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ABSTRACT 

The paper focuses on identifying social innovations in a small Romanian industrial town, 

Fieni, situated in Dâmbovița County. The industrial development of Fieni started in the 

third decade of the XXth century, being encouraged by the progress in the railway 

transport. Two emblematic industries, the cement and bulb industries, were strongly 

developed in the communism times, but underwent partially negative economic changes 

after 1990. The town’s main currently industrial specialisation remains the cement one, 

accompanied by the lime production.  

The aim of the study is to analyse the evolution of social innovation concept in this small 

community with less than 8,000 inhabitants from temporal, typological and participative 

point of view. The analysis takes into consideration the historical conditions that explain 

how the social innovations occurred in time and their nowadays approach in the context 

of different socio-economic challenges generated by: closure of the light bulbs factory, 

low offer of jobs in different fields of activity, migration, shrinking, etc. 

In the results section it is expected to identify and characterise the most important 

directions towards which social innovations are oriented to, their impact on the local 

development, as well as the resources and different categories of participants on which 

they rely on.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The concept of social innovation is related to the social and solidarity economy, but also 

to the sustainable development: environmental protection, through recycling and reuse of 

waste. Although in the last years, in some areas worldwide the definitions of this concept 

and sector of activity are in continuous development and in other areas it just gets a shape, 

the use of its meaning is quite old. Thus, the economic theory of innovation has its origins 

in the work of the economist Joseph Schumpeter and his notion of innovative entrepreneur 

that relies on the distinction between creative and rational economic action when trying 

to explain the decline of the entrepreneur and the concurrent transition from capitalism to 

socialism [1]. Schumpeter identified 5 types of innovation [2]: manufacturing new 

products; introducing new methods of production; entry into new markets; conquering 

new materials and sources; development of new forms of business organisation.  
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The term innovation has evolved from an approach related to the development of industry 

to meanings associated to awareness of the resources` diminution and need for 

specialization that not only leads to the increase of production, but also have an important 

social impact as it allows the creation of new jobs [3,4,5]. Concerns regarding this concept 

have involved efforts at the institutional and scientific level, completed with the 

development of tools and implementing models, among which came out good practices, 

at the level of cities in general [6,7,8], smart cities [9,10] and in rural areas [11,12,13,14]. 

No matter the types of areas, technologies play an important role [15].  

Social innovation is important to be studied in relation to local development [16] because 

local development implies activities carried out both with the members of the community, 

as well as by the public authorities in order to increase the quality of life of the entire 

population [17]. Depending on the community involvement, we can meet four situations 

of local development [17]: a) the community initiates, implements and evaluates the 

development; b) the community participates in the initiation, but the resources come from 

the local public authorities; c) the community participates in the initiation, but the 

implementation is done with resources from the public authorities and with a constraint; 

d) the initiation and implementation are carried out by the authorities, with local or extra-

local resources, without the participation of the community.  

In Romania, social innovation is still at its beginnings, but has a very high potential for 

capitalizing on the many challenges related to social issues. Moreover, in the new socio-

economic context, the needs have become complex and varied. Social innovation 

occurred and was implemented in the civil society in the early 90s, with the creation of 

the first NGOs, supported by international organizations. With the preparations for 

joining the European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), 

since 2000, social innovation was extended to private companies, as well. After the 

accession of Romania to the EU in 2007, on the basis of the financial support provided 

by the European Social Fund through the Sectoral Operational Program for Human 

Resources Development, the social economy sector has developed thanks to initiatives 

aimed at improving the public policy framework, ensuring complex analysis in the field 

and increasing the number of jobs in the social economy.  

During the last years it can be noticed an increase in the interest of public authorities to 

promote and support social economy initiatives. But, some barriers hinder the 

development of social innovations in small towns: lack of a developed culture of 

innovation, in general, in Romania; no great openness for new models and practices in 

the field of social services; a poor developed ICT in many small towns; financial issues, 

expressed by few local funds, including external sources, for standing up a social 

entrepreneurship; deficit of skilled workers.  

Fieni is a small town from the south part of Romania, Dâmbovița County (fig. no. 1), with 

a population in 2017 of 7,614 inhabitants, in continuous decreasing since 1995 when the 

town registered a little bit less than 8,500 inhabitants. Fieni is confronting with many 

problems in the post-industrial times: migration, depopulation and demographic aging, 

deficit of qualified workforce and, in general, of jobs in the area (with a strong impact on 

the age group 18-55 years) and decline of the living standards [18]. These problems have 

worsened as a result of the socio-economic decline generated by the de-industrialisation 

process, but also of the re-technologization of the still existing production that led to the 

dismissal of employees. The main moments in the evolution of Fieni that evolved until 

the XIXth century as a small rural area relying on commercial activities with Transylvania 

province (cattle, fruits and merchandises) are [19]: 1) starting with the 1910s the new 
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railway transport connects the settlement with the capital of Romania, Bucharest, and 

Târgovişte, the Dâmbovița County seat; 2) in the 1930s, the industrial economic 

development leads to continuous changes in the economic structure and occupations of 

the inhabitants, most of them becoming workers in the cement factory (the largest 

producer of cement in Romania in 1940) and in the light bulbs factory (the largest plant 

of this type in the country in the 1930s); 3) in 1968, Fieni becomes an urban area and the 

development of the industry is even more encouraged (in the communist period, the 

cement factory becomes one of the largest cement plant at national level and the light 

bulbs factory grows into the biggest producer of lighting objects for Eastern Europe, 

fabricating different light bulbs for airplanes and tanks, most of the production being 

exported); 4) in the 1970s and 1980s, the development of road infrastructure, namely of 

some important bridges, participates to the development of the two industries, especially 

the cement one; 5) the privatization of the two industries in the middle of the 1990s brings 

negative changes: diminish of the production, layoffs, impoverishment of the population, 

migrations and shrinking.  

 
Figure 1. Localisation of Fieni  

Nowadays, Fieni has the oldest functioning cement factory in Romania. Regarding the 

light bulbs factory, the activity reduced significantly, being almost non-existent in 

comparison to its period of glory. The cement factory, together with the lime factory, 

represent the only industrial activities in the town that contribute to the local economic 

life. The impact on the local development is a positive one, thanks to the jobs created, 

although their number has reduced significantly during the privatization process, or to 

small projects for the local community, including some with social impact. But the 

negative effects, related to pollution and damaging impact on the environment, still 

remain and disturbs the living conditions of the population. 
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METHODS 

The methodology used for assessing the local social innovation is complex and relevant 

for the research purpose, but also for the current research achievements on the topic. Even 

if the population of Fieni is not accustomed to being involved in the decision-making 

process, the application of this methodology has conducted to a positive experience that 

will generate more favourable outcomes in the community. Two workshops were 

organised with the local actors from Fieni (population, representatives of administration 

and different economic activities), one for the history of social innovation and, the second, 

for identifying practical innovations for the future. Different worksheets were used during 

the workshops, being considered to be very useful in gathering information from the 

participants concerning the past and the present situation of social innovations in the 

town, together with the expectations of the locals regarding the importance in time of 

social innovations for their community. Each workshop gathered 15 participants, divided 

in several working groups and coming from the local community: local institutions 

(administration, school, kindergarten, library, church), entrepreneurs and employees in 

other fields of activity, but also pensioners.  

For a better understanding of the purpose of this research, each workshop relied on a 

power-point presentation at the beginning of the working process. This type of 

presentation contributed to a better transmission of the goals, offering a more structured 

enunciation of the expectations. In general, the power-point presentations included 

agenda of the day, objectives detailed to the participants in a very clear and explicit way, 

steps to be followed for completing the tasks and connections from the first to the second 

workshop. 

 

RESULTS  

The first workshop was focused on the history of social innovation in Fieni. The 

identification of former social innovations was a difficult process because this very small 

and new town was for some decades under the influence of the communist regime, a 

period that meant collectivization of agriculture and forced industrialization. In these 

conditions, which made almost impossible the emergence of a creative capacity, the 

examples of former social innovations are almost inexistent. However, two relevant 

activities that were at some moments important for the local economy could be listed as 

being at the limit of social innovations: exploitation of the vine during the XVIIth century, 

an activity that is no longer visible in the local landscape and about which many locals 

don’t know that this had a signification in the past and a milk cooperative, from the 

beginning of the XXth century. These were considered social innovations because of their 

association to something new that was relying on local products and values and were 

representative for the economic life [20]. For the present times, two social innovations 

were identified: taxi sharing services and a family business focused on food products 

using local resources. The first social innovation occurred as an alternative to the lack of 

a local public transport. Although there are minibuses crossing the town and connecting 

Fieni with the County seat, Târgoviște, Bucharest and other areas, the lack of a local road 

transport was solved by the initiative of a citizen who makes already for some years routes 

in town and the surrounding areas; the journeys start when all or almost all the places are 

occupied. This is a good local innovation, taking into account that the rail transport is no 

longer an easy option because the number of trains has decreased as a result of the de-

industrialization of the entire area. The second example can be considered also a social 
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innovation, given the followings: it is an initiative of young entrepreneurs from the town, 

it is based on local resources, and it promotes local products and consequently the local 

identity (including the name of the business that is in relation to the historical beginnings 

of the settlement). 

Other local social innovations were identified by the participants to the workshop: e.g., 

small businesses in the cloth and footwear industry or catering services. Beside these, 

some initiatives of the local authorities were appreciated by the participants in the 

workshop as social innovations: a tourist information centre, an ambulance service, a park 

in the central area of the town and the re-opening of the library within the Cultural Centre. 

It is interesting that the recent projects of the town are considered by the participants as 

social innovations, relying on following considerations: these services are necessary for 

the socio-cultural activities of the town and contribute to improving the quality of life, 

but also to Fieni promotion. Another interesting point to be mentioned is that the citizens 

consider that these social innovations have been successful: the inauguration of the tourist 

information centre has generated new investments in the town, such as: new touristic 

structures and a riding centre, both being reflected in the increase of the tourists’ number 

in the area; the opening of an ambulance service meant quick interventions in emergency 

situations; the new park (the only one in town) has meant an increase of leisure time in 

Fieni for all age groups and a more visible intergenerational interaction; the local public 

library re-opening has increased the interest for information, culture and novelty and, 

consequently, the number of readers has grown in the last years. The projects related to 

medical, cultural and touristic services were initiated by the local authorities, but 

sometimes at the demand of citizens (fig. no. 2). 

The social innovations mentioned above were necessary, bringing valuable effects in the 

community: tourism growth; improvement of medical care; development of recreational 

areas for children and adults; cultural and spiritual benefits for citizens, including 

children. The local health care system included before only basic medical services 

represented by a network of family doctors and dentistry, the population being 

constrained to approach the health care services of neighbouring towns and cities for more 

complex medical assistance. The opening of catering companies in the town seems 

utopian upon a first analysis, given that Fieni is losing slowly the industrial importance 

and, in the end, the human resource because of migration. A more in-depth investigation 

of the situation brings to light a new reality. In the course of the tertiary activities’ 

development, services of this kind become necessary (e.g. the catering services, given the 

fact that some canteens in the factories were decommissioned). In addition, some of them 

have also a palpable social purpose: the catering services come to help the disadvantaged 

groups, among which elderly people, immobilised or with other health problems.  

The goal of the second workshop was the identification of future social innovations in 

connection with local issues requiring urgent solutions. The participants, divided in four 

working groups, identified various problems: demographic aging, lack of qualified 

workforce and, in general, of jobs, in the area; necessity of setting up an association for 

the local products’ commercialisation; promotion of local agricultural producers in the 

on-line environment; pollution with asbestos.  

The qualified workforce deficit in the area and of jobs in different sectors of activity can 

be solved by increasing the professional schools at the County’s level, but also by 

providing more facilities to potential investors in Fieni. Despite the general situation of 

the town, Fieni is negatively impacted by the situation of the educational system in 

Romania which is confronted with diverse structural weaknesses, such as: small budget, 
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low diversity of the educational offer, including continuous education, but also 

insufficient auxiliary and nursing staff.  

On the other hand, the depopulation phenomenon generates another secondary problem, 

demographic aging. Following the general demographic trend at national level, Fieni is 

confronting as well with the increase of the share of the elderly among the town’s 

population, in relation to strong outmigration flows and low birth rate. This category of 

population faces, more than other categories, to problems as accessing medical and social 

services (e.g. integration into different associations etc). The Church remains the main 

institution most concerned with the problems of the elderly. The lack of young people in 

their families aggravates their situation. In a more positive vision, a closer collaboration 

between physicians and this category of population would be required for their inclusion 

in various local activities (cultural and educational ones, handcrafts etc.). 

 

 
Figure 2. The positive effects of social innovations in the community of Fieni 

A major problem identified was in relation to the nowadays situation in agriculture. More 

precisely, there are several interrelated secondary problems arising from the transition to 

the capitalist system, period of time in which the importance of the agriculture diminishes 
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in the economic balance: the lack of an association for selling the local products inside 

and outside the town, the non-promotion in the online environment and the decrease of 

the interest in practicing agriculture in the area. The absence of a local product market, 

taking into account that most of the production is environmentally friendly, brings great 

losses to local producers (despite the presence of an agri-food market in the central area 

of Fieni). One of the causes is related to the lack of collaboration at the producers’ level. 

This collaboration is also absent in the online environment. The producers are not visible 

within an online platform that could promote their cooperation and, in consequence, their 

productions obtained in associations or individual households.   

Three general directions have been identified: a) the development of agriculture and 

entrepreneurship: livestock breeding in individual households and harvesting through the 

local breeders’ / producers’ association and a digital information platform for 

entrepreneurs; b) a museum of the town; c) the re-organisation of the owners’ associations 

in the residential areas.   

In the field of agriculture, with technical support and without too much financial costs, a 

digital platform could be created. Local producers could register in this platform to 

promote their products. Animal husbandry would be an important development idea if it 

were assumed by a larger number of active adults and young people as option to other 

jobs. The future museum of Fieni would focus on local history and traditional crafts. 

Today, there is no museum of the town. There is a museum inside the cement factory 

about the history of cement, but which can be visited only on demand. The opening of a 

museum in Fieni could generate new jobs and attract investments in Fieni by increasing 

the town’s visibility. 

Following the emigration of many residents for work in big cities or outside the country, 

the existing owners’ associations for apartment blocks were dissolved due to a lack of 

resources and participation. The re-organisation of the owners’ associations in the 

residential areas, adapted to current situation (blocks with unoccupied floors), would be 

a new start for the revival of some activities in the community (e.g. the participation in 

the maintenance of green areas around the blocks) that can generate in time involvement 

in innovations with social goal.   

All these projects have been proposed taking into account, in the first place, the local soil 

resources, the livestock history in the area and the buildings that could accommodate the 

museum. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The workshops organised with different professional categories of members from the 

local community made possible to point out that the population is ready to engage in 

actions aimed at improving the socio-economic conditions in the context of a compression 

of the industrial importance in the local economy. Thereupon, the population is confident 

that new social innovations can bring positive transformations in Fieni by changing in 

better the quality of life and in a synergy with other sectors of activity [13]. 

Even if these social innovations are very good welcome in the community, unfortunately, 

generate, in over-all, few jobs (an average of less than 10 jobs/innovation). 

Identifying solutions from social innovations to different problems of the town does not 

mean that these are not taken into account at all, but it highlights the need for more efforts 

that could contribute to their materialization. For example, from the agricultural 

perspective, Fieni is regionally renowned for annually promoting the traditional activities 

of the surrounding area and for facilitating the meeting of the urban residents with the 
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local agricultural producers and craftsmen through organising the Autumn Fair at the end 

of October and the Crafts Fair at the end of May. 

Constraints in the implementation of various projects include lack of openness or 

reticence for what is new, absence or unconcern for collaboration and support, financial 

issues and conflict between generations because of the communication barriers. It turned 

out to be very important to know the people’s perception about different aspects of their 

present and future in town because the former industrial sites are in general relying on a 

lot of emotions and symbols that become visible in their attitude and feelings about them. 

If the feelings are more negative it is very hard to build new perspectives for the town. In 

the case of Fieni, the opinions are quite different, both positive and negative. Reduced 

financial support and lack of consulting services make some of the projects mentioned 

above vulnerable and even unfeasible.  

Following the organization of these workshops other positive results came to light. These 

projects, especially those related to the development of plant culture and animal 

husbandry, lead to the reduction of waste, contributing thus to the principles of sustainable 

development respect. New components of the local landscape not considered until the 

workshops to have potential for future ideas and projects relying on social innovations 

have involved the locals’ attention: an example is the industrial architecture, respectively 

industrial walls and buildings which can be used as means of transmission and support 

for cultural promotion.  

A new museum, with permanent and temporary exhibitions, hosting also different artistic 

shows and events, can be opened inside the decommissioned industrial buildings, using 

the technology for promotion. The industrial footprint and the tourist importance of the 

nearby area can create the premises for the development of social innovations in different 

types of tourism, non-existent in the area [21], as industrial tourism or adventure tourism 

(climbing). 

The awareness of the need for support and assistance between generations and importance 

of the circular economy are among the positive elements of the feedback received during 

the workshops.  

These initiatives materialized in future projects from the category of social innovations 

could encourage further the participation of the population in more actions in various 

activities aimed to contribute to the local development.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The social innovations in Fieni have proven to be able to contribute in time to increasing 

the living standards, reflected in education, medical services or socialization. The analyse 

of social, cultural and economic life in a still industrial community from Romania, Fieni, 

revealed to be very challenging in order to establish its transition to a different lifestyle 

while staying grounded in its specific cultural/traditional characteristics. The results 

obtained during the two workshops reflect how do people observe the changes in their 

town and can adapt to these transformations, how social innovation is perceived by the 

local community and if social innovations may represent a support or specific alternatives 

to the future socio-economic development. The awareness of strengths and weaknesses 

of the various facets of the people life in the community has further helped to identify and 

define the major issues and, in the end, to find possible solutions within social 

innovations. 
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