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Executive Summary

This study, conducted under the Horizon Europe-funded INSPIRE project, examines how the Social
Economy (SE) is understood and addressed across the European Union. The research was
undertaken against the backdrop of the EU Social Economy Action Plan 2021-2030, which offers a
common definition and strategic vision for the SE (European Commission, 2021a). Despite this EU-
level framework, national interpretations of the social economy remain highly heterogeneous. The
study aims to establish a pan-European conceptual framework to bolster inclusive rural development
and enhance social economy services (SES). It pursues three core objectives: (1) mapping the
conceptual definitions and legal frameworks for SE in all 27 EU Member States; (2) reviewing existing
frameworks for evaluating the impact of SES at global, European, and national levels; and (3)
developing a clustering of SE ecosystems across the EU alongside a harmonised set of impact
indicators to measure SES.

The study highlights significant divergences in how countries recognise and legislate the social
economy. Only about one-third of Member States have adopted an official definition of SE, and just
over half have enacted dedicated social economy laws or policies (European Commission, 2021a;
Monzoén & Chaves, 2022). Nonetheless, many countries embed strong social inclusion goals in SE
initiatives, demonstrating a shared commitment to integrating vulnerable populations. By contrast,
very few national frameworks explicitly address rural or territorial development, revealing an important
gap in acknowledging and leveraging the social economy’s role in rural areas.

Through cross-country analysis, the research identifies five clusters of national SE ecosystems,
ranging from those with comprehensive SE frameworks to those with minimal formal recognition of
the sector. This clustering underscores the uneven development of the social economy across Europe
and provides a basis for tailoring policy support to different country contexts. The study also finds that
current practices for evaluating the impact of social economy services are fragmented and
inconsistent, owing largely to a lack of unified indicators and comparable data.

The findings yield several key recommendations for policy and practice. First, there is a need to
promote more coherent recognition of the social economy across Member States by encouraging
common definitions and enabling legal frameworks, in line with the EU’s strategic vision. Second,
integrating rural development considerations into social economy policies is crucial to ensure that SE
activities contribute to inclusive growth in both urban and rural communities. Third, adopting the
proposed harmonised impact indicators will improve evaluation of social economy services, allowing
policymakers and practitioners to better measure social impact and compare outcomes across
regions. Finally, the cluster analysis of SE ecosystems offers valuable insights for peer learning and
targeted interventions, enabling countries with emerging SE sectors to learn from those with more
established ecosystems. These insights lay the groundwork for further research in the INSPIRE
project and inform policy development aimed at strengthening the social economy as a driver of
inclusive and sustainable development in Europe.

This document is structured as follows: (1) a background section outlining the conceptualisation of
the social economy in Europe, its historical context, and the role of social economy services in rural
areas; (2) a section defining the research problem, scope, and objectives, including key research
guestions and the rationale for focusing on inclusion and rurality; (3) a conceptual framework
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introducing the five analytical dimensions used in the study (conceptual definitions, legal frameworks,
social inclusion, rurality, and evaluation frameworks) and linking them to the research objectives; (4)
a methodology section describing the narrative comparative mapping approach, data collection
strategies, screening criteria, and synthesis process; (5) a results section comprising: a comparative
analysis of social economy frameworks across EU Member States; a review of impact evaluation
methodologies; a clustering of countries by SE characteristics; in-depth analysis of the 6 pilot
countries of the INSPIRE project (i.e., France, Greece, Ireland, Poland, Romania, Slovakia); and the
development of a harmonised set of impact indicators integrating social inclusion; (6) a discussion
section summarising key findings and reflecting on future research directions and policy implications;
(7) a conclusion highlighting the study’s contributions to understanding and evaluating the social
economy in Europe.

Keywords: Social Economy (SE); SE Frameworks; Social Inclusion; Rural Development; Impact
Evaluation; Legal Frameworks; EU27 Member States; Impact Indicators.
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1.Background of the research: the Social
Economy in Europe

This section outlines the conceptualisation of the social economy in Europe, its historical context, and
the role of social economy services in rural areas.

1.1 Conceptualisation and context of the Social Economy
in Europe

The social economy represents a diverse and dynamic segment of the European economic and social
model. It encompasses private entities that operate according to values of solidarity, democratic
governance, and the prioritisation of social or environmental goals over profit maximisation. Social
economy organisations and enterprises are present in all sectors of activity: agriculture, forestry, and
fishing; construction; reuse and repair; waste management; wholesale and retail trade; energy and
climate; information and communication technologies; financial and insurance services; real estate
activities; professional, scientific and technical services; education; health and social care; and the
arts, culture and media (European Commission, 2021a). This cross-sectoral presence demonstrates
that the social economy is a significant and versatile contributor to Europe’s overall economic and
social resilience. The social economy in Europe comprises various “families” of organisations —
cooperatives, mutual societies, associations, foundations, and social enterprises — unified by a
primary social purpose (European Commission, 2021a). However, different countries and traditions
use diverse terminology that can have different connotations to frame these entities: some refer to
the “social economy” while others use terms like the “third sector,” or other terms. Below we clarify
the use of these terminologies in the present study.

Table 2. Terminology on social economy

Social Economy

The social economy includes organisations such as cooperatives, mutuals,

(according to the
SEAP)

Solidarity Economy

Social and Solidarity
Economy

Third Sector

associations, foundations, and social enterprises. These entities prioritise social and
environmental purposes over profit, reinvest surpluses into their mission, and are
managed in a participatory and democratic way (European Commission, 2021a).

The solidarity economy includes both formal and informal initiatives rooted in solidarity.
It emerged in Latin America as a response to solidarity-based philanthropy and as an
alternative to the institutionalised social economy. The solidarity economy emphasises
grassroots initiatives with strong political and transformative aims (European
Commission et al., 2024).

The concept of the social and solidarity economy was not initially academic but sought
to integrate practices from the social economy, solidarity economy and social
enterprises. It essentially covers organisations and initiatives that combine economic
activity with social objectives, closely overlapping with the traditional concept of the
social economy. It has been embraced by several international organisations
(European Commission et al., 2024).

The third sector includes associations, foundations, cooperatives, community
organisations, self-help and mutual support organisations, and other forms of civil
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society. Over time, it has expanded beyond non-entrepreneurial entities to encompass
a broad range of civil society initiatives (European Commission et al., 2024).

The non-profit sector includes organisations with an institutional structure that are
private, self-governing, non-profit distributing, and reliant on voluntary participation.
Non-profit Sector Key forms include cooperatives, associations, and mutual benefit societies in the EU,
differing from the foundation-dominated model more common in the USA (European
Commission et al., 2024).

This term is widely used in UK. It includes community-led initiatives that combine
entrepreneurship and civic engagement to meet local needs through collaborative,
sustainable solutions. Citizens act as co-investors and co-producers, using local
resources like skills, spaces, and networks to build resilience. It emphasises sharing
over competition and aims to create closed-loop systems for lasting social and
environmental benefits (LabGov, 2020)

The popular economy - widespread in Latin America, Southeast Asia and some parts
of Africa - includes a wide range of mercantile activities, like the production and sale of
goods and services, and non-mercantile activities, such as domestic and community
work. It is mainly carried out by individuals, families, microbusinesses, and associative
organizations across multiple sectors (Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje [SENA],
2021).

Civic Economy

Popular Economy

The above-mentioned terminological diversity reflects divergent national contexts and creates
conceptual complexity, posing challenges to harmonisation across Europe (European Commission,
2021a).

For the purposes of this study, the definition provided by the European Commission’s Social Economy
Action Plan (SEAP) (2021-2030) is adopted. This definition emphasises that social economy entities
“produce goods and services while pursuing a social or societal objective and/or the general interest,
and where profits are mainly reinvested to achieve these objectives” (European Commission, 2021a,
p. 2). In addition to democratic and/or participatory governance, these organisations typically operate
autonomously from the state and often arise from grassroots initiatives. Importantly, the SEAP
highlights that the social economy functions across a broad spectrum of economic sectors.
Historically, the social economy has its roots in the mutualist and cooperative movements of the
nineteenth century, developed in response to the inadequacies of both the market and the state in
addressing pressing social needs. Over time, it has evolved into a key actor within the European
social model. The European Union has progressively recognised its value through initiatives such as
the Social Business Initiative (2011), the Proximity and Social Economy ecosystem within the EU
Industrial Strategy (2020), and the launch of the SEAP in 2021 (European Commission, 2021a). The
SEAP outlines a multi-dimensional framework for strengthening the social economy, recognising its
contributions to sustainable development, social cohesion, employment, and regional development.
In 2023, the European Council adopted a recommendation encouraging Member States to develop
enabling frameworks and legal recognition for the social economy (European Commission, 2023).
These efforts aim to bridge the disparity in development and institutional support observed across EU
Member States.

Quantitative data underscores the growing relevance of the social economy. As of 2024, the EU-27
hosted over 4.3 million social economy entities, including approximately 246,000 social enterprises.
These organisations employ more than 11.5 million people, representing a significant share of the
labour market — ranging from 0.6% to 9.9% of employment across Member States (European
Commission et al., 2024). In countries such as France, the ecosystem contributes up to 10% of GDP,
illustrating its macroeconomic significance. Nevertheless, challenges remain in harmonising
recognition and support. Legal frameworks, taxation policies, access to public procurement, and
availability of patient capital vary widely. Many entities still struggle with visibility, scalability, and
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navigating regulatory environments ill-suited to their hybrid missions and organisational forms
(European Commission, 2021a).

1.2 Social Economy services in Europe and European
rural areas

Social economy services (SES) are central to addressing pressing societal needs across the
European Union. These include services in education, health and social care, cultural inclusion,
environmental sustainability, and support for employment — patrticularly for disadvantaged groups
such as the long-term unemployed, people with disabilities, migrants, and single parents (European
Commission, 2021a). SES have demonstrated considerable resilience and flexibility, particularly
during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, when social economy actors rapidly mobilised to
provide personal protective equipment, food deliveries, community education, and other essential
services — often in the most vulnerable regions (European Commission, 2021b). Beyond crisis
response, SES play a vital role in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Their
contributions span inclusive education (SDG 4), decent work (SDG 8), reduced inequalities (SDG 10),
sustainable cities (SDG 11), and responsible production (SDG 12) (ESS International Forum, 2021).
Their value lies in their capacity to localise global objectives, anchoring sustainable development in
communities through grassroots engagement. Despite this, SES continue to face structural
challenges. Access to finance — particularly equity and long-term investment — remains limited, while
impact measurement tools are often fragmented and burdensome. Legal inconsistencies across
Member States also create barriers to growth, innovation, and cross-border operation (European
Commission, 2021a; European Commission et al., 2024).

The role of SES is particularly significant in rural and remote areas, where socioeconomic and
infrastructural disadvantages often intersect. These areas are disproportionately affected by
demographic ageing, youth out-migration, and the withdrawal or downsizing of public services such
as transport, education, and healthcare. Many rural regions across the EU suffer from an acute
scarcity of essential services, placing rural citizens — especially older people, people with disabilities,
and the economically inactive — at greater risk of social exclusion and deteriorating wellbeing
(European Commission, 2021b). Social economy initiatives frequently respond to this service gap
through innovative, community-led models of provision. These include community cafés, volunteer-
run transport services, local food cooperatives, care centres, and intergenerational co-housing
models. Such services not only address practical needs, but also foster social interaction, civic
participation, and local economic resilience. According to the Handbook on the Social and Solidarity
Economy and Rural Communities (Avise & RTES, 2020), social and solidarity economy organisations
in rural France operate in critical sectors such as social services, healthcare, retail, sustainable
mobility, food systems, and renewable energy. They have become key drivers of local development,
especially in areas where traditional market mechanisms have failed due to low population density
and limited economic solvency. Moreover, SES contribute substantially to local job creation in rural
regions. In France, for instance, 17.7% of all rural private-sector jobs are in the social economy, with
micro-enterprises accounting for the majority of employers in this field. These jobs are concentrated
in social services (50%), education and healthcare (16%), and emerging sectors like sustainable
mobility and the circular economy, which support a just ecological transition in marginalised
communities (Avise & RTES, 2020). Empirical research also underscores the vital role of rural SES
in tackling social isolation. A qualitative study by Kelly, Steiner, Mazzei, and Baker (2019) on social
enterprises in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland found that such initiatives were often the only
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local providers of transport, leisure, or community interaction. Participants — many of whom were
older individuals or newcomers to the area — reported that social enterprises provided a sense of
belonging and purpose, helping to reduce loneliness and improve mental wellbeing. However, the
study also identified critical limitations: rural SES face sustainability challenges due to small
populations, volunteer fatigue, and limited administrative capacity. The high cost of delivering services
in sparsely populated regions, coupled with weak public transport infrastructure and limited digital
connectivity, further exacerbates the risk of exclusion (Kelly et al., 2019). Notably, the study highlights
how “living alone, lack of transport, boredom, and poor physical and social connectedness” were key
drivers of isolation in rural contexts — conditions that SES can help mitigate, but only when properly
resourced and supported (Kelly et al., 2019, p. 228). Similarly, the Handbook (Avise & RTES, 2020)
points to the strategic role of SSE organisations in providing services otherwise absent from rural
communities, including mobile healthcare, intergenerational housing, short food supply chains, and
third spaces for social and cultural innovation.

However, these services are not a panacea. SES in rural areas frequently operate in precarious
conditions, with insufficient funding, regulatory uncertainty, and little recognition in mainstream service
delivery frameworks. To harness their full potential, there is a pressing need for more tailored policy
instruments, long-term funding mechanisms, and evaluative models that acknowledge the complex
interplay of social, geographical, and economic variables in rural territories. As such, the
fragmentation in national definitions and legal frameworks for the social economy — combined with a
lack of rural-specific service indicators — hinders both the evaluation and expansion of SES across
Europe. These unresolved challenges form the core rationale for the current study, which seeks to
examine how social economy is conceptualised and how SES are evaluated across Member States,
with a particular focus on their role in promoting social inclusion and service accessibility in rural
areas.
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2.Defining the research: Problem statement,
scope and objectives of the study

This section defines the research problem, scope, and objectives, including key research questions
and the rationale for focusing on inclusion and rurality.

2.1 Problem statement

Inadequate access to quality social services remains a pressing challenge in rural areas across
Europe, which are home to nearly one-third of European citizens (European Commission, 2020).
These regions frequently grapple with population decline, geographic isolation, and insufficient social
infrastructure. Vulnerable groups — such as migrant workers, elderly individuals, and persons with
disabilities — are at heightened risk of marginalisation due to limited access to essential services
(ENRD, 2021). While social economy services (SES) have been identified as a promising pathway to
foster inclusive and sustainable rural development (Junaid et al., 2025; Castillo et al., 2024; Kutsmus
et al., 2024), a significant challenge persists: despite the European Commission’s Social Economy
Action Plan (2021-2030) providing an overarching definition of the social economy, practical
interpretations, legal frameworks, data and statistics, and levels of operational and financial support
vary widely among EU Member States hindering the full development and scaling up of these services
(Monzon & Chaves, 2022; OECD, 2022).

The European Commission’s SEAP established a Europe-wide conception of SE, puts forward
measures to mobilise the full potential of social economy actors, and defines the social economy as
a distinct ecosystem of the economy comprising organisations driven by social purpose, which the
Action Plan aims to strengthen and expand across the EU (European Commission, 2021). Despite
this common EU-level definition, the implementation of the social economy concept varies greatly
across EU Member States, owing to different national legal frameworks and longstanding conceptual
interpretations. Not all countries formally recognise or regulate the social economy in the same way.
Some have enacted specific laws or legal statuses for social economy entities (for example, Spain’s
Social Economy Act 2011 or France’s Loi Hamon 2014), whereas others lack dedicated legislation,
relying instead on general non-profit or cooperative laws (Monzon & Chaves, 2017). These disparities
mean that what qualifies as “social economy” in one country might be categorised differently in
another. Overall, the divergence in national approaches means that a unified European vision of the
social economy (as promoted by the Action Plan) could encounter practical challenges when
translated into 27 distinct legal and policy landscapes. This underscores the need to study how each
country interprets and supports the SE within its own framework. However, it is important to note that
the Council Recommendations targeting this very issue are due in November 2025. These
recommendations aim to guide and align national strategies towards a more coherent EU-wide
approach to the social economy. Therefore, any conclusive assessment of the Action Plan’s impact
on harmonising national approaches will only be meaningful after the evaluation, due in 2028.
Furthermore, most existing frameworks to evaluate the impact of SES focus on broader socio-
economic contexts without addressing the unique challenges faced by rural regions, such as
demographic decline, fewer services, and limited employment opportunities as well as the social
inclusion added value of social economy. Indicators that measure social inclusion outcomes — for
instance, the empowerment of vulnerable groups, access to critical services, or community cohesion
— are often scattered or incomplete in current frameworks (OECD, 2008; Colesca et al., 2023).
Although frameworks such as the OECD guidelines and the EU Social Impact Measurement (EuSIM)
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model propose methodologies to assess SES, their use remains limited and non-standardised
(OECD, 2022; GIIN, 2023; European Commission, 2023). Consequently, the lack of clarity and
comparability between Member States’ legal forms, conceptual definitions, and evaluative indicators
creates significant barriers in consistently evaluating and scaling SES interventions tailored to rural
social inclusion (Castillo et al., 2024; Kutsmus et al., 2024). This fragmentation underscores the need
for a cohesive, pan-European analysis of SE definitions and evaluation frameworks that account for
both national legal and conceptual distinctions between countries, rural-specificities and social
inclusion elements. At the same time, the fragmentation underscores the necessity to develop an
evaluation framework to measure the impact of SES.

2.2 Scope and objectives of the study

Because the topic spans all EU Member States, the scope of this research is necessarily broad. To
provide context, the study briefly examines the state of the social economy in all 27 EU countries,
highlighting major developments and differences. Within this EU-wide overview, emphasis is placed
on both the social dimension and the rural dimension of the social economy. The social dimension
refers to the role of SE entities in promoting social inclusion, employment, and welfare services,
whereas the rural dimension examines how social economy initiatives operate in and benefit rural or
depopulated areas. This focus is motivated by the INSPIRE project’s scope and the Action Plan’s
recognition that social economy actors can play a vital role in revitalising rural communities and
addressing depopulation (European Commission, 2021). By considering rural contexts, the research
acknowledges that challenges and opportunities for the social economy can differ between urban and
rural settings — an important nuance for comprehensive understanding. Given the breadth of the
subject, the overview of all Member States is necessarily concise. It identifies key elements such as
whether countries have an official SE definition and legal framework, their focus on the social and
rural dimensions and a clustering based on these characteristics. However, this broad research
cannot delve deeply into each national context due to space and time constraints. Instead, it serves
to map out and compare the general landscape of the social economy across Europe — essentially,
to illustrate the variation and commonalities — with the SE concepts, legal frameworks, and social
and rural dimensions as unifying threads of analysis.

The research gives a stronger focus to the pilot countries of the project. It conducts an in-depth
analysis for selected countries of the project’s pilot partner notably: Greece, France, Ireland, Romania,
Slovakia and Poland?. Limiting the scope of detailed analysis, the study can explore each of those
contexts with greater granularity. This targeted deep-dive complements the EU-wide overview: while
the latter gives the big picture, the pilot country case studies provide fine-grained understanding.
Focusing on these specific countries allows the research to explore the limitations of the conceptual
national legal frameworks against the SEAP definition, eventual obstacles or best practices
implemented in the countries and lessons that can be learned and implemented more broadly.
Additionally, this study analyses the existing impact measurement frameworks at local, national and
global level, specifically focusing on indicators related to social inclusion and rural development and
based on the comparative analysis of these evaluation frameworks, proposes a set of impact
indicators to measure SE services. Therefore, this study (Task 2.2 of the INSPIRE project) aims to
address the knowledge gaps by: (1) examining the existing conceptual and legal frameworks of SE
used across all EU Member States; (2) analysing impact indicators at global, European, and national
level pertinent for SES; and (3) proposing a clustering of SE across Europe, an in-depth analysis of

! The authors acknowledge that the project focuses on pilot areas rather than countries, although for the scope of the research national
data are best suitable and are therefore the ones used.
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pilot countries and an indicators set to measure SES that integrate the social inclusion dimension
defined in WP1.

To effectively operationalise the concepts outlined in the research objectives and address the
identified knowledge gap, the following research question was developed: How can social economy
be conceptualised and evaluated through a European framework that incorporates the social inclusion
and rural dimensions?
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3. Conceptual framework

This section includes the key analytical dimensions and conceptual categories that inform the study’s
analysis. It outlines the five conceptual dimensions guiding the review and explains how these
dimensions are linked to the study's objectives and used to analyse the SE ecosystems.

3.1 Key analytical dimensions

To guide the desk research and ensure alignment with the study’s objectives, five key analytical
dimensions have been identified: conceptual definitions, legal frameworks, social inclusion, rurality,
and SES evaluation frameworks. Firstly, understanding the diversity in conceptual definitions and
legal frameworks is essential because Member States differ significantly in defining and
institutionalising the SE (Chaves & Monzon, 2019; Monzén & Chaves, 2022). These definitional and
legislative variations influence the legal status, visibility, and support mechanisms available to SE
entities, thus affecting their operational capacity and scope (Bassi & Fabbri, 2020; European
Commission, 2021). As previously indicated, this study adopts the European Commission’s Social
Economy Action Plan (SEAP 2021-2030) as its definitional foundation. Additionally, the study
employs concepts developed within the SEAP to define its analytical dimensions. For instance, for
the "conceptual definitions" dimension, the analysis utilises the core SE principles outlined by the
SEAP: (1) prioritising people and social/environmental objectives over profit; (2) reinvesting most
profits/surpluses toward collective or general interests; and (3) democratic and/or participatory
governance. Similarly, for analysing legal frameworks, the study identifies the presence or absence
of specific core elements of SE families highlighted in the SEAP — namely, cooperatives, mutual
benefit societies, associations (including charities), and foundations. These entities represent the
historical and institutional backbone of SE in Europe, alongside social enterprises, which constitute a
newer yet increasingly recognised category within the SE. The third analytical dimension, social
inclusion, is also acknowledged by the SEAP, particularly through concepts like "social progress" and
"social objectives,” which will be identified and analysed throughout the study. The final two
dimensions, rurality and SES evaluation frameworks, are not explicitly covered in the SEAP and have
therefore been developed by the authors. Rurality is critical for the INSPIRE project's scope, while
incorporating SES evaluation frameworks as a dimension highlights the growing significance of
measurement in influencing funding, visibility, and policy support for social economy initiatives
(European Commission, 2020; OECD, 2022; Salathé-Beaulieu et al., 2019). For this study, it is
essential to understand how traditional impact indicators — such as economic performance metrics
— can integrate with indicators reflecting broader social economy objectives, including social
inclusion, territorial cohesion, and rural development. Applying these five dimensions together
establishes the groundwork for a harmonised clustering of countries and indicators at the EU level
(Objective 3). Although these dimensions currently guide the study, it is expected that additional
dimensions or refinements may emerge from the analysis, enriching and potentially expanding the
operational framework detailed below.

3.2 Links between the analytical dimensions and research
objectives

In this study, the first four dimensions (conceptual definitions, legal frameworks, social inclusion, and
rurality) primarily contribute to Objective 1 (Comparative Mapping of Concepts and Legal

D2.2 — A common conceptual framework on social economy in Europe Page 17 of 77



s inspire GA 101136592

SMART VILLAGE LABS

Frameworks) and Objective 3 (Towards a Harmonised EU Framework). These dimensions are first
explored in Objective 1, where they provide a comprehensive comparative understanding of how
different countries define and legislate on SE, and thus the SE development in their territories. The
focus is on conceptual definitions of SE, the diversity of legal frameworks, and how social inclusion
and rurality are integrated within national SE practices. This mapping highlights the current variances
across Member States and lays the groundwork for them to have a more coherent approach.

Then, moving to Objective 3, these same dimensions are synthesised to form a coherent EU-wide
clustering. The objective is to identify commonalities and structural components (e.g., core attributes
of SE, legal recognition, and integration of social and territorial goals) to catalogue different SE
developments in Europe.

On the other hand, evaluation frameworks of SES, social inclusion and rurality are the dimensions
used to comply with Objective 2 (Review of Impact Evaluation Frameworks), where the goal is to
analyse the existing evaluation framework for SES, including measurements to evaluate social
inclusion and rurality. While SES evaluation frameworks are a central part of Objective 2, they also
inform Obijective 3 by helping to define the set of common EU-wide indicators that are included in the
final framework. The integration of social inclusion indicators (from WP1) is particularly important for
the harmonised framework, as it ensures that the impact of the SE on marginalised groups is
consistently measured across countries.

3.3 Operationalisation of dimensions

To effectively address the research objectives and bridge the identified knowledge gap, this study
provides both theoretical and methodological operationalisations of each key concept. The theoretical
dimension outlines how each concept is understood and identified during the screening phase, while
the operational dimension explains how these concepts are translated into concrete coding categories
during data collection. A detailed breakdown is presented below:

Table 3. Operationalisation of dimensions

Name of concept Theoretical Methodological
studied operationalisation operationalisation
Tagging definitions
with SE attributes

(e.g., democratic
governance, profit
reinvestment, social

Objective

Identification of
explicit mentions of
SE attributes

Conceptual
Definitions of SE

goals)
Supportive Evidence of laws,
1. Comparative frameworks in policies, regulations
Mapping of Legal Frameworks Member States for SE recognition and
Concepts and Legal (cooperatives, support
Frameworks associations, etc.)
References to
How SE frameworks inclusion: social
Social Inclusion promote social objectives, access to
inclusion services, participatory

decision-making
How SE frameworks  References (explicit or

Rural Dimension L
address rural contexts  implicit) to local/rural
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2. Review of Impact
Evaluation
Frameworks

3. Towards a
Harmonised EU
Framework

Evaluation
Frameworks for the
SE

Social Inclusion

Outcomes

Rural Outcomes

Pan-European
Clustering

Impact Indicators

Indicators used to
assess SE
performance

Indicators measuring
social inclusion in SE
interventions

Indicators measuring
impact in rural
contexts

Common SE elements
across Member States

Standardised SES
evaluation set
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aspects in definitions,
laws, and policies
Categorised
indicators: economic
(jobs, finances), social
(beneficiaries,
inclusion), service
quality (life
improvement,
continuity)
Monitoring tools
capturing inclusion
(e.g., participation
rates, service access)
Rural-specific metrics
(e.g., territorial
cohesion, rural jobs,
resilience)
Synthesis of recurring
elements: social
mission, governance,
reinvestment, legal
forms, inclusion and
rural action
Indicators on
effectiveness
(beneficiaries, service
sustainability), quality
(user satisfaction),
innovation (co-
production, tailored
services), and social
inclusion (from WP1)
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4.Methodology

This section outlines the methodological framework used to conduct the study. It includes the rationale
of the methodological approach, the data collection and search strategy, screening and eligibility
procedures, the data synthesis process and a presentation of the study's methodological limitations.
The methodology was designed to address the research objectives by identifying, analysing, and
synthesising a wide range of evidence — from conceptual definitions to legal and policy frameworks
and impact evaluation indicators — pertaining to Social Economy (SE) practices.

4.1 Methodological approach and rationale

This study adopts a narrative comparative mapping approach to analyse how the SE is
conceptualised, institutionalised, and evaluated across EU Member States. This methodology
supports the achievement of the study’s three objectives: (1) map definitions and legal frameworks
(Objective 1); (2) identify existing practices for evaluating the social and economic impact of the SE
(Objective 2); and (3) develop a harmonised clustering and evaluative framework at EU level
(Objective 3).
This approach was chosen due to the highly heterogeneous nature of the available evidence, which
includes academic literature, legal documents, policy strategies, national reports, and institutional
grey literature.
The narrative comparative mapping method allows for:
(1) The collection and descriptive synthesis of information on national SE frameworks across all
EU-27 countries, focusing on the presence or absence of definitions, legal recognition, and
orientation toward social inclusion and rural development (Objective 1);

(2) The review and comparison of existing impact evaluation practices and indicators used to
assess SE entities at national and European levels (Objective 2);

(3) The identification of cross-cutting elements across countries, informing the development of a
harmonised clustering and evaluative framework that incorporates both structural elements
(e.g. governance, reinvestment of profits) and outcome dimensions such as inclusion and
territorial cohesion (Objective 3).

The method is grounded in a desk-based review of secondary data, drawing from institutional
publications (e.g., European Commission, OECD), national policy documents, peer-reviewed articles,
and recognised grey literature. Where available, primary legal and policy texts were prioritised to
ensure source credibility and institutional accuracy.

Thematic analysis was conducted using a structured framework organised around five dimensions:
(1) definition; (2) legal and institutional recognition; (3) orientation toward social inclusion; and (4)
attention to rural or territorial development; (5) evaluative frameworks. From these dimensions, some
new categories appeared in the analysis process. The comparative narrative mapping enabled the
development of cross-country comparison tables and typologies and supported the identification of
convergences and gaps in how SE is understood and operationalised across the EU.

4.2 Data collection and search strategy

The data collection was carried out in three main phases, each expanding the scope of the review
and addressing specific research objectives:
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Preliminary desk review

At the outset, the research team conducted an exploratory desk review of SE-related literature across
EU Member States. This phase gathered a broad range of sources on the conceptual definitions and
legal frameworks of the social economy in Europe. Sources included national policy documents, EU
reports, and foundational academic papers on SE concepts. Notably, no formal search string or
database strategy was applied in this preliminary stage — sources were identified through expert
knowledge, existing reference lists, and organisational networks. While this ensured a wide initial
coverage of country-specific definitions, it also meant that the collection process was non-systematic.
The outcome of this phase was a compilation of baseline materials illustrating how the SE is defined
and regulated across different European contexts. These materials provided a starting point but were
later recognised to have gaps in thematic coverage (particularly regarding social inclusion and rural
development aspects).

Extended focused search (social inclusion and rural development)

A targeted literature search was initiated at a later stage to fill the identified gaps from the desk review.
Specifically, this second phase aimed to incorporate sources that explicitly address social inclusion
and local dimensions within the context of the SE. Using a more structured approach, the authors
searched academic databases and relevant grey literature (such as EU initiative reports, NGO
publications) with combinations of keywords related to “social economy”, “social inclusion”, “rural’,
“‘community development”, and “Europe”. Boolean operators and filters were applied to narrow results
to those discussing SES contributions to inclusion (e.g., integration of disadvantaged groups,
employment for vulnerable populations) or rural contexts (e.g., social enterprises in rural areas,
services tackling rural depopulation). The new sources identified (additional academic studies, case
studies from rural EU regions, etc.) enriched the review by adding the missing dimensions of
inclusivity and territorial (urban-rural) balance. This phase ensured the review's dataset was
comprehensive in covering not only what the social economy is, but also what it does in terms of
social inclusion and rural community support.

Search for SES impact indicators

In order to address the third research objective — identifying impact indicators for Social Economy
Services — a third phase of literature search was initiated. In this phase, the authors developed a
search string to locate both academic and grey literature that propose or utilise indicators to measure
the impact of SES. Search results were screened, and relevant sources were catalogued as described
in the next section.

4.3 Screening and eligibility

Following the three phases of literature collection, a relevance assessment was conducted to ensure
that all included sources contributed meaningfully to the study’s objectives. Given the broad and
varied nature of the material — ranging from legal texts to policy reports and academic publications
— different inclusion considerations were applied depending on the phase of collection.

Preliminary desk review materials

Sources gathered during the first phase, which largely focused on SE definitions and legal
frameworks, were retrospectively assessed by the authors for thematic relevance. While this phase
did not follow a formal screening protocol, each source’s title, abstract (if available), and content were
reviewed to confirm alignment with the study’s goals — namely, the presence of a conceptual
definition of the social economy, a legal or policy framework, or a country-level contextualisation of
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SE. The majority of sources from this phase were retained due to their foundational relevance, though
thematic gaps — particularly on inclusion and rurality — were identified. These gaps directly informed
the scope and focus of the second search phase.

Extended search results (inclusion and rural focus)

A two-stage relevance assessment was applied to sources retrieved in the second phase. First, titles
and abstracts were reviewed to exclude documents that used keywords like "social inclusion” or "rural
development" in unrelated contexts. Then, full-text screening was conducted to verify that remaining
sources addressed SE in a way that was relevant to the study — such as through rural cooperatives
tackling exclusion or national strategies aimed at inclusive SE growth. Both academic and grey
literature (e.g., EU reports, national plans) were included, provided the source was credible and
thematically relevant. This process yielded a refined set of sources specifically addressing how SE
contributes to social inclusion and territorial cohesion.

Third phase (impact evaluation)

The third phase focused on identifying indicators and evaluation frameworks for the SE. Titles and
abstracts were reviewed to isolate sources proposing or analysing outcome-based measurements of
SE performance, particularly in European contexts. Sources without clear methodological insights or
with limited transferability were excluded. The final selection included both scholarly and institutional
materials offering indicator frameworks for assessing SE outcomes such as social cohesion and
territorial cohesion.

4.4 Data synthesis

The objective of the data synthesis was to extract and categorise relevant information from a range
of sources to identify patterns, common themes, and relationships between the key dimensions of
social economy frameworks. This involved an iterative process of data reduction, comparison, and
integration. The collected materials — including academic articles, policy documents, legal texts, and
grey literature — were analysed using thematic coding and comparative categorisation.

A coding schema was first developed based on the objectives of the study, with categories derived
from both the conceptual framework and the operationalisation logic presented in Section 4.1. Codes
were refined iteratively throughout the synthesis phase.

Objective 1: Comparative mapping of concepts and legal frameworks

The coding schema for this objective included the following categories: (1) Definition or
conceptualisation of social economy — capturing how each source framed SE, whether it aligned with
EU definitions or reflected national variation; (2) Legal and policy frameworks — tagging references
to national legislation, regulations, and policy strategies supporting SE; (3) Social inclusion dimension
— identifying links between SE initiatives and their integration of marginalised groups; (4) Rural
dimension — noting explicit or implicit attention to the rural dimension; and (5) Source type and access
— categorising the document type and whether it was academic, legal, or grey literature.

The codes were applied deductively during data extraction and revised through constant comparison
between documents, allowing for emergent subcategories.

Objective 2: Review of impact evaluation frameworks

For this objective, three main coding categories were added: (6) Social inclusion, synthesising insights
from WP1; (7) Socioeconomic impact, identifying metrics mainly related to the added value for the
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social economy and employment; and (8) Territorial cohesion, including the assessment of service
provision and community participation and engagement.

For Objectives 1 and 2, the coding schema was initially developed based on the study objectives and
refined iteratively throughout the analysis. The coding was primarily deductive, guided by predefined
categories — such as definitions, legal frameworks, inclusion dimensions, and types of impact — but
also allowed for the emergence of subcategories through constant comparison.

Objective 3: Towards a harmonised framework

Objective 3 involved a more interpretive synthesis that built on the results of the earlier coding phases.
Here, a comparative narrative thematic analysis was employed to integrate findings across national
contexts and develop a harmonised understanding of SE conceptualisations and evaluation
approaches. While coding enabled the categorisation and comparison of discrete elements, thematic
analysis facilitated the identification of higher-level themes and relationships, moving beyond
individual data points to capture cross-cutting patterns and shared logics.

4.5 Pitfalls and limitations

Several limitations emerged in the course of this research. First, language barriers restricted access
to some national laws and NGO reports available only in local languages, potentially limiting full
representation of Member State contexts. Second, the lack of standardised documentation and
terminologies across countries complicated the comparative process and required interpretative
judgement in categorising sources. Third, despite efforts to gather diverse types of literature, there
may be selection bias due to the exclusion of non-indexed or highly localised documents. Additionally,
the rural dimension proved especially underdeveloped in the documentation of many Member States,
resulting in an uneven depth of analysis across dimensions. Finally, as with any narrative mapping
study, subjectivity in interpretation is inherent. Although the process followed a clear analytical
framework and internal consistency checks, the categorisation and synthesis of diverse materials
reflect the researcher’s judgement and thematic focus at the time of review.
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5. Results

This section outlines the results of the study, including: a comparative analysis of social economy
frameworks across EU Member States; a review of impact evaluation methodologies; a clustering of
countries by SE characteristics; an in-depth analysis of pilot countries; and the development of a
harmonised set of impact indicators.

5.1 Comparative analysis of Social Economy frameworks
in the EU27

5.1.1 Overview of key dimensions (Objective 1)

This analysis compares Member States’ national approaches to the Social Economy (SE) along four
dimensions: (1) whether an official definition of SE exists, (2) the presence of a dedicated legal
framework, (3) focus on social inclusion, and (4) focus on rural or territorial development.

Official definitions of Social Economy

Yes; 9; 33%

No; 18; 67%

Figure 1. Share of countries with an official SE definition (Yes vs No).

Only about one-third of EU member states have formally defined “social economy” in law or policy
(European Commission, 2021a; Monzén & Chaves, 2022). Pioneers include Spain?, which in 2011
became the first EU country to pass a comprehensive Social Economy Act, followed by others like
France® (2014 SSE law) and Portugal* (2013 framework law). These definitions typically enumerate
eligible entities (cooperatives, mutuals, associations, foundations, social enterprises, etc.) and
enshrine core principles. The remaining countries have no single, official SE definition — in these
cases the concept is either absent from legislation or legislation refers only to some SE families (e.g.

2 CIRIEC & European Economic and Social Committee. (n.d.). Recent evolutions of the Social Economy in the European Union. Retrieved
from https://www.eesc.europa.eu/

CEPES. (n.d.). Spanish Business Confederation of the Social Economy (CEPES). Retrieved from https://www.cepes.es/

3 France. (2014). Loi n° 2014-856 du 31 juillet 2014 relative a I'économie sociale et solidaire [Law no. 2014-856 of July 31, 2014 on the
Social and Solidarity Economy]. Journal Officiel de la République Francaise. Retrieved from
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/ JORFTEXT000029313296

4 Portugal. (2013). Lei n.° 30/2013 de 8 de maio: Lei de Bases da Economia Social [Base Law of the Social Economy]. Diario da Republica,
1.2 série, n.° 88. Retrieved from https://dre.pt/dre/detalhe/lei/30-2013-537973
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via “third sector” or social enterprise policies). For example, Germany® and Austria® have no
overarching SE definition at the federal level. Instead, such countries understand SE broadly as the
arena of mission-driven co-ops, nonprofits and social businesses without an explicit legal definition.

Dedicated legal frameworks

No; 11; 41%

Yes; 16; 59%

Figure 2. Share of countries with a dedicated SE legal framework (Yes vs No)

Over half of EU countries have implemented some form of dedicated legal framework for the social
economy (European Commission, 2021a; OECD, 2022). Notably, France’, Spain® Portugal®,
Greece®, Luxembourg?®, Poland®?, Romania'® and Bulgaria'* all have enacted national laws or
acts recognising the social economy or social entrepreneurship as an ecosystem. On the other hand,
we have countries that range from broad framework laws targeting SE entities, to frameworks with
narrower scopes. ltaly®® has a well-integrated legal framework (e.g. on cooperatives, social
enterprises and the Third Sector), albeit not a single “SE law.” Several newer Member States —
Slovakial®, Slovenial’, Latvia®, Lithuania!®, Malta?°, Cyprus?! — have passed social enterprise or
similar laws in the last decade, which, while narrower in scope, constitute a legal framework for some
SE actors. Similarly, other countries have narrower scopes (Germany??, Denmark?3, Estonia?,
Croatia®®, Netherlands?®, Sweden?). In these states, the SE operates under general company, or
specific cooperative, associations laws and nonprofit regulations. As in Italy, these countries do not
have a recognition of social economy per se but have developed specific legal status for certain

5 European Commission. (2023). Social Economy Gateway: Germany country profile. Retrieved from https://social-economy-
gateway.ec.europa.eu/

6 European Commission. (2023). Social Economy Gateway: Austria country profile. Retrieved from https:/social-economy-
gateway.ec.europa.eu/

" France. (2014). Loi n° 2014-856 du 31 juillet 2014 relative a I'économie sociale et solidaire [Law no. 2014-856 of July 31, 2014 on the
Social and Solidarity Economy]. Journal Officiel de la République Francaise. Retrieved from
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/ JORFTEXT000029313296

8 Gobierno de Espafia. (2011). Ley 5/2011, de 29 de marzo, de Economia Social [Law 5/2011, of March 29, on the Social Economy]. Boletin
Oficial del Estado. Retrieved from https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.php?id=BOE-A-2011-5708

9 Portugal. (2013). Lei n.° 30/2013 de 8 de maio: Lei de Bases da Economia Social [Base Law of the Social Economy]. Diario da Republica,
1.2 série, n.° 88. Retrieved from https://dre.pt/dre/detalhe/lei/30-2013-537973

10 Greece. (2016). Nopog 4430/2016 — Kovwvikry kar AMnAéyyua Oikovopia kai avamTuén Twv @opéwv Tng [Law 4430/2016 — Social and
Solidarity Economy and development of its actors]. Eonuepida tng KuBepvroewg. Retrieved from https://www.et.gr/

11 Luxembourg. (2016). Loi du 12 décembre 2016 instituant la société d'impact sociétal (SIS) [Law of 12 December 2016 on Societal Impact
Companies]. Mémorial A — Journal officiel du Grand-Duché de Luxembourg. Retrieved from https://legilux.public.lu/

12 Poland. (2022). Ustawa z dnia 5 sierpnia 2022 r. o ekonomii spotecznej [Act of 5 August 2022 on Social Economy]. Dziennik Ustaw.
Retrieved from https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/

3 Romania. (2015). Legea nr. 219/2015 privind economia sociald [Law No. 219/2015 on Social Economy]. Monitorul Oficial al Romaniei.
Retrieved from https://legislatie.just.ro/

14 Republic of Bulgaria. (2018). 3akoH 3a mpeanpusiTUsiTa Ha couuanHaTta 1 conuaapHata vkoHomuka [Law on Social and Solidarity
Enterprises]. State Gazette. (Official English translation excerpt available). Retrieved from https://dv.parliament.bg/
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families of SE. Importantly, even among countries with SE laws, the approaches vary: some adopted
a hybrid framework that recognises existing forms and lays out principles (e.g. France’s law defining
SE entities by shared values), whereas others focus on specific legal forms (e.g. laws on work
integration social enterprises in several countries). Overall, the existence of a legal framework tends
to improve visibility and support for the SE ecosystem, but only a minority of Member States have
comprehensive “framework laws” per se.

Focus on social inclusion

No; 5; 19%

Yes; 22; 81%

Figure 3. Share of countries explicitly prioritising inclusion of vulnerable groups (Yes vs Not explicit).

In all EU countries the social inclusion of vulnerable groups is recognised as being part of the
social economy, to the point that sometimes SE is understood to be only about social inclusion. In
almost every country, SE entities are understood as tools to integrate marginalised populations — for
example by creating jobs for the long-term unemployed, persons with disabilities, or youth at risk.
Many national SE definitions or strategies explicitly mention social inclusion or cohesion: Spain’s
Social Economy law*® includes the insertion of persons at risk of exclusion, France’'s SSE law
identifies combating exclusion and inequality and Portugal'® and Greece!’ likewise embed social
cohesion in SE objectives. Even in countries without formal SE policies, the de facto role of SE
organisations in service provision and work integration for disadvantaged groups is well recognised.
For instance, the Netherlands® and Denmark?® have thriving work integration social enterprises and
inclusive cooperatives despite no overarching SE law, and Hungary? and Lithuania?! use social
cooperative or enterprise models to employ disabled persons. The focus on inclusion is a common
thread to the very diverse national frameworks (e.g. some countries target specific groups like people
with disabilities, others stress broad poverty reduction), but the commitment to social inclusion is a
recurring common understanding to all countries analysed.

15 Gobierno de Espafia. (2011). Ley 5/2011, de 29 de marzo, de Economia Social [Law 5/2011, of March 29, on the Social Economy].
Boletin Oficial del Estado. Retrieved from https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.php?id=BOE-A-2011-5708

16 Portugal. (2013). Lei n.° 30/2013 de 8 de maio: Lei de Bases da Economia Social [Base Law of the Social Economy]. Diario da Republica,
1.2 série, n.° 88. Retrieved from https://dre.pt/dre/detalhe/lei/30-2013-537973

17 Greece. (2016). Nouog 4430/2016 — Koivwviki kai ANnAéyyua Oikovopia Kal avatTugn Twy gopéwv Tng [Law 4430/2016 — Social and
Solidarity Economy and development of its actors]. E@nuepida Tng KuBepvAoewg. Retrieved from https://www.et.gr/

18 Social Enterprise NL. (2020). The State of Social Enterprises in the Netherlands.

19 European Commission. (2021). Social enterprises and their ecosystems in Europe: Country fiche — Denmark. Directorate-General for
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. https://ec.europa.eu/social

20 European Commission. (2020). Social enterprises and their ecosystems in Europe: Country fiche — Hungary. Directorate-General for
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. https://ec.europa.eu/social

21 European Commission. (2019). Social enterprises and their ecosystems in Europe: Country fiche — Lithuania. Directorate-General for
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. https://ec.europa.eu/social
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Focus on rural/territorial development

Yes; 5; 19%

No; 22;: 81%

Figure 4. Share of countries explicitly integrating a rural/territorial development focus (Yes vs No).

Compared to social inclusion, a rural or territorial development focus is far less consistently
considered in national SE frameworks. Given the variability in how rurality is addressed across
Member States, the rural dimension was analysed descriptively, based on the presence or absence
of references to local or territorial aspects in SE definitions, legal texts, or national policy strategies.
Only a handful of Member States explicitly reference the social economy’s role in addressing rural
challenges or balanced territorial development. France?? and Luxembourg? stand out: France’s SSE
law includes objectives of territorial cohesion and mandates regional SSE support structures, and
Luxembourg’s 2016 law and subsequent measures encourage SE contributions to local sustainable
development. Portugal’s Framework Law on the Social Economy (Lei de Bases da Economia
Social)* likewise acknowledges local development (implicitly covering rural communities), and
Greece® links SE with regional development (e.g. rural cooperatives and collective social
enterprises). Ireland?® has integrated social enterprise into its national rural policy (“Our Rural Future”
2021-2025), explicitly aiming to grow rural social enterprises. However, most countries do not
specifically single out rural areas in their SE strategies. In countries like Spain?’ and Italy?® rural
needs are addressed implicitly via the presence of agricultural cooperatives, rural credit organisations,
etc., but their SE policies use broader terms like local development or territorial cohesion without a
dedicated “rural social economy” programme. In highly urbanised states (e.g. Belgium and Malta),
SE discourse rarely distinguishes rural communities. Even where rural social economy activity is
significant (for example, in Hungary?® and Romania’s rural areas®), it often isn’t explicitly guided by
national SE policy. Thus, while the social economy often fills critical gaps in rural service delivery and

22 France. (2014). Loi n° 2014-856 du 31 juillet 2014 relative a I'économie sociale et solidaire [Law no. 2014-856 of July 31, 2014 on the
Social and Solidarity Economy]. Journal Officiel de la République Francaise. Retrieved from
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/ JORFTEXT000029313296

2 Luxembourg. (2016). Loi du 12 décembre 2016 instituant la société d'impact sociétal (SIS) [Law of 12 December 2016 on Societal Impact
Companies]. Mémorial A — Journal officiel du Grand-Duché de Luxembourg. Retrieved from https://legilux.public.lu/

24 portugal. (2013). Lei n.° 30/2013 de 8 de maio: Lei de Bases da Economia Social [Base Law of the Social Economy]. Diario da Reptblica,
1.2 série, n.° 88. Retrieved from https://dre.pt/dre/detalhe/lei/30-2013-537973

% European Commission. (2023). Social Economy Gateway: Greece country profile. Retrieved from https://social-economy-
gateway.ec.europa.eu/

% Government of Ireland. (2021). Our Rural Future: Rural Development Policy 2021-2025. Department of Rural and Community
Development. https://www.gov.ie

27 CIRIEC & European Economic and Social Committee. (n.d.). Recent evolutions of the Social Economy in the European Union. Retrieved
from https://www.eesc.europa.eu/

2 Jtaly. (2017). Decreto Legislativo 3 luglio 2017, n. 117: Codice del Terzo Settore [Legislative Decree No. 117/2017 — Third Sector Code].
Gazzetta Ufficiale. Retrieved from https://www.normattiva.it/

2 OECD. (2021). Social economy and social innovation in Hungary: Country fact-sheet. https://www.oecd.org

30 Government of Romania — Ministry of Labor and Social Protection. (2020). National Strategy on Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction
2015-2020. Retrieved from https://mmuncii.ro/

D2.2 — A common conceptual framework on social economy in Europe Page 27 of 77


https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/
https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/
https://www.gov.ie/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/
https://www.normattiva.it/
https://www.oecd.org/
https://mmuncii.ro/

s inspire GA 101136592

SMART VILLAGE LABS

job creation, this role is only sporadically reflected in policy. Territorial inequality is mentioned in some
national agendas, but an explicit rural SE focus is present in roughly 5—6 countries at most. This
indicates an opportunity at EU level to strengthen recognition of the social economy’s contribution to
rural development, as rural and remote regions across Europe face unmet needs that SE
organisations can address, from economic activity to lack of basic services.

5.1.2 Comparative analysis of evaluation frameworks (Objective 2)

Social impact measurement is one of the dimensions considered when developing impact
assessment frameworks. In this regard, and to provide the most accurate and comprehensive
framework to measure the impact of SES, two-step research has been undertaken.

The first stage consisted of analysing general impact frameworks and methodologies that may
consider the social dimension. Methodologies such as the Theory of Change can be adapted to
include the dimensions and measures needed for any level of intervention: a programme, a project,
an organisation, a policy, or a strategy (UNDAF, 2016). The Social Return on Investment (SROI) is
a well-known framework for impact assessment to measure the social impact of an organisation
(UNDP, 2024). Nevertheless, this framework could be difficult to implement in a social economy
organisation or enterprise due to the complexity of monetary measurement of SE’s intangible added
value and because the reinvesting of surpluses obtained by a SE organisation or enterprise in the
social purpose is already embedded as one of the principles of Social Economy. The B Impact
Assessment (BIA)*! is another one of the general impact frameworks that was analysed. It includes
5 different dimensions: (i) governance, (ii) workers, (iii) community, (iv) the environment and (v)
customers. The National Themes, Outcomes and Measures (TOMs) Social Value Measurement
Framework3? developed in the UK designed for organisations that want to embed social value into
their procurement or measurement activities, provides a set of indicators in the following themes: jobs,
growth, social, environment and innovation. Other impact assessment resources include dimensions
such as what, who, how much, contribution and risk®. General catalogue and repositories of metrics
and indicators have also been reviewed. In this regard, the IRIS+ catalogue of metrics by the Global
Impact Investing Network (GIIN)3** is an internationally used repository of indicators, especially
favoured by impact investors to measure outcomes in various categories (health, education, energy,
etc.) having hundreds of standardised metrics (e.g. number of users, farmers trained, or tons of CO,
reduced). The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards are widely used by corporations for
sustainability reporting, having standard metrics on community impacts, labour practices, and product
responsibility=®.

Given the generality of these impact assessment resources, it was necessary to narrow the research
to find more specific frameworks and sources for the impact assessment of social economy
services. It is important to mention that the lack of data and statistics on social economy is one of the
challenges mentioned in the SEAP (European Commission, 2021) to improve recognition and
awareness and ensure evidence-based policy and the difficulty of quantifying in monetary terms the
intangible added value of SE. Moreover, current practices are often less adapted to the needs and
context of SSE entities since the conversation has largely been shaped by private institutional
investors and commercial businesses. Methodological hurdles, compounded by the lack of capacity

81 B Impact Assessment: https://www.bcorporation.net/en-us/programs-and-tools/b-impact-assessment/

%2 The national TOMs 2021 framework:
https://stroud.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s2055/Appendix%20B%20%20National%20TOMs%20Framework. pdf

33 Impact frontiers: https://impactfrontiers.org/norms/five-dimensions-of-impact/#five-dimensions

34 RIS+ System | Standards: https://iris.thegiin.org/metrics/?gad _source=1&4gclid=CjwKCAiA9bg6BhAKEiIWAH6bgoPfDV05gWh_-Barbz-
JZL99icjo0WdysyCm-icHKzZddLfBnelREKhoC18YQAvVD BwE

% Global Reporting Initiative (GRI): https://www.globalreporting.org/
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and motivation emerge as significant barriers to the uptake of impact measurement practices among
SSE actors. In addition, a one-sized approach on frameworks and measures can be inappropriate for
the SSE (OECD, 2023).
When speaking about more specific frameworks, the first source analysed was the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)*¢ which are widely used as a reference framework to assess and align
the impact of projects and organisations with global objectives. The United Nations Research Institute
for Social Development (UNRISD) has developed Sustainable Development Performance Indicators
(SDPI)*, an online platform and indicator set designed specifically for social and solidarity economy
entities to measure progress toward the SDGs. The 61 Sustainable Development Performance
Indicators (SDPIs) are divided into two tiers: (1) trend indicators and (2) context-based and
transformative disclosure indicators (UNRISD, 2022). On the other hand, the practical guide entitled
“Measure, Manage and Maximise Your Impact. A guide for the Social Economy” (OECD/European
Union, 2024) introduces a three-phase Social Impact Measurement and Management (SIMM) cycle
and is enriched with examples and infographics. This framework established 3 areas of impact or
dimensions that are relevant for the SE: economic prosperity and employment, social inclusion and
well-being and community. These impact areas are closely interconnected, and some specific impacts
may therefore overlap depending on the interpretation provided by each social economy entity and
its operating context. The framework defines the impact areas as follows:
* “Economic prosperity and employment” denotes the ways in which social economy entities
work to bring traditionally disadvantaged groups to economic prosperity and employment.
* “Social inclusion” relates to the support provided to specific disadvantaged groups and the ways
in which social economy entities help integrate them into wider societal structures.
+  “Well-being and community” captures the nuanced ways in which the existence and activities
of social economy entities transform individual well-being and community strength, especially
through the internal and external relationships they develop.

Several studies have been conducted on the impact measurement of the social economy. In Spain,
the study entitled “From the economic to the social contribution of the Social Economy. Monetary
assessment of the social value created for the Spanish economy” (Castro et al, 2020) uses a
counterfactual approach and microdata, to determine the contribution of social economy entities to
the promotion of social and territorial cohesion. It highlights how the social economy actively engages
with people facing challenges to access jobs such as people with disabilities, individuals in situations
of social exclusion or at risk of it, and low-skilled workers. The analysis also highlights the strong
social economy presence in intermediate cities and rural areas, underlining its capacity to generate a
positive impact on economic activity, employment, and local economic competitiveness in such areas.
For example, one of the main findings of this exercise is that the social economy is predominantly
located in municipalities with fewer than 40,000 inhabitants, thus confirming its capacity to support
relatively small local communities.

In France, the initiative ValorESS® has developed 43 indicators for measuring the social impact of
SE, with a specific area on the development of services.

The frameworks and references have been analysed considering the following dimensions:

% UN. Sustainable Development Goals: https://sdgs.un.org/goals
37 UNRISD. Sustainable Development Performance Indicators: https:/sdpi.unrisd.ora/platform/how-to-use-this-tool/
38 ValorESS: https://www.valoress-udes.fr/mesurer-votre-impact-social-les-indicateurs#
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The next step of this analysis is the comparison of the different frameworks. To do so, we analyse the
dimensions or areas they include and which specific indicators or variables are developed in each
dimension to measure the impact of the SE that are considered relevant for our objective.

Table 4. Comparison of specific frameworks and resources on SE impact measurement.

Social
inclusion and

Economic and

Reference employment

Environmental
sustainability

Community
development

Governance

impact well-being

1. No poverty
2. Zero hunger
3. Good health and

8. Decent work and
economic growth

United Nations
Sustainable

Development Goals . 9. Indystry, wellbeing
(SDGs) Framework |r1|;ova1£t|ontand 4. Quality education
inirastructure 5. Gender equality
I.A.1 Revenue
I.LA.2 Netvalue
added

I.A.3 Taxes and
other payments to
the government
.A.4 Green
investment
I.A.5 Community
investment
I.A.6 Total
expenditures on
Research &
Development (R&D)
I.A.7 Percentage of
local procurement
I.C.1 Average hours

Sustainable of training per year
Development per employee
Performance 1.C.2 Expenditure

on employee
training per year per
employee
|.C.3 Employee
wages and benefits
as a proportion of
revenue,
with breakdown by
employment type
and gender
1.C.4 Expenditures
on employee health
and safetyas a
proportion of
revenue
|.C.5 Percentage of
employees covered
by collective
agreements

Indicators (SDPI)

7. Affordable and
clean energy
11. Sustainable
cities and
communities
12. Responsible
consumption and
production
13. Climate action
14. Life below water
15. Life on land

1.B.1 Water
recycling and reuse
1.B.2 Reduction of
waste generation by
reused, re-
manufactured and
recycled
1.B.3 Ozone-
depleting
substances (ODS)
and chemicals
1LA.1 GHG
emissions (scope 1
and 2)

II.LA.2 GHG
emissions (scope 3)
1.A.3 Water use
1I.LA.4 Hazardous
waste treatment
1.LA.5 Renewable
energy
11.A.6 Life cycle
assessment and
circularity
indicators
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and cohesion

16. Peace, justice
and strong
institutions

17. Partnerships for
the goals

I.D.1 Number of
board meetings and
attendance rate
1.D.2 Board
members by age
range
I.D.3 Number of
meetings of audit
committee and
attendance rate
1.D.4
Compensation:
Total compensation
per board member
(both executive and
non-executive
directors)
1.D.5 Average hours
of training on anti-
corruption issues
per year per
employee
1I.C.1 Corporate
political influence:
Policies,
programmes and
practices
11.C.2 Context-
based triple bottom
line (TBL)
accounting
11.C.3 Amount of
total fines paid or
payable due to
settlements
11.C.4 Amount of
corruption-related
fines paid or
payable due to
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11.B.1 Fiscal
disclosure
11.B.2 Tax gap
11.B.3 CEO-worker
pay ratio
11.B.4 Living wage
gap
11.B.5 Distribution of
surplus/profits
11.B.6 Gender pay
gap: Equality of
remuneration
11.B.7 Gender
diversity: Hiring at
different
occupational levels
11.B.8 Gender
diversity: Promotion
at different
occupational levels
11.B.9 Gender
equality: Proportion
of women in
managerial
positions
11.B.10 Caregiving
support
programmes
11.B.11
Frequency/incident
rates of
occupational
injuries
11.B.12 Harassment
and discrimination
at the workplace
11.B.13 Access to
remedy
11.B.14
Discrimination in
hiring and
promotion
11.B.15 Union
density and
collective
bargaining coverage
11.B.16 Worker
participation
11.B.17 Contingent
and subcontracted
workers
11.B.18 Hiring of
vulnerable groups
11.B.19 Long-term
work contracts
11.B.20 Employee
turnover rate
11.B.21 Responsible
and ethical
sourcing
11.B.22 Training of
vulnerable groups
(applicable to
SSEOEs only)
11.B.23 Work
integration
(applicable to
SSEOEs only)
OECD, 2023: Equitable Physical and

Measure, Manage distribution of mental health
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settlements
11.C.5 Public sharing
of information and
knowledge
11.C.6 Number and
percentage of
women board
members
11.C.7 Term limits
for board of
directors
11.C.8 Resilience
11.C.9 Attendance at
annual general
meetings
(applicable to
SSEOQEs only)
11.C.10 Democratic
elections
(applicable to
SSEOEs only)
11.C.11 Legitimation
of management
(applicable to
SSEOEs only)
11.C.12 Stakeholder
participation
(applicable to
SSEOEs only)
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income
Household welfare
Economic
empowerment of
women and
disadvantaged
groups
Skills development
Job quality
Labour-market
inclusion
Resilience to
economic shocks
and risks
Development of
local trade and
production
Systems change

Economic activity in
less developed
areas

Psycho-social
wellbeing
Community
embeddedness
Political
participation, also
referred to as
democratic impact
Environmental
quality

Employment
provided to
disadvantaged
groups
Reductions in
inequality

democratic
governance
practices
Participatory
management
Experience and
benefits of
participation by
disadvantaged
groups
Organisational
cohesion
Community
cohesion
Integration of
disadvantaged
groups

*Called social
inclusion in this
framework
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economy
Health and care . .
R . . Social cohesion
Socio professional Sustainable .
- . K . Culture and leisure
ValorESS Training insertion production and
. . . Development of
Reductions in consumption .
- A services
inequality

The result of this comparative analysis is quite heterogeneous considering that some resources
provide specific indicators, such as SDPI or ValorESS, others provide an extensive methodology and
framework but without providing specific indicators such as OECD/European Union (2024), others
provide specific objectives such as the SDGs framework and others provide results based on
evidence such as Castro et al (2020). Regarding the dimensions, all the analysed resources consider
the dimensions of (1) Economic and social impact and (2) Social inclusion and well-being. The
content on the 3 other dimensions (environmental sustainability, community development and
cohesion and governance) varies amongst the resources. It is important to highlight the overlap
amongst dimensions; for instance, some consider environmental sustainability as part of well-being.
All these facts have been considered in the construction of the harmonised set of indicators that will
be presented in the next section.

5.1.3 Clustering of countries by SE characteristics (Objective 3)3°

This analysis groups the EU27 Member States into clusters based on the maturity and focus of their

social economy (SE) ecosystems. Clustering is guided by four key dimensions drawn from the results
in Objective 1:

1. National Conceptual Definition: Whether an official, national definition of the social economy
exists.

% Important Note: The following clustering is specific to the present study. The results of this clustering will not affect the clustering of
Tasks 2.1 and 2.3 of the INSPIRE project. The clustering in T2.1 and T2.3 will be decided according to the respective research results and
will be justified accordingly.
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Legal/Policy Framework: Presence of a dedicated SE law or comprehensive policy
framework recognising SE entities.
3. Social Inclusion Objectives: Inclusion of explicit social inclusion goals (e.g. integration of
disadvantaged groups) in SE policies or prevalent practices.
4. Rural/Territorial Focus: Degree to which SE strategies explicitly address rural development
or territorial cohesion (explicit vs. implicit or none).
These dimensions reflect both formal institutional recognition and the conceptual discourse around
the social economy in each country. The clusters consider important national nuances — for example,
Belgium’s regional-level SE policies amid federal fragmentation, Germany and Austria’s strong
cooperative traditions but lack of legal recognition, the Nordic preference for civil society/CSR
terminology, Italy’s fragmented yet mature SE landscape, and Ireland’s unique rural SE strategy. Each
cluster is characterised by a combination of the four dimensions. Below, we detail each cluster,
including a summary of defining traits and a table of country scores on the four criteria.

Cluster 1: Comprehensive national SE frameworks

Cluster 1 countries have a fully developed SE ecosystem with both an official conceptual definition
and a dedicated national law or policy for the social economy. These frameworks are comprehensive,
typically recognising the full spectrum of SE entities (cooperatives, mutuals, associations [including
charities], foundations, social enterprises, etc.) and enshrining core principles®. Moreover, these
countries not only emphasise social inclusion as a core objective but also integrate a territorial
dimension — viewing the social economy as a tool for regional development or rural cohesion. In
practice, their SE strategies or laws explicitly reference balanced territorial development or support
structures at regional level. These Member States therefore enjoy high institutional visibility for SE
and proactive support measures.

For example, France and Luxembourg explicitly include territorial cohesion in their SE laws and
policies — France’s Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) law (2014)** mandates regional SSE support
structures and aims to strengthen territorial cohesion, and Luxembourg’s 2016 law** similarly
encourages SE contributions to sustainable local development. Spain’s 2011 Social Economy Act*
provides a formal definition and recognition of the social economy, with a strong emphasis on social
inclusion (it requires member entities to foster employment for those at risk of exclusion), and while
the law’s territorial focus is more implicit, Spain also formally recognises SE at the national level.
Portugal’'s Framework Law of the Social Economy (2013)* defines the SE ecosystem and though
primarily focused on social and economic aspects; it acknowledges local development (implicitly
covering rural communities). Greece, through its 2016 law on Social and Solidarity Economy*,
officially defines and supports SE entities and links them to broader regional development (e.g., via
rural cooperatives and collective enterprises). All these countries have a long-standing or strong
political recognition of the social economy concept, backed by legal frameworks. They see the social
economy as integral to both social cohesion and territorial cohesion, making this cluster the most
advanced in institutionalising the SE.

40 For reference, see laws mentioned below or visit the EU Commission Social Economy Gateway webpage.

41 France. (2014). Loi n° 2014-856 du 31 juillet 2014 relative a I'‘économie sociale et solidaire [Law no. 2014-856 of July 31, 2014 on the
Social and Solidarity Economy]. Journal Officiel de la République Francaise. Retrieved from
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/ JORFTEXT000029313296

42 Luxembourg. (2016). Loi du 12 décembre 2016 instituant la société d'impact sociétal (SIS) [Law of 12 December 2016 on Societal Impact
Companies]. Mémorial A — Journal officiel du Grand-Duché de Luxembourg. Retrieved from https://legilux.public.lu/

4 Gobierno de Espafa. (2011). Ley 5/2011, de 29 de marzo, de Economia Social [Law 5/2011, of March 29, on the Social Economy].
Boletin Oficial del Estado. Retrieved from https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.php?id=BOE-A-2011-5708

4 Portugal. (2013). Lei n.° 30/2013 de 8 de maio: Lei de Bases da Economia Social [Base Law of the Social Economy]. Diario da Republica,
1.2 série, n.° 88. Retrieved from https://dre.pt/dre/detalhe/lei/30-2013-537973

% Greece. (2016). Nopog 4430/2016 — Koivwvikn kai AAMnAgyyua Oikovopia kal avdamTugn Twv opéwv Tng [Law 4430/2016 — Social and
Solidarity Economy and development of its actors]. Eenuepida Tng KuBepvroewg. Retrieved from https://www.et.qr/
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Countries: France, Spain, Portugal, Luxembourg, Greece.
Common profile: Official SE definition (Yes); Dedicated SE law/framework (Yes); Social inclusion
objectives (Yes, explicit); Rural/territorial focus in strategy (Yes).

Table 5. Cluster 1 — Comprehensive Frameworks.

Cluster 1 | National SE | SE Law/Policy | Social Rural/Territorial
Countries Definition Framework Inclusion Goal | Focus

France Yes Yes Yes (explicit) Yes (explicit)
Spain Yes Yes Yes (explicit) Implicit (limited)
Portugal Yes Yes Yes (explicit) Yes (implicit)
Luxembourg Yes Yes Yes (explicit) Yes (explicit)
Greece Yes Yes Yes (explicit) Yes (explicit)

(Note: Spain’s rural focus is present but only implicit, via support to agricultural co-ops and regional
development programmes, rather than a dedicated rural SE policy.)

Cluster 2: Formal recognition without territorial focus

Cluster 2 consists of countries that have made significant formal strides in recognising the social
economy, usually through a national SE law or official definition, but lack an explicit rural or territorial
focus in their SE policies. In these states, governments have clarified the status of social economy
actors in legislation — defining eligible entities and often creating supportive measures — and social
inclusion objectives are strongly featured, yet SE policy is framed mainly in socio-economic terms (job
creation, social services, social cohesion) rather than place-based development.

Typical examples include several Central and Eastern European countries that adopted social
economy or social enterprise legislation in the 2010s. Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, and Slovakia all
introduced laws or policy initiatives to recognise social enterprises or the social economy as an
ecosystem?. This formal recognition often came as part of strategies to boost employment and social
inclusion (for instance, Romania’s 2015 Social Economy Law*’ defines SE entities and mandates
their role in integrating vulnerable groups). Social inclusion is an important element in these
frameworks — e.g., certified social enterprises must employ disadvantaged workers or provide
community services — aligning with the nearly universal emphasis on inclusion across Europe.
However, these policies generally do not single out rural areas or territorial cohesion explicitly. The
focus remains on nationwide social objectives rather than targeted rural development.

Notably, Spain can also be considered here in terms of focus: while Spain has one of the most
advanced SE laws (hence in Cluster 1 for its comprehensive framework), that law emphasises social
and economic inclusion across sectors and only implicitly addresses rural needs. In the Cluster 2
countries, any rural impact of the social economy tends to be incidental. For example, Poland,
Slovakia and Romania have vibrant rural cooperatives and community enterprises, but national SE
strategies do not explicitly reference rural development as a distinct pillar. Thus, Cluster 2 countries
have high institutional recognition of SE but a neutral or absent territorial lens.

Countries: Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Slovakia (with Spain as a notable case of comprehensive
recognition but implicit rural focus).

Common profile: Official SE definition (Yes); SE law/policy framework (Yes); Social inclusion
objectives (Yes, explicit); Rural/territorial focus (No).

4 See e.g., European Commission, 2021a; Monzon & Chaves, 2022; OECD, 2022
47 Romania. (2015). Legea nr. 219/2015 privind economia sociala [Law No. 219/2015 on Social Economy]. Monitorul Oficial al Romaniei.
Retrieved from https://legislatie.just.ro/
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Table 6. Cluster 2 — Formalised but Non-Territorial.

Cluster 2 | National SE | SE Law/Policy | Social Rural/Territorial
Countries Definition Framework Inclusion Goal | Focus

Poland Yes Yes Yes (explicit) No

Romania Yes Yes Yes (explicit) No

Bulgaria Yes Yes Yes (explicit) No

Slovakia Yes Yes Yes (explicit) No

(Spain) (Yes) (Yes) (Yes) (Implicit)

Cluster 3: Emerging or partial frameworks

Cluster 3 includes countries with emerging SE ecosystems that have introduced partial or sector-
specific frameworks (often social enterprise laws or pilot programmes) but lack a single, unified social
economy definition in law. These countries do not have an overarching SE law encompassing all
social economy actors; instead, they typically recognise certain forms of SE organisations through
separate legislation. The result is a fragmented legal landscape: some types of social economy
entities get formal support while others may not be covered, and the term “social economy” might not
be widely used in policy discourse. Nonetheless, social inclusion is a prominent theme in practice —
many initiatives focus on employment of vulnerable groups or provision of social services — and
rural/territorial focus is minimal or absent in their strategies.

A prime example is Italy, which has one of the most mature and sizable social economies in Europe,
rooted in its cooperative movement and robust non-profit sector. Italy has a rich body of laws: statutes
for cooperatives (including social cooperatives), a law on Social Enterprises (2017)* as part of a
broader Third Sector reform, and other measures. However, Italy lacks a single legal definition of
“social economy”, and its various laws apply to different subsets of actors (co-ops, associations,
foundations, etc.) without a unified framework. This fragmentation means many social economy actors
operate under separate legal regimes, and not all identify under one SE umbrella (indeed, historically
there’s a conceptual split between cooperatives and associations in Italy) (European Commission et
al., 2024). Despite this, Italian SE actors collectively pursue social objectives and community aims,
even if the institutional recognition remains segmented.

Other countries in Cluster 3 have similar piece-meal recognition. Cyprus and Malta recently passed
social enterprise acts (e.g. Malta’s Social Enterprise Act 2022%) to register or support social purpose
businesses, but “social economy” as a broader concept is still marginal in policy. Latvia (Social
Enterprise Law 2018°%), Lithuania (Social Enterprise law since 2004°%!, mainly for work integration),
Slovenia (Social Entrepreneurship Act 2011°?), and Finland (no dedicated SE law, but a specific legal
status for work-integration enterprises since 2004°%) have all established frameworks for social

48 See e.g European Commission et al., 2024 and Italian Third Sector Reform Law 2017

4 Government of Malta. (2022). Act No. IX of 2022 — Social Enterprise Act. Government Gazette of Malta No. 20,790, 22 February 2022.
Retrieved from https://leqgislation.mt/eli/act/2022/9/eng

50 saeima of the Republic of Latvia. (2017). Social Enterprise Law. Adopted on 12 October 2017, effective from 1 April 2018. Retrieved
from
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/5103d40fe4b065d4alc32d90/t/5a157febec212d9bd34ff07a/1511358445125/Social+Enterprise+La
w_Latvia ENG_FINAL.pdf

51 Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania. (2004). Law on Social Enterprises, No. 1X-2251. Retrieved from https:/e-
seimas.lrs.lt/portal/legalAct/It' TAD/TAIS.2948737?jfwid=46jpeqrt6

52 Republic of Slovenia. (2011). Social Entrepreneurship Act (Zakon o socialnem podjetnistvu). Official Gazette of the Republic of Slovenia,
No. 20/11. Retrieved from https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/my-country/slovenia_en

53 Ministry of Employment and the Economy of Finland. (2003). Act on Social Enterprises, No. 1351/2003. Entered into force on 1 January
2004. Retrieved from https://emes.net/icsem-working-papers/Finland - Kostilainen_et al.pdf
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enterprises. These provide partial legal infrastructure for the social economy. Yet, like Italy, most have
no official SE definition encompassing the full range of cooperatives and non-profits — for instance,
Finland and Lithuania rarely use the term “social economy” formally, focusing on the non-profit sector
or co-ops in isolation (European Commission et al., 2024). All these countries strongly value social
inclusion in practice (e.g., Latvia’s and Slovenia’s policies stress employment of disabled or long-term
unemployed persons), but do not incorporate an explicit rural development agenda in their
frameworks.

Countries: ltaly, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Slovenia, Finland.

Common profile: National SE definition (No — concept not formally defined); Dedicated SE
law/framework (Partial — e.g., only a social enterprise law or equivalent); Social inclusion objectives
(Yes, largely explicit in specific laws or implicit in activities); Rural/territorial focus (No).

Table 7. Cluster 3 — Emerging/Partial Frameworks.

Cluster 3 | National SE | SE Law/Policy | Social Rural/Territorial

Countries Definition Framework Inclusion Goal | Focus

Italy No Partial (multiple Yes (explicit No
sectoral laws) goals)

Cyprus No Partial (Social Ent. Yes (implicit) No
status)

Latvia No Yes (SE law 2018) Yes (explicit) No

Lithuania No Yes (WISE law) Yes (explicit) No

Malta No Yes (SE law 2022)  Yes (explicit) No

Slovenia No Yes (SE law 2011) Yes (explicit) No

Finland No Partial (WISE Yes (implicit) No
status)

Cluster 4: Minimal or informal frameworks

Cluster 4 is characterised by a minimal institutionalisation of the social economy. Countries in this
group have no official definition of “social economy” and no dedicated SE law or strategy at the
national level. The social economy in these contexts operates under general laws (e.g., ordinary
cooperative law, non-profit associations law, company law) without special recognition or tailored
policy support as a distinct ecosystem. Nevertheless, these countries often have rich traditions of
cooperative and non-profit activity, and the absence of formal recognition does not imply absence of
the social economy on the ground. Instead, the SE remains a somewhat “implicit” reality:
cooperatives, mutuals and social enterprises exist and deliver social value, but are not labelled or
coordinated as the social economy by public policy. Social inclusion efforts are present mainly through
these traditional actors (e.g. work integration programmes by non-profits), albeit not framed under a
unified SE. Rural focus is likewise not specifically mentioned in national strategies — any territorial
initiatives happen ad hoc or via other policy domains®®.

Several Western and Northern European states fall into this category. Germany and Austria exemplify
the pattern of strong SE activity with weak recognition. Both countries have long-standing cooperative
movements and large non-profit sectors (e.g., Germany’s welfare associations, credit unions, etc.),
contributing significantly to employment and service delivery. Yet Germany has no official SE

54 See European Commission (2021, 2023); European Commission et al. (2024)
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definition or law at the federal level. Until very recently, the term “social economy” was seldom used
in German policy discourse; instead, policy references have been to civil society, public benefit
companies, or social enterprises in narrow contexts. Only in late 2023 did Germany adopt a national
strategy for social enterprises, but it is still without a legal SE definition®. Austria similarly does not
formally recognise the social economy as an ecosystem-— the concept of Sozialékonomie is used in
research and practice, but there is no consensus or legal definition of what constitutes a social
economy entity®®. Austrian SE organisations (co-ops, associations, etc.) benefit from general
frameworks (like public benefit tax status) but not from any dedicated SE law. In both countries, this
lack of a unifying framework leads to conceptual fragmentation: cooperatives and non-profits operate
in parallel, and policymakers historically treated them separately, rather than under a single SE
policy®’.

Belgium is another nuanced case in Cluster 4: it has a vibrant social economy at regional levels and
a long tradition (the term “social economy” has been used in Belgium for decades), yet no single
national SE law. Belgium’s federal system delegates many relevant competences to regions — and
indeed, Wallonia, Flanders, and Brussels have their own decrees and programmes to support the
social economy — but there is no overarching federal definition or law covering the whole social
economy®8. Wallonia has a comprehensive law for SE while Flanders focuses on cooperatives and
social integration enterprises. This results in a patchwork: strong regional frameworks co-exist with
federal inaction on a SE law, leading to a fragmented recognition. Belgium is considered to have “long
standing recognition” culturally (the actors self-identify as social economy), but institutionally, it fits
this cluster due to the lack of nationwide legal encapsulation®®.

Many Nordic and liberal market economies also appear here. Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands
generally do not use the term “social economy” in policy. They tend to identify only specific parts of
the social economy: for instance, Sweden speaks in terms of the civil society sector and work
integration enterprises, and the Netherlands only emphasises corporate social responsibility (CSR)
and social innovation in business, both related to the profit-driven economy and not specifically the
SE. The Dutch case is illustrative — there is no specific legal form for social enterprises in the
Netherlands and no SE law®®. Many Dutch firms and non-profits adhere to social economy principles
but without that label, contributing instead to a strong CSR culture®!. In Sweden and Denmark,
cooperatives and non-profits play important welfare roles, but policy often treats them simply as part
of the general non-profit sector; recent years saw interest in “social entrepreneurship” but still no legal
SE definition or dedicated law®?. Estonia and Czechia likewise lack any overall SE legislation — their
support for social enterprise is through EU-funded programmes or NGO policy, not formal law. Croatia
and Hungary have legal provisions for cooperatives and associations, but the term social economy is
not commonly recognised, partly due to historical distrust of cooperatives (in Hungary, co-ops were
seen as communist-era relics). Still, both have many grassroots social enterprises and non-profits
working on inclusion®?,

Overall, Cluster 4 countries share a scenario where the social economy operates “under the radar” of
national policy®*. They rely on general legal forms; any government support comes through targeted
grants and programmes such as NGO grants or cooperative development programmes, rather than

5 (European Commission, 2021)

56 (European Commission, 2021)

57 (European Commission et al., 2024)
%8 (European Commission, 2021)

59 (European Commission, 2023a).

8 (European Commission, 2023)

61 (European Commission, 2021).

52 (European Commission et al., 2024)
53 (European Commission, 2021).

64 (European Commission et al., 2024).
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a cohesive SE strategy. Social inclusion goals are typically implicit — for example, work integration
cooperatives exist in these countries and provide jobs to vulnerable groups, but such efforts are not
coordinated by a central SE policy. Rural or territorial targeting is absent in the SE context; indeed, in
highly urbanised Cluster 4 states (e.g., Netherlands), SE discourse rarely distinguishes rural
communities

Despite low institutionalisation, the common values of the social economy: the primacy of people over
profit, the reinvestment of most of the profits and surpluses in the collective or general interest and
democratic and/or participatory governance, do thrive in these countries’ organisations. The main
differentiator is that these values are not codified or promoted by a unified public policy. This cluster
underscores that a country can have a substantial social economy in practice (Germany’s SE
ecosystem, for instance, employs millions) while still lacking formal recognition or a strategic vision
for the ecosystem®®,

Countries: Austria, Germany, Belgium, Denmark, Netherlands, Sweden, Estonia, Czech Republic,
Croatia, Hungary (formerly also Ireland — see Cluster 5).

Common profile: National SE definition (No); SE law/policy framework (No); Social inclusion
objectives (Yes, implicit in practice; not formally stated by policy); Rural/territorial focus (No).

Table 8. Cluster 4 — Minimal Institutionalisation.

Cluster 4 | National SE | SE Law/Policy | Social Rural/Territorial
Countries Definition Framework Inclusion Goal | Focus
Germany No No Yes (implicit) No
Austria No No Yes (implicit) No
Belgium No No Yes (implicit) No
Netherlands No No Yes (implicit) No
Sweden No No Yes (implicit) No
Denmark No No Yes (implicit) No
Estonia No No Yes (implicit) No
Czech Rep. No No Yes (implicit) No
Croatia No No Yes (implicit) No
Hungary No No Yes (implicit) No

Note: Ireland belonged to this cluster until recent policy changes (see Cluster 5).

Cluster 5: Rural-focused outlier

Cluster 5 is an outlier category, currently represented by Ireland alone. Ireland historically fit Cluster
4 (no formal SE law or definition), but it has recently taken a strategic direction by integrating social
enterprises explicitly into rural development policy. In the absence of a comprehensive SE framework,
Ireland leveraged the social economy to serve specific community goals, notably the revitalisation of
rural areas. This makes Ireland stand out as a country with high territorial focus but only nascent
formal recognition of the SE.

Up until the late 2010s, Ireland lacked any national policy for the social economy. There remains no
single SE law defining the ecosystem. However, in 2019, Ireland launched its National Social
Enterprise Policy 2019-2022°%, marking the first time the government formally acknowledged and

% European Commission (2021); European Commission et al. (2024)
% Department of Rural and Community Development. (2019). National Social Enterprise Policy for Ireland 2019-2022. Government of
Ireland. Retrieved from https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/90b2a0-national-social-enterprise-policy-2019-2022/
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supported social enterprises (a step toward SE recognition, though focused on a subset of SE actors).
In 2024, and building upon the 2019-2022 National Social Enterprise Policy, Trading for impact, a
new National Social Enterprise Policy for the period 2024-2027 was launched to strengthen the role
of social enterprises in addressing social, economic, and environmental challenges across Ireland.
Crucially, the Irish government wove social enterprise into its flagship rural policy: “Our Rural Future
2021-2025"". This rural development strategy explicitly highlights the role of social enterprises and
community businesses in sustaining rural towns and delivering local services. Ireland thereby made
the social economy a pillar of rural revitalisation, aiming to grow rural social enterprises as drivers of
jobs and social cohesion in remote communities.

This policy choice reflects Ireland’s context: many rural areas depend on community cooperatives,
development trusts, and social enterprises (for example, community-owned tourism ventures or
renewable energy co-ops). By formally linking SE to rural community development, Ireland recognises
the social economy’s territorial impact even though it still lacks a broad SE law. Social inclusion is
implicitly addressed through these rural social enterprises (many target unemployment and social
isolation in villages). Institutionally, Ireland’s SE ecosystem remains in an early stage of formalisation
—the 2019 policy is programmatic, not legal, and covers mainly social enterprises — but the rural focus
is very pronounced and strategic.

Ireland is clustered separately because it illustrates how a country can compensate for a weak formal
SE framework by adopting a clear territorial strategy for SE. It underscores that even without
comprehensive laws, the social economy can be mobilised explicitly for rural development goals.
Ireland’s case may evolve (ongoing efforts could lead to more formal SE recognition in the future),
but as of now it remains an outlier: high rural focus, moderate inclusion focus, low formalisation.
Country: Ireland.

Profile: National SE definition (No — no official definition yet); SE law/framework (No — but has a
national policy since 2019); Social inclusion objectives (Yes, explicit in policy goals); Rural/territorial
focus (Yes, explicit in rural strategy).

Table 9. Cluster 5 — Rural-Focused Outlier (Ireland).

Cluster 5 | National SE | SE Law/Policy | Social Rural/Territorial

Country Definition Framework Inclusion Goal | Focus

Ireland No No (policy only) Yes (explicit) Yes (explicit)

It is important to note that this preliminary analysis may change in the course of the project as Member
States have to provide their national SE strategy by November 2025 according to the Council
Recommendation on developing social economy framework conditions.

5.2 In depth analysis of Social Economy in pilot countries

The European Commission’s Social Economy Action Plan (SEAP) defines social economy entities by
their primacy of people and social purpose over profit, reinvestment of most profits into their mission,
and democratic or participatory governance (European Commission, 2021). These principles
underpin key SEAP dimensions against which national approaches can be evaluated. Below is an in-
depth analysis of each of the six pilot countries — comparing their national definitions and legal

5 Government of Ireland. (2021). Our Rural Future: Rural Development Policy 2021-2025. Department of Rural and Community
Development. https://www.gov.ie
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frameworks to the SEAP benchmark, identifying gaps and obstacles, and highlighting good practices
and lessons.

5.2.1 France

National definition vs SEAP

France has a formal definition of the social economy, established in the 2014 Law on the Social and
Solidarity Economy (SSE). It legally defines SSE as a mode of enterprise pursuing a social or societal
purpose beyond profit (Fraisse et al., 2016; OECD, 2023). It enumerates qualifying entities
(cooperatives, mutual societies, associations, foundations, and social enterprises) and enshrines
SEAP-aligned principles: an explicit social mission, democratic governance (e.g., “one person, one
vote”), and the obligation to reinvest the majority of profits (at least 50%) toward that mission, with
asset locks to prevent private distribution (OECD, 2023). Few SEAP elements are missing — the
French definition explicitly incorporates solidarity, social utility, and participatory management, closely
aligning with SEAP (Fraisse et al., 2016).

Legal framework vs SEAP

France has one of the most comprehensive legal frameworks for the social economy. The 2014 SSE
law is a dedicated framework law that unified prior statutes and formally recognised the SSE
ecosystem across government. It covers the full range of SE actors: traditional cooperatives
(governed also by cooperative law), mutual insurers, associations under the 1901 Law, foundations,
and newer social enterprises (OECD, 2020; European Commission et al., 2024). The law set up
supportive institutions like the Higher Council for the SSE and regional SSE chambers, strengthening
visibility and dialogue (OECD, 2020). All of the key SEAP actor categories are included in France’s
framework. The law and subsequent policies also address several enabling measures advocated by
the SEAP: for example, France provides tailored finance (through solidarity finance mechanisms and
credit unions), supports SSE visibility via an official SSE observatory, and encourages consideration
of social enterprises in public procurement (through social clauses and reserved contract possibilities,
in line with EU directives) (European Commission et al., 2024). France’s legal environment is largely
aligned with SEAP — it not only defines and recognises SSE entities, but also promotes many SEAP
themes like cooperative development, community wealth building, and multi-stakeholder governance
(SSE International Forum, 2021).

Obstacles and implementation gaps

Given France’s advanced SSE framework, obstacles are less about recognition and more about
practical implementation. One challenge has been fragmentation vs coordination: prior to the 2014
law, support for cooperatives, mutuals and associations was siloed. The framework law improved this,
but ensuring coherent application across ministries and regions is an ongoing task (OECD, 2020;
European Commission et al., 2024). Administrative burden is an issue: for instance, obtaining the
ESUS accreditation (which grants fiscal advantages) requires meeting strict criteria on profit
reinvestment and governance, which smaller social ventures find complex (European Commission et
al., 2024). Another gap is in public procurement — even though legally permitted, many public
authorities are not yet fully using the social award criteria or reserved contracts to benefit SSE entities,
a point echoed in SEAP’s observation that public bodies underutilise such possibilities (SSE
International Forum, 2021; European Commission et al., 2024). Access to finance, while helped by
France’s solidarity finance (e.g. 90/10 social investment funds), could be strengthened to provide
more patient capital for scaling SSE initiatives (Ibid, 2024). Additionally, rural inclusion needs constant
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attention: the SSE in France is strong in urban areas and certain rural regions — indeed, 17.7% of
rural private-sector jobs are in the SSE in France — but some remote areas still lack SSE-driven
services (Ibid, 2024). Overall, France’s gaps are about making the most of a supportive framework —
e.g. simplifying processes, raising awareness among public officials and investors, and ensuring
smaller or newer social enterprises can avail of the advantages the law provides (Ibid, 2024).

Good practices and transferable lessons

France offers several innovations in legal and policy design for other countries to learn from. First, the
2014 SSE law itself is a comprehensive framework model, defining the ecosystem broadly and has
SEAP principles in its legislation. This demonstrates how to legally codify the social economy’s
identity, which improves visibility and legitimacy (OECD, 2020; European Commission et al., 2024).
Second, France’s approach to institutional support stands out: the creation of a national Council and
regional SSE Chambers ensures dedicated governance structures for dialogue between government
and the SSE ecosystem. These bodies help coordinate policy implementation and could be replicated
to improve multi-level governance of SSE (European Commission et al., 2024; SSE International
Forum, 2021). Third, France integrates territorial cohesion into SSE development — the law mandates
regional SSE conferences and strategies, recognising that local authorities play a key role in social
economy development (OECD, 2020). This multi-level planning is a good practice for linking national
strategy with local action. Another lesson is France’s cultivation of an ecosystem for financing SSE:
through mechanisms like solidarity savings funds, credit cooperatives, and public investment banks
focusing on SSE, France has expanded access to capital for social innovations (European
Commission et al., 2024). In terms of data collection and evaluation, France has long standing
statistical tracking of the SSE workforce and contribution (e.g., satellite accounts), an approach that
others could emulate to measure impact (lbid, 2024). Finally, France’s SSE experience underscores
the value of legal recognition — by formally acknowledging diverse social economy actors (rather than
only social enterprise niches), France strengthened cross-sector collaboration (cooperatives,
mutuals, associations working together under the SSE umbrella) and boosted the sector’s profile.
Such recognition, combined with support measures, is a key lesson aligning with SEAP’s call to create
an enabling environment for the social economy (SSE International Forum, 2021; OECD, 2020). That
said, recent developments — such as proposed legislative amendments that would eliminate key
institutions like ESS France, the CRESS, and the CSESS — highlight growing political and financial
pressures on the French Social and Solidarity Economy (ESS) model and underscores the need for
close monitoring (ESS, 2025)

5.2.2 Greece

National definition vs SEAP

Greece legally recognises the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) and provides an official definition.
Law 4430/2016 defines SSE as the aggregate of economic activities organised in alternative ways,
based on the principles of democracy, equality, solidarity, cooperation, and respect for people and
the environment. This definition explicitly mirrors SEAP values of participatory governance and social
purpose. It also implicitly involves the primacy of people over profit — by emphasising social and
environmental aims and cooperative principles, the Greek definition aligns with putting mission before
profit. The law stipulates that SSE entities must adhere to certain criteria (e.g., one-member-one-vote
governance and limited profit distribution), ensuring that profit reinvestment and stakeholder
governance are part of the model (EESC, 2017; European Commission et al., 2024). The SE definition
is legally codified (initially by Law 4019/2011 and then the more expansive Law 4430/2016) (European
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Commission et al., 2024). One notable element is the shift from the term “social economy” in 2011 to
“social and solidarity economy” in 2016, reflecting a broader ethos of solidarity (community mutual
aid) beyond just enterprise. Few of the SEAP elements are missing in the definition itself. If anything,
the Greek law’s definition is very values-based; it does not enumerate the classic forms (coops,
mutuals, etc.) in the definition section, focusing more on the principles and types of activities.
However, in practice and accompanying texts, it's clear that cooperatives and similar entities are
included (European Commission et al., 2024).

Legal framework vs SEAP

Greece has developed a dedicated legal framework for the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE),
which has evolved significantly over the past decade. The current core of this framework is Law
4430/2016, which replaced the earlier, more limited Law 4019/2011. Law 4430/2016 not only provides
a broad definition of the SSE but also establishes the institutional structure and registration
procedures for SSE entities (Cooperatives Europe, 2021; British Council, 2017). Under this
legislation, key social economy actors are formally recognised. It designates Social Cooperative
Enterprises (Koinoniki Synetairistiki Epichirisi, or Koin.S.Ep) as a principal form of SSE, divided into
three categories aligned with the Social Economy Action Plan (SEAP) objectives: (1) integration
cooperatives for vulnerable groups, (2) integration cooperatives for “special” groups (e.g. refugees,
survivors of violence), and (3) cooperatives aimed at collective or social benefit, including the
provision of general interest services and local development initiatives (Ibid, 2021; 2017). Law
4430/2016 also introduced Workers’ Cooperatives and retains pre-existing models such as Limited
Liability Social Cooperatives (KoiSPE), primarily focused on mental health rehabilitation, and
women’s rural cooperatives. This broad inclusion covers a variety of cooperative and social enterprise
models. However, traditional associations and foundations are not explicitly designated as SSE
entities unless they adopt an SSE-specific legal form or engage in enterprise activities (Adam, 2019).
The framework addresses several SEAP-recommended areas. It established a Special Secretariat
for SSE within the Ministry of Labour to support the ecosystem and created a dedicated registry for
SSE organisations (British Council, 2017; Katomeris, 2023). Financial support mechanisms have also
been introduced, including tax exemptions and access to finance, mainly through European Union
structural funds. Additionally, the law facilitates the participation of SSE entities in public procurement
by formally recognising them as distinct actors. Greece has made limited use of EU public
procurement directives to favour social cooperatives in certain cases (Katomeris, 2020; 2023).
Nonetheless, the framework shows some shortcomings, particularly in its support mechanisms.

Obstacles and implementation gaps

Despite the robust law, Greece’s SSE ecosystem faces obstacles that echo many SEAP-identified
challenges (European Commission et al., 2024; Adam, 2019). One obstacle has been fragmentation
and nascent development — the concept of SSE gained ground only during the 2010s amid the
economic crisis, so institutions and public awareness are still catching up. Administrative challenges
exist: early implementation was slow, with the Special Secretariat and SSE registry taking time to
become fully operational (European Commission et al., 2024). There was also fragmentation between
ministries (e.g., SSE ventures in mental health under the Health Ministry vs. others under Labour),
causing some overlapping jurisdictions (Katomeris, 2023). Under-recognition by public authorities has
improved but is not universal; for instance, local authorities initially had little knowledge on how to
partner with or support SSE groups (European Commission, 2021). Barriers to funding have been
significant: Greek SSE entities have relied heavily on European Social Fund projects and
philanthropy. Traditional banks rarely lend to SSE organisations, and only recently are dedicated
funds or guaranteed programmes emerging (British Council, n.d.). This makes it hard for SSE entities
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to scale sustainably. Public procurement inclusion is still limited — while the law allows social clauses,
many procurement officers default to conventional suppliers (Adam, 2019). Another issue is the
limited scale and networking of SSE entities: many are small cooperatives or informal groups that
struggle with business development and need capacity building. Reaching rural and disadvantaged
communities also remains challenging — although Greece has exemplary cases (like women’s
agritourism cooperatives), these successes have not spread evenly. Some remote rural areas and
marginalised urban communities are not yet benefiting from SSE initiatives due to lack of support or
local capacity (Katomeris, 2023). Additionally, the SSE ecosystem in Greece often notes a cultural
hurdle: decades of distrust in cooperatives (dating back to failed state-controlled coops in the past)
means some communities are hesitant to engage, requiring effort in community education and trust-
building (Adam, 2019). Finally, policy continuity can be an obstacle — political changes or economic
downturns risk deprioritising SSE. For example, while current strategies are supportive, austerity
measures in the past limited available public funding for SSE, and maintaining momentum as crises
evolve (e.g., the refugee crisis, pandemic recovery) is a constant implementation gap (British Council,
n.d.; European Commission et al., 2024). In essence, Greece’s SSE framework is solid on paper but
needs stronger practical support systems, inter-ministerial coordination, and sustained capacity-
building to overcome these obstacles.

Good practices and transferable lessons

Greece’s evolving Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE) framework offers useful lessons for other
countries. A key innovation is the classification of social enterprises by mission — either integrating
vulnerable groups or serving broader community benefits — enabling more tailored support
(European Commission, 2019). Another strength lies in Greece’s establishment of a dedicated SSE
Secretariat and strategic coordination via a Deputy Minister, which has given the ecosystem greater
institutional visibility (Tsilikis & Katomeris, 2022). Grassroots mobilisation during the financial crisis,
such as community kitchens and time banks, laid the foundation for today’s SSE actors, showing how
informal networks can evolve into formal structures (British Council, 2017). Greece has also promoted
rural inclusion through long-standing women's cooperatives that blend empowerment with cultural
preservation (Duvitsa, 2023). Additionally, stakeholder involvement in developing the 2023 SSE
Action Plan, including regional unions and national bodies, reflects a participatory policy model
(Katomeris, 2023). Legal evolution — from Law 4019/2011 to Law 4430/2016 — has widened
definitions to include worker cooperatives and reinforced democratic governance and profit
reinvestment principles (OECD, 2023). These reforms align well with the EU Social Economy Action
Plan (SEAP), underlining the value of iterative, inclusive policy making rooted in solidarity and local
development.

5.2.3 Ireland

National definition vs SEAP

Ireland presents a contrasting case among the six countries analysed: it does not have an official
legal definition of the “social economy” as of 2025, and historically, the term has seen limited use in
national policy. Instead, Ireland’s policy focus has been on social enterprises, considered a subset of
the broader social economy (OECD, 2023; Department of Rural and Community Development
[DRCD], 2023). The first formal National Social Enterprise Policy (2019-2022) defines social
enterprises as businesses whose core objective is to achieve a social, societal, or environmental
impact, rather than maximising profit for shareholders (DRCD & SFF, 2018; European Commission,
2019). This definition aligns with several Social Economy Action Plan (SEAP) principles: it reflects the

D2.2 — A common conceptual framework on social economy in Europe Page 43 of 77



s inspire GA 101136592

SMART VILLAGE LABS

primacy of social purpose and typically involves the reinvestment of surpluses to advance the
enterprise’s mission. However, as Ireland focuses specifically on social enterprise rather than the
wider social economy, its approach lacks some of SEAP’s broader structural features. For instance,
democratic governance is not a formal criterion in the Irish social enterprise model. Many Irish social
enterprises are structured as companies limited by guarantee, which often have self-appointing
boards and no requirement for one-member-one-vote systems (NESDO, 2023). As such, SEAP’s
emphasis on democratic decision-making is not explicitly embedded in practice. Furthermore,
Ireland’s absence of a legal or policy-based definition of the social economy means there is no unified
reference to all its potential actors — such as cooperatives, mutuals, charities and associations —
under a common framework. Cooperatives in Ireland are governed under separate cooperative law
and are generally associated with the agri-food and financial sectors rather than the social economy
(Cooperatives Europe, 2021). Charities and voluntary associations, meanwhile, fall under broader
nonprofit regulations (Cabhill, 2021).

Legal framework vs SEAP

Ireland currently does not have a comprehensive legal framework specifically for the social economy
or social enterprises. Like several other EU Member States, it lacks a standalone “social economy
law” or specific “social enterprise act.” Instead, social economy initiatives function under existing legal
forms — most commonly as Companies Limited by Guarantee (European Commission, 2019;
Cooperatives Europe, 2021). The National Social Enterprise Policy 2024-2027 titled Trading for
Impact, was launched in July 2024. This policy builds upon the 2019-2022 framework and aims to
strengthen the role of social enterprises in addressing social, economic, and environmental
challenges across Ireland. It outlines five strategic objectives supported by 57 specific actions to be
implemented over the policy's duration in five key objectives: building awareness of social enterprise,
growing and sustaining social enterprise, supporting the green transition, national and international
engagement and impact measuring (Government of Ireland, 2025). While these policy frameworks
(2024-2027 and 2019-2022) outline key objectives and support mechanisms for social enterprises,
they do not confer a distinct legal status (DRCD & SFF, 2018; OECD, 2023). In practice, Irish social
enterprises navigate existing regulatory frameworks, such as charity law — which can provide tax
advantages — or general company law (NESDO, 2023). As a result, there is no unified designation
or registry for social economy actors, and legal recognition remains fragmented. Although Ireland has
a diverse landscape of cooperatives, credit unions, associations, charities, and foundations, these
entities are not connected by a comprehensive legal or policy framework. Some elements aligned
with the EU’s Social Economy Action Plan (SEAP) are addressed indirectly. For instance, Ireland
facilitates access to finance through initiatives like the DAF Growing Social Enterprise Fund,
supported by dormant bank assets, and through intermediary organisations such as Pobal®.
However, these supports are provided via programmes rather than codified in legislation. Public
visibility has improved through national initiatives, including the Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020—
2025 and “Our Rural Future” (2021-2025), both of which highlight the role of social enterprise in
community and rural development (DRCD, 2023).

Obstacles and implementation gaps

Ireland’s main obstacles arise from a historically fragmented and under-recognised social economy
landscape. Without a legal definition or framework, social enterprises long operated in a grey area
between company and charity law, complicating their development (European Commission, 2019;
NESDO, 2023). The lack of recognition led to limited policy support and low public awareness until

88 hitps://www.pobal.ie/programmes/daf-growing-social-enterprise-fund/
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recent years (DRCD & SFF, 2018; OECD, 2023). Access to finance has been difficult. Social
enterprises often fall between charitable and commercial funding streams. Targeted supports, such
as from the Dormant Accounts Fund, have only recently emerged (The Wheel, 2022; Indecon, 2020).
Capacity gaps are also clear. Many social enterprises are small, community-led groups needing help
with business skills and digital tools. Training programmes exist but are uneven and often under-
resourced (Cahill, 2021; DRCD, 2023). Public procurement is underdeveloped. Ireland is only starting
to adopt social clauses, limiting social enterprises’ access to public contracts — an issue noted in the
SEAP (European Commission, 2019; OECD, 2023). There is also an urban-rural divide. Rural
initiatives benefit from community support, while urban social enterprises may face isolation (NESDO,
2023). Policy fragmentation remains. Support is spread across departments, with coordination only
recently improving (The Wheel, 2022). Finally, there is a lack of robust data. No official registry or
employment figures exist, making it difficult to assess impact and inform policy (DRCD, 2023; OECD,
2023). Overall, while social economy activity is growing, the absence of a unifying legal structure
continues to limit the ecosystem’s funding, scaling, and policy influence.

Good practices and transferable lessons

Despite structural gaps, Ireland offers several good practices that other countries can learn from.
Notably, its decision to include social enterprise in the national rural development strategy, Our Rural
Future, is a strong example of using social economy tools to promote territorial cohesion. This policy
recognises social enterprises as drivers of rural revitalisation, local service delivery, and anti-isolation
measures — goals relevant to many countries facing rural decline (DRCD, 2023; NESDO, 2023).
Ireland also has a rich tradition of community-led initiatives, such as co-operative pubs, tourism
ventures, and renewable energy schemes. The Community Services Programme (CSP) supports
social enterprises that provide employment to long-term unemployed individuals, combining labour
market inclusion with community development — a model aligned with the SEAP’s goals (European
Commission, 2019; The Wheel, 2022). Another transferable lesson is Ireland’s focus on stakeholder
engagement and capacity building. Since 2019, it has introduced training hubs, hosted awareness
events such as the first National Social Enterprise Conference, and fostered peer learning — all low-
cost, high-impact ecosystem-building efforts (Cahill, 2021; DRCD & SFF, 2018). This shows how
progress can begin through coordination and policy visibility, even before legislative change.
Additionally, Ireland’s use of existing legal forms has encouraged hybrid approaches. Social
enterprises often combine charitable status for tax relief with business trading models, adapting to a
“patchwork” legal environment in the absence of a bespoke framework (OECD, 2023). Lastly,
Ireland’s strategy was built through collaboration: grassroots advocacy, research evidence, and EU
policy momentum (notably the SEAP) influenced the development of the national policy. This
demonstrates that political will and cross-sector partnerships can catalyse action, even without a legal
mandate.

5.2.4 Poland

National definition vs SEAP

Poland has recently established a legal definition of the social economy that partly aligns with the
principles of the Social Economy Action Plan (SEAP). In 2022, the Polish government adopted the
Social Economy Act, which defines “social economy” and sets criteria for “social economy entities”,
including a subset formally recognised as social enterprises (European Commission, 2019; OECD,
2023). The law conceptualises the social economy as activity conducted by specific entities for the
benefit of the local community, with a strong emphasis on social and professional reintegration rather
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than private profit (DIESIS, 2023). In practice, this legal framework includes actors such as
cooperatives (particularly social cooperatives), associations and foundations with public benefit
status, faith-based organisations engaged in economic activity, and work integration enterprises
supporting the unemployed or disabled (OECD, 2023; Cooperatives Europe, 2021). This mirrors the
SEAP’s inclusive vision by covering traditional social economy forms — cooperatives, non-profits,
mutuals — while highlighting societal benefit as the ecosystem’s central goal. The law makes the
primacy of people over capital explicit. Social enterprises must reinvest any surplus into their statutory
goals; profit distribution is not permitted. Furthermore, democratic governance is encouraged through
requirements that certified social enterprises allow employee participation in decision-making
processes. Social cooperatives in Poland, for instance, operate according to cooperative principles
such as “one member, one vote”, fulfilling the SEAP’s governance criteria (OECD, 2023). Prior to the
2022 Act, Poland’s approach was grounded in the National Programme for the Development of the
Social Economy, a policy framework that lacked legal enforceability (Ministry of Family and Social
Policy, 2018). The Act now provides legal clarity and comprehensive coverage of the SEAP principles,
codifying social purpose, profit reinvestment, and participatory governance into national law.
However, some analysts note that the Polish definition focuses heavily on work integration and social
service provision, which may limit broader interpretations of the social economy that include
environmental or general community development goals (DIESIS, 2023). Nevertheless, the Act’s
emphasis on social inclusion and community benefit remains strongly aligned with the SEAP's vision.

Legal framework vs SEAP

Poland’s Social Economy Act, adopted in August 2022, represents a significant legal milestone,
creating a formal and comprehensive framework for the social economy. This legislation defines
“social economy” broadly and introduces a certified “social enterprise” status. Entities eligible under
the law include cooperatives (especially social cooperatives), associations and foundations with
economic activities for public benefit, faith-based entities engaged in social work, and vocational
integration enterprises (OECD, 2023; European Commission, 2019). To be recognised as a social
enterprise, an organisation must: (1) pursue a social mission; (2) reinvest any profits into statutory
objectives (profit distribution is prohibited); and (3) either employ at least 30% disadvantaged
individuals or deliver services for marginalised communities. These requirements only reflect the
SEAP’s principles of profit reinvestment. Democratic governance or stakeholder involvement is also
encouraged — e.g., social cooperatives follow a “one person, one vote” rule (Cooperatives Europe,
2021). However, despite this strong legal framework, social economy recognition in Poland remains
partial in practice (European Commission et al., 2024). There is greater legal and policy focus on
social enterprises (especially those with a work-integration role), while the broader social economy —
particularly cooperatives and associations not engaged in employment reintegration — still lacks
consistent visibility and public understanding. Moreover, stakeholders suggest that access to support
measures is skewed toward entities with formal "social enterprise” status, potentially excluding
traditional actors who opt not to register under the new label. While the law aligns closely with the
SEAP recommendations — establishing dedicated governance bodies, a social economy
development fund, and social procurement mechanisms — it has also been critiqued for its emphasis
on social integration over broader innovation or environmental goals, limiting the diversity of social
economy models supported (Chodacz et al., 2023; OECD, 2023).

Obstacles and implementation gaps

With the Social Economy Act now in force, Poland's main challenges relate to implementation. A key
issue is legal coordination: the new law must align with existing regulations on cooperatives, public
benefit organisations, and vocational enterprises. Ensuring clarity for stakeholders navigating this
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landscape remains a work in progress (OECD, 2023; European Commission, 2019). Criticism has
emerged from civil society actors who fear the law may unintentionally sideline NGOs that do not or
cannot acquire “social enterprise” status. Some worry that local authorities might prioritise certified
entities for outsourcing welfare services, creating exclusion risks (DIESIS, 2023; Bendyk, 2021, as
cited in DIESIS, 2023). Others argue that the law overemphasises work integration, marginalising
broader social goals such as environmental sustainability or cultural innovation (Koczanowicz-
Chondzynska, 2022). Administrative capacity is another concern. The law introduced new
governance bodies (e.g., the State Committee for Social Economy Development), but as of late 2023,
they remained in early operational stages (Ministry of Family and Social Policy, 2018). Regional
support programmes are also still scaling up, and awareness among local authorities and potential
social entrepreneurs remains limited. Complex certification procedures and strict governance
requirements may discourage uptake — especially since oversight rests with regional governments,
raising concerns of political or bureaucratic barriers (DIESIS, 2023). Funding sustainability is another
challenge. Much of Poland’s social economy support has been linked to EU funds (e.g., ESF+, React-
EU), raising concerns about continuity once external funding phases out (OECD, 2023). Regional
disparities also persist — well-resourced areas benefit from active OWES centres®, while rural or
remote regions often lack support infrastructure or awareness of opportunities (European
Commission, 2019). Lastly, monitoring and impact evaluation remain underdeveloped. While nearly
800 social enterprises had been registered within a year of the law’s enactment, robust data systems
for tracking outcomes like job creation or social reintegration are still in development (European
Commission et al., 2024; Ministry of Family and Social Policy, n.d.). As such, Poland’s current
challenge is less about legislation and more about building the infrastructure, capacity, and inclusive
governance needed to fulfil the potential of its SEAP-aligned legal framework.

Good practices and transferable lessons

Poland’s social economy journey offers several good practices of relevance to other EU Member
States. One foundational example is the National Programme for Social Economy Development
(KPRES), first introduced in 2014 and running through 2025. As one of the earliest national strategies
in Europe, KPRES laid out long-term objectives, supported multi-sector coordination, and ultimately
provided the groundwork for the 2022 Social Economy Act (European Commission, 2019; OECD,
2023). This illustrates the value of strategic planning as a precursor to comprehensive legal
frameworks. The 2022 Act itself is a model of legislative integration—bringing together enterprise,
social services, and labour market reintegration into a single law. It introduces a two-path certification
system for social enterprises: those focused on employment and those delivering services to
disadvantaged communities. This dual definition accommodates different models and may be
adapted by other countries shaping similar legislation (DIESIS, 2023). A notable innovation was
aligning the Social Economy Act with the EU’s Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). By embedding
the law in its RRF plan, Poland secured both political priority and funding for implementation—a
lesson in leveraging EU instruments to accelerate national reforms (DIESIS, 2023). Another standout
feature is Poland’s network of Social Economy Support Centres (OWES), which have been
operational since the 2010s. These regionally based centres offer training, incubation, and advisory
services, initially funded by EU cohesion policy. Their formal recognition under the 2022 Act ensures
continuity, and the model offers a transferable approach for ecosystem building across Europe
(OECD, 2023; European Commission et al., 2024). Poland’s support system also includes concrete
financial incentives: partial wage subsidies, preferential loans, and tax exemptions for reinvested

5 Social Economy support centers that offer comprehensive support services, as well as direct financial aid to social enterprises. OWES
are funded by the local government on the regional level, but in order to apply for public funds they must be accredited by the Minister of
Family and Social Policy. There are a number of organisations in Poland dedicated to helping specific types of social economy entities.
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surpluses. These mechanisms reflect SEAP’s call for enhanced access to finance and demonstrate
that legal status coupled with material benefits can significantly stimulate ecosystem growth. On the
governance side, the establishment of a multi-stakeholder State Committee for Social Economy
Development ensures ongoing dialogue between government and ecosystem actors. This
participatory governance structure offers an example for both EU-level and national replication
(OECD, 2023). Finally, Poland’s experience underscores the power of incremental development.
Over nearly two decades, it progressed from EU pilot schemes (such as the EQUAL initiative) to
strategic planning, and eventually to legal codification — building a resilient ecosystem through
partnership and consistent policy alignment. This path highlights the value of persistence, political
adaptability, and smart timing in advancing social economy agendas, even under shifting political
conditions (Chodacz et al., 2023).

5.2.5 Romania

National definition vs SEAP

Romania legally defined the social economy through Law No. 219/2015, making it one of the earlier
adopters of a statutory framework. The law conceptualises the social economy as comprising
activities conducted independently of the public sector by entities such as cooperatives, associations,
foundations, mutual aid societies, and other legal bodies pursuing a social purpose (European
Commission, 2019; OECD, 2023). It introduces the terms “social enterprise” (entitate sociald) and
‘work integration social enterprise” (intreprindere sociala de insertie), providing a two-tiered
recognition system. The Romanian framework aligns closely with the principles of the EU Social
Economy Action Plan (SEAP). Certified social enterprises must reinvest at least 90% of their profits
in achieving social objectives or reserve funds, and they are expected to prioritise social goals over
profit maximisation (IES, n.d.; European Commission, 2019). While the law encourages inclusive
governance — prohibiting decision-making based solely on capital shares — democratic governance
is not uniformly mandated across all legal forms. For instance, cooperatives follow “one member, one
vote” principles, but foundations may remain under the control of a founding board (OECD, 2023).
Romania’s legal definition covers most core SEAP actors: cooperatives (including credit unions and
consumer co-0ps), associations, foundations, and mutual aid organisations like Casa de Ajutor
Reciproc (CARs). By unifying these under a broad social economy umbrella, the legislation ensures
conceptual inclusivity. However, while the law supports democratic participation in theory, its
enforceability varies depending on the entity type (European Commission et al., 2024). The legislation
also emphasises social inclusion — particularly the integration of vulnerable groups into the labour
market — making work integration a central theme, particularly for intreprinderi sociale de insertie,
which must engage target groups in both employment and governance (European Commission,
2019). This may inadvertently limit broader interpretations of social economy that include
environmental or cultural aims not tied directly to employment.

Legal framework vs SEAP

Romania’s Social Economy Law (No. 219/2015), in effect since 2016, created a dedicated legal
structure for the ecosystem. Under this framework, entities can apply for “social enterprise”
certification from the Ministry of Labour if they pursue social objectives, reinvest at least 90% of profits
into these aims, and ensure that, upon dissolution, assets are directed to a public benefit purpose
(European Commission, 2019; OECD, 2023). A further tier — social insertion enterprise (intreprindere
sociala de insertie) — applies to certified organisations employing at least 30% vulnerable individuals
for a minimum of eight hours per week (European Commission et al., 2024). This two-tiered approach
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mirrors the SEAP’s emphasis on work integration, and the law explicitly includes core actor types:
cooperatives (governed separately by the 2005 Cooperative Law), associations, foundations, and
mutual aid societies such as the Casa de Ajutor Reciproc (CARS), many of which are recognised as
part of the social economy even without holding the social enterprise status (OECD, 2023; IES, n.d.).
While the law established a national registry and visual identifiers (logos) for certified social
enterprises, it did not create a dedicated council or inter-ministerial body. The Ministry of Labour
assumed leadership, but broader coordination was lacking — an area where the SEAP calls for
stronger cross-ministerial engagement (European Commission et al., 2024). Access to finance has
relied heavily on EU Structural Funds, particularly via the Operational Programme Human Capital
2014-2020, which supported grants for social enterprise creation. However, sustainable national
financing remains limited. Local authorities may offer support, such as facilities or contracts, but this
is not mandatory (European Commission et al., 2024, pp. 150-152). Support services have grown
through EU-funded resource centres, and credit unions or cooperative unions provide informal
assistance. Still, Romania lacks a fully institutionalised support system, as found in more developed
ecosystems (OECD, 2023). Visibility improved with legal recognition and the introduction of official
logos for certified entities—an example of aligning with the SEAP's call for branding and public trust.
However, public procurement remains underutilised. While Romania transposed EU directives
permitting reserved contracts, few authorities apply social criteria in practice, signalling a missed
opportunity (European Commission, 2019). Despite the law’s broad inclusion of actors — such as
public-interest cooperatives and mutuals — practical gaps persist. For instance, the social economy
is referenced in national strategies like the Strategy for Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction 2015—
2020 but is less embedded in other policy areas such as education or rural development.
Fragmentation in implementation is evident; key ministries beyond Labour have had limited
engagement, reducing policy coherence (European Commission et al., 2024). Finally, monitoring and
evaluation systems need strengthening. Only certified entities are tracked in official data, leaving out
many cooperatives and associations engaged in social economy activities (European Commission et
al., 2024). Thus, while Romania has a solid legal foundation, further integration, coordination, and
practical supports are essential for full SEAP alignment.

Obstacles and implementation gaps

Although the adoption of Law No. 219/2015 marked an important milestone, Romania has
encountered several obstacles in building a fully enabling ecosystem for the social economy. Slow
uptake and limited awareness were early issues. By mid-2018, only a few hundred entities had
obtained social enterprise certification — a small share of potential actors (European Commission,
2019). Many cooperatives and NGOs were either unaware of the new framework or saw little value
in certification, given the lack of linked incentives such as funding or tax advantages (OECD, 2023).
Administrative capacity also proved a barrier. Local labour offices were tasked with certification and
monitoring, but without added resources. Methodological norms were only approved in 2016, leading
to delayed and uneven implementation (European Commission et al., 2024). Financing constraints
persist. Romania’s social economy depends heavily on EU Structural Funds — particularly the Human
Capital Operational Programme — but lacks stable national instruments like a social investment fund
or dedicated loan schemes. Commercial banks remain hesitant, perceiving social economy
organisations as high-risk or low-return, making access to private capital especially difficult — an
issue also highlighted by the SEAP. Legal fragmentation and rigidity further complicate
implementation. The social economy law does not replace other existing frameworks (e.g. company
law, cooperative law), and new concepts like “insertion social enterprise” remain poorly understood
by some institutional actors. Some requirements — such as the 90% reinvestment rule and the
obligation to enshrine social objectives in statutes — are seen as restrictive, potentially discouraging
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entrepreneurs seeking flexibility (European Commission et al., 2024, pp. 152-153). Policy integration
remains partial. While the social economy is referenced in social inclusion and employment strategies,
it is largely absent from rural development policy. Many informal rural initiatives, such as local
cooperatives or mutual associations, exist but are not well connected to state support systems.
National rural or agricultural programmes have historically favoured conventional business models,
limiting social economy uptake in marginalised areas such as Roma villages (IES, n.d.; OECD, 2023).
Capacity gaps also affect the ecosystem. Many small cooperatives or newly established insertion
enterprises lack skills in business management, marketing, or impact assessment. While EU-funded
training projects have helped, support is fragmented and project-based, lacking continuity (European
Commission, 2019; IES, n.d.). Monitoring and evaluation systems are still underdeveloped. Though
many jobs have been created via EU-funded social enterprises, there is little longitudinal data on job
sustainability or transitions into the open labour market. The absence of an impact evaluation
framework makes it difficult to assess long-term outcomes — a gap in relation to the SEAP
recommendations (European Commission et al., 2024).

Good practices and transferable lessons

Romania’s social economy experience highlights several good practices. One is the formal
recognition and branding of work integration social enterprises (Intreprindere Sociald de Insertie)
through a national certificate and logo, helping boost public trust — similar to ltaly’s “Type B
cooperatives” or France’s ESUS model (European Commission, 2019). Romania also linked the
social economy to wider social inclusion strategies. Its National Strategy for Social Inclusion (2015—
2020) integrated the social economy into poverty reduction and inclusion policies, enabling access to
EU funding for related programmes (OECD, 2023; European Commission et al., 2024). Locally,
mutual aid associations and rural cooperatives have supported disadvantaged communities by
offering services like small loans and elderly care. These long-standing forms act as informal safety
nets, particularly in areas with limited public services (IES, n.d.). Romania’s large-scale use of EU
funds to launch social enterprises in the late 2010s is another example. While not all start-ups
succeeded, the initiative offered lessons on the value of mentorship and the need for sustained
support (European Commission et al., 2024). The country also uses wage subsidies to encourage
employment of people with disabilities, aligning with the SEAP goals for labour inclusion (OECD,
2023). Institutionally, Romania created a unit within the Ministry of Labour to manage the ecosystem,
concentrating on expertise — an approach that could be replicated elsewhere (European
Commission, 2019). Finally, recognising cooperatives and mutuals as part of the social economy taps
into trusted community structures, broadening the ecosystem beyond newly formed enterprises (IES,
n.d.).

5.2.6 Slovakia

National definition vs SEAP

Slovakia formally defines the social economy through Act No. 112/2018 on Social Economy and
Social Enterprises. The law sets out a broad framework and establishes criteria for entities to be
recognised as social enterprises. The definition aligns with the SEAP principles, identifying social
economy actors as those pursuing a societal or public benefit, reinvesting the majority of profits for
that purpose, and involving stakeholders in governance (European Commission, 2019; OECD, 2023).
Although the law establishes a registration regime for social enterprises, it also reflects a broader
recognition of the social economy as a diverse ecosystem. A range of legal forms — including
associations, foundations, non-profits, and cooperatives — are acknowledged as legitimate actors in
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this space. The legislation distinguishes two main categories of social enterprises: integration social
enterprises (focused on employing disadvantaged groups) and social enterprises of general interest
(providing socially beneficial goods or services). To qualify, an organisation must engage in economic
activity — trading goods or services — while achieving measurable social goals such as employment
or community service. At least 50% of profits must be reinvested into these objectives, with strict limits
on dividend distribution. The law also caps management remuneration to avoid excessive payouts,
reinforcing the primacy of social purpose (European Commission et al., 2024). Although the Act does
not mandate “one person, one vote” governance, it requires mechanisms for stakeholder or employee
involvement. For instance, employees in registered social enterprises must be informed and have the
right to influence decisions affecting them (Ministry of Labour, n.d.). This introduces a participatory
element, consistent with the SEAP’s call for democratic governance, even if not universally applied.
Overall, Slovakia’s legal definition embodies the SEAP’s core elements: prioritising social mission
over profit, reinvesting surpluses, and ensuring stakeholder involvement. The law has been in effect
since 2018, providing a formal policy basis. While the approach is weighted towards work integration,
it places slightly less emphasis on cooperative-style governance. Nevertheless, its participatory
features and focus on community benefit demonstrate close alignment with the SEAP. It is also
notable that the term “social economy” is used in the Act’s title, suggesting a holistic vision, though
operationally the focus is on certifying social enterprises as the primary vehicles of the social
economy.

Legal framework vs SEAP

Slovakia has a developing legal framework for the social economy, established through Act No.
112/2018 on Social Economy and Social Enterprises, and strengthened by subsequent amendments
and emerging strategic documents. This framework is broadly aligned with the SEAP’s
recommendations for enabling environments, though it continues to evolve (European Commission,
2019; Social Economy Gateway, 2024). A key feature is the certification and registry system, which
enables entities that meet legal criteria to register as “Registered Social Enterprises” (RSEs). This
official status, maintained by the Ministry of Labour, supports credibility and access to support
measures — closely reflecting the SEAP’s call for clear identification (Ministry of Labour, n.d.).
Slovakia’s law allows an inclusive range of legal forms — LLCs, cooperatives, NGOs, and even
municipalities — to become social enterprises, provided they meet the social criteria. This indirectly
includes traditional SE actors such as consumer and housing cooperatives, though they are not
automatically classified as social enterprises unless they adopt an inclusion-focused mission. Notably,
municipalities can establish social enterprises to create jobs locally, expanding the model beyond the
SEAP’s typical “private, independent” scope, but still aligned with its goals (European Commission et
al., 2024). Support measures include tax relief on reinvested income, VAT exemptions, and access
to direct subsidies or grants — particularly for integration enterprises employing disadvantaged
groups. These supports are funded through national programmes and EU sources. Slovak legislation
also permits reserved public procurement for social enterprises, and several municipalities have
begun purchasing services (e.g. catering, cleaning) from RSEs employing the long-term unemployed
(OECD, 2023). The Act also established the Slovak Social Economy Institute, which oversees a
network of eight regional centres offering consultancy and mentoring. This institutional support
structure is a strong example of decentralised ecosystem building and aligns well with the SEAP’s
recommendation for local-level capacity building (Social Economy Institute, n.d.). On the policy side,
the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Family leads the ecosystem's development. A Social
Economy Action Plan to 2030 is in preparation, which suggests increasing strategic focus and long-
term planning, consistent with the SEAP’s guidance for Member States to adopt national strategies
(Social Economy Gateway, 2024). The legal framework defines target groups — such as people
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unemployed for over six months or persons with disabilities — ensuring clarity for Work Integration
Social Enterprises (WISEs). While traditional actors like cooperatives, associations, and mutuals are
not named directly, they are eligible under the open legal form model. The absence of a historic mutual
sector means this omission is not a major gap. Relative to SEAP, Slovakia’s framework performs well
in terms of legal recognition, financial incentives, institutional infrastructure, and links to inclusion
policy. However, implementation has so far focused heavily on integration enterprises. Fewer general-
interest social enterprises (e.g. in sustainability or culture) have been established, suggesting a need
for broader sectoral support. Additionally, the law does not specifically address cooperative
development — whereas the SEAP identifies cooperatives as foundational actors.

Obstacles and implementation gaps

As Slovakia’s social economy framework is still maturing, there are key challenges concerning scaling
and inclusivity (Social Economy Gateway, 2024). Initial uptake and awareness were slow following
the 2018 Act. Many potential actors, including NGOs and local authorities, were unfamiliar with the
benefits of registration. Although regional centres have improved outreach, awareness remains
limited — particularly among traditional businesses or the wider public, where understanding of the
social enterprise model is still low (Social Economy Gateway, 2024). Narrow focus on work integration
is another issue. Most registered social enterprises are integration focused (WISES), supporting
inclusion by employing disadvantaged individuals. However, this emphasis may overshadow other
types of social enterprises — such as those addressing environmental sustainability or community
development — which may not qualify for the same support if they do not hire target groups.
Broadening the public narrative and support instruments is key to ensuring diverse models are
encouraged (European Commission, 2024). Sustainability of support mechanisms is a concern. Much
of the current financial support (e.g., wage subsidies) depends on European Social Fund resources
and government grants. Continued operation of the Social Economy Institute and its regional centres
will require stable, long-term funding. If these structures are not sustained, the ecosystem could
weaken significantly (Social Economy Institute, n.d.). Measuring social impact is an emerging gap.
While output data exists (e.g., number of enterprises or jobs created), more effort is needed to assess
outcomes — such as transitions into stable employment or improvements in community wellbeing. A
comprehensive evaluation framework is still under development, and without robust impact evidence,
political and financial support may diminish over time (OECD, 2023). Administrative burden also limits
participation. Smaller organisations can struggle with application and compliance processes,
particularly around proving impact or reinvestment of profits. Without sufficient technical support and
streamlined procedures, some may be discouraged from engaging with the framework — though
regional centres are helping to address this (Social Economy Gateway, 2024). Cultural acceptance
and market access present additional challenges. In areas where social enterprises are founded by
municipalities, private businesses may view them as unfairly advantaged due to subsidies or public
backing. Ensuring that social enterprises are seen as complementary to SMEs — not artificially
supported competitors — requires careful communication. Beyond public procurement, these
enterprises also face difficulties in securing customers and building demand for socially responsible
goods and services (Social Economy Gateway, 2024). Reaching the most marginalised groups
remains a challenge. While integration enterprises aim to employ disadvantaged individuals, some
may favour those who are easier to employ. Reaching the most excluded — such as members of
Roma communities in eastern Slovakia or those with very low skill levels — requires targeted design,
additional coaching, and support services. Without these, there is a risk of “cream-skimming” within
employment programmes (European Commission, 2019).
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Good practices and transferable lessons

Slovakia has quickly developed some exemplary practices. The Social Economy Institute with its
regional support centres is a standout innovation. It shows a concrete way to implement the SEAP’s
recommendation for accessible support services: by decentralising support to regional hubs, Slovakia
brings expertise (on legal forms, business planning, and funding applications) directly to communities
(European Commission 2019; OECD, 2023). Other countries could replicate this model of a central
coordination body with regional outreach offices specialising in social enterprise development.
Another good practice is Slovakia’s method of using financial incentives tied to social outcomes. For
instance, the wage subsidy scheme for integration of social enterprises effectively reduces labour
costs for those companies, making it easier for them to employ people from the target vulnerable
groups — this is a pragmatic approach to inclusion that balances social goals with business viability.
Also, Slovakia provides a reduced tax burden for social enterprises (they can get partial income tax
exemption), which is a straightforward incentive that other states might adopt to boost social economy
entities’ competitiveness (OECD, 2023). The two-category system (integration vs general-interest
social enterprises) is also notable; it allows the framework to address different types of social
enterprises without one-size-fits-all rules (European Commission et al., 2024). This targeted
categorisation can be a lesson for countries designing laws — for example, setting specific provisions
for work integration enterprises (like subsidies) while also accommodating enterprises that serve
broader community needs (like running a community cultural centre or environmental project) possibly
with different kinds of support. Additionally, Slovakia integrated the social enterprises into its Active
Labour Market Policies — treating social enterprises as partners in employment policy. This
mainstreaming into labour policy is a lesson: rather than seeing social economy as a niche, Slovakia
uses it as a tool to achieve employment targets (for long-term unemployed, etc.). This has helped
unlock funding, since labour ministry budgets and ESF funds for employment can be channelled to
social enterprises (European Commission, 2019). Finally, the process by which the law came about
in Slovakia offers a lesson in stakeholder engagement: there was significant consultation with existing
social enterprises, NGOs, and experts (including learning from Czechia’s attempts and other EU
examples). The iterative design (with amendments after initial implementation to fix issues) shows a
willingness to adjust — a good practice of policy learning (Ibid, 2019).

5.3 Harmonised impact indicators (Objective 3)

A total of 5 dimensions or areas were analysed to compare the SE impact measurement frameworks
and resources:
1. Economic and employment impact;
Social inclusion and well-being;
Environmental sustainability;
Community development and cohesion;
Governance.

abrowbd

These areas often overlap making the distinction of the dimensions difficult. Considering that one of
the main objectives of the INSPIRE project is to support social inclusion in rural areas, and the object
of the assessment is the SES operating in rural areas, the set of impact indicators have to be able to
answer the following question: How do SES contribute to social inclusion in rural areas?
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Social inclusion/exclusion has already been analysed in the project through Deliverable 1.17°. It has
provided a comprehensive definition of social inclusion/exclusion stating that “social exclusion in rural
areas is not merely an issue of poverty but encompasses complex interrelated factors, including
geographic isolation, economic marginalisation, inadequate access to education and healthcare, and
limited social participation”. This analysis provided a detailed set of indicators to measure social
inclusion which are:

1. Economic security and employment

2. Health and wellbeing

3. Living conditions

4. Social participation and engagement

To measure and quantify the contribution of SES and social entrepreneurship to social inclusion in
rural areas, it is important to first identify a set of indicators to be used at organisational level (micro-
level). Measuring the impact and having data on specific social economy organisations and
enterprises will allow us to later aggregate the data at local level for a specific rural area and compare
and measure their effect on the overall social inclusion in the same area. With this framework, we will
be able to identify the changes that the setting up of new SES in a rural area will bring to social
inclusion (theory of change) or what would happen in terms of social inclusion if SES disappeared
(counterfactual analysis).

To simplify the impact analysis at micro level (level of SES, enterprises and organisations), the 5
dimensions of impact considered in the comparative analysis (see above) can be grouped into two
overarching dimensions: socioeconomic impact and territorial and community cohesion (based
on Castro et al., 2020). These dimensions were selected based on their relevance to the core
missions of social economy initiatives operating in rural areas and their ability to capture both
individual and collective outcomes in a structured way.

The socioeconomic impact dimension encompasses the effects that social economy services have
on key measurable aspects such as (1) employment, (2) individual well-being, and (3)
environmental sustainability. These areas are commonly used in social impact frameworks and
align with the multidimensional objectives of most social economy actors — such as improving
livelihoods, addressing social vulnerabilities, and promoting ecological transitions. This grouping
reflects the direct outcomes experienced by individuals or households and the contribution of SES to
the local economy.

The territorial and community cohesion dimension focuses on the more collective and spatial
impacts of social economy activity, particularly relevant in rural contexts. It includes community
development and cohesion (e.g., increased social capital, strengthened networks, retention of youth),
and participatory governance (e.g., citizen involvement, co-management, democratic decision-
making). This dimension was chosen because in rural areas, the presence and strength of community
ties and collaborative governance are critical to sustaining local vitality and resilience over time.
This two-dimensional structure allows for a balanced and simplified analysis that captures both the
individual-level and the place-based benefits, systemic contributions of social economy services.
This is particularly important in rural areas where social economy services play a crucial role in the
livelihood of a territory otherwise often abandoned by public services and classic enterprises.

To deepen the analysis while maintaining a simplified structure, each of the two main dimensions —
socioeconomic impact and territorial and community cohesion — has been further divided into two
specific areas that reflect the most relevant aspects of social economy contributions to rural contexts.

0 Dilay Celebi Gonidis and Stefania Gourzoulidou (2025). D1.1: Measuring social inclusion and wellbeing in European rural areas: a
systematic review. Available on INSPIRE website: https://inspireprojecteu.eu/deliverables/
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Within the socioeconomic impact dimension, two key areas have been identified:

e Added value for the local economy, which captures the economic contributions made by
social economy actors to rural territories, such as supporting local supply chains, stimulating
entrepreneurship, generating income, and reinvesting profits locally.

e Employment, which includes the creation and quality of jobs, particularly for disadvantaged
or underrepresented groups, as well as work integration and opportunities for lifelong learning
and skills development.

The territorial and community cohesion dimension are also subdivided into two critical areas:

e Service provision, referring to the delivery of essential and often underserved services in
rural areas, such as care, education, energy, transport — areas where social economy entities
often step in to fill gaps left by public actors or the mainstream economy.

e Community participation and engagement, which focuses on the capacity of social
economy initiatives to foster civic engagement, inclusive governance, and collective
ownership, strengthening the social fabric and promoting long-term community resilience.

These areas were selected based on a review of relevant literature and existing impact assessment
frameworks that emphasise the multifaceted nature of social economy contributions in rural settings.
The choice of areas ensures that both economic outputs and social and territorial outcomes are
adequately captured. For each area, appropriate and context-sensitive indicators have been
identified, ensuring consistency with recognised standards and allowing for comparability and
meaningful evaluation.

The set of indicators developed by WP1 in D1.1 will allow the assessment of social inclusion at meso
and macro level depending on the availability of the selected indicators. This measurement of social
inclusion will provide information about how this is affected and ideally improved by the social
economy services (using methods such as the theory of change or counterfactual analysis).

Table 10. Harmonised impact indicators

Dimension Indicators

i i | (17) At risk of poverty or social exclusion
Economic Security & Employment (AROPE)

(incl. Risk of Poverty or Social

Exclusion) (12) Income distribution

(13) Employment

(14) Self-Reported Health Status

(LEAKEN)

(I5) Life Expectancy at Birth

Health & Well-being (16) Healthy life years rate

(I7) Self-reported unmet need for

1. Social Inclusion medical care by sex

(Macro and meso (18) Total expenditure on main types of
level) activities/functions of care

(19) Housing Costs

(110) Housing Conditions
(111) Voter turnout (elections)
(112) Electoral participation
(113) Formal volunteering
(114) Acquisition of citizenship
(115) Social trust

(116) Tolerance

Living Conditions

Social Participation and Engagement
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(117) Having someone for help or to
discuss personal matters

(118) Social contact with family and
friends

(119) Material and social deprivation rate
for persons with disabilities

Added value for the local economy

(120) Revenue

(121) Net value added

(122) Taxes and other payments to the
government

(123) Green investment

(124) Community investment

(125) Total expenditures on Research &
Development (R&D)

2. Socioeconomic
impact
(Micro level)

Employment

(126) Number of employees by sex, age
and place of residence

(127) Number of employees with
disabilities

(128) Number of employees belonging to
vulnerable groups and people at risk of
exclusion

(129) Average hours of training per year
per employee

(130) Expenditure on employee training
per year per employee

(131) Employee wages and benefits as a
proportion of revenue, with breakdown
by employment type and gender

(132) Long-term work contracts

(133) Training of vulnerable groups

(134) Work integration

3. Territorial and
community cohesion
(Micro level)

Service provision

(I35) List of services provided by the
organisation

(136) Number of users by sex, age and
place of residence

(137) Number of users belonging to a
vulnerable group

(138) Ratio effective and potential users

(139) Average time to access the service

(140) Satisfaction with the service

Community participation and
engagement

(141) Community participation and
engagement

5.3.1 Detailed indicators at microlevel’®

This section provides the details of the suggested indicators to be measured at micro level (entity
level). Definitions, measurement methodologies, periodicity and sources are provided for the 22
indicators proposed in the dimensions of socio-economic impact and territorial and community
cohesion. These indicators are comprehensive enough to provide extensive data to measure the
socioeconomic impact of a specific enterprise and the impact on territorial and community cohesion
without being too difficult to calculate or interpret. Some of these indicators can be easily adapted to
specific needs, while some of them such as work integration may not be relevant for all organisations

™ The indicators of the social inclusion dimension are not developed as they are already detailed in D1.1.
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and enterprises. Indicators must be comparable, so this indicator set can be used not only to measure
the impact of SES but also to measure services provided by the public sector or the mainstream
economy. The dimension of territorial and community cohesion is targeted at enterprises and
organisations providing services, while the indicators of the socioeconomic impact dimension could
be also used by enterprises and organisations providing goods. Services are thus crucial for the
territorial and community cohesion and the focus of our study.

The following indicators are intended to be measured at enterprise/organisation level. This data
collection with the pertinent periodicity will allow for measuring effective impact through techniques
such as the theory of change or counterfactual analysis. The reported impacts at micro level will allow
for analysis of the meso and macro level social inclusion impact in a later stage by aggregating data.
Before starting to calculate the different indicators, it is mandatory to collect basic enterprise and
organisation information such as the sector of activity and the legal form.

In terms of sector of activity, evidence has revealed that the SE has a relevant weight in the following
services: health and care, education, culture and sports, social services, energy and water, and
transport and housing, so these sectors are proposed as categories plus an “other” option. Detail of
the activity is not necessary at this stage, as the indicator provides the details of the services provided.
In terms of legal form, SE legal forms can be listed as the following categories: cooperative,
association (including charities), foundation, social enterprise, mutual and “other SE legal form”. In
case other legal forms could be included in the impact analysis for comparison reasons, two additional
categories may be proposed: “public entity”, and “private entity not belonging to SE”.

Socioeconomic impact
Table 11. Indicators on the area: Added value for the local economy

120. Revenue
Definition Revenue is the value generated from the sale of goods or services, or any

other use of capital or assets, recognised by an entity in a given reporting
period. Revenue (also known as Sales or Turnover) is shown usually as the
top item in an income (profit and loss, P&L) statement.

Measurement | The figure for total revenues should correspond to the same data as reported
methodology | elsewhere in the entity’s management accounts and in its audited financial

statements.
Periodicity Annual, but other time span possible
Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)
121. Net value added
Definition Value added (VA) is defined as the difference between the revenues and the

costs of bought in materials, goods and services. Value added is the wealth
the entity has been able to create and that can be distributed among different
stakeholders (employees, lenders, authorities and shareholders). In other
terms, VA is the sum of the value added to employees, to providers of loan
capital, to governments and to owners (in the case of cooperatives,
members).

Net value added (NVA) consists of value added from which depreciation has
been subtracted.

Measurement | Value added can be calculated using the following:

methodology
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Direct economic value generated (revenues and other income) minus
operating costs (the costs of goods and services purchased from external
suppliers). This is normally referred to as gross value added (GVA).

Net value added is calculated by subtracting depreciation of tangible assets
from value added.

Periodicity Annual, but other time span possible

Source SDPI. (UNSRID,2022)

[22. Taxes and other payments to the government
Definition The amount of taxes (encompassing not only domestic taxes, but also other

levies and taxes, such as property taxes or value-added taxes) plus related
penalties paid, plus all royalties, licence fees and other payments to the
government (certain fees, concessions, contributions or royalty fees imposed
on industries that are regulated by the government, e.g. telecommunications,
mining, aviation, banking, insurance, dairy, energy and natural resources) for
a given period. This figure does not include: deferred taxes as they may not
be paid; amounts related to the acquisition of government assets (e.g.,
purchases of formerly state-owned enterprises); and penalties and fines for
non-compliance issues unrelated to tax payment (e.g., environmental
pollution).

Measurement | An organisation can calculate this indicator by summing up all of the
methodology | organisation’s taxes (which can include income and property) as well as
excise duties; value-added tax (VAT); local rates and other levies and taxes
that may be industry- or country-specific; and all royalties, licence fees and
other payments to the government.

Periodicity Annual, but other time span possible

Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

123. Green investment

Definition Green investment refers to investment that can be considered positive for
the environment directly or indirectly. In other words, this indicator includes
all the expenditures for those investments whose primary purpose is the
prevention, reduction and elimination of pollution and other forms of
degradation to the environment

Measurement | To understand which types of underlying technologies are related to green
methodology investments, and as a starting point to decide which investments can be
incorporated in the calculation of this indicator, the following checklist is
suggested:

* General environmental management (including waste management, air
and water pollution abatement, soil remediation)

* Renewable energy (including biofuels)

» Combustion technologies for improved efficiency

* Climate change mitigation (e.g. capture, storage, sequestration, disposal
GHG)

* Indirect contribution (e.g. energy storage)

* Transportation (emissions abatement, efficiency)
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* Buildings (energy efficiency).

By using this checklist, two indicators can be calculated:

« the total amount of green investments over a certain reporting period. This
indicator should be measured in monetary units (the costs as indicated on
the corresponding invoices); and

* a ratio expressing a firm’s green investment in period t as a percentage of
the entity’s period t total assets (and/or revenue). These indicators would
be expressed in percentage terms.

Periodicity Annual, but other time span possible

Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

[24. Community investment
Definition Community investment refers to charitable and voluntary donations, and

investments of funds in the broader community where the target beneficiaries
are external to the entity. This excludes legal and commercial activities or
investments whose purpose is driven primarily by core business needs or to
facilitate the business operations of the entity (e.g. building a road to a
factory). The calculation of community investment can include infrastructure
built outside the main business activities of the organisation, such as a school
or hospital for workers and their families.

Measurement | Two indicators can be calculated:

methodology | ¢ the total amount of community investments over a certain reporting period.
Community investments should be expressed in monetary terms and should
comprise the expenditures (both capital expenditure and operating ones if
applicable) incurred in the reporting period; and

* a ratio expressing a firm’s community investments in period t as a
percentage of the entity’s period total assets (and/or revenue). These
indicators would be expressed in percentage (%) terms.

Periodicity Annual, but other time span possible

Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

125. Total expenditures on research & development (R&D)

Definition Total expenditures on R&D include all costs related to original and planned
research undertaken with the prospect of gaining new scientific or technical
knowledge and understanding (i.e. expenditures on research activities), and
which are related to the application of research findings or other knowledge
to a plan or design for the production of new or substantially improved
materials, devices, products, processes, systems or services before the start
of commercial production or use (i.e. expenditures on development
activities). This indicator requires disclosure, in monetary units, of the
expenditure on R&D by the reporting entity during the reporting period.
Examples of such activities may include: research to discover new
knowledge; madification of formulas, products or processes; design of tools
that involve new technology; and design and test of prototypes, new products
and processes.
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Measurement | There could be two ratio indicators:
methodology | Total R&D expenditures / Total assets

Total R&D expenditures / Total revenue
Periodicity Annual, but other time span possible
Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

Table 12. Indicators on the area: Employment

126. Number of employees by sex, age and place of residence

Definition Number of employees in the payroll of an organisation or enterprise classified
by sex, age and place of residence.

Measurement | Composition of the staff of an organisation or enterprise classified by sex (M,

methodology | F, Other); range of age (<25; 25-35; 36-45;45-55;55-65; >65) and place of
residence. The ranges of age can be adapted according to the needs. The
distance from place of residence is relevant in rural areas to analyse the
effects on employment in surrounding areas and analyse relations between
the place of residence and the place of work.

Periodicity Quarterly or Annual, other time span possible

Source Own work

127. Number of employees with disabilities

Definition Number of employees in the payroll of an organisation or enterprise having
a disability

Measurement | Staff of an organisation or enterprise with any kind of disability (physical,

methodology | intellectual, sensory...). The measurement should be done considering only
workers with recognised disabilities. Nevertheless, other methodological
approaches could be adopted.

Periodicity Quarterly or Annual, other time span possible

Source Own work

128. Number of employees belonging to other vulnerable groups and people at risk of

exclusion

Definition Number of employees in the payroll of an organisation or enterprise
belonging to other vulnerable groups and people at risk of exclusion
(excluding people with disabilities)

Measurement | Vulnerable groups and people at risk of exclusion can include different

methodology | situations. In terms of people in the labour market, the most relevant ones

are:
long-term unemployed (more than 2 years unemployed)
migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers

ethnic minorities such as Roma or Irish Travellers
ex-convicts

transgender people

alcohol and drug abusers

one-parent families

people over 50
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This list is non exhaustive and can be adapted. The indicator calculates the
number of workers belonging to one or more categories of vulnerable groups
and people at risk of exclusion.

Periodicity

Quarterly or Annual, other time span possible

Source

Own work based on CEDEFOP, 2020 for the list of categories

Definition

129. Average hours of training per year per employee

This indicator suggests the scale of an entity’s investment in employee
training (i.e., in human capital) and the degree to which this investment is
made across the entire employee base, in terms of hours of training.

Measurement
methodology

The first step in calculating the number of hours is to identify all the training
programmes undertaken by an entity in a reporting period so that the related
hours can be accumulated. These may include internal training courses,
external training or education (supported by the entity), the provision of
sabbatical periods with guaranteed return to employment (supported by the
entity, e.g., paid educational leave provided by the reporting entity for its
employees), and training in specific topics such as health and safety.
Average training hours per employee =

total number of training hours provided to employees/

total number of employees

Periodicity

Annual

Source

SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

130. Expenditure on employee training per year per employee

Definition This indicator suggests the scale of an entity’s investment in employee
training (i.e. in human capital) and the degree to which this investment is
made across the entire employee base, in terms of hours of expenditures.
The direct and indirect costs of training are to be considered; for example,
course fees, trainers’ fees, training facilities, training equipment and related
travel costs.

Measurement | Average training expenditures per employee =

methodology | total amount of training expenses/total number of employees

Periodicity Annual

Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

I31. Employee wages and benefits as a proportion of revenue, with breakdown by

employment type and gender

Definition This indicator should reflect the total costs of the employee workforce for the
entity in the reporting period, segmented by employee type and gender as a
proportion of the total revenue.

Measurement | The first step in calculating this indicator is to compute total payroll, including

methodology | employee salaries and amounts paid to government institutions on behalf of

employees, plus total benefits (excluding training costs, costs of protective
equipment or other cost items directly related to the employee’s job function).
In this context, payments to the government can include contributions,
pensions, employment taxes, levies and employment funds. Then, the
amount of employee benefits and wages will be divided by the total revenue
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in that reporting period. The total amount of employee wages and benefits
should be broken down according to the gender, type of contract (permanent
or temporary) and type of employment (full time or part time)

Periodicity

Annual

Source

SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

I132. Long-term work contracts

Definition This indicator is expressed as the percentage of employees with permanent
contracts.
Measurement | The entity shall determine and disclose the age of the organisation and the
methodology | percentage of employees who fall into each of the following categories of
contract length:
* 0—6 months,
* 6—12 months,
* 12—24 months, and
* more than 24 months/permanent
Periodicity Annual, other time span possible
Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

I33. Training of vulnerable groups

Definition The percentage of people hired for job skill training purposes for future
employment who belong to vulnerable groups in society. Vulnerable groups
in society refer to those who are discriminated against, or disadvantaged,
owing to age, sex, race, ethnicity or interpersonal relationships (such as
family structure and marital status) or because of constrained access to
resources (such as schools, jobs, income and housing). See 128 for more
detail about the definition of vulnerable groups

Measurement | Vulnerable population hired to be trained = number of employees from

methodology | vulnerable populations hired to be trained/total number of employees

Periodicity Annual, other time span possible

Source SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)

Definition

I134. Work integration

The percentage of workers who receive job skill training through work
integration programmes and who subsequently move on to find employment
or pursue education.

Measurement
methodology

The organisation shall determine and disclose the percentage of workers
who received job skill training through its work integration programme(s), who
subsequently went on to find employment or pursue education in the last two
years.

Work integration quotient = number of workers in work integration
programme(s) who found employment or education in a specific two-year
period/total number of workers in work integration programme(s) in a specific
two-year period

Periodicity

Annual, other time span possible

Source

SDPI. (UNSRID, 2022)
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Territorial and community cohesion
Table 13. Indicators on the area: Service provision

I35. List of services provided by the organisation

Definition Catalogue of services provided by an organisation or enterprise.

Measurement | Qualitative indicator that details the services provided by one organisation or

methodology | enterprise. Apart from the definition of the services, this indicator provides
information about access cost, eligibility, geographical scope. The aim of this
indicator is to map the services and identify any change in the provision.

Periodicity Annual

Source Own work

I136. Number of users by sex, age and place of residence

Definition Number of users of the services provided by the organisation or enterprise.

Measurement | To calculate this indicator, it is important to count the users of a specific

methodology | service in the case of one enterprise or organisation providing more than one
service. The addition of the users will indicate the total number of users. This
measurement should be broken down by sex, age and place of residence
(municipality). This last variable is key in rural areas to analyse interactions
and geographical accessibility.

Periodicity Annual, other time span possible

Source Own work

I37. Number of users belonging to a vulnerable group

Definition Number of users of the services provided by the organisation or enterprise
that belong to a vulnerable group.
Measurement | The basis of this indicator and its calculation is the same as the one above.
methodology | The aim is to detect the number of users that belong to a vulnerable group or
are at risk of social exclusion. The categories to be considered can be
adapted to specific needs but generally can include:
people with disabilities
e migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers
e ethnic minorities such as Roma or Irish Travellers
e ex-convicts
e transgender people
e alcohol and drug abusers
e one-parent families
This indicator is especially relevant for services in the area of education,
health and care and social services.
Periodicity Annual, other time span possible
Source Own work

I138. Ratio effective and potential users. Scope of the service
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Definition

Number of users of the services provided by the organisation or enterprise
taking into account the number of potential users (inhabitants of a determined
area).

Measurement
methodology

The aim of this indicator is to measure the scope of the service. This indicator
can be adapted to specific needs and needs to consider if there is a specific
target for the service (e.g. the target of a primary school is children below 12
years old, so to calculate the indicator the potential users should be only the
inhabitants of a specific area below 12 years old).

Scope of the service = number of total users of the service/ population in a
determined area (adjusted if necessary).

Periodicity

Annual, other time span possible

Source

Own work

139. Average time to access the service

Definition

The accessibility of the service can be measured as the time length between
service request and access to service by a person. That can include several
considerations: waiting list time due to capacity reasons, periodicity of the
service due to itinerancy between different areas etc. This indicator does not
include the commuting time to reach the service as this is already measured
in 1.36 with the place of residence of the users.

Measurement
methodology

The measure of this indicator can vary according to the nature of the service.
If a waiting list is needed the average time can be calculated as:

Average time to access the service = number of days between service
request and service delivery

Periodicity

Annual, other time span possible

Source

Own work

140. Satisfaction with the service

Definition Percentage of users that are satisfied with the service.

Measurement | Survey addressed to the users with a User Satisfaction Score in which the

methodology | users can rate the service from 0 to 5. To calculate the overall satisfaction
with the service the below formula can be used:
Percentage of users satisfied with the service = users that have rated the
service with 4 or 5 score/total number of users.

Periodicity Annual, other time span possible

Source Own work

Table 14. Indicators on the area: Community participation and engagement

141. Community participation and engagement

Definition Community participation and engagement targets the active involvement of
individuals in their communities and in the service provided, actively
participating in its construction and providing inputs to satisfy needs. Some
services can be key for the community participation and engagement of the
population in rural areas, especially when talking about SES.

Measurement | Qualitative indicator:

methodology
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e Does the service provide mechanisms to allow co-construction by
community and users? Y/N
e If yes, please detail the mechanisms, objectives and results.
Quantitative indicator:
e Number or % of services co-designed with community input
e % of community members involved in service planning or delivery
(e.g. community members on steering committees or advisory

boards)
e Frequency of public/community consultations or forums
Periodicity Annual, other time span possible
Source Own work

5.3.2 Extended framework

The two dimensions at micro level: socioeconomic impact and territorial and community cohesion
have been selected because of their relevance for the rural areas. The socioeconomic impact is
essential to measure the contribution of an organisation or enterprise to the local economy. This is
especially important in rural areas where often the local economies lack employment and
diversification of sectors and services. The dimension of territorial and community cohesion is
especially relevant in rural areas and the social economy has already been recognised as key for
territorial cohesion and for the provision of services in rural areas such as health and care, education,
culture and sports, social services, energy and water, and transport and housing. These two
dimensions are decisive to explain the contribution of one organisation or enterprise to rural
development. The figure below explains how the set of indicators interacts with the other components
of the analysis.

Dimensions for the impact
assesment indicators

Definition and Legal
recognition of SE frameworks
Economic security

. PR " and employment
Rurality Social inclusion
Health and wellbeing

Living conditions

1@A8] o4oBW

pue 0salw 1e sio1eoipul 1oeduw|

Territorial and
community cohesion

Socioeconomic
impact

Social participation

Added value for the Service provision and engagement

local economy Community participation

and engagement /
Affecting

Employment

Impact indicators at micro

level

Figure 5. Extended framework
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6.Discussion

The comparative framework highlights both strengths and critical gaps in the current landscape of
Europe’s social economy. On one hand, the near-universal emphasis on social inclusion as a core
objective of SE initiatives is encouraging: it reaffirms that across diverse contexts, the social economy
consistently seeks to empower marginalised groups and deliver quality services for public benefit.
The common value base (reinvestment of profits, democratic governance, and people-over-profit)
provides a foundation for a shared European vision of the SE. On the other hand, the study reveals
pronounced fragmentation in how Member States conceptualise and support the social economy. The
lack of a formal SE definition in two-thirds of EU countries and the absence of dedicated legal
frameworks in many cases have resulted in a patchwork of approaches. In practice, this means that
what is considered as social economy — and how much institutional support it receives — varies widely
from one country to another, even though in recent years, there is an increased attention to, and
development of the SE across Europe. Still, disparities between Member States can hinder cross-
border collaboration and policy cohesion, as noted by recent analyses (Diesis Network, 2024).
Countries with comprehensive laws (e.g., France, Spain, Portugal) show stronger institutional
support, whereas others rely on implicit traditions of cooperatives and nonprofits without unifying
policies (European Commission, 2021a; OECD, 2022). Notably, very few nations (apart from outliers
like Ireland or France) explicitly link SE to rural development in their strategies. This is a significant
gap, given evidence that social economy organisations often sustain essential services and social
cohesion in rural and remote areas (European Commission, 2021b). The minimal integration of a
territorial lens in most national SE policies suggests missed opportunities to leverage SE for rural
revitalisation and balanced regional growth. It also indicates that the social economy’s contribution to
rural communities has been undervalued in mainstream policy — an area where more proactive
recognition is needed. These gaps and divergences have important implications as the European
policy environment evolves. Notably, the upcoming 2025 mid-term review of the EU Social Economy
Action Plan by the European Council presents a critical opportunity to address the inconsistencies
identified. The Action Plan (SEAP) introduced in 2021 provided an overarching definition stressing
the primacy of social purpose, democratic governance, reinvestment of profits into social and/or
environmental purposes, and carrying out activities in the interest of members/users (‘collective
interest’) and/or society at large (‘general interest’) (European Commission, 2021a). As part of the
implementation of the SEAP, the European Commission adopted a proposal for a Council
recommendation on developing framework conditions for the social economy on 13 June 2023. This
proposal was formally adopted by the Council of the European Union on 27 November 2023. The
recommendation called on Member States to adopt or update national strategies for the social
economy and to appoint national coordinators to ensure coherent, cross-government policy
development in this area (European Commission, 2023a). Member States were given 2 years
(deadline November 2025) to develop their social economy strategies. With this in mind, our findings
suggest that this definition has yet to be adopted by most Member States, and some key elements —
such as the inclusion of social innovation or the explicit mention of the social economy’s role in green
and digital transitions — could be clarified. Once Member States adopt such an approach to the social
economy (if they do - as it is a recommendation and therefore not binding) it will still take time to
implement a coherent view of social economy in line with the EC definition. More time will also be
necessary for any strategy regarding the social economy to have a real impact on the ecosystem.
Looking ahead, the 2025 mid-term review of the SEAP will represent a pivotal moment to evaluate
the progress of this initiative and to inform any necessary adjustments to the strategy’s direction
moving toward 2030.
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In reflecting on the key findings, it is clear that while progress has been made, significant work remains
to build a truly integrated European social economy. One critical area is the development of shared
evaluation metrics and data. This study found that existing impact measurement frameworks for social
economy services are limited. This lack of standardised indicators makes it difficult to compare
outcomes or aggregate the social impact of SE initiatives at the European level. The European
Commission has acknowledged the dearth of reliable SE data as an obstacle to evidence-based
policymaking (European Commission, 2021), and our research reinforces this concern. By proposing
a harmonised set of impact indicators — particularly focused on outcomes like social inclusion
improvements, job creation for disadvantaged groups, community engagement, and rural service
provision — we contribute practical tools to this discussion. Nevertheless, adopting such indicators
across Europe will require political will and capacity-building. Policymakers could incorporate our
findings by establishing a common monitoring framework for the social economy, drawing on best
practices from a string of resources ranging from nonprofit evaluation fields to impact investing
standards (OECD, 2023). Furthermore, this discussion highlights a need for continued critical
reflection on implementation gaps. Even where strong SE policies exist, there can be shortfalls in
practice (for instance, lack of awareness, inadequate funding, or weak inter-ministerial coordination)
that dilute impact (European Commission et al., 2024). Future research and policy should pay
attention to these on-the-ground challenges to ensure that an improved conceptualisation of SE
translates into real-world social value. In sum, this discussion underlines that the social economy in
Europe stands at a crossroads: it is widely valued and promoted at EU level, yet still evolving and
unevenly addressed at national levels. The impending policy developments (like the 2025 SEAP
review) present a pivotal chance to refine definitions, close gaps in legal recognition, and
institutionalise robust evaluation methods. Embracing a more unified pan-European lens — as this
study has attempted — will be essential for the social economy to realise its full potential as an engine
of inclusive growth and social innovation across all Member States.
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Conclusion

This study makes a contribution towards understanding the social economy across EU Member
States and evaluating social economy services in rural areas. Through comprehensive desk research
and comparative analysis, it has mapped the diverse ways in which countries define, regulate, and
measure the social economy, revealing patterns of commonality and divergence. The proposed five-
cluster typology of national SE ecosystems (ranging from fully institutionalised frameworks to informal
or nascent ones) offers a novel pan-European lens to categorise and compare policy environments.
This clustering, alongside the inventory of legal definitions and inclusion of rural and social objectives,
enriches the conceptual discourse on what constitutes the social economy in different contexts.
Moreover, by reviewing impact evaluation practices and consolidating a set of harmonised impact
indicators, the study addresses a gap in the assessment of social economy services, particularly in
rural areas, but relevant and interesting for other settings as well. The recommended indicators —
spanning economic, social inclusion, and community cohesion dimensions — provide a foundational
toolkit for systematically evaluating SES outcomes in a way that is sensitive to both local (especially
rural) impacts and broader social goals.

In essence, this report enhances our understanding of the multidimensional nature of the social
economy across Europe and establishes an evidence-based study for comparison by highlighting
where Member States converge or diverge in their conceptualisations and approaches. This study
informs debates on how to achieve greater alignment — whether through updated EU policy
guidance, mutual learning, or new legal initiatives at the national level. It also underscores the value
of evaluating social economy services with defined metrics to demonstrate their impact on societal
well-being. Ultimately, this study’s contributions help pave the way for more coherent strategies to
support the social economy, ensuring that its potential to deliver an economy that works for all and
high-quality services is fully realised across all regions of the EU.
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