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The Site Selectors Guild (SSG), the only association for the world’s foremost 
professional site selection consultants, has just held its first Advisory Forum 
outside of North America in Budapest at the invitation of the Hungarian 
Investment Promotion Agency (HIPA). But what did they find?

QUALITY EDUCATION  
AMONG HUNGARY’S  
KEY ASSETS
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The presence of American firms in the Hungarian economy is 
already significant, with more than 1,700 enterprises employing well 
over 100,000 people . But there are lot more business opportunities 
to tap into, especially in the wake of the shift from the “Made in 
Hungary” philosophy to “Invented in Hungary”, which looks to 
incentivize the creation of high added value jobs .  

SSG board member and principal of Global Location Strategies 
Didi Caldwell gave the Budapest Business Journal a detailed 
overview about where Hungary is located on the map of global 
investments . While she expects that the country should pop up 
on the radar of professional site selectors ever more often, 
there is still homework to do .

What brought you here to Hungary? After all, the guild 
had never held a meeting abroad before.
The guild itself was established not so long ago; in fact, 
before 2010 nothing like it had existed . I would describe 
the relationship between our members as so-called “co-
ompetition”, meaning that whilst we are competitors, we are 
also bound to cooperate . It’s a highly fragmented market, and 
our biggest competition is corporations making decisions 
without engaging a strategic site advisor . We are really 
working together to raise awareness of the industry .

HIPA seems to be leaving no stone unturned to attract FDI. 
Its efforts are clearly bearing fruit, as shown by the H1 2017 
data according to which a record-breaking 47 investments 
were brokered by HIPA in the first six months of this year. 
Did you sense this solid professionalism during your visit?
HIPA did a truly amazing job when it came to our trip, and they are 
a very professional organization in general . You can have the best 
product in the world, but if you don’t have a way to communicate 
it to the world, you can’t sell it and you can’t get the deal done, 
you’re not going to be successful . It seems HIPA is very much 
connected at the right places in the government, they’ve got 
excellent support . If I’m interested in investing somewhere, I need 
to meet somebody on the other side that helps me gather all 
the relevant information and gives enough data and access so 
that I can do my analysis . Having a strong economic development 
organization like HIPA is absolutely critical for success .

Part of HIPA’s duty is to shed light on cities in the countryside 
so that investors also take account of them. There is 
potential out there for sure: Debrecen, for instance, was 
awarded the title “Emerging City of the Year 2016” at the CEE 
Shared Services and Outsourcing Awards earlier this year.

Our visit was an opportunity for us to learn about the business 
environment, but also to find out what it would be like to live 
and work in Hungary . We had several presentations of different 
Hungarian cities and the Hungarian mobility center, where they have 
set up a track to test autonomous vehicles . We saw some of that tech 
in action . It gave us a really great overview .

What was your overall impression of the country? Is 
there much to be cheerful about 27 years after the fall 
of the Iron Curtain and 13 years after EU accession?

MINI C.V.

Now in her second decade of consulting in the 
site selection, incentive negotiations and capital 
financing arenas, Caldwell has led consulting 
projects in North and South America, Canada, 
Europe and Asia in industries including energy, 
automotive, pulp and paper, chemicals, mining, 
textiles, logistics, consumer products and biotech. 
She has assisted numerous companies with site 
selection, incentive negotiations and capital 
finance with a total investment value of more than 
USD 15 billion.
Education: B.A., Architecture; Clemson University; 
M.B.A., Moore School of Business; University of 
South Carolina.
(Source: http://siteselectorsguild.com/)

DIDI CALDWELL
Principal of Global 
Location Strategies, 
Site Selection Guild

“It seems HIPA is very much 
connected at the right places 
in the government, they’ve got 

excellent support. If I’m interested 
in investing somewhere, I need 
to meet somebody on the other 
side that helps me gather all the 
relevant information and gives 

enough data and access so that 
I can do my analysis. Having a 
strong economic development 

organization like HIPA is 
absolutely critical for success.”



10 INVESTING IN HUNGARY

One of the things that struck me was how much it has changed 
since 1994, when I was here last . It also amazed me how quickly 
Eastern Europe has adopted capitalism and come up to speed in 
terms of the quality of restaurants and shops . Apart from a couple 
of buildings here and there, everything looks like it’s in Western 
Europe, with one exception, namely it’s generally less expensive . 
Now it seems that not introducing the euro helped these countries 
keep costs down . Another very positive phenomenon I observed 
was how advanced skills are, and the quality of education was 
also spectacular . It is definitely among the key assets the country 
can bank on . This is of enormous potential as it even draws many 
multinationals to Hungary to be educated .

Speaking of skills, graduates around here may be getting 
a great education but press headlines keep heralding 
the labor shortage. Apart from skilled labor, what other 
competitive edge can Hungary pride herself on?
Competition for talent in the world is extremely fierce . The 
workforce situation, particularly in Budapest, is extremely 

tight, but we’re experiencing it just about everywhere we 
go . Demand is huge, especially for specialized skills, be 
they manufacturing-related, maintenance or repair, but 
the same applies to many other professions as well . To 
find one software engineer, for instance, might not be a 
problem, but when you need two hundred people with that 
background, you’re going to have a really hard time . From 
the logistic standpoint, Hungary has an excellent location 
with easy access to Western Europe, the Mediterranean 
and the Commonwealth of Independent States . The current 
competitive corporate tax rate of 9% can help attract 
investments . But in the case of tax cuts, you always wonder 
how permanent they are going to be, and whether the 
political climate will remain supportive of that .

So, if you were to give a recommendation about 
selecting a particular site, who is Hungary competing 
with on the global and regional scale, and what would 
tip the balance towards here?
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We have seen some cost escalation in Poland or in Czech Republic . 
The availability of labor in Hungary is better still, even though it’s getting 
very tight . Places like Pécs, Miskolc, Szeged and Debrecen have a 
lower wage structure than Budapest . This puts secondary cities in 
Hungary on par with other such cities in the region like Brno, Lodz, 
Cluj, whereas their global competitors would be India, China and the 
Philippines . As far as Budapest is concerned, it directly competes 
with Prague, Warsaw, Vienna, even with London and Amsterdam, 
but I would put Bucharest and Tallinn in the same pot . The Hungarian 
capital still has a significant cost-advantage . The most important factor 
is the concentration of talent . Take Tallinn, Estonia where IT talent is 
very much concentrated . What we always tell clients is that they have 
to make a choice . Do they want high availability but less of the skills they 
need, or the other way around? It’s a trade-off . If you go to a place where 
everybody’s employed, you would have to pay more at the end of the day .

Based on this competitor list you have just drawn up, 
what measures do you think the country should take to 
improve its position on the global investment map?

“HIPA did a truly amazing job 
when it came to our trip, and 
they are a very professional 

organization in general. You can 
have the best product in the 

world, but if you don’t have a way 
to communicate it to the world, 

you can’t sell it and you can’t get 
the deal done, you’re not going 

to be successful.”
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We actually prepared a set of recommendations for HIPA on 
potential areas of improvement . First of all, you need to get 
the word out, particularly about your competitive corporate 
tax and labor costs . More labor should also be attracted 
from the region . You know, in the U .S . some states like 
Georgia or Louisiana have developed very advanced training 
programs that they customized, and they use as an incentive 
for companies who are considering investing in their location . 
Establishing one of these customized training programs is a 
big commitment, but it would surely help address the issue of 
workforce skills .

What about infrastructure-related matters?
You need to consider developing more “shovel-ready” 
construction sites because you can have the best location in 
the world, but if you don’t have a site or a building an investor 
can go to or into, you can’t be successful . These sites and 
buildings need to be made in accordance with your industry 
profiles and the specific types of projects you’re going after . 

We got a lit tle bit of an oversight of the sites in Hungary, but 
I didn’t get a really good sense of to what extent those sites 
are “shovel-ready” . They also might need to set up more 
shell buildings where companies can come in and move out 
really quickly .

Total trade volume between the United States and 
Hungary is at USD 5.5 million, so economic relations 
are thriving. More FDI is to come as a result of a recent 
economic cooperation agreement with the State of 
Indiana. Could more American states follow suit with 
such agreements?
I have just attended the South-East U .S .-Japan annual 
conference that has been going for 40 years . Having that 
platform and developing those relationships over time can 
be extremely powerful . Indiana is an interesting example, but 
if I think of Central and Eastern Europe, I think of it like the 
South-East of the United States . In the late 1980s and the early 
’90s, just exactly when CEE opened up, manufacturing started 

“We actually prepared a set of 
recommendations for HIPA on 

potential areas of improvement. 
First of all, you need to get the 

word out, particularly about 
your competitive corporate tax 

and labor costs. More labor 
should be also attracted from 
the region. You know, in the 

U.S. some states like Georgia or 
Louisiana have developed very 

advanced training programs that 
they customized, and they use 
it as an incentive for companies 
who are considering investing in 
their location. Establishing one 
of these customized training 

programs is a big commitment, 
but it would surely help address 

the issue of workforce skills.”
Students stroll through the campus at ELTE. 
Hungarian education is listed as a key factor  
for the country by the Site Selectors Guild.
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migrating to the South-East because of lower costs . Mercedes 
came to Alabama and BMW came to South Carolina, and they 
changed people’s perception of the region . It’s a very similar 
story with Central and Eastern Europe, because it started 
as a low-cost location, but it has evolved over time, and now 
they are competing with regions that have been traditionally 
considered more advanced . There could be more opportunity 
to exchange ideas and form relationships, especially in the 
automotive sector .

Lastly, do you believe the current economic and political 
climate in Europe paints a rosy picture for the future?
What we can see is that population is declining, labor 
markets are tight and there is pressure on wages . The 
poli t ical environment in Europe is a bit unstable right now . 
I f we’re going to star t pull ing back into a bit more nativism 
and restric ting trade, i t would be detrimental to foreign 
trade not just in Hungary, but lots of other places and the 
economy overall as well  .

NUMBERS DON’T LIE 

SSG was invited by HIPA with the purpose to give yet 
another boost to FDI, which has been flowing into 
the country in record volumes. As HIPA statistics 
suggests, in H1 2017 the number of successfully 
completed projects grew by 24% compared to the 
same period last year, while the investment volume 
of EUR 1.37 billion registered a 3% hike. The 8,502 jobs 
to be created as a result of the projects of the first 
six months of 2017 is another sign of solid investor 
confidence towards Hungary. The most projects came 
from Germany, 15 out of 47, followed by the USA (four). 
Germany ranks first in terms of investment value as 
well. In the latter regard, Japan is the foreign country 
that is bringing in most capital after Germany, totaling 
EUR 60 million, according to H1 2017 data.




