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Abstract	
This	interview	was	conducted	with	Mr.	Franz	Karl	Prüller,	member	of	the	board	of	
the	Austrian	Erste	Foundation,	one	of	the	most	active	organizations	in	Central	and	
Eastern	 Europe	 in	 terms	 of	 social	 involvement.	We	 talked	with	 him	 about	 social	
business	in	Europe,	social	entrepreneurship,	cases	of	good	practice,	the	situation	in	
Romania	and	the	Erste	Foundation	projects	in	our	country.	
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Franz	Karl	Prüller	is	Member	of	the	Board	and	Director	of	Program‐

me	 Social	 Development,	 at	 the	 ERSTE	 Foundation,	 one	 of	 the	 most	
socially	 engaged	 organizations	 in	 Easter	 and	 Central	 Europe.	 Before	
joining	ERSTE	Foundation,	for	a	period	of	nine	years,	he	was	Secretary	
General	 in	 charge	 of	 international	 programmes	 and	 the	 project	
department.	 During	 this	 time	 he	 represented	 Caritas	 Austria	 on	 the	
executive	 boards	 of	 Caritas	 Internationalis	 and	 Europa	 and	 was	
chairman	 of	 the	 charitable	 foundation	 Neighbour	 in	 Need	 for	 three	
years.	
The	 representative	 of	 United	 Nations	 Development	 Programme	

talked	 with	 Mr.	 Prüller	 about	 social	 businesses	 in	 Europe,	 social	
entreneurship,	 how	 can	 policy	 makers	 support	 this	 rising	 sector	 and	
what	does	the	ERSTE	Foundation	do	in	Romania.	

                                                 
[1]	Assistant	Communication	and	Public	Relations,	The	United	Nations	Programme	

for	Development,	Romania,	Tel.	0757	049	112,	e‐mail:	dorian.ilie@undp.org	
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1.	What	do	you	think	is	the	future	of	social	businesses	
in	 Central	 and	 Eastern	 Europe	 (CEE)	 and	 especially	 in	
Romania?	

Social	Business	 is	 seen	by	many	 today	as	 a	 cure‐all	 for	our	 current	
social	problems	and	challenges.	It	is	a	bit	of	a	hype	and	I	am	sure	that	it	
will	 not	 be	 able	 to	 substitute	 a	 solid	 social	 security	 policy	 of	 any	
government.	A	social	policy	that	should	secure	a	life	in	dignity	and	self‐
respect	 for	 everyone	 in	 society.	 However	 social	 business	 and	 in	
particular	 social	 entrepreneurship	 has	 an	 important	 role	 to	 play	
especially	 in	 the	 so‐called	 transition	 countries	 of	 CEE	 countries.	 The	
comparably	meager	 social	 provisions	 of	 any	 of	 the	 CEE	 countries	 (as	
contrasted	with	some	of	the	western	well‐fare	states)	make	it	necessary	
that	 entrepreneurial	 creativity	 and	 energy	 is	 brought	 to	 the	 pressing	
social	and	economic	problems.	I	therefore	see	a	real	necessity	for	social	
business	 and	 entrepreneurship	 in	 CEE	 to	 complement	 government‐
funded	social	 services	and	 to	encourage	creative	 thinking	about	social	
development.	I	have	seen	great	enthusiasm	in	Romania	for	the	idea	and	
have	 encountered	 interesting	 and	 interested	 young	 people	with	 great	
ideas	and	the	drive	and	energy	to	realise	them.	Despite	the	difficulties	
and	 obstacles	 still	 facing	 social	 businesses,	 I	 am	 confident	 that	
specifically	 in	 Romania	 social	 business	 and	 social	 entrepreneurs	 will	
play	an	important	role	in	making	their	society	more	cohesive	and	their	
communities	more	resilient.	
By	 proposing	 and	 implementing	 creative	 solutions	 social	 entrepre‐

neurs	and	organizations	running	social	businesses	in	Romania	and	CEE	
have	 begun	 to	 highlight	 possible	 ways	 forward	 and	 to	 give	 inspiring	
examples	of	what	works.	In	the	best	of	cases	these	examples	will	change	
social	policy	or	other	 systems,	 their	 solutions	being	 incorporated	 into	
the	 social	 policy	 on	 local	 and	 national	 levels	 or	 changing	 the	 ways	
systems	like	private	businesses	or	public	administrations	work.		
To	name	 just	 two	 institutions,	The	Hub	 in	Bucharest	 has	become	a	

central	 reference	 point	 for	 young,	 social	 oriented	 entrepreneurs	 and	
attracts	 not	 just	 people	 with	 ideas	 but	 increasingly	 also	 interested	
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investors	 to	 its	events.	Also	The	Romania	Business	Exchange	has	now	
set	up	a	specific	service	for	social	businesses	looking	for	investors.	

2.	Can	you	please	give	us	some	examples	of	good	social	
businesses	 in	 the	 region	 or	 in	 the	world?	What	makes	
them	successful?		

To	 begin	with	 an	 example	 that	 shows	 that	 social	 business	 is	 not	 a	
recent	occurrence:	in	1819	about	40	far‐sighted	Viennese	business	men	
came	together	to	establish	the	first	Austrian	savings	bank	by	donating	–	
not	investing	‐	money	for	an	institution	more	concerned	with	social	im‐
pact	and	social	stability	than	with	profit	making.	It	offered	to	all	those	
who	until	that	time	were	considered	unprofitable	or	un‐bankable	by	the	
established	 banks	 –	 today	 one	would	 call	 them	 the	working	 poor	 ‐	 a	
savings	account.	For	people	who	hitherto	had	no	access	to	any	form	of	
financial	 services	or	banking	 this	meant	 that	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 their	
lives	 they	 could	 deposit	money	 in	 a	 bank	 and	 get	 interest	 on	 it.	 This	
enabled	 them	 to	 build	 up	 some	 small	 capital	 to	 provide	 for	 difficult	
times	ahead	or	other	instances	where	money	was	needed.	As	there	was	
neither	 health	 nor	 social	 insurance	 at	 that	 time,	 saving	money	 in	 the	
bank	 was	 the	 only	 way	 to	 assure	 that	 one	 could	 rely	 on	 a	 financial	
resource	 in	 times	 of	 sickness	 or	 old	 age.	 It	 was	 also	 the	 Erste	
österreichische	 Spar‐Casse	 (the	 First	 Austrian	 Savings	 Bank)	 which	
provided	 the	 first	 social	 security	 insurance	 (pension	 and	 health)	 in	
1825.	 Later	 this	 was	 adopted	 by	 the	 government	 as	 a	 general	 social	
security	 system	 –	 the	 beginnings	 of	 which	 however	 were	 a	 private	
initiative	and	privately	funded.	This	social	business	has	over	the	years	
developed	 into	 the	 biggest	 retail	 bank	 in	 CEE	 with	 over	 17	 Million	
customers,	and	a	main	share‐holder,	the	ERSTE	Foundation,	which	still	
today	 lives	 that	 social	 orientation	 in	 its	 programmes	 designed	 to	
strengthen	civil	society	and	social	cohesion	in	CEE.	
A	 current	 example	 of	 a	 social	 entrepreneur	 who	 has	 changed	 the	

lives	 of	 many	 people	 is	 “Discovering	 Hands”:	 Gynecologist	 Frank	
Hoffmann	 in	 Germany	 realized	 that	 the	 increased	 sensitivity	 of	 blind	
people	could	be	used	for	an	early	diagnosis	of	breast	cancer:	he	began	
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to	train	blind	women	to	do	breast	exams	particularly	for	women	under	
50	who	 are	 not	 entitled	 to	 a	 health	 insurance	 funded	mammography.	
His	intuition	proved	right	and	since	the	start	in	2008	he	has	trained	12	
blind	women	who	have	examined	thousands	of	people	already,	alerting	
the	 doctors	 with	 whom	 they	 work	 to	 possible	 signs	 of	 malignant	
growths,	 discovered	 at	 a	 stage	 where	 no	 other	 examination	 method	
would	 have	 been	 able	 to	 detect	 them.	 This	 project	 not	 only	 helps	
women	to	decide	on	a	breast	exam	at	an	early	stage	because	they	know	
that	 there	 is	 another	 women	 examining	 them	 and	 is	 therefore	
contributing	to	an	early	diagnosis	and	treatment	but	 it	also	gives	 jobs,	
dignity	and	self‐respect	to	the	blind	women	who	now	use	their	special	
ability	to	help	others	and	to	earn	a	living	for	themselves.[1]		

3.	 Banks	 and	 social	 good.	 How	 can	 banks	 become	
themselves	social	businesses?	

Banks,	 and	 in	 particular	 retail	 banks	 serving	 small	 and	 medium	
businesses	and	providing	savings	products	to	millions	of	people,	should	
always	have	the	social	good	of	their	communities	 in	mind.	Besides	the	
profit	 motive,	 the	 concern	 for	 a	 sustainable	 socio‐economic	
development	of	the	society	within	which	it	operates	has	to	be	one	of	the	
main	concerns	of	a	well	and	responsibly	managed	bank.	That	does	not	
mean	 that	 the	 bank	 itself	 has	 to	 become	 a	 social	 business	 but	 that	 it	
needs	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 what	 makes	 communities	 more	 cohesive	 and	
resilient	and	to	further	these	forces	in	a	society.	
Of	 course	 there	 are	 also	 banks	 that	 are	 social	 businesses.	 I	 have	

already	mentioned	good	bee	Credit	 in	Romania,	which	has	as	 its	main	
business	aim	the	development	of	rural	 regions	 in	Romania.	Also	 there	
are	numerous	credit	unions	and	savings	associations	that	are	not	acting	
from	 a	 profit	 motive	 but	 which	 give	 the	 possibility	 for	 financial	
stabilization	and	small	loans	to	its	members.		
Banks	like	the	GLS	Bank	in	Germany	or	Triodos	Bank	in	England	and	

Ekobanken	 in	 Sweden	 have	 all	 established	 themselves	 with	 a	 strong	

                                                 
[1]	 If	 you	 want	 to	 know	 more	 about	 this	 initiative	 you	 can	 find	 it	 here:	

www.discovering‐hands.de	or	http://germany.ashoka.org/fellow/frank‐hoffmann	
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orientation	towards	social	development	and	financial	services	that	are	
inclusive	of	people	at	the	margins	of	society,	give	depositors	a	stronger	
voice	 where	 their	 money	 should	 be	 invested	 or	 which	 have	 the	
promotion	of	environmental	protection	and	sustainability	as	their	aim.		
These	banks	provide	interesting	examples	for	others	to	follow	and	to	

further	 develop	 the	 services	 that	 we	 all	 need	 if	 we	 want	 to	 live	 in	
prosperous	 societies	 that	 hold	 together	 in	 a	 way	 that	 their	 strength	
allows	them	to	be	inclusive	rather	than	exclusive,	to	be	forward	looking	
rather	 than	 backward,	 to	 be	 open‐	 rather	 than	 closed‐minded	 and	 to	
meet	every	member	of	our	society	with	the	same	respect,	a	respect	that	
gives	dignity	and	self‐confidence	to	a	person.	This	–	in	my	view	–	should	
be	the	aim	of	any	business,	and,	if	that	will	one	day	be	the	case,	we	will	
no	longer	need	to	make	the	distinction	between	a	“social	business”	and	
a	“profit‐oriented	business”	any	more.	

4.	What	should	the	national	or	European	policy	makers	
do	in	order	to	encourage	social	businesses?	

I	would	 like	 to	 point	 out	 two	 interesting	 examples	 of	 governments	
establishing	favorable	legal	and	tax	frameworks	for	social	businesses	in	
Europe:	England	and	Italy.	In	England	the	government	in	2005	passed	a	
law	 establishing	 the	 framework	 for	 so	 called	 Community	 Interest	
Companies	(CIC)	–	the	first	legislation	in	England	with	a	direct	focus	on	
social	 businesses.	 Since	 then	 thousands	 of	 CICs	 and	 other	 social	
enterprises	 have	 sprung	 up	 giving	 the	 United	 Kingdom	 one	 of	 the	
liveliest	and	most	creative	social	business	scene	world‐wide.	At	the	end	
of	2012	the	government	passed	the	“Social	Value	Act”	a	law	that	for	the	
first	time	obliges	all	public	bodies	in	England	and	Wales	to	consider	the	
social	 value	 created	 in	 an	 area	 when	 choosing	 who	 delivers	 public	
services.	This	will	 give	a	boost	 to	 social	enterprises	who	arguably	can	
deliver	social	value	better	than	a	purely	profit	oriented	enterprise.	
In	 Italy	 the	 system	 of	 social	 cooperatives	 has	 been	 given	 a	 proper	

legal	 framework	 already	 many	 years	 ago	 and	 today	 there	 are	 7,100	
social	 co‐operatives,	with	267,000	members,	223,000	paid	employees,	
31,000	 volunteers	 and	 24,000	 disadvantaged	 people	 undergoing	
integration.	Combined	turnover	is	around	5	billion	€.	
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Social	 co‐operatives	 in	 Italy	 provide	 social	 services	 such	 as	 care	 of	
children,	 elderly	 and	 disabled	 people,	 and	 the	 integration	 of	
unemployed	people	into	the	workforce.		
These	 examples	 show	 that	 given	 a	 proper	 legal	 framework	 and	

ideally	 a	 favourable	 tax	 regime	 (4),	 there	 is	 enough	 entrepreneurial	
creativity	and	energy	in	any	society	to	build	up	a	vibrant	social	business	
sector.		
Another	 bottleneck	 for	 social	 businesses	 is	 access	 to	 the	 proper	

financial	 services,	 especially	 for	 start‐ups.	 Here	 both	 governments	 as	
well	 as	 financial	 institutions	 such	 as	 banks	 or	 investment	 funds	 still	
have	some	way	to	go	until	there	is	a	good	understanding	of	the	nature	
and	needs	of	 social	 businesses	 and	 tailor‐made	 financial	 products	 are	
available	for	them.	
Both	 these	 hurdles	 (legal	 framework	 and	 financial	 support)	 are	

addressed	in	the	new	EU	Social	Business	Initiative	which	provides	new	
impulses	to	the	development	of	social	businesses	with,	among	others,	a	
90	million	Euro	Fund		
for	investing	in	social	businesses.	

5.	What	 is	 the	mission	 of	 the	 ERSTE	 Foundation	 and	
what	does	it	do	in	Romania?	

ERSTE	Foundation	has	two	purposes:	we	are	the	main	shareholder	of	
Erste	Bank	Group	and	we	are	committed	 to	 the	social	orientation	and	
societal	responsibility	that	stood	at	the	beginning	of	the	bank’s	history.	
Therefore	we	 today	 invest	 parts	 of	 the	dividends	 that	 the	Foundation	
receives	 from	 its	 shares	 into	 civil	 society,	 social	 and	 cultural	
development	 as	 well	 as	 creating	 a	 consciousness	 of	 a	 Europe	 that	 is	
greater	than	just	the	confines	of	the	European	Union.		
These	orientations	have	guided	our	activities	up	to	this	day:	
 we	invest	in	lasting	structures	and	relationships	
 we	reinforce	individual	and	organisational	autonomy	
 we	cooperate	on	an	equal	footing	
 we	take	joint	responsibility	for	the	common	good	
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 we	firmly	 believe	 that	 a	 prosperous	 community	 provides	 the	
basis	for	social,	individual	and	economic	development	
In	 Romania,	 ERSTE	 Foundation	 is	 engaged	 in	 social,	 cultural	 and	

European	 projects,	 enabling	 e.g.	 young	 people	 to	 meet,	 work	 and	
experience	 a	 greater	 Europe	 with	 others	 in	 their	 age	 group	 from	 15	
European	countries;	we	help	to	provide	Roma	children	with	support	to	
attend	 and	 finish	 school	 and	 we	 facilitate	 linking	 their	 communities	
with	the	communities	of	the	majority	population	living	around	them,	so	
as	 to	 create	 new	 synergies	 aimed	 at	 opening	 job	 opportunities	 for	
young	Roma	we	support	contemporary	artists,	providing	them	with	the	
necessary	 space	 and	 facilities	 to	work,	 exhibit	 and	meet	 (we	 recently	
opened	 tranzit	 spaces	 in	 Bucharest,	 Iasi	 and	 Cluj).	 We	 partner	 with	
institutions	such	as	the	Hub	to	promote	social	business	and	support	to	
the	social	economy.	With	the	micro‐credit	institute	good.bee	Credit	IFN	
we	have	–	together	with	the	Centre	for	Economic	Development	–	set	up	
a	 micro	 lending	 facility	 that	 already	 lends	 to	 more	 than	 2.600	 small	
famers	 and	 rural	 businesses	 in	 Romania,	 enabling	 economic	 develop‐
ment	and	self‐reliance	of	rural	people.	

6.	 Social	 Impact	Award	 is	 one	 of	 ERSTE	 Foundation’s	
biggest	projects.	What	is	this	project	about?		

In	2009,	the	first	Social	Impact	Award	(SIA)	was	launched	in	Vienna	
with	 the	 mission	 to	 encourage	 young	 students	 to	 engage	 in	 social	
entrepreneurship.	 Starting	 with	 the	 observation	 that	 social	 entrepre‐
neurship	was	not	part	of	any	academic	curriculum	in	the	entire	country,	
the	organisers	wanted	to	fill	the	void:	any	student	in	Austria	should	get	
the	 chance	 to	 find	 out	 what	 social	 entrepreneurship	 was,	 whether	 it	
was	 a	 desirable	 career	 path	 for	 her	 and	 to	 get	 some	 help	 in	 getting	
started.	 Rather	 than	 awarding	 projects	 that	 were	 already	 up	 and	
running,	the	award	was	therefore	designed	to	support	young	entrepre‐
neurs	 in	 their	 first	steps:	by	offering	workshops	on	start‐up	topics,	by	
awarding	 early	 stage	 founders,	 and	 by	 giving	 each	 project	 individual	
feedback.	
In	2012,	the	Social	Impact	Award	went	international.	Together	with	

the	HUB	Prague	in	the	Czech	Republic	and	roPot	in	Romania	and	ERSTE	
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Foundation	 as	 the	 main	 supporter,	 the	 SIA	 Team	 worked	 hard	 to	
making	the	award	a	truly	meaningful,	international	experience.	Start‐up	
workshops	 were	 offered	 in	 all	 three	 countries	 and	 applicants	 were	
competing	for	one	of	7	prizes:	4	jury	awards	and	3	community	awards.	
Firstly,	 5	 teams	 of	 every	 country	 were	 chosen	 by	 a	 local	 jury	 for	

joining	 the	next	 round.	By	 the	 end	of	May	 the	 international	 jury	 gave	
their	votes	and	decided	who	would	be	one	of	the	winners	of	the	Social	
Impact	Award	 2012.	 The	winners	 of	 2012	were:	 Enterprising	 Schools	
(CZ),	 Upside	 Down	 (RO),	 Out	 of	 Box	 (AUT)	 and	 iDEPART	 (AUT).	 The	
Community	 Award	winners	were:	 Pragulic	 (CZ),	 Sezatoarea	 (RO)	 and	
SuperSoulMe	(AUT).	
	




