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community DeVelopment in HungAry

Ilona Vercseg

1. Prehistory of community development and the cul-
tural state of Hungarian society in the 1980s
When we, a small group of future community de-
velopment workers, began our first experimental 
community development work in 1983, we did 
not realise that we started to shape a new profes-
sion. Nor did we realise that in six years time we 
would be doing the same work in a new political 
system. At that time we used to be „animateaurs”, 
or “community educators”. So, we used to work at 
cultural houses and some of us felt that our work 
was somehow useless. We felt what we offered was 
not important to the people. We felt that without 
our initiatives they would not make any efforts to 
cooperate with us.

What did we actually do those days? We or-
ganized writer-reader meetings, exhibitions, con-
certs; we took local people to the theatre to the 
nearest city by so called theatre buses; we formed 
small clubs for the young and the elderly; we or-
ganized library hours for children, etc. With a lot 
of persuasion and publicity somehow we usually 
managed to fill the cultural house with people. But 
it hardly ever happened that local people would 
take initiatives by themselves. It was particularly 
striking that only children and elderly people were 
willing to cooperate with us and not the genera-
tions aged between 25-60. We were disappointed 
that we had nothing to say to them. Moreover we 
were upset to realise that their lives were full of 
problems they could not cope with, and they had 
nobody to help them. They were almost all alone 
without any communities with common goals and 
efforts. Everybody was dependent on all types of 
power and gave up a long time ago to bring about 
significant change.

Already in the 70s we had begun to seek new 
ways of cooperation. We wanted to abandon the 
former practice of the cultural houses. Their origi-
nal function was to spread the ideology of the new 
regime, and what is even worse, to shape a new 
type of people. This type should think in a mate-
rialistic way and should have access to „high” cul-
ture. But this approach was aggressive and alien to 
the people. They were not interested in the Soviet 
type of ideology, were not interested in the „high” 

culture. They were more worried about their ev-
eryday problems and they were isolated from one 
another. Our idea was to create community houses 
instead of cultural houses. We wanted first of all to 
bring back into our life some basic human needs: 
being together, chatting, drinking and eating to-
gether. At the same time we wanted to help people 
to acquire new skills and knowledge to solve their 
everyday problems. All of these were not regarded 
as important in the cultural re-education program 
of the Soviet typed regime, so the centres did not 
provide a framework for it. The idea behind was 
that it was dangerous if people got together with-
out control.

We wanted people to feel free to join the vari-
ous ongoing activities in the community houses: 
e.g. if they did not have a sewing machine at home, 
they could sew in the centre. They could use the 
timetable, the typewriter, and the loom - with the 
help of an expert if it was necessary. We wanted to 
give local people an opportunity to get the most 
important everyday information they needed: 
what kind of services were available in the district, 
how to arrange travel abroad, etc. The name of our 
initiative was „Open House” experiment that we 
launched in 20 cultural houses from 1976. It was 
warmly welcome by the local people and strongly 
opposed by the profession. This experiment gave 
rise to community development in Hungary.

By 1983 we realised that we should take initia-
tives not on the level of community houses but on 
the level of the local community. We recognized that 
Hungarian society was a mass of isolated people in 
which you could hardly find any grassroots asso-
ciations. We experienced the lack of democracy. We 
decided to help the creation of local communities, 
responding to the needs of local people.

Let me outline what were the most striking, man-
ifest or latent needs local people had at that time?

The need to be listened to. People felt, „Nobody 
asks us.” Most Hungarians were hurt in their self-
respect. In every field of society, in economy, poli-
tics or culture, people were told to follow some-
body else’s wants. People felt that, except for their 
families and friends, nobody was interested in their 
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thoughts, opinion and knowledge. We still have to 
face the negative consequences of this.

The need for identity, on an individual and com-
munity level, too. We almost all lived without a 
realistic knowledge of our past and without an 
outlined future perspective. We did not have a con-
scious relationship to our life.

The need for information. We recognized that a 
great number of people were not aware of their 
possibilities. They had very little information 
about the world outside the village and there was a 
lack of local publicity. There were no local papers, 
public meetings and there were no communities 
interpreting and shaping information concerning 
them. That is why local people were not aware 
what is happening or what was happening in their 
neighbourhood. At the time of dominant state me-
dia people were much more informed about the 
problems of Chile or the Middle East than about 
their own problems.

These were the needs we based our first com-
munity development experiment on in the Bakony 
region from 1983. With the first newly organized 
community in Bakony we decided to publish a 
local yearbook with the writings of local people: 
memories, poems, family histories, village history, 
receipts, local events like births, marriages, etc. Ev-
erybody was contacted by the members of the or-
ganizing community and was asked the following 
questions: what would you like to read about in 
the book? What do you know most about that you 
would teach other people? What are you most in-
terested in that you would like to learn most? And 
the first yearbook of Bakony begins with the Teach 
and Learn Catalogue.

In the yearbook we listed parallely those who 
wanted to learn and teach something. In this way 
we wanted to help people to find one another and 
thus encourage self-organization. In this Catalogue 
153 local people offered their services to their 
neighbours in 65 areas, like aerobics, husbandry, 
puppets, repairing shoes, instrumental music, as-
tronomy, old handcrafts, electronics, forestry, local 
history, photography, film, cooking, identifying 
mushrooms, herbs, shorthand and typing, repair-
ing household machines, fishing, gardening, in-
terior decoration, bee-keeping, singing, dancing, 
dress-making, kite making, tennis, etc. (CDJ Janu-
ary 1992)

But the first community development attempts 
were just isolated experiments. They helped to de-
velop a new democratic thinking and some new 

methods but they could not penetrate the whole 
society. This work needed a society, which relies 
more on individual and community initiatives. 
This change, as we know, came in 1989.

2. A Brief History of Community Development in Hun-
gary
2.1 Major Antecedents
Following the revolution of 1848, self-organising 
activities emerged alongside the modernization 
processes taking place during the era (self-help 
and mutual help, associations, secular and church 
charities, philanthropic activities, the ‘sociography 
movement’, readers’ circles, village researchers, 
peasants’ and workers’ movements, etc.)

1912: the establishment of a Settlement House in 
the Újpest area of Budapest

From 1948: centralization and nationalisation 
of social institutions and civil movements, and the 
establishment and expansion of a Soviet type “cul-
tural house” system

1970-1973: education of the future intelligentsia 
at the Budapest Technical University, led by Tamás 
A. Varga, one of the founders of CD in Hungary. 

Three movements characterized this period: 
Movement for Self-organisation (study circles); 
University Students for Popular Education; Winter 
Popular Education Exercise.

In the year of 1971 a total 81 students’ study cir-
cles were established in a self-organising manner. 
Later on, university students engaged in voluntary 
activities targeting the preparation of the technical 
drawings and refurbishment plans for 200 cultural 
houses around Hungary. In the framework of the 
“Winter Popular Education Practice” study groups 
were organised from the students of various pro-
fessions (engineers, doctors, teachers, lawyers, 
economists, etc.) studying in the country’s major 
higher education institutions. At the beginning of 
the second semester, they spent two weeks in a 
local community to study local society, and they 
wrote a summary study on their experience, which 
was communicated to both the hosting local com-
munity and the universities involved.

From 1975: 
“Open House” Experimental Research conduct-

ed by the Hungarian Institute for Culture (Beke, 
Varga);

The establishment of a Community Develop-
ment Department in the Hungarian Institute for 
Culture (a governmental institution)
2.2 The Birth of Genuine Community Development
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1981-1986: first experimental community de-
velopment researches in the Small Region of Bala-
tonszabadi (Beke, Köles, Péterfi, Varga) and in the 
Bakony (Varga, Vercseg).

From 1986 onwards: hundreds of local develop-
ment processes organized by the Community De-
velopment Department and, later on, by HACD.

1989: the establishment of the leading Hungar-
ian community development organisation, the 
Hungarian Association for Community Develop-
ment (Közösségfejlesztők Egyesülete). HACD is a 
registered and accredited nationwide membership 
organization. Today, the number of members in the 
organization is 88 (both individuals and organisa-
tions).

The HACD creates community movements all 
over Hungary and it functioning as a professional 
organisation too.

From 1991 onwards: involvement in the Com-
bined European Bureau for Social Development 
(CEBSD), a network of 10 community development 
organisations from different European countries. 
In addition to exchanging information and ideas 
between the member organisations, the network 
publishes policy documents, examples of good 
practice and research reports.

1992 – 1998: membership in the International 
Community Education Association.  1992: 
The establishment of the Intercommunity Founda-
tion, a registered organisation for collecting and 
distributing data on community development 
through its Community Databank and homepage: 
www.kka.hu.

1994: the establishment of the Civil College 
Foundation by HACD. The Civil College is a reg-
istered and accredited nationwide adult training 
organization that provides training for citizens 
willing to act, the members of self-organizing com-
munities, and the participants of community devel-
opment and community work vocational courses. 
The Civil College Foundation organises and runs 
its training activities in cooperation and partner-
ship with HACD. 

The so called “general purpose adult training 
courses” (non-formal training, which provide a 
certificate, but not a professional qualification) 
organized by the foundation are as follows: Com-
munity, Civil, Democracy, Community Media and 
Community-based Economic Development.

Training professionals:
120-Hour CD course for practitioners (certified 

by the Regional Job Office and Training Centre);
45-Hour further education accredited training 

course on Community Work (certified by the Uni-
versity of Budapest, ELTE);

“Community/Civic Organizer” Higher-Level 
Vocational Education recognized by the National 
Training Register (1000-Hour, 2-Year, semi-BA un-
dergraduate course);

“Community and civil studies” (3-Semesters): 
a postgraduate course organized in co-operation 
with the Department of Social Work and Social 
Policy at the ELTE University of Budapest.

The College was in partnership with the North-
ern College, Barnsley, UK until 2007.

1999-2004: Community Development Network 
Building Project in Central and Eastern Europe.

From 2000 onwards: involvement in the Cen-
tral and Eastern European Citizens Network (CEE 
CN).

From 2004 onwards: organising the Hungarian 
Vocational Network for Developing Community 
Initiatives, a nationwide network for a community-
based society.

From 2005 onwards: setting up the Hungarian 
Federation for Developing Community Participa-
tion, an association involving 11 organizations fo-
cusing on community work and community devel-
opment

A large number of books, studies, case studies 
and other publications have been published dur-
ing these years (see www.kka.hu for Parola and 
the Parola-booklets). A similarly large number of 
conferences, seminars, workshops, summer uni-
versities (on interdisciplinary cooperation start-
ing in 2004) and Citizens Participation Weeks (a 
parallel event in 17 CEE CN countries starting in 
2005) have been organised and attended by HACD 
at home and abroad. Also, a considerable number 
of national and international, European and CEE 
CN projects have been implemented alongside ex-
perimental research programmes and survey proj-
ects (e.g. the Social Capital random survey in 2004, 
or the Standards of Community Development in 
2007.) For more information see Annual Reports 
on HACD’s homepage.

In Hungary, only a few professionals have man-
aged to make a living from community develop-
ment. Here, we cannot talk about an extensive 
group of professionals, but, rather, about specialists 
who belong to different professions. For them com-
munity, civil society, participation and democracy 
are utterly important, and in shaping the role of 
their professions they seek community-based solu-
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tions in cultural centres, youth centres, leisure and 
community centres, information centres, schools, 
family support centres and also in civil organisa-
tions involved in legal representation and interest 
promotion, environmental protection and, more 
recently, in development projects.

3. The Context of Community Development in Hun-
gary
From the 80’s and 90’s onwards Hungarian com-
munity development workers could gradually 
orient themselves in Europe, and they integrated 
some of the solutions learnt there into the Hun-
garian practice, in other words they adapted them 
to Hungarian conditions and methods, and de-
veloped them accordingly. Thanks to the existing 
Hungarian practice, this provided the opportunity 
to develop organically instead of having an ’inor-
ganic’ transplantation. Since in a number of areas 
Hungary’s European integration requires develop-
ment that is unprecedented (meaning that the only 
opportunity is to initiate from outside or above, 
instead of having initiatives from below), Hungar-
ian community development ’traditions’ are con-
sidered to be of great value.

As we can interpret the roots of the Western 
practice for ourselves, similarities can be detected: 
one example is the institution of the ’settlement’, 
which functioned as a social, community and edu-
cation centre at the same time (see the education 
background of the British community work too, in 
the ‘60s, Thomas, 1983). 

Today community development in Hungary is 
approaching the Western practice to a significant 
extent. Among the reasons for this the new type of 
problems stemming from the development of the 
new system obviously bear primary importance. 
Similarly important is the spreading of European 
trends which Hungarian community development 
workers experience as challenges.

It is necessary to notice that the context of com-
munity development is changing from time to time 
all over Europe. The “Building European Civil So-
ciety through Community Development” confer-
ence held in Budapest in 2004, to prepare for the 
accession of ten new countries to the EU, is one of 
the most recent examples of this. In the Preamble of 
its closing declaration, the Budapest Declaration, 
participants gives a civil-society oriented approach 
to community development:

“Community development is a way of strength-
ening civil society by prioritising the actions of com-
munities, and their perspectives in the development 

of social, economic and environmental policy. It 
seeks the empowerment of local communities, tak-
en to mean both geographical communities, com-
munities of interest or identity and communities 
organising around specific themes or policy initia-
tives. It strengthens the capacity of people as active 
citizens through their community groups, organisa-
tions and networks; and the capacity of institutions 
and agencies (public, private and non-governmen-
tal) to work in dialogue with citizens to shape and 
determine change in their communities. It plays a 
crucial role in supporting active democratic life by 
promoting the autonomous voice of disadvantaged 
and vulnerable communities. It has a set of core val-
ues/social principles covering human rights, social 
inclusion, equality and respect for diversity; and a 
specific skills and knowledge base.”

3.1 Why is Civil Society in the focus of community de-
velopment in Hungary?
According to Gergely (1991), the change of the po-
litical system also means a change of cultures. The 
transition from one type of culture to another has 
meant for us the building of participative democ-
racy – as opposed to the former culture based on 
autocratic traditions.

Civil society for us is an embodiment of the 
modern sense of community. In the centre of civil so-
ciety there is the citizen. The citizen, according to 
Dahrendorf (1997), “needs both attachment and 
possibility of choice to fully achieve his life possi-
bilities”. This approach is close to us because it in-
corporates the importance of security provided by 
the community and also the individual’s freedom, 
that is, the unity of community and civil society. If 
either is missing, that provides the grounds for the 
legitimisation of community development.

At the centre of another approach, we find, in-
stead of the individual, civil society itself as a com-
munity result. Miszlivetz said in 1999: “Civil soci-
ety is … a public zone, a sphere of solidarity, where 
various interests are articulated and confront each 
other, where conflicts take place between individu-
als, groups and organisations ... Civil society is a 
relation of all these, a kind of reflexivity, not a col-
lection of organisations. It is the mutual interaction 
that is important, that is what generates a force 
field in which… civil society comes to being.” 

Citizens take part in managing their lives while 
participating in society’s interactions and institu-
tional processes. As members of their community, 
they have a role in developing the social rules of 
their immediate surroundings. They are also will-
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ing to subordinate themselves to these community 
rules and possess the skills and knowledge re-
quired to carry through their intentions. A citizen 
“makes democracy”. 

The citizens’ activity can extend to all areas of 
life. Citizens do not think in terms of professions 
or in terms of pursuing their own individual pro-
fessional interests. Rather, they take local problems 
as a starting point and look for community based 
solutions, incorporating in these processes knowl-
edge from various professions. The main point is to 
give free rain to critical thinking, community initia-
tives, showing alternatives and co-operation based 
problem solution. 

Community work is not a process exclusively 
generated by professionals. The self-help at micro-, 
mid and macro levels and the struggle for social 
progress over the centuries can rightly be regard-
ed as community work. Therefore we believe that 
community work can be both a movement-based 
and professional activity, but in a viable society it is 
obvious that the movement type of activity should 
become the more dominant one.

Community development to us means develop-
ment led by the community, where the key role is 
played by the citizens, and not by the profession-
als. We are not afraid of finding ourselves swept 
into a marginal position as a result of this view. 
Our experience shows that there are new needs 
generated for community development support all 
the time and this is what makes the profession var-
ied and exciting. In order to become a key factor in 
the community development processes, however, 
citizens also need to become able to manage the 
process and this is where community development 
professionals have a key role to play. 

3.2 The importance of empowerment and civic educa-
tion/training 
In order to ensure the key role of the citizen in the pro-
cess of development through the community we need 
to be very serious about empowerment and training. 

Participation in the actual process of commu-
nity development also means going through an 
informal learning process where needs and skills 
manifest themselves. The new experience gained 
through community action leads to the creation of 
new skills and all of these result in the generation 
of new needs: the process permanently continues 
to generate itself. 

It is, however, necessary to stop occasionally 
during this process and focus more on certain is-
sues, in other words, to introduce organised, 

non-formal training programmes. This is the type 
of activity that is carried out by the Civil College 
Foundation, mentioned above. 

3.3 Main tasks of community development in Hungary 
The primary task of community development is to 
support people to become free and active citizens. 
We strongly believe that this is not just a profes-
sional-methodological question, but also a more 
general task in the solution of which community 
development can play its part. The degree of its 
involvement, however, is highly dependent on the 
status of the profession in the country.

One of the questions for the present and the future 
is to what degree our transforming society is willing to 
make sacrifices in order to regenerate the damaged com-
munity tissues of society, to develop skills and functions 
which have not been able to enfold, to strengthen civil 
participation.

The answer that can be given to this question 
also has implications as to how realistic the at-
tempts are to democratise our societies. If there 
isn’t a strong civil society, who will fight for par-
ticipation in the preparation of decisions, decision-
making and the control of the execution of deci-
sions? Who will make democracy a daily practice? 
How can the conditions of professional support for 
community development be created? The most im-
portant of all these are:

- An incentive-funding system which is based 
on local needs, and instead of short-term funding 
only it also supports development initiatives that 
can be achieved in the medium or longer term,

- It is also important to have free adult educa-
tion, accessible for all,

- It is also indispensable to train and work with 
professionals who can provide specialist support 
with these processes.

We would need a multitude of local development 
initiatives, which are worth following– instead of 
the current 10-20 cases per year - and as part of a 
social learning process we would need professional 
analysis and assessment of individual solutions, and 
a search for new areas of professional intervention. 

We all know that community development and 
community work is directed both at adaptation 
and change. It seems to me now that we have to 
work harder for change.

In my view, our countries are still a long way 
away from doing enough to make the culture of 
democracy a widespread practice and to encourage 
civil awareness as well as professionally informed 
civil participation.
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4. A Hungarian case. Local Action and Community De-
velopment in the 10th District of Budapest
The HACD has different local community develop-
ment programmes all over Hungary. One of them 
was the “Alternative services” project in the 10th dis-
trict of Budapest, Kőbánya. This district used to be 
the major working class area in Budapest before the 
change of the political system. Today, although some 
of the bigger factories could have successfully reor-
ganised themselves, local employment has dropped 
back significantly. The programme started at the be-
ginning of the year of 1996 and ended in 1999.

The main objective of our project has a narrower 
and a wider interpretation.

The narrower interpretation is: to create alternative 
services of daily childcare, which was initiated by the 
local government of an English city, Wolverhampton, 
the partner organisation of the local government of 
the district. Our Association has become involved in 
mobilising local parents. The wider objective is to en-
courage and help young parents to find ways to each 
other and to manage their lives in the community 
through identifying their common needs, co-opera-
tion, learning, teaching, helping each other in every 
field of the private and neighbourhood life.

A successful method in this process is community 
appraising, through which the members of an active 
group in the community pay visits to their neigh-
bours, and they present a questionnaire to them, 
which was previously put together by the members 
of this group. The questionnaire looks for opinions, 
proposals and offers for co-operation, as well as it 
seeks recommended experts and other important 
partners in the media, or in the area of funding, etc.

In this way, the local group establishes a local 
movement and it makes every citizen interested in 
and concerned with finding solutions to their com-
mon problems.

The most important steps of the method we 
have been using are:  

In two neighbourhoods 4 community develop-
ment workers contacted almost 100 local parents, 
interviewing and mobilising them.

16 community meetings were run, where the 
main local problems were identified and the ques-
tionnaire was formulated.

The active core of local residents - 45 people - 
contacted other 450 with the questionnaire.

The responses were summarised and evaluated 
by 12 local people.

A booklet was compiled, printed and distribut-
ed in the two neighbourhoods among the partici-
pating 500 families.

8 training courses were run: 3 for the Daily Child-
Care Centre’s staff on how to relate to alternative ser-
vices, 5 for active local people: preparing their intro-
duction on the district level, developing their plans, 
establishing projects, computer skills, conflict-res-
olution, learning “know-how”: how to register and 
manage an Association, how to run meetings, how to 
negotiate with decision makers, fund raising.

Community and voluntary work in the neigh-
bourhood.

Leisure time activities were organised, strength-
ening the positive feeling of being together.

   
Outcomes of work. 
Two new volunteer daily child-care centres were 
organised in the two neighbourhoods, serving as 
alternative models of provisions. 

A new local association, the Parents’ Association 
(PA) evolved in autumn 1997. The association’s re-
sponsibility, roles and contribution as well as its 
working plan for the coming 2 years were defined 
in a training session.

One of its first activities was to mobilise families 
in two neighbourhoods in order to renew and clean 
playgrounds and parks.

The association has managed to mobilise 200 
families in each neighbourhood, committees were 
set up for community planning, new regulations 
were made for the new use of the common territo-
ries in order to give equal but regulated opportu-
nities to small children, elderly people, the youth, 
dog-keeping families.

Two proposals were submitted to the local coun-
cil and to its different committees, at the very begin-
ning of 1998, for the improvement of the declining 
environment. The representatives of the association 
have been invited for 3 committee meetings, where 
decisions were made for the revision of the work of 
the parks and playgrounds maintaining company, 
which were paid by the local authority with the con-
tracted fee at every quarter of a year automatically, 
even though the company has not cut the trees and 
bushes well for years, there has not been enough 
watering, dried out plants have not been replaced, 
and nor has sand in the playgrounds, etc.

Right after the submission of our suggestion we 
could experience some improvements in the envi-
ronment and a common preparation work started 
through the collaboration of clerks and inhabitants. 
New plans were made at the planning department.

At the end of 1998 the renewal programme start-
ed in the parks and playgrounds of the two neigh-
bourhoods with the participation of local people.
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Before the winter came they organised dedica-
tion ceremonies in the neighbourhoods, which in-
cluded community activities such as cooking, com-
petitions, common play, etc.

Early in spring 1999 the PA organised cleaning 
actions and provided advice for two newly inter-
ested neighbourhoods. This time they revised their 
work of the past and they developed their new 
plan for the future. They submitted the plan to the 
General Assembly on 31 March 1999.

In the meantime the PA organised some lo-
cal actions and events, like St. Nicholas Day, 
exchange of baby toys, clothes, and furniture, 
Christmas-party, excursions, etc., in order to at-
tract new members. Today the core membership 
comprises 54 people. 

The local authorities contracted the HACD for 
the year of 1998 for helping citizens’ participation 
and self-organisation.

They also supported the Parents’ Association 
through paying some of the operational costs and 
through letting them use their office facilities.    

The most important conclusion of this pro-
gramme is that local action has become reality in 
a district, where there had never been actions or-
ganised by the citizens themselves. 

(Community Development – A European Chal-
lenge. Roland Brake, Ulrich Deller (eds.) Barbara 
Budrich Publishers Opladen & Farmington Hills 
2008. 52-66. p.)
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