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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

This research report summarises the main findings of the work conducted under WP3 

“Inter-group and intra-group solidarity” of the Horizon 2020 project SOLIDUS, Solidarity 

in European Societies: Empowerment, Social Justice and Citizenship. 

The aim of this deliverable (D3.2) is reporting the results of the cross-country analysis 

for WP3 “Inter- and intragroup solidarity”. It integrates the conceptual discussion based 

on literature review, developments in the different European countries participating in 

this study, results of case studies conducted by interviews and focus-group meetings.  

This comparative study focuses on both commonalities and differences among the 

solidarity cases studied in depth in different European regions. This report highlights 

key actions that have contributed to success of the solidarity as well as barriers in 

different contexts and sectors.  

 

This document thus includes 1) an overview of national social, political and 

demographic backgrounds of the involved countries (Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, Spain 

and the Netherlands), 2) a summary of the main theoretical concepts guiding the 

analysis (decision making, impact and inter- and intragroup solidarity), 3) a cross-

national analysis of solidarity initiatives in the five participating countries based on 

document analysis, interviews and focus group meetings.   

This Deliverable was elaborated by Utrecht University as the WP3 Leader in 

cooperation with CREA-UB as the Coordinating Team, and with the collaboration of 

SOLIDUS partners in Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, and Spain  

The report is grounded on the WP3 Background National Papers elaborated by each 

partner, as well as the WP3 Case Study Reports of each partner.  
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1. Introduction 

 

This WP3 Research Report focuses on intra- and intergroup solidarity particularly, and 

is based on interviews with selected participants (coordinators, end users, volunteers) 

of solidarity programs held in five European countries (Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, Spain 

and the Netherlands). All these countries have investigated 5 different solidarity 

initiatives that take into account the policy domains included in the Solidus project 

(employment, education, housing, health and civic engagement) as well as the 

‘identities’ that are a specific part of WP3 (gender, age, religion, ethnicity and 

income/other). As a consequence, it has been analysed a total of 25 solidarity initiatives 

within this work package. Information has also been gathered from focus group 

discussions carried out in each of the five countries between May and July 2017. Each 

group consisted of between four and twelve end-users and representatives of non-

governmental organizations, solidarity organizations and municipal governments. 

Discussions initially centred on responses to a presentation of the Solidus project’s 

findings in each country and continued to focus on aspects of solidarity actions that 

achieve social impact. For more information, we refer to the individual focus group 

reports. 

 

Important themes of the national analysis reports of the five participating countries of 

WP3  are taken together and are described in three sections in this cross-national 

report. Important themes in both the interviews and the country-specific reports were: 

Democracy, Pluralism / Diversity, Transparency /Accountability, Recognition, Social 

and Political impact, Scalability, Identity/Awareness/Preparedness. Scalability was left 

out of this cross-national comparison as it refers to the aims of WP2 rather than WP3. In 

addition to this, some other decisions were made: 

 

- Accountability and transparency turned out to relate to two different concepts 

(and hence contents) and were thus divided in two separate codes for analysis; 

- Likewise, social and political impact refer to two different processes and are 

consequently also taken apart in the analysis; 

- The themes Identity/Awareness/Preparedness are the core themes for this WP3 

cross-national report – focusing on inter- and intragroup solidarity. These 

themes were therefore also analysed separately. 

 

As some of the themes – or codes in the analysis – are related in the sense that they 

refer to particular domains, they are discussed and brought together in three different 

sections in this report: 

 

- With a reference to the internal organisation of the initiatives, the first section is 

“Decision making: Accountability, democracy and transparency”; 
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- Referring to the initiatives’ relation to the outside world, the second section deals 

with “Impact: Recognition, and social and political impact”; 

- The last section tackles the issue of intra- and intergroup solidarity, and thus 

captures “Inter- and intragroup solidarity: Awareness, preparedness, identity 

and diversity”. 
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2. National background of the WP3-countries 

 

In order to interpret the findings of the different initiatives, this report starts off with a 

brief summary of the policy context of Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, the Netherlands, and 

Spain. All these countries have investigated 5 different solidarity initiatives that take 

into account the policy domains included in the Solidus project  as well as the ‘identities’ 

that are a specific part of WP3. In the analyses, these domains (employment, education, 

housing, health and civic engagement) and identities (gender, age, religion, ethnicity 

and income/other) are generally taken together; specific attention will be paid to 

particular domains and/or identities when the results of the analysis point to noticeable 

distinctions or divergence. A summary of the included initiatives can be found in Section 

2.2. Information is also available online via the SOLIDUS website 

(http://solidush2020.eu/case-studies/work-package-3/).  

 

2.1 National policy backgrounds of the included countries 

All information about the policy backgrounds of the countries involved in WP3 follows 

from the National Background Papers (NBP) of the particular countries that have been 

written for the Solidus project in 2016. This section merely summarizes the necessary 

information related to the specific “identities” of WP3 (age, religion, gender, ethnicity 

and income/other). For more detailed information the reader is referred to country-

related NBPs. 

 

Cyprus 

Cyprus became independent from Britain in 1960. Since 1974 however, Cyprus consists 

of two UN-controlled zones (Turkish Cyprus and Greek Cyprus).  Since 2004, Cyprus is 

part of the EU (though Turkish-Cyprus is under suspension). All information in this 

report reflects the situation in Greek Cyprus solely. 

 

As a result of the 2008-financial crisis, Cyprus received financial assistance from the EU 

in 2013. With this came an economic adjustment plan with related austerity measures. 

Consequently, Cyprus had to deal with a shrinking GDP, an increase in unemployment 

and a rise of poverty. Austerity measures have been a barrier in finding solutions to the 

social needs of vulnerable groups (women, third-county migrants, disabled workers, 

etc.).  

 

Age: Cyprus has a relatively high percentage of young people (around 23%, compared to 

the EU-27 average of around 18%), and these young people continue to see the family 

as the major institution in their county (i.e., close-knit family ties and dependency on 

family support). Young people in Cyprus are also highly educated, but the country is 

subject to a high percentage of educational emigration, second only to Luxemburg in 

terms of students studying in another EU-28 country. Only since 2010 are more 

students studying in Cyprus than are studying abroad. Beside this, a relatively high 

http://solidush2020.eu/case-studies/work-package-3/
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number of the unemployed are youth, implying that young people in Cyprus are a 

vulnerable group and experience the risk of becoming socially excluded. The 

unemployment rate of young people in Cyprus reached 30% in 2016 (Eurostat, 2017) 

Though Cyprus recognizes that young people are a vulnerable group, the fact that the 

economic crisis hit hard combined with the reliance of young people on good family 

connections, still leaves young people in a vulnerable place.  

 

Ethnicity: Cyprus relies on short-term integration policies for migrants; it does not 

provide a comprehensive procedure for migrants to gain permanent residency. This 

policy (or lack thereof) puts non-EU citizens who are temporary residents of Cyprus in 

serious risk of social exclusion, with limited socio-economic rights. Importantly, anti-

discrimination policies based on ethnic or religious background have been 

overshadowed by the dominance of the “Cyprus Problem” in public debates and the 

ongoing problem of the Turkish occupation of the northern part of the island. So, 

although discrimination exists, and some policy measures are set in place, it does not 

frame the public debate as much as the frictions between the Greek and Turkish parts of 

Cyprus. 

 

(Religious) identity: Solidified in law, Cypriots enjoy their rights to freedom, regardless 

of community, race, religion, language, gender, ethnic or social origin. Next to this 

however, the Cyprus’ constitution also demands that Cypriots choose to which of the 

communities (Turkish or Greece) they belong. Moreover, it is often assumed – even in 

policy documents – that Greek-Cypriots are Orthodox Christians and Turkish-Cypriots 

are Muslims. This assumption transcends to all parts of life: culture, traditions, 

language, etc. Besides the dominant religious groups (Orthodox Christians and 

Muslims), Cyprus has three other recognized religious groups: Armenian, Maronite and 

the Latin Community. As a member of a religious group, individuals also have to be a 

Cypriot citizen in order to benefit from relevant laws for religious groups. This includes 

for example, the fact that the three minority religious groups have the right to be 

represented in the parliament. The religious representatives, however, do not have the 

right to vote in parliament, and thus act as observers rather than actual representatives. 

  

Gender: Largely as a result of the harmonization with EU legislation, Cyprus has been 

reducing gender-inequality. Yet, women still suffer from several economic challenges, 

such as the gender pay-gap1  and difficulties to return to the workforce after a maternity 

leave. Recently, Cyprus has initiated some laws to combat these kinds of economic 

inequalities. However, in practice, the Cyprus’ situation shows that there is a gap 

between law/policies and their actual enforcement. Little is done to actively promote 

these (gender-specific) policies and to generate awareness among the Cypriote citizens, 

                                                           
1
 15.8 when measured as the difference in average gross hourly wage between men and women, compared to 

16.3 EU-28 average (European Commission Country Factsheet, 2015) 
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leaving women in vulnerable and sometimes precarious situations (Christou & 

Symeonidon, 2016).   

 

Greece 

The major features of the Greek policy situation include 1) the development of 

privileges and contributory social transfers (i.e., pensions); 2) the underdevelopment of 

universal welfare policies, particularly related to health, social assistance and social 

care; and 3) poor employment and family protection. The overall policy features reflect 

inequality and inefficiency. After the 2008-financial crisis, policy measures changed, 

minimizing social provision and social protection and maximizing social insecurity, 

resulting in high poverty, unemployment and deprivation rates – particularly for young 

people and for the migrant population. Policy measures show a lack of institutional 

solidarity, but may also be a barrier to bottom-up social solidarity initiatives. Generally, 

social policy in Greece is politicized, fragmented, centralized and considered to be 

unfair. (Re)distribution mostly takes place via individualistic, corporatist and clientelist 

criteria. Institutional solidarity is not encouraged but informal solidarity appears to be 

growing. Against the backdrop of the financial crisis national networks have emerged 

for social interventions particularly related to housing and education (co-financed by 

the ESF). 

 

Greece is generally characterized by a lack of civic culture, with low levels of trust in 

institutions and an absence of a volunteering attitude. The financial crisis however, may 

have changed some of that: although the trust in institutions is decreasing, there has 

been a rise in social movements and informal groups, taking care of basic needs such as 

food and clothing.  

 

Age: Educational levels in Greece are high, especially among the younger generations, 

yet intergenerational inequality continues to exist. The financial crisis opened up 

opportunities to address age-related inequalities, but the vested interests of the current 

older generations (i.e., pensioners) have remained intact. For the younger generation, 

this means an extreme burden regarding high contributions and low benefits. Though 

the inequalities between old and young are large, there are also large inequalities 

between the elderly, depending on (previous) job status – protected vs. unprotected 

jobs – neither of which, however, is addressed through policy measures.  

 

Ethnicity: Native Greek form the major population in Greece. However, the country has 

had influxes of both EU-migrants (mostly Albanian) and non-EU migrants (mostly from 

Africa and Asia). Unemployment rates among these groups have always been higher 

than for the native Greek population, but have been on a rise after the financial crisis: 

The unemployment rate for men aged 25–54 increased from 3.3% in 2008 to 32% in 

2012. For women of the same age group unemployment rose in that same period from 

10% to 30.4%. Alongside religion or social background, ethnicity is most often 

mentioned as an obstacle in finding a suitable job, for getting lower wages and for living 
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in poverty. Consequently, the financial crisis also instigated a return of migrants to their 

home countries. Since ethnicity is considered to be sensitive data, most data that is 

collected regards citizenship as a proxy for ethnicity. This however, is highly 

problematic for groups that have no registered citizenship such as the Roma, as they are 

not included in the data. Policies addressing inequalities remain largely focused on 

inequalities between those that have Greek citizenship and those without Greek 

citizenship, for instance in relation to access to education and access to social security. 

 

Since 2005, integration has become a more prominent issue on the Greek policy agenda, 

and it was stressed again in 2014. The emphasis on integration has for instance resulted 

in setting up intercultural schools for migrant children under the age of 18, and efforts 

have been made to set up migrant integration councils to represent the rights and 

voices of immigrants living in Greece. These councils however remain largely inactive. 

Migrants have no political rights and other rights are often not ensured. Discrimination 

appears to be embedded in the Greek institutional context. Although steps are taken in 

reducing inequalities between immigrants and Greek citizens, immigrants still face 

discrimination in several policy areas. For instance, they continue to have a lack of 

political rights, and discrimination due to origin is still one of the main reasons for being 

unable to find a suitable job.  Overall, Greek citizenship is a precondition for equal 

access, but getting Greek citizenship is difficult and costly.  

 

(Religious) identity: In Greece, both ethnicity and religion are considered to be sensitive 

data, and the collection of this kind of data is therefore subjected to strict rules. The 

main reason for treating this kind of data as sensitive is that it might potentially 

threaten the perception of Greece as a homogenous, Greek-speaking, Orthodox-

Christian country. The exact numbers of Muslim, Jew or atheist people living in Greece 

are, consequently, unknown. In principle, there is freedom of religion in Greece, yet the 

Orthodox-Christian Church receives many privileges. Particular laws and complaints on 

the ground of religious discrimination are scarce. After the 1990s/2000s measures 

were taken to improve equality between the different religions in Greece (particularly 

concerning the Muslim minority), but the 2015-refugee crisis increased interreligious 

tensions.  

 

Gender: Greek policy is generally still based on a male-breadwinner model, and there 

continues to be a gap between males and females regarding employment, income and 

representation. Consequently, women can be perceived as a vulnerable group, and 

rising poverty rates also includes those who are employed; the ‘working poor’. 

However, female ‘vulnerability’ does not lower their possibility for social participation. 

Most prominently, the 1983 Family Law reform reduced a variety of gender inequalities, 

for instance the abolition of dowry and opportunities for labour market participation. 

Recently, policies regarding gender inequality have mostly focused upon equality in 

employment and civic engagement.  The underrepresentation of women on all levels of 

political and public life is still a matter of concern. Women for instance represent only 
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21% of the Greek Parliament and less than 20% of local council representatives and 

regional assembly representatives are women (Lalioti & Venieris, 2016). 

 

Hungary 

From 1989 onwards, and comparable to its neighbouring countries, Hungary made the 

transition from socialism to capitalism. A relatively homogeneous country, with 96% of 

the population born in Hungary, the country saw a high influx of refugees during the 

2015-refugee crisis (300.000 in 2015 on a population of just under 10 million). Most of 

them however, used Hungary as a passing station on their way to Germany and the 

Scandinavian countries.  

 

Hungary is currently governed by a national-conservative party (FIDESZ) that 

emphasizes the collective over the individual, and is criticized for taking the country in a 

non-democratic direction. Although the majority of Hungarians support FIDESZ, the 

Hungarian government itself has been the centre of several debates with the European 

Commission for instance regarding new laws on education and the uptake of asylum 

seekers (http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-17-1118_en.htm). 

 

Age: As a result of the transition to capitalism in 1990, a high number of older people 

left the labour market and made use of the opportunity to take an early pension. Using 

the option of ‘disabled pensions’, there was a 49% increase in such pensions, all related 

to this elderly group leaving the labour market. This process – though highly beneficial 

for the elderly, now living in a relatively safe material position – was highly 

disadvantaging for young people and the already poor groups in society, carrying the 

burden for these pensions. In contrast, a relatively low percentage of young people 

enter the labour market. This is partly due to their enrolment in higher education 

(though numbers are going down since 2006), but in general it reflects the difficulties 

young people encounter in starting an independent life. Alongside the continued high 

number of young people in education, young people experience a hard time entering the 

labour market, there is little availability of (cheap) social housing and housing- and rent 

prices are increasing. 

 

Moreover, considering the low wages in Hungary, pensions are generally higher than 

wages, attributing also to age-inequalities. Pensions also differ per region, and in poorer 

regions those living off their pension are still continuing work besides their pension or 

are dependent upon relatives. Local policies most commonly focus on service delivery 

for the elderly, such as social work support of day clubs. Inequalities for young people 

are commonly addressed to educational and employment measures, often ‘in tandem’. 

Currently for instance, there is a strong focus on vocational education as a means to 

tackle youth unemployment. In addition to this, in 2016 an initiative was taken for extra 

financial support in order to buy a house, opening up opportunities for young people to 

start their independent life. Although there are some debates about the effects, the 

intention of these initiatives is to overcome age-related inequalities. 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-17-1118_en.htm
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Ethnicity: As mentioned, 96% of the Hungarian population is born in Hungary. 

Immigrants are often ethnic Hungarians living in neighbouring countries, such as 

Ukraine, Rumania and Serbia. The largest non-Hungarian minority is the Roma, but 

there are also some German, Slovak and Croatian minorities. Once officially recognized 

as a minority group, the Hungarian law ensures some rights to self-governance and 

these minority groups are also entitled to some state support to preserve the language 

and traditions of these groups. The largest inequality gap exists between the Hungarian 

majority and the Roma minority, leaving the Roma disadvantaged in several domains 

including health, housing, education and employment. 

 

Several policy measures have been taken to tackle the disadvantaged position of the 

Roma: for instance, in relation to education Sure Start Children’s Centres have been set 

up, as have nurseries and kindergartens. There are also programs for free meals in 

schools and programs for study halls to help with homework. With regards to labour 

market participation, programs have been developed to open up opportunities, with 

special programs for Roma women, and vocational scholarships have been set in place. 

Likewise, special (mental) health and vaccination programs have been set in place. 

Though there are (again) some concerns about the effects, the most prominent problem 

is related to the sustainability of these programs as most of them are highly dependent 

upon EU Structural Funds. Nationally, subsidies tend to emphasize intergroup solidarity 

with ethnic Hungarians living abroad.  

 

(Religious) identity: It is estimated that around 70% of the Hungarian population 

considers themselves Catholic, although a large proportion of this group is not actively 

practicing their religion. Approximately 1% of the population is Jew (mainly 

secularized), but traditionally antisemitism is said to be high in Hungary. Evidence 

regarding antisemitism is however conflicting, and discriminatory attitudes are not 

reflected in practice, for instance in policy – as opposed to how the Roma population is 

treated. In regards to religion however, the key controversy in Hungary is the Church 

Law that passed in 2011, which in essence took away funding opportunities for new, 

small congregations. Opponents consider this to be a form of unequal and 

discriminatory treatment based on religion. 

 

Gender: In general, there is a strong legal framework in Hungary against gender 

discrimination. Culturally however, a strong traditional attitude towards family life and 

child-rearing is still dominant, and this attitude results in gender inequalities primarily 

on the labour market: labour market participation of women is low, particularly for 

women with children: only 10% of women with a child under the age of two are 

working, which in 2013 was the lowest number among 27 surveyed OECD countries. 

Also, there is a definite underrepresentation of women politically, nationally but also 

locally. Less than 10% of the Hungarian parliament is female, and the current ruling 

party does not have a single woman as Minister (and only 6% of the party itself is 

female). Gender inequality also plays out differently in different policy fields. In 
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education for instance, it should be noted that the Hungarian women are better 

educated than their male counterparts, and show higher social mobility. At the same 

time, there is an increase in female homelessness and a lack of (safe) shelters for 

women (for instance related to domestic violence). In regards to particular policy, the 

general conception appears to be that policies addressing gender-inequality can be 

taken together with family policy and only a small number of policy measures target 

gender-inequality specifically. 

 

Income: Inequalities in Hungary are most prominently related to income and class. 

Levels of income inequality appear to be low, but numbers are hard to assess because of 

the (large) size of the shadow economy existing in Hungary. Nevertheless, the per capita 

income of Hungary is low, also compared to neighbouring countries, and leading to 

large regional differences. It is also said to be one of the major causes for Hungarian 

emigration. Poverty levels are increasing in the country, with 17% of the population 

currently living in absolute poverty. The situation is even worse for Roma, with 58,6% 

of the Roma population living in absolute poverty. Rural areas have higher poverty rates 

than urban areas, with the exception of Budapest. The size of elite groups and upper-

class groups has increased, as has the size of the ‘deprived’ and working class groups. 

The middle class in contrast appears to be disappearing.  The turn to capitalism also 

instigated a rise in upward social mobility, but importantly, this mobility is highly 

dependent upon an individual’s “network capital”. Though some measures are taken to 

support low income groups, there are also quite a few policy measures benefitting the 

ones who already earn most. The overall conception is that these kinds of policies are 

clientelist and privileged.  

 

Though not part of the SOLIDUS project, disability is also an important factor in relation 

to inequality. Historically, high numbers of disabled people were institutionalized, and it 

is only recently that measures have been taken for the rehabilitation of this group. 

There are however still concerns about the group of people with mental health 

problems (Central European University, 2016).  

 

The Netherlands 

One of the most important reforms in the Dutch welfare state took place in 2015 when 

the Dutch government decentralized social policy regarding care and welfare. Local 

governments have budgetary and governance responsibility for the care of youth, the 

chronically ill and the elderly, as well as for the re-activation of unemployed people and 

welfare recipients. The decentralization is based on the idea that these reforms would 

open up more opportunities for citizenship participation, social initiative and social 

innovation. 

 

The Netherlands have a rather stable GINI-coefficient, but since the financial crisis 

poverty rates in the Netherlands have increased to 9.3% of Dutch households, which is 

the second lowest rate in the EU. Yet, regional differences exist with regard to poverty 
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(ranging between 3.0% and 17.2% with the most basic divide between the Randstad 

(low) and the rest of the country (higher). Importantly, the main feature characterizing 

the Netherlands is the division between low-income families and high-income families. 

This divide is a core issue regarding the policy measures in the Netherlands for inter- 

and intragroup solidarity. The general perspective of the Dutch government is on the 

one hand geared towards different “identity groups” in its cultural policy of protecting 

various LGBTI lifestyles, encouraging and supporting women to live an independent life 

and to encourage ethnic minorities to integrate, and on the other hand the focus is on 

unequal chances related to low- versus high income groups, and low- versus high 

educational backgrounds. In practice, the identity-groups related to age, gender, religion 

and ethnicity are all included in rather broad diversity social policies of the Dutch 

government. 

 

Age: Comparable to other European countries, the Netherlands also has an ageing 

population (18.2%), albeit less than the European average (19.2%), which is known as 

the “silver wave”. As a consequence, current pressures on the solidarity within the 

Dutch welfare state appear to be mostly age-related. The Dutch government has 

implemented some measures to address the financial consequences of this ageing 

process, which are mostly related to the policy field of employment, for instance a step-

wise increase of the pension-age and the General Old Age Benefits [AOW] from 65 years 

to 67 years in 2021. 

 

Youth unemployment is with 9% less high than in some other EU countries, but is still a 

problem. In addition, the percentage of mainly young people in non-permanent jobs and 

of self-employed workers without social security is growing rapidly. Trade unions and 

youth departments of political parties have therefore united themselves in the Young & 

United-initiative to strive for better payments and better employment arrangements 

(less temporary and flex-work) for young people. 

 

The Netherlands still has a dual system of minimum wage for ‘adult’ people and a 

minimum youth wage for youth. Up until January 2017, the divide was made at the age 

of 23 (people between 15 and 23 years of age considered youth and getting minimum 

youth wage, and people of 23 years of age and older being considered eligible for the 

‘regular’ minimum wage). Since January 2017 however, this cut off point has been 

lowered to 21 years of age. For young people, the minimum youth wage amounts to 

45% of the minimum wage, making it increasingly hard for young people to be able to 

live independently. The Dutch government also focuses on youth unemployment, 

particularly by paying special attention to young people without a diploma, young 

people on welfare benefits and young people with a migrant background. Youth 

unemployment in the Netherlands is one of the lowest in the EU, standing at around 9% 

but some criticism points to the fact that these statistics hide the fact that young people 

often work very few hours, in flexible contracts and for low pay. Consequently, they are 

not in a position to live an independent life. In combination with the longer employment 
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duration of older people the entrance to the labour market might become even harder 

for the young unemployed. In contrast, low minimum youth wages might also be a cause 

for “ousting” older (50+) people from the labour market. 

 

Ethnicity: In 2015, out of a population of about 17 million, approximately 3.6 million 

people of Non-Dutch decent lived in the Netherlands; around 1.6 million of those came 

from another Western country. This data however also includes those who were born in 

the Netherlands but have at least one parent born abroad, and includes people whose 

parent(s) have lived in the former Dutch colonies; Surinam and the Antilleans. 

According to this data the largest groups of immigrants are of Moroccan (380.755) and 

Turkish (396.555) decent. Two other large groups of immigrants come from the former 

Dutch colonies of Surinam (348.662) and the Dutch Antilles (148.926). According to 

these calculations, 1 out of 9 people living in the Netherlands is not of Dutch decent, and 

these numbers are higher in the four largest cities of the Netherlands.  

 

The current refugee crisis, alongside the Western world’s concern about terrorism, 

dominates current debates about ethnic diversity in the Netherlands.  For example, the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs has dispended the status of “asylum seeker with a temporary 

stay” as an urgency-category for social housing. Given the unsuccessful efforts to 

provide enough social housing for the lower income categories, prioritizing asylum 

seekers with such a status is claimed to lead to longer waiting lists for native Dutch 

people, especially in the Randstad-area. 

 

On a political level the Dutch government tries to tackle ethnic inequality and 

discrimination through a general ‘diversity policy’. So far this policy is partly successful:  

the percentage of minority youth in middle and higher education has increased, but 

discrimination is still prominent in access to internships and the labour market. Also, 

parents are free to choose a school to their liking, which has resulted in a so called 

’white flight’ [witte vlucht] of native Dutch pupils to the better-quality schools, 

indicating increasing segregation within the educational system between native Dutch 

and non-Dutch pupils. 

 

In a sense, the Dutch government seems to have a paradoxical positioning in regards to 

the diversification of the population: By promoting an open and tolerant society 

concerning ‘liberal lifestyles’, a rather restrictive and even repressive immigration 

policy exists fuelled by the fear for ‘non-western’ diversity for which conservative 

Muslims are scapegoated to influence liberal lifestyles. For instance, since January 2013 

immigrants are obligated to follow an integration course, in which they learn the Dutch 

language and get acquainted with Dutch society and its norms and values, which 

includes tolerance for same sex relationships. This course already has to be taken when 

still living in the land of origin, and they have to pay for it themselves. The government 

will, however, grant them a loan if they cannot afford it, a loan (about 10,000 Euro) that 

has to be paid back in case of not passing the exam. 
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(Religious) identity: In the 1900’s a rather rough distinction could be made between the 

dominant Protestant north of the Netherlands and the Catholic minority mainly living in 

the south of the Netherlands. Also a Judaic community has been present since the 17th 

century because they found shelter in the Dutch Republic of that time. Each 

denomination regulated their own social services in the fields of housing, healthcare, 

social work as well as in the media. The Judaic community has been diminished due to 

the Holocaust, though a minority survived, most of them secularized. Since the 1960’s 

secularisation of both dominant religions has taken place while religious diversity was 

growing with predominantly Islam and Hinduism. Currently only 50.8% of Dutch 

citizens consider themselves as religious. Nevertheless, religion is still a salient factor in 

education in the Netherlands. This becomes evident for instance in Article 23 of the 

Dutch Civil Code, protecting state subsidized religious freedom in the educational 

system.  

 

Health is a field less influenced by religious issues since it has been dominated by strong 

professionalism: Dutch citizens are legally obliged to have a basic insurance, and 

insurance companies are legally bonded to accept insurance requests, regardless of age 

or health status. One exception to this is a mostly strict Christian minority who, for 

religious reasons, choose to refrain from being insured and paying premiums. In 

addition issues like abortion, IVF and euthanasia are well-regulated though meet some 

opposition of religious populations and medical professionals, also a minority and 

therefore not a real threat to the accessibility of those services. Recent years have seen 

an increase in societal concerns related to religious discrimination of Muslims. In order 

to overcome this discriminatory behaviour, there are regional anti-discrimination 

meetings between the district attorneys and the police.   

 

Gender: The Netherlands has a relatively high percentage of female labour participation: 

60% of the Dutch women work, while 70% of the Dutch males work. 

The earlier mentioned diversity policy also includes gender and LGBTI issues. An 

overall accepted misunderstanding among Dutch politicians as well as in Dutch society 

is that the emancipation of women is concluded. Or as the former minister responsible 

for gender-equality stated: “There is a hidden danger here that, in the Netherlands, 

women’s emancipation will be seen as a given that needs no special awareness. But 

emancipation always needs our attention and always requires vigilance and concerted 

effort. Keeping emancipation on the agenda of citizens and politicians is and will remain 

an important challenge.” (Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 2014, pp. 14-16). 

One of the policy measures taken is a call for women quotas at large corporations. Also 

campaigns on behalf of integrating LGBTI people in the workforce are systematically 

supported by local and national governments, such as the ‘pink in blue’ network in the 

police force. 

 

Most Dutch women work part-time, also if they do not have (young) children. To 

illustrate this, approximately 75% of the employed women work part-time, while the 
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EU-average is about 30% of all employed women. By consequence, only 48% of Dutch 

women are economically independent. Interestingly, there is a lack of public debate on 

this issue, probably because this part-time work is accepted as women’s own choice. 

However, care provisions in the Netherlands hardly allow for dual earner families due 

to unpaid parental leave, high costs of childcare for middle income families, and the 

decreasing provisions for elderly care. 

 

Another theme in which gender-issues are an important subject is in relation to ethnic- 

and cultural diversity, as different cultures have different views on gender-issues. The 

Netherlands has implemented the Action Plan Free Choice, to protect women from, 

among other things, forced marriage (Hopman & Knijn, 2016b). 

 

Spain 

Comparable to other EU countries, Spain is also dealing with an ageing population, 

which has consequences for the sustainability of the welfare state. An extra 

complicating factor is the consequences of the financial crisis for the Spanish citizens: 

they for instance have to deal with a negative immigration balance, meaning that new 

migrants still come to Spain but many migrants also return back to their home country, 

and young Spanish people leave Spain in search for employment opportunities 

elsewhere. Next to this, consequences of the financial crisis include house evictions, 

boomerang families and high rates of unemployment for both older and younger 

generations. 

 

Age: Next to a decrease in immigration rates, the ageing of Spain is also related to 

increased longevity and decreased fertility rates (delay in maternity). In relation to age, 

unemployment mostly hits the older age groups (55+, 16% in 2016, INE), and the young 

people (46% in 2016, INE). Although the situation is slightly improving for the latter 

group, it is still high, and it is combined with a process that already started before the 

crisis: a growing number of flexible (temporary) employment. Youth unemployment 

policy is high on the Spanish political agenda related to four main ideas (mediation, 

employability, hiring and entrepreneurship) and relates to measures such as discounts 

in social security premiums and training schemes for young people. At the same time 

however, policy measures are also taken to protect other vulnerable groups such as 45+ 

groups.  

 

A related concern is the high drop-out rates in education (22% in 2014 for the age 

group between 18 and 24, and particularly among boys) especially in relation the 

emphasis on a knowledge economy and Life Long Learning. Initiatives of Learning 

Communities have been set in place, which try to prevent both school drop-out and 

violence in schools. For the young people themselves, unemployment also means they 

have to delay starting an independent life, as affordable housing is not available. Due to 

poverty, 5.1% of the young adults return to live with their parents. For the elderly, the 

concerns are mostly health-related: with an increase in longevity also comes an increase 
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in care needs and an increase in a demand for elderly homes. Housing is of particular 

concern with the increase in evictions after the financial crisis and one of the ways in 

which this is resolved is to stimulate intergenerational living, for instance between 

students and elderly.  

 

Ethnicity: 10.5% percent of the Spanish population has a different ethnic or national 

background. The largest groups living in Spain are the Rumanian and the Moroccan. The 

British also form a large group, but they are mostly older people (52+), whereas the 

Moroccan population is mostly young and still active on the labour market. Problems 

are mostly related to education, as language problems are a barrier in a proper 

education and migrant parents tend to have different conceptions of parental 

involvement in school work than Spanish parents have. It also has consequences for 

social participation: within-EU migrants are for example allowed to vote in local 

elections, but this is not the case for Third Country Nationals (TCN) as long as they do 

not receive Spanish citizenship. Another important group in Spain are the Roma, which 

after Rumania appear to be the most numerous in Spain.  The Social Inclusion of 

Cultural Minority Act aims to increase and value cultural diversity. It is strongly geared 

towards immigrants and Roma. For the Roma population there is a specific National 

Strategy that includes education, employment, housing and health.  

 

In regard to discrimination issues the most salient issue is the direct and indirect 

discrimination in the housing market. Occasionally there are direct notes stating that 

immigrants cannot rent a particular house. Indirectly, the criteria that are upheld for the 

allocation of social housing mean that immigrants have less access to social housing. 

Also, Moroccan, Roma and Rumanians experience more difficulties in getting a 

mortgage than for instance the British migrants experience in Spain. Discrimination also 

comes to the fore in relation to health care, where laws exist that prohibit the use of 

public health care services for people with an ‘irregular administrative status’. Most 

autonomous governments in Spain have established guidelines to increase the 

exception possibilities. However, the creation of such health sub-systems is also 

debated in regards to the effects. Dependency laws are also in place regarding health 

issues for vulnerable groups living in dependency situations. These funds were cut back 

during the financial crisis but are now again growing.  

 

(Religious) identity: Spain is a religiously heterogeneous society, but it is hard to get data 

on this as it is by law prohibited to force people to declare their ideology, beliefs or 

religion in order to protect individual freedom and prevent discrimination. There is 

however a law recognizing freedom of religion in all aspects, while other laws have been 

set in place to ensure for instance places of worship in the educational system and the 

work place.  

 

Although there are some concerns about antisemitism and islamophobia, there are no 

specific initiatives to enhance interreligious relations or cohesion. Most Spanish also 
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claim they are open to the building of new religious centres, but they are less positive 

when it is in their own neighbourhood (“NIMBY”). Likewise, there are currently debates 

in the educational system about accepting religious symbols at schools, particularly if 

they are not Catholic. Different religions dominate different regions in Spain, but overall 

Islam, Jehovah and Jews are the least accepted religious groups. 

 

Gender: Gender inequality is mainly related to employment: there is a higher 

unemployment rate for women and they are also more likely to be involved in part-time 

work in an effort to combine employment with house work and raising children. While 

similarly in Spain women fare better in the educational system, the number of women in 

higher positions is still low2. Poverty rates among women are also higher, especially in 

lone mother households. Though the gap between employment issues is decreasing 

between men and women, this is mostly related to a worsening of the situation of men 

rather than an improvement of the situation for women. Yet, policy measures have been 

taken to enhance access to jobs, stimulate promotion and training and ensure salary 

remuneration. Other measures have focused on increasing the work-family balance. 

Domestic workers, mainly migrant care workers, are considered a particular vulnerable 

group; although they fall under regular laws, special social initiatives have been taken to 

ensure their well-being at work. Gender-related health issues concern predominantly 

domestic violence and genital mutilation. For both there is wide legislation, both under 

the general health care act and in specific acts against gender violence (CREA-UB & 

Deusto University, 2016).  

 

2.2 Summary of the initiatives per country 

For the sake of this report, we will very briefly describe the included initiatives in this 

section. Elaborated descriptions and analyses of all the involved initiatives can be found 

in the WP3 case study reports of the included countries. More information is also 

available online via the SOLIDUS website (http://solidush2020.eu/case-studies/work-

package-3/).  

 

Cyprus: 

- Hope for Children: Various professionals who protect and promote children’s rights 

and who encourage active participation of youth in society; 

 

- Cyprus Confederation of Organizations for Disabled People: Confederation by and for 

disabled people, who advocate for impairment-related matters and who promote full 

participation of disabled people in society; 

                                                           
2
 Employment rate of women in labour market in Spain was, based on Eurostat number, 52.0% in 2011 (below 

the EU-27 average (58.5%). The rate of Spanish women working part-time (23.4%) was in 2011 also below EU-
27 average (31.6%), as well as the female average part-time weekly working hours (19 hours versus 20 hours 
on EU average). The share of women actively looking for work (22.3%) lies far above EU-27 average (9.8%) 
(http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/epo_campaign/130911_country-profile_spain.pdf). 

http://solidush2020.eu/case-studies/work-package-3/
http://solidush2020.eu/case-studies/work-package-3/
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- KISA: NGO that strives for an all-inclusive society, particularly related to issues such as 

combating racism and xenophobia, but also discrimination in general (ethnicity, beliefs, 

sexual orientation, disability or other forms of diversity); 

 

- Mediterranean Institute for Gender Studies: Professionals who focus on promoting 

gender equality in Cyprus, the Mediterranean and EU-wide; 

 

- Association for Historical Dialogue and Research: Teachers and educators who use the 

teaching of history for peace building, advancing historical understanding and critical 

thinking, among society in general but particularly for children, youth and educators. 

 

Greece: 

- Praksis’ Housing and Reintegration Program (KYADA): professional organization that 

both addresses housing problems for homeless people, including food and health needs, 

and promotes the social (re)integration of homeless people; 

 

- Labour Market Access Voucher: Governmental program to encourage the employment 

of young unemployed people through training, “internships” and financial benefits for 

employers; 

 

- Public Benefit Work Program: Governmental program to fund temporary employment 

for the unemployed in jobs that have a public interest (e.g., cleaning parks, social care); 

 

- Social Clinics: Volunteer grass root organization of citizens active in the domain of 

health that provides or complement health care issues for vulnerable groups that are 

excluded from general health care coverage; 

 

- Solidarity Schools: Initiative of unemployed and retired teachers, active teachers and 

university students to provide students from poor families with assistance in education 

as well as to develop an alternative form of education based on social solidarity, critical 

thinking and the active involvement of students in the learning process.  

 

Hungary: 

- MigSzol Pécs: Citizens’ initiative in response to an influx of migrants/asylum seekers 

that offers humanitarian help and information to this vulnerable group; 

 

- Miskole University Teacher Trainer Institution: institutional initiative that teaches 

students about social solidarity and sensitizes students about Roma children in order to 

enhance an understanding of social disadvantages and issues related to ethnicity; 

 

- Food Bag Shop: Social movement that promotes sustainable production, delivery and 

consumption of food out of concern for health issues, environmental issues as well as 

the social dimensions of food production and consumption; 
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- Shelter Foundation: Organization that deals with homelessness and that provides 

support to (vulnerable groups of) people who experience difficulties in finding short-

term or long-term housing solutions; 

 

- Awakenings Foundation: Civic group with an explicit focus to change public and 

professional views of mental illness, and that also provides support to those suffering 

from a range of mental health conditions. 

 

The Netherlands: 

- Women Inc.: Nationwide organization that helps and offers support to women and by 

women (volunteers) in regard to employment- and health issues; 

 

- Reading & Writing Foundation: Nationwide organization that – with the use of many 

volunteers – helps (functionally) illiterate people to read and write, which often are 

women with a migrant background; 

 

- Food Bank Netherlands: Nationwide volunteer organization that offers food packages 

to people who are (temporarily) living below poverty level; 

 

- Debt Aid Companion: Religiously inspired organization that – with the use of many 

volunteers – helps people who are in debt or who at risk of becoming in debt by offering 

support and information, and by teaching them basic financial skills; 

 

- Timon: Religiously inspired care-organization that provides housing initiatives with 

volunteers for young marginalized people (e.g., teenage mothers, homeless young 

people). 

 

Spain: 

- Alencop: social initiative cooperative by and for undocumented migrants that offers 

work training and housing and that supports in administrative procedures for 

regularization of the legal situation. It also responds to waste-issues by collecting both 

domestic and industrial scrap; 

 

- Interreligious Linguistic Couples to Learn Languages: Volunteer program that 

combines religious aspects in the learning of the Catalan language in order to promote 

cultural exchange and knowledge, and to promote coexistence in cultural and religious 

diverse communities; 

 

- Stop Rubber Bullets Campaign: Solidarity campaign that aims to ban rubber bullets 

(and other projectiles) used by state security bodies, and strives for improved judicial 

transparency and liability of governments; 
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- Preparation Course for University Access Exams for Roma over 25 (PIPG): 

Governmental plan to increase the number of Roma students enrolled in post-

compulsory education at Universities and that aims to create positive role models for 

Roma people; 

 

- United Platform Against Gender Violence: non-profit organization that aims to 

promote a social movement in order to end violence against women as well as make 

violence against women more visible in society (raising awareness).  
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3. Decision making: Democracy, transparency and accountability 

 

As elaborated upon in the WP3 theoretical paper (Hopman & Knijn, 2016a), the 

organization of a group, as well as the social context in which groups operate, is an 

important factor in activating and engaging citizens in solidarity initiatives. More 

structured social settings, for instance congregations and subsidized civil society 

organisations, incite more opportunities for people to learn about the project – and the 

related tasks –and to become actively involved (Djupe & Lewis, 2015). In the same line, 

active in-group communication and negotiation, as well as consensus-building, helps in 

aligning group norms, group action and through this group efficacy (Thomas, McGarthy 

& Mavor, 2009). These findings can be explained within the framework of both Realistic 

Conflict Theory (Sherif, 1958) and the Contact Theory (Pettigrew, 1998), both of which 

state that superordinate goals, support for intergroup contact and equal group status 

are important elements in establishing intergroup cooperation and solidarity. Based on 

this, the interviews conducted for both WP2 and WP3 of the Solidus project took into 

account issues regarding the internal organizations of the involved initiatives, with a 

particular focus on accountability-issues, transparency of the working-process and the 

funding-system as well as structures for democratic decision making – all of which 

relate to matters like open communication about means and goals and equal group 

status. The findings of the cross-national analysis on these matters are described below. 

 

3.1 Democracy 

Dissatisfied with the large hierarchical organization the Dutch Foodbanks had grown into, 

the decision was made to completely change the structure into a system of an overall 

national association with local members (the foundations). The local foodbanks now have 

a say in the quarterly meetings, when decisions regarding the functioning of the foodbanks 

are made. In these quarterly meetings, volunteers of the foodbanks can take place; clients 

of the foodbanks have no official say in the decision-making process (Foodbank, 

Netherlands; Hopman & Knijn, 2017: 24) 

 

Although accountability and transparency are important elements in the solidarity 

initiatives of the five countries described above, the democratic aspects of the decision-

making process are the most dominant factor in the data that was gathered about these 

initiatives. In all the initiatives, reference is made to democratic aspects within the 

decision-making process, though in some focus groups the importance of democracy 

within their initiatives was discussed more enthusiastically than in others. For example, 

in the Spanish group, democracy was described as a key dimension of solidarity 

initiatives that succeed in achieving social impact. Similarly, in the Cypriot group, a 

participant described democratic procedures as very important for their organization. 

However, it is important to note that democratic decision-making processes are not 

always officially structured. The overall picture across the initiatives shows that, 

although volunteers and/or end-users do not always have an official say, a dialogue 
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between project organisers and volunteers/end-users is always ensured, and their 

opinions are always valued. This was a key topic in the focus group discussions, as is 

evident in the response of a participant in the Cypriot focus group:  

Another participant said that an important issue in the operation of an organization is 

that the staff participates in the decision-making process. He said that the staff evaluates 

the board and vice versa. Decisions always need to take into account the perspectives of 

people who work on the ground and have a different view of how the organization is doing. 

 

In the Dutch focus group, this importance was also highlighted, with a participant 

explaining that it is needed in order to ensure that ‘the elites’ don’t decide for those in 

need of support. Similarly, in Greece, participants agreed that the mass participation of 

members is crucial for the promotion of solidarity actions.  

Initiatives also try to tackle barriers that may hinder volunteers and/or end-users to 

voice their opinion. This was discussed in the Greek focus group for instance; 

participants noted that many groups face serious obstacles when participating in 

organisations or social movements, thus “The challenge is how these 

organizations/social movements respond to this unfriendly environment, so as to 

encourage more people to participate in social initiatives”. An example of this in action 

can be seen in the project for disabled people in Cyprus where meetings always take 

place on the ground floor so that all end-users can join in. Likewise, many initiatives in 

all the countries make use of either social media or localized forms of deliberation to 

offer opportunities to both end-users and involved volunteers to have a say.  

 

One remark that has to be made in this regard is that the mere fact that all of these 

initiatives work with, and are dependent upon, volunteers may well affect the ways in 

which they organize democratic decision-making structures. Precisely because the 

people involved in the solidarity project are volunteers and most commonly not 

employees, this also means that the organizers of these initiatives cannot enforce rules 

and regulations upon the volunteers. Decisions that are made within the initiatives must 

happen in dialogue as initiatives would otherwise lose their ‘work force’.  This was 

demonstrated in the discussions of the Dutch focus group, where participants not only 

acknowledged this but also highlighted the difficult nature of the subject. One 

participant drew on his own experience to emphasise the importance of volunteer 

involvement: “the more it becomes abstract the more people drop out” while additional 

participants discussed the difficulties in achieving this: 

 

(…) on the one hand you need to be sure that the volunteers feel acknowledged and 

respected and that they feel like they matter; on the other hand you need to organize a 

structure and with some regulations. These two things need to be balanced; otherwise 

volunteers tend to walk away.  
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A lot of refugees for instance want to become volunteers, and the Dutch Council for 

Refugees is very open to this. Yet, it also requires a lot of effort because you are always 

working with two distinct groups; the group giving and the group receiving.   

 

Although this was claimed explicitly in only one Dutch project, the reasoning seems to 

hold for many initiatives investigated for the Solidus project. Moreover, partly because 

of the financial crisis there is on the one hand a higher need for support due to the fact 

that there are more vulnerable people, while on the other hand austerity measures that 

are taken resulted in a declining capacity of public services. Consequently, volunteer 

work has become more intensive and more time-consuming. 

 

This idea of responding to crises was furthered in the Hungarian focus group, where 

participants discussed the refugee crisis and the problem of organisation in regards to 

the time constraints that accompanied it. Ultimately, here, it was acknowledged that 

democratic procedures are not always available in response to certain fast moving 

events: 

 

A representative of a refugee solidarity initiative was keen to start the discussion on this 

one, as their initiative had been a subject of another social science research project on 

grass-root responses to the refugee crisis in 2015. The research had shown that in 

comparison their project was the least democratic and that it had worked in a non-

transparent manner making it difficult for people outside to see what was happening. The 

presentation of that research (which concurs with what was written in the SOLIDUS 

Hungarian case studies as well) led to reflections by this participant as well as within the 

initiative. S/he still thinks though that in a crisis situation when you have to respond 

immediately, there was not any time to set up democratic decision-making procedures. In 

calmer times you can solve this. But in that situation the context sets the frame for what 

kind of management is the most efficient. 

 

The democratic dialogue, in general, takes place ‘on the floor’. On a management level, 

the opinions of volunteers and end-users are most commonly brought in indirectly; 

through official routes rather than directly. This however, not surprisingly, differs 

between small, more bottom-up initiatives and larger initiatives that have expanded 

throughout the years and that are more officially structured. In the Netherlands for 

instance, the larger nation-wide organizations such as Reading and Writing or the 

Foodbank have decided to ensure the democratic process on the local level, in which 

end-users and volunteers have a say. In this respect, such organizations resemble 

smaller local initiatives such as the Spanish Stop Rubber Bullets campaign. Their 

opinions and concerns are taken to the boards via a representative-system. Importantly, 

dependency on funding may hinder options for direct influence of end-users and 

volunteers: in the (often competitive) struggle for funding, decisions sometimes have to 

be made top-down in order to ensure the project’s continued existence. For instance, 

the analysis of the Food Bag Shop in Hungary shows that although democracy and 

accountability are deemed to be important, there are limits to the democratic process as 
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a result of efficiency issues, and the mere fact that some profit has to be made in order 

to ensure the project’s sustainability.  

 

In terms of organizational democracy, while the Food Bag Shop movement originally 

started as a bottom-up initiative with horizontal modes of collective decision-making, the 

organization has subsequently developed more hierarchical arrangements in its business 

arm (Food Bag Shop, Hungary; Svensson et al., 2017: 7) 

 

Exceptions to the generally democratic nature of most solidarity initiatives are several 

of the Greek initiatives that are organised top-down by related Ministries, which are 

hierarchic rather than democratic. The Greek analysis speaks of ‘relative inflexibility’. 

However, in those Greek cases where it concerns more grassroots-like initiatives there 

are opportunities for feedback from both volunteers and end-users. It should be noted 

though that the Greek are not accustomed to an active civil society, and have little trust 

in their institutions. Bottom-up initiatives are a rather new development in the country 

that seems to stem from the consequences of the financial crisis. Consequently, the 

Greek still seem to be struggling with the balance between formal institutions and 

informal, society-based, initiatives: Formal institutions might fear to leave part of the 

decision making with citizens, while bottom-up initiatives have a hard time 

collaborating with formal institutions, which are generally considered to be non-

participatory and not open to opportunities for feedback, and to learn from their 

logistics in this.  

 

An important and inter-linked distinction is the difference we find between what could 

be called social or political movements, such as platforms against gender violence in 

Spain on the one hand and more charity-like organisations such as the Foodbanks in the 

Netherlands, or shelter-programs in Hungary on the other hand. For the first, equality 

between volunteers and organisers in the decision-making project is conditional to 

activism – and often one of the core characteristics of such initiatives. Charity-like 

initiatives almost by definition are founded in an unequal relationship between 

volunteers and end-users, with one group giving help and another group receiving help. 

They often also have to meet more strict criteria of subsidisers and for that reason 

appear to have more formal structures. Influence and the ‘voice’ of end-users tend to be 

on a more distant level. A participant of the Dutch focus group highlighted the concept 

of agency rather than a formal say in such initiatives, by stating: 

 

(…) it is much more about ‘ownership’. Does the receiving party have some form of agency 

in what is done with or for them? It is less relevant to have existing structures to ensure 

some official say in the decision making process.  

 

Related to this is the difference between the social need that is addressed in the 

solidarity initiatives. Overall, the social movement-like platforms deal with issues that, 

in an organized form, need to be brought to the fore but are not specifically addressed 
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to defined categories of vulnerable people or ‘victims’. For instance, the stop rubber 

bullet-platform aims to change policies and laws, rather than it being purely focused at 

directly helping the victims of rubber bullets. On the other hand, initiatives dealing with 

for instance poverty or homelessness directly target the poor and/or homeless people. 

Their say in the decision-making process is often more limited, also because their 

personal problems are a more direct concern to be resolved than the matter of 

democratic influence. Or, to paraphrase the American saying “pull yourself up by your 

own bootstraps”, social movement-like initiatives usually include those who already 

have boots, whereas charity-like organizations are more engaged in finding boots to 

begin with. 

 

One other distinction is related to initiatives dealing with educational issues versus all 

other initiatives. For education related initiatives in all countries we find that all of them 

encourage democratic decision making within the teaching process itself. Although all 

initiatives work via some format or structure, they are also very open to end-users 

having a say in the precise content of the teaching, the hours in which the teaching takes 

place etc.  

 

Decision making takes place at the special assembly of the Solidarity School, in which 

teachers, students and parents participate. The Assembly discusses and makes decisions 

relating to the current or important educational issues it is involved with. At the same time, 

school members participate in so-called Exchanging Assembly. Participation in assemblies 

is a prerequisite for attending courses. In this way, the coordinators of the organization 

seek to mobilize all those who participate in the structure, and, at the same time, to 

develop their views towards a more solidarity-centred and assertive orientation (Solidarity 

Schools, Greece; Kourachanis et al. 2017: 37) 

 

Thus, within the structure that is offered there is ample space for an open dialogue with 

the end-users about their wishes, desires and limitations. Examples of this can be found 

in the Greek Solidarity Schools (in which it is obligatory), the volunteer classes of the 

Dutch Reading & Writing Foundation and the Spanish program for university access for 

Roma over 25 years of age.   

 

The issues of transparency and accountability were not important subjects in the 

interviews or in the analyses of the different case studies. Nevertheless, some issues on 

these topics should be mentioned here. 

 

3.2 Transparency  

The special assembly of the solidarity school functions as a means of control, transparency 

and accountability. The assembly makes decisions on educational, social and financial 

issues that concern the action (Solidarity Schools, Greece; Kourachanis, Lalioti & Venieris, 

2017: 38) 
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In general, transparency is highly valued by the initiatives included in this research. 

This was recognised in the discussions of all focus groups, for instance, a Spanish 

participant stated it is vital for successful solidarity initiatives. The availability of 

internet is especially useful in this regard, as most of the initiatives use their project’s 

website to post information about funding, activities and (when applicable) evaluations 

of their activities.   

 

Alencop provides public information of their objectives and activities using different 

existing media: public annual reports, campaign reports, social media (Facebook, Twitter) 

and their web page (Alencop, Spain; CREA-UB, 2017c: 3) 

 

An important privacy-related exception is made when it concerns the personal lives of 

beneficiaries and volunteers: In principle, personal information is not communicated, 

neither between volunteers and beneficiaries nor within these groups themselves.  The 

level of privacy varied, an interesting view comes from Greece where “the 

representatives of one of the movements that participated in the focus  group argued that 

since these movements often receive no state funding, they should offer access to data 

regarding their financial situation only to their members/funders”. However, as described 

below, sometimes personal stories are used to raise awareness about social problems or 

vulnerable groups, but apart from this strategic measure, information is not shared in 

an uncontrolled and/or aimless way. 

 

Essentially, in regards to transparency, it would be wrong to address the availability of 

information as a concrete way of preventing negative occurrences. For example, as a 

participant in the Greek focus group noted “transparency through the internet is far from 

a solution to financial fraud”. Thus, ultimately, transparency is used by many of the 

initiatives as a way of establishing a positive perception of the solidarity project by the 

general public and/or potential funders. As argued by a participant in the Cypriot group, 

this is often achieved by ensuring “that there is transparency in how money is used”. 

Websites and (annual) meetings are most commonly mentioned as ways in which 

transparency is given form, and most initiatives have a commission, department or 

assembly that ensures communication within and outside of the initiatives about its 

activities, funding and spending. Occasionally, some issues are mentioned, for instance 

in Hungary where in one case, people had trouble with filling in the required 

administrative forms necessary for financial accountability and transparency. One 

important exception is found in one of the Greek cases:  information about the Social 

Clinics’ finances was not shared and could also not be uncovered in other ways by the 

Solidus researchers. Indeed, participants in the Greek focus group recognised this and 

drew attention to the issue:  

 

One of the experts that participated in the focus group mentioned that the Hellenic 

Statistical Authority has not managed to collect data on the financial situation of a large 

section of non-governmental organizations, including organizations that are related to the 
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Greek Orthodox Church. Unfortunately, there has been a rather Greek phenomenon were 

cases of nongovernmental organizations received huge state funding without having 

specific objectives/qualifications. Indeed, problems in transparency/accountability are 

responsible for the fact that to a large extent the public has clearly a negative view 

regarding non-governmental organizations. 

 

3.3 Accountability 

The most important currency in organizational accountability is trust. According to 

several interviewees, it is essential that customers trust the judgment of the Food Bag 

organization’s decision, for example, to include a certain product or to promote a specific 

approach to shopping. The vetting procedure for new products is taken very seriously, and 

goes beyond asking whether someone has an organic farm or not. (Food Bag Shop, 

Hungary; Svensson, Cartwright & Balogh, 2017: 8) 

 

Accountability for most initiatives relates purely to financial matters, but in the 

collected data it comes to the fore that this is strongly intertwined with the urgency to 

show the legitimacy of the work. The extent to which this need manifests can be linked 

to external factors, namely related to dominant policy and the social context. For 

example, a participant in the Hungarian focus group highlighted the impact the negative 

refugee rhetoric voiced by the government has had: 

 

A participant from a refugee solidarity initiative said that in the aftermath of the refugee 

crisis there were a lot of accusations of corruption, and due to the politicized issue and the 

climate of distrust you will be accused of stealing regardless how much you document your 

actions. 

 

Conversely, in initiatives with different aims that exist in different socio-political 

circumstances, the need to demonstrate accountability is very much present. An 

example of this comes from the Spanish focus group, where a participant demonstrated 

the impact accountability has on policy: 

 

The quantitative data are needed, the solidarity network of CampusRom has made visible a 

collective [Roma community] who was less represented till now. Then, and as a 

consequence of the social impact of this solidarity network, it has generated an impact in 

the local policies, such as the recognition of affirmative policies to access university. (Tania 

Garcia, Generalitat de Catalunya) 

 

Regardless, the ways in which this accountability is ensured differs greatly between the 

countries included in this report. In the Netherlands and Spain for instance, 

accountability is closely related to transparency and is given form in a rather 

professionalized fashion: evaluations of activities are – and have to be - conducted as 

are evaluations of beneficiaries’ experiences and these are posted on the initiatives’ 

website alongside financial information etc.  
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In Hungary and Greece on the other hand, accountability is less formally organized. For 

instance, Hungary mentions that there are no official structures or no official board for 

the MigSzol Pécs project and the Awakenings Foundation has become largely dependent 

upon the role of the director. Initiatives in Greece also mention that there are no official 

structures, but some like the Solidarity Schools also mention a particular aim to rely on 

its own members for the required (financial) resources and in that sense a full reliance 

on their own network. A remarkable comment on accountability comes from one of the 

Cypriot cases that basically denies having to be accountable as the social problem 

(disabled people) ought to be the government’s responsibility. Although not prevalent, 

similar sentiments in regards to questioning the extent of which and to whom 

accountability should be granted were found. An example of this comes from the 

Hungarian focus group: 

 

A participant who is volunteering for a homeless shelter argued that you have to be 

accountable towards those who give money (in this case for the produce from which she 

cooks). This participant said that s/he never felt that she had any obligation towards those 

whom she feeds. 

 

Since for Greece civic engagement is a relatively new phenomenon, part of the 

transparency and accountability matters can be considered as ‘a process in 

development’: once initiatives become more embedded in civic life, they also appear to 

be more formally structured. Importantly though, both transparency and accountability 

are used as means for initiatives’ legitimacy and positive public perception. Next to 

formal structures, trust is implicitly or explicitly always an important issue; not all 

information can be shared with the public and/or all members of a project and 

decisions sometimes also have to be taken top-down. 
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4. Impact: Recognition, and social and political impact 

 

As discussed in more detail in the WP3 theoretical paper, according to Simon and 

Klanderman (2001) change requires the ear and (active) involvement of what they call 

“the silent majority”. The involvement of the silent majority is a decisive factor in 

altering the “authorities” values and interests, and requires a shifting of boundaries 

between “me” and “us” as well as between “us” and “them” (Mouffe, 2005; Simon & 

Klanderman, 2001). The silent majority needs to be influenced to change their alliances 

to the authorities and to get involved in minority-issues. Such a change in alliances does 

not come easily however, as people may perceive this as questioning the stability of 

their own status (Hogg & Haines, 1996). At the same time however, awareness of social 

problems helps in having people more actively search for information, which may 

counterbalance the information they already (passively) received. This may encourage 

them to broaden their horizon and increase their variety of social identities. This does 

not necessarily require “leaving” their own in-group (Djupe & Lewis, 2015).  

 

4.1 Social Impact 

Beyond the importance of the humanitarian assistance, all interviewees assessed the 

impact of the refugee initiative on local policy and popular opinion as marginal. It is highly 

possible that the majority of the town’s inhabitants were unaware or little informed about 

the humanitarian work that was going on in their local train station. Neither the group, 

nor the local media saw the need to make the story into the news. (MigSzol Pécs, Hungary; 

Balogh, Cartwrith & Svensson, 2017: 18) 

 

Within the Solidus project, the selection of solidarity initiatives was done through a 

purposeful sampling of initiatives and organizations that showed evidence of social or 

political impact. Not surprisingly thus, the issues of social and political impact were a 

dominant theme in the research of all countries involved.  

 

As for social impact, the most important overall finding was that social impact is directly 

related to the direct impact initiatives have on the lives of end-users: they learn a 

language, find housing, are helped with financial problems, get food etc. One participant 

in the Spanish focus group provided an overarching term for this, stating that their aim 

was to “promote people’s empowerment”. This in turn will help the end-users’ self-

esteem, development and integration but these aspects are often not mentioned 

explicitly by the end-users. The social impact is direct and concrete; long-term effects 

are often unclear though all involved are convinced that such processes happen. 

Volunteers equally experience an improvement in their lives, but this is much more 

related to social and psychological processes such as getting to know people they 

otherwise would not meet, expanding horizons on different kinds of lives and values as 

well as feeling good about being able to do good. For both end-users and volunteers, 
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solidarity initiatives often help in enhancing social capital, both within and between the 

two groups. This line of thought was particularly dominant in the Dutch cases, with 

participants of the Dutch focus group pointing to interpersonal relations as means of 

enhancing equality between groups of people.  

 

Another social aspect that is important for both the clients of the foodbank and the 

volunteers working there is the opportunity it offers in building social capital. The clients 

meet each other on a weekly basis, and the foodbanks also offer a coffee/tea corner where 

clients can sit down and discuss the situation they are in. For many, meeting people who 

are in the same situation can be valuable. For volunteers, social cohesion develops out of 

working for the same purpose, and knowing you have to do it together (Food bank, 

Netherlands; Hopman & Knijn, 2017: 27) 

 

None of the initiatives refer to social impact in the sense that it resolves social 

inequalities on a broader societal level. At most, the aim is to get issues like poverty, 

discrimination, mental illness and such on the public agenda, to have people pay 

attention and discuss such issues. Generally, this rhetoric was salient between all focus 

group members, with many participants noting how often this requires a substantial 

timeframe. The response of a participant in the Hungarian group serves as an example 

of this, highlighting how for some initiatives, awareness is the sole aim: 

 

A participant from a local food social enterprise says that it is noticeable when a problem 

is long-term. The provision of sustainable food is a long-term problem, and their activity is 

an example of solidarity with those who are able to take small steps towards sustainability 

and to live in harmony with earth. Even though it is not the traditional charity type of 

solidarity, it is important to show people in cities that local produced food is there and 

available, and that control over what one eats is actually a human right. 

 

Barriers that are named in achieving this kind of social impact are either a lack of 

(financial) resources or a context in which social attitudes are almost diametrical 

opposing the aims of the solidarity project. In terms of how initiatives can overcome 

this, focus group participants highlighted activities that carried less monetary weight. 

For example, participants of the Dutch focus group concluded that while campaigning is 

a way of achieving this goal, it ultimately costs a lot. Rather, “talking with, or lobbying, 

with political parties about important problems is a way to get the issue on the political 

but also public agenda.” Of course, this act in itself is not without its difficulties.  

 

Initiatives like Awakenings in Hungary or the Dutch Council for Refugees aim to change 

attitudes about mental illness or about refugees. Having it as an aim does indeed help in 

raising awareness and inciting debates. However, the results of the Solidus research 

also seem to point out that if the leap from existing social attitudes to the desired social 

attitude is too big, initiatives tend to fail in this. For example, the case of the Hungarian 

Awakenings Foundation shows that actual system-wise structural change in attitudes 

towards mental illnesses is not really achieved. A change in attitude from the population 
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at large requires patience and structural change hardly ever occurs. Instead, a more 

promising approach appears to be to consider such ‘paradigm changes’ as an oil stain 

that needs to spread. Initiatives. Ultimately, the ability to transmit a concise objective 

aids a project in achieving social change. This was clear to many participants of the 

Dutch focus group, where it was agreed that the goal of a project needs to remain clear 

and concise in order to succeed. Similarly, we find that in initiatives that are working on 

very practical aims, for instance in the Spanish project helping Roma to get into 

university, change does happen due to continuous intergroup interaction. The people 

involved transfer their changed attitudes to their own social networks (also via social 

media) thereby slowly changing attitudes of people who are not directly involved. By 

slowly expanding change to outer circles, stigma and discrimination appear to be 

surmountable.  

 

4.2 Political Impact 

CCOPD has been successful in lobbying for key-laws, such as the 2009 law safeguarding a 

quota of 10% for the employment of disabled people; the 2000 law on non-discrimination 

for people with disabilities; and the 1999 law on integration of disabled people in 

mainstream schools. It has also been successful in lobbying for the ratification of the UN 

Convention in Cyprus, and for promoting disabled people’s rights by pressuring the 

government to implement relevant schemes and provide reasonable accommodation. [Yet] 

lobbying for policy development is not an easy process. CCOPD seems to face a range of 

problems, beginning from outdated ideas about disability and disabled people to 

reluctance and indifference. (CCOPD, Cyprus; Symeonidou & Christou, 2017: 13) 

 

Next to social impact, the political impact of solidarity initiatives can be an important 

means to alter politicians’ and policy makers’ priorities and decision making. As 

described in the WP3 theoretical paper (Hopman & Knijn, 2016a), macro-level decision 

making regarding state-based solidarity measures usually entails a redistribution of 

resources via a variety of institutions based on categorical needs, which in most welfare 

states are framed as ‘rights’. Where those rights do not exist, are not substantiated or 

withdrawn – for instance because of welfare state retrenchment - solidarity initiatives 

can, through their activities, try to alter the definition of those needs by reframing it in a 

rights-discourse, thereby politicizing the needs of the groups they are solidary with 

(Fraser, 1990). Altering the definitions usually means establishing new, extended 

boundaries of who is included and who is excluded of rights and provisions and on what 

grounds, or to what Mouffe (2005) would refer to as changing the boundaries between 

“us” and “them”.  This struggle over needs does not come easily as policy makers in their 

turn may try to ‘reprivatize’ or depoliticize rights in order to place the responsibility 

back in the hands of citizens (Fraser, 1990).  As such, the political impact of solidarity 

initiatives can be a consequence of initiatives’ social impact, and we therefore turn to 

this element next. 
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Political impact is a more complex issue for most of the solidarity initiatives included in 

the Solidus research. Overall, the political impact of many of these initiatives appears to 

be small, though some initiatives claim that if people would include preventive effects in 

the assessment of impact, the political impact may be larger. Learning a language for 

instance, or getting a diploma will help – on a long-term basis – to prevent exclusion 

from society, poverty and related physical and mental problems, thereby expanding the 

effects of such solidarity programs to other policy fields. For the most part however, the 

impact of initiatives on political decision making is minor, but rather; political decision-

making impact solidarity initiatives to a large extent. The effects of initiatives in 

countries like Cyprus and Greece for instance are tightly related to austerity measures 

taken after the 2008 financial crisis. For instance, stricter criteria were set up reducing 

rights of disabled people in Cyprus thereby limiting access to solidarity projects. 

Another way in which the effects of initiatives are related to austerity measures is when 

initiatives are set up quickly to respond to a growth in the social group with needs, 

without the resources to adequately develop and implement programs. This for 

instance was the case in Greek youth unemployment initiatives. Gaps in state policy, due 

to either retrenchment or inadequate crises response, often give birth to new solidarity 

initiatives or change their direction. In addition, a direct result can be the involvement 

of more volunteers in a project, as demonstrated by a participant in the Hungarian focus 

group: 

 

On the question of whether expressions of solidarity may be responding to an acute crises 

or urgencies, or can they also relate to long-term or enduring problems, a participant who 

on a volunteer-basis cooks for a homeless shelter stated that for her it was a clear response 

to an emergency in the exceptionally cold winter of 2011. It became clear that the state 

(the city) did not do enough. While they were able to open temporary shelters, no warm 

food was provided, and that is when she started her volunteering. 

 

Such responses are not always greeted with kindness; some initiatives in Greece and the 

Netherlands found resistance from political institutions due to the fact such institutions 

believed they had the ability to or in fact, were already addressing the need themselves. 

For example, the Foodbank Netherlands was highly debated when it was first set up, as 

the Dutch government was of the opinion welfare state measures did prevent people 

from becoming poor. Foodbanks were thus perceived as unnecessary. In Greece, the 

Corinth Municipality started up their own clinics after the (volunteer) Social Clinics 

were established. In these instances, it has been acknowledged that animosity arises 

due to the fact that the setting-up of volunteer structures has a negative effect on state 

structures as it stresses (implicitly) the state’s inadequacies.  

 

It is not a coincidence that after the clinic’s establishment, the municipality of Corinth 

attempted to create a similar service, although without notable success. At the same time, 

the existence of a volunteer structure for such an important social need has had a negative 

impact on the existing state policies at the national and local levels, in the sense that it 

further stresses their inherent inadequacies. This outcome is reinforced by the negative 
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stance of the clinic towards any kind of partnership with a state or municipal service 

(Social Clinic, Greece; Kourachanis, et al., 2017: 31) 

 

If initiatives want to have political impact this usually happens when project organisers 

have political contacts within their own network or when they consider political 

lobbying a special but highly important task for the project itself. As one participant 

stated in the Spanish focus group, their success would not have been achieved without 

contact from a political party:  

 

Everything related with the participation of citizenship in public institutions is fenced in 

nowadays. We were able to accede the Parliament because we were invited by a political 

party. We ask to attend the Parliament beforehand, but we couldn’t till this political party 

invited us. Without their invitation, we couldn’t attend the session in the City Hall to urge 

the Parliament to ban rubber bullets. The communication mechanism between 

administration and citizens is very weak or inexistent. (…) If we weren’t invited, we 

couldn’t go to the Parliament and present there a dossier with all the actions and activities 

carried out by Ojo con tu Ojo showing how there was a clear position of citizenship against 

the law they were performing. Policy makers do not make anything if they do not realise of 

that. So we have to work both in the streets as in the public institutions, to complement 

each other and change things. 

 

Essentially, without this, the impact appears to be limited to localized communities (e.g., 

the neighbourhood or a community of professionals) – structural change does not seem 

to come about. One notable exception to this is the earlier mentioned difference of some 

of the Spanish solidarity initiatives versus the initiatives in the other countries. As 

explained above, a platform like ‘stop rubber bullets’ or an alliance to end gender 

violence can be seen as political or social movements with the explicit and specific aim 

to have a political impact and to change the law. Precisely because this is their main aim, 

such movements are highly active in bringing the issue to the public agenda, to present 

and ‘sell’ their issue in a variety of ways to the public and to get people involved. 

Consequently, they appear to have much more effect on the political agenda and on 

political decision making.  

 

Apart from the cause-and-effect chain, the socio-political context in which such 

processes take place equally affect the opportunities for solidarity initiatives to have 

some political impact. In the Cypriot focus group for example a participant drew 

attention to the continued dominance of the Turkish occupation in the media. For them, 

“this is a type of alibi or an excuse for lawmakers not to deal with the reality of social 

issues”. For the case of Greece – which is characterized by a low trust in institutions – we 

find that there is a lot of friction in the relation between voluntary organizations and 

governmental organizations, mirroring the already existing distrust. Partly comparably, 

the socialist legacy turning into a right-wing exclusionary regime in Hungary still affects 

the ways in which institutions and citizens active in supporting vulnerable groups relate 

to each other and consequently how they can influence each other and/or collaborate 
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with each other. Interestingly, many participants of the Dutch focus group voiced 

concerns about maintaining autonomy in the face of institutional involvement: 

 

Governments and organizations are important in facilitating this process, but they should 

not be guiding or steering. Rather, they can be catalyzing forces. The risk however is, that 

initiatives can become a series of loose ends. The participants agree that the main aim of 

governments should be to clarify what problems should get solved, but not how it must get 

solved: the network society is there, and it can be used, but it needs to be strengthened. 

 

In addition, all participants were of the opinion that the worst thing an initiative could 

face was to have volunteers executing all the tasks, while regulation of solidarity 

initiatives is completely done by the state.  This would result in citizens and volunteers 

losing their agency and authority. 

 

We find that solidarity initiatives often function – as the Dutch would say – as the 

proverbial “spider in the web”: they are often a bridge between civic society, public 

institutions and government officials (locally, regionally and nationally), and bring 

together a variety of actors and stakeholders. Collaboration on different levels, 

alongside patience, are the main ingredients for political impact. 

 

4.3 Recognition 

This example therefore shows how policy transfer without being accompanied by the 

underlying values may have no or detrimental effects, and comprehensive bottom-up 

approaches are therefore important. (KIP, Hungary; Kende, 2017: 16)  

 

Next to social and political impact, there is also the issue of a project’s recognition. Apart 

from the Spanish Stop Rubber Bullets Campaign, recognition however never comes in 

the form of prices. Rather, in relation to recognition most initiatives refer to the 

(extended) networks that they have and the collaboration that is taken place both on a 

national and on a European level. Initiatives also refer to the respect and credits they 

receive from governmental representatives, as well as to receiving funding as a form of 

recognition. Also here, the media are a strong force: media coverage is generally 

perceived as being recognized, whereas lack of media coverage is interpreted as not 

being recognized. Difficulties in achieving media recognition was prominent across 

many initiatives with participants in the Cypriot focus group for example recounting 

personal experiences of requesting air time and being denied. Similarly, Greek focus 

group participants were of the opinion that collective identity was not of great interest 

to the media: 

 

Overall, there was an agreement that the 'traditional' mass media are 'indifferent' towards 

organizations and social movements promoting solidarity actions. They do not publicize 

the actions of the majority of these organizations and social movements. For the moment, if 

a 'product' cannot be sold in the public, the media are not interested. 
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This is not to say that all solidarity initiatives fail in achieving media recognition. Rather, 

it should be concluded that a project’s particular attributes affect its level of 

attractiveness in the eyes of the media. It was found that one attribute of key 

importance is whether a project is charity-like. Focus group participants argued that 

initiatives that worked by collecting money via social events such as concerts were 

more likely to succeed in gaining media attention. This idea was furthered by 

participants in the Cypriot focus group who voiced opinions that the media are only 

interested in promoting issues that the public can identify with, thus explaining the 

prevalence of coverage given to issues relating to cancer. On the other hand, in the 

Greek focus group, discussion turned to the lack of media attention for long-term 

initiatives. Rather, here, it was argued that certain short-term crises are promoted, such 

as “the crisis phenomenon of homelessness that for a short period of time became popular 

among the mass media”. Thus, essentially, it can be argued that the relatability, 

mechanisms and socio-political context of a project affects its ability to be recognized by 

the media.  

  

Several of the initiatives included in this analysis (e.g. Foodbank Netherlands, Cyprus’ 

HFC, Hungary’s KIP) refer to the notion of not being considered necessary or not 

addressing a real social problem as a major barrier in receiving recognition by 

governments or the public. Likewise, non-supportive social attitudes about addressed 

social issues in some of the countries are a barrier.  This for instance comes forward in 

the Cypriot initiative HFC for children’s rights: 

 

The mood of the world are not making our work any easier. I mean the mentality of the 

locals and the mood of the people everywhere in the world, now that we have the refugee 

crisis. I think is not getting easier, people are getting more and more biased and prejudiced 

about this topic and this is another challenge of spreading information, to provide the real 

experiences that we have, instead of some cases that are shown in the media. (HFC, Cyprus; 

Fori, Christou & Symeonidou, 2017: 20) 

 

This lack of recognition hinders such initiatives to receive funding which in turn hinders 

them to grow or to become sustainable. In contrast, alignment with official, 

governmental and/or public values is both recognition in itself and a driver in getting 

further social recognition. The Foodbank Netherlands has for instance been able to 

expand by reaching support from supermarket chains because they emphasized their 

other aim, to tackle food waste. A comparable process can be found in the Praksis 

Project in Greece that has been able to secure a role in the official housing program 

through which they received publicity. Such alignments also help these initiatives in, for 

instance, setting up public/private partnerships in funding and enables initiatives to 

become visible and more dominant. Recognition thus appears to be vicious circle, in 

which alliance with formal organisations and already accepted values plays a key-role.  
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5. Inter- and intragroup solidarity: Awareness, preparedness, identity 
and diversity 

 

According to Bayertz (1999) solidarity requires a common ground between groups of 

people, which implies that solidarity is basically always an intragroup process: people 

need to share a trait whether this is an ‘identity’ like gender or religion or a ‘higher-level 

identity’ such as being citizens of the same city, region, state or just for being human. 

From this perspective then, solidarity is related to the creation of or reliance on a “we”. 

Theoretically, this process can be explained by both the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & 

Turner, 2004) and the Self Categorization Theory (Turner & Reynolds, 2012). However, 

to actually and actively become solidary requires 1) awareness of a problem, 2) 

recognition of this ‘shared identity’ and 3) preparedness to actually get involved and 

become active. 

 

As is also more elaborately described in the WP3-theoretical paper, awareness can be 

raised by informing, what Simon and Klanderman (2001) call ‘the silent majority’ and 

what Tilly (1999) refers to as uninvolved citizens.  The authors link this to a framework 

of shared grievances, which in turn can be seen as issues of illegitimate inequality but 

also as issues of protecting privileges (i.e., strengthening the boundaries of the in-group 

as opposed to opening boundaries and expanding the “we”) (Simon & Klanderman, 

2001). In order to become actively involved, awareness alone is not enough; the issue at 

stake needs to trigger a factor people can identify with. This susceptibility to particular 

issues is, according to some authors, related to people’s own life circumstances and 

history (Simon & Klanderman, 2001). Moreover, according to Thomas and colleagues 

(2009) this newly established social identity needs to be embedded in a “congruent 

pattern of group norms” about what kind of action should be undertaken, what kind of 

emotions are accepted and expectations about the possibility that things can change. 

According to the Realistic Conflict Theory and the Contact Theory, such activation also 

requires superordinate goals, support for intergroup contact and equal group status 

(Sherif, 1958; Pettigrew, 1998).  

 

 

5.1 Awareness 

However, Ojo con tu Ojo do not miss the use of traditional media as well. In this sense, they 

have an intensive presence on local, regional, national and international media that shows 

its demands and claims as well as the events they organize and/or attend. (Stop Rubber 

Bullets, Spain; CREA-UB, 2017a: 25) 

 

In the initiatives analysed for the Solidus project, awareness about social problems and 

possible solutions (i.e., the solidarity initiatives) is usually raised through word of 

mouth, including face to face communication within one’s own network (organisers, 

volunteers and end-users alike) and communication via social media and online 
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networks. Essentially, as a participant described in the Greek Focus group, for many 

groups, this to an extent covers the gap created by the lack of recognition in mass media. 

Already existing networks help in getting the issue as well as the project itself to the 

fore, but it is the (social) media that are considered to be particularly effective media 

both for raising awareness about the social problem at stake and the activities that the 

solidarity initiatives themselves undertake. In the Greek focus group for example, 

participants discussed how platforms such as Facebook continue to be extremely useful 

in promoting solidarity initiatives.  A participant in the Dutch focus group provided an 

explanation as to why this is this case: 

 

Social media can help in this because it brings a face to people that would otherwise be 

strangers. In order to get people involved and committed it is important to bring a face to 

those in need, and distance can be bridged through the use of (social) media. 

 

Also, conferences are used by several of the initiatives included in the Solidus research, 

predominantly to reach (social) professionals and policy makers. Moreover, as many of 

the initiatives are collaborating or in contact with other (local) organizations, these 

extended networks are also used to generate awareness about the social problem at 

stake. The same holds for the networks of end-users. End-users, particularly when they 

become volunteers themselves at a later stage, obviously also have their own personal 

experiences to build on. For volunteers in general, the issue of awareness is slightly 

different: based on the cross-national analysis of the solidarity initiatives, we find that 

volunteers often become aware of the scale and complexity of the problems through 

their communication and collaboration with end-users. Indeed, it should be 

acknowledged that awareness of the problem itself is generally a contributing factor in 

volunteers becoming initially involved. This level of awareness does not, however, have 

to be high. Participants in the Hungarian focus group provided examples of how this 

was the reality for them: 

 

A focus group participant from a mental health initiative gave the example of a volunteer 

who was drawn in through the acute need of translation for a (foreign) psychotic patient. 

 

A representative of a refugee solidarity chips in that some sort of sense of being personally 

affected was there when the decision was made on whether to join the helpers or not, but 

that this can have different roots. It can be just that someone has met a refugee, or that one 

has relatives or ancestors abroad.  

 

Ultimately, while awareness of the problem itself may stir volunteers to become actively 

involved, awareness does not end there. Volunteer work offers the opportunity to 

gather valuable knowledge and insights about end-users’ lives, making volunteers quite 

aware that issues like illiteracy, homelessness, unemployment or even healthy 

food/healthy living entails much more (often interrelated) aspects than they had 

presumed beforehand.  

 



40 
 

Generally, all initiatives analysed refer to one particular strategy that is most effective in 

raising awareness, which is to have people share their own experiences. Making it 

personal, or putting a face to the problem helps to 1. Make social problems less abstract 

and 2. Give concrete examples of effects that can be reached. Some of the initiatives, like 

the stop rubber bullets-platform (Spain) or the shelter program for homeless 

(Hungary), also actively link social problems to citizens’ own possible risks by framing it 

as “it can happen to you too”. Such a strategy also entails a form of personalizing the 

problem. An example of this was discussed in the Cypriot focus group, where 

participants drew attention to a breast cancer awareness project that gained much 

more support and attention than issues that the public were less likely to feel personally 

affected by.  

 

For all initiatives included in this research, the underlying motivation is to alter existing 

social attitudes or paradigms about specific social problems; initiatives differ however 

in the value they attribute to it or how it dominates their aims. Paradoxically, the reason 

for many initiatives is to alter existing social attitudes among the wider population and 

at the political level, which in their turn can both hinder and motivate initiatives’ 

aspiration to realise attitudes’ change. In Cyprus for instance, the HFC-project on 

children’s rights was very much hindered in its aims through negative attitudes 

regarding multiculturalism and ethnic diversity, which were strengthened due to the 

2015 refugee crisis. Comparably, findings of Hungarian cases show that initiatives 

working in opposition of the dominant policy or political position have a hard time 

explicitly voicing their opposition.  

 

Migszol Pécs did not participate in much awareness raising activities beyond the 

recruitment that took place via social media (a Facebook page). From this it could be 

derived that the volunteers and recruits came from sections that did not share either the 

government nor the popular line concerning the threat presented by migrants and asylum 

seekers. Their position was often in opposition of the dominant portrayal and more 

motivated by humanitarian rather than over policy or political positions (Migszol Pécs, 

Hungary; Balogh, et al., 2017: 20) 

 

Where the aim to alter social and political attitudes cannot be reached, the other – 

sometimes main – aim of the project, to offer practical help, remains. The Spanish cases 

which can be defined as social movements rather than charity-like initiatives have as 

their main aim to question and alter existing attitudes and it is precisely this objective 

to oppose that attracts people to become active. 

 

From the Spanish platform against the use of rubber bullets, it becomes evident that 

marketing strategies can also be a very effective way to raise awareness. This platform, 

from the beginning, worked with a powerful logo that they used on all their flyers, 

posters etc. Branding a particular problem in such a corporatist way was intended to 

raise as much awareness – and have as much impact – as possible. However, though 
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many of the initiatives (eventually) develop a logo, it does not seem to be used 

particularly for raising awareness about the issue at stake (homelessness, 

discrimination, poverty etc.), but rather as a professionalization of the particular 

project. 

 

5.2 Preparedness 

The interviewees also express more personal (less practical) matters in getting people 

engaged as a volunteer. References are made to the fact that ‘doing good also helps in your 

own well-being’ and that volunteers ‘can also be grateful to be able to help’. (Foodbank, 

The Netherlands; Hopman & Knijn, 2017: 30) 

 

In all of the five countries and their investigated initiatives, the preparedness of people 

to become actively involved in solidarity initiatives appears to be based in humanitarian 

values, such as justice, fairness and egalitarianism. In all initiatives reference is made to 

the similarity with others (rather than difference), to wanting to do good for fellow 

human beings, or to doing it ‘out of the goodness of their hearts’. Valuing solidarity with 

others – in and of itself - thus is the main motive for people to become active. In the 

Greek focus group, one participant explained the mass of leftist social movements by 

highlighting left political ideology: “For these people, the 'collective' is more important 

than the 'individual'”. Such a statement reflects the notion that relatedness to others is 

key in preparedness to become actively involved. 

 

Somewhat surprisingly, the particular target group of solidarity initiatives is generally 

not the most important incentive: people who want to do good are in a way arbitrary 

about whether the help offered is for immigrants, homeless people, poor people etc. 

Also, in a sense, there is always a bit of self-interest involved; people generally feel good 

about doing good. Next to this, in many of the initiatives the end-users refer to wanting 

to become a volunteer for the project at a later stage. In such instances, the choice for a 

project is not arbitrary, but end-users feel they want to reciprocate; they want to do 

something in return.  

 

In terms of barriers to preparedness, perceived cultural elements of countries were 

often pinned as key culprits by focus group participants. This was the case for 

participants in the Netherlands, Hungary and Cyprus, where concerns were raised 

regarding the belief that society has fostered an individualist culture. The fact this was 

prevalent in discussions in the Dutch focus group is of particular interest here as, 

simultaneously, it was acknowledged by all participants that not having a shortage of 

volunteers is ‘typically Dutch’. In spite of this, for many participants the individualist 

society posed a substantial threat for the future of solidarity initiatives: 

 

All the respondents agree that the participation society, as is currently the dominant 

paradigm in the Netherlands, does not really exist. Problems have been individualized, so 

the mindset of the Dutch has changed from collectivism to individualism. It is hard to 
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change that; participation has become an obligation, and for many the question still is 

‘what’s in it for me? 

 

Similar sentiments were found in Cyprus, however here, the general feeling was one of 

individualism in certain areas. For participants in the Cypriot focus group, it was agreed 

that a strong culture of charity is present but this does not necessarily transpire to a 

culture of solidarity: 

 

One participant said that people in Cyprus want to help others but that does not 

necessarily mean that they want people from vulnerable groups to be visible or to demand 

their rights. They gave the example of Radiomarathonios, which is a charity-like, annual 

event aimed at collecting money for people with disabilities. Many people are happy to 

offer their support in this way, but the same people may be opposed to children with 

special needs being in their child’s classroom, for example. 

 

However, here it is important to highlight that this view was not salient. Rather, several 

participants of the Cypriot group voiced concerns about this description, arguing it is 

dangerous to described cultures as monolithic.  

 

Regardless of this, it became evident in the focus group discussions of these three 

countries that external factors relating to policy and history were to blame for the 

adoption of an individualist society. With the different contextual settings, it comes as 

no surprise that this was varied between countries. For example, current and recent 

government ethos was predominantly featured in the explanation provided by 

Hungarian participants:  

 

(…) another brought up the Hungarian government, whose approach in his/her opinion is 

ambiguous in that it follows an elitist statist logic in which some civil society is validated 

others are promoted (like religious) and the primary goal is to ensure that there is 

(solidarity) with Hungarians living outside of Hungary’s borders. Such Hungarians are 

honored whereas no one cares about the (e.g. homeless) person lying at the side of the 

road. 

 

In contrast, for Cyprus, current policy was replaced as an explaining factor by historical 

events that have created a deeply embedded culture:  

 

Another issue that was discussed was the general lack of ‘reactiveness’ in the Cypriot 

culture, sometimes seen as the result of a history of colonization… Some participants also 

pointed out that the existence of an intractable political problem that has been going on 

for years also cultivates a culture of resignation. People don’t see themselves as agents of 

change because they believe that someone else controls their fate, therefore, they are less 

likely to protest, to question the order of things or believe that any type of change is 

possible. 
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Many of these perceived cultural factors were deemed by participants to be superficial 

in the sense that they are solely related to mind-sets and not relative to the actual 

potential the public has to create change. For example, a Cypriot focus group participant 

recounted a story that demonstrated the power people held: 

 

One participant talked about a woman who has been lobbying for years for issues of 

violence against women and she has recently managed to get all the religious leaders on 

the island (Christian, Muslim, Maronite, Armenians and Latins) to produce a common 

statement condemning violence against women. She argued that people are not aware of 

their power.  

 

In order to overcome this issue, the Greek, Cypriot, and Hungarian focus groups all cited 

the need for more education and awareness, suggesting for example, the inclusion of 

social solidarity as a topic taught in schools.  

 

Barriers to preparedness most explicitly come to the fore in the Dutch cases, in which 

reference is made to the costs of solidarity, for instance in time or in financial resources. 

It is much harder to find people for volunteer work that requires a lot of time and/or 

effort than it is to find people for easier tasks or for one-time initiatives. Moreover, as 

the social need for which people want to become active is somewhat arbitrary, 

solidarity initiatives are all fishing in the same pool of volunteers to become actively 

involved for their particular cause. The dependence upon volunteers – as also discussed 

in the section about democratic decision making – also urges solidarity initiatives to put 

efforts into helping volunteers to adequately give form to their volunteer work (e.g., 

through training) or to set up criteria to make a good match between the volunteer and 

the specific volunteer task. Such efforts also help in establishing loyalty among the 

volunteers to the solidarity project.  

 

Moreover, the DAC volunteers are not just ‘pouring coffee’ but get trained into handling the 

subjects of finances and debts. DAC has to spend part of their budget on this but it also 

requires quite some effort of the volunteers to become trained. The willingness to take this 

effort reflects the volunteers’ motivation to help. The training, and the meeting of volunteer 

buddies with local coordinators are also a way of DAC to keep people motivated and to 

prevent ‘burn out’ among the buddies: Working with people in debt and poverty can be a 

tough job in which volunteers encounter many complicated and highly problematic 

situations  (DAC, The Netherlands; Hopman & Knijn, 2017: 38) 

 

In general there is a mutual understanding that volunteer work is not for free; this 

means that volunteers have an obligation to commit to the work that they promise to 

do, but solidarity initiatives in turn have an obligation to take care of their volunteers 

and to ensure they can properly undertake the work. This differs for initiatives that run 

as a social enterprise, as the Hungarian case of the Food Bag Shop shows, where profit 

has to be made in order to keep the project running. Here, in a way, we see a kind of 



44 
 

professionalization of solidarity initiatives, in which volunteers are much more likely to 

be considered employees, who for instance are required to make their 8 hours of ‘work’.  

 

As mentioned before, the motive to become actively involved is predominantly inspired 

by humanitarian motives of wanting to do good. Surprisingly, in some Dutch cases this 

motive is strongly related to religion, even though religion in general does not dominate 

Dutch society. These Dutch solidarity initiatives refer to the same motives but some 

capture this under the heading of religious values and Christianity. Dutch Churches are 

sometimes also a partner in solidarity initiatives, and both the housing project and the 

project supporting people in debt give a supporting religious party as a reason for never 

having a shortage of volunteers. A participant in the Greek focus group also highlighted 

religion, discussing “the existence of numerous organizations all over the country that are 

associated with the Church, and thus with religious values/beliefs”. However, this was not 

prominent in Solidus’ study of Greek initiatives, the religious element was not dominant 

or explicitly mentioned in any of the other three countries either.  

 

Two other motives that are given in inciting preparedness to become solidary is (again) 

hearing about it through people’s own network or when certain social problems are 

publicly debated. The latter motive however appears to be somewhat ambiguous as it 

works in two opposing ways.  

 

A public debate about a specific problem does incite people to also become actively 

involved; they learn about a problem (awareness) but also learn what they can do to 

help. However, the same public debate might also make people decide to not become 

involved or to retreat as they do not want to get involved in the debate itself. From some 

of the Hungarian cases specifically it becomes evident that opposition or controversy 

about a social need impacts how volunteers are perceived and received. This process 

may be highly context dependent, as it likely relates to the trust and distrust between 

citizens and their (public) institutions (see also section about political impact). On a 

more individual level, it might also be related to what some call ‘moral courage’. 

 

5.3 Identity 

Although pluralism of impairment groups is important for CCODP, it seems that one of the 

challenges of this endeavour has been to develop the understanding that not all claims can 

be pursued for all disabled people. This is common in collective disability organizations 

whose members are in the process of developing collective identity, while at the same time 

they have an impairment-group identity and their own personal identity. (CCODP, Cyprus; 

Symeonidou & Christou, 2017: 5) 

 

For organisers, volunteers as well as end-users identification takes place on different 

levels; the particular social need, the end-users’ group-status or a personal 

(comparable) experience. Regardless of the different levels however, solidarity takes 

place on similarity, for instance in identifying the other as also being human, not on 
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difference. In this sense, the identification process resonates the mechanisms that are 

used by solidarity initiatives to raise awareness for a particular problem; by 

personalizing problems in order to extrapolate the similarity of ‘the other’. Such 

mechanisms can either construct new ‘types’ of identities – for instance in the 

Hungarian healthy food community – or expand the majority’s “social identities”, by 

relating it to aspects of every person’s life. Thus, in general solidarity can be triggered 

on every level – be it on future risks (“it could happen to you” for instance in the Spanish 

stop rubber bullets platform), or on a broader level of being a fellow human as we see 

for instance in both the Shelter Foundation and Awakenings Foundation in Hungary. 

The processes for establishing or encouraging solidarity rely on intragroup solidarity 

regardless: 

 

Typical for this humanitarian approach, when asked about what solidarity means to her 

she answered: ‘help people in need, disregarding the type of need. In this case it is food 

because they have a place to sleep, they are together, the social workers discuss with them 

their special problems. I don’t say they are friends, because it is not true, but you 

know…human to human…the only thing I can say is ‘help people in need’ (Shelter 

Foundation, Hungary; Cartwright, Svensson & Balogh, 2017: 20) 

 

Intragroup solidarity is also capitalized on when bringing end-users together. In several 

of the initiatives end-users work together, most often when it relates to training or 

education (e.g., initiatives for Roma, initiatives against illiteracy, initiatives for 

employment training). Meeting other end-users enables identification with each other 

regarding the problem they all encounter. It builds social cohesion within the group as 

well as a sense of solidarity among group members. The Spanish focus group 

highlighted the social impact of this, recounting how it has helped end-users access 

services they previously may not have felt able to. Highlighting the confidence benefits 

of attending services in a group, one participant stated “Seems silly but feeling 

accompanied makes you feel important”.  

 

Superficially, intergroup aspects can be seen in the relations between project organisers 

and volunteers on the one hand and end-users on the other hand. Project organizers 

and volunteers reflect a broad spectrum of identities. Consequently, all kinds of 

intergroup relations exist: highly educated women helping low educated women, 

religious people helping not-religious people or vice versa, native people helping non-

native people or vice versa, etc. However, categorisation is complex and 

dichotomization a too easy answer on the issue of intergroup solidarity. In most 

initiatives, the target groups are a mixture of vulnerable people of various ages, 

ethnicities and even educational backgrounds, and the same goes for involved 

volunteers. Intersectionality is viewed among volunteers as well as end-users. Taking 

into account motives for people to become actively involved as well as the somewhat 

arbitrary choice for a social problem, it becomes again evident that all identify on the 

level of humanity and sameness. ‘The other’ is not seen as an ‘other’, and we should 
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therefore conclude that intragroup identification is a stronger force in solidarity actions 

than intergroup identification. This is evident in discussions of the Cypriot focus group: 

 

Participants mentioned that intra-group solidarity is strong in Cyprus and one can see it in 

several groups (for example, migrant communities or NGO members amongst themselves). 

However, expressions of inter-group solidarity are less common. 

 

An exception to this process can be found in the Greek cases, but only in relation to 

initiatives that are organized top-down:  motivations for solidarity are in those cases 

not given. Rather the communication and interaction between people working for these 

initiatives and the beneficiaries is described as formal, administrative or as part of their 

duties.  

 

5.4 Diversity 

But on the other hand, there is also the second dimension of social cohesion. The linguistic 

and religious interactions also promote that people who were only participating in their 

community now come into contact with people from other groups and perform other 

learning that otherwise would be difficult to acquire (as for example, knowledge of the 

territory, resources, and strengthen friendship ties). (Interreligious Couples, Spain; CREA-

UB, 2017b: 10) 

 

To close off, the analysis of initiatives’ diversity gives evidence that all initiatives show a 

large variety in both volunteers and end-users in relation to religion, political ideology, 

ethnicity and social-economic backgrounds within and between groups. Exceptions are 

in place when similarity is required for the main aim of the project, for instance all 

women in the Dutch Women Inc. project, all disabled people in the Cypriot CCOPD 

project or all Roma in the Spanish project for Roma education. In such instances 

however, diversity still exists albeit on levels that are less central to the main target or 

main target group.  

 

Overall, diversity is highly valued as a way of establishing intergroup contact and social 

cohesion. As a participant in the Dutch focus group stated, bringing people together aids 

exchange and contact, thus enhancing inclusion. Similar sentiments were found in the 

Greek and Spanish focus group discussions: in Greece, a participant highlighted the 

benefits diversity has for knowledge sharing while in Spain a participant discussed how 

mass inclusion enlarges an initiative’s vision, aiding it to become inclusive and global. If 

diversity on the level of end-users is difficult (see above) then most initiatives ensure 

diversity on the level of volunteers, staff or project team. A side-effect of the 2008 

financial crisis has been that the variety of end-users has become larger. Due to debts, 

poverty and austerity measures a larger group of people had to turn to, for instance, the 

foodbank or debt aid in the Netherlands or to social clinics in Greece. However, diversity 

often is an explicit aim of initiatives both in bringing together volunteers and end-users 

as well as collaborating with other institutions in order to tackle stereotyping and 
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prejudice as can be seen in the Hungarian Awakenings Foundation for instance. Some of 

the Greek cases diverge in this sense: the Greek Social Clinics for instance have made an 

explicit choice not to collaborate with established institutions because they blame them 

for the exclusion of vulnerable groups. Social solidarity schools do collaborate but 

preferably with groups with the same orientation to prevent that the project’s aims are 

altered.  

 

Notably, while some groups may appear as homogeneous, these groups themselves may 

still consider themselves as heterogeneous. This becomes particularly evident in the 

analysis of the Hungarian Shelter Foundation: the beneficiaries of this project may be 

considered as homogeneous by the public (homeless, poor and predominantly male), 

but among themselves they make distinction between for instance Hungarian homeless 

and refugee homeless, those who use a permanent shelter versus those who only use 

the night shelter or distinctions based on educational level. 

 

Barriers to diversity are not explicitly mentioned in the interviews or analyses, and it is 

therefore not possible to say anything about possible mechanisms against diversity. 

However, it should be noted that some of the initiatives explicitly mention that female 

beneficiaries are still excluded – most explicitly in the Shelter Foundation in Hungary 

and the CCOPD in Cyprus, either because of a clear focus on male beneficiaries or 

because of historical restrictions on female participation. Difficulties with language can 

sometimes also be an exclusionary factor for some groups to get involved in initiatives, 

as is for instance mentioned in two Dutch initiatives: Women Inc. and the Reading and 

Writing Foundation: 

 

One of the main barriers to participate in Women Inc’s activities is a lack of knowledge of 

the Dutch language. This prevents for instance migrant women or (functionally) illiterate 

women to participate. (Women Inc., The Netherlands; Hopman & Knijn, 2017: 8) 
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6. Concluding remarks; barriers to and drivers of solidarity 

 

From the cross-national analysis described in this report, some issues come to the fore 

that can be described as barriers to or (in contrast) drivers for solidarity. Though some 

caution should be taken – considering the wide variety of solidarity initiatives included 

in this WP3 task as well as the variety in national policy backgrounds – some elements 

are shared by many of the initiatives, which we would like to address here explicitly. 

 

6.1 Barriers to solidarity 

The ways in which solidarity initiatives try to organize themselves in a democratic 

fashion has been an important issue during the data collection and analysis for this WP3 

task, particularly in relation to the ways in which the voices of the ‘end-users’ could be 

heard. The analysis shows that although basically all solidarity initiatives strive for 

inclusion of the end-users, direct influence of the end-users is hindered by the size and 

structure of solidarity initiatives: Solidarity initiatives that are set up in a top-down 

fashion and that are more formally organized have little opportunity for direct influence 

of end-users and/or the local volunteers. Comparably, large initiatives (covering wide 

areas and serving large numbers of end-users) tend to also organize themselves more 

formally. Direct influence in such initiatives is often possible only at the local level of the 

project’s ‘departments’. So, even initiatives that started as small grass root 

organizations but grew as a result of their success tend to become more formal. 

Although formal processes might be a barrier to democratic decision making, literature 

shows that such formal settings may help in getting people involved (Djupe & Lewis, 

2015), while local opportunities for influence also help in negotiation and aligning 

initiatives’ aims (Thomas et al., 2009). 

 

One notable difference that we found was the difference between social/political 

movements and charity-like initiatives, both in the way in which democratic aspects are 

played out as well as in the impact these initiatives have. Most of the initiatives that are 

included in this analysis can be considered charity-like initiatives, in the sense that 

volunteers (and sometimes some paid employees) organize themselves in order to help 

and support a particular vulnerable group (e.g., refugees, poor people, disabled people). 

These kinds of initiatives appear to have more formal rules and regulations about how 

the project is run. In contrast, a few of the Spanish cases that can be considered as social 

or political movements appear to be ‘flat organizations’ with a highly informal structure. 

It should also be noted though that the ‘movements’ that are included in this analysis 

focus on a particular issue, but not necessarily on the individual needs of groups of 

people. For instance, the platform striving to end gender (women) violence is much 

more oriented towards raising awareness about this problem then to actually help the 

victims of violence. Although this may heighten the impact within society, such 

initiatives may have less direct effect on the actual target group. For charity-like 

initiatives, the impact on the individual lives of the end-users is usually high, whereas 
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their impact on society tends to be smaller. Thus, the main objective of a project partly 

determines the kind of social or political impact a project has.  

 

Another important barrier is the costs of solidarity, both literally in funding and 

figuratively in time and (human) resources, as is also pointed out in solidarity literature 

(e.g., Lindenberg, 1998; Hollinger, 2006). If initiatives have to put a relatively high 

amount of time in the acquisition of funding and/or if only limited funding is available, 

they have fewer resources available to raise awareness among the public about their 

particular issue. More importantly, funding also requires initiatives to be transparent 

about and accountable for how the funding is spent. Taking into consideration that most 

volunteers are prepared to become active for a solidarity project out of a sense of 

humanity – a wish to help others – the tasks of acquisition and accountancy does not 

suit their personal aims and motives. Dependency on funding may also hinder 

democratic decision making, as this dependency sometimes requires top-down decision 

making to ensure continued existence of the solidarity project. Particularly the financial 

crisis and related austerity measures have hindered solidarity initiatives to grow and 

expand in times when their support was most needed. 

 

When a lot of friction and distrust exists between citizens and public institutions, the 

impact of initiatives is low, which we saw particularly in the Greek cases. Social policy 

measures as an institutionalized form of solidarity in this country are often lacking, 

while bottom-up social initiatives are relatively new to the country. Collaboration 

between public institutions and social initiatives is difficult as the relation between the 

two is characterized by the already existing distrust. Comparably, grass root initiatives 

might implicitly indicate that public institutions are failing in their task since citizen’s 

initiatives are necessary to address particular social needs. This may also hinder 

successful collaboration between these two parties. Also, the Hungarian refugee project 

did not alter local policy or (negative) popular opinions about this group, while the 

Cyprus project for children felt hindered by negative attitudes towards refugees. Such a 

social context of conflicting popular attitudes hinders not only social impact but also 

opportunities for getting people involved. A public debate about a particular issue can 

help in raising awareness, but at the same time it may stop people from becoming 

actively involved because they do not want to be part of that debate. People who 

already are involved also have to have the strength to live up to negative attitudes. If the 

‘gap’ between social, cultural or political ‘perspectives’ and the citizen’s initiatives is too 

large, initiatives are also less effective in reaching their aims. These processes are also 

reflected in literature about mechanisms of altering authorities’ values and efforts to 

shift boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Simon & Klanderman, 2001; Subasic, et al., 

2008; Tilly, 1999) 
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6.2 Drivers of solidarity 

Despite the abovementioned barriers to create and enhance solidarity in society, 

solidarity initiatives still manage to survive and expand, and can have an actual impact 

on individual lives as well as society at large. Several factors appear to be highly 

relevant in this regard. One important driver to enhance solidarity and to have an 

impact is that solidarity initiatives need to have a specific aim to lobby on a political 

level for their cause and a specific aim to alter social attitudes. This helps in having both 

social and political impact. This became particularly clear in for instance the Stop 

Rubber Bullets campaign in Spain, but also in the Awakenings Foundation in Hungary. 

In contrast, if such an aim is lacking, most of the initiatives do have a large impact on the 

individual lives of their beneficiaries, but do not establish a structural change, politically 

or socially. In this regard, it should also be noted that collaborating with and trusting 

public institutions also means initiatives are more likely to have political impact. Such 

networks help in establishing personal relations, which may inspire important key 

actors to actually get involved in the specific cause (poverty, homelessness, disability, 

etc.). This kind of collaboration can be an important tool in overcoming difficulties due 

to different values and to expand the group of people willing to get actively involved 

(e.g., Simon & Klanderman, 2001; Tilly, 1999). 

 

Equally important in many solidarity aspects is word of mouth (e.g., for raising 

awareness, activating people to get involved and/or to have an  impact) – this means 

that networks are important in real life but also online through the use of social media. 

The relevance of off-line and online ‘word of mouth’ communication is important for 

raising attention for the problem as well as gaining attention for the solidarity project 

itself as a solution to the problem. Word of mouth also helps to get people actively 

involved, since it becomes more concrete what citizens can actually do, and what 

underlying motivations or values drive the initiatives.  

 

Within these forms of communication, a highly effective mechanism is to personalize 

the problem at hand, or to relate it to people’s life in general. Personalizing the 

problem, and getting people to identify with either the cause of or the target group is 

an effective strategy to raise awareness and to get people involved. As the analysis 

shows, such processes of identification rely on intragroup solidarity - thereby reflecting 

the idea that the distinction between inter- and intragroup solidarity is basically a 

purely theoretical distinction. Although a strong motivation for volunteers to become 

active rests on humanitarian values, for what particular cause people actually become 

active still relies on elements they can identify with. In this sense, personalizing 

particular problems appears to be an effective tool in expanding or altering people’s 

social identities (Djupe & Lewis, 2015; Tajfel & Turner, 2004; Turner & Reynolds, 2012) 

 

A final effective tool for raising awareness and to get people involved in solidarity 

initiatives is the use of business-like marketing strategies, such as logos. Particularly 
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so when this is thought through and used from the beginning: it helps people to 

recognize initiatives by – in a way – becoming a brand. 

 

Paradoxically, public debates about particular issues are a strong force in inciting 

awareness and preparedness, while at the same time they may hinder preparedness. As 

discussed above, in the instance of strong (social) opposition or when the gap between 

the existing social or political attitude and the new perspective is too large, people tend 

to draw back as they do not want to be involved in such debates.  However, for 

solidarity initiatives dealing with less sensitive problems, public debates are highly 

effective in raising attention for particular problems and/or vulnerable groups in 

society. People not only become aware of a social problem, but tend to discuss this 

among each other and they receive information they otherwise might not get. This 

brings opportunities for expanding the range of social identities and thus opportunities 

for new levels of identification. 
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