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By
Tessza Udvarhelyi

For a real
democratic
transition,

a change of
government is
not enough -
citizens must
reclaim public
life as our
shared
responsibility

FOR THE RENEWAL OF DEMOCRACY
POLITICIANS" SCHOOL- AN EXPERIMENT TO SUPPORT
GRASSROOTS POLITICAL LEADERSHIP IN HUNGARY

The School of Public Life is a grassroots civic education center in Budapest, dedicated to building a
democratic and just Hungary. It has recently launched a new leadership program called “Politicians’
School” to train a new generation of progressive, value-driven leaders. Building on the School of
Public Life's decade of experience in civic education, it equips activists and aspiring politicians with
the skills, vision, and community support needed to renew democracy in Hungary.

Authoritarianism and

citizenship in Hungary

Over the past 15 years, Hungary has be-
come increasingly authoritarian and repres-
sive under the rule of Fidesz. Opposition
voices are silenced, activists are targeted,
and social movements are suppressed.’ The
media is ruled by propaganda and the au-
tonomy of local governments as well as the
independence of courts are under serious
attack.? Racism, sexism, homophobia, and
a general fear and hatred of the “other” are
integral parts of the national government’s
policies and practices.®

There is widespread suspicion among peo-
ple toward public life in general and politi-
cians in particular, which is both fueled by
and contributes to the endurance of the
current authoritarian regime. Among other
things, this has led to drastically lowered
standards among politicians on both the
government and opposition sides in terms
of their motivation and skills as well as to
a general lack of citizen control over dem-
ocratic processes. In addition to the more
recent repression by the party state, there
is a deeply rooted inequity in political rep-
resentation. Our mainstream politics contin-
ues a several-hundred-year-old tradition as
it is dominated by middle and upper-middle
class, middle-aged white men, leaving a

huge part of the population excluded from
real representation.*

For a real democratic transition, a change of
government is not enough - citizens must
reclaim public life as our shared responsi-
bility both through effectively organized ad-
vocacy and by producing a new generation
of dedicated and authentic pro-democracy
decision-makers. The reinvigoration of civil
society and the re-democratization of pol-
itics are deeply intertwined. In this way, as
both activists and politicians need support
to overcome political and social challenges,
citizenship education and political educa-
tion need to be part of the same theory of
change.

From training activists
to training politicians

The School of Public Life® was founded in
2014 in Budapest as a grassroots school
for activists based on the belief that social
change happens when underrepresented
communities organize, advocate for their
rights, and assert their voices toward those
in power. We help citizens and community
organizations build impactful and resilient
initiatives through training in organizing and
advocacy, strategic planning, participatory
action research and the publication and
distribution of educational materials. Over
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There is a limit
to what social
movements can
achieve if there
are no elected
representatives
who represent
their values and

interests.

the years, our organization has become the
primary center of citizenship and political
education for progressive organizations and
pro-democracy social movements in Hun-
gary. We offer learning opportunities for peo-
ple at all levels of civic and political engage-
ment starting with interactive board games
for those with little or no experience in ac-
tivism through workshops in various prac-
tical areas for those already involved and
advanced training in community organizing
and critical pedagogy to high-level courses
such as engaging in civil disobedience or
running grassroots electoral campaigns. In
this way, we can engage a wide variety of
people in education about social justice ac-
tivism and pro-democracy organizing.

As the crisis of Hungarian democracy has
become deeper over the years, our team
has concluded that to build a democratic
future, we need to move beyond our focus
on grassroots activists and start supporting
people who are willing to work for democ-
racy in institutional settings at the local and
national levels. There is a limit to what so-
cial movements can achieve if there are no
elected representatives who represent their
values and interests.

Having realized the lack of support systems
and learning opportunities for those who are
ready to take the risk of becoming a pro-
gressive politician in an authoritarian regime,
in 2024 we decided to expand our peda-
gogical work further into institutional politics
by developing the Politicians’ School. This
program is designed for people who come
from civil society, activism or community or-
ganizing and want to take a step closer to
the institutions of power by getting elected.
Our goal is to contribute to the emergence
of a new generation of pro-democracy, val-
ue-driven and community-based political

leaders who are able to work together with
civil society and local communities in their
effort toward social justice.

The Politicians' School

The Politicians’ School is a long-term im-
mersive leadership training program for pro-
spective and newly elected politicians. It is a
school for political change, turning politics
from a tool of oppression into a vehicle of
cooperation, solidarity and democracy.

As with all leadership training programs, we
started out by identifying the kind of lead-
ership qualities our organization would like
to foster in our trainees. We have built on
the work of the Kairos Center® that iden-
tified the key characteristics of effective
leaders working for social change.” Ac-
cording to their model, ideal leaders of so-
cial change must embody the four Cs. They
need to be clear, competent, committed
and connected. Civic and political leaders
must have clarity as in being able to under-
stand and analyze the social and political
context and formulate a clear vision. They
also have to be competent, as in having
the necessary skills to organize teams and
also be able to make policy. They have to
be committed, as in dedicated to the cause
of social justice and taking their role as
leaders seriously. And finally, they have to
be connected, as in consciously building
community and being able to engage with
a large network of people.

In line with the four Cs, the curriculum of the
Politicians’ School covers a wide variety of
topics from the development of personal
qualities through practical skills to policy-
making. Many elements of the training over-
lap with our pedagogical work with civil soci-
ety organizations, as activists and politicians
need many of the same skill set and tools.
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We want
politicians
who reflect
who we are—
diverse in
gender, age,
class and back-
ground, united
by a commit-
ment to democ-
racy.

In addition, the sharing of skills across these
boundaries contributes to improved mutual
appreciation and cooperation between civil
society and politics, which is essential for the
rebuilding of democracy in Hungary.

As for the profile of potential trainees, the
School is intended for people who have
experience in community work, share our
values of an inclusive democracy based on
solidarity and participation and are either
weighing the possibility of entering politics
or have already been elected. An important
aim of the program is to recruit members
of underrepresented communities such as
women, Roma Hungarians, people with
disabilities and people with a foreign back-
ground. We want politicians who reflect who
we are — diverse in gender, age, class and
background, united by a commitment to de-
mocracy. When it comes to the recruitment
and selection of participants, we also put an
emphasis on age and geographical diversity
by inviting both young and older people as
well as people from bigger cities and smaller
towns and villages.

The first pilot year

The pilot year of the Politicians’ School took
place in 2025 over 6 months (with prepara-
tions starting in the fall of 2024 and follow-up
happening in the fall of 2025). We recruited
applicants by sharing a call for participation
among social movement organizations and
progressive political parties. We had about
50 applications for 15 spots, so we made
two rounds of selection. First, we evalu-
ated applicants based on their application
forms, assessing if they align with the aims
and values of the program. Then, we con-
ducted personal interviews with applicants
who fit our profile. We determined the final
list of trainees by taking diversity and group
dynamics into consideration.

Our first cohort started their training in Jan-
uary 2025 and included 18 trainees, most of
whom were freshly elected representatives
in local governments, while some were plan-
ning to run in the 2026 parliamentary elec-
tions. Most cohort members were based
in Budapest, while one third of them came
from smaller towns and villages. They all
had different organizational backgrounds
including community organizations and po-
litical parties and all of them wanted to play
an active role in making Hungary a demo-
cratic country. In terms of age, the program
members ranged from people in their early
20s to those in their 60s. More than half of
the participants were women, and some of
them belonged to minorities such as Roma
Hungarians and people with disabilities.

Regarding methodology, the program in-
cluded in-person and online training ses-
sions, a personal project assignment, one-
on-one mentoring by active politicians, a
three-day study trip to Vienna, group coach-
ing and community building activities.

The training sessions were mostly con-
ducted in an interactive and iterative way
to allow trainees to share experiences and
learn from each other but also included
some more traditional presentations and
panel discussions. In-person training ses-
sions involved activities that drew on the
active cooperation of cohort members while
online sessions were more about the trans-
fer of knowledge such as information about
policies. Our program members learned
not only about how politics works, but also
about how to remain true to their values
while leading for social justice.

To ensure that trainees integrated what they
learned during the program into their every-
day work, cohort members were asked to
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THE ARCH OF THE TRAINING SESSIONS ADDRESSED
THE FOLLOWING LARGER TOPICS:

What is our vision and mission?
=> identifying the qualities of
a democratic country
=> identifying the qualities of a
good politician

Where do we work?
=> exploring the social-political back-
ground of trainees’ electoral districts
=> research methods and tools of
gathering information

Basic skills
=> organizing a group
=>» building a social base
=> strategic planning
=» scenario planning

Basic knowledge
= how municipal and national
governments work
=> progressive policymaking in housing,
education and mobility

Leadership skills
= how to be a good leader
=> how to build a strong team
= how to remain true to our values
=> ethical behavior in politics
=> personal and team wellbeing

Our program
members
learned not only
about how
politics works,
but also about
how to remain
true to their
values while
leading for so-
cial justice.

come up with a practical project to complete
during the program. These personal projects
reflected our common learning experiences
but were always specific to the work of each
participant. To help program members find
the focus of these projects, after each train-
ing session participants received specific
assignments such as finding data in publicly
available data sets, reading municipal and
national strategies or designing a plan for
activist recruitment. We also offered one-
on-one consultation about these projects
and all of the participants presented their
projects to the whole group at the end of the
program.

Mentoring by practicing politicians was a
highly appreciated element of the program.
Every participant was paired with a politician
who is either practicing now or has extensive

recent experience in politics. We put a lot of
energy into finding the right partner for each
participant and asked them to meet each
other at least five times during the program.
Most pairs met in person, but some decided
to do the mentoring online. We provided dis-
cussion guides for the mentors and mentees
to help them in their conversations. Feed-
back about this mentoring opportunity was
overwhelmingly positive as trainees got to
know the “real world” of politics through the
experiences of people with shared values.

We offered group coaching in small groups
three times during the program. The aim of
these sessions was twofold. First, to famil-
iarize trainees with the practice of coaching
and emphasize the need for mental health
support in politics. Second, we hoped that
these sessions would allow cohort members



Seite 12 | infobrief eu & international 4/2025

& -

For the renewal of democracy: Politicians’ School- an experiment to support political leadership in Hungary

Community
support is
essential in any
political setting,
but especially
crucial in an
authoritarian
regime,

to share and address personal challenges
related to their political careers. This was
the element of the program that received the
most criticism as some program members
did not feel comfortable with the format or
did not resonate personally with the coach.

The three-day study visit abroad has sev-
eral different aims in this program. One is to
make the program attractive to prospective
trainees as many Hungarians don’t often
have an opportunity to go abroad. The sec-
ond is to make participants familiar with best
practices in progressive politics, policy and
activism in a social context that is different
but not too far away from our own. The third
aim is to create a strong community-building
experience. During our study visit in Vienna,
we learned about the local political context,
met local grassroots organizations and lo-
cal elected representatives, visited a de-
partment in the local government and took
part in a sightseeing tour of social housing
among other things.

Community building sessions were not
merely an afterthought in this program. We
believe that community support is essential
in any political setting, but especially cru-
cial in an authoritarian regime, where being
a progressive politician can be an isolating
experience. Every in-person training session
included a shared dinner, which was at times
combined with the screening of a movie or
other program. We watched Alcaldessa to-
gether, a documentary about the election of
Barcelona’s municipalist mayor, Ada Colau.
We also organized picnics and outdoor ac-
tivities during the program.

The program does not end when educa-
tional activities of the specific cohort are
over. Inspired by Local Progress?® in the
US that provides leadership and policy-

making support to progressive local politi-
cians and their staff, we would like to build
a long-term alumni community. Our aim is
to continue supporting our students in their
political career and help them build a long-
term supportive network. So, at the end of
the training program, we encouraged train-
ees to become the first active members of
our alumni community, which will grow with
subsequent cohorts. The programming of
the alumni community is still in formation as
it will be based on the needs and contexts of
cohort members.

Feedback and evaluation

In order to make the most of our pilot year,
we asked trainees to give feedback about
each session and we also spent time eval-
uating each element of the program after-
wards. In short, cohort members found the
in-person training sessions, the one-on-
one mentoring and the Vienna study trip
the most useful and rewarding, while they
appreciated the online sessions and the
coaching less. Some program members
also had difficulty completing their personal
projects as they could not find topics suita-
ble for both the training period and their po-
litical careers. They also expressed the need
to spend more time with each other outside
of the formal training sessions to support
each other in the implementation of their
personal projects.

We also conducted a comprehensive im-
pact assessment measuring trainees’ abili-
ties, skills and confidence in certain areas
in three phases: at the beginning, in the
middle and at the end of the program. At
each stage, cohort members evaluated their
own development across a set of prede-
fined indicators using a 5-point scale. This
structured assessment allowed us to track
progress over time and understand how the
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program contributed to their personal and
professional growth. The indicators were
defined based on the School’s objectives:
identifying and solving local problems, us-
ing political institutions, enhancing knowl-
edge about advocacy and community build-
ing and improving their self-confidence and
well-being. The following graph shows the
aggregate results of the group along the
same variable at three points in time.

Participants’ progress on a scale from 1 to 5
Politicians’ School - First Cohort

Beginnig

Midpoint End

| have necessary tools to identify and solve local problems

| am thinking strategically

. | feel like a prepared politician

| have knowledge of how political institutions operate

- I know how to maintain my personalwell being as a politician

| have a supportive peer community

The results demonstrate clear and consist-
ent improvement across all key indicators.
Participants reported significant gains in
their knowledge base about how institutions
work and how they can use strategic think-
ing and other tools (evidence-based policy,
group building, advocacy) acquired during
the program. The upward trend observed
between the initial and final assessments
confirms the effectiveness of the training
methods and the relevance of the program’s
content. By the end of the program, co-
hort members reported greater confidence,
stronger skills and a renewed belief in col-
lective change.

Beyond quantitative results, trainees also
highlighted the importance of the commu-
nity and peer learning aspects, fostering
collaboration and mutual support. Partici-
pants got to know each other’s local reali-
ties and learned to present, discuss, advise
and debate ideas. This collective dimension
added depth to their individual development
journey, strengthened group cohesion and
reinforced the program’s long-term impact.

Practical aspects

The Politicians’ School is a long, complex and
expensive program that requires a well-pre-
pared staff to be successful and effective. In
the first pilot year, we needed two staff mem-
bers to devote their full attention to the pro-
gram for an entire year including preparation,
recruitment, evaluation and follow-up with
regular additional help from many other col-
leagues in the School of Public Life. Besides,
inspired by the Better Politics Foundation’s®
(formerly Apolitical Foundation) Accelerator
program for non-partisan Political Leadership
Incubators (PLIs), we also created an advi-
sory board of former and current politicians
who gave us feedback and input regarding
the whole program in general and the curric-



Seite 14 | infobrief eu & international 4/2025

& -

For the renewal of democracy: Politicians’ School- an experiment to support political leadership in Hungary

A program
for aspiring
progressive

politicians is
highly needed —
and its impact
will grow

with every

new cohort.

ulum in particular and offered their network to
find our mentors.

In addition to internal staffing and external
expertise, the program also requires ade-
quate financial resources. While our mentors
and many invited guests joined the program
for free, the program covered all expenses
related to travel, accommodation and cater-
ing during training sessions as well as the
whole Vienna study trip. The program was
partly supported with the help of grants and
partly through the financial contributions of
trainees. While our trainings in the School of
Public Life are always free, we made an ex-
ception with this program and asked cohort
members for a symbolic fee to ensure their
commitment and the program’s long-term
sustainability. At the same time, to make it
affordable to everyone, we offered program
members the opportunity to ask for a dis-
count or pay in instalments.

The road ahead

We identified several areas for improvement
in the program that will be addressed in the
next cohort in 2026. Among these is the in-
tegration of more content relating to national
politics. In the 2025 cohort, content related
to municipal governance was deeper, but
with the national elections in 2026, this polit-
ical arena will need a lot more attention. We
also need to rethink the support provided

for the planning and implementation of per-
sonal projects to make sure that this is not
a burden but a tool of improvement for par-
ticipants. We have also decided to replace
coaching with small-group work for the next
cohort where trainees can support each
other directly with their projects. Regarding
the study visit, we will keep improving the
programming of the Vienna program while
also exploring other neighboring countries
such as Poland and Slovakia to foster net-
working among progressive activists and
politicians across the Eastern European re-
gion.

Overall, it has become clear to us that such
a program for aspiring progressive politi-
cians is highly needed — and its impact will
grow with every new cohort. It was encour-
aging to observe such a diverse group of
dedicated and value-driven individuals dis-
cussing the future of our country, which was
in sharp contrast to most of our mainstream
political spaces. As the impact assessment
shows, the program has also reached im-
portant improvements in trainees’ skills and
confidence. Of course, the long-term impact
of the program will only be visible later and
this is why alumni activities are crucial.

Tessza Udvarhelyi President of the
School of Public Life
info@kozeletiskolaja.hu

1 Draft law on ‘Transparency of Public Life’ restricting the right of assembly and the support of CSOs -
see https://helsinki.hu/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2025/05/Bill-T11923 Transparency-of-Public-Life.pdf (last opened: 29/09/2025)

2 Thomas Wahl: Hungary: Rule-of-Law Developments in the First Half of 2024 —
see https://eucrim.eu/news/hungary-rule-of-law-developments-in-the-first-half-of-2024/ (last opened: 29/09/2025)

3 European Commission for Democracy Through Law (Venice Commission): 9th Amendment to the Fundamental Law of Hungary
and Explanatory Memorandum — see https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-REF(2021)045-e
(last opened: 29/09/2025) and The Fifteenth Amendment to the Fundamental Law of Hungary — see https://helsinki.hu/en/wp-content/
uploads/sites/2/2025/04/Bill 11152 adopted EN_unofficial translation.pdf (last opened: 29/09/2025)

4 IPU Parline: Global data on national parliaments, Data on Women — see
https://data.ipu.org/parliament/HU/HU-LC01/data-on-women/ (last opened: 29/09/2025)

5  https://kozeletiskolaja.hu/homepage/ (3.11.2025)
https://kairoscenter.org/ (3.11.2025)
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7 Willie Baptist It’s not enough to be angry. Interview by John Wessel-McCoy for Organizing Upgrade in June 2009.
https://social-ecology.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/1t%E2 %80 %99s-Not-Enough-to-be-Angry-by-WILLIE-BAPTIST.pdf

(12.10.2025)

8 https:/localprogress.org/ (3.11.2025)
9  https://www.betterpolitics.foundation/ (3.11.2025)
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