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Motivation
Analyse a complex social innovation for the 

marginalised (SIM), namely a social microcredit 
programme for the Roma in Hungary

Understand the peculiarities of SIM within the wider 
field of social innovation

Introducing the Kiútprogram
Non-profit enterprise, founded in 2009 by private 

persons
Following the Grameen-model, but with 

fundamental differences
o permanent presence of well-trained field-workers
o social coaching, knowledge transfer, capability building, help in 

bureaucratic procedures (in the formal economy!), 
counterbalancing discrimination

these services are as important as unsecured loans

Financing
o 2010 – 2012: EU pilot project
o since 2013: Hungarian private sources only; no government 

support
⇒ serious contraction

From 2013 only the cucumber production
programme 

Around 100 families are supported per year
More efficient than the ‘public works’ scheme

Changes in the programme: learning by doing
Importance of the loan in overcoming learnt helplessness: 

real opportunity and strong signal of trust ⇒ gives initial 
boost

Besides institutional changes and capability building, 
integration into production and sales networks is also 
important – from 2013

Methods of social collateral (sequential lending, contingent 
renewal) mean psychological coercion, are unjust, destroy 
trust and hamper empowerment ⇒ abandoned in 2012

The social grid model
Interaction of social forces reproducing marginalisation

Source: own elaboration on Nicholls and Ziegler (2017), extending Beckert (2010)

Main theoretical and policy implications
Intervention at one point would not be sufficient:

if a social innovation aims at changing only one 
social force, the unchanged other two ones could 
reproduce the previous power structure 

In the case of socially excluded groups social 
innovation should target all three social forces

Knowledge transfer and building networks (i.e. 
investing into the development of participants’ 
cultural and social capital) are crucial factors

It is helpful to separate the cognitive frames
o of the environment about the marginalised
o of the marginalised about themselves
o about the social innovation 

There is a trade-off between the level of 
marginalisation and the probability of success
o working only with the most disadvantaged ⇒ higher chance of 

failure
o only less disadvantaged assisted ⇒ social exclusion of the most 

disadvantaged may be aggravated

There is a trade-off between exact ethnic targeting 
and building inter-community social ties

The less initial endowment programme participants 
have, the more efforts are needed ⇒ higher costs

Requirement of financial sustainability may a priori 
exclude the most marginalised ⇒ danger of 
publicly financed interventions that increase 
marginalisation 

The quest for profitability – or at least financial 
sustainability – of a given social innovation project 
can lead to serious mission drift and even to the 
deterioration of the relative position of the most 
marginalised

⇒ a strict focus on financial sustainability can 
hamper the implementation of SIMs, endangering 
their empowering effects over time

Building trust between participants and SIM 
practitioners is a prerequisite for overcoming 
learned helplessness

Differentiate between short and long-term effects:
a seemingly more paternalistic approach in the short run can 
increase the chances of starting a viable business at a later stage, 
which then leads to a very strong empowerment effect later on

Social innovation is a cumulative, path-dependent 
and interactive learning process ⇒ policy-making 
should be a learning process, too ⇒ flexible 
support schemes

The inevitable changes in external circumstances 
over time require flexibility from SIM practitioners, 
too

National authorities are often responsible actors in 
reproducing marginalisation ⇒ bypass national 
levels in EU support schemes to focus on more 
direct investment at the local level may offer a 
more effective option for EU funding
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in: Nicholls and Ziegler (eds), Oxford UP, forthcoming
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