121 students who feel pro-
fessionally prepared, 79 are afraid of language diffi-
culties.

In table 4 we summarized the topics that, according
to the dietetics students, would facilitate their employ-
ability in the common European labour market.

person

150 -

137

75
100 -

conditions

S0
62

N=176

37

Accepted

Fig. 2. Students’ awareness about qualification acceptability.

Not accepted

Do not know
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Table 4. Factors to promote dietitians’ mobility (on the
basis of students’ opinion).

Factors to promote work abroad Number of %
answerse
Adoption of a co-ordinated system
of educational standards to promote 97 19.0
mobility between countries
More effective professional foreign
- 96 18.8
language teaching
_Preparatlon for_ dietitian’s work 92 18.0
in other countries
Widening student exchange 20 17.7
programmes
Teaching about other countries’
68 13.3
healthcare systems
Inviting visiting teachers to give 67 13.0
lectures, courses
Total 510 100
DISCUSSION

According to surveys by EFAD and the International
Confederation of Dietetic Associations (ICDA), more than
60% of dietitians work at hospitals (4, 5, 6, 7). Therefore,
to a certain extent it was surprising to learn that only
16% of dietetics students would decide to work in hos-
pitals. Obviously, new fields of dietetics such as health
tourism, sports diet, food industry, commercial catering,
research, etc., have become more popular. Similarly, it
seems that there is a shift in career orientation regarding
the employment status of the dietitian as well: the major-
ity would still work as employees, but for about 30% of
the students self-employment is more attractive.

Half of the respondents (54%) would take the chance
of free mobility within the EU. However, the main motiva-
tion for movement to the Western European part of the
EU is the higher financial and moral acknowledgement,
while professional challenge seems less important.

Students supposedly choose their countries of des-
tination also in accordance with their foreign language
skills, which is traditionally English and German, at least
regarding dietetics students from Hungary. Their desire
to learn Spanish, ltalian and French is a new and posi-
tive trend in the career orientation.

For students who do not wish to work abroad, the
main causes are fixed professional career plans, or fam-
ily ties to the home country.

Nearly one fifth of the students do not know yet whether
they would take the opportunity to work in another country
of the EU. More than one fourth do not have enough in-
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formation about their degrees’ acceptability abroad. If so,
the possibilities inherent in the Bologna system should
be communicated to students when they start their BSc
training and the information should be deepened during
their dietetics studies. Regarding these and similar top-
ics, the educational and career consultant services of the
universities (career offices) are of utmost importance (8).

Only two thirds of the students (68%) feel profession-
ally prepared to enter the pan-European labour market.
Regarding the others who do not feel prepared, it should
be made clear whether this insecurity comes from
lack of language or lack of professional knowledge.
The fact that even some students in their final years
do not feel ready for working abroad because of pro-
fessional reasons should be taken seriously because
it questions the quality of educational training.

CONCLUSION

Although European dietetics education at higher educa-
tional level should first of all meet the manpower demands of
the home country, the Bologna system of education meets
the expectations set up by the unified European labour mar-
ket as well. Students are aware of the possibility of mobil-
ity and it is their just claim that the education they receive
should prepare them for this. To meet students’ expecta-
tions, greater emphasis should be given to the continuous
development of education. The students should be informed
about foreign countries’ professional work and healthcare
systems as well. A basic condition for this is appropriate,
high level professional foreign language knowledge and
promotion of both students and teachers exchange. O
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