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Abstract: The perception of social innovation and its place in higher edu-
cation is increasingly central to the curricula and programmes of higher
education institutions. The aim of this paper is to present some innovative
approaches that promote social responsibility Educational methods can pro-
vide opportunities that allow students to engage in solving social problems
while acquiring key competences such as problem solving, interdisciplinar-
ity, and community partnership building [1].

Creating an inclusive university environment means not only infrastructure
and technological improvements, but also comprehensive advisory and men-
toring services for higher education institutions. Developments that focus on
sustainability and social innovation have a significant impact on the inclu-
sion of students with disabilities studying in institutions. These systems not
only provide academic support, but also offer opportunities to facilitate the
social inclusion of students and promote their psychosocial development.
Guidance systems play a central role in ensuring sustainable inclusion, help-
ing students with disabilities to adapt to the higher education environment
and overcome various barriers [2].

In the needs assessment process, counselling plays a key role in creating an
inclusive environment, with a focus on fostering a sense of community and
addressing barriers. Higher education institutions should also implement
pedagogical and counselling improvements to ensure that students with dis-
abilities have equal opportunities to participate in university life. The devel-
opment of various university guidance systems can be operated as a complex
system, creating long-term economic and social value in addition to the suc-
cessful integration of students with disabilities, and promoting the employ-
ability and autonomy of people with disabilities in the labour market [1].
Keywords: Social innovation; higher education; equal opportunities; social
change; inclusive education.
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Osszefoglalas: A tarsadalmi innovacié megitélése, helye, szerepe, hozadéka,
egyre inkabb kozponti szerepet jatszik a felsGoktatasi intézmények képzési és
egyéb programjaiban. A tanulmany célja, hogy bemutasson néhany innovativ
megkozelitési mddot, amelyek eldsegitik a tarsadalmi felel¢sségvallalast. Az
oktatasi modszerek olyan lehetdségeket kinalhatnak, amelyek lehetévé teszik
a hallgatok szdmara, hogy részt vegyenek a tarsadalmi problémak megolda-
saban, mikdzben olyan kulcskompetenciakat sajatitanak el, mint a probléma-
megoldas, az interdiszciplinaritas, és a kozosségi partnerségek kialakitdsa [1].
Az inkluziv egyetemi kornyezet kialakitdsa nem kizarolag infrastruktu-
ralis és technologiai fejlesztéseket, hanem atfogd tanacsadasi és mentoralasi
szolgaltatasokat is jelent a felsGoktatasi intézmények szamara. A fenntarthatd-
sagot és a tarsadalmi innovaciot el6térbe helyez6 fejlesztések jelentds hatassal
vannak az intézményekben tanulé fogyatékossaggal él6 hallgatok integracio-
jara. Ezek a rendszerek nemcsak az akadémiai timogatast biztositjak, hanem
lehetdséget nydjtanak a hallgaték tarsadalmi beilleszkedésének megkonnyi-
tésére, pszichoszocidlis fejlddésének elGsegitésére. A tanacsadd rendszerek
kozponti szerepet jatszanak a fenntarthatd inkluzié biztositaséban, segitik a
fogyatékossaggal €16 hallgatokat a felsGoktatdsi kornyezethez valo alkalmaz-
kodasban és a kiilonb6z6 akadalyok lekiizdésében [2].
Az igénykielégitési folyamatban a tanacsadds szerepe a befogad6 kornyezet
megteremtésében kulcsfontossagu, a kozosségi érzés erdsitésével és az aka-
dalyok kezelésére iranyuld fokusszal. A felsGoktatasi intézményeknek peda-
gogiai és tandcsadoi fejlesztéseket is végre kell hajtaniuk annak érdekében,
hogy a fogyatékossaggal é16 hallgatok egyenl esélyekkel tudjanak részt venni
az egyetemi életben. A kiilonféle egyetemi tandcsadoi rendszerek fejlesztése
Osszetett rendszerként miikodtethetd, igy az érintett hallgatok sikeres integra-
cidja mellett hosszu tavi gazdasagi és tarsadalmi értéket is teremt, elGsegiti a
fogyatékossaggal élok foglalkoztathatdsagat és onallosagat a munkaerdpiacon
(1].
Kulcsszavak: Tarsadalmi innovécid; felsdoktatas; esélyegyenldség; tarsadalmi
valtozas; inkluziv oktatas.

Dunakavics - 2025/ 00.



Sustainable inclusion in higher education: social innovation to support people with disabilities

Introduction

Sustainable inclusion and social innovation in higher education requires an
interdisciplinary and integrated approach that encompasses education, so-
cietal expectations, and ethical and social responsibility. The principles of
inclusion are based on social justice, equality and equity, which are central
to the successful inclusion of students with disabilities. It is of paramount
importance for higher education institutions to ensure equal access to edu-
cation and to support the psychosocial development and social inclusion of
students. Ethical accountability in this approach means that universities fo-
cus not only on academic excellence but also on promoting individual and
community well-being, with particular attention to the needs of vulnerable
groups such as people with disabilities [3].

The ethical aspects of inclusive education are linked to the principles of
social justice. Ethical responsibility, as a driver of social innovation, drives
educational institutions to ensure equal opportunities and fair treatment for
students with disabilities. Inclusion is not just about physical accessibility,
but also about creating the social, emotional and intellectual environment
that enables full participation in university life. In this way, the university
community provides students with different abilities equal opportunities to
achieve academic and social success and promotes social justice [4].

In this approach, it becomes clear to university communities that the in-
clusion of students with disabilities is not only an educational and infrastruc-
tural challenge, but also a social issue that touches on principles of equality
and dignity. Inclusive programmes need to take into account the individual
needs and backgrounds of students, while providing them with appropriate
support and opportunities for personal and professional development. It is
essential for educators and institutional leaders to be aware of the ethical
dimensions of inclusion and committed to supporting students with disabili-
ties in all aspects of their participation in higher education.

Social innovation that integrates different social and educational strate-
gies can serve as an essential tool to promote the inclusion of students with
disabilities [1]. Sustainability-based programmes and developments support
not only academic but also social inclusion, ensuring that these students are
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able to participate in the wider society, including in the labour market (Pérez
et al, The principles of ethical and social responsibility help educational in-
stitutions to consciously strengthen their social engagement, thus promoting
social inclusion and equal opportunities [4].

Social innovation is not only the development of new technologies and
products, but also the transformation of social structures and solutions for
social purposes [5, 6]. Institutions play an important role in transmitting new
knowledge and skills that students can acquire to actively contribute to social
change. Innovative learning methods, project-based learning, activities for
the community, interactive courses give students the opportunity to experi-
ence in practice how to respond effectively to problematic situations in socie-
ty [7]. Equal opportunities efforts in higher education include initiatives such
as inclusive teaching methods and support programmes that provide oppor-
tunities for disadvantaged students with fewer opportunities to continue their
studies. Programmes such as scholarships, mentoring programmes and skills
development initiatives that take into account social backgrounds serve to
promote social mobility and enable active participation in social change.

For students with disabilities, a high level of social and academic inclusion
becomes essential to ensure that they have equal opportunities and opportu-
nities to actively participate in university life. Inclusion contributes not only
to the academic success of students, but also indirectly to the development of
society as a whole, by contributing to social equality and justice.

Social innovation and responsibility: the ethical dimensions
of social innovation and sustainability

One of the fundamental aims of social innovation [8] is to create
positive change in social problems such as alleviating poverty, inequality or
catalysing efforts to tackle the exclusion of communities [9]. Programmes
created through innovation often provide solutions directly to local commu-
nities, for example by creating jobs, expanding educational opportunities or
improving local services.
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This effort is not only important from an environmental or economic per-
spective, but also carries a moral responsibility, because current decisions
will determine the living conditions and opportunities of future generations
in the long term [10].

In Hungary, social enterprises supported by local governments provide
solutions that help to develop the local labour market and promote equal op-
portunities, thus fulfilling the basic objective of contributing to the strength-
ening of the local economy and improving the quality of life. Innovative
community programmes that focus on inclusive education or support for
disadvantaged groups are essential to increase community cohesion and im-
prove community well-being. The role of universities in promoting social in-
novation is not only indispensable from an academic or economic point of
view, but also becomes a moral obligation, because one of the aims of higher
education is to develop in students a responsible, socially sensitive approach
[11]. To promote sustainability, social innovation often uses approaches that
promote environmental responsibility and sustainable resource management
[10].

Social enterprises that aim to increase recycling or the use of renewable
energy, for example, have the dual benefit of reducing environmental pres-
sures, creating new jobs and developing local communities. These types of
innovations help communities to gradually move towards a more sustainable
economic model that also takes into account the interests of future genera-
tions [12]. Social innovation has the potential to mobilise communities and
bring different sectors together to achieve common goals. In this approach,
it creates the potential for the business sector, civil society and governments
to contribute together to sustainable development. This kind of cooperation
also implies a sense of moral responsibility, according to which social ac-
tors have a duty to contribute to promoting the common good and reducing
social inequalities. In Hungary, an increasing number of initiatives are being
launched as joint programmes between universities and local communities
to increase social well-being and promote environmental sustainability [1].
The growing interest in social innovation is reflected in the fact that more
and more countries are applying these innovative approaches in their social
policy programmes.
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In Hungary, for example, local communities and civil society organisa-
tions often work together with higher education institutions to develop inno-
vative solutions to local social and economic challenges. The normative basis
of such initiatives is rooted in the principle of distributive justice, according
to which social and economic benefits should be distributed in a fair and eq-
uitable manner. This type of cooperation not only makes use of the research
capacities of universities, but also involves students as active participants in
the project work, through which they gain practical experience [13].

As higher education becomes more service-oriented, an interdisciplinary
approach is becoming increasingly important, providing students with the
opportunity to integrate knowledge from different disciplines. Integrated
knowledge not only offers new perspectives, but also contributes to the devel-
opment of innovative solutions to complex problems (Bauer et al, The role of
community partnerships and collaboration in education is becoming increas-
ingly important as a basis for successful implementation and effective social
innovation [14]. Hungarian higher education institutions play an important
role in promoting social innovation, especially in the field of social responsi-
bility [15]. Community programmes, innovation competitions and practice-
oriented education organised by universities contribute to the development
of students' competences for active citizenship and responsible social engage-
ment [16]. Programmes not only improve the quality of education, but also
enhance the sustainability of social innovation by providing students with the
opportunity to contribute directly to solving local and global societal challeng-
es [17]. This type of development also takes into account the aspects of inclu-
sion and sustainability, supporting equal opportunities for the wider society.

Aligning social and business innovation to ensure
equal opportunities

The concept of social innovation is a complex one, aiming to create new prod-
ucts and services and to transform social structures and processes [5]. This
approach requires the active participation of community and societal actors,
and involves joint thinking by NGOs, local governments and citizens.
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This type of innovation is most responsive to local problems, and is par-
ticularly effective in communities where the capacity of public institutions
is limited. Among its philosophical underpinnings, the notion of commu-
nity learning, whereby communities discover and apply new problem-solv-
ing processes, is prominent [18]. Business innovation, on the other hand,
is primarily focused on economic growth to achieve competitive advantage.
This type of innovation focuses on improving products and services and op-
timising business processes. The emergence of mediatised communities has
a significant impact on social innovation. Through the use of new communi-
cation technologies, the distinctions between physical and virtual communi-
ties are blurring, and a complex process of trust is emerging that is shaping
new community and social roles. The development of technologies such as
automation and artificial intelligence play a key role in business innovation,
making business operations more efficient and cost-effective [19]. Increas-
ingly, companies are recognising that the integration of social responsibility
and innovation contributes to increasing brand value and achieving posi-
tive social impact [12]. The overlap between social and business innovation
is illustrated by the emergence of hybrid organisations that seek to create
social value and increase profits simultaneously. Such organisations are also
increasingly emerging in Hungary and are playing a significant role in ar-
eas such as the development of green technologies or the creation of social
enterprises [1]. The philosophical approach to social innovation is closely
intertwined with the promotion of social responsibility and community val-
ues. The intertwining of social economy and social innovation creates new
opportunities for social modernisation.

Some social enterprises not only create jobs for disadvantaged communi-
ties, but also ensure sustainability by generating market income. The theory
and practice of social innovation is closely linked to the EU policy frame-
work, which explicitly supports this type of initiative. The EU has launched a
number of programmes aimed at stimulating social innovation and promot-
ing sustainable economic growth, particularly in local communities and ru-
ral areas [20]. The European Commission mentions the European Solidarity
Corps 2021 volunteering scheme, which offers young people the opportunity
to volunteer in various social, cultural and environmental projects, as a key
driver of social responsibility.
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Through the programme, participants can contribute to the well-being
of the community while gaining valuable experience and developing their
social skills [21]. In the EU, initiatives to promote social innovation include
the European Social Innovation Competition, which encourages young en-
trepreneurs to develop innovative solutions.

In Hungary, some universities are involved in innovative social initia-
tives to a very high standard. The University of Debrecen and the University
of Miskolc cooperate with local communities through various community
projects, thus contributing to regional development and social innovation
[22]. Corvinus University of Budapest and the University of Debrecen have
launched projects that address the problems of local communities and pro-
mote community-based cooperation. The University of Pécs is increasingly
focusing its research on the development of educational methods to promote
social responsibility.

The university's programmes include making community service com-
pulsory in some degree courses, where students actively participate in the
work of local communities. One of the most important tools for social inno-
vation is the practical training and research infrastructure provided by higher
education institutions.

Universities' laboratories, technology parks and research centres all con-
tribute to the realisation of innovations to solve societal problems. The re-
sources provided by higher education institutions allow social innovations to
be not only theoretical but also practical. The practical training and research
infrastructure of higher education institutions are key to the realisation of so-
cial innovations. According to Etzkowitz and Leydesdorft's (2000) triple unit
model, collaboration between science, industry and government facilitates
the success of innovation processes, especially in the creation and sustain-
ability of social innovations [23].
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Social innovation as a tool to improve the well-being of
communities and promote sustainability

Innovation programmes often deliver solutions directly to local communi-
ties. By creating jobs, expanding educational opportunities, improving local
services. As a good practice in Hungary, social enterprises supported by local
governments provide the type of solutions that help develop the local labour
market and promote equal opportunities [24]. This can help to meet the fun-
damental objective of contributing to strengthening the local economy and
improving quality of life. Innovative community programmes that focus on
inclusive education or support for disadvantaged groups are essential to in-
crease community cohesion and improve community well-being.

Promoting sustainability provides an opportunity to find long-term so-
lutions to social and environmental problems, as well as social problems. To
promote sustainability, social innovation often adopts approaches that pro-
mote environmental responsibility and sustainable resource management
[10]. Social enterprises that aim to increase recycling or the use of renewable
energy, for example, have a number of benefits: they reduce environmental
pressures, create new jobs and develop local communities. These types of in-
novations help communities to gradually move towards a more sustainable
economic model that sets opportunities and goals with a significant perspec-
tive [12]. This approach creates the opportunity for the business sector, civil
society and government to contribute to sustainable development together.
In Hungary, several initiatives are being launched as a joint programme be-
tween universities and local communities to increase social well-being and
promote environmental sustainability [1]. The introduction and use of inno-
vative teaching methods not only serves to improve the knowledge and skills
of students, but also provides opportunities for future leaders and active citi-
zens. Project-based learning is one of the most effective innovative methods
that encourages students to work together on real problems. This approach
not only promotes the application of knowledge but also fosters teamwork,
critical thinking and social responsibility.
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Focus on student needs

Higher education institutions use an interdisciplinary approach that allows differ-
ent disciplines to work together. This type of education helps students understand
the context of complex societal problems and prepares them to find creative solu-
tions. Interdisciplinary education allows students to approach societal challenges
from multiple perspectives, which enriches their problem-solving skills. The use of
online learning platforms and digital tools provides students with the opportunity
to connect with others on a global scale, exchange experiences and collaborate in
solving societal challenges [1]. University research and programmes need to respond
directly to societal needs and higher education institutions need to adapt to the ever-
changing environment. The role of an inclusive higher education system is of grow-
ing importance today, especially in the context of supporting students with disabili-
ties. Inclusion is not only about reducing discrimination, but also about enriching
university communities, for which inclusive policies and social innovations provide
opportunities for fuller participation. Such measures also contribute to the long-
term sustainability of higher education systems, creating a system that can foster
both social equality and economic development [25]. Inclusiveness in higher educa-
tion is a major focus of the Education and Training 2020 Framework Programme
in the European Union to promote the implementation of inclusive education and
support for vulnerable groups, including people with disabilities [26].

An inclusive higher education system provides opportunities for students with
disabilities to participate fully in the education process. The philosophical underpin-
nings of an interdisciplinary approach to higher education are intertwined with the
educational concept of pragmatism, which identifies objective reality with experi-
ence. This approach encourages students to prepare for life and social tasks based on
experience, facilitating the development of creative responses to real problems [1].
The philosophical foundations of inclusive education are based on the principles of
human dignity and equality
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Inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education

At the institutional level, the key objective is to ensure that students with disabili-
ties studying at university have equal access to studies and services. The core tasks
include the development of disability policies in higher education institutions to
promote an inclusive approach. An important task is to make proposals to make
universities physically and info-communication accessible. Successful implementa-
tion will be based on the organisation of awareness-raising lectures and training
sessions for university staff and teachers. It is essential to provide services for stu-
dents with special needs: skills development. Higher education policy: inclusion is
currently being implemented in specific segments of higher education as a whole.
Legal regulators (laws, regulations and internal university regulations) are in place.
An analysis of teaching competences, methodological skills - lecturing style shows
that frontal teaching predominates in seminars.

Overall, the trainers' knowledge of disability is low and their attitude is one of
regret. In the legislator's approach, people with disabilities have the right, like every-
one else, to play a full part in society in any area of life. Based on the 2023 survey of
the Ministry of Culture and Innovation [27], which summarises data from 36 higher
education institutions (voluntary respondents), the following findings can be made.

The physical environment - educational and other buildings, dormitories, sports
centres, libraries - is characterised by difficulties of equal access. For older build-
ings, retrofitting accessibility is a feature, which involves trade-offs. Universal de-
sign principles are only applied to new buildings. In the case of electronic interfaces
and platforms - e-learning systems: the systems can be considered as having limited
accessibility. Students with disabilities, according to the survey, prefer individual
consultations the most. A total of 26 institutions indicated support for adminis-
trative assistance, while 16 institutions highlighted the role of psychological coun-
seling. Additionally, 15 institutions emphasized the importance of office support,
and 14 institutions also mentioned the role of peer support. In examining the most
frequently utilized services by students with chronic illnesses, it can be observed
that this target group primarily values the opportunity for a flexible study sched-
ule (27 institutions), alongside counseling services (26 institutions) and extended
deadlines. Furthermore, 17 institutions reported requests for temporary exemp-
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tions, while 16 institutions noted the demand for access to notes and audio
recordings.

Higher education institutions are placing increasing emphasis on provid-
ing specialized support for students with disabilities and chronic illnesses.
Such support enhances the inclusivity of higher education and contributes to
student success, ensuring equal educational opportunities for students with
special needs.

Summary

The concept of social innovation extends beyond the development of new
technological solutions; it encompasses the necessity of transforming social
structures, such as educational methods and support systems. In higher edu-
cation, these innovative efforts increasingly focus on promoting equal op-
portunities and supporting students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Uni-
versity programs, scholarships, mentoring initiatives, and skill development
projects provide opportunities to enhance social mobility and encourage stu-
dents’ active participation in social change [5].

Innovative community programs that prioritize inclusive education and
the support of disadvantaged groups play a fundamental role in improving
social cohesion and equal opportunities [24]. Initiatives such as municipal
social enterprises and university-led projects contribute to fostering sustain-
able economic and social development. A crucial factor for success in these
efforts is collaboration between higher education institutions, the business
sector, civil society, and government. Such partnerships enable educational
institutions to directly address the needs of local communities, particularly
by supporting vulnerable groups, thereby promoting the establishment of a
long-term inclusive educational system [26].

In many cases, the physical and digital infrastructure of Hungarian high-
er education institutions does not provide equal access for all students. The
principles of universal design are primarily applied in newly constructed fa-
cilities, which are built with accessibility requirements in mind [28, 29]. How-
ever, digital accessibility remains an unresolved issue, as university electronic
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study systems are not always fully accessible to all students.

This poses a significant challenge, particularly for students with special needs,
who may struggle to access educational materials due to the lack of barrier-free
platforms [28].

Higher education institutions are placing increasing emphasis on providing spe-
cialized support for students with disabilities and chronic illnesses. Surveys indicate
that students with disabilities primarily prefer individual consultations, which allow
for personalized assistance. Key support services include administrative assistance,
psychological counseling, and the presence of office and peer support, all of which
facilitate students’ integration into university life.

The significance of social innovation in higher education is becoming increas-
ingly evident, as universities have emerged as key actors in addressing social chal-
lenges. Ethical and social-philosophical considerations are essential in these inno-
vative efforts. Higher education institutions must actively engage in representing
and implementing values, ensuring that all students — regardless of background or
ability — have access to quality education and the necessary support services.
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