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Social Innovation

in the Limelight

Fritz Moser and Wanda Moser-Heindl, the founders of Unruhe Foundation, which
awards the SozialMarie Prize, realized back in 2005 that whereas technological
innovation was supported in many ways, social innovation was not recognized on its
real merit. The SozialMarie is one step to change that.

JUDIT BARTA

onica (63) a
resident of
Graz and a
grandmother
of three, had
been  taking
antidepressant
pills for years,
and was in a stable condition despite be-
ing diagnosed with chronic depression.
In the gloomy autumn of 2010, her con-
dition began to deteriorate, and she was
unable to go outside and later attempted
suicide. Eventually, Monica was taken to
a mental clinic, where she stayed for five
months.

Before going back to her family,
she lived for a year in a residential home,
named “Swallow,” with seven other
women, who had also been treated in a
psychiatric hospital for longer periods.
In that safe intermediary world between
the medical environment and the out-
side world, she grew strong and when
the time came to go home, she felt she
was ready to resume her roles as wife and
grandmother.

Although the name and story are
made-up, “Swallow” is a real place. The
building is located in Styria, southeast
Austria, run by seven women who suf-
fered from mental illnesses. The house
operates on a daily schedule from
Monday to Friday, which includes gar-
dening and kitchen work, as well as
various opportunities for relaxation. This
month, “Swallow” was one of the 1000
Euro-award winners of the SozialMarie
Prize for social innovation, announced
for the 8th time since 2005.

100

In 2012, SozialMarie received 233
submissions from more than 200 organi-
zations, mainly from Austria, Hungary
and the Czech Republic. Each year
around 30 projects are shortlisted, and
15 programs are awarded. The first prize
is worth 15,000 EUR; the second, 10,000
EUR; and the third, 5,000 EUR; while the
remaining 12 winning projects receive
1,000 EUR each. It is the first year that
the Austrian and Hungarian public could
vote for projects, and the two winners got
a 3 minute promotion video.

PHILANTHROPY IS NOT DEAD
Most social innovations are done by quix-
otic NGO, less frequently by large com-
panies with CSR dedication, and even
less frequently, by socially concerned
individuals. However, social innovators
rarely receive the same recognition and
fame as technological innovators like Fa-
cebook’s Mark Zuckerberg, Apple’s Steve
Jobs, or Microsoft’s Bill Gates. This is the
void that SozialMarie seeks to fill. That
this prize is still funded by private means,
shows that philanthropy is not dead even
during harsh economic times such as
this.

WINNING SOCIAL
INNOVATIONS: WHAT IT TAKES
“Swallow” is a good example of what so-
cial innovation should entail according to
the SozialMarie Prize distributors. The

major criteria are originality, creativity,
and operability. This means that the in-
novation must demonstrate that it has
been implemented for a while and has
proved to be efficient at inducing change
either in the lives of those concerned or
in the attitude of wider society. The origi-
nal idea back in 2005 was that any organi-
zation — an NGO, a local government, a
company or an individual — can apply if
they are operating within a 300 km radius
of Vienna. But later that constriction was
removed. “Borders were never an issue,
it is outdated to think within the bound-
ary of a nation state’, says Nora Somlyodi,
the project coordinator of the Prize. The
four-language-webpage in Czech, Eng-
lish, Hungarian, and German also reflects
its transnational focus. “The prize via the
award-giving ceremonies and confer-
ences and workshops dealing with social
innovation with the participation of the
Unruhe foundation also creates opportu-
nity for leaders of the nominated and the
awarded projects to meet, exchange ideas
and meet with journalists’, she adds.
Since 2010, projects from all
over Hungary can participate, next
year it is planned that the entire Czech
Republic will be included in the compe-
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tition. “There is no quota on how many
Hungarian, Czech or Austrian projects
should win, but the projects’ originality
is measured on a country basis, whether
there have been similar projects im-
plemented, or not. This year it turned
out that the first three winners were all
Austrians, while last year a Hungarian
community building project was selected
for the first prize.

EMPOWERMENT AND
SOLIDARITY ARE THE GOALS
The projects entering the annual compe-
tition have been tackling a wide range of
issues such as migration, homophobia,
parenting, environmental protection, re-
newal of residential buildings, and pov-
erty. The connecting themes that seem
to run through all of them are empower-
ment and solidarity. A program entitled
“Children of imprisoned parents’, sub-
mitted this year from the Czech Republic,
helps families with one parent in custody
to keep regular contact. In September,
they will start a Skype-based pilot project
in one prison in Prague. Another selected

FIRST PRIZE

—~———

€ 15,000

went to the Viennese project Children’s Hos-
pice Network (Kinderhospiz Netz). Families
with terminally ill children or adolescents are
offered free medical and nursing care, as well
as psychosocial care, and counseling for the
financial and practical aspects of everyday life.
According to the jury, “with its combination of
services, Children’s Hospice Network is unique
in the Germanosphere! What is of central im-
portance is that illness is not considered in
isolation from its social context. Financed al-
most exclusively through private donations, the
network strives to integrate children’s palliative
care into the public health system.”

project this year illustrating empower-
ment is called “When I think of home”
coming from Salzburg, where fifteen
homeless persons under the guidance of a
professional writer, wrote autobiographi-
cal or fictional accounts of what “home”
means to them.

PATRONS PAVE THE WAY
The Mosers came up with the bright idea
that two patrons are appointed each year,
one from Hungary and one from Aus-
tria, to choose a program from among
the nominated ones. Milan Gauder (35),
a regional director of MasterCard, who
has assumed the role of the Hungarian
patron this year, opted for a Hungarian
project taking place at the Hétes-settle-
ment of Ozd in northeast Hungary to
help a poor Roma community. He was
struck by the enthusiasm of the founder
of the project and is also aware of the dire
situation the impoverished Roma are in
Hungary. “I see myself as a sort of inter-
preter’, he says. “I know the language of
the business world, so I can help the or-
ganization to communicate better with
it to attract sponsors”. “All the investors
look for systems that work, where they
feel safe to pour their money into. With
the help of his network, he will try to en-
hance the visibility of the program. The

SECOND PRIZE

—~—g——

€10,000

Eltern.chat - Expert talk by parents for parents,
a project from Vorarlberg, won second prize
(10,000 euros). Roughly 100 times a year,
parents and legal guardians gather in twelve
communities in Vorarlberg for an ‘eltern.chat’
- a parents’ circle, where they speak Turkish,
the Vorarlberg dialect, or Russian. They discuss
pedagogical topics introduced and moderated
by a specially trained facilitator, topics such as
how to make children strong, managing televi-
sion, sibling relationships, bedtime, learning
to speak, nutrition, sources of energy, and
puberty. The jury appreciates: “This system is
self-managing, built on a well-structured and
well-equipped configuration, and it is easily ex-
pandable. It contributes to the practice of com-
munal learning - one-eighth of communities in
Vorarlberg already participate!”

OPPORTUNITIES

other patron, the couple Susanne Schu-
bert-Lustig and Francis Lustig support
the “Swallow” program for women with
mental illness.

GOOD PRACTICES CATCH ON
Partly due to social network sites such as
Facebook, SozialMarie is gaining recog-
nition; between two and three hundred
projects are handed in each year. There is
also growing evidence that it is conducive
to the spread of good practices. A Czech
project called “Next door family,” which
was launched in 2004 and won an award
in 2011, has just expanded into a Euro-
pean wide international project spanning
Belgium, Hungary, Italy, Malta, Slovakia
and Spain. “Next door family” is based on
a very simple idea, as all great ideas are.
On a given day, local and immigrant fam-
ilies sit down to have their Sunday lunch
together in order to get to know each
other, and break down the walls built
from ignorance, prejudice, and fear. This
project seems to symbolize the credo of
the SozialMarie Prize for Social innova-
tion. Without mutual help, responsibility
and solidarity, societies do not work, It is
vital to realize that the walls people and
communities erect between each other
are mostly fake, they can collapse easily
if people take the effort to look closer. /

The author is a Hungarian freelance writer and
translator, PhD candidate in Film, Media and
Contemporary Culture at ELTE University, Fac-
ulty of Humanities.

THIRD PRIZE

—~—g—

€5,000

The project - Junior City Farmer Schonb-
runn - was awarded the third prize (5,000
euros). In the heart of Vienna, under expert,
age-appropriate guidance, children and pre-
teens aged between 4 and 12 plant vegeta-
bles, harvest, cook and eat together, as well
as play in a miniature (fairytale) pine forest,
and frolic through nature among fruit trees.
“Fallow land has been transformed into a
garden - grounds for a collective experience
for children and pre-teens from the city; in
this way, untapped potential can be used to
accomplish social, integrative learning,” the
jury stated.
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