
‘Review of Business & Management’ TMP Vol. 17, Special Issue Nr. 1, pp. 49-63. 2021 http://doi.org/10.18096/TMP.2021.01.06 

Microregional convergence  
through social innovation 

MARIANN VERESNE SOMOSI 
PROFESSOR  

UNIVERSITY OF MISKOLC 
e-mail: szvvsm@uni-miskolc.hu 

KRISZTINA VARGA 
ASSISTANT LECTURER 

UNIVERSITY OF MISKOLC 
e-mail: varga.krisztina@uni-miskolc.hu

SUMMARY 

The national and international literature pays increasing attention to the research of social innovation and its impacts. 
Among the areas to be examined, we deal with the issues of measurability within the framework of the study. The 
conceptualization of social innovation, the determination of the logic of the social innovation process and the definiton 
of its measurement levels, and modeling based on empirical research are relevant challenges. However, the different 
sources dealing with the topic examine these issues in a different approach. The purpose of the study is to investigate 
the social innovation endeavours of a district to be developed by a complex program. Nyírbátor District includes 
disadvantaged settlements that are facing numerous problems due to their peripheral position. The challenges of the 
area (migration, ageing, unemployment and scarce financial resources) mean doubly disadvantageous stigmatization 
for these settlements. On the one hand, they mean an external negative judgment, and on the other hand, an internal 
stigmatization processes of local inhabitants, which require the exact identification of local needs and the involvement 
of the inhabitants in decisions. One of the tools of such initiatives can be social innovation, and also the support of 
social innovation endeavours. Within the framework of the research, we examine social innovation as a process of 
creative cooperation, during which we pay special attention to the analysis of social initiatives supported by local 
governments. The social innovation endeavours presented in the framework of the study are multi-stakeholder 
initiatives based on the involvement of the local population.. Their good practice analysis makes it possible to map the 
process of social innovation. The purpose of this study is to present the points of focus that serve as potential activating 
factors for the endeavours in the case of Nyírbátor District. The examined cases play a significant role in managing the 
unfavourable processes of the area, and their adaptation as best practices can support the process of catching up. The 
study also defines the main sets of criteria which, in addition to providing a structured record of individual case 
studies, help to compare good practices.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Nowadays society is facing numerous challenges. 
Uncertainty, crises, unforeseeable technological 
changes and globalization make the future 
unpredictable (Ionescu, 2015). The conceptualization 
question of social innovation is a task that should be 
emphasized, and it also facilitates the management of 
social challenges. The process of social innovation 
makes societies more sustainable and cohesive through 
inclusive solutions, collaborations and proactive, 
grassroots initiatives (Grimm et al., 2013) It does not 
only mean bottom-up efforts and processes based on 

the inclusion of citizens, since social innovations that 
could also be identified in novel cooperations and the 
restructuring of society, are often created from the top, 
as a result of macro level measures (Nemes-Varga, 
2015). The concept of social innovation focuses on 
satisfying the needs of the community, and through this 
process the development of the quality of life and the 
increase in welfare/well-being are also implemented 
Hazel-Onaga, 2003; Mulgan et al., 2007; Pol-Ville, 
2009; Kocziszky et al. 2015).  

Social innovation endeavours are emerging as a 
new tool for helping disadvantaged areas to catch up. 
Benedek et al. (2016) identify social innovation as a 
new means of solving economic and social problems. 
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Nagy and Piskóti (2016) emphasize the importance of 
innovative collaborations which could mean regional 
development, support for local communities and the 
integration of local products. Several basic problems of 
the economy and society, such as population decline, 
unemployment, migration or lagging areas, require 
long-term solutions relying on novel cooperation 
between the actors of society, the direct, voluntary 
participation of citizens in decision-making processes, 
and the implementation of social innovation 
endeavours. The concept of social innovation focuses 
on satisfying the needs of the community, and this 
process also brings about an improvement of the 
quality of life and an increase in welfare/well-being. 
Apart from the income levels determining welfare and 
the necessities of life, well-being is also related to the 
sense of security, self-esteem and a need for 
relationships (Kocziszky et al., 2015). 

Social innovation solutions play a prominent role in 
the lives of decision-makers, politicians, researchers, 
civil society organisations, and individuals as well. In 
spite of the increasing attention it attracts, the concept 
is not yet uniformly established. In certain 
interpretations the concept of social innovation is 
strongly fragmented (Pol-Ville, 2009; Dawson and 
Daniel, 2010; Cajaiba-Santana, 2014, P. van der Have-
Rubalcaba, 2016). Raasch et al. (2013) emphasize that 
the most significant challenge in conceptualization is 
how to make up for the lack of clearly defined 
boundaries in individual approaches and research 
goals. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

In our literature review we give special attention to 
clarifying the relationship between social innovation 
and technical and economic innovation. The reason for 
this is that, in our view, technological and economic 
innovations are not able to give a comprehensive 
response to all the social challenges. Social challenges 
that require long-term solutions (e.g. unemployment, 
migration, disadvantaged areas) demand novel social 
cooperations. Social innovation is a necessary step to 
enhance development and competitiveness, in which 
the role of innovators is significant. The innovators are 
members of the local community, or in a broader sense, 
of society, and being aware of their needs they meet the 
demands determined by social challenges with new or 
novel solutions. 

Zapf (1991) understands under innovation the 
solution of social problems that require the 
redistribution of resources in order to increase living 
standards. Smeds (1994) identifies technical 
innovations as preconditions for and originators of 
social change. The European Union (EC, 1995) 
emphasizes the social aspect of innovation, 
highlighting the creativity of society and its willingness 
to cooperate. According to Introna et al. (1999) no 
technological innovation can be created without the 
renewal of society. Innovation, according to the 

“extended” interpretation is a new or significantly 
improved product, procedure, marketing method or 
organizational method in business practice and 
organizations or in relations that encourage cooperation 
(EC, 2005). The definition primarily provides guidance 
for technical and economic innovations, however, the 
programme defining the research & development and 
innovation policy of the European Union (Horizon 
2020) pays a special attention to the definition of social 
innovations. Hämäläinen and Heiskala (2007) identify 
social innovations as an answer given in response to 
rapid technological and economic changes. According 
to Tidd et al. (2005) the starting point for examining 
social innovation is the typology of technological 
innovations: product, process (procedure), positioning 
and paradigm. Murra et al (2010) studied novel social 
cooperations, and in their view, the new structures 
develop their novel social solutions in order to address 
social problems through technological development. 
Lundström and Zhou (2011) are of the opinion that 
economic and technological innovations are basically 
created in the course of company initiatives but these 
processes also have social implications. In spite of this, 
social innovations tend to be defined more at the level 
of (local) governments, non-profit organizations, 
foundations and individuals, thus their measurement 
structure also differs from the measurement 
methodology of technical innovations. Franz et al. 
(2012) explore technical and social innovations 
separately, and they stress how important the question 
is whether innovations producing new technological 
achievements are always desirable for society. In their 
view, the new is not necessarily a desired category, 
social innovation endeavours are in line with those 
practices that are widespread and widely accepted in 
society.  

Since 2012 local initiatives and novel 
collaborations have become the focus of social 
innovation theories. Neumeier (2012) emphasizes the 
function of the various development programmes and 
other measures as catalysts in the catching up processes 
of lagging settlements. Moulaert et al. (2013) identify 
social initiatives as ones that lead to the renewal of 
social relations and government operation with their 
cooperative, participation-based solutions. Cajaiba-
Santana (2014) attributes changes in attitude and 
behaviour to the social innovation endeavours, which 
facilitate the appearance of new institutions and 
structures. In his opinion social transformation 
produced as a result of social innovation also carries in 
itself the potential to solve the social problems. Bulut 
et al. (2013) highlight the significance of the individual 
level in social initiatives, and they consider the 
endeavours that are sustainable and respond to the 
individual’s social development challenges as a new 
and genuine idea. 

When investigating local initiatives, special 
attention should be paid to the cooperation between 
(local) government and the civil sphere and the 
business model based operation of such a cooperation 

 
50 



Microregional convergence through social innovation 
 

(Battilana-Casciaro, 2012, Grassl 2012, Unceta et al., 
2016). According to Tardif-Harrison (2005) social 
innovation often starts as a local level process, during 
which the participants of the innovation process try to 
restructure their relationship system. Special emphasis 
has been put on bottom-up initiatives (Nemes-Varga, 
2015, Kocziszky-Szendi, 2018, Veresné Somosi-
Varga, 2018) because they act as key factors in the 
implementation of the social innovation endeavours of 
a given nation (Bulut et al., 2013). 

Social innovations are inseparable companions of 
technical innovations, thus innovations can be 
interpreted as complementary processes (Drucker, 
1985, Freeman, 1988, Bulut et al., 2013, Kocziszky et 
al., 2015, Varga, 2017). New innovative bases, such as 
the area of social innovations, help the implementation 
and effectiveness of technical innovations, and at the 
same time, by increasing each other’s strength, they are 
able to react to the current challenges of society 
(Varga, 2017). The successful implementation of social 
innovation is relative to cultural acceptance, economic 
sustainability and technological applicability (Bulut et 
al., 2013). Social innovation and technical (economic) 
innovation are closely interrelated (Varga et al., 2020). 
Technical and social innovation together, 
complementing each other, are able to ensure the well-
being of society.   

Social challenges that require long-term solutions 
(e.g. unemployment, migration, disadvantaged areas) 
demand novel social cooperations. Social innovation is 
a necessary step to achieve development and enhance 
competitiveness, in which the role of innovators is 
significant. The innovators are members of the local 
community, or in a broader sense, of society, and being 
aware of their needs they meet the demands determined 
by social challenges with new or novel solutions. In the 
course of our investigations we pay special attention to 
the most disadvantaged areas and to the examination of 
their opportunities helping them to catch up. In the case 
of the lagging villages/towns of the district it is 
absolutely necessary to introduce novel cooperations, 
identify and accurately satisfy local needs, involve 
citizens in local decisions, and analyze the impact of 
social innovation endeavours on raising the living 
standards. 

There is a correlation between the economic output 
and the innovation capability of a given area 
(Kocziszky-Veresné Somosi, 2016). Innovation 
(looking for new and novel solutions), however, should 
be interpreted in a broader sense than before. The 
European Union, in line with social changes, pays 
more attention to the correlations of social innovation 
than previously.  

A change of paradigm is required. In addition to the 
technical and scientific R&D activities requiring 
increasingly high expenditure, there is a growing need 
for new and novel solutions suitable for managing the 
social and economic problems of small communities 
(settlement, region). Each type of innovation has a 
social implication, the different types of innovation are 

interrelated and they lead to the transformation of 
economic and social relations. Bulut et al. (2013) claim 
that social innovation exerts a direct influence on 
technical innovations because it is able to provoke a 
change in education, health care, employment, and 
social development in general. Accordingly, social 
innovation is a complement to and a trigger for 
technical innovation.  

We started out from a statement in literature, 
according to which social innovation tries to meet the 
social needs that the market is not able to satisfy, thus 
it may as well be an alternative solution in the catching 
up of peripheries (Kocziszky et al. 2015, Szörényiné, 
2015; Benedek et al. 2016, Kocziszky–Szendi, 2018). 
We assumed that in the case of peripheral areas 
catching up may be assisted by both generally used and 
special social innovation solutions. General social 
innovation solutions mean in this context, solutions 
used (also) somewhere else, operating efficiently as 
part of a complex program after the adaptation of the 
practice, while taking into account local needs and 
conditions. Contrary to that, special solutions are 
defined by the members of the relevant community as 
the result of innovative cooperations and structures that 
improve the social innovation capability of the relevant 
settlement as a single solution.  

Known examples of special solutions, relating to 
the relevant local government:  

 
1. Alsómocsolád: the enterprising village 

  
Alsómocsolád is a settlement with a population of 376, 
situated in one of the multiply disadvantaged districts 
of Hungary, in the northern corner of the most southern 
county of Hungary. The local government considers 
the village a living organism, and it established wide-
ranging partnership relations with the citizens of the 
local government, the civil society organisations, the 
employees of its institutions and business companies, 
the actors of economic life and the neighbouring local 
governments. Planning is always based on grassroots 
(bottom-up) initiatives. During work it combines “local 
knowledge” with the high-level professional 
knowledge of external experts (NFGM, 2010).  

 
2. Hernádszentandrás: the self-sustaining village  
 

Hernádszentandrás, located in the Northern-Hungarian 
Region is a settlement with 425 inhabitants in one of 
the most disadvantaged districts. The mayor’s high 
priority was the creation of workplaces in the village, 
as a result of which, currently vegetables are produced 
and sold under the brand name of BioSzentandrás, and 
people are engaged in organic farming, which increases 
the market value of the raw materials produced 
(Lipták-Horváth, 2018). At present, work opportunities 
are provided for 25-30 people.  

 
3. Cégénydányád: Have a piglet! (for Hungarians 

it means “Good luck to you!”)  
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Cégénydányád, with its 641 inhabitants, is situated 

in one of the most disadvantaged districts of the eastern 
part of Hungary. The program implemented with the 
support of the local government has offered pig-
keeping possibilities for the program participants since 
2015. With the program the local government 
responded to local needs (employment, development of 
tourism). The main aim of the initiative was to create 
workplaces. The local government cooperates with 
social enterprises, citizens and civil and economic 
organisations in a novel way.  

 

STUDY: MATERIAL AND METHOD 
 

The examined Nyírbátor District belongs to the least 
developed districts of Hungary.  According to the 
complex development indicator designed to measure 
the development level of districts (KSH - Central 
Statistical Office), this district does not reach even 60% 
of the average number characteristic of Hungary. 
Government Decree No. 290/2014 (XI. 26.) and 

Government Decree No. 106/2015 (IV. 23.) amending 
it, separate the districts that are at the end of the 
development ranking list and have to be developed 
with a complex program and supported with a special 
system of instruments. The districts to be developed 
with the complex program are situated in the peripheral 
part of the country, and a significant number of them 
are border districts (23 districts). More than 60% of the 
population of the districts to be developed with the 
complex program live in Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg, 
Hajdú-Bihar and Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén counties 
(KSH, 2016). Most of the districts to be developed are 
in Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County located in the 
eastern part of Hungary, altogether 9 districts need 
catch up programs implemented based on 
comprehensive plans. Every other citizen of Szabolcs-
Szatmár-Bereg County lives in a district that needs 
complex development. The population of the 13 
districts of the county exceeds 552 000, of which 
altogether nearly 270 000 people live in the 9 districts 
to be developed with the complex program. 

 

 
Source: authors’ editing (based on KSH data) 

 
1 1. Population of the districts in Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County  

to be developed with the complex program (per person)  
 

Nyírbátor District is situated in the northern-eastern 
part of Hungary, in the southern part of Szabolcs-
Szatmár-Bereg County, which can be considered the 
periphery of Hungary. The examined Nyírbátor District 
has an area of 696 , and it is composed of 20 
settlementsi. The population of the district is 42 998 
(on 1 January 2019). In terms of population and 
number of settlements Nyírbátor District can be 
considered a medium-sized district among the districts 
of Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County.   

Nyírbátor District takes the 13th place in the 
ranking of districts to be developed with the complex 
program, and it includes three towns (Nyírbátor, 
Nyírlugos, Máriapócs) and 17 villages. Its complex 
indicator is 27.15, which does not reach even 60% of 
the 46.68 average.  

The research on Nyírbátor District was conducted 
based on the analysis of available statistical data 
(TEIR, KSH) and interviews with experts. On the basis 
of the qualitative interviews made with the mayors and 
experts from the economic and civil sphere, it can be 
stated that the district includes disadvantaged 
settlements, which are confronted with significant 
challenges. Social innovation efforts play an 
outstanding role in the management of these 
challenges, and their successful implementation 
possibilities are examined by this study. 

The research consists of two parts:  
 statistical analysis, 
 interviews with experts and analysis of the 

interviews. 
By means of the interviews with experts (20 semi-

structured interviews) we visited each administrative 
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area at least once in 2019, and basically we examined 
five groups of questions in Nyírbátor District according 
to the following topics:  
 general information on the settlement,  
 implemented social innovations,  
 planned social innovation efforts  
 successes and obstacles,  
 regional (area) cooperations (and their 

opportunities).  
We made the 60-90-minute interviews with 

members and leaders of the groups who are 
experienced in community matters or have a 
determining opinion of them (mayor, notary, leaders of 
civil society organisations, church leader and heads of 
the enterprises operating at the village or town). We 
recorded the interviews by Dictaphone and took notes 
in a notebook. The research log contains nearly 30 
hours of audio materials and 92 handwritten pages.  

 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 
CHARACTERISTICS OF NYÍRBÁTOR 
DISTRICT 

 
The most disadvantaged districts are different from 

the other districts in terms of their demographic 
characteristics. In the districts to be developed with the 
complex program a higher ratio of children (0-14 years 
of age) and a lower ratio of the elderly (60-x years of 
age) tend to be typical, on the whole (KSH, 2016). In 
the case of districts to be developed with the complex 
program the ageing indicator (population aged 60-x 
years per 100 children aged 0-14 years) is significantly 
lower than the national average. An outstandingly high 
ratio of the children’s age group is characteristic of the 
districts of Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County. In these 
areas the ratio of the elderly is lower, and the districts 
have a young age structure. The ageing indicator of 
Nyírbátor District was 124 in 2018, which does not 
reach 70% of the national average (179).  

The demographic characteristics of young age-
structured districts (such as Nyírbátor District) are 
influenced by ethnical features, i.e. the significant 
proportion of Roma nationals. 

 
 

 
 

Source: authors’ editing (based on KSH data) 
 

2 2. Number of people aged 60-x years per 100 children  
aged 0-14 years from the permanent population 

 
Significant factors relating to special ethnical 

features are unfavourable rate of deaths (low ratio of 
the elderly), high fertility rate, low level education and 
low rate of employment, which are also apparent in the 
case of Nyírbátor District. Regarding the number and 

ratio of the Roma population, it can be stated, based on 
the estimates of notaries, that one fifth of the 
inhabitants are of Roma origin at least in eight 
settlements of the district (Farkas, 2012). 
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Note: There are no available data for Máriapócs, Nyírgelse and Nyírpilis 
Source: authors’ editing (based on Farkas, 2012) 

 
3 3. Estimated proportion of the Roma population in the settlements (notary datasheets) 

 
Apart from the significant proportion of the Roma 

population, a critical factor is the acceleration of the 
out-migration of the non-Roma population and the 
young skilled workforce (selective migration). 

Based on the data of the census of 2011, 54% of the 
population aged 7 and older completed at most the 8th 
grade of the primary school in Nyírbátor District 

(national average: 37%). As opposed to that, the ratio 
of people with a higher educational degree is 7.1% in 
the district, which is lower than half of the national 
average (15.5%). The ratio of those with a secondary 
school-leaving exam certificate is also significantly 
lower in Nyírbátor District (17.7%) than the national 
average (27.5%).  

 

 
Source: authors’ editing (based on KSH data) 

 
4 4. Population aged 7 and more by the highest completed education level 

 
The rate of the unemployed was 3.7% nationally in 

2018, whereas in Nyírbátor District it reached 9.3%. 
Between 2008 and 2016 the rate of unemployment 

decreased both at national level and in the district, but 
after 2016 the value started to rise again.  
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Source: Authors’ editing (based on KSH data) 

 
5 5. Rates of unemployment in Nyírbátor District 

 
A comprehensive picture can be obtained about 

income discrepancies at district level based on the 
income constituting the personal income tax base 
(hereinafter earnings). In our investigation we analyzed 
the amount of earnings and their relation to the national 

average. In 2018 the average annual earnings per 
permanent inhabitant amounted to 926 thousand forints 
in Nyírbátor District, which did not even reach 2/3 of 
the national average.  

 

 
Source: Authors’ editing (based on KSH data) 

 
6 6. Annual earnings per inhabitant (thousand HUF) 

 
The significant lagging behind is due to the low 

ratio of the employed and the low level of incomes. In 
2018 there were 509 tax-payers per one thousand 
inhabitants on the average, which is, in the case of 
Nyírbátor District, approximately 90% of the above 
value.   

Nyírbátor District is also lagging in terms of its 
technical infrastructure. The distance of the capital city 
is rather considerable (255-350 km), which distance 
may mean even 5 hours travelling time by railway 
(typically with 1-3 transfers). On road it takes about 3 
hours to cover this distance due to the closeness of the 
motorway, however, the number of car owners per one 
thousand people is lagging behind the national average 
by almost 20% (KSH).  

The process of lagging has created a paradoxical 
situation in the area. On the one hand, there is strong 
social pressure placed on local inhabitants to involve 
them in social processes, and on the other hand, the 
area has scarce financial and human resources 
available.   

The special characteristics of peripheral areas 
include ageing and migration. In addition to the 
problem of unemployment, these communities also 
lack financial resources, which makes it more difficult 
to involve the inhabitants in decisions. These 
unfavourable processes induce a double stigmatization 
process (Döringer, 2017):  
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 on the one hand, internal stigmatization from the 
inhabitants (e.g.  leaving them out of public work 
or decision-making), 

 on the other hand, external stigmatization from 
the inhabitants observing the area from outside 
(e.g. due to the negative news of the media). 

 

POINTS OF FOCUS OF THE SOCIAL 
INNOVATION ENDEAVOURS 
SUPPORTING CATCHING UP  

 
Based on the interviews with experts, it is found that in 
the case of the disadvantaged settlements of Nyírbátor 
District, social innovation appears in the form of a 
model and it determines the success of the catching up 
process in that form. The basic criterion of the social 
innovation process is that the endeavour should be a 
novel initiative. This does not necessarily mean a 
completely new solution, but a novel combination of 
schemes that had already worked well, which satisfy 
the existing social needs. Social innovation is not a 
linear but a spiral-shaped process with feedback loops. 
After the successful implementation of the endeavour, 
new needs will emerge that the socially innovative 
community is able to satisfy by following the process 
described above. Thus social innovation is a dynamic 
process resulting in social learning with the help of 
feedback loops and constant risk assessments (Varga, 
2018). 

The endeavours/efforts basically respond to local 
needs, they address the challenges impacting the 
inhabitants in the form of creative problem-solving and 
novel cooperation, and they bring about higher living 
standards and well-being.  

Based on the above, the main points of focus of the 
current social innovation endeavours of the district are 
aligned with the critical areas identified during the 
investigation: 
 education (providing high quality and tailored to 

needs), 
 employment (labour market programs based on 

personal mentoring), 
 health (improvement of the state of health and 

prevention), 
 housing (improvement of housing conditions) 

It is rather complex to identify the cause-and-effect 
relationships between the factors as their impacts 
exerted on each other and their sequence are not clear-
cut, but it can be stated that if a disadvantaged citizen’s 
housing conditions are inadequate, it can lead to health 
problems. Health problems can cause learning 
difficulties, which may lead to reduced productivity at 

work, which may result in the deterioration of housing 
conditions. The necessary steps are to improve housing 
conditions, encourage retail services to meet local 
needs, increase the proportion of community programs 
and spaces, and expand community and social services. 
In addition, the establishing of appropriate transport 
conditions should also be emphasized, but the 
improvement of physical infrastructure alone is not 
sufficient for increasing the social welfare of the 
inhabitants. Taking into account the disadvantaged 
situation of the district, it is indispensible to have social 
innovation endeavours to increase the living standards 
of society. Within the framework of social innovation, 
the local government has a prominent role. In 
cooperation with the enterprises and civil society 
organisations of the settlements, it helps the 
implementation of training and labour market 
programs, and facilitates accessibility to social services 
and public information through innovative initiatives 
and programs. We examined several innovative 
activities of the measures that are new in the life of the 
relevant settlement and are different from the 
traditional self-government model. The town 
management with its traditional local governance is 
slow and is lagging behind in comparison to the 
initiatives based on active participation, thus it is 
necessary to define a local government model. The new 
local government model is cooperative and 
consultative, involving the inhabitants of the settlement 
in decision making. 

The study presents a case, already implemented and 
working successfully, in line with the above points of 
focus, which could be the main activating factors of the 
social innovation processes in the district. It can be 
stated that the individual points of focus are 
interrelated, and the initiatives created to address 
certain issues often tend to lead to further social 
innovation efforts.      

In the centre of the district (Nyírbátor) a complex 
program was launched in 2015 to support 
disadvantaged groups and achieve catching up. The 
Nyírbátor program mainly supports the education and 
employment of Romas. The identification of short and 
long-term goals help the Romas to be integrated into 
work. The participants of the subprogram (local 
government, business sector representatives, civil 
society organisations) defined, as a first task, the long-
term objectives, then the shorter-term activities that 
ensure achieving the objectives set.  

In the case of disadvantaged inhabitants the area of 
education is a critical point, and in this respect the 
following target structure was defined: 
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1 1 
Short-term and long-term objectives defined in the area of education in Nyírbátor 

 
    EDUCATION OBJECTIVES 

SHORT-TERM OBJECTIVES LONG-TERM OBJECTIVES 
- improve communication 
- preserve Roma values and culture 
- involve parents in school programs 
- organise family visits and provision of help 
- mentoring (mentors of Roma origin) 
- organise programs helping to assume responsibility 

for themselves 
- set up a computer workshop   
- teach health education as a school subject 
- organise life coaching programs for parents 

- provide training tailored to individuals’ 
abilities 

- organise integrated education 
- motivate parents and children 

continuously and efficiently 
- reduce and stop dropping out of school 
- support cooperation between the 

institution and parents 
- eradicate prejudices 

 
 
Source: authors’ editing (based on Veresné Somosi-Varga, 2018) 

 
Due to the innovative cooperation, the local 

government defined specific actions and tasks related 
to the activities for short and long term. The enterprises 
help the implementation process with various training 
programs, information, scholarship and mentoring 
programs, whereas the local government, apart from 
preparatory work and mentoring, supports catching up 
by employing mediators (mediators of Roma and non-
Roma origin). The training of Roma mediators and 
their inclusion in the program makes it possible to 
improve relations between Roma parents and the 
kindergarten or school, between Roma parents and 
teachers, and between Roma and non-Roma parents. A 
sort of perspective-shaping takes place regarding the 
importance of learning and the increase of Roma 
children’s chances for a successful life 

When examining the objectives of education, the 
key objective can be identified as developing the 
inhabitants’ skills, knowledge of information, and their 
awareness (The World Bank-EC, 2015). The efforts 
primarily focus on training, during which the 
disadvantaged inhabitants’ cognitive and non-cognitive 
skills are improving. Life management programs 
strengthen motivation (self-evaluation, interpersonal 

relations) and develop social and job-seeking skills. 
These are complemented with the mentoring process, 
during which the mediators (basically of Roma origin) 
help the disadvantaged groups to get access to 
educational and labour market services by improving 
communication and managing conflicts through active 
participation. The initiatives are based on the inclusion 
of the Roma inhabitants by sharing kindergarten and 
school tasks. Parental support provided in pre-school 
and primary school years significantly influences the 
future opportunities of the child. The regular meetings 
between parents and the institution, provision of 
advice, parents’ support groups and the shared 
activities also contribute to the development of the 
children’s learning skills. The provision of advice and 
the information programs on healthy lifestyle and 
prevention and on how to avoid risky forms of 
behaviour increase the awareness of the disadvantaged 
groups.  

Besides raising the level of education, and ensuring 
it, there is also emphasis placed on the implementation 
of labour market programs designed to encourage 
employment. 

 
2 2 

Short-term and long-term objectives defined in the area of employment in Nyírbátor 
 

    EMPLOYMENT OBJECTIVES 
SHORT-TERM OBJECTIVES LONG-TERM OBJECTIVES 

- information on available training possibilities and 
occupations  

- present positive examples (with the involvement of 
Romas) 

- start vocational training according to the needs of 
employers 

- provide mentoring at the workplace 
- organise talent development  
- operate a scholarship system 
- keep continuous contact with the relevant people   

- presence of Roma employees in all areas of 
the labour market 

- open-minded and welcoming employers 
- realize equal opportunities on the labour 

market 
- eliminate labour market discrimination 
- provide well-prepared, motivated, 

disciplined, purposefully trained workforce 
 

 
Source: authors’ editing (based on Veresné Somosi-Varga, 2018) 
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The objectives defined emphasize the creation of a 
comprehensive local employment program (The World 
Bank-EC, 2015). Provision of information and advice, 
mentoring and support are fundamentally important for 
the disadvantaged inhabitants not having appropriate 
information, network of contacts and job-seeking 
skills. As the Roma origin is often a disadvantage on 
the labour market it is necessary to have consultations 
and forums with the involvement of Romas and 
employers mediated by mediators. The various 
scholarship programs play a prominent role among the 
objectives. In addition to taking into account the 
disadvantaged position, the scholarship model built on 
performance evaluation supports the employment and 
dual training of students studying in secondary and 
higher education.    

The novelty of the endeavours is that the 
elaboration of the programs was preceded by different 
professional forums, round-table discussions 
(businesses – local government – disadvantaged 
inhabitants), and open days. These are socially 
innovative solutions that are based on real social 
dialogue and partnership, and during which partnership 
goes beyond the usual forms and really active 
reflection, thinking together is produced. In this 
process cooperation among the village/town leader(s), 
the inhabitants, the enterprises and the civil society 
organisations have an outstanding role. During 
cooperation willingness and confidence are key issues 
(Vilmányi-Hetesi, 2017, Vilmányi, 2019). It is a 
condition for the implementation of social innovation if 
a given community is able to see the social phenomena 
in a novel way, transform their practices, and newly 
configure its relationship system.  

In the case of the example in Nyírbátor it is worth 
pointing out specifically the innovator role of the town 
management, and primarily that of the mayor. The 
mayor, like Schumpeter’s former “entrepreneur”, takes 
part in the process of innovations as an innovator 
alongside a new cooperation and structures. In order to 
generate social innovation endeavours, it is also 
necessary, in the case of settlements, for the 
innovator(s) to have internal dedication and courage, 
take into account bottom-up initiatives, to use the 
cohesion force of the common past and traditions, to 
have expertise, to involve the stakeholders and follow 
good practices.  

 

THE GOOD PRACTICE OF SOCIAL 
INNOVATION  

 
The activities implemented as part of the complex 
program started in Nyírbátor in 2015 were closely 
interrelated, and their aim was to increase the level of 
education and employment. Focusing on the special 
ethnic features, the town’s endeavour is to improve the 
quality of the relationship between Romas and non-

Romas and to achieve a kind of perspective-shaping 
with the help of the program. Putting the town on a 
long-term growth path clearly depends on the 
comprehensive management of the problems of 
disadvantaged inhabitants and their social integration. 
For this purpose, when the town involves its 
inhabitants, it primarily uses the methods of 
community planning, forums for consultations and 
workshops. During the program it can be observed that 
the challenges of critical areas (education, employment, 
housing, health) are addressed in a complex way. One 
of the exemplary practices of the initiatives realized in 
the district seat of Nyírbátor District is the Good Start 
Program launched in 2015. The introduction of the 
program was preceded by and is continuously 
supported by the cooperation of local specialists, the 
exchange of experiences and knowledge expansion of 
the experts keeping contact with the children and their 
families. In the course of the implementation of the 
program working groups were set up, which provide 
the common platform needed for the dialogue. The 
workshops offer a scene where the viewpoints of the 
specialist areas involved can appear, conflicting 
opinions can be discussed, their knowledge can be 
presented, common lessons can be drawn, which helps 
individual and joint work in the interest of improving 
the situation of the children and their families. The aim 
is to pass on the good practices to each other, mutually 
learn from each other and transfer experiences. The 
leaders of specialist workshops draw up a schedule of 
topics based on the proposals of the members and they 
meet half-yearly. On such occasions, the workshops 
held at alternating venues provide a good opportunity 
for discussing unique, special problems, give 
professional assistance to each other and feel more 
relaxed about asking for help or information from each 
other.  

Main elements of the program: 
 improve access to quality education services 

and early childhood care service, 
 notify and inform Roma parents about the 

significance of early childhood services and 
kindergarten education, 

 ‘Fairy Tale World’ Program to improve Roma 
mothers’ reading, writing and communication 
skills, 

 facilitate Roma children’s enrolment to the 
kindergarten with the help of Roma mentors, 

 support adaptation to kindergarten with the 
help of kindergarten teachers and health 
visitors, 

 facilitate transition between educational 
levels, further training organised by the 
college through lectures for college students 
and kindergarten teachers (conflict 
management, communication, keeping contact 
with parents). 
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3 3 
Good Start Program in Nyírbátor 

 

General 
Information 

Name/Address Good Start  
Contact person Nyírbátor, local government 

Aim To implement scientific evidence-based, result-oriented early childhood 
interventions in a disadvantaged community, mainly of Roma origin.  

Target group Disadvantaged inhabitants of Nyírbátor (with special regard to inhabitants of 
Roma origin) 

Target region Nyírbátor  
Required human 
resources 150 people (families, college students being trained to be health visitors) 

Financing project competition sources, local government support 
Required 
infrastructure 

real estates, internet, training sessions of conflict management and 
communication 

Description 
of the 
practice 

Brief 
presentation / 
needs 
identification 

Improving the access to quality education services and early childhood care 
services for disadvantaged Roma children (age group of 0-6 years). Notifying 
and informing Roma parents within the framework of the program about the 
significance of early childhood services and kindergarten education by 
employing a mentor receiving dedicated training specifically for this purpose. 
In line with that, the final aim of the project is to lay down the foundation for 
success at school.  

Presentation of 
implementation 

- Dissemination of the ‘Fairy Tale’ Program (age group of 0-9 years, appr. 
105 mothers): Improving Roma mothers’ reading, writing and 
communication skills through fairy tale telling, which the mother will be 
able to pass on to her children. The program prepares mothers for tasks 
related to kindergarten, for taking 3-year-old children to kindergarten, for 
teaching their children how to follow a healthy lifestyle. 

- Facilitate Roma children’s enrolment to the kindergarten: supporting the 
enrolment of children aged between 3 and 6 to the kindergarten with the 
help of Roma mentors.  The mentors’ tasks will include conducting Roma 
community awareness-increasing campaigns, providing special family-
support services (e.g.: individually tailored social mentoring), regular family 
visits in order to encourage children taking part in the program to go to 
kindergarten and to monitor the tasks of enrolling into the kindergarten. 
College students, in close cooperation with Roma advisors, will also 
participate in this activity. 

- Facilitating transition between educational levels, further training organised 
by the college through lectures for college students and kindergarten 
teachers (conflict management, communication, keeping contact with 
parents).  

Results, outputs, 
future ideas involvement of a total of appr. 50 families, 33 events and lectures  

Identified 
problems and 
lessons 

resistance, challenges of attitude shaping  

Why can it 
be a good 
practice? 

Area-based 
approach 

In the case of the disadvantaged children of Nyírbátor, neither the family nor 
the school can create appropriate conditions for adaptation at the kindergarten. 

Bottom-up 
approach 

The practice clearly focuses on local social challenges, involving local 
inhabitants into the implementation. 

Partnership 
approach 

Cooperation of local government, civil society organisations and local 
inhabitants 

Innovation Partnership steps out of usual forms and really active reflection, thinking 
together is produced. 

Integrated 
approach 

The practice manages the social challenges of the settlement in a complex way 
(it also impacts employment, not only education) 

Publication / 
networking appearance in electronic media, project presentation  

Sustainability The project responds to real challenges, it reached a total of appr. 100 families.  

Adaptability 

Local special features and priorities can be identified as emphatic factors. The 
framework conditions designed to improve local living conditions jointly result 
in catching up. Identification of the stakeholders of the process, the role of 
communication (information), the planning of financial resources, the attempts 
at changing attitudes, and the institutional background are of key importance.  

 
Source: Authors’ editing (based on Szabó-Nagy, 2014) 
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The use of the documentation principles, defined on the 
basis of the groups of criteria, supports the process of 
adaptation, which is critical in the successful 
implementation of social innovation endeavours. 
After studying the accomplished endeavour in 
Nyírbátor District, it can be found that in addition to 
external help (project competition sources, professional 
advice) it is necessary to mobilise local inhabitants, set 
up a novel cooperation and think together in new 
structures. Basic requirements are creative problem 
solving, innovative management of challenges, exact 
mapping of community needs and reaction to these. 
The break-out points should be defined in the case of 
the individual settlements, also taking into account the 
set of conditions of the given settlement. By involving 
the local community as partners and emphasizing the 
innovator role of local management, social innovation 
good practices can be supported and implemented with 
success.  
  

CONCLUSION 
 
When examining social innovation initiatives, the 
social benefit realized in the innovation ideas that can 
be interpreted at local, community level and the role of 
the community’s active participation to increase the 
living standards should also be stressed. The new social 
practices are aimed at a social change based on 
activities that encompass solutions, are pre-planned and 
target-oriented (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014).   

Nyírbátor District is a peripheral area where out-
migration, ageing and the decrease in the opportunities 
for entering the primary labour market are coupled with 
the lack of financial resources. The technical and 
economic innovations and the initiatives controlled 
from the top, so characteristic of more developed areas, 
can hardly be found here or are completely missing in 
the peripheral, disadvantaged areas.  

In the case of disadvantaged, lagging settlements, 
the active participation in decision making and the 
mobilisation of civil society are key issues, one tool of 
which is to help social innovation endeavours/efforts. 
The success of social innovation initiatives 
significantly depends on regional or local 
collaborations, networks, the support of which is a 

basic task for the local governments of the relevant 
area. Decision-making based on the involvement of 
local inhabitants is a change of paradigm in the 
operation of local governments, which qualifies as 
social innovation in itself.           

Within the framework of the research, we mainly 
examined the realization of micro-level social 
innovation processes. A limitation of the research in 
terms of generalization is that we conducted our 
research in the Nyírbátor district to be developed with 
the complex program, starting from the assumption that 
in the case of multiple disadvantaged areas, social 
innovation as a new tool and model offers solutions to 
social challenges and problems.  

Based on the research, it can be stated that the 
commonly used social innovation solutions are suitable 
for developing the innovation capacity of the Nyírbátor 
district. There is no single good solution, any of the 
examined practices can be adapted to other settlements. 
All these findings predict that a so-called library of 
good practices can provide practical advice to decision-
makers, participants in the social innovation process. 

Further research is needed to support the generation 
of social innovation endeavours. In our previous 
research (Veresné et al., 2019) we came to the 
conclusion that due to the huge amount of data in the 
database supporting the generation of social 
innovation, it is expedient to use an IT solution, ie. it is 
necessary to introduce a support system. As a result of 
our methodological study, we support the application 
of fuzzy logic. The fuzzy system can handle multiple 
data types simultaneously and can be perfectly 
combined with decision trees. The database needs to be 
constantly updated with new good practices and 
statistics and can be documented along a defined set of 
criteria.  

Our further research task is to define a value-driven 
training model that supports the generation and 
realization of social innovation, and to build a network 
of consultants. 

Further investigation of the above research 
directions may result in the exploration of important 
connections, which may complement the investigations 
carried out in the framework of the present study.   
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