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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine how and to what extent social enterprise can contribute to
improving women’s life in Hungary.
Design/methodology/approach – The case study was based on a four-month organizational ethnographic
study of a caf�e. Participant and non-participant observations were supplemented with interviews with the
founder, the manager, visitors and informal conversations with the staff and visitors. Social media
communication was also reviewed.
Findings – The empirical results from the organizational ethnography allowed us to gain insights into the
impact of the investigated organization on its target group, young mothers, in a post-socialist gender context.
The dominant post-socialist gender regime has remained almost entirely untouched and the outcome of the
operation of the social enterprise only helpedwomen to accommodate their everyday life to their disadvantaged
social situation.
Originality/value – While previous studies have uncovered the dualistic nature of social enterprises, this
analysis shows that an award-winning and popular social enterprise in Hungary could nevertheless only
minimally influence the social situation ofwomen. In spite of the good intention of the owner, the all-encompassing
prescribed gender roles are hardly questioned, and consequently, women’s situation hardly ameliorates.
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Introduction
Social inequalities are present in capitalist economies, which aremoderated bywelfare states:
socially and economically vulnerable social groups are supported by state benefits. Social
enterprises ideally combine social aims with an entrepreneurial spirit and provide financially
sustainable solutions for social problems with enduring enterprises (Ashforth and Reingen,
2014; Defourny and Nysens, 2013; Smith and Besharov, 2017). Social enterprises are
supposed to bewin-win solutions: they provide care for people in need, while they also operate
as small or medium-sized enterprises within a capitalist system. However, there is growing
criticism of social enterprises, as they may replace state support and therefore reinforce
neoliberal ideology (Driver, 2017; Fougere et al., 2017).While it is obvious that social problems
can only partially be solved by well-intended social entrepreneurs not only because of their
size and the fact that their social impacts tend to be local and limited (European Commission,
2015) but it is also because of supportive mechanisms from governments and from
supranational bodies (such as the European Union or EU) push the large majority of these
social enterprises towards neoliberal operations (Dey and Teasdale, 2016; Driver, 2017;
Fougere et al., 2017; Teasdale, 2012).

The original aim of social enterprises is usually to achieve certain social goals, and the
business side is added later to create a sustainable organization, which then has an economic
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basis from which to provide support for the target group (Defourny and Nyssens, 2008).
Target groups can be any vulnerable social group, such as women, people with disabilities or
minority ethnic groups. The paper presents a well-known and widely celebrated social
enterprise in Hungary as a case study. The main aim of the social enterprise is to support
young mothers by providing a mother-friendly and child-friendly space to reduce social
isolation. A four-month field study, including participant and non-participant observations,
interviews with visitors, the founder and a manager, constitute the empirical base of the
analysis. The main research question is how and to what extent this social enterprise can
contribute to improving women’s life connected to motherhood in Hungary.

The first part of the paper presents the theoretical basis of this study. First, it discusses the
phenomenon of social enterprise at an ideological level: how it reinforces neoliberal market
ideology by depriving parts of the welfare system from the state and relocates them to social
enterprises. The theoretical part also outlines the inner tension of the double aim (social and
business) and points out the hybrid form of organizing. While this theoretical
problematisation is in focus, it shows the issues that the everyday operations of socially
focused business organizations might face. This is followed by a presentation of the
methodology. Organizational ethnography was employed for four months, and this
generated a single case study. The article concludes that even a well-known and widely
celebrated social enterprise has only a moderate and locally limited positive influence on the
lives of its target group – in this case, young mothers. It decreases social isolation, but due to
societal pressure from post-socialist gender regime, women are trapped in their separated
gender role and the social enterprise has little chance to change existing gender order and
improve the lives of women.

Theoretical background: social enterprises in capitalism
Social enterprise is considered as a relatively new concept in Hungary (Kiss andMih�aly, 2019;
Kiss et al., 2020), and Fougere et al. (2017) show that a large number of articles andpublic policy
discourse often give the impression that it is a panacea formany of the severe problems caused
by the capitalist system. Godin (2012) shows that the idea of social innovation had already
emerged 150 years ago and it was first associated with socialism and social reform, while
today it is more associated with possible solutions of social problems through individual
voluntary and entrepreneurial initiatives within capitalist logic, which are in line with
practices of new public management (Fougere et al., 2017), and political support for social
entrepreneurial initiatives peaked during the Labour government (1997–2010) in the UK
(Mason, 2012). While the debate continues regarding the novelty of the concept, some
publications concentrate on the controversial expectations built into the concept: social aim
and business logic (Ashforth and Reingen, 2014; Driver, 2017; Fougere et al., 2017; Smith and
Besharov, 2017; Wry and York, 2017). Influential social enterprise theorists describe the
concept as a natural combination of the two forces, or at minimum, it is worth taking on the
challenge to pursue two compatible goals (Defourny and Nyssens, 2013; Nyssens, 2015). Other
researchers problematise the essence of the concept. Critics are on two different levels:
ideology critiques (Fougere et al., 2017; Nicholls and Teasdale, 2017) and organizational level
problems and conflicts (Dey and Steyaert, 2010; Driver, 2017; Pache and Santos, 2013; Smith
andBesharov, 2017) or both (Dey andSteyaert, 2010; Steiner andTeasdale, 2016; Young, 2009).

Ideology critiques address the question if it is possible to solve social problems with
business enterprises. European welfare capitalism has proved to be expensive, as states have
high levels of expenditure on solving or at least decreasing, social problems. The possible loss
of competitiveness compared to other countries has motivated European states to reduce
taxes and social expenditures. This change in public policy was combined with emergence of
neoliberal discourse in EU policymaking, and market and civil society was increasingly
under pressure to address social problems. The state was, at least partially, replaced by
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enterprises, reinforcing a neoliberal ideology (Dey and Steyaert, 2010; Fougere et al., 2017;
Young, 2009). Nicholls and Teasdale (2017) warn stealth neoliberalism under the cover of
social entrepreneurship. Steiner and Teasdale (2016) also highlighted that success attracting
financial resource to start a social enterprise largely depends on the social entrepreneur’s
social capital and ability to present the desired image of an “heroic changemaker”;
consequently the image of the social entrepreneur largely influences individual success in
securing financial capital. In addition, a large proportion of social problems have been created
by the neoliberal capitalist system, e.g. low levels of employment of vulnerable social groups,
such as mothers with children, people with disabilities and minority ethnic groups, as they
are considered less competitive than a more mainstream employee (OECD, 2013). Young
mothers with children lose their competitiveness due to their time constraints (especially in
contexts characterised by a lack of childcare institutions and family support) (OECD, 2013).
At the same time, social enterprises are often portrayed as social innovation, empowering
disadvantaged social groups, while, in reality, the success of social enterprises largely
depends on the social entrepreneurs’ ability to convincingly fit their concept to policymakers’
demands (Steiner and Teasdale, 2016).

The organizational level criticism addresses the fact that contradictory organizational
goals may create paradoxes. One argument simply states that social impact costs diminish
competitiveness or financial pressures force entrepreneurs to compromise their social
mission (Pache and Santos, 2013; Smith and Besharov, 2017). The existence of incompatible
demandswithin an organization creates hybrid forms, whichmight be successful in the short-
term, but it is questionable if they can survive in the long-term (Smith and Besharov, 2017).
Very often, distinct values and beliefs are held by different subgroups within the enterprise,
which might perpetuate irresolvable conflicts (Pache and Santos, 2013; Smith and Besharov,
2017).While these subgroups hold relatively equal powerwithin the enterprise, bothmissions
can be kept, but when the fragile equilibrium collapses, the survival of the enterprise is
questioned. Driver (2017) explored the experiences and struggles of social entrepreneurs, who
had a mission to work for a higher purpose, but who had to subjugate themselves to an
expanding entrepreneurial ideology, and this created “heroes” in their identity work. Jones
et al. (2008) show the narrative work behind the positive self-image. It is unsustainable to
expect to become “heroes” for any work not just for social entrepreneurship (Dacin et al.,
2011). Interestingly, this leads back to the ideology critiques, which advise that the concept of
social entrepreneurship as a whole should be rejected, as it promotes a seductive and
powerful ideology or offers a “decaf” resistance (Contu, 2008), which means that it does not
solve the social problems of capitalist societies, but creates further problems at the individual
level (e.g. burnout) (Dempsey and Sanders, 2010), undermines non-profits at the
organizational level and reinforces capitalist ideology at the societal level.

At the practice level, it leads to difficulties in the social enterprises, when they have to
prove their financial sustainability after the initial financial injection (Steiner and Teasdale,
2016; Teasdale, 2016). The entire support system for social entrepreneurs is to help them to
learn business operations, and training is provided on business planning, entrepreneurship
and market knowledge. If the enterprise fails to maintain their activities in the market, the
enterprise will be disbanded. It is not even possible to participate in the support mechanisms,
when the entrepreneur fails to prove the business idea’s marketability (Steiner and Teasdale,
2016). This results in the scenario where ideas which are valuable in social terms might not
even get the chance to get started but the ideas which are selected by supporters (projects,
investors and the state) are forced to develop in a certain way, which might be less helpful for
the target problem, but is financially sustainable. The stated social aim had to comply with
funding agencies’ explicit expectations to have a better chance of getting support. Due to
isomorphism, environmental pressures push organizations a certain way, both competitively
and institutionally (Mason, 2012). Often only those enterprises start which eventually might
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be able to survive as “normal” enterprises. Enterprises with strong social aims generally
struggle in the market, they might be grant dependent (Giacomantonio, 2017) and their main
difficulties are defined as the demand of those with money to spend, reaching their customers
and beneficiaries, maintaining their cash flow and paying for the employees. Salaries are
rather low at social enterprises and they often require volunteers (Van Sandt et al., 2009).

The demands of being financially sustainable make it very difficult to grow, and social
innovation remains at a small scale. It means that social enterprises are typically micro
enterprises or small and medium businesses. This has consequences for their social impact,
which can be limited and local. To solve social problems at a large scale might be a futile
endeavour (Sud et al., 2009). While states and supranational bodies intend to replace welfare
systems with social enterprises, they will actually fragment and debilitate social support to
vulnerable groups. For example, state and supranational bodies have the means to change
gender regimes by introducing supportive mechanism to emancipate women (e.g. childcare
institutes, parental leave schemes, gender quotas for corporate boards and universities to
break down the horizontal and vertical segregation of jobs, etc.). A social entrepreneur can only
operate within the given gender regime, it may only amend oppressive gender practices, and a
small social enterprise cannot replace it. Even when the entrepreneur understands the social
problem at larger scale, they have no means to influence it beyond their market (Sud et al.,
2009). This limited social impact reinforces the harm of the uncontrolled capitalist system.

The difficulty to measure social impact complicates the picture. Nicholls (2018) points out
that the lack of established accounting regulation and audit standards for social impact leads
to mismatch among competing demands. Social entrepreneur starts the business with
predefined social aim and planned social impact, stakeholders’ experience of social impact
may vary greatly and equally relevantly investorsmight have alternative judgement of social
impact. In practice, though, social impact is measured and investors are to be convinced that
social impact has been sufficiently reached.

The situation of social enterprises is particular to post-socialist EU member countries,
such as Hungary (Kiss et al., 2020). A prerequisite of joining the EU was to make progress on
some social and economic issues. Part of this was to strengthen the presence of social
enterprises (Kiss, 2015). The overall weakness of the third sector in this region made it
difficult to strengthen social entrepreneurship, although the positive attitude towards
capitalist market solutions, in contrast with the old socialist/communist version, helped the
popularity of the concept of social entrepreneurship. Still, the role of social enterprises is
considered to bemarginal in Hungary (Kiss, 2015; Kiss andMih�aly, 2019; Primecz et al., 2019),
and this defines a research gap. Hungary’s unique societal context creates research questions
about the social impact and operation of social enterprises.

Methodology
Organizational ethnography (Czarniawska, 2017; Kostera, 2007) seemed ideal to thoroughly
investigate one organization to reveal actual daily practices and to discover the possible
discrepancies between intended aims and actual realisation of aims. The researcher kept in
mind that, although organizational ethnography provides potentially rich data, it cannot be
generalised, as research results are limited to one case. The empirical study was initiated by
the researcher and the owner agreed to allow this intensive method in her caf�e. The research
aim was discussed and agreed upon between the researcher and the owner, keeping in mind
that the research results could be useful for developing the practice of the enterprise and help
it reach its social aims. The main research question is how and to what extent this social
enterprise can contribute to improving women’s life connected to motherhood in Hungary,
with the practical focus of the owner as to how their operations could be improved. The
researcher was interested in the social impact and if it meant the organizationmight decrease,
even slightly, the gender inequality in Hungary. The owner supported the researcher to
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participate in the everyday functioning of the caf�e, special events and programmes, and she
was openwhen being interviewed. She also encouraged the researcher to interview visitors to
the caf�e. Being a small enterprise, there are only a few employees and most of themwork on a
part-time basis, so they were not interviewed but short informal conversations with them
formed part of the research. The owner asked the researchers to fill out a tally sheet about
visitors when observing everyday operations at the caf�e to make notes about the participants
and write a report on the tally sheet categorising visitors based on gender and age, whenever
observing for a minimum of one hour. In addition, the researcher made notes about
observable behaviour, parts of conversations and also participated in short conversations
with visitors. The visitors were informed about the researcher on social media, where the
researcher’s photograph and the aim of the research were also announced. This study is to
provide detailed account of the field andmap the views of different actors as service providers
and visitors (Yanow, 2009).

The research took place from September 2018 until December 2018. The research
relationship was established by an initial interview and discussion with the owner during the
summer of 2018. The researcher spent at least two to three hours each week in the caf�e at
different times, including mornings, around noon, afternoon, late afternoon both weekdays
and weekends, except Sundays, when the caf�e was only open for private events, e.g. birthday
parties. All observation was recorded by field notes. Three open discussions with the owner
and two other interviews with the manager were completed, then an in-depth interview,
which was recorded and fully transcribed. Eight short interviews were recorded with visitors
and fully transcribed, and several other short informal conversations took place, which were
not recorded but notes were taken in the field notes. Formal interviews, informal
conversations and observational field notes are the basis of analysis. Furthermore, the
website and social media of the caf�e were investigated. The researcher signed up to the social
media of the caf�e during the research and was kept informed of programmes, menus, events
and further news about the social enterprise. The owner used social media primarily to
communicate with visitors. The researcher gave detailed feedback to the owner after the data
collection was completed (March 2019), and she asked the advice of the researcher as to how
the activity of the social enterprise could be improved to have more significant social impact.
This article does not include any changes after the feedback session.

The analysis started with the transcribed interviews (owner and visitors) with open
coding, and a contrast of opinions about social impact was immediately transparent in
connection with the research question. Then, further hand-written field notes were reviewed
and these reinforced visitors’ points of view. The owner and manager had overlapping
approaches to the place and the programmes, although the manager had more practical
understanding of social aim, whereas the owner had amore visionary view. Available data on
social media did not impact the analysis, for only practicalities were posted (e.g. menus and
available programmes) and nothing related to the research question or overall aim of the
social enterprise was mentioned.

The Hungarian context
The ideology of socialism characterised by full employment and the intention erase class
differences (Doolan and Cepi�c, 2018) and to decrease social inequalities, including gender
inequalities, resulted in different routes of change in gender relations than inWestern Europe
and North America. While in the West, bottom-up initiatives resulted in slow changes to
gender structures, in Eastern European socialist countries between 1948 and 1989,
centralised decision-making urged women to participate actively in the employment
market independently of their marital and parental status. The high-employment rate of
women compared to theWest eventually resulted in a relatively high proportion of women in
managerial and leadership positions (Nagy et al., 2016). State socialist citizenship guaranteed
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women’s reproductive rights with long periods of financially supported maternity leave and
women’s right to employment was legally guarantied (AsztalosMorell and Gradskova, 2018).

Although socialist ideology emphasised equality of genders, in practice, women were
rarely seen as equal partners, evenwhen theywere appointed to seniormanagerial or political
positions (Fodor, 2004; Fodor et al., 2019). This forced emancipation had contradictory
consequences; Nagy (2001) points out that women’s presence in the labour market and
managerial positions was higher in the 1980s than inWestern countries but, at the same time,
a conservative family policy meant that women were encouraged to take care of the family
and children, called as “refamilisation” in literature (Saxonberg and Sirov�atka, 2006), instead
of being active in the labour market, and this impacted the post-socialist gender order (Nagy
et al., 2017). Glass and Fodor (2011) highlight the strong presence of the “motherhood penalty”
in Hungarian women’s recruitment, hiring and promotion in work organization. In post-
socialist discourse, centrally initiated gender mainstreaming is often categorised as an
unnatural and harmful legacy of socialist/communist ideology and consequently should be
avoided, in linewith retraditionalisation/renaturalisation of gender roles (AsztalosMorell and
Gradskova, 2018).

The public discourse in Hungary, includingmen and women in private and large majority
of media and political communication, is concerned about family-friendliness and the
“natural” gender roles, overemphasising motherhood for women and the breadwinning role
for fathers. At the same time, Hungary is among the developed countries which cannot
maintain demographic equilibrium in the country, due to the fact that the number of newly
born children is far below the number of deaths in the country, a relatively high proportion of
women take maternity leave. The average number of children per woman is 1.2–1.5, slightly
lower than the EU average of 1.55; at the same time, the average length of time spent on
maternity leave per woman in Hungary is 3.1 years. This long period of maternity leave is
derived from the childcare support provided by the state, including six months at 70% of
previous salary (unlimited), 1.5 years at 70% of previous salary (limited to 206,000 HUF ∼V
560, approximately 60% of average pay) and one year at a smaller amount (28,000 HUF ∼V
77, approximately 7% of average pay) (KSH, 2017). This state support is accompanied by a
widespread belief that it is in the best interest of the children that their mother stays with
them until the age of three. This belief is often supported by experts in the media providing
scientific evidence that a child’s healthy psychological development is ensured by mothers
being available for the children (Kampichler and Kisp�eter, 2014; Kutrov�atz, 2017) and
performing intensive mothering (Nagy, 2020). Many mothers also share this ideology, and
women are often labelled as selfish or careerist when they return to work before their children
are three (Blask�o, 2010; Kutrov�atz, 2017).

The relatively long support from the state for parental leave is a legacy of the socialist
system. The maternity leave system was introduced in 1967 to encourage an increase in the
birth rate, which was decreasing at that time in Hungary. In addition, there was an
employment surplus in Hungary (KSH, 2017), and the socialist ideology did not allow
unemployment (Doolan and Cepic, 2018), and the support for unpaid female work was in line
with socialist feminist ideology. The newly introduced financial support for home childcare
became popular, as the double burden of work and childrenmade women’s lives difficult, and
many wives felt relieved that they could at least free themselves from work outside from
home until their children reached the age of three. As motherhood and employment were
compatible in a socialist economy (Asztalos Morell and Gradskova, 2018), the long period of
maternity leave became an unquestionable right for families (Fodor and Glass, 2018), often at
the expense of paid employment after maternity leave, and female employment dropped
dramatically after the change of regime in the early 1990s (Frey, 1999), as traditional gender
roles had been re-emphasised. Pongr�acz et al. (2011) repeatedly proved that Hungarian
respondents in EuropeanValue Surveys present one of themost traditional attitudes towards
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gender roles; when they are asked about statements such as, “Men should earn money and
women should take care of family”, the majority opts for a traditional gender division in
Hungary (Nagy et al., 2017).

Empirical findings: the case of a caf�e inclusive for young mothers
The owner of the caf�e was interested in societal issues before starting the enterprise, as she
graduated as a cultural anthropologist and had had a chance to live abroad. The first idea
about a caf�e inclusive to youngmothers with children camewhen she became amother: “This
youngmotherhood resulted in ‘outsiderness’.” Shewas surprised by the social reaction and felt
isolated and experienced hardship when travelling with children. It was difficult to travel
from one point to another with a pram and a toddler. She felt excluded from several facets of
adult life. She compared her experience with living abroad and stated that, although she was
not a mother when she lived abroad, she observed that young mothers were more integrated
into society: Hungarian society being less inclusive, the difficulties increase when somebody
has children. She also highlighted that she, as an able-bodied person, had difficulties with
everyday shopping, crossing the street in downtown with a pram and a toddler: how difficult
might it be for a person with disabilities who, e.g. has to move in a wheelchair? With these
ideas in mind, she was thinking about how it might be possible to improve the life of parents
with small children.

First, she was not considering an enterprise, only to improve her own life, in which, “it
seemed to be hopeless to even have a coffee with friends.” She reported she was isolated from
the rest of the society: everything was different with children. She first started to cooperate
with other mothers to make their lives more liveable outside the playground. The first idea
was to cooperate and go to a swimming pool together and they could do some sport while
othermothers took care of the children, while onemotherwent to swim for an hour or so. Later
they visited each other, and onemothermight have some free time to dowhatever shewanted
to do without her children, e.g. do some cleaning, shopping or simply to have some free time
without the child. The cooperation amongmothers gave birth to the idea of a caf�e. She did not
think about being an entrepreneur herself, just to establish a more stable cooperation among
mothers, so instead of hiring a babysitter, other mothers could help and, in return, at another
occasion she can give back the favour. The original idea was a reciprocal system among
young mothers; this system would give some freedom to mothers, which also helped to
overcome social isolation.

The idea was of a place where adults could go with children, a place where nobody
disciplines small children who cannot yet behave properly, which means they are loud, they
run around and sometimes disturb adults. She dreamt about a place where it was possible to
breastfeed without other clients complaining and to change diapers, which would be a safe
place for small children, and still comfortable for adults.

Since Hungarian middle-class and lower middle-class families find babysitters
unaffordable on a regular basis, the caf�e is also a response to economic restrictions
beyond social isolation. While upper-class families in Hungary and middle-class people in
wealthier countries prefer to employ regular babysitters or nannies, it is out of the question
for most mothers in Hungary. Grandmothers and other female family members provide the
most frequent help for young parents in Hungary, but those whose family live far away or are
employed or too old have no choice except to remain alone with their children.

After considering possible solutions for young mothers to break out from being socially
isolated, it became obvious that an enterprise was needed, which requires capital. This was
the first obstacle since the owner was not wealthy and she did not have any money to invest.
She did not have the expertise and experience to run such a place, so she decided to consult
with people who might have this knowledge. She went abroad, where she had lived before
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and searched for places similar to her imagined caf�e. She talked with owners of caf�es.
Although there were several rather similar places, she also realised that the social context is
different in Hungary. The lack of money (e.g. for babysitters) and the significant obstacles to
returning to the employment market for young mothers are the main differences between the
countries. Above all, the level of tolerance was different: while it seemed less problematic for
youngmothers in the investigated country to go to public placeswith small children, adults in
the same situation in Hungary often met with disapproval and even discrimination. It was
obvious that the place should not just be a caf�e where adults with children can enjoy
themselves but where work integration support programmes could be implemented for
young mothers.

The skeleton of the business model was outlined: a tolerant place for adults with children,
which provides programmes for children and their parents and, above all, organised work
integration programmes for parents who had spent anything from two to ten years out of
employment. The strong societal pressure on families, which expects mothers to stay at home
with children for several years, and fathers to work more to provide the financial basis of the
families, separates female and male career paths, and women need additional support to
return to the employmentmarket. In this social and personal situation, the owner saw an open
call for social enterprises. She learned about the nature of social enterprises and she realised
that it was exactly what she planned: supporting a socially disadvantaged group (young
mothers) and providing services to them in a financially self-sustaining manner. The
combination of social aims and a financially sustainable business seemed to be feasible and
desirable. She applied to the open call together with two other similar young mothers, and
they won the start-up capital. They found a place provided by the local government and a
significant amount of voluntary work helped to start the caf�e.

The caf�e survived because they received further support from individuals and
businesses and they also received very positive publicity, as they won several prizes. The
place became popular among young mothers and this led to further positive publicity.
Many magazine articles were written about the caf�e in the popular media, and the owner
was interviewed in various programmes. This attracted further investments and non-
refundable capital. The owner was active in finding new people and businesses who could
help develop the caf�e.

During the time period of observation, the caf�e is often crowded, and the most popular
programmes (e.g. cello for babies) are full within a fewminutes after being made available for
sign up. It is mainly young mothers with children who visit the caf�e, but there are some
fathers and some other adults who are free to attend the programmes or simply sit in the caf�e.
This is due to the fact that the owner is very active on social media. Many mothers visit the
place to have lunch, which is environmentally friendly, relatively inexpensive and designed in
a way which is also appropriate for small children. In informal discussions and short
interviews, visitors to the caf�e praised the place, highlighting its uniqueness in the town, and
that similar places are needed.

Conversations heard during observations varied from toy selections, baby feeding beyond
breast-feeding, starting nurseries, child-raising tips, sleeping problems, child illnesses and
sometimes comments about fathers, e.g. “Daddy would not believe what an exciting
programme we have” were heard. Another time, a child asked his mother where daddy
was. Themother responded “He is working.Where else he would be?”Nurserieswere discussed
by several women and the general tone was that nurseries are harmful for child development,
especially when the child attends them too early. Studies were often quoted on this topic: “it
has been proven by scientific research that nurseries are harmful before age of three”.
Separation anxiety ismentioned in connectionwith this. Rarely thewomen’s conversation did
touch upon the topic of returning towork andwhen it did themost dominant discussion point
was that they should not to return to work because of their children’s best interest.
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One notable exception was when a rather loud woman explained that she has just arrived
from France, where she already works, and she does not “subjugate” herself to child rearing.

Interviews with visitors and informal conversations were similar in tone. The unanimous
opinion was that the place is good, as one woman explained “I can come here with a baby, and
we do not disturb others”. They like the caf�e, because in other places people are less tolerant.
They explained frequently that it is ideal for the children, and it is the best choice when it
rains or in otherwise bad weather. It was added that it is possible to talk with other mothers,
they can share their thoughts and they can see each others’ children development, and they
can give advice to each other. “It is not only good for kiddies, but for us,mothers, as well” added
another woman. The caf�e is usually noisy similarly as a playground, and this might not be
pleasant for those who simply want to consume a coffee or beer with a friend or just sit in
somewhere and read a book.

The most popular programme was baby cello, and it is difficult to sign up, as the
programme is only feasible with a few participants (children and their parents). The
enterprise also offers work integration support, free coaching for women who want to return
to the employment market, CV development, career advice, legal advice and preparation for
job interviews. These services are designed for work integration, as this is the most
significant social and economic problem for women with young children, but are less popular
among visitors, even though these services provide important social support for the
disadvantaged group, youngmothers, to fully integrate into society. Based on interviews and
informal conversations the visitors had diverse future plans. Some felt relieved that they did
not have to work, and they did not plan to return to the work they had before having children,
they rather planned radical career changes, which would enable them to spend more time
with their families (either being an entrepreneur in the future or simply having a different
employment status, such as a freelancer). Some had secure jobs, so they planned to return to
their previous position without much help. Finally, some had already worked as a freelancer
with a flexible work schedule, and they did not need further help with work integration.
Consequently, the free career coaching, which was the raison d’̂etre for the social enterprise,
was significantly underutilised.

Discussion
The motivation of the owner is clear; her intent is to improve the situation of women, and she
and her colleagues prepared amarket survey as to whether such a place would be needed and
she constantly monitors the needs and satisfaction of the visitors. The very fact that it is a
social enterprisemakes it unquestionable that the services should meet market demand. The
formula is simple, if the caf�e is not viable financially, it will be closed. The organization should
be market-driven, client-driven and self-sufficient (Dey and Teasdale, 2016). The popularity
of the place is partly derived from the excellently positioned interior design, and the
popularity is maintained by constant responsiveness to client needs. This social entrepreneur
successfully publicises her enterprise, which fulfils the existing demands of young isolated
mothers and addresses an important social problem (Steiner and Teasdale, 2016). The logic of
social enterprises supports the social status quo, reinforcing a neoliberal ideology (Dey and
Steyaert, 2010; Fougere et al., 2017; Young, 2009) and it this social context that separate
gender roles are unquestioned, as themajority of visitors and the general public supports this
gender regime, notwithstanding the owner’s alternative views on society.

This ideological level reinforcement is coupledwith organizational level tension; the actual
operation of the enterprise should be maintained financially. Even though the enterprise is
supported by the local government with a site provided at reduced price, operational costs
should be covered by visitor consumption, which is low due to their financially dependent
status and unplannable sporadic support from individual donors and national or

Social
enterprise
supporting

mothers



supranational bodies as the result of successful grant applications. This dependence on
grant-giving agencies (Giacomantonio, 2017; Van Sandt et al., 2009) makes it difficult to
pursue goals other than those supported. Grant calls and descriptions define what the social
goals are, and consequently, it is impossible to pursue alternative social goals than those
which are predefined. In this case, the traditional gender division is not questioned by the
supporting bodies, and the visitors also take the gender division of labour for granted, as the
researcher uncovered during observation and in short interviews with visitors. Although one
part of the financial support is to provide work integration preparation for women on
maternity leave in the form of free career coaching services, this is not really known by the
visitors, and the owner revealed that each free session needs more promotion to be filled than
any of the cultural and recreational programmes targeting babies and mothers. Mothers are
willing to pay small fees for music sessions for their babies, while free support services which
help work integration are largely left unutilised.

Interviewed visitorswere largely unaware that the caf�ewas a social enterprise andmost of
them had no information about what social enterprises were. In this case, the eligibility for
being social enterprise is ingrained to provide work integration programmes and the owner
knew how work integration contributes to social integration, which is her explicit aim.
Visitors largely opt for baby cello instead of free career coaching, or they rather have a chat in
a baby-friendly caf�e; this is why it is very difficult for the owner to adjust its programmes to
the general demand and reach social aims, and the fact that the organization operates as a
social enterprisemeans she has no choice but to complywith the demands of her target group,
as any other business venture would (Dey and Steyaert, 2010; Driver, 2017; Fougere et al.,
2017). Social aim is to improve young mothers’ life and reduce social isolation can be partly
achieved by quality cultural and recreational programmes, but in practice the beneficiaries of
these programs aremainly babies, andmothers are subjugated to their children’s need. Social
integration does not happen in such places which are segregated from the large part of the
society and young mothers meet similar young mothers, not the rest of the society. The
owner’s well-intended actions also limited to small scale (Sud et al., 2009), while her
dependence on grants and projects limit the social impact of her enterprise (Giacomantonio,
2017; Van Sandt et al., 2009), especially in this social context where local supporters do not
question the dominant gender regime.

Real gender change would require society to move away from the post-socialist legacy
(Asztalos Morell and Gradskova, 2018; Fodor et al., 2019; Nagy et al., 2017) and instead reflect
upon and question traditional gender roles. General attitudes towards men and women
(Pongr�acz et al., 2011) can be changed and, consequently, attitudes towards work and
parenthood can be modified, even within the scale of a small enterprise. This might result in
changes in the practice of parenthood and work integration in the longer term. Although it is
not realistic to expect fundamental social change as the result of the operation of an
enterprise, its present function unintendedly reinforces traditional gender roles rather than
changing them. The services of the social enterprise simply make the disadvantageous social
situation of women more bearable. The owner is trapped in the given gender regime and
although she understands the drawbacks of rigidly separated gender roles, she has nomeans
to influence this either beyond or in her enterprise (Sud et al., 2009).

Conclusion
Organizational ethnography enabled the researcher to gain insight into the vision of the
owner and the actual everyday operation of a social enterprise. Observation was a prominent
data collection tool in this situation. Market demand for the service of the enterprise exists,
but most visitors to the caf�e do not possess their own income, and consequently cannot afford
to pay high prices. This results in the low profitability of the enterprise and the inner tension
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to provide services to the desired social group and marketability is immediately present. The
shortage of aworkforce in the catering industry also complicates the situation: the salaries for
employees are steadily rising. The enterprise provides good quality cultural programmes and
environmentally friendly food selections, so the business model is theoretically marketable,
but the social and economic context of youngmothers in Hungary, fromwhom themajority of
visitors come, are financially dependent or deprived, and this does not allow high prices. The
services are popular among young mothers, and the media also helped to publicise the
enterprise. Moreover, the idea and the enterprise itself were awarded by several prizes. While
the usefulness of the service is unquestionable, its social impact reaches only a limited
number of people who need support, and consequently, it leaves the strong conservative
gender regime in Hungary untouched. It is not because the owner does not see the societal
status of women in contemporary Hungarian society as problematic, but because the
enterprise provides only a restricted effect on society as whole. It is, moreover, operating in a
social context, where gender equalizing initiatives are not supported by majority of visitors,
certain local, private and institutional supporters. Beyond this, experts in EU’s mechanism
have little understanding of the local contexts. Further social science, including gender
studies, research is essential in this region in order to understand what support mechanism
might contribute to the bettering of women’s social situation in the region. Neither the
imitation of programmes successful in certain other social contexts in the EU nor social
science ignorant local solutions can produce the desired result. Consequently, more gender
research is needed in the region.
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