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With the term social economy, we are describing an economy that includes 
many actors. Enterprises with social goals, social cooperatives, cooperative 
enterprises serving the general interest, etc. The main objective of all the 
organizations included in social economy is to serve people or other 
Social Economy organizations rather than to remunerate capitalist investors.

In Europe there are 2 million social economy enterprises, representing 
10% of all businesses in the EU. Across Europe we can find different legal 
forms and a wide range of products and services. Many social enterprises operate 
in the form of social cooperatives, some are registered as private companies 
limited by guarantee, some are mutual, and many are non-profit-distributing 
organizations like provident societies, associations, voluntary organizations, 
charities or foundations.

In this module we are going to examine the differences concerning legal aspects 
between European countries and procedures available for integrating the social 
economy sector.

PUrPosE 

• Analyze and understand the different existing concepts and definitions 
of social economy. 

• Educate on the developed procedures in European level for the integration 
of social economy.

• Provide best practices and initiatives for social economy from each 
partner country separately. 

• Inform regarding public schemes and private initiatives.

LEarnIng oUTCoMEs 

• Understanding on differences of concept and legal form of social 
economy among partners countries.

• Knowledge on existing initiatives in EU level.
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2.1. Comparative Analysis on the Different Definitions 
and Legal status of the Concept of social Economy 
Between Partners Countries

In this section the term “social economy”, the scientific concept linked to it 
and the different legal forms between partner countries will be examined. The 
purpose of this section is to shed light on the diversity of concepts and terms 
that exist in Europe to refer to this phenomenon.

soCIaL EConoMy

A significant proportion of Europe’s economy is 
intended to make profits for people other than 
investors or owners. Known as the ‘social economy’, 
it includes cooperatives, mutual societies, non-profit 
associations, foundations, and social enterprises. 
They operate a very broad number of commercial 
activities, provide a wide range of products and 
services across the European single market and 
generate millions of jobs. Social enterprises are 
also the engine for social innovation.

- European Commission

We have already identified and presented the different legislations and definitions 
of “social economy” and “social enterprises” in all partner countries separately 
and now we are going to categorize and review the level of acceptance of the 
concept of social economy in partner countries.1

• High level of acceptance: Belgium, Greece. The concept of the social 
economy enjoys greatest recognition by public authorities and in the 
academic and scientific world, as well as in the social economy sector 
itself. 

• Moderate level of acceptance: These include Italy, Latvia, Bulgaria. In 
these countries the concept of the social economy coexists alongside 
other concepts, such as the non-profit sector, the voluntary sector and 
social enterprises.

https://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/social-economy_en
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• Low level of acceptance: The concept of the social economy is little 
known, emerging, or unknown in Croatia and those countries which 
joined the EU during the last round of enlargement. 

The institutional framework is a key factor in the size and visibility 
of the social economy. The statutory provisions defining this framework 
provide three types of recognition in this sector:

• Explicit recognition by the public authorities of the different identities of 
these organisations, which require special treatment. Here the objective 
of the legal system is to institutionalise them as private agents.

• recognition of these organisations’ capacity and freedom to act in any 
area of social and economic activity.

• recognition of their negotiating role in the process of drawing up and 
implementing public policies, according to which they are seen as co-
decision makers and co-executors of policy.

In Europe, the different forms of the social economy do not always enjoy an 
adequate level of institutionalisation in these three areas.

A similar scenario can be found in the legal position of several forms of social 
economy in Europe. There are three groups of countries: The first contains 
specialized legislation for SE forms; the second has certain statutory provisions 
governing SE organizations strewn throughout multiple statutes; and the third 
lacks any trace of SE form legislation.

TaBLE 1
LEgaL rECognITIon of sPECIfIC forMs of soCIaL EConoMy 
organIzaTIon BETwEEn ParTnEr CoUnTrIEs2

Belgium

Bulgaria

Croatia

Greece

Italy

Latvia

Cooperatives Mutuals Associations Foundations

YES YES YES YES

YES NO YES YES

YES NO YES YES

YES - YES YES

YES YES YES YES

YES NO YES YES
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2.2.  Integration Procedures in European Level

Across EU countries and activity related obstacles for some legal forms of 
social economy enterprises - the Commission examines how best to respond to 
these problems in the area of state aid, public procurement or legal statuses to 
promote the appropriate policies.

EUroPEan soCIaL EConoMy rEgIons PILoT (EsEr)

The European social economy regions pilot (ESER) was launched in February 
2018. Its goal is to increase regional and local visibility and awareness of 
the social economy. ESER assists regional governments in organizing public 
awareness activities. Stakeholders in the regional social economy (regional/
local governments, SMEs, social businesses, and so on) are encouraged to form 
active networks. Without any financial support from the European Commission, 
the ESER initiative created over 100 new regional and local collaborations 
between 2018 and 2020.

Many regional and local social economy stakeholders have signed up for 
ESER 2020, which will organize awareness-raising events throughout 2020. In 
addition to prior years, the 2020 edition provided regions and cities that had 
already participated in 2018/2019 with the option to further up their awareness-
raising efforts. Many ESER partners were inspired to come up with unique 
proposals as a result of the ESER 2.0 component. As a result, partners have 
begun incorporating citizens in regional debates on the social economy or 
collaborating with neighboring regions and cities to expand the interregional 
component.

More than 30 regions and cities from EU countries and COSME third countries 
applied for ESER 2020.3

THE sTarT-UP and sCaLE-UP InITIaTIvE

The Start-up and Scale-up Initiative, which includes a part on social economy 
and social enterprises, was adopted by the European Commission in 2016. On 
this foundation, the Commission established and implemented a five-pillared 
set of activities for the social economy and social enterprises in 2017 and 2018. 
In this context, social economy representative organizations, led by Social 
Economy Europe; the European Parliament’s Social Economy Intergroup; the 
European Economic and Social Committee; and a significant number of Member 
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States have urged the European Commission to move closer to a European 
Action Plan for the social economy. With a projected 5-year timeframe (2021-
2026), the European Action Plan for the Social Economy can be a crucial tool for 
systematically incorporating the social economy into the European Union’s many 
socio-economic policies, as well as its measures to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals. The European Commission has announced the 
preparation of a European action Plan for the social Economy, which 
will be unveiled in autumn 2021!4

PICTUrE 1
fIvE PILLars of soCIaL EConoMy

source: Social Economy Europe

https://www.socialeconomy.eu.org/european-action-plan-for-the-social-economy/
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2.3.  Integration Procedures in Partners’ Countries

BELgIUM

SAW-B is a federation of social economy actors as well as a research and 
training center, providing integrated support to social entrepreneurs and building 
a favorable institutional framework for their development through lobbying 
actions.

SAW-B serves three purposes: It is a federation that brings together social 
economy actors, it serves as an advisory agency for both new and established 
social enterprises, and it serves as a research and training center. These 
functions complement one another (as seen in the diagram below), enhancing 
SAW-position B’s as a prominent player in social entrepreneurship.

PICTUrE 2
saw-B aCTIvITIEs

source: OECD

federation: By monitoring public policy and lobbying, SAW-B hopes to bring 
together and represent social entrepreneurs in the political arena, as well as 
impact the institutional structure.

https://saw-b.be/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9789264268500-6-en/index.html%3FitemId%3D/content/component/9789264268500-6-en
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Training and research: SAW-B has long provided training to social business 
managers and entrepreneurs, but it has only just begun to provide training to 
their employees. SAW-B is recognized as a “lifelong learning organization” by 
the government (since 2009). As a result, it receives some cash in exchange for 
organizing events, training, and experience sharing (for example, on increasing 
worker participation) and conducting research on a different issue each year.

advisory agency: In all activity categories, SAW-B provides advice and business 
development services to help the founding, growth, and/or restructuring of 
social enterprises. Its consultancy services include legal, financial, human 
resource-related and governance advice, as well as drafting business plans 
and communication tools, and/or helping to obtain agreements from public 
authorities.5

BULgarIa

There are no specific networks of social enterprises in Bulgaria at present, the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Policy has created a social economy website that 
could serve as the base for establishing one in the future. The Action Plan created 
includes a specific action on developing an online platform which connects 
social enterprises in a network. More specifically, οne of the main actions under 
Priority 3 of the Action Plan is the expansion of the social economy website 
maintained by the Ministry, as well as creating an internet space as a network 
for social enterprises.

The Pia Mater Foundation, one of Sofia’s most important social enterprises, 
has launched an online platform called Institute for Social Entrepreneurship, 
which offers knowledge on social entrepreneurship as well as best practice 
examples from across the country. The Bulgarian Charities Aid Foundation 
(BCAF) has launched an information platform social enterprise in Bulgaria: 
When the Business has a Social Mission, which gives up-to-date information 
on social enterprise competition, financing possibilities, and other resources. 
The platform represents both new and established social entrepreneurs, unites 
them in a network, and helps them expand and improve their capabilities. The 
platform is part of a BCAF initiative in collaboration with Social Enterprise UK 
and the MLSP.6

LaTvIa

The Social Enterprise Law that became effective from 2018 has evolved the 
situation of social enterprises in Latvia. According to it, social enterprises have 

http://seconomy.mlsp.government.bg/
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the opportunity to use support mechanisms designed specifically for their form 
of operation such as tax reductions, access to EU funds.

Almost at the same time of establishing the social enterprise law, the Ministry 
of Welfare planned to implement a pilot project from 2016 to 2022 under the 
EU funds Operational Programme “Growth and Jobs” (9.1.1 Support for Social 
Enterprise) introducing a new designed support system for social enterprises 
(characteristics, selection criteria, support instruments and application 
methodologies).

Many support measures were developed targeting social economy and would 
effectively benefit social enterprises such as:

• Startup competitions

Take-off grant competition organized by the City Development 
Department of Riga City Council twice a year. It assists new entrepreneurs 
make their entrance in the business world, providing financial aid mostly 
to small and medium enterprises.

Cup of ideas - business idea competition, with the assistance of 
coaches and trainers providing prizes and contracts for the development 
of a business.

• LEadEr support programme in the regions: a financial aid project 
that applies for rural areas with initiatives that will contribute to the 
sustainability of their community, reinforcing social conditions in rural 
areas, promoting entrepreneurship.

• Support for specific target groups

Other support measures that were specifically addressed to social enterprises:

• European Social Fund project “support for social Enterprise”

This support measure is the most important of its kind and was designed to 
offer financial aid to social enterprises in Latvia. The goal is, until 2022, the 
establishment of new social enterprises for creating a well-supported network. 
Under the supervision of the Ministry of Welfare and ALTUM, BlindArt was the 
first social enterprise that received financial aid through this project.7

https://www.facebook.com/Atsperiens/
https://labsoflatvia.com/pasakumi/ideju-kauss-2021
https://blindart.lv/
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ITaLy

Italian social cooperatives and social businesses rely heavily on their own 
financial resources: over 70% of these organizations are self-funded. The 
financial industry has produced unique social financing products in recent years. 
For example, financial players have emerged to give funding to support social 
entrepreneurs’ activities, such as the purchasing of goods and services. In Italy 
there are different programmes which support the creation of social enterprises. 
Following some of them are listed:

• fertility programme: The goal of the initiative is to aid in the formation and 
growth of the social cooperation sector. The ultimate goal is to improve 
social enterprise experiences as a tool for economic development, 
strengthening and expanding territorial welfare systems, and creating 
new employment prospects.

• “start-up social entrepreneurship” project by Unioncamere: Unioncamere 
established the “Start-up social entrepreneurship” project in 2013, 
with the goal of supporting the formation of 400 new social firms. The 
first stage of the project is presently underway, with the selection of 
entrepreneurs who want to create a new social venture in the provinces 
of the participating Chambers of Commerce (38 across the country).
Existing businesses and organizations are welcome to join the project if 
they aim to transform into a social enterprise. The selected entrepreneurs 
will receive fundamental company startup information and coaching, as 
well as training and support in developing their company strategy.

• Italian government support for social enterprises: The major benefits 
for social businesses are related to the company’s financial liability: if 
the organization’s assets exceed EUR 20,000, it is only accountable for 
its debts. Another benefit is the possibility of using volunteers up to 50% 
of the whole workforce.8

CroaTIa

The European Social Fund is the most important EU scheme for the support 
of social entrepreneurship in Croatia. Croatia has prepared two operational 
programmes for the implementation of the EU Cohesion Policy.9

• Operational Programme 1- “Competitiveness and Cohesion”

• Operational Programme 2- “Effective Human resources”
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Another significant support has been provided from the Croatian Employment 
Services (CES) to social enterprises through measures and incentives targeting 
vulnerable groups, offering small grants and trainings about self-employment.
Except for the public schemes, support has been provided to the social enterprise 
ecosystem through ACT group, a consortium of social enterprises that make 
an environmental, social, economic impact through their performance. In 2016 
ACT Group launched a project titled “Start something of your own’’. It works 
as a support programme for start-ups and small businesses directed to social 
economy, providing advisory and financial support.

NESsT is another social investor providing financial and capacity building 
support to social enterprises in various phases of entrepreneurial development. 
NESsT has organized competitions, where participating organisations receive 
training on how to identify and develop social enterprises that are feasible and 
will be able to reach their objectives.

Two well-known examples of social enterprise support network in Croatia that 
provide networking and capacity building are:

• sEfor, forum of social entrepreneurs

• CEdra Hr, cluster for eco-social innovation and development

They both have national coverage, and their main objective is the promotion of 
the social economy concept. CEDRA utilizes their formal network for centers of 
support for existing and potential social enterprises, though SEFOR provides 
an informal network, increases visibility in terms of social economy and has 
initiated and monitored the “Strategy for social enterprise development in 
Croatia, creating a platform for social enterprises.10

grEECE

None of the publicly funded support schemes designed specifically for social 
enterprises, as recommended by the Expert Steering Committee, or as foreseen 
in the Strategic Plan for the Development of Social Entrepreneurship, have 
been implemented so far. The only public support schemes implemented until 
now that support the creation of social enterprises by previously unemployed 
persons are the TOPSA and TOPEKO initiatives, with a total budget of EUR 
120 million. The two programmes aim to promote employment through social 
cooperative enterprises (Koin.S.Ep) and include training and funding for setting 
up social cooperative enterprises by the unemployed or those who come from 
disadvantaged groups. 
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However, the impact and cost-effectiveness of these two schemes are discussed 
controversially. According to the Partnership Agreement (NSRF) 2014-2020 with 
Greece, which sets the strategy for the optimal use of European Structural and 
Investment Funds, social economy and social entrepreneurship support will be 
the responsibility of the Greek regions, and may be integrated in their regional 
strategic plans for promoting social inclusion and combating poverty and 
discrimination. It is evident that the role of the ESF in supporting and promoting 
social enterprise in Greece will be crucial in the next programming period, since 
many of the support actions foreseen can only be implemented with EU co-
funding.

Aside from the support structures and services, EU funding has also offered 
opportunities to budding social enterprises to participate in transnational 
projects helping them develop their activities and networks with other social 
enterprises, both in Greece and abroad.

There are diverging estimates of the scale of social enterprise in Greece.The 
estimates provided below, for the three main types of social enterprises operating 
in Greece, Koi.S.P.E.,Koin.S.Ep are based on data in the different Ministerial 
registries: 

• women’s (‘agro-tourist) Cooperatives and their Contribution to Local 
development: Women’s agro-touristic cooperatives arose almost 
overnight. In 1986, there were just four women’s cooperatives in 
the country; by 2000, there were almost 100, and reached about 90 
cooperatives with economic activity (September 2013). However, their 
financial viability is in jeopardy; at least one-third of them are experiencing 
difficulties and are considering scaling back their operations.

• Limited Liability social Cooperatives (Koi.s.P.E.): Koi.S.P.E.s engage in 
a variety of activities. Honey production, baking, cafeteria operation, 
printing, carpet weaving, gardening, furniture manufacturing, paper 
recycling, and car washing are just a few examples. There are already 
16 Koi.S.P.E.s18 in operation, which employ over 150 people with mental 
health issues and have over 1,500 members.

• social Cooperative Enterprises (Koin.s.Ep.): All Greek cooperative 
laws require that Ministries in charge of social enterprises (such as 
women’s agro-tourist cooperatives, Koi.S.P.E or Koin.S.Ep.) establish 
and maintain a Registry where only firms having the specific legal form 
for which the Ministry is responsible can register. For firms with the 
legal forms of Koin.S.Ep. and Koi.S.P.E., Law 4019/2011 established a 
Social Entrepreneurship Registry (under the supervision of the Ministry 
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of Labour, Social Protection and Welfare). Only these two legal forms 
are recognized as prospective recipients of specialized social enterprise 
assistance measures. The Registry was established in 2012, and to date 
(May 2014), there are circa 530 Koin.S.Ep.s and most (17) Koi.S.P.E. have 
registered in the Registry.11
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Across Europe we can find different legal forms such as social cooperatives, 
some are registered as private companies limited by guarantee, some are 
mutual, and many are non-profit-distributing organizations like provident 
societies, associations, voluntary organizations, charities or foundations. Beside 
the different legal forms of social economy, these entities present a wide 
range of products and services operating in different fields such 
as work integration, personal social services, local development of 
disadvantaged areas, environmental protection, consumer protection 
among others.

The purpose of this module is to summarize the legal state of the art in partner 
countries along with the existing legislation at EU level. We review the differences 
between the legal forms, and we examine which countries have proceeded with 
more developed efforts towards social economy rather than others that will 
require to develop a more detailed scheme. We have also analyzed each partner 
country separately, providing public and private schemes regarding financial aid 
and other supporting measures, initiatives that could work also as best practices.

The conclusion of the findings described in this document is that the past 
years the social economy approach has become even more attractive 
and far-sighted. There are still a lot to be altered in each country separately to 
achieve a more social economy and having access to well-developed financial 
and educational aid, nonetheless the progress is noted. along with the Covid 
epidemic, there has been an ideal training ground for appreciating 
the importance of a strategy that is not merely oriented toward profit 
or based primarily on the exercise of state authority. As a result, the last 
achievement from the EU Commision is the publication of a Roadmap, in March 
2021, a refreshed EU plan for social economy showing the importance of this 
matter for EU instruments.
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These questions will help you test your knowledge and understanding about 
this module. Please feel free to take the self- assessment as many times as you 
wish.

1. all countries share a common legal framework concerning social economy 
and social enterprises.

a. True

b. False

2. social enterprises are the engine of social innovation.

a. True

b. False
 
3. Croatia belongs to what level of acceptance and understanding the concept 
of social economy.

a. High level of acceptance

b. Moderate level of acceptance

c. Low level of acceptance
 
4. recognition of the organisations’ capacity and freedom to act in any area of 
social and economic activity does not play an important role in the institutional 
framework of social economy.

a. True

b. False

5. In what way was the recently launched EsEr 2020 different than previous 
editions?

a. Included participations from regions/cities that played an active role 
in 2018/2019

b. Introduced new participations

c. Included less than 30 regions and cities 
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6. Which are the five pillars of social economy according to the initiative adopted 
by the European Commission in 2016?

a. Access to funding. Access to markets. Improving framework 
conditions. Social innovation, technologies, and new business models.
International dimension

b. Access to funding. Education and training on social economy. 
Improving framework conditions. Social innovation, technologies, and 
new business models. International dimension

c. Access to funding. Education and training on social economy. 
Improving framework conditions. Competitions and funds. International 
dimension

7. what are the three purposes served by saw-B?

a. Research and training, financial aid, federation

b. Federation, research and training, advisory agency

c. Association, research and training, advisory agency

8. Pia Mater foundation’s portal is one out of many platforms that operate in 
Bulgaria.

a. True

b. False

9. All supporting measures developed in Latvia are specifically dedicated to 
social enterprises.

a. True

b. False

10. The support scheme for social enterprises in Italy is not directly linked to the 
guarantee fund for social enterprises.

a. True

b. False
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11. at what target group were the two initiatives from greece (ToPEKo and 
ToPsa) aiming?

a. Women

b. Unemployed and vulnerable groups

c. Young people focusing on entrepreneurship

12. The past years more and more initiatives occur directed to social economy.

a. True

b. False
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Correct answers

1b, 2a, 3c, 4b, 5a, 6a, 7b, 8b, 9b, 10b,11b,12a
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