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1. You have had extensive experience in social entre-

preneurship – could you describe your background a 
little, as well as your motivation for pursuing this path?  In 2006, I was awarded by an Austrian Organization for my work as a social entrepreneur. I had initiated a volunteer-based organization dedicated to human rights promotion and social engagement and had spent some years working with CSOs in Austria and Central America, especially engaged in social economy initiatives. At that time, the term social entrepreneurship was new in Austria and hardly somebody knew about it. It started to give me a professional identity and I discovered that there is already a whole international movement behind it. So we wanted to take this movement to Austria. I joined forces with a friend and we designed a training programme for social entrepreneurs, where up-to now more than 75 amazing changemakers participated. We particularly wanted to minimize the challenges that you confront when putting a social dream into reality by creating a strong community of like-minded and systems of mutual support. After that I got the op-portunity to work with big organizations, like UNDP, where we, for example, started a green and inclusive business programme in the Black Sea region. And working for Ashoka means to be in a global flow of 
                                                 [1] Ashoka is a global network that identifies and invests in leading social entrepreneurs. For more details please see https://www.ashoka.org; Tel: +43 1 2360723; gschoen@ashoka.org [2] Social Economy Expert – beneficiaries of minim income guarantee, United Nations Development Programme Romania, Tel. 0757049113, e-mail: livia.radu-lescu@undp.org 
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cutting-edge innovations and social entrepreneurship practices. About my motivation for pursuing this path: for sure the passion to change the world and the compassion to make it together!  
2. Ashoka is a leading global platform for social entre-

preneurs driving positive social change around the world. 
Could you tell us a little about Ashoka’s activity and key 
instruments used for fostering social innovation?  At the core of Ashoka´s activities is the area called “venture and fellowship”, which essentially means identifying and supporting social entrepreneurs, with a focus on innovation and scalability. Once an Ashoka Fellow, you have access to the services provided by our pro-bono partners, who help you to professionalize and to increase your impact. We support our Fellows to scale, either within their country or beyond by designing internationalization strategies. When we realize that there are innovation gaps in a certain country, like for Austria in the field of education, we support Fellows from other countries to launch their social ventures in Austria. We call these formats “Globa-lizer” and “Localizer”. The internationalization of social innovation, i.e. supporting solutions to travel through space, is an amazing new field that we are piloting many different ways. In Ireland for example we are implementing the “Change Nation” initiative, where 50 Ashoka Fellows from across the globe are supported to start working on some of Ireland’s greatest challenges in education, health, environment, econo-mic development, civic participation, and inclusion. However, Change Nation is about more than importing social innovations into Ireland. Equally, it is about inspiring and equipping individuals to be a part of change, bringing organizations together to work across sectors, and developing a new conception of value. The community of Ashoka Fellows is therefore a key instrument for fostering social innovations. Ashoka can count on a global network of 3000 fascinating social entrepreneurs. Ashoka screens the patterns behind this global pool of social innovations and identifies new areas of global importance. Once an area is defined, we connect the Ashoka 
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Fellows working around that topic in order to increase exchange and collaboration. Then we connect the topic and its pool of innovations with key stakeholders, such as policy makers, journalists, or corpora-tions, in order to advocate the issue into political and business cultures. Excellent examples for that are our “Youth Venture Programme” and the “Empathy Initiative”. Ashoka's Empathy Initiative is a collaborative platform for social entrepreneurs, educators, and concerned citizens whose ideas and talents can contribute to the creation of a world where every child masters empathy. This is done through accelerating empathy entrepreneurs, transforming the educational practice through extensive school partnerships and by sensitizing key players in society that can move the empathy agenda ahead in their respective spheres of in-fluence. 
2. What types of organizations does Ashoka support in 

order to drive social change? Our support is people-centered, which means that we support the individuals behind organizations. Ashoka Fellows are leading social entrepreneurs who we recognize to have innovative solutions to social problems and the potential to change patterns across society. They demonstrate unrivaled commitment to bold new ideas and prove that compassion, creativity, and collaboration are tremendous forces for change. Ashoka Fellows work in over 70 countries around the globe in every area of human need. Ashoka's selection process is anchored by our five criteria against which all Fellow candidates are evaluated: a new idea, creativity, entrepreneurial quality, social impact of the idea and ethical fiber.  Beside the search, selection and support of our Fellows, Ashoka’s mission is to cultivate a whole society that can tackle social, environmental, and economic challenges as they arise. Therefore we have developed various programmes that support this vision, such as our Youth Venture Programme. Youth Venture enables young people to learn early on in life that they can lead social change. Ashoka developed the concept of Youth Venture from understanding a key insight of Ashoka Fellows in the field of youth development: one of the most 
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effective ways to improve the lives of youth is to empower them to realize their own ability to make positive social change. Youth Venture thus inspires and invests in teams of young people to start and lead their own social ventures, and is building a powerful network of young changemakers across the world. It is currently operating in the US, Mexico, Argentina, Brazil, India, South Africa, Thailand, France, Germany, Spain and Hungary.  
3. Ashoka is not yet present in Romania – any plans to 

change that in the future?  Ashoka is present in Central and Eastern Europe since the mid 1990ies and counts on a rich network of more than 170 Ashoka Fellows. The Ashoka Hub for the region is based in Vienna. Ashoka Vienna coordinates the activities in Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Austria. We are definitely interested to expand to Romania in the near future and to create an even bigger platform of cir-culating social innovations in CEE. We are already developing our net-works in Romania and invite interested organizations and individuals to get in touch with us for exchanging, partnering and creating synergies! 
4. Can you point to a few examples of social innovation 

in CEE that you believe can be replicated with limited 
financial resources at start up level? Sure, there are many ideas from our Fellows in CEE that we think are scalable across the region. Ewa Smuk is pioneering an educational program that addresses the growing divide between urban and rural populations in Poland. Tomasz Sadowski developed a new approach for dealing with Poland's most chronic homeless cases by creating self-sufficient rural communities. Petra Vitousová is creating a volunteer-based support network for the victims of violent crime in the Czech Republic. Martina Justova is combating high rates of prisoner recidivism in Slovakia by introducing rehabilitation into the country’s secretive and repressive penal system. Bringing outsiders into prisons 
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to provide education and social support to long-term inmates, as well as providing post-release work opportunities, she is not only preparing these inmates to cope with life outside prison walls, but also forcing a corrupt system to become more transparent and accountable. Michal Kravcik is demonstrating that locally managed water resources, utilizing many small catchments to absorb and store water, will provide far more cost-effective, efficient, and environmentally safe solutions to Slovakia's water management problems than mega-projects such as large dams and diversions. Johannes Lindner has spearheaded a radical change in the Austrian school system through a multi-facet strategy that successfully incubates young changemakers and entrepreneurs. The new curriculum he developed and introduced is embedding non-conventional teaching methods that instill self-confidence and entrepreneurial drive into young people. 
5. How do you see the role of the social economy sector 

in terms of the work insertion of vulnerable groups? Work-integrating social enterprises play a key role in our societies. It is very important to have the legal, budgetary and organizational structures in place for work-integrating social enterprises to assume their function in society. In Austria for example, the “Association of Social Enterprises” is a nationwide umbrella organization of non-profit social enterprises. It counts more than 200 members, i.e. non-profit social enterprises that work in the employment related sector with the common goal to (re-)integrate long-term unemployed people into the labor market, with approximately 32.000 employees. These enterprises support people far from the labor market with services in the fields of employment, advice, as well with courses and training. The Austrian Association of Social Enterprises advocates for the interests of the sector in Austria and at EU Level and functions as a network that circulate best practices, exchange of information and learnings.   As current budget cuts and austerity programmes are heavily affecting work-integrating social enterprises in CEE, there is a need to think about new ways to doing business. New solutions and practices are needed to address this growing crisis: dependency of the severely 
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disabled on work centres, reliance of work centres on government funding to function, and a stigma of work centres and the disabled clients they employ. There is the need to create relationships between the work centres and full market access. A new system of transactions that exposes the work centres to the market forces in a cooperative way is needed. This also bears the opportunity change perceptions of the disabled, by focusing on similarities, not differences.  
6. What do you think are some of the critical challenges 

in setting up a small-scale social enterprise? We see in our daily work that it is crucial for social entrepreneurs to have profound understanding about the social problem to be tackled and what solution, or set of solutions, fit best to overcome the barriers and solve the challenge. It is essentially the question about which input is necessary to achieve a certain output able to create impact. A key question is: How do we want the society to improve through our social enterprise? When you have this really clear, you know what and whom you need in order to realize your idea. In this sense, developing an identity as social entrepreneur and an organizational identity helps to assess, and later mobilize effectively the external environment. And of course, this requires time and often, especially in the start-up phase, personal resources. Another critical challenge is attracting talent. It’s important to be surrounded by people that can really support you setting up a social enterprise, either by their commitment, profes-sionalism, backgrounds or networks. Acting in a collaborative environ-ment helps to overcome easier tough times.   
7. What are some intangible assets that you think are 

key in order to be successful when setting up a social 
enterprise? Perhaps the most important criterion for Ashoka, entrepreneurial quality is the defining characteristic of a successful social entrepreneur. It’s about seeing opportunities for change and innovation and getting absorbed by the cause. Successful social entrepreneurs must be creative 
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both as goal-setting visionaries and as problem solvers capable of engineering their visions into reality. It is crucial for social entre-preneurs to communicate clearly their stories, the idea behind the venture, the problem they are tackling, the change strategy, and of course, the impact one intents to create. While clarity is important, flexibility helps to seize unconventional opportunities and to adapt to changing contexts. Last but not least, openness to build wide-ranging and cross-sectoral networks and partnerships. It requires an enabling and interconnected ecosystem for ideas to spread and crystalize! 
8. What advice would you give to social entrepreneurs 

in Romania struggling with securing financial sustain-
ability for their initiatives? It is definitely important to have a well packaged product and to be able to pitch the business idea effectively. In this regard, it’s also an asset to use standards when it comes to identifying and explaining the impact of your social enterprise. Ashoka Germany for example co-developed the Social Reporting Standard (SRS). We aim to mainstream this tool for our CEE fellows as well. You can easily expand the SRS to become the basis for a results-based business plan. While business models that social entrepreneurs employ traditionally vary between non-for-profit and for-profit, non-for-profits are getting increasingly interested to become more entrepreneurial, to diversify income streams and to become investment ready. In Poland for example, we partnered with the Private Equity Association and implemented a mentorship programme for selected Ashoka Fellows to embrace social business elements. “Get a (and the right) mentor that supports you” and “build up networks of mutual support” would be definitely an advice. And, think outside the box when it comes to sourcing funds and building partnerships. New approaches around “crowdfunding” for example can be interesting alternatives to conventional ways of resource mobilization. It can also be beneficial to look for entry points in existing structures and opportunities to connect your venture with others. Working in close partnership or even merging can offer new resources and networks, and a fresh drive. 




