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Abstract 

 

Despite the growing number of empirical research programs and theoretical overviews of the 

last decade (Cameron et al., 2004; Deakin and Allwinkle, 2007; Mumford, 2002; Moulaert 

and Ailenei, 2005) the author – personally – still can witness a “technological bias” both in 

the interpretation and application of innovation among university scholars and professional 

experts in the field of urban development. Social innovation – and additionally, as a new term 

– cultural innovation unfortunately have received less attention, despite their essential role in 

integrated and sustainable urban development, rehabilitation and regeneration programs. 

Many case study examples from recent theoretical articles (Gerometta et.al, 2005; Moulaert 

et.al, 2005; Deakin and Allwinkle, 2007; Cameron et al., 2004; Landorf, 2011) parallel with 

empirical evidence gained from field study research strengthened our view that the narrowly 

technology minded and driven technocratic approach in urban development policies and 

regeneration programs can lead to ambiguous, in extreme cases to counter effective results. 

While in the last decades, after transition, there have been mushrooming original, grass root, 

bottom-up and “voluntary” – in the sense that not planned, programmed or governed from 

externally and above – social and cultural innovations having serious impact on local 

development processes, most importantly on the life and well being of local communities 

either on micro (and) or macro level. Since these initiatives and their role in sustainable urban 

development are rather under investigated in Hungary and Budapest, in this paper we take 

some steps to fulfil this gap. In the first and dominant part we attempt to briefly overview the 

widespread scholarly debate on the notions of social (and cultural) innovations and their 

relation to sustainable local development, social capital and civil society. Then we try to find 

empirical evidence for their impact using a case study approach based on documentary 

analysis in the second part. 

 

Social innovation and social economy 

 

Despite the growing number of empirical research programs and theoretical overviews of the 

last decade (Cameron et al., 2004; Deakin and Allwinkle, 2007; Mumford, 2002; Moulaert 

and Ailenei, 2005) the author – personally – still can witness a “technological bias” both in 

the interpretation and application of innovation among university scholars and professional 

experts in the field of urban development. Social innovation – and additionally, as a new term 

– cultural innovation unfortunately have received less attention, despite their essential role in 

integrated and sustainable urban development, rehabilitation and regeneration programs. On 

the other hand we should acknowledge that despite its widespread use in contemporary social 

science literature, the scientific conceptualization and – operational –  definition of social 

innovation is still very rare and is in its initial phase yet (Mumford, 2002; Moulaert et.al, 

2005). 

When trying to explain this shortcoming, Mumford identifies some - essentially 

methodological -  factors: that social innovations are quite rare, they are typically diffuse 

involving multiple partners over rather long period of time, therefore hard to identify a 

creative certain act in the end as an outcome. Moreover analysing the role of individuals’ 

peculiar ideas impact on the society has been rather neglected as compared to the 

organizations or normative expectations of groups in the creativity (social innovation) 
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literature (Mumford, 2002:254). However there are some common features, characteristics in 

the social innovation literature scholars’ interpretation which give us a starting point for our 

further discussion. One of these characteristics is that they relate the appearance of social 

innovation in the society (and economy) to unsatisfied needs, dissatisfaction with the present 

state of the art of the social (political and economic) relations, institutions and ideas, which 

often happen in times of crisis in a historic perspective. In many interpretations it is related to 

the question of social justice, social integration, fostering (local) development and combating 

social exclusion, especially in the field of economic production and allocation systems. 

Therefore social innovation is often a concomitant phenomenon of social economy, as they 

treat social innovation a re-introduction of social justice values, like solidarity into the 

economy. Not by chance that social economy has many other similar terms, like solidarity 

economy or third sector. Thus according to Moulaert and colleagues social innovation plays 

an important role in the social economy as it means innovation in social relations as well as 

new methods in satisfying needs (Moulaert et.al, 2005:2050). 

From another – somewhat similar but little bit more general – perspective, social 

innovation refers to the generation and implementation of new ideas about how people should 

organize their interpersonal activities in order to meet their common goals (Mumford, 2002). 

Perhaps one part of this explanation is too general, since it covers changes in social 

institutions, creation of new forms of government, social movements and ideological-

theoretical revolutions on macro social level at one end of the social innovation continuum, 

like Martin Luther King’s ideas and non-violent civil rights movement in the US. On the other  

end of the continuum, however, we can find such micro-level social innovations as creation of 

new processes and procedures for structuring collaborative work, introduction of new social 

practices in groups or development of new business practices. This part of Mumford’s 

interpretation – and later pillar of his own argumentation when introducing and discussing 

Benjamin Franklin social innovations – is more useful for us. Since we also try to focus on the 

micro-level, rather practice oriented social innovation types in our Hungarian case study 

example.  

As far as the concept of social economy is concerned, it has also become an accepted 

term all over the world, sometimes named as the ‘solidarity economy’ or ‘the third 

sector’(Moulaert and Ailenei, 2005; Primavera, 2010). Similar to the conceptualization and 

definition problem of “social innovation”, there is no single interpretation of the term, 

although it has already a 150 year long history – mainly – in the Francophone and Anglo-

Saxon academic literature and institutional practice (Moulaert and Ailenei, 2005). Moreover, 

we can find its roots back to the ancient times, as the first forms and innovations of social 

economy appeared in Greece, like funds for the ritual organization of funerary ceremonies or 

the Roman colleges of craftsmen. Later the medieval epoch was very rich in associative life 

all over the world, in order to organise and protect communities, like the food corporations in 

Byzantium, the professional casts in India, the confraternities of craftsmen in Africa or pre-

Columbian America (Defourny and Develtere, 1997, cited by Moulaert and Ailenei, 2005). 

The first academic conceptualization appeared and full recognition it has received in the 

Francophone literature in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century, like “the study of all efforts 

made to improve the condition of the people” (Gide, 1912, cited by Moulaert and Ailenei, 

2005). This was the same period when the main institutional and legal pillars of the social 

economy we know today have been founded, in the form of cooperatives, mutual support 

companies or associations. Since then many other new initiatives and forms have emerged or 

re-emerged, especially in times of various socio-economic crisis, as a response to the 

problems of the market economy and private sector and/or public sector respectively. Like the 

foundation of the agricultural or saving cooperatives in the late 19
th

 century or the emergence 

of the consumption cooperatives for food and housing to satisfy the basic needs of the 
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unemployed people after the 1929-32 economic crisis (Moulaert and Ailenei, 2005). It is also 

worth noting here the predecessor of today’s Local Exchange and Trading Systems (LETS) 

models, the money-free system of value-based ‘labour notes’ experiment created in Wörgl, 

Austria during the financial crisis of the 1930s (Blanc, 1998).   

The concept of social economy has recently become a quite “popular term” and gained 

wide support in the EU local development programs and models as well (EP, 2009). Its 

essence is that connecting utility with solidarity plays a primary role in economic 

development, reinforcing social and regional unity, solidarity and sustainable development as 

well as social, environmental and technological innovation. Social economy has developed 

through entrepreneurial and/or legal forms and institutions ranging from cooperatives, mutual 

associations, social enterprises, voluntary organizations and foundations to Local Exchange 

and Trading Systems (LETS), micro-credit, favour or time banks, which in one way or 

another are all based on the principles of cooperation and solidarity. Social and economic 

enterprises are usually either individual initiatives or small or medium size enterprises which 

contribute to a sustainable social and economic model, in which the socio-economic interests 

of the members who use their services take priority over profit, and which are in harmony 

with public interest. Their socio-economic interests are, in one way or another, based on the 

principles of solidarity and responsibility. Membership in these organizations is voluntary and 

open. The organizations are characterized by autonomous economic management and 

democratic leadership (EP, 2009).
 
Perhaps most importantly, those enterprises have the social 

innovative capacity to motivate people who live in difficult circumstances (e.g. unemployed 

people, those living in a deteriorating, ‘on the brink’ urban or rural area, single mothers, or 

people with disabilities etc.) to become active citizens and to find solutions to their own 

economic/social problems on a self-help basis. 

 Social economy cannot, however, be considered a widespread phenomenon across 

Europe, since it constitutes only ten percent of all European enterprises, or two million 

enterprises and six percent of total employment (EP, 2009). Nevertheless, it might be an 

effective and innovative solution to some of the problems of the socio-economic crisis in the 

European Union in general and in Hungary in particular. Further support for this view can be 

found in a recent speech – entitled “The role of social business to exit the crisis in Europe”
1
 – 

by Nobel laureate Professor Muhammad Yunus, founding father of the micro-credit Grameen 

model and bank (Grameen Bank, 2011). 
 

Social and cultural innovation, sustainable urban development and the role of civil 

organizations 

 

Thus we can summarize until now that social innovation is an important element of social 

economy and both are strongly related to the third sector or civil society through the aim of 

better social integration and strengthening social-economic solidarity. Some authors of social 

innovation literature claim that many cities today suffer from various socio-economic 

problems due to the crisis of welfare state and the post-Fordist transformation processes. They 

also hope that changes in governance structure – an important realization of social innovation 

in the process dimension – and increasing the socio-political capability and access to 

resources (empowerment dimension) by the help of civil initiatives and organizations can help 

to overcome these problems (Gerometta et.al, 2005). From another point view, some authors 

treat civil initiatives, local communities and networks as primary elements of alternative or 

sustainable local and/or urban development (Moulaert et.al, 2005) with a special emphasis on 

innovation and creativity in urban regeneration programs (Deakin and Allwinkle, 2007).  

Nonetheless here we have to add two additional points of further consideration and analysis. 

As written in the title of our paper, we will include cultural innovation in our empirical 
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research phase. To clarify the notion itself, we consider creative and innovative new ideas 

and/or changes in the vast field of culture which make the life and “well-being” of social 

communities – like city inhabitants – better. And from the point of view of our field of 

research, unavoidable to extend the historical scope, geographic space and time dimension by 

including the 1989-90 political-economic regime change in Central-Eastern Europe with all 

its additional problems. 

 

Case study: Social and cultural innovation for the well-being of families with kids: the 

“Maltese” playgrounds
2
 

 

The “re-appearance” of civil society and foundation of various non-governmental 

organizations in the late 1980s in Central-Eastern Europe had an essential role in the political-

economic regime change and democratization process of the region’s countries, including 

Hungary too. Without exaggeration we can say that some of them became historical as – 

directly or indirectly – had enormous, “triggering” political impact on the regime change 

process. 

 

The Hungarian Maltese Charity Service 

 

One of these civil organizations is the Hungarian Charity Service of the Order of Malta, or 

shortly, the Hungarian Maltese Charity Service (HMCS). Foundation and early activities of 

HMCS are strongly interrelated with the political-economic changes of the late 1980s in 

Hungary.  

The two founders, Baroness Csilla von Boeselager from Germany and father Imre 

Kozma, have been for a long time active in charity work and continuously searching for new 

opportunities of helping the poor, the elder and retired people with small pensions, needy 

families raising more children, finding donation for poorly equipped hospitals. Father Kozma 

and members of his parish community helped to deliver the Baroness’s aid and donations to 

the most vulnerable and needy people of those times. Later the formal establishment and 

organizational set up of the Charity Service could be initiated due to the favourable social and 

political circumstances, as after four decades, the foundation of non-governmental 

organizations and associations became a civilian right again in Hungary. First in 1988, the 

“Ungarischer Malteser Caritas-Dienst” was founded under the leadership of Csilla von 

Boeselager in Germany, then followed by the foundation of the Hungarian Maltese Charity 

Service (HMCS) in 1989 under the leadership of Father Imre Kozma. 

However in the same year, Central Eastern Europe, especially Hungary became the 

scene of unprecedented political events, called the “Pan-European Picnic”, with “demolishing 

the Iron Curtain” – hermetically separating the two parts of Europe after WWII – which 

triggered a domino political effect, including the fall of the Berlin Wall, collapse of the 

German Democratic Republic and other communist regimes of Central Europe
3
. During and 

after the Pan-European Picnic, between August and November 1989, when the border barriers 

for 50.000 East German refugees staying in Hungary were opened up, the Hungarian Maltese 

Charity Service took care of them, relying both on their own organizational experiences and 

the financial, moral strength of the German Malteser Hilfsdienst in the background. In the 

coming years HMCS had similar historical and humanistic solidarity actions in the 

neighbouring countries, like in the escalating regime change events of Romania or in the civil 

war hit Yugoslavia. 

Nonetheless the core if their activity has been concentrated in Hungary with an ever 

widening scope of various social and healthcare programs due to the transitory period “state 

failure”, meaning lack of financial, administrative and institutional resources to solve the 



 5 

increasing number of social, healthcare and mental problems of the society. Thus they 

established institutions for the ill, left-alone elderly as well as for families or family fragments 

living in constant, hopeless situations, a homeless-care network, initiated programs to 

improve the living conditions of people living with physical and mental disabilities, founded 

homes and offered services for the raising, care and education of the abandoned, orphan, and 

severely endangered children and the youth. Today HMCS has a nationwide solidarity based 

network, with nearly 8000 volunteers working actively in 7 regional organizations and 150 

local groups.  

  

The “Maltese” playgrounds 
 

One of their programs, however, represent a social and cultural innovation, which is an 

important empirical verification of our hypothesis, since it satisfies a social need, foster social 

integration and part of sustainable local/urban development.  

Still in 1998, the HMCS initiated their program called “Prevention with playing” and 

opened their first “Maltese playgrounds” in the high rise, block of flat type “panel” building 

housing estates of Óbuda-Békásmegyer (third) district of Budapest. Since then many other 

Maltese playgrounds have been opened in several larger towns of Hungary (Miskolc, 

Debrecen, Tatabánya, Szeged etc.). In the framework of this program, they establish new, 

innovative type of playgrounds, where professional social pedagogue colleagues offer free of 

charge cultural-educational day care programs both for families with small children and 

“hanging around” elder teenagers. They are rather large, about 100 m
2
, open every day – but 

closed for nights – with a covered playhouse shelter, where programs can be held even in 

rainy days. Those, who left their toys at home, can rent from these play houses. Also they are 

equipped with other service facilities, like toilet with changing table, first aid parcel or 

telephone for emergency purposes. 

It is important to mention that various youth cohorts have separate places to play 

peacefully within the ground but everybody has to keep the ethical norms, behavioural rules 

of the Maltese playground, which serve their own interest. We can say that socially the most 

helpful for the families – and sustainable for the whole panel estate community – these 

Maltese playgrounds are during holidays. Especially in the long summer vacation time, when 

schools are “closed” and many children wander “unattended” in the streets, as their parents 

are working and most of them cannot afford paid vacation camps or programs. 

Beyond the physical existence of these playgrounds, primarily their professional, free 

cultural-educational and community building programs help both the prevention of youth 

crime and vandalism, and also contribute to the well being of the people living in these huge 

high rise panel building housing estates. 

 

Conclusion 

 

It seems that the vast field of social innovations – and additionally cultural innovations – is 

still under investigated in Hungary despite their essential role in integrated and sustainable 

urban development and regeneration programs. Therefore in this paper we took some initial 

steps to fulfil this gap. In the first – and dominant – part we tried to briefly overview the 

widespread scholarly debate on the notions of social innovations and their relation to 

sustainable local development, social economy and civil society. Then in the second part we 

introduced an empirical evidence for their impact using a case study approach based on 

documentary analysis. 
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