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Foreword

Social enterprises—businesses whose primary goal is to generate positive social 
impact—exist in every European country. They are an important part of the social 
economy, in which some 13.6 million Europeans work today. Some of them deliver 
essential care services, some focus on providing job opportunities for disadvantaged 
groups, and others address a wider range of societal challenges, such as achieving 
sustainable development goals. Many are innovative and find opportunities in cases 
where neither mainstream businesses nor public authorities can deliver.

Social economy and social enterprises contribute to important policy objectives, such 
as job creation, inclusiveness, equal opportunities, sustainability and civic participation. 
They are an excellent example of an “economy that works for people”—a high priority 
for the European Commission. They help to pursue demographic, green and digital 
transitions, without leaving anybody behind.

However, social enterprises are sometimes rather invisible and not well known. Many of 
them do not even identify as or call themselves social enterprises.

This publication takes up the challenge to shed light on this lesser known segment of the 
economy in Europe. It collates and interprets the key findings from 35 separate country 
reports and draws a European picture of social enterprises and the environments in 
which they operate, the “ecosystems”. The picture is a colourful one. It includes different 
traditions, a variety of public policies, diverse legal and institutional frameworks, 
bottom-up initiatives taken by groups of citizens, and many hurdles and obstacles but 
also new opportunities.

There is a need and demand by EU Member States, key actors and stakeholders for 
mutual learning in this field. Paradoxically, even though social enterprises are not so 
well known, they are in the spotlight of policy-making. Since the European Commission 
(EC) adopted its “Social Business Initiative” (SBI) in 2011, 16 EU Member States have 
adopted new specific legislation in the field and 11 EU Member States have created 
formal strategies or policies for supporting social enterprise development. In 2015, the 
Council adopted conclusions on promoting the Social Economy.

Moreover, with a view to the headline ambition of an Economy that works for people, 
in line with my mission letter, I will develop a European Action Plan for Social Economy 
to enhance social innovation.

From the mutual learning perspective, the diversity in Europe is an opportunity: there 
is plenty of experience and knowledge at the Member State level to benefit from. The 
challenge is to match the learning needs and the relevant cases from which one could 
learn. This publication and its country reports were developed to provide some answers. 
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Introduction

When the European Commission launched the Social Business Initiative in 2011, one 
of the priorities was to increase the visibility and recognition of the social enterprise 
business model. Social enterprise was a trendy but rather invisible phenomenon. There 
was a need to better understand the state of social enterprise across Europe.

Many questions related to the characteristics of social enterprises: How many social 
enterprises are there in different countries? What are the typical organisational and 
legal forms social enterprises use? What kinds of services and goods do they produce 
and sell? Who are their clients? Are they big or small? What kinds or relations do they 
have with public authorities, notably at local and regional levels? To what extent do 
they envisage growing, scaling up and possibly even operating internationally?

It was also important to develop a better understanding of the environment in 
which social enterprises operate. What kinds of legislation exist specifically for 
social enterprise? How do social enterprises operate in countries in which no specific 
legislation exists? Which countries have explicit policies to promote social enterprises? 
Which have taken the initiative to develop legislation or policies in this field and to what 
extent have social enterprise representatives been involved? To what extent do social 
enterprises establish networks and other mutual support systems? Who represents 
social enterprises at the national and European level? Do banks and other finance 
providers offer relevant funding for social enterprises? What are the new opportunities 
for and the main obstacles to further development in this field?

In synthesising all these questions, there was a need to know what are social enterprises 
and in what kinds of ecosystems do they operate?

To answer these questions, the EC ordered a study to “map social enterprises and their 
ecosystems in Europe”. The outputs of this first EU-wide comparative study included 29 
national reports published in 2014 (EU countries plus Switzerland) and an overarching 
EU-level synthesis report in 2015.

The results showed a diverse and rapidly changing landscape. Many countries had 
recently introduced new legislation and new strategies, while others were in the process 
of doing so. Social enterprises were engaging in new areas and diversifying their 
business models. New investors were entering the field and new financial instruments 
were emerging.

The study also pointed to an increasing amount of research but also to a lack of reliable 
and comparable data, difficulties in identifying the de facto social enterprise population 
and a great deal of inconsistency in the use of concepts and definitions even within 
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1.1.	Defining social enterprise

1.1.1. Organisational versus sector-specific definitions

Organisations defined as social enterprises have become an increasingly important 
entrepreneurial dynamic over the past few decades in most European countries.

However, in spite of the wide use of the term and gradual convergence of meanings 
underway at the EU level, social enterprises are still conceived in significantly 
different manners by national legislations, policy strategies, academics and 
social entrepreneurs.

Based on the mapping study and previous research, the social enterprise definitions4 
that are most widely used across EU Member States are:

>> organisational definitions, focussing on the intrinsic features that social 
enterprises show;

>> sector-specific definitions, looking only at specific types of organisations 
operating in the field of social inclusion, mainly by facilitating the integration of 
people excluded from the labour market (“work integration social enterprises”, or 
WISEs).

Organisational definitions have a wide—and expanding—application in terms of 
domains of engagement, and they draw on definite features shared by all the 
entitled entities. These features are sometimes translated into social enterprise laws, 
which are either applied to one sole type or to more than one legal form.

Sector-specific definitions of social enterprise are usually policy-driven and 
connected to funding schemes (mainly schemes resulting from the national 
implementation of the European Social Fund – ESF) and policies targeted to support 
social inclusion. In several EU Member States, social enterprises have only entered the 
public consciousness with EU funding, and the term “social enterprise” is o�en conflated 
with WISE in public understanding. This second definition is a sub-component of the 
first definition, narrowing the field of activity and the type of social impact.

(4)  Regardless of the ad hoc laws that define social enterprise.
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Table 1. Types of definitions of social enterprise

Definition type Rationale Key criteria

Sources of SE definitions

International 
definitions National laws

National strategies/
programmes

Private marks/
labels/certifications

Organisational definitions To acknowledge the 
specificity/ nature of 
SE as a particular legal 
entity performing in 
various fields of general 
interest

Social aim prioritised, 
specific restrictions in 
terms of distribution of 
profits and governance

British Council, EMES, 
ILO, RIPESS, 

Belgium, Bulgaria, 
Denmark, Germany, 
Greece, France, Italy, 
Latvia, Luxembourg, 
Portugal, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, United Kingdom

Croatia, Denmark, 
France, Greece, Ireland, 
Latvia, Lithuania, 
Slovenia, Sweden, 
United Kingdom

Finland, Germany, 
Poland, United Kingdom

Sector-specific definitions To implement stated 
policy strategies (e.g., 
social inclusion)

Integration of 
disadvantaged workers 
and/or PWDs prioritised

ENSIE Albania, Belgium(1), 
Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Finland, France, Greece, 
Hungary, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, 
Serbia, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Spain

Poland Austria 

https://www.britishcouncil.org/society/social-enterprise
https://emes.net/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---africa/---ro-addis_ababa/---ilo-pretoria/documents/publication/wcms_249643.pdf
http://www.ripess.org/quest-ce-que-less/concepts-associes/
http://www.ensie.org/


http://www.iap-socent.be/icsem-project
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coherent way. The definition needs to be precise enough to guide national researchers 
when collecting and systematising information and data in their respective countries. 
For this reason, the operationalisation classifies the three key dimensions with concrete 
guidance for their application, as illustrated in table 2. The extensive operational 
definition is included as appendix 2.

Table 2. An attempt to operationalise the concept of social enterprise based on the 
SBI

Main dimension General definition Minimum requirements

Entrepreneurial/
economic 
dimension(2)

Stable and continuous production of goods and services

>>Revenues are generated mainly from both the direct sale of goods 
and services to private users or members and public contracts.

(At least partial) use of production factors functioning in the 
monetary economy (paid labour, capital, assets)

>>Although relying on both volunteers (especially in the start-up 
phase) and non-commercial resources, to become sustainable, SEs 
normally also use production factors that typically function in the 
monetary economy.

SEs must be market-
oriented (incidence of 
trading should be ideally 
above 25%).

Social dimension The aim pursued is explicitly social. The product supplied/
activities run have a social/general interest connotation

>>The types of services offered or activities run can vary significantly 
from place to place, depending on unmet needs arising at the local 
level or in some cases even in a global context.

Primacy of social aim must 
be clearly established by 
national legislations, the 
statutes of SEs or other 
relevant documents.

Inclusive 
governance-
ownership 
dimension

Inclusive and participatory governance model

>>All concerned stakeholders are involved, regardless of the legal 
form.
>>The profit distribution constraint (especially on assets) guarantees 
that the enterprise’s social purpose is safeguarded.

The governance and/or 
organisational structure of 
SEs must ensure that the 
interests of all concerned 
stakeholders are duly 
represented in decision-
making processes.

Social enterprises may fulfil the three dimensions—entrepreneurial, social and 
inclusive ownership-governance—in different ways. It is the interplay among the 
three dimensions that determines whether an organisation may or may not qualify as 
a social enterprise.

Entrepreneurial/economic dimension

Social enterprises are production units fully belonging to the universe of enterprises. 
The entrepreneurial dimension separates social enterprises from the public 
sector as well as from traditional non-profit organisations. Unlike traditional 
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non-profit organisations, which typically rely primarily on donations and grants, social 
enterprises engage in market exchanges.

Since social enterprises’ success in achieving their statutory goals depends to a 
considerable extent on the generation of sustainable financial income, they must take 
a significant level of economic risk. However, unlike conventional enterprises, 
social enterprises rely on a mix of resources: voluntary work, donations and 
grants in addition to earned incomes, which are either generated by the sale of 
goods and services to private clients or by the provision of general interest services on 
public contractual bases.

Moreover, like any other enterprise, to achieve the sustainability of social 
enterprise a team must be put together with the appropriate skill sets. The 
team can involve paid workers as well as volunteers, but similar to conventional 
enterprises social enterprises are supposed to use costly production factors (i.e., paid 
work, capital, infrastructures) to run their activities. Conversely, unlike conventional 
enterprises, social enterprises are expected to search for a balance between the fair 
remuneration of labour and capital and the outputs generated to the advantage of 
users or the society at large.

Social dimension

Social enterprises pursue the explicit social aim of serving the community 
or a specific group of people. This separates them from mainstream businesses. 
The explicit social aim pursued must be clearly defined at a statutory level. The 
products and services delivered and/or production and allocation processes must 
also be “social” and generate direct benefits for the entire community or specific 
groups of disadvantaged people.

What is defined as “social” can change over time and space, consistent with the 
evolution of needs arising in a society, the organisation of the welfare state 
(public service provision) and its historical developments. Social enterprises may 
hence deliver a wide set of goods and services of general interest. According to the 
diversity of unmet needs that may arise at the local level in different countries and 
contexts, the set of services delivered can comprise welfare, health, educational, cultural 
services, utilities (e.g., water, gas, electricity supply) and the tackling of a plurality of 
societal challenges.

Inclusive ownership-governance dimension

To ensure the primacy of the social goal and avoid mission dri�, social enterprises must 
have profit distribution limits. They also involve the stakeholders concerned in designing 
adequate solutions and adopt peculiar ownership structures and governance models 
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designed to enhance the participation of stakeholders affected by the enterprise to 
various extents.

Depending upon the type of social enterprise, ownership rights and control power can 
be assigned to one single category of stakeholders (users or workers) or to more than 
one category at a time—hence giving ground to a multi-stakeholder ownership asset. 
Besides becoming full members, stakeholders can be appointed in the governing bodies 
of the enterprise. Alternatively, a voice can be given to users and workers by furthering 
their participation in special committees.

The non-profit distribution constraint can be operationalised in different ways, through 
a series of annual or life-long combinations. The non-profit distribution constraint can 
be addressed either to the social enterprise members or to stakeholders other than 
owners, such as workers and users, who exercise control over the enterprise. It can be 
total, in which any distribution of profits is admitted, or partial, in which dividends on 
risk capital provided by members are capped at a specified rate. Restrictions and/or 
thresholds on remuneration of managers and workers are in some cases introduced 
to avoid an indirect distribution of profits. The partial distribution constraint is more 
consistent with the entrepreneurial nature of social enterprise as it incentivises investors 
to commit capital and support the economic growth of the enterprise. Likewise, the 
partial distribution constraint does not lose its role as long as it is strengthened by the 
participation of relevant stakeholders and is supported by an asset lock.

The “asset lock” prevents assets, including profits or other surpluses, lands or buildings, 
held by the social enterprise from being distributed to owners, thus safeguarding the 
public benefit pursued by the social enterprise in case of its dissolution.

It is noteworthy that the non-profit constraint and the asset lock contribute jointly to 
guaranteeing that resources are employed in the interests of stakeholders other than 
investors and ensure the survival of the social enterprise in its endeavour to pursue 
explicit social goals over time.

1.1.3. Social enterprises vis-à-vis other approaches and concepts

While social enterprises operate in all EU Member States, the degree of understanding 
and acceptance of the social enterprise concept by policymakers, practitioners and 
researchers varies to a significant extent across EU Member States.

Overall, the use of diverse notions and/or the same concept with different meanings adds 
to the conceptual confusion.6 Key concepts that are sometimes used interchangeably 
with that of social enterprise include the following: social and solidarity economy, social 

(6)  An extended glossary with definitions of the main concepts and notions used throughout the 
mapping study is included as appendix 3.
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entrepreneurship and social entrepreneur, and social innovation. Each approach was 
developed to capture the gradual change in the mind-set that involves civil society, 
but it sheds light on a particular set of actors and/or beneficiaries that only partially 
overlaps with that of social enterprises.

Social/solidarity economy

The social economy tradition has in most countries contributed to paving the way for 
the emergence of social enterprises by making available a variety of organisational 
forms that are suitable for use by social enterprises or by organisations that are likely to 
evolve into social enterprises, especially in the start-up phase. Many social enterprises 
still use social economy legal forms—sometimes adapted—such as cooperative, 
association or foundation. 

As illustrated by the historical analysis of social enterprises in several EU countries, this 
natural evolution occurs when social economy organisations become less member-
oriented, open their membership to a plurality of stakeholders and start pursuing 
general-interest aims explicitly. To capture this trend and take into account the socio-
political dimension of the social economy, in some countries (e.g., France) the term 
“solidarity” has been added and the new term “social and solidarity economy” has come 
into use. The broadening of the “reach” of the social economy contributes to explaining 
the tendency of the social solidarity economy as a concept to overlap with the more 
narrow social enterprise definition.

In essence, what differentiates the concept of social economy organisations from 
social enterprises is that the former promote mainly the interests of their members (as 
traditional cooperatives do), thereby having only an indirect impact on the community 
at large (the so-called ICA 7th principle). Conversely, social enterprises pursue an explicit 
social aim in the interests of the community (provision of general interest services or 
facilitation of work integration of disadvantaged persons).

Social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneur

Conceptual confusion is also generated by the very diverse use of the terms “social 
entrepreneurship” and “social entrepreneur”. In some cases, these terms are used (by 
policy makers and in legislations) more or less interchangeably with the term social 
enterprise to refer to a broad set of social initiatives and operators.

An example of using the terms in an interchangeable way would be the European 
Commission’s 2011 SBI itself. At the level of the title of the SBI, it was an initiative 
“Creating a favourable climate for social enterprises…”. However, as part of that 
initiative, the concrete actions were presented as “An action plan to support social 
entrepreneurship…”. Social entrepreneurship was therefore used as a term to capture a 
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set of measures useful in creating a favourable climate for social enterprises, without 
any differentiation between the terms.

The picture becomes more complex and possibly confusing whenever the social 
enterprise concept is used to refer to a rather wide range of initiatives aimed 
at generating positive social change. This can include, for example, initiatives 
within the corporate social responsibility of conventional companies or initiatives 
by innovative and entrepreneurial individuals not necessarily implying the 
establishment of social enterprises.

When used in this way, the term social entrepreneurship refers to an approach 
driving positive social change rather than to an organisation. Therefore, in this use, 
its commonality with the term social enterprise is the aim for social impact, but it 
does not impose the elements of inclusive governance, profit distribution limits or 
commercial activity.

Initiatives focussing on driving positive social change o�en appoint in a central role an 
individual described as a “change maker” or social entrepreneur. Consequently, social 
entrepreneurship o�en has a more individual connotation, in contrast to the concept of 
social enterprise, which underlines the role of community and collective endeavours.

However, the use of the concept of social entrepreneur is not limited to this type 
of individual change maker. It can also refer to someone leading and managing a 
true social enterprise, fully complying with the three key dimensions of the social 
enterprise definition.

Finally, another angle adding to the variety of use of these concepts comes from the field 
of education and training. Entrepreneurship is o�en considered a competence, which 
can be learned and taught. In the EU context, according to the Council recommendation 
on key competencies from 2018, “Entrepreneurship competence refers to the capacity 
to act upon opportunities and ideas, and to transform them into values for others…”.

Consequently, entrepreneurship education refers to teaching and learning this type of 
competency, and depending on the context it might focus more broadly or narrowly on 
its various components. For example, at school level the focus can be broadly on the 
entire set of related skills and attitudes, while in a university context the focus can be 
on the knowledge and skills necessary for creating a business.

Similarly, social entrepreneurship is sometimes referred to as a competency, which 
can be taught and learned. Again, education in social entrepreneurship might focus 
broadly on the mind-set or more technically and narrowly on the knowledge and skills 
necessary to establish or run social enterprises.

To conclude, there is no one sole definition of social entrepreneurship or social 
entrepreneur, nor is there one correct way to use the terms. The challenge, therefore, 
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is to explain the way the terms are used each time to avoid lack of clarity and 
misunderstanding. The academic literature and the country reports of the mapping 
study reveal diversity in use of these terms in national contexts. While this diversity is 
natural and understandable, the fact that the way the concepts are used is not always 
explained adds an additional challenge to drawing a clear picture of this field in Europe.

Social innovation

Based on the European Commission definition,7 social innovation refers to developing 
new ideas, services and models to better address social issues. As a concept, social 
innovation may refer to a product, production process, idea, social movement or a 
combination of the above. Basically, the concept comes rather close to the term social 
entrepreneurship, in cases in which the latter is used to refer to an approach driving 
positive social change. Sometimes, social entrepreneurship is indeed referred to as an 
approach generating social innovation.

Many social enterprises have significantly contributed to innovating social service 
delivery and have prompted important organisational innovations. Indeed, the same 
social enterprise is an innovation per se. An explicit reference to innovation is also 
present in the SBI. However, being innovative and contributing to social innovation 
cannot be considered distinctive features of all social enterprises. Conversely, social 
enterprises are expected to replicate efficient models for managing general interest 
issues and satisfying unmet needs.

1.1.4. Acceptance of the social enterprise concept

Despite showing diverse degrees of recognition and size, social enterprises are present 
in all EU Member States, regardless of the type of welfare system and whether or not 
there is a well-developed non-profit sector, a cooperative tradition or specific legislation.

The degree of acceptance of the social enterprise concept varies to a significant extent 
across countries depending on the relevance of the phenomenon, space of development 
of social enterprises and existence of other similar and/or bordering concepts.

The degree of acceptance of the concept also depends upon the share of organisations 
fulfilling the operational definition that self-recognises as social enterprise. This 
aspect varies significantly across countries. While in some countries the concerned 
organisations have strived to make the social enterprise concept recognised because 

(7)  Full definition of social innovation from the EaSI programme: “‘social innovations’ are innovations 
that are social both as to their ends and their means and in particular those which relate to the development 
and implementation of new ideas (concerning products, services and models), that simultaneously 
meet social needs and create new social relationships or collaborations, thereby benefiting society and 
boosting its capacity to act”.
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they self-recognise as social enterprises, in other countries the social enterprise concept 
is hardly referred to by the same organisations that are conceived as social enterprises 
according to the operational definition. This is, for instance, the case in Germany and 
Hungary, where the degree of self-recognition among organisations is rather low. 
Although national laws fully align social and cultural cooperatives in Germany and 
social cooperatives in Hungary with the EU operational definition, these enterprises are 
rarely regarded as ex lege social enterprises.

Table 3. Degree of acceptance of the social enterprise concept

Degree of acceptance Country

Politically and legally accepted—large self-recognition Ireland, Italy, United Kingdom

Challenged by social economy/social and solidarity 
economy

Belgium, France, Greece, Luxembourg, Portugal, Spain

Not commonly used—limited space due to traditional 
welfare institutions

Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Iceland, 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden

Politically and legally accepted but narrow 
understanding (work integration)—weak self-
recognition

Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Finland, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Serbia, Sweden

Challenged by other concepts, such as corporate 
social responsibility, social entrepreneurship and 
social innovation

Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Iceland, Montenegro, 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden

Emerging acceptance Albania, Malta, North Macedonia, Turkey

The countries in which social enterprise is widely and adequately recognised by public 
debates, policymakers, researchers and practitioners are few. They include Ireland, Italy 
and the United Kingdom.

There is a general tendency to mix the social enterprise with approaches that refer to 
overlapping and/or bordering trends. This is particularly the case for countries that have 
a longstanding social economy tradition (e.g., Belgium, France, Luxembourg and Spain). 
Some countries have seen a progressive shi� from the use of one term towards another, 
and this shi� has been strongly shaped by policy orientations. This is, for instance, the 
case in Belgium. The pioneering acknowledgment of social enterprise by means of ad 
hoc legislation8 has been recently superseded by a legal change, which reflects the 
policy intention to restore the legitimacy of the social economy.

(8)  In Belgium, the social enterprise qualification was introduced in 1995 by the Law on Social Purpose 
Companies and was repealed in 2019 following the reform of the Code on Companies and Associations.
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Also noteworthy are countries in which the space for development of social enterprise 
is to a certain extent limited by the strong presence of traditional welfare institutions 
covering the majority of the needs of the population (e.g., Austria and Germany).

In a number of countries, social enterprises tend to be narrowly understood and 
conflated with work integration initiatives (e.g., Baltic, CEE and SEE countries).

There are, moreover, a few countries in which the social enterprise concept is challenged 
by a tradition that sees all enterprises as socially responsible organisations (e.g., Cyprus 
and the Netherlands).

The concept of social enterprise is still emerging in Malta and in most non-EU countries 
covered by the study.

1.1.5. National definitions of social enterprise

A growing number of EU Member States have recently adopted national strategies, 
policy schemes and legal acts that define social enterprise at the national level.

National definitions of social enterprise articulate the social, entrepreneurial and 
governance dimensions of social enterprise in different ways. Differences across 
countries concern the types of activities defined as social (i.e., work integration and/or 
the delivery of social services), the share of incomes that must be generated by market 
activities, and the degree to which and modalities whereby concerned stakeholders are 
expected to participate in decision-making processes.
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Country Source of definition Point of departure from the EU operational definition

EL Law on Social and Solidarity Economy (4430/2016). It defines social and solidarity economy organisations in a way that resembles to a large 
extent SE as per the EU operational definition. Main differences concern the absence of an 
explicit reference to entrepreneurial activity, although implied; a stronger emphasis on internal 
democracy and common ownership than on the involvement of external stakeholders; the 
presence of additional strict criteria (e.g., networking with other SSE organisations and equity in 
wage policy).

ES Law on Social Initiative Cooperative (27/1999).

Law on Social Integration Enterprise (44/2007).

Royal Decree on PWDs (1/2013 revised 9/2017).

They define social initiative cooperatives, social integration enterprises and special employment 
centres in ways that closely align with the EU operational definition of SE.

FI Act on Social Enterprises (1351/2003 revised 924/2012). 

Social Enterprise Mark (private recognition).

It does not set requirements on inclusive governance/ownership dimension (including the 
distribution of profit), and it limits SEs to the work integration field.

It closely matches the EU operational definition and adds further criteria: employee ownership 
and social impact measurement.

FR Law on Collective Interest Cooperative Societies (SCIC) (2001). 

 
Framework Law on Social and Solidarity Economy (2014).

It aligns with the EU operational definition, but it introduces stricter criteria regarding the 
involvement of stakeholders: at least three member categories (which must include workers 
and users).

It introduces solidarity enterprise of social utility (ESUS) and cooperative of activity and 
employment (CAE), which are defined in a way that aligns with the EU operational definition. A 
wage policy must be adopted limiting wage gaps.

HR Strategy for Social Entrepreneurship Development (2015). It provides a definition of SEs that closely aligns with the EU operational definition except that 
it emphasises the balance between social, environmental and economic goals and requires the 
monitoring and evaluation of their impact.

HU Government Decree on Social Cooperatives (141/2006). It defines social cooperatives in a way that closely aligns with the EU operational definition, but 
it limits them to the work integration field.

IE National Social Enterprise Policy 2019-2022. It provides a definition of SEs that aligns with the EU operational definition except that it does 
not explicitly mention participatory governance and non-profit distribution constraint.

IT Law on Social Cooperatives (381/1991).

Legislative Decree on SEs (155/2006).

Reform of the Third Sector and SE (106/2016).

They closely match the EU operational definition. While law 381 envisages two sectors (welfare 
services and work integration), law 155 enlarges the fields of activity and introduces a total 
non-profit distribution constraint. The reform explicitly refers to the SE qualification, further 
enlarges the fields, and envisages the possibility that private enterprise and public authority 
representatives are appointed to the board without chairing it.
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Country Source of definition Point of departure from the EU operational definition

LT Law on Social Enterprises (IX-2251/2004).

Conception of Social Business (2015).

Guidelines for Social Enterprise Projects (2017).

It targets two types of WISEs without imposing either non-profit distribution constraints or 
stakeholders’ participation. Additionally, it limits WISEs’ economic activities to certain fields.

They define social business in a way that closely aligns with SEs as per the EU operational 
definition, with additional emphasis on social innovation and measurement of social impact.

LU Law on Societal Impact Companies (SIS) (2016). It provides a definition of SSE that closely aligns with the EU operational definition of SE. 
However, it does not emphasise stakeholders’ participation.

LV Law on Social Enterprises (2017). It limits SEs to limited liability companies. Nevertheless, they must comply with criteria that 
are closely aligned with the EU operational definition. Additionally, staff’s consent is needed to 
adopt the SE status.

MT No official definition of SE, but a definition is included in the Dra� law on social 
enterprise (2015).

It defines two types of SEs: social enterprise company (restricted to limited liability companies) 
and social enterprise organisation (envisaged for all other legal forms). Both are aligned 
with the EU operational definition of SEs, except that there is no reference to stakeholders’ 
participation. Social enterprise companies shall comply with additional criteria (e.g., limitations 
on wages and volunteers, specific requirements on the memorandum of association).

NL Neither official nor widely accepted definition. Social Enterprise NL, a national 
membership body, adopts the EU definition.

-

PL Act on Social Cooperatives (2006).

National Programme for Social Economy Development (2014, 2019).

Dra� Act on Social and Solidarity Economy (2017).

The national programmes and the dra� act propose the introduction of a SE status.

Both the SE status and the social cooperative definition closely align with the EU operational 
definition of SE with a strong emphasis on the fulfilment of pro-employment objectives for SEs 
delivering general interest services. Social cooperatives are limited to the work integration field.

PT Cooperatives Code (51/1996).

Law on Private Institutions of Social Solidarity (IPSS) (172-A/2014).

Both social solidarity cooperatives, introduced by 1aw 51/1996, and IPSSs are defined in a way 
that closely aligns with the EU operational definition of SE.

RO Law on Social Economy (219/2015). It provides a definition of SE and social insertion enterprise which closely match the EU 
operational definition. The law introduces the principle of equity in wage policy. 

SE Strategy for Social Enterprises and Social Innovation (2018). It aligns with the EU operational definition and places a strong emphasis on social innovation. 

SI Act on Social Entrepreneurship (2018 revision). It closely matches the EU operational definition and adds compulsory measurement of social 
impact.

SK Act on Employment Services (5/2004 revised in 2008).

Act on Social Economy and SEs (112/2018).

It introduces SEs, which are conceived in line with the general criteria of the EU definition but 
are confined to work integration.

It provides a definition of SE that closely matches the EU operational definition except that it 
does not mention neither democratic governance nor asset lock.
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capacity of citizens to self-organise. In Greece, the lack of a tradition of cooperation is 
also blamed as an important barrier hampering the development of social enterprises.

In the Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Poland and Slovakia, individualism tends to 
outweigh mutual aid and dominates over a collective way of dealing with social and 
environmental problems. The widespread individualist culture is ascribed to the neo-
liberal ideology that has so far predominated as a reaction to the communist planned 
economy.

1.2.3. Top-down drivers

Given the types of services provided, the development space of social enterprises is 
strongly shaped by the type of welfare system and public policies. In some countries 
social enterprise development has been boosted significantly by the reforms of welfare 
service provision. This is the case in Nordic countries in which the intertwined relationship 
of social enterprises with the public sector has on the one hand contributed to a culture 
of togetherness in accomplishing social and political goals and, on the other hand, to 
creating a weak entrepreneurial culture and state dependency.

One example of the top-down path is offered by the privatisation of services previously 
delivered by public providers, which is epitomised strongly by the United Kingdom and 
to variable extents by Nordic countries.

In these countries, market logics introduced by new public management reforms in 
the field of social policies have opened up new opportunities for social enterprises. 
However, while enabling for-profit providers to enter the market, these reforms have 
also crowded out many social enterprises. At the same time, this dynamic has also 
pushed social enterprises towards more market-like behaviours.

Public policies supporting social enterprise growth sometimes originate from schemes 
designed to increase efficiency and innovation in light of the proven inability of the 
public welfare supply to address complex and increasingly diversified needs arising in 
society (e.g., Denmark, Estonia, Germany and Sweden).

In many CEE and SEE countries where access to the EU has been a crucial change 
maker, the field of development of social enterprises has been significantly shaped 
top-down, specifically by the European Social Fund, with a focus on supporting several 
start-up programmes for WISEs. At the same time, in several CEE countries the provision 
of welfare services remains predominantly a state task (e.g., Hungary, Slovakia 
and Slovenia). Large amounts of public grants focussed primarily on employment 
generation and work integration have been awarded to support WISEs in Hungary and 
Slovakia. However, these programmes in Hungary still lack a long-term perspective, are 
rather bureaucratic and provide only project-based funding, resulting in high levels of 
insecurity for social enterprises.
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Table 6. Drivers and trends of social enterprises

Type of welfare system Main drivers boosting SE development Examples of countries

Poor supply of welfare services by 
public providers and, traditionally, 
gaps in welfare delivery and strong 
civic engagement

>>Bottom-up experimentation by groups 
of citizens of new services
>>Consolidation of SEs thanks to public 
policies that have regularised social 
service delivery

Greece, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, 
Spain

Extensive public supply of social 
services, increasingly contracted 
out to private providers

>>Privatisation of social services
>>Bottom-up dynamics 

Denmark, Finland, Norway, 
Sweden, United Kingdom

Extensive public and non-profit 
welfare structures, covering the 
majority of the needs of the 
population

>>Public support system designed to 
support work integration
>>Bottom-up emergence of SEs to 
address new needs

Austria, Belgium, France, 
Germany, Netherlands 

Welfare systems that have 
undergone drastic reforms, weak 
associative and cooperative 
tradition

>>Public policies (start-up grants) 
specifically tailored to support WISEs
>>Initiatives with philanthropic 
background and donors’ programmes

CEE and SEE countries
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2.1.2. Networks and mutual support mechanisms

Where they are active, social enterprise movements and second-/third-level 
organisations have played a key role in supporting the growth of social enterprises. 
In the countries concerned, cooperative movements and, sometimes, second-level 
associations have been key for the legitimisation of a new type of cooperative, with 
a declared social aim. Moreover, they have successfully lobbied for the introduction of 
enabling policies by participating in the dra�ing of new legislation and policies focussed 
on social enterprises (e.g., Croatia, Czech Republic, France, Italy, Spain). Networks have 
also been important as a strategy whereby social enterprises have succeeded both in 
rendering their innovative models easily replicable and in meeting the growing demand 
for the services they provide. At the same time, the emergence of social enterprises 
where networks are weak or almost non-existent (e.g., Cyprus, Malta) has been much 
slower and more complex than in countries distinguished by strong networks (e.g., 
Czech Republic, Italy, Luxembourg, United Kingdom). Therefore, networks themselves 
constitute a crucial mutual support mechanism, but they are also important to creating 
and supporting other types of mutual support mechanisms (e.g., private marks, awards 
and prizes, funding opportunities, co-working spaces, etc.).

National reports and country fiches offer numerous examples of networks and platforms 
as well as mechanisms of mutual support. The main roles of networks are to improve 
recognition and society’s awareness of social enterprises; to advocate and inform 
policy-making; to foster mutual learning and exchange; and to provide services to 
their members. Particularly noteworthy are those second-level organisations, consortia 
and umbrella organisations, which increasingly provide business support services 
specifically to social enterprises. These include networks supporting the activities of 
social enterprises and their launch, growth and replication, in many instances through 
ad hoc capacity building and training programmes for and on social enterprises (e.g., 
Belgium, Finland, France, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania and Spain).

Although the number, rate of creation and evolution of networks across Member States 
makes it difficult to capture them in a static picture, table 7 attempts to distribute them 
according to their focus. In addition to the geographic focus (e.g., regional networks), 
social enterprises are increasingly creating networks focussed on sectors of activity or 
the type of business model (e.g., work integration, healthcare associations, renewable 
energy). A third category of networks are traditional umbrella organisations that focus 
on specific organisational forms (or “families”, as they are known). These organisations 
are especially widespread in countries with a high degree of institutionalisation of the 
social economy. However, only those that actively recognise the potential of social 
enterprise and support its development have been included. Given the vast number of 
local, regional and national organisations that would be concerned and the variability 
in the extent to which they embrace social enterprise, table 7 focusses on the first two 
types of networks that are mentioned in some of the country reports.
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a community of social entrepreneurs like the international network Impact Hub and the 
organisation of awareness-raising and networking events at the national and federal 
level (such as “Social Business Day” in Austria and “Social Enterprise Bulgaria”) are 
of paramount importance to create such basis. Likewise, capacity-building initiatives 
launched by international organisations like Ashoka, the Schwab Foundation for Social 
Entrepreneurship and NESsT are o�en mentioned in the national reports as relevant 
for social enterprises despite their different approaches to the operational definition. 
National organisations like P3-People, Planet, and Profit in the Czech Republic are 
also mentioned as critical actors in increasing the capacity of social enterprises. Also 
important to increase visibility and create a sense of community are prizes and awards 
aimed at social enterprises and their contribution to society, prizes which seem to 
sprout across Member States (e.g., the “Social Impact Award” in the Czech Republic 
and Slovakia; the “Social Economy Prize” in French-speaking Belgium and the “ESF-
Ambassadors” nomination in Flanders, which is held in the context of a European Social 
Fund programme). Finally, many information platforms are mentioned in the national 
reports as key in order to raise the profile of social enterprises nationally and locally.

2.2.	Visibility and recognition

2.2.1. Political recognition

All country reports confirm that the political recognition of social enterprises has 
increased in relevance over the past decade in both EU Member States where social 
enterprises and bordering phenomena have a longstanding tradition and in countries 
where social enterprise is a relatively recent trend. This is the case, for instance, in CEE 
and SEE countries where social enterprises have shi�ed from the margins to the centre 
of the policy debate.

Depending on the country, the political recognition of social enterprise has taken place 
in different periods and through various tools. These tools include the creation of specific 
ministerial units, structures and departments at the central (e.g., in Luxembourg, Slovakia 
and United Kingdom) or regional/municipal level (e.g., Denmark and the Netherlands) 
in charge of promoting social enterprises or a broader set of organisations, such as the 
social economy (e.g., France and Spain). Reforms of the key domains of intervention of 
social enterprises have also led to a direct/indirect recognition of their role as provider 
of specific types of general interest services (e.g., reforms in the domains of welfare, 
employment, public procurement, etc.). Some countries have furthermore adopted 
specific national or regional/local policy strategies focussed on the social economy or 
social enterprise, which have contributed to their acknowledgment. In some countries, 
such as Denmark and the Netherlands, the definition of strategies for social enterprises 
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has been devolved to municipal and local authorities. Examples of national strategies 
are provided by Bulgaria (National Social Economy Concept of 2012); Croatia (Strategy 
for Civil Society Development 2012-2016 and Strategy for Social Entrepreneurship 
Development of 2015); and Poland (National Programme for Social Economy 
Development of 2014-2018 and 2019-2023).

Moreover, relevant strategies that contribute to supporting social enterprise development 
have been adopted in the United Kingdom and Estonia. In the United Kingdom, the 
recent Civil Society Strategy sets out a vision for social enterprise and expresses the 
need to reinforce social value assessments within contracts. In Estonia, a new National 
Development Plan for Civil Society will be launched a�er 2020: it will refer explicitly to 
social enterprises as influential civil society actors.

In non-EU countries, a minor recognition was accomplished by official policy documents 
and EU funding operational programmes that refer explicitly to social enterprise. This is 
especially the case in Albania, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia and Turkey.

The initial political will, which triggered the adoption of policy strategies in Croatia and 
Denmark, was followed by a subsequent loss of political commitment to continue what 
had been started. In the case of Cyprus, the implementation of the national action plan 
for the development of a social enterprise ecosystem is not yet effective pending the 
adoption of a new law that defines social enterprise.
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Country

Source of definition Point of departure from the EU operational definition

Adjustment of cooperative 
regulations Adjustment of company laws

Status introduced within a broader 
recognition of SSE/TS/social economy

Ad hoc status for WISE or SE delivering a 
broad set of general interest services

SI - - - Company for PWDs (2004)

Employment centre (2004)

Social enterprise (20/2011, revised in 2018)

SK - - Social enterprise (112/2018) Work integration social enterprise (5/2004, 
revised in 2008)

UK - Community interest company (CIC) 
(2004)

- -

Non-EU countries

Country

Source of definition Point of departure from the EU operational definition

Adjustment of cooperative 
regulations Adjustment of company laws

Status introduced within a broader 
recognition of SSE/TS/social economy

Ad hoc status for WISE or SE delivering a 
broad set of general interest services

ATL - - - Social enterprise (65/2016, approved but not 
yet in force)

RS - - - Work integration social enterprise for PWDs 
(36/2009)
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As showed in figure 5 below, since 2011, when the European Commission’s SBI was 
launched, many new laws have been introduced or are being discussed.11 This indicates 
that the SBI had significant impact also at national level, although there have also 
been other drivers influencing the development. Moreover, many countries lacking 
specific legislation or strategy on social enterprises have started to pay attention to 
social enterprises. Countries with dra� laws include Cyprus, the Czech Republic, North 
Macedonia, Malta, Poland and Serbia. In Albania, the Law on Social Enterprises was 
approved in 2016, but it is not yet in force.

Figure 5 illustrates the timeline of social enterprise recognition. It focusses only on legal 
acts, legislation and framework laws that have contributed to defining and regulating 
the diverse types of social enterprises by introducing new legal forms, statuses and 
accreditation schemes.12 Many of these legal innovations do not explicitly mention the 
term social enterprise.

The timeframe between 1991 and 2001 has been marked by the introduction of a 
significant number of new laws that have adjusted cooperative regulations both to 
serve non-members and/or the community and/or allow for the integration into work 
of disadvantaged persons. Since 2001, an increasing number of countries have opted 
for legislation introducing statuses that allow for the qualification of a wide set of 
organisations that engage in a broad spectrum of fields of general interest as social 
enterprise. The most recent trend of introducing statuses expanding the entitled types 
of organisations and fields of activity is meant to better valorise the rich potential of civil 
society to meet new needs arising in communities. A very recent trend is to recognise 
the social enterprise through framework laws acknowledging a wider phenomenon: 
the social economy, the social and solidarity economy or the third sector (i.e., Bulgaria, 
France, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Romania and Slovakia).

(11)  Since 2011, 16 EU Member States have adopted new legislation concerning various types of 
social enterprises.

(12)  Figure 5 does not refer to the framework laws on the social economy that were adopted in Spain 
(Law on the Social Economy 5/2011) and Portugal (Framework Law on the Social Economy 30/2013), 
because do not refer explicitly to social enterprise. They provide for a symbolic recognition of the social 
economy and do not create or regulate new entities but simply group together all the existing entities 
that form the social economy (and remain regulated by pre-existing regulations). Thus, while they both 
contributed indirectly to improving the policy environment wherein social enterprises operate, these two 
framework laws did not contribute to furthering the recognition of the social enterprise specifically.

Similarly, since the Croatian act (34/2011, 125/2013, 76/2014) and Serbian act on cooperatives 
merely recognise the existence of social cooperatives without defining them, they are not mentioned in 
figure 5.
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There are also a couple of countries that maintain public registers of social enterprises. 
For example, in Sweden there is a list of WISEs administered by the Swedish Agency for 
Economic and Regional Growth, whilst in Slovakia the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs 
and Family maintains a register of social enterprises regulated by the Act on Social 
Economy and Social Enterprises (112/2018). In Denmark, the National Strategy for 
Social Enterprise (2014) introduced a registration tool, “Registered Social Enterprises” 
(RSV), which is the first formal platform for documenting social enterprises in the country.





Legal recognition Political recognition

 > EL: Law on Social Economy and Social Entrepreneurship 
(n.4019)

 > SI: Act on Social Entrepreneurship (n.20, revised in 2018)

2011  > EU: Social Business Initiative

 > LU: Action Plan for the Development of Solidarity Economy

 > UK: Big Society reform agenda

 > CZ: Social cooperatives under Business Corporations Act (n.90) 2012  > BG: National Social Economy Concept

 > HR: Strategy for Civil Society Development 2012-2016

 > ES: Legislative Royal Decree on PWDs (n.1, revised 9/2017)

 > HR: Act on Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment of 
PWDs (n.157)

2013  > EL: Strategic Plan for the Development of Social 
Entrepreneurship

 > SI: Strategy for Social Entrepreneurship 2013-2016

 > RO: Law on Social Economy (n.219) 2015  > EE: National Development Plan for Civil Society 2015-2020

 > HR: Strategy for Social Entrepreneurship Development

 > LT: Conception of Social Business

 > DK: Act on Registered Social Enterprises (n.711)

 > FR: Framework Law on Social and Solidarity Economy

 > PT: Law on Private Institutions of Social Solidarity (IPSS) 
(n.172-A)

2014  > BG: Biannual Social Economy Action Plan 2014-2015

 > DK: National Strategy for Social Enterprise

 > PO: National Programme for Social Economy Development 
2014-2018

 > RO: National Strategy for Social Inclusion and Poverty 
Reduction 2014-2020

 > BE: Code on Companies and Associations 2019  > IE: National Social Enterprise Policy 2019-2022

 > PO: National Programme for Social Economy Development 
2019-2023

 > BG: Act on Enterprises of Social and Solidarity Economy 
(n.240)

 > SK: Act on Social Economy and Social Enterprises (n.112)

2018  > BG: Biannual Social Economy Action Plan 2018-2019

 > CY: National Action Plan for the Development of Social 
Enterprise Ecosystem

 > FR: Growth Pact for Social and Solidarity Economy

 > LV: Cabinet Regulations on the Status of Social Enterprise

 > SE: Strategy for Social Enterprise and Social Innovation

 > UK: Civil Society Strategy

 > LV: Law on Social Enterprises 2017  > LT: Guidelines for Social Enterprise Projects

 > AL: Law on Social Enterprises (n.65)

 > DE: Regulation on Sheltered Workshops 

 > EL: Law on Social and Solidarity Economy (n.4430)

 > IT: Reform of the Third Sector and Social Enterprise (n.106)

 > LU: Law on Societal Impact Companies (SIS)

2016  > BG: Biannual Social Economy Action Plan 2016-2017

Timeline of social enterprise recognition
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2.2.3. Private recognition through marks, labels and certifications

In addition to a public recognition system for social enterprises, some countries also 
employ a system of private marks, labels and certifications. These schemes are 
progressively achieving wider adoption in Austria, Finland, Germany, Poland and the 
United Kingdom. One reason behind the creation of private certification schemes is the 
willingness of the concerned enterprises to signal their specificity, given the lack of ad 
hoc laws and strategies designed for social enterprises or concrete incentives pushing 
social enterprises to register as such.

This is the case, for instance, in Finland, where the Social Enterprise Mark promoted 
by the Association for Finnish Work has gained more success than the status of WISE 
introduced by the Finnish social enterprise law, as social enterprises see in the mark a 
competitive advantage. Launched in 2011, the Social Enterprise Mark was intended for 
businesses that aim to address social or ecological problems and promote social aims.

Furthermore, referring to bordering dynamics related more widely to social 
entrepreneurship, noteworthy are the B Corporations based on external certification, 
reporting and scrutiny. Originated in the United States and managed in Europe by B 
Lab Europe, this new mark is gaining ground in an increasing number of EU countries, 
including Austria, Benelux, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, 
Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Malta, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and 
Turkey.

Based on the B Corporation Directory, very few B Corporations (between 1 and 11) 
operate in most of the countries mapped. Exceptions include the United Kingdom (187 
B Corporations), Italy (81 B Corporations), the Netherlands (71 B Corporations), France 
(70 B Corporations), Spain (43 B Corporations) and Germany (32 B Corporations).

Country reports also shed light on a number of certification schemes that do not refer 
explicitly to social enterprises but are aimed at gathering mission-driven and socially 
oriented enterprises that operate in the same fields or are inspired by similar values. 
The rationale for mentioning them is that they contribute to improving the overall 
environment in which social enterprises operate by increasing the social responsibility 
of the economic system. Some examples include the Common Good Balance Sheet 
developed by the global movement Economy for the Common Good; Fairtrade, Ecocert, 
Fair for Life, the World Fair Trade Organization labels; Transparency International by 
PHINEO (Germany); Finansol by Solidarity France; and Financité & FairFin (Belgium).

The next table focusses specifically on certification schemes for social enterprise.
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Table 9. Countries with private marks, labels and certifications specific to social 
enterprise

Country Name of scheme
Certification 
authority Overview

Scale of 
participation

Austria Gütesiegel 
für Soziale 
Unternehmen

Arbeit Plus and 
Quality Austria 
(network of WISEs)

It distinguishes WISEs that 
meet specified quality 
criteria. Since 2014, the 
label has been classified as 
“recognised for excellence” 
within the EFQM quality 
management system

36 (2019). The mark 
was introduced in 
2010

Finland Social Enterprise 
Mark

Association for Finnish 
Work (a non-profit 
organisation with prior 
experience in building 
brands)

It differentiates SEs and 
raises awareness of the SE 
business model. All types 
of organisations are eligible 
provided they meet given 
criteria

218 (2018). Since its 
introduction in 2012, 
the number has been 
constantly increasing

Germany Wirkt (“It works”) PHINEO (public benefit 
venture established 
by Deutsche Börse, 
the Bertelsmann 
Foundation, KPMG, 
PwC and the Mercator 
Foundation)

It distinguishes viable 
and effective social 
entrepreneurship initiatives 
deserving the attention of 
social impact investors. 
Organisations that apply 
undergo a multi-stage 
screening process and 
receive useful feedback to 
improve their impact

269 (2019). The 
mark was introduced 
in 2009. Only about 
20% of applicants 
fulfil the criteria

Netherlands Social Enterprise 
Mark (under 
development)

Social Enterprise NL 
(network of SEs)

The network is exploring 
the feasibility of a code of 
governance for SE to ensure 
that organisations that self-
identify as SEs abide by the 
principles associated with SE

Under development

Poland [eS] certificate - 
Social Economy 
Sign

Foundation for Socio-
Economic Initiatives 
(FISE)

It is awarded to 
organisations that are 
finalists in the annual 
contest “The best social 
enterprise of the year”. 
All types of organisations 
can apply; in cases of 
entrepreneurial NPOs, only 
those carrying out unrelated 
business activity are entitled 
to apply

18 (2019). The 
certificate was 
introduced in 2011
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geared towards specific types of entities (e.g., associations, social cooperatives, SCICs, 
CAEs, WISEs). In Poland, there are several targeted support measures specifically tailored 
for social cooperatives, while other social enterprise types, namely associations and 
foundations, have much more difficulty in accessing public support. Social enterprises 
are o�en supported only if they can be considered part of the social economy, especially 
when programmes are funded by the European Social Fund, which specifically targets 
social economy organisations.

National reports show that in many countries the ESF and to a smaller extent the 
European Fund for Regional Development have been game changers for the 
development of social enterprises, creating new opportunities and giving a new boost 
in countries where no or limited public measures addressing social enterprises existed. 
This is the case in particular in CEE, where the ESF is in some instances the only source 
of public support in the form of grants that is addressing specifically social enterprises 
and has enabled the emergence of a social enterprise ecosystem.

Depending on the country, support measures are established and run at different levels: 
only (or mainly) at the national level, only (or mainly) at the local/regional level, or, 
alternatively, at both levels. Examples of programmes managed at the national level 
are Austria and Germany (with the programme managed by Germany’s Development 
Bank and the AWS, respectively). Most of the stakeholders interviewed for this 
study consider that close cooperation with local public authorities is o�en crucial 
for the development and implementation of support initiatives for innovative social 
enterprises. This is notably the case in Belgium, France, Italy, Poland and Spain, where 
policies for start-ups are very much decentralised. In the Netherlands, about 40% of 
the Dutch municipalities have developed some kind of support policy targeted at social 
entrepreneurship. It should be noted, however, that strong decentralisation may also 
result in significant regional differences.

Finally, countries also differ in terms of the sources of the financial resources used for the 
support schemes. Resources provided by local governments have proved more relevant 
than those made available by national governments. One element in this context is the 
way countries have used European structural and investment funds. Some countries 
have extensively used them to foster innovative start-ups and bottom-up experiences, 
while some countries (i.e., CEE) have also used EU funds to support their mainstream 
welfare service delivery. Business consolidation of social enterprises is supported to a 
lesser extent. In addition, many countries have chosen to use European Structural and 
Investment Funds (ESIF) to support primarily the development of WISEs and not all 
types of social enterprises. Additionally, by promoting transnational partnerships, ESIF 
have contributed to the spread of innovative entrepreneurship models throughout the 
Member States. Although some stakeholders interviewed for this study have expressed 
some criticism (see Section 5), there is a shared recognition of the positive contribution 
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made by the ESIF to the formation and growth of the social enterprise sector, especially 
in countries in which it was less developed.

Private contributions and measures

Private contributions to start up and scale are made in terms of both human and financial 
resources. The latter can be made available by founders themselves or provided by 
third parties.

In terms of human resources, a major role in the emergence of the first and more 
innovative social enterprises and in lobbying for their recognition has been played and 
in some countries is still played by volunteers. They had a fundamental role in the early 
stages of the development of many national and local experiences, when the emerging 
social enterprises were not able to attract enough resources to support the costs of the 
services they provided. Volunteers o�en provided entrepreneurial skills as well.

As is generally the case for SMEs, a social enterprise can be started as a result of 
the financial resources provided by its promoters. Promoters can either be workers 
interested in a job position related to a specific activity (such as social workers desiring 
to engage in the provision of a social service) or users needing to benefit from a service 
not provided by other actors (as in the case of families in need of a nursery). In addition, 
both workers and consumers may offer the social enterprise their human resources 
for wages lower than the market wages, at least until the enterprise is sufficiently 
established. The combination of volunteers with the financial resources provided 
by founders is how social cooperatives emerged in Italy and how community social 
enterprises developed in the United Kingdom and several other countries.

More recently, in various countries several mainly grant-making foundations are 
increasingly developing support measures addressed to social enterprises. This is the 
case for traditional and new foundations (such as corporate and community foundations) 
operating at a national level (e.g., the foundations that resulted from the privatisation of 
the public and saving banks in Italy, and the German Federal Foundation in Germany) and 
at the international level, as in the case of Ashoka and other foundations that originated 
in the United States and operate particularly in CEE and SEE countries. Next to the more 
traditional modalities of support based on non-repayable grants for developing projects 
with a social aim, various foundations are adopting the new logic of venture philanthropy 
that provides support for initiatives and projects developed by social enterprises.

The support measures for the start-up of new social enterprises provided by well-
established social enterprises (based on spin-off strategies), second-level associations 
or consortia of social enterprises or other social economy organisations, through funds 
especially set up for supporting new entrepreneurial projects, are also increasing. The 
promotion of social enterprises by conventional enterprises and banking groups is 
also emerging.
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Finally, some country reports point to the diffusion and importance of crowdfunding platforms 
aimed at collecting donations or equity from private citizens and private enterprises for the 
start-up of new social enterprises. In some countries (e.g., Bulgaria) crowdfunding is 
considered one of the key opportunities for the development of social enterprises.

2.3.2. Resources from income-generating activities

To guarantee the continuity and growth of their activities, social enterprises, as all 
enterprises, must produce goods or services that generate enough income to cover the 
production costs and to generate some management surplus to support investments 
and growth. However, given their specificities and the nature of the goods and services 
they produce, social enterprises cannot rely only on a well-defined single market but 
must derive their income from several sources: market and non-market activities, public 
and private. The non-market resources derive from public grants or subsidies, donations 
and membership fees. Public grants and subsidies are the most common way to 
support traditional non-profit organisations and are still largely used to support WISEs 
in employing disadvantaged people, while membership fees are an important source 
of income for social enterprises providing sport and cultural services. The resources 
obtained through market exchanges can derive from contracts established—in more 
or less competitive forms—with public authorities mainly for the provision of welfare 
services or from sales to private users or—in the case of WISEs—business-to-business 
exchanges. Consequently, the large majority of social enterprises in all countries rely 
on a mix of financial resources derived from different income-generating activities. In 
addition, they rely on a mix of paid and unpaid (volunteer) human resources who help 
to contain production costs and to reduce the need for financial resources.

The different mix of resources used by social enterprises in each country is summarised 
in the following table.
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Table 11. Resource mix from income-generating activities in EU Member States

Country Types of resources

Austria Mix of resources derived from public subsidies, public contracts, sales of goods and services, 
membership fees, donations and other private revenues. The composition of the resource mix 
depends on the type of organisation and the services provided. At one extreme, there are 185 
larger cooperative social enterprises active in the field of housing, which rely on public subsidies for 
approx. 90% of their income; at the other extreme, there are some well-established enterprises in 
the NPO sector, for which market-generated income represents at least 50% of the total income 
(where the smaller organisations prove to be more market-oriented than the bigger ones).

Belgium Well-structured mix of resources deriving from public subsidies, public contracts, sales of goods 
and services, membership fees, donations and other private revenues. The composition of the 
resource mix depends on the type of organisation and the services provided. Statistics are not 
available for SEs, only for associations.

Bulgaria Resource mix where service-providing SEs are supported by both public funds and private clients. 
WISEs derive their resources mainly from private sources and are supported by public subsidies for 
each worker employed (30% of the labour costs).

Croatia Resource mix characterised by a significant share of public funding consisting largely of grants 
for employing disadvantaged workers in WISEs. The Croatian Employment Service offers various 
support for employers to employ different vulnerable and underrepresented social groups. They 
offer small grants for starting a business and self-employment, subsidies for workers’ salaries, 
grants for reimbursement of additional costs associated with the employment, and grants for 
education and training of workers with disabilities. Social entrepreneurs can use these measures. 
The law on public procurement allows the possibility of issuing reserved contracts for NPOs in the 
fields of health, social and cultural services.

Cyprus Resource mix based mainly on public subsidies granted for supporting start-up and the 
employment of disadvantaged workers and on income from private sources for SEs active in the 
environment, animal protection and waste management (reuse, recycling, recovery and disposal).

Czech 
Republic

Resource mix derived from a combination of different activities and market opportunities. The 
overall income of SEs includes a broad spectrum of both public and private sources. However, it 
is difficult to assess the level of their grant dependency or their dependency on public sources 
more generally. WISEs generate a high proportion of income from their own economic activities. 
Moreover, SEs very o�en combine various forms of public support. WISEs make use of payments 
according to the Employment Act; about 50% also access funding from EU grants. Other sources 
of public money are very rare. Only 10% managed to attract other grants either from the state 
or from local municipalities; a few also obtained private donations and support from non-profit 
foundations.

Denmark Different mix of resources depending on the type of SE. Municipality-based enterprises are driven 
by a resource mix based on public subsidies, private investment and market-based income. Market-
based enterprises (including some WISEs) rely mainly on marked-based income. The SEs in the 
NPO sector rely largely on volunteers and public subsidies.

Estonia Resource mix from a combination of various revenue streams, including public payments obtained 
through public tenders and paid services addressed to private customers. The importance of private 
sources is increased since social sector tenders usually require winners to subsidise their budgets 
with grants, volunteering or “doing more with less”. Income from private customers characterises 
SEs engaged in environmental protection, hobby, education, culture, sustainable production and 
consumption, tourism and cultural activities.
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>> to support private providers with subsidies or grants covering all or part of the 
production costs;

>> to assign vouchers to users that can be spent at accredited institutions, including 
social enterprises, or recognising a fixed payment to the service provider 
organisation directly chosen by the user;

>> to pay the service on behalf of the users from provider organisations, including 
social enterprises covering all or part of the costs through contracts that can be 
signed directly or a�er entering a tender (which could be open or restricted to 
some providers).

Currently, all of these modalities are applied even in the same country, for the same 
or different services and/or by different—national or local—public authorities. However, 
over the last two decades, most EU Member States have been progressively moving 
away from grants and contracts signed without competitive comparison between 
different organisations, both to reduce the costs of services and to align with the EU’s 
public procurement rules. As a result, they are evolving towards more open, transparent 
and competitive public procurement procedures.

The impact of this evolution has been controversial. On the one hand, it opened the 
provision of services to new, more innovative and more efficient providers and contributed 
to stabilising the relationships between social enterprises and public agencies. For this 
reason, in many countries, regardless of the degree of development of their welfare 
regimes, public procurement is considered a key to widening market opportunities 
and the development of social enterprises. On the other hand, however, stakeholders 
consulted for this study expressed doubts about the modalities in which the public 
procurement rules are implemented. Indeed, the way public procurement regulations 
have been interpreted by certain national laws sometimes hampers the exploitation 
of this opportunity. For instance, when public tenders are open to conventional 
enterprises and/or based exclusively or mainly on cost minimisation criteria, they 
have o�en negatively impacted on the quality of services and working conditions. 
Moreover, stakeholders observed that competitive tenders can push social enterprises 
into adopting more standardised practices typical of either public welfare providers 
or conventional enterprises, making them abandon the propensity to innovate. Most 
important, competitive tenders push for the concentration of social enterprises to supply 
their services in favour of the group of users targeted by the public policies, at the same 
time weakening their attention and advocacy role in favour of detecting and addressing 
unmet needs, with detrimental effects for the most vulnerable beneficiaries. These 
shortcomings seem attenuated when the contractual procedures are decentralised and 
managed by regions or municipalities: in many countries decentralisation seems to 
guarantee better quality of services and enhance social innovation.
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Unlike social and general interest services, public support to WISEs is mainly provided 
through two specific instruments: (i) subsidies or reduction of taxes and social security 
contributions aimed at reducing the cost of labour for any disadvantaged worker 
employed; and (ii) non-competitive direct assignment of public works aimed at expanding 
the production activities of WISEs and the number of jobs. In several countries, both 
of these instruments have been established and regulated by national laws. However, 
drawing on the experience of sheltered workshops, the 2014 EU Directive on public 
procurement allowed reserved contracts only to work integration organisations at 
which disadvantaged workers accounted for at least 50% of the total employees. 
Nevertheless, according to some national regulations, organisations employing a lower 
percentage of disadvantaged workers (between 30% and 50%) are considered WISEs.

Against this background, the EU public procurement rules (2014/24/EU) that came into 
force in 2014 made a significant step forward. Indeed, they offer new opportunities to 
social enterprises and encourage the evaluation of bids, in particular those concerning 
social and health services, on the basis of the best price/quality ratio. Indeed, the new 
regulations establish the rule of “economically most advantageous offer” for contracting 
practices, which allows public authorities to assign more importance to the social value 
or output expected from the service provider than to the price offered by the tender 
participants. Furthermore, EU public procurement rules provide more opportunities 
for reserved contracts, reducing to 30% the percentage of disadvantaged people or 
people with disabilities needed to reserve contracts and encouraging the adoption 
of “social and ethical clauses”, regarding working conditions, equal opportunities, etc. 
The adoption and concrete application of these clauses are, however, decided at the 
country level.

All the Member States have transposed this important EU Directive and, in particular, 
the possibility to reserve contracts to enterprises employing at least 30% of 
disadvantaged workers. This possibility is increasingly used by countries (CEE) where 
the public expenditure for buying social and general-interest-service social enterprises 
is limited. Other types of social, ethical and environmental clauses that could help 
social enterprises are used less frequently (except in some countries, such as Belgium, 
France, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and England and Scotland in the 
United Kingdom) because of the more complex approach they require.

However, in spite of this improvement in public procurement regulation, its practical, 
concrete application in many countries is only in its infancy and is considered largely 
unsatisfactory, especially from the point of view of social enterprises. The shortcomings 
identified in most national reports depend on several factors: first, the ex-ante 
evaluation of the quality of the services and of the social value remains extremely 
difficult and easily contestable; second, there is a lack of information, and there are 
few opportunities to share experiences, combined with a shortage of appropriate skills 
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Relationship with private actors: individual, collective, business-to-business

Social enterprises also address private demand for services, involving both individual 
users and conventional enterprises: country analyses confirm that income generated by 
private resources is generally growing.

The demand from individual users exists for both social and health services that are 
not fully covered by public welfare policies or that are less standardised, as well as 
alternative (such as some educational services) and personal services that, although 
affecting well-being, are not included in the public supply, such as cultural, sport and 
recreational services (including forms of social tourism, circular economy, new sustainable 
and ecological agribusiness activities, etc.). These latter services are activities in which 
social enterprises can develop significant new markets with great potential in terms 
of both economic growth and employment. For several of these services, a great part 
of the contributions of users take the form of membership fees. When the service is 
addressed to disadvantaged groups of people, private donations can also contribute to 
covering the costs. However, it seems that, at least for the moment, it is mainly social 
enterprises that have been active for many years and have grown to a considerable 
size that succeed in achieving a significant share of income from private market sales.

The demand from conventional enterprises takes mainly two forms: (i) the more 
traditional and widespread demand for products offered by WISEs on a contractual basis 
and (ii) the emerging demand for corporate welfare services delivered to the employees 
of mainstream enterprises to support their professional and private lives. An interesting 
way to increase the collaboration between WISEs and conventional enterprises has 
been experienced, for example, in Croatia, Italy and Slovakia, where firms having more 
than 15 or 20 employees must employ a certain number of employees with disabilities. 
If they do not, they have to pay a fine or prove that they are buying products or services 
from WISEs, creating new private markets for social enterprises.

2.3.3. Repayable resources

The availability and use of repayable financial resources for social enterprises is very 
heterogeneous both on the demand and supply sides. In countries in which the social 
enterprise phenomenon is in its early stages of development, such as Central and 
Eastern Europe, both demand for and supply of repayable resources are only beginning 
to emerge. Conversely, in countries with a more consolidated social enterprise sector 
there is a significant and growing demand for repayable financial resources that seems 
to be adequately met by public and private suppliers, including specialised financial 
institutions and traditional financial intermediaries (as in the cases of Italian social 
cooperatives and British social enterprises). In these countries there is an overall 
equilibrium between demand for and supply of repayable resources for social enterprises, 
and at least the ones that are more established and with enough assets can invest and 
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grow. Finally, there are countries in which the demand for repayable finance is growing 
but there is no evidence of its real amount and of whether it is satisfied. Both from the 
country reports and the interviews with the stakeholders it is not always possible to 
verify whether the claims of a generalised lack of financial resources refers to starting 
up, income generation or repayable resources.

Despite this heterogeneity, the mapping study enables to make some considerations.

The demand for repayable resources seems to be, at least at the moment, not very high, 
for several reasons. The most important is that social enterprises—with the exception 
of some WISEs—have until recently been mainly engaged in labour-intensive activities 
and did not need to undertake large investments. Consequently, the belief that the 
growth of social enterprises is prevented by a limited supply of repayable financial 
resources is not fully supported by the empirical evidence from the country reports and 
academic research. This is confirmed by the scarce use of dedicated public funds and 
the limited recourse to the opportunities offered by several financial institutions, such 
as Big Society Capital in the United Kingdom, where the size of the social enterprise 
sector is one of the largest in Europe and the central government has notably used 
finance as a mechanism to support social enterprises. At the same time, according to a 
survey focussed on a sample of British social enterprises, only 15% of them indicated 
that they have sought external financial resources over the three years preceding the 
research. A similar situation is found in Italy, where the banking system seems to have 
satisfied the significant demand for repayable finance from social cooperatives, and 
in Luxembourg. The still-limited demand also explains the scant interest amongst 
social enterprises in innovative social finance instruments, such as impact investing, 
social impact bonds, social venture capital (to which considerable relevance has been 
assigned by the G7 Social Impact Investment Taskforce) and participative or alternative 
finance outside the traditional financial system, such as crowdfunding (still far from 
being fully developed).

The supply of repayable financial resources for social enterprises varies widely from 
country to country.14 Depending on the degree of development of the financial sector, 
social enterprises can, at least in theory, count on:

>> Public (or quasi-public, as in the case of cooperative mutual funds made 
compulsory by law) financial institutions or special funds specifically dedicated 
to financing investments in public and private organisations managing activities 
of public interest, including social economy organisations, non-profit entities and 
social enterprises, as in Austria, France, Germany and Italy.

>> Traditional financial intermediaries that in several countries are already financing 
social enterprises and are increasingly interested in responding to their credit 

(14)  A detailed presentation of the main measures is available in appendix 5.
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needs, especially where the sector is well developed and clearly regulated. In 
France, Germany and Italy, for example, retail banks are frequently providing loans 
to social enterprises, which appear to be less affected by the economic downturn 
than enterprises operating in private markets and generally show a low level of 
risk given their small size.

>> Socially oriented banks, such as cooperative banks (which can be found, for 
example, in Belgium, France, Italy and Spain) and ethical banks (e.g., Banca Etica 
in Italy and Spain, La Nef in France and Triodos Bank in Belgium, France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Spain and United Kingdom), which are in principle particularly 
willing to fund local initiatives such as the ones promoted by social enterprises. 
Various traditional banks have also created or are willing to establish specialised 
institutions or particular divisions that are conceived to address specifically the 
financial needs of non-profit organisations. This is the case for UniCredit and UBI 
Banca in Italy, BNP Paribas in France and Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego (BGK) in 
Poland, which provide financial support within the framework of EU funds.

>> Financial support or financial institutions established by national or local networks of 
social enterprises, such as Social Finance Foundation, Clann Credo and Community 
Finance Ireland in Ireland; Initiative France, France Active and Finansol in France; 
CGM Finance (established by the consortium of social cooperatives CGM), and the 
cooperative mutual funds Fondosviluppo and Coopfond in Italy.

>> Emerging private social venture capital funds, established by existing or new 
foundations, ethical banks or their foundations but also by individual entrepreneurs 
and families. Examples can be found in Germany (BonVenture, Ananda Impact 
Ventures), Belgium (SI2 Fund), Italy (OltreVenture, SEFEA IMPACT) and France 
(Phitrust, Groupe SOS Pulse). However, the targets of most of these funds are not 
only social enterprises but a larger spectrum of organisations, so-called “impact-
driven enterprises”. Grant-making foundations (national and international) are 
moving towards strategies of venture philanthropy and are showing a growing 
interest in supporting social enterprises’ investments through low-interest or 
interest-free loans to be repaid under certain conditions. Some of the above-
mentioned institutions and other actors are starting to use crowdfunding platforms 
to collect equities and sell bonds. There is a widespread feeling that this way of 
using crowdfunding platforms could become one of the most important tools for 
the development of social enterprises in Europe.

The availability of these suppliers of financial resources differs from country to country, 
but that alone does not explain the belief that the lack of financial resources is the 
main obstacle to the development of social enterprises. There are other factors that 
prevent social enterprises from accessing all of the financial resources they need. The 
most important of these factors is that the demand in many countries struggles to 
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enterprises, while most of these same banks have difficulties financing newer types of 
social enterprises with more profit-oriented business models.

At the same time, the country reports also seem to foresee that this situation might 
change before long, especially if social enterprises begin engaging in more capital-
intensive activities, such as urban renewal, waste management, management of 
facilities for cultural activities, cultural heritage management, social housing, etc. This 
will require designing a more adequate and accessible supply as well as training social 
entrepreneurs to become more financially ready. To this end, especially noteworthy are 
those specific programmes—including the provision of innovative fiscal incentives under 
experimental use in Italy and the United Kingdom—that favour capitalisation from 
the bottom up (users, workers, members and the community at large), such as small 
subsidies, matching funds and guarantee funds (already available in several countries 
and provided by the EU) that safeguard the lender in the case of social enterprise 
loan default, hence incentivising lenders to extend loans to social enterprises that they 
might otherwise consider too risky.

At the EU level, the EU Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) programme 
includes a dedicated axis for microfinance and social enterprise finance. This 
includes mainly repayable financial instruments (loans and equity) but also grants 
and technical assistance to support the capacity of the finance providers as well as 
the investment readiness of social enterprises. The data from the first three years 
of the implementation of a guarantee instrument, boosting the supply of loans to 
social enterprises, indicates that there is a significant demand for this type of finance, 
although the outreach is still partial.



https://www.eif.org/what_we_do/microfinance/easi/easi-guarantee-instrument/index.htm
https://www.eif.org/what_we_do/microfinance/easi/easi-guarantee-instrument/index.htm
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In most countries, the fiscal framework within which social enterprises operate is rather 
complex and fragmented. Few countries have developed a clear policy providing specific 
and consistent fiscal incentives for social enterprises (i.e., fiscal benefits designed to 
address the specific needs of social enterprises and to help them grow). In countries 
with a strong presence of welfare organisations, such as Germany, fiscal benefits act 
as a more effective support measure for social enterprises and are better coordinated. 
Conversely, countries with a less developed non-profit sector and countries that do not 
favour specific types of organisations tend to envisage fewer fiscal support measures, 
which are generally open to all enterprises.

Table 13 below illustrates the diffusion of the main tax benefits for social enterprises 
by country. More detailed information is outlined in appendix 6.

Table 13. Main fiscal benefits granted to social enterprises

Type of fiscal benefits Yes, without limitations Yes, with limitations Not available

Corporate tax exemption 
on retained profits

AT, DE, EL, FR, HU, IE, IT, 
LU, LV, MT, PL

BE, BG, CZ, ES, HR, LT, NL, 
PL, RO, SE, SI, SK, UK

CY, DK, EE, FI

VAT exemption or reduced 
rate

AT, BE, DE, FR, HU, IT, PL, 
PT

LU, SK BG, CY, CZ, DK, EE, EL, ES, 
FI, HR, IE, LT, LV, MT, NL, 
RO, SE, SI, UK

Social insurance costs 
reduced or covered by 
subsidies

AT, BE, HR, SE BG, EL, ES, FI, FR, IE, IT, 
LV, PL, PT, SI, SK 

CY, CZ, DE, DK, EE, HU, LT, 
LU, MT, NL, RO, UK

Tax reductions granted to 
private and/or institutional 
donors

– AT, BE, BG, CZ, DE, EE, ES, 
FR, HR, HU, IE, IT, LT, LU, 
LV, NL, PL, PT, SI, UK

CY, DK, EL, FI, MT, RO, 
SE, SK

The most widespread fiscal benefit is a corporate tax exemption on the retained profits, 
which can be compulsory or voluntary. This depends on the non-profit nature of social 
enterprises. However, the exemption in some countries is full and applies to all retained 
profits, while in others it is subject to various limitations. In Belgium, for instance, WISEs’ 
profits put into an asset lock scheme are subject to partial tax reductions, while in Italy, 
with the new Third Sector Reform Law, social enterprises enjoy a full reduction while 
social cooperatives have to pay the corporate tax on 3% of compulsory retained profits.

The second most widespread benefit (granted by 16 countries) consists in reduced or 
completely waived social insurance costs for the disadvantaged people employed by 
some types of WISEs at which the employment of disadvantaged workers is at least 
30% of the workforce. Even when these benefits are granted to all enterprises if they 
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Research has also been undertaken by national governments and other public 
organisations, opening the door to debates around the topic and raising awareness 
about the situation of social enterprises in specific countries. For instance, in Romania, 
the Prometheus project (2010-2013)18 funded through the ESF raised the visibility 
of social enterprises through a combination of scientific research and university-level 
courses on social enterprises and social economy in the country.

However, beyond statistical accounting, there seems to be a fragmentation in terms 
of research around social enterprises within countries as well as from an academic 
standpoint. Despite the creation of ministerial and regional units devoted to the 
promotion and support of social enterprises, no consolidated agenda for research 
exists within most countries. Moreover, many research projects at both national and 
international level rely on a conception of social enterprise that differs from the SBI 
definition or focus specifically on social entrepreneurship.

Research centres are being established across Europe focussing on social enterprise, 
social economy, social entrepreneurship and, in many cases, social innovation. An 
interesting trend is emerging around the creation of smaller, locally based research 
centres (e.g., in Austria) which are well placed to contribute data and analyses based 
on territories and usually focus on specific themes and topics. In addition, think tanks 
(or the newer version of think-and-do tanks) are also appearing throughout Europe, 
very o�en involving not only researchers but also a myriad of consultants and social 
enterprise stakeholders.

Nationally and regionally based networks of researchers constitute an additional 
strategy for empowering researchers at the beginning of their careers and consolidating 
connections among established scholars. FinSERN in Finland, the IRIS Network in 
Italy and CIRIEC-Spain (with its PhD branch, REJIES) are examples of these networks. 
Another innovative initiative that goes beyond EU countries to connect social enterprise 
researchers is the COST Action, “Empowering the next generation of social enterprise 
researchers” (EMPOWER-SE).19 Through a combination of research and networking 
activities that include meetings, seminars, scientific stays and conference grants, 
peripheral country researchers—with a focus on early career and female researchers—
are accessing a research community and nurturing connections to create new research 
opportunities and strengthen their national contexts.

Beyond nationally bound research projects, international projects directly related to 
social enterprises are mentioned in numerous countries. Particularly, nine projects 
(included in box 2) appear recurrently across country reports.

(18)  Promoting social economy in Romania through research, education and training at European 
standards.

(19)  http://www.empowerse.eu/

http://www.empowerse.eu/
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Box 2. Major international research projects focussing 
on social enterprise

EU-funded projects

>> CrESSI – Creating Economic Space for Social Innovation 
Duration: February 2014-February 2018 
Website: https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/research/centres-and-initiatives/skoll-centre-
social-entrepreneurship/creating-economic-space

>> EFESEIIS – Enabling the Flourishing and Evolution of Social Entrepreneurship for 
Innovative and Inclusive Societies 
Duration: December 2013-November 2016 
Website: https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/111161/factsheet/en

>> FAB-MOVE – For a better tomorrow: social enterprises on the move! 
Duration: January 2016-December 2018 
Website: https://www.uni-muenster.de/IfPol/FAB-MOVE/

>> SEFORÏS – Social Enterprise as a Force for more Inclusive and Innovative 
Societies 
Duration: January 2014-April 2017 
Website: http://www.seforis.eu/

>> SIMPACT – Boosting the Impact of Social Innovation in Europe through Economic 
Underpinnings 
Duration: January 2014-December 2016 
Website: https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/111403/factsheet/en

>> SOLIDUS – Solidarity in European Societies: Empowerment, Social Justice and 
Citizenship 
Duration: June 2015-May 2018 
Website: http://solidush2020.eu

>> TSI – Third Sector Impact 
Duration: January 2014-January 2017 
Website: www.thirdsectorimpact.eu

EU-led projects

>> IESI – ICT-Enabled Social Innovation 
Duration: January 2014-November 2017 
Website: https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/iesi

https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/research/centres-and-initiatives/skoll-centre-social-entrepreneurship/creating-economic-space
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/research/centres-and-initiatives/skoll-centre-social-entrepreneurship/creating-economic-space
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/111161/factsheet/en
https://www.uni-muenster.de/IfPol/FAB-MOVE/
http://www.seforis.eu/
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/111403/factsheet/en
http://solidush2020.eu
http://www.thirdsectorimpact.eu
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/iesi
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Dutch students seeking to promote the creation of social enterprises led by students 
and support their start-up phase with a combination of services and resources.

Plans for launching policies, such as national strategies or national plans, o�en provide 
unique opportunities for launching research projects, frequently including consultation 
processes that produce interesting research. Two examples are the long-term Strategy 
for the Development of Social Economy in Slovenia 2019-2029 or the National Social 
Enterprise Policy for Ireland 2019-2022.

2.4.2. Consolidation of social enterprise education and training

The incorporation of social enterprise and bordering phenomena in formal education 
was initiated several decades ago, though it was not until recently that it began to 
spread among most EU Member States. Indeed, in the EU, both countries where social 
enterprises have a longstanding tradition and countries where social enterprises 
constitute a relatively recent trend, curricula on social enterprise and related fields 
now exist in high-level educational institutions (HEI). They range from courses and 
modules to full programmes and are available via online learning or through distance 
and blended learning platforms and range from regular bachelor’s degree subjects to 
graduate and postgraduate levels that include lifelong learning. The Open University in 
the United Kingdom and UNED in Spain are good examples of online universities with 
devoted curricula on social enterprise. Belgium, France, Italy and the United Kingdom 
are among the countries with longstanding traditions of social enterprise education 
and training in higher education institutions (HEIs), but other countries, such as Croatia, 
the Czech Republic and Slovenia, have also developed university curricula on social 
enterprise in recent years that reach graduate and postgraduate levels.

Moreover, the establishment of curricula devoted to the study of social enterprises 
in countries where such phenomenon are less well known, such as Malta, confirms 
a support trend that stems from universities and research centres. The situation is 
also promising in neighbouring countries, such as Albania or Turkey, which, despite 
being at an awareness-creation stage regarding social enterprises, have a number of 
universities and other institutions providing social enterprise education. However, this is 
not the case in North Macedonia, where no curricula exist in HEIs.

As with research, many training and educational programmes are designed to manage 
social entrepreneurship activities rather than social enterprises specifically, as conceived 
by the SBI definition. Some types of HEIs mentioned in the national reports (e.g., applied 
science universities in Germany or the Netherlands) have a very practical approach 
to training, which constitutes an opportunity for attracting people interested in social 
enterprise practice. Lifelong learning around social enterprise represents a promising 
avenue to allow people in all stages of their careers to consider learning about and 
putting into practice social enterprise knowledge.
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An interesting trend is the sustained increase in the number of master’s and PhD theses 
and dissertations conducted on the topic of social enterprise and related phenomena, 
as mentioned in many of the country reports. Many are of a comparative nature, which 
enriches the analyses that can stem from such work. They enable potential researchers 
to stay in academia, so access to a PhD network is critical to provide a sense of 
community and encourage students to pursue academic careers. The integration of 
researchers and trainers in existing networks and communities (like the EMPOWER-
SE COST Action) and the consolidation of EU funding schemes, such as Erasmus and 
Erasmus+, have been fundamental for such development.

It is worth mentioning the arrival of social enterprise programmes in primary and 
secondary schools in countries such as Belgium, Germany, Spain and United Kingdom. 
In Spain, secondary public school students in Andalusia and other regions can develop 
their own cooperative throughout the year, learning about the values and principles of 
the social economy and about collective entrepreneurship. Two relevant strategies for 
spreading such innovations would be via networks and federations as well as regional 
governments as they can mainstream them into other schools in the public system.20

2.4.3. Skills development

Providers of education and training on social enterprise also exist beyond formal 
education institutions. Indeed, a large array of programmes exist with the support 
of private funders or public administrations as part of social enterprise development 
policies. In Slovenia, for instance, regional development agencies play this role. 
This also happen in Slovakia, where a separate regional structure supporting social 
enterprises is being developed. In France, several programmes in HEIs (e.g., HEC) have 
been introduced in the last 10 years. In addition to some theoretical foundations, these 
programmes emphasise the skills and networking development of social entrepreneurs 
and managers, such as business and organisational development, communication and 
leadership skills, etc. Numerous training initiatives are o�en coupled with awards and 
prizes that include instruction in these kinds of skills and networking development. In 
many cases, these awards also include part of the initial funding, or access to potential 
funders, a�er a business plan has been developed as part of the training. Issues such as 
financial viability, social impact and innovativeness tend to be goals for the participants 
aiming to achieve such recognition.

Networks, support organisations and second-level organisations (e.g., consortia 
and federations) also fulfil a monitoring role in the sector. Some specific second-
level organisations representing specific legal forms across EU Member States (e.g., 

(20)  The European project NEMESIS (http://www.nemesis-edu.eu) has identified entrepreneurial 
initiatives for civic engagement in schools across Europe.

http://www.nemesis-edu.eu
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cooperatives) have been paramount to the creation of ad hoc capacity-building and 
training programmes to boost the development of the sector. They contribute to the 
legitimacy of such training programmes and very o�en conduct them in a collaborative 
manner with other actors from the ecosystem. Such programmes can be found, for 
instance, in France (various programmes with incubators and territorial networks), Italy 
(various executive programmes focussed on social enterprise) and Spain (School of 
Social Economy). International organisations, such as Ashoka and NESsT, and national 
organisations, such as the Civil Society Development Foundation (CSDF) in Romania, 
produce numerous reports and training on social enterprises. EU-funded projects are 
also a source of training and skills development, particularly in the countries that have 
accessed the EU in the twenty-first century, but this non-formal training is described, in 
some cases, as irregular and lacking systematisation.

Initiatives for helping social entrepreneurs to develop their business ideas, properly 
design and start up their enterprises have been growing in the last decade in the large 
majority of EU Member States. They take different forms—hubs with spaces dedicated 
to the new entrepreneurs, incubators and accelerators providing mainly consultancy 
and sometimes direct or indirect financial resources—and focus on different targets, 
with some open to any entrepreneurial idea and some specialised in serving only social 
enterprises. They are generally established and managed privately, by consortia or 
second-level organisations and sometimes also take the form of autonomous social 
enterprises. They are o�en supported by public grants, increasingly obtained thanks to 
participation in tenders or projects, or by foundations or other private institutions. The 
better established ones can partially count on the sale of their services.

Incubators, foundations and banks o�en provide support to new social enterprises 
through competitions of ideas that envisage prize money intended to equip awarded 
ideas with assets for starting up. This is especially the case in France.
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Country Year
Estimated 
number of SEs

Number of 
SEs per million 
inhabitants

Estimated 
number of 
employees

Degree of 
data reliability

SE concept 
use & 
acceptance

Luxembourg 2017-
2018

928 1,546 24,055 High High

Malta 2018 31-62 65-130 N.A. Low Low

Montenegro 2018 150 241 < 500 Low Low

Netherlands 2015-
2016

5,000-6,000 290-350 65,000-80,000 Low Low

North 
Macedonia

2013-
2015

551 266 N.A. Low Low

Norway 2016 250 47 N.A. Average Low

Poland 2016-
2019

29,535 768 428,700 High Average

Portugal 2013 7,938 771 145,734 Average Average

Romania 2015-
2017

6,317 323 17,117 Average Average

Serbia 2012 411 59 4,273 Average Low

Slovakia 2014 3,737 687 N.A. Low Average

Slovenia 2017 1,393 674 15,063 Average Average

Spain 2017 9,680 208 >91,500 High High

Sweden 2009-
2016

Approx. 3,000 Approx. 296 N.A. Low Low

Turkey 2016-
2018

1,776 22 N.A. Average Low

United 
Kingdom

2007-
2017

30,753 464 353,357 Very high Very high

3.1.4. Information on turnover

Very limited data are available on the economic turnover of social enterprises. Exceptions 
include Estonia, where social enterprises account for an annual turnover of 52.4 million 
EUR; Hungary, with a turnover of 2.3 billion; Ireland, with a turnover of 1.4 billion; Italy, 
with a turnover of 37.3 billion; the Netherlands, with a turnover of 3.5 billion; and 
Portugal, with a turnover of 3.3 billion. Similar to employment, available data on the 
composition of turnover confirm that social enterprises are rather small in size in most 
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The legal form of a gGmbH appears a priori to be a good option for social enterprises. 
Nevertheless, this option is not systematically used by social enterprises because of 
several limitations. First, activities considered public benefit activities are quite limited. 
Second, the need to clearly define the public benefit purpose and strictly identify 
the target group was seen as a barrier for social enterprises in their early phase of 
development. Moreover, the ability to build up reserves is restricted, which can in turn 
undermine the access to finance. The administrative burden associated with reporting 
requirements was also mentioned.

Last but not least, capital requirements are seen as an additional barrier. On this last 
point, there has been a recent change in laws that will make it easier to set up private 
limited companies in Austria.

The above-mentioned shortcomings with regard to Austria also apply in general to 
Germany (despite recent amendments to the legal framework).

WISE statuses

In a significant number of EU countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Germany, 
Poland, Romania, Slovenia and Spain, statuses recognising WISEs specifically have 
been introduced to facilitate especially the integration of disabled people. In some 
cases, WISEs have been introduced by recent legislation (e.g., Finland, Lithuania, Spain); 
in other cases, they are regulated by legislation that is more than 40 years old, including 
laws that were inherited from the communist regime in CEE (e.g., Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Slovenia).

In all the above-mentioned cases, a variety of legal forms can be characterised as 
WISEs, provided that at least 30% of the workforce is represented by disadvantaged 
individuals or persons with disabilities. Thus, unlike other legal frameworks regulating 
social enterprises, WISE statuses limit the social enterprise qualification only to those 
companies which include work integration as a permanent and significant aspect of 
their scope and mode of functioning. In Finland and Lithuania, only organisations 
operating in the field of work integration of disadvantaged people are eligible to obtain 
the social enterprise status.

Over the years, there has been a progressive enlargement of the typologies of 
disadvantaged people to be integrated by those legal forms that obtain the WISE 
status, whereas in the past only people with disabilities could be integrated.
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3.2.2. Institutionalised and de facto social enterprises

As illustrated by table 16 below, depending on the country, social enterprises are set 
up via ad hoc legal forms, statuses and accreditation schemes designed specifically for 
social enterprises and/or via existing organisations that may fulfil the social enterprise 
criteria (e.g., associations, cooperatives, conventional enterprises). Borderline types are 
also mentioned: they refer to initiatives and organisations that cannot be regarded as 
social enterprises, although they are mission-driven, because they do not prioritise the 
pursuit of social aims and/or do not carry out economic activities on a regular basis.
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Country Institutionalised forms of SE
Organisations that can be considered SEs, provided that they comply 
with the three dimensions of the EU operational definition Borderline types

NL - >>Associations with/without public benefit status
>>Cooperatives with/without public benefit status
>>Foundations with/without public benefit status
>>Limited liability companies with/without public benefit status

>>Sole proprietors generating social impact
>>Share companies generating social impact

PL >>Professional activity establishments (ZAZ) 
(776/1997)
>>Social cooperatives (work integration, 2006)

>>Entrepreneurial non-profit organisations (ENPOs, e.g., associations and 
foundations)
>>Conventional enterprises (non-profit companies)

-

PT >>Social solidarity cooperatives (51/1996)
>>Associations, mutual associations, mercy 
houses, foundations, social cooperatives with 
status of private institution of social solidarity 
(IPSS) (172-A/2014)

>>Associations without IPSS status
>>Cooperatives without IPPS status and with/without public utility status 
>>Limited liability companies and joint-stock companies

-

RO >>Associations, foundations and conventional 
enterprises accredited as sheltered workshops 
(448/2006)
>>Different legal forms with social enterprise 
certificate (219/2015)
>>Social insertion enterprises: different legal 
forms with social mark (219/2015)

>>Associations
>>Cooperatives
>>Foundations
>>Limited liability companies and other conventional enterprises
>>Mutual aid associations for retirees

-

SE - >>Economic associations
>>Limited companies
>>Non-profit associations

>>Sole proprietors generating social impact
>>Foundations

SI >>Limited liability companies with status of 
companies for PWDs (2004)
>>Private institutes, limited liability companies 
and cooperatives with status of employment 
centre (2004)
>>Different legal forms with status of social 
enterprise (20/2011 revised in 2018)

>>Associations 
>>Cooperatives
>>Foundations 
>>Private institutes

-
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Country Institutionalised forms of SE
Organisations that can be considered SEs, provided that they comply 
with the three dimensions of the EU operational definition Borderline types

SK >>Work integration social enterprises (5/2004, 
amended 2008)
>>Social enterprises (112/2018)

>>Civic associations
>>Cooperatives
>>Foundations
>>Limited liability companies
>>Non-investment funds
>>Non-profit organisations providing public benefit services (public benefit 
organisations)

-

UK >>Community interest companies (2004) 
(registered as CIC company limited by 
guarantee or CIC company limited by shares)

>>Companies limited by guarantee (CLG) with an option to hold charitable 
status
>>Cooperatives (community benefit societies or community cooperative 
societies—previously industrial and provident societies or registered 
societies)

>>Companies limited by shares generating social impact
>>Sole proprietors generating social impact
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Non-EU countries

Country Institutionalised forms of SE
Organisations that can be considered SEs, provided that they comply 
with the three dimensions of the EU operational definition Borderline types

AL >>Associations, centres and foundations with 
status of social enterprise (work integration, 
65/2016 approved but not yet in force)

>>Agricultural cooperatives
>>Associations
>>Centres
>>Foundations
>>Limited liability companies

>>Sole proprietors generating social impact

MK - >>Associations
>>Conventional enterprises operating as sheltered workspaces
>>Cooperatives

-

IS - >>Associations
>>Conventional enterprises
>>Cooperatives
>>Different legal forms operating as vocational rehabilitation organisations
>>Self-governing foundations

-

ME - >>Associations
>>Cooperatives
>>Foundations
>>Limited liability companies
>>Protective workshops

-

NO - >>Associations
>>Cooperatives
>>Foundations
>>General partnerships and shared responsibility
>>Limited liability companies (including non-profit limited companies)

>>Sole proprietors generating social impact

RS >>Work integration social enterprises for PWDs 
(36/2009)

>>Associations
>>Conventional enterprises
>>Cooperatives
>>Foundations

-

TR - >>Commercial enterprises of community foundations and “new foundations”
>>Commercial enterprises of associations with public benefit status
>>Conventional enterprises
>>Cooperatives (mainly women and education)

>>Sole proprietors generating social impact
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4.1.2. Entrepreneurial/economic dimension

When compared with traditional non-profit organisations, social enterprises 
are distinguished by a relevant economic dimension, which is, however, less 
relevant than conventional enterprises. When compared with the latter, social 
enterprises face lower economic risks, o�en also rely on public funding and grants 
and are less attractive for investors, as they ensure low or no return altogether on 
investments. As a result, along the continuum positioning enterprises according to the 
relevance of their economic/entrepreneurial dimension, organisations operating as 
social enterprises are placed between service-providing associations and conventional 
enterprises and B Corporations.

Figure 7. Economic dimension

4.1.3. Inclusive governance-ownership dimension

Social enterprises have an inclusive dimension, which implies the engagement 
of concerned stakeholders through different means. Given their inclination towards 
empowering recipients, social enterprises are amongst the most inclusive organisations. 
When compared with traditional cooperatives they represent different interests at stake 
and involve a plurality of stakeholders in their governing bodies, including recipients, 
volunteers, workers and donors, and are managed according to democratic principles.

SE ideal type

Conventional enterprise
B Corporation

Cooperative enterprise

Advocacy association
Voluntary organisation

Membership association
Service-providing association
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Figure 8. Inclusive dimension

4.1.4. Combining the social, economic and governance dimensions

Provided that the pursuit of explicit social aims is prioritised through economic 
activities, the entrepreneurial, social and inclusive governance dimensions can be 
combined dynamically in different ways.22 The relevance of each dimension depends on 
a number of key factors: the legal form covered, the type of activity run and the stage 
of development of the social enterprise.

Due to their legally prescribed governance, social enterprises set up as cooperatives 
place more emphasis on the inclusive dimension than social enterprises set up as 
foundations and associations. Furthermore, cooperatives are more entrepreneurial 
as they rely mostly on trading than associations, which normally draw significantly 
on grants, public subsidies and donations. In some countries, the entrepreneurial 
orientation of associations and foundations is, moreover, jeopardised by cultural 
barriers hampering the evolution of associations and foundations towards a stronger 
entrepreneurial stance.

As concerns new types of social enterprises that use the legal forms of conventional 
companies, they normally have a stronger economic dimension and tend to emphasise 
innovation but place less emphasis on democratic decision-making.

(22)  Noteworthy is the proximity of the definition delivered by the SBI with the conceptual approach 
developed by the EMES International Research Network in the last 20 years (Borzaga, C. and Defourny, J. 
[2001]. The Emergence of Social Enterprise. London and New York: Routledge; Nyssens, M. [2006]. Social 
enterprise: At the crossroads of market, public policies and civil society. London and New York: Routledge; 
Defourny, J. and Nyssens, M. [2016]. Fundamentals for an International Typology of Social Enterprise 
Models”, ICSEM Working Papers, No. 33, Liege.

SE ideal typeAdvocacy association
Service-providing association

Voluntary organisation

Cooperative enterprise
Membership associationB Corporation

Conventional enterprise
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Failure to comply with the non-profit distribution constraint can be counterbalanced by 
the types of activities carried out. An example is the integration of a reasonable quota 
of disadvantaged persons into work:23 since it presupposes a strong social connotation 
of the enterprise, it is expected to make the generation of profits difficult to achieve.24 
Similarly, there is a trade-off between compliance with the non-distribution constraint 
and the participation of stakeholders: a partial (or “relaxed”) distribution of profits can be 
counterbalanced by the inclusion of all the concerned stakeholders (i.e., volunteers and/
or users) in the governance of the social enterprise, which allows for the safeguarding 
of their interests.25

The scale of “entrepreneuralisation” of the social enterprise is furthermore strongly 
influenced by its stage of development. Newly established, small social enterprises 
o�en rely largely on voluntary work and are hence less entrepreneurial. The innovation 
power of pioneer social enterprises that design successful new social services is 
conversely much stronger than the innovation power of those that copy well-
functioning social services.

The following figure builds on the values reported in table 17 that have been assigned to 
the three dimensions of the different social enterprise types to be found in Europe. The 
figure positions the most widespread social enterprise legal types vis-à-vis the social 
enterprise ideal type as defined by the SBI operational definition. Borderline cases are 
also included in the picture. The position of each type results from the interplay among 
its social, entrepreneurial/economic and inclusive dimensions.

(23)  Taking into account recent EU regulations on reserved contracts, the reasonable quota 
of disadvantaged people to be integrated into work should be at least 30% of the total number of 
employees.

(24)  Worth underlining is the misuse by opportunistic enterprises of the WISE statuses in some 
countries, such as Bulgaria, Romania and other countries distinguished by a rather high degree of 
perception of corruption.

(25)  Examples of “relaxed distribution of profits” are provided, for instance, in the legislation on social 
cooperatives in Italy and the legislation on SCICs in France. Both cooperative types are allowed to 
partially distribute annual dividends, but they must comply with a total asset lock.
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Figure 9. Organisational types and the three dimensions of the SBI definition
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Table 17. Mapping of organisational types against the EU operational definition

Organisational types
Degree of general-
interest orientation

Degree of economic/
entrepreneurial relevance

Degree of 
inclusiveness Aim/Rationale Examples

Fulfils EU 
operational 
definition?

Conventional enterprise 0 6 0 Strives for profit All countries mapped No

Sole proprietor(12) 3 6 0 Strives for profit and shows high standards of social 
responsibility

All countries mapped No

Foundation(13) 6 2 1 Pursues explicit social aims, marginal economic activity 
and no participation of recipients or workers in the 
governing bodies

All countries mapped No

Advocacy association 6 0 3 Advocates for the rights of vulnerable groups (other 
than members). Marginal economic activity. Recipients 
do not participate in governing bodies

All countries mapped No

Voluntary organisation 6 0 3 Benefits society. Marginal economic activity, low 
participation of recipients and sometimes workers

All countries mapped No

B Corporation 2 6 2 Strives for profit but shows highest standards for 
socially/environmentally responsible business and high 
accountability

AT, BE, CZ, DE, DK, EL, 
ES, FI, FR, HU, IE, IT, 
LU, MT, NL, NO, PL, 
PT, SE, TR, UK

No

Membership 
association

3 3 4 Promotes members’ (homogenous class of stakeholders 
sharing a specific interest) interests; sources of income 
and entrepreneurial risk vary from low to high

All countries mapped No

Benefit corporation/ 
mission-driven 
enterprise

3 6 2 Strives for profit and pursues explicit social aims as 
specified in their statutes. Attention paid to the impact 
of their activity upon all concerned stakeholders

FR, IT No

General-interest 
association

6 2 4 Pursues general interest aims, marginal economic 
activity, participation of members furthered (not 
necessarily homogeneous class of stakeholders)

All countries mapped No

Cooperative 3 5 4 Promotes owners’ (other than investors) interests. One-
member-one-vote (homogenous class of stakeholders) 
rule. Market incomes predominate and average-high 
entrepreneurial risk

All countries mapped No
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Organisational types
Degree of general-
interest orientation

Degree of economic/
entrepreneurial relevance

Degree of 
inclusiveness Aim/Rationale Examples

Fulfils EU 
operational 
definition?

Foundation running 
economic activities

6 4 3 - AL, BE, BG, CY, CZ, DE, 
DK, EE, ES, FI, FR, HR, 
HU, IS, IT, LT, LU, LV, 
ME, NL, NO, RO, RS, 
SI, SK

Yes

Association running 
economic activities(14)

6 4 4 - Most countries 
mapped

Yes

Public benefit company 
(PBC)/Non-profit 
organisation providing 
public benefit services 
(NOPBS)

6 4 4 - CZ, SK Yes

WISE status(15) 6 5 3 - AL, AT, BE,(16) BG, DE, 
ES, HR, FI, FR, LT, LU, 
PL, RO, RS, SI, SK

Yes

Conventional enterprise 
pursuing explicit social 
aims

6 6 4 - Most countries 
mapped

Yes

Private SE mark 6 5 5 - AT, DE, FI, PL, UK Yes

SE status(17) 6 5 5 - BG, DK, EL, FR, HR, 
IT, LU, LV, PT, RO, SI, 
SK, UK

Yes

Mutual aid society/
association

6 5 6 - BE, FR, IT, LU, PT, RO Yes

Cooperative pursuing 
social aims(18)

6 5 6 - AL, AT, BE, BG, CY, CZ, 
DE, EL, ES, FI, FR, HR, 
HU, IS, IT, LU, ME, MK, 
MT, NL, NO, PL, PT, 
RO, RS, SI, SK, TR, UK 

Yes

SE ideal type (EU 
operational definition)

6 5.5 6 - - By definition
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4.2. Social enterprise vis-à-vis public policies and 
welfare systems

The findings of the mapping study enable analysis to go beyond interpretations 
based on individual country experiences. They allow for a reflection on how the social 
enterprise is contributing to the welfare system design and reforms from a comparative 
perspective.

The following paragraph describes in a simplified way different types of national 
situations in relation to welfare regimes, public policies and the roles of social enterprises 
in these contexts. Tables 18-22 group countries based on the diverse situations in 
relation to welfare state dynamics and illustrates the appearance of social enterprises 
in different organisational forms in different countries. This box is not intended to be 
exhaustive, but it does provide a useful way to capture the diversity in this field.

4.2.1. Welfare system types and social enterprise fields of activity

In countries with a traditionally poor supply of welfare services by public providers and 
strong traditions of civic commitment, social enterprises initially emerged to fill gaps in 
welfare service delivery. In these countries, public support policies tend to sustain the 
complementary supply of general interest services by social enterprises. This situation 
occurs especially in domains in which public provision is lacking. Nevertheless, the 
degree of coverage and the types of services that social enterprises deliver strongly 
depend upon country specificities.

Besides experimenting with and ensuring an increasingly broader coverage of welfare 
services, including innovative work integration pathways, social enterprises traced 
back to this group have progressively expanded into a wide set of fields of interest 
to local communities, such as culture, environment and housing. With the caveat 
of simplifying the reality, these types of dynamics can be observed in Greece, Italy, 
Portugal and Spain.
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Table 18. Welfare system distinguished by a poor public supply of welfare services 
and strong civic engagement

Type of SE
Social and health 
services Work integration

Other societal challenges 
(e.g., community development, 
culture, innovative education, 
environment)

Cooperative and mutual aid 
society/association pursuing 
explicit social aims 

Greece, Italy, 
Portugal

Greece, Italy, 
Portugal, Spain

Greece, Portugal, Spain

Association and foundation 
running economic activities

Italy, Portugal, 
Spain

Portugal Italy, Portugal

Conventional enterprise 
pursuing explicit social aims

Portugal, Spain Greece Italy, Portugal

Special employment centre – Spain –

In those European countries where the supply of welfare services has traditionally 
been public, the emergence of social enterprise has typically been intertwined with the 
transformation of the welfare systems. Key fields of engagement have been those in 
which service delivery has been contracted out (mainly substitutive role). They have 
nevertheless been followed by a progressive expansion in additional fields of interest 
to the community, prompted by groups of concerned citizens from the bottom up. Such 
a development has taken place notably in Denmark, Finland, Sweden and the United 
Kingdom. While covering a mere executive role, social enterprises tend to substitute 
public policies in these countries.

Table 19. Welfare system with extensive public supply of social services, increasingly 
contracted out to private providers

Type of SE
Social and health 
services Work integration

Other societal challenges 
(e.g., community development, 
culture, innovative education, 
environment)

Cooperative and mutual aid 
society/association pursuing 
explicit social aims

Finland, Sweden, 
United Kingdom

Denmark, Finland, 
Sweden, United 
Kingdom

Finland, Sweden, United Kingdom

Association and foundation 
running economic activities

Denmark, Finland, 
United Kingdom

Denmark, Sweden –

Conventional enterprise 
pursuing explicit social aims

Finland, United 
Kingdom

Finland, Sweden Finland, Sweden, United Kingdom
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In countries with welfare systems under reform and/or gaps in welfare service delivery, 
social enterprises have emerged in a more diversified spectrum of areas from the 
outset showing, however, a strong inclination to address the needs of disadvantaged 
and marginalised groups. This concerns notably Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. In these 
countries, public policies benefitting social enterprises are mainly designed to enhance 
social inclusion and o�en take the form of public subsidies.

Table 20. Welfare systems that have undergone drastic reforms, and have a weak 
associative and cooperative tradition

Type of SE
Social and health 
services Work integration

Other societal challenges 
(e.g., community development, 
culture, innovative education, 
environment)

Cooperative and mutual aid 
society/association pursuing 
explicit social aims

Romania Bulgaria, Czech 
Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, Slovenia

Czech Republic, Romania

Institute, zavod, foundation 
engaged in market activities

Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Czech Republic, 
Latvia, Lithuania, 
Romania, Slovenia

Croatia, Romania, 
Slovenia

Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia

Association, PBC, PBO, 
chitalishte pursuing general 
interest and engaged in market 
activities, ZAZ

Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, 
Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia

Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Poland, 
Romania

Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia

Conventional enterprise 
pursuing general interest aims

Croatia, Czech 
Republic 

Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Latvia, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia

Croatia, Czech Republic, Greece, 
Lithuania, Slovenia

Unlike the three above-mentioned instances, countries with extensive non-profit welfare 
structures already supported by public resources and covering the majority of the needs 
of the population have seen a shi� of traditional non-profit organisations engaged in 
the welfare domain towards a stronger entrepreneurial stance (e.g., Austria, Germany 
and the Netherlands). This trend also applies to a certain extent to Belgium, France and 
Luxembourg, where public policies tend to assign either an integrative or substitutive 
role to social enterprises. These countries have also witnessed the emergence of social 
enterprises in niche areas. In Germany, emerging fields include renewable energy, 
affordable housing and fair and ecological goods.
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Table 21. Countries with extensive non-profit welfare structures heavily supported by 
public resources

Type of SE
Social and health 
services Work integration

Other societal challenges 
(e.g., community development, 
culture, innovative education, 
environment)

Cooperative and mutual aid 
society pursuing explicit social 
aims 

Austria, Belgium, 
France

Luxembourg Austria, France, Germany

Association and foundation 
running economic activities

Austria, France, 
Germany, Ireland

Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany, 
Ireland 

Austria, France, Germany, Ireland, 
Luxembourg

Conventional enterprise 
pursuing explicit social aims

Austria, France Austria, Belgium, 
France

Austria, France, Germany

Examples of countries where a social enterprise field is gradually emerging include 
Cyprus and Malta. Interestingly, in Malta there is a trend towards co-planning of service-
providing organisations and local authorities, which is likely to pave the way for social 
enterprise development.

Finally, in non-EU countries with severe poverty and high unemployment rates, social 
enterprises normally engage in extremely diverse domains, including the primary 
sector, with a view to ensuring decent incomes to farmers and their families. In these 
countries, social enterprises tend to be disconnected from public policies, which are 
rather weak and ineffective.

Table 22. Non-EU countries with high poverty rates

Type of SE
Social and health 
services Work integration

Other societal challenges 
(e.g., community development, 
culture, innovative education, 
environment)

Cooperative pursuing explicit 
social aims

Malta Turkey Albania, Malta, North Macedonia, 
Serbia, Turkey

Association and foundation 
running economic activities

Malta, North 
Macedonia, Serbia, 
Turkey

North Macedonia Albania, Turkey

Conventional enterprise 
pursuing explicit social aims

– Serbia Albania, Serbia
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All in all, social enterprises are nowadays largely diversified in terms of types of 
general interest services delivered and target groups served. From a comparative 
perspective, the main field in which social enterprise initially emerged is welfare. The 
first social enterprises succeeded in becoming rather solid in this domain thanks to 
public support. Conversely, particularly new types of social enterprises have emerged 
over the last decade to address new societal challenges, including climate change, 
waste management, migration and social cohesion enhancement through culture, art 
and sport.

These diverse fields of activity of social enterprises can, however, be traced back to 
three main areas of focus:

>> health and social services

>> work integration of disadvantaged persons

>> tackling of other societal challenges
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5
TRENDS, OPPORTUNITIES 

AND CHALLENGES
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Based on the transversal reading of the updated country reports, social enterprises 
have gained stronger visibility and have grown in number since 2014. Their relevance 
is, moreover, likely to increase further over the coming decades, given the pressing 
challenges faced by European countries.

Positive changes are particularly impressive in countries where the degree of development 
of social enterprise was rather poor in 2014. However, without further legitimisation, 
adequate support to scale up and consolidate (also through tax breaks), proper 
capacity building and access to financial resources tailored to their peculiar needs, 
social enterprises will remain vulnerable.

The vulnerability of social enterprises is to a certain extent connected to the fragmented 
debate and conceptual confusion that revolves around their role in contemporary 
societies. Moreover, vulnerability results from the strong dependency of social enterprises 
upon national and local policies, given their strong integration into EU Member States’ 
welfare systems, continuous policy changes and cuts in public spending.

The debate is caught between diverse and sometimes conflicting conceptions and 
visions of the social enterprise. One of these views sheds light on the contribution of 
social enterprises to innovating, democratising and making the welfare system more 
effective. Stakeholders supporting this interpretation link the social enterprise with the 
longstanding history of the third sector/social economy, highlight its local anchorage 
and inclusive governance and emphasise the opportunity to develop new approaches 
to public service delivery that are different from the mainstream approaches of both 
the public and private for-profit sectors.

As opposed to this interpretation, critics believe that the development of social enterprise 
may serve as an excuse with which public agencies justify their withdrawal and the 
dismantling of the welfare state. Consistent with this interpretation, social enterprises 
are not seen as autonomous entities that are driven by citizens’ active mobilisation. 
Rather, they are expected to implement public authorities’ agenda. Accordingly, social 
enterprises tend to be narrowly understood within the field of social policy and are o�en 
conflated with only employing disadvantaged people or people with disabilities (e.g., 
Croatia, Czech Republic, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia).

Both interpretations are grounded in the recent history of social enterprise and testify 
to the diverse and intertwined dynamics driving their emergence and development in 
Europe. To fully understand the roles, unexpressed potential and limitations of social 
enterprises, it is crucial to become aware of these diverse patterns. In light of this, the 
mapping exercise and analysis both contribute to capturing these dynamics and their 
interaction.

An additional challenge highlighted by the stakeholders consulted for this study is the 
need to adhere to a shared understanding of what constitutes a social enterprise. Based 
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The domains of engagement of social enterprise are progressively broadening. Social 
enterprises constantly engage with growing societal problems, which differ from country 
to country and within countries and local territories. Demographic changes linked to 
low birth rates and ageing populations, in-migration (e.g., Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, 
Sweden) and out-migration flows (e.g., Bulgaria, Poland, Romania and Slovakia), climate 
change, regional development, and marginalisation of remote communities and groups, 
including Roma (e.g., Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia), are amongst the 
most pressing challenges faced by social enterprises in EU Member States.

Against the decrease in the number of traditional low-skills positions induced by 
digital technologies, innovative approaches to integrating disadvantaged people have, 
moreover, the potential for success in emerging fields, such as social farming, upcycling 
and culture, in which social enterprises are increasingly engaging. This wider perspective 
going beyond the welfare domain is reflected in recent legal reforms acknowledging new 
societal challenges tackled by social enterprise (i.e., Bulgaria, Italy, Slovenia). In some 
countries, stakeholders highlight the natural linkage between the national adaptation 
of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the space for social enterprise to 
focus on “green policy” and environmental sustainability (e.g., Czech Republic, Denmark). 
The broadening of the fields of engagement also suggests that the potential of social 
enterprise as a business model should be addressed at the crossroads of several policy 
areas: welfare services, health, energy, agriculture and environment. More information 
on the contribution of social enterprise to the achievement of the SDGs is provided in 
appendix 7.

The role and potential of the social enterprise has proved to be strongly linked to local 
communities and actors that are willing to interact with social enterprises to address 
common challenges. Against the uncertainty and, sometimes, scant effectiveness of 
national public policies, the role of municipalities in supporting social enterprise in their 
local contexts has increased in many EU Member States over the last five years. New 
and ongoing processes of decentralisation in social service delivery have and are likely 
to put municipalities in a unique position to support social enterprises at the local level 
(e.g., Denmark, Sweden). In the Netherlands, the rise of social enterprises is connected 
to the number of public tasks that have recently shi�ed from the national government 
to the local governments, which increasingly see the value of collaborating with social 
enterprises to tackle numerous challenges.

In Portugal, the transfer of some responsibilities to municipalities may contribute 
to a scenario in which social enterprises enrol in local pacts for social development 
with local authorities and SMEs. In the United Kingdom, some towns (e.g., Rotherham 
and Preston) and counties (e.g., Cornwall) provide examples of intense support and 
advisory service partially linked to targeted EU funds, while in the Czech Republic some 
municipalities and regional authorities have contributed to the development of social 
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enterprises by serving as clients for their products and services via responsible public 
procurement. Compared with national schemes, local authorities are in general more 
inclined to experiment with innovative interaction and support modalities.

Nevertheless, in several countries the role of municipalities is still far from being 
valorised (e.g., Bulgaria, Estonia, Lithuania, Slovenia). In spite of the steps taken by state 
institutions and municipalities to involve social enterprises, there is still a good deal of 
distrust. In some countries, social enterprises are o�en perceived as competitors of 
public institutions (e.g., Slovenia) and the gap between the supply of and the demand 
for social services continues to be far from being filled, especially in CEE, Greece and 
the non-EU countries covered by this study.

This is also the case in remote areas, where social enterprises are less developed and 
have access to fewer public support schemes, despite these territories demonstrating 
the most pressing needs (e.g., Bulgaria, Germany, Italy).

At the same time, the role of regional authorities, which might be better placed and 
have more means to support social enterprises, is gaining relevance in some countries. 
Prominent examples are provided by regional strategies to support the social and 
solidarity economy in France and the Scottish strategy for social economy.

5.2. Main opportunities and challenges

This synthesis report has been finalised at the time when a new European Commission 
took office, with a clear mandate to develop a European Action Plan for Social Economy to 
enhance social innovation. This political recognition will surely represent an opportunity 
for furthering the development of social enterprises and their ecosystems.

Support measures in the form of non-repayable and repayable finance specifically 
addressing the social economy and social enterprises are already foreseen by 
Commission in its proposals for the next generation of European funds, in particular 
the European Social Fund Plus and the InvestEU Fund. In addition, the ESF+ proposal 
places a particular emphasis on social innovation, an opportunity that can be 
harnessed in order to scale innovative solutions to societal challenges, solutions that 
are o�en proposed by social enterprises. Finally, there are other key priorities of the 
new Commission, in relation to digital transformations and the transition to a clean 
and circular economy. Social enterprises can strengthen their role as enablers of a 
just transition in these areas.

The following sections elaborate on the opportunities and challenges identified in the 
national reports.
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pathways and are struggling to change the mind-set of local populations (e.g., France, 
Italy, Luxembourg).

The capacity of social enterprises to self-organise and set up networks has proved 
crucial for social enterprise expansion and the success of both nascent and existing 
social enterprises. Growth in organisations designed to enhance cooperation has been 
registered in several countries, including Austria, Croatia, Estonia, Greece, and Latvia, 
where new incubators and accelerators have been created to support social enterprise 
development and enhance their visibility. Thanks to the rediscovery of the values of 
cooperation, cooperatives have become aware of their capacity to solve social problems 
and are now being revitalised with a stronger solidarity connotation in countries in 
which they had been neglected for a long time (e.g., Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Greece, 
Hungary, North Macedonia, Serbia).

Networks have also played a role in safeguarding the social enterprise against 
opportunistic organisations that may be attracted by the popularity of the concept. 
This is the case, for instance, in the Netherlands, where Social Enterprise NL is currently 
testing the feasibility of a code of governance for social enterprises that is meant 
to present valuable signals to stakeholders regarding whether an enterprise can be 
considered a social enterprise.

The capacity of citizens to self-organise is, however, still far from being fully harnessed 
in more than a few countries. Lack of cooperation and networking between social 
enterprises are regarded by many stakeholders consulted for this study as important 
obstacles to social enterprise development. Networks are described as rather weak in 
Slovenia and Romania owing to lower levels of cooperation among social enterprises 
and the insufficient availability of training incubators, coaching and consulting. Similarly, 
in Cyprus, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia, there are poor intermediary structures 
and very few or no regional networks are operative. Nevertheless, there is a shared 
view among stakeholders that new opportunities can result from cooperation among 
different types of organisations. Several existing good practices of regional centres and 
clusters facilitating the development of social enterprises (e.g., SINEC in the Moravian-
Silesian region of the Czech Republic) and multi-sector second-level organisations 
(Austria) call for more systemic support of regional activities and cooperation among 
social enterprises, which would contribute significantly to social enterprise growth at 
the local level because of familiarity with particular contexts and the possibility of 
sharing experience informally.
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5.2.2. Social enterprise visibility and recognition

While social enterprises are progressively gaining more visibility, there is still limited 
information, low awareness and little knowledge about social enterprises amongst the 
general public (e.g., Cyprus, Czech Republic, Finland, Hungary, Luxembourg, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia). Public awareness of social enterprise is nevertheless growing in 
several countries. One example is provided by the United Kingdom, where awareness 
is increasing, particularly amongst the younger population, thanks to the success of 
educational programmes (Scotland) and ad hoc programmes and campaigns such 
as SEUK’s Buy Social, aimed at building awareness of social enterprise as credible 
business in an open market.

The growth in the recognition of social enterprise through the adoption of ad hoc 
strategies and new legislation corroborates that there is rising policy interest in social 
enterprise. Noteworthy is that a growing number of countries are in the process of 
adopting new legislation to regulate social enterprise (i.e., Albania, Cyprus, Czech 
Republic, Malta, North Macedonia, Poland, Serbia).

Nevertheless, in many cases recognition has yet to be followed by the adoption of 
adequate policies and by the shaping of an enabling and comprehensive ecosystem in 
most EU Member States.

The transversal reading of country reports sheds light, on the one hand, on the limited 
administrative and policy capacity of policymakers and public authorities to design 
and implement targeted policy measures for social enterprises. The limited capacity to 
seize social enterprise specificity has led to the adoption of regulations that o�en fail 
to harness the potential of social enterprises. On the other hand, country reports also 
highlight the key role played by national governments showing strong commitment to 
supporting social enterprises only in a particular and o�en brief historical phase (e.g., 
Croatia, Denmark, Greece, Romania).

A�er an initial lively debate accompanying the adoption of new laws and policy 
strategies, the social enterprise seems to have lost momentum in a number of 
countries (e.g., Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Romania). In Croatia, many 
stakeholders hoped that the adoption of the 2015 strategy would pave the way 
for the creation of a supportive environment. So far the strategy has not been fully 
implemented and some stakeholders feel that this situation may open the door for 
an increase in opportunistic initiatives.

High expectations for announced strategies and/or dra� acts have so far also been 
disappointed in Albania, Malta, Cyprus, Poland and Serbia owing to delays in their final 
approval and implementation.
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The lack of data makes it more difficult for policymakers and other stakeholders to 
make decisions aimed at contributing to societal challenges via supporting social 
entrepreneurship.

All country analyses report a lack of internal capacities as one of the main barriers 
to social enterprise development. While social enterprises that developed from 
community groups tend to lack business and investment skills and have poor capacities 
for developing financial plans or promoting their products and services on the market, 
on the other end of the spectrum, social enterprises coming from the business sector 
tend to neglect social aspects.

Stakeholders are, however, divided in their perceptions on the lack of skills of social 
entrepreneurs. Some believe that social enterprises should be formed and based on the 
principles of social economy, with a clear distinction from the business sector. Others 
believe that the origin of many social enterprises, coming from the associative sector, 
poses a challenge for their sustainability and successful development due to their lack 
of entrepreneurial orientation.

In both cases, the poor or incipient skills of social entrepreneurs can adversely affect 
their competitiveness and capacity to generate beneficial impacts.

Gaps in knowledge have accelerated the development of new kinds of ad hoc 
collaborations between social enterprises and private sector circles (e.g., Denmark). 
However, rather than pushing social enterprises to mimic regular companies, the 
key challenge seems to be to strengthen new entrepreneurial thinking, building on 
balanced competencies across a range of functions, from business skills to a broader 
awareness of the organisation’s social purpose and inclusive governance. Against 
this background, tailored programmes, coaching and mentoring are needed that 
develop greater competencies in business development and strategy, methodology 
development, impact assessment and management of a diverse array of stakeholders, 
including customers, workers and volunteers (e.g., Ireland, Sweden). Furthermore, while 
professionalisation is rising in some countries (e.g., Austria), capacities need to be built 
on how to stimulate bottom-up development processes drawing on local communities 
that can lead to the creation of new social enterprises both in urban and remote areas 
(e.g., Austria, Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia).

There is also an urgent need for capacity building and knowledge sharing among civil 
servants and bank officials, who may not always understand the unique characteristics 
and needs of social enterprises, leading to inappropriate decisions and onerous collateral 
requirements. Improving knowledge in the public sector and educating public officials, 
especially on how laws should be implemented, could allow for a better understanding 
of social enterprises’ potential as well as their limitations, especially concerning the 
management of public tenders (e.g., Cyprus, Czech Republic, the Netherlands, Romania, 
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Moreover, as the most enabling country examples show, a well-balanced ecosystem 
should ensure policy continuity and political commitment to supporting a relatively 
well-resourced and integrated infrastructure drawing on a variety of types of support, 
including the use of social enterprise champions, mentoring, grants to help social 
enterprise enter into new contracts while keeping their social value focus, and support 
for ethical chains as well as conventional support to all growing businesses.

Provided that the role and potential of the social enterprise is adequately understood, 
the main challenge seems to be to avoid silo working and to reinforce bridging among 
different sectors and policy areas that are relevant to social enterprises.







152 | Appendices

Appendix 1. Methodological note

Box A below provides a brief overview of the study, outlining key information such as 
study objectives, actors involved, methodology and deliverables.

Box A. The study in brief: key information

Main areas Area description

Objectives Task 1: Update the country reports (CR) published as a result of the original mapping 
study

Task 2: Produce short baseline country fiches (CF) for seven non-EU countries (Albania, 
Iceland, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Norway, Serbia and Turkey)

Task 3: Produce a synthesis report on social enterprises and their ecosystems in Europe, 
drawing from the updated country reports

Functional to the above-mentioned objectives are the organisation of one methodological 
and organisational meeting, six coordination meetings (Task 4) and a synthesis seminar 
(Task 5)

Actors involved Contracting authority: DG for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion

Coordination team in charge of the project implementation: (i) Euricse in charge of the 
overall project coordination and management as well as scientific supervision; (ii) EMES 
in charge of the stakeholders’ engagement at national and EU level, the organisation of 
coordination meetings and synthesis seminar and of language editing and graphic design 
of the deliverables

National researchers (NR) in charge of updating the reports

Regional coordinators contributing to the design of the methodology and the quality 
control system

Advisory board members in charge of providing external scientific supervision, advising on 
methodological issues, contributing to the quality control system

Technical experts in charge of providing technical advice on specific issues (e.g., 
estimations and data scouting exercise, analysis of the fiscal and public procurement 
frameworks)

External stakeholders engaged at national and EU level with a view to enriching the 
research findings

Methodology Literature review (including large international research projects; grey literature; policy 
reports and unpublished studies delivered at national level; research and analyses 
conducted by networks, umbrella organisations and independent researchers; conference 
proceedings of workshops, seminars and conferences)

Analysis of the SE ecosystems, which are shaped by the interplay among various 
elements that build on two main pillars: (i) the public policies that recognise, regulate and 
support SEs, with a view to enhancing their multiplication; and (ii) citizens’ ability to self-
organise, which drives the upsurge and development of SEs from the bottom up

Exploratory case study analysis and/or boxes

Participatory methodology: stakeholders’ engagement at national and EU level

Deliverables 28 updated country reports(19)

7 short baseline country fiches

1 synthesis report



Appendices | 153

An exhaustive set of conceptual and operational guidelines was dra�ed and shared 
with all actors involved in the study to provide conceptual clarifications meant to help 
national researchers position the social enterprise vis-à-vis broader concepts (e.g., 
social economy, social and solidarity economy and the third sector), bordering concepts 
(e.g., social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneur) and related concepts that refer 
to different phenomena (e.g., corporate social responsibility and social innovation). The 
guidelines were also aimed at providing guidance for the performance of the envisaged 
tasks (e.g., workflow and timeline, actors involved, roles and responsibilities, etc.) and 
were completed with a kit of operational/technical tools developed to provide national 
researchers with concrete instructions on how to complete given sections of the country 
reports and baseline country fiches.

Box B. List of operational/technical tools

>> EU operational definition of social enterprise

>> Annotated outline for country reports/country fiches

>> Extended glossary

>> Technical guidelines for fiscal framework analysis

>> Technical guidelines for data analysis and estimations

>> Technical guidelines for public procurement framework analysis

>> Guidelines for exploratory case study analysis

>> Box guidelines and template

>> Editorial guidelines

>> Guidelines for the national stakeholders’ engagement, including:

>> questionnaire delivery protocol

>> stakeholder meeting protocol

>> stakeholders’ engagement report templates

>> European and international comparative research projects profiling exercise
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Box C. Outline of the country reports

1.	 Background: Social enterprise roots and drivers

2.	 Concept, legal evolution and fiscal framework

	 1. Defining social enterprise borders

	 2. Legal evolution

	 3. Fiscal framework

3.	 Mapping

	 1. Measuring social enterprises

	 2. Social enterprise characteristics

4.	 Ecosystem27

	 1. Key actors

	 2. Policy schemes and support measures for social enterprises

	 3. Public procurement framework

	 4. Networks and mutual support mechanisms

	 5. Research, education and skills development

	 6. Financing

5.	 Perspectives

	 1. Overview of the social enterprise debate at national level

	 2. Constraining factors and opportunities

	 3. Trends and future challenges

6.	 Appendices

	 1. EU operational definition of social enterprise

	 2. Data availability report

	 3. Exploratory case studies/boxes

	 4. Reference list

	 5. List of stakeholders engaged at national level

(27)  Instead of a detailed analysis of the ecosystem, the outline of baseline country fiches included a 
section on the “Social enterprise policy framework”.
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A two-step quality control system was envisaged in the process of updating the country 
reports. The first step, namely the pre-review quality assessment, was aimed at 
assessing the revision needs of the country reports delivered in 2014 and identifying 
possible pitfalls and shortcomings. To this end, national researchers have focussed 
on their quality and reliability, whereas the EU coordinators have concentrated on the 
assessment of the methodological approach as well as the conceptual coherence. An 
ad hoc evaluation grid was developed and used for the purpose. The second step, 
namely, the in-progress quality assessment, was aimed at monitoring the revision 
process by making sure that the methodological approach was properly implemented 
and that stakeholders were actively engaged in the revision. Box D below illustrates the 
structure of the in-progress quality control system.

Box D. In-progress quality control system for country 
reports28

Stakeholder in 
charge Tasks Tools/procedures

Coordination 
team

>> Check conceptual coherence and overall 
consistency of CRs

>> Monitor the stakeholders’ engagement process
>> Check representativeness of stakeholders
>> Make sure that stakeholders’ engagement 
outcomes are properly incorporated

>> Check accuracy and completeness of data
>> Language quality check and editing

>> Comments with track changes in 
the CR

>> Conceptual and operational 
guidelines

>> Operational/technical tools

Regional 
coordinators

>> Check completeness of the CR based on the 
annotated outline

>> Guide NRs in their data scouting and 
estimation exercise

>> Comments with track changes in 
the CR

>> Conceptual and operational 
guidelines

>> Operational/technical tools

National 
researchers

>> Revise the reports according to the feedback 
and comments provided by the actors involved 
in the quality control system

–

(28)  A similar quality control system was adopted for the delivery of the baseline country fiches.
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Stakeholder in 
charge Tasks Tools/procedures

Advisory board >> Provide inputs on methodology
>> Make sure that recent literature/research 
findings on SE are properly referred to

>> Make sure that CRs satisfy publishable 
standards and connection with other projects 
are properly made

>> Provide critical comments from different 
angles

>> Provide suggestions with a view to improving 
the quality of the CRs

>> Minutes of methodological and 
organisational meeting

>> Comments with track changes in 
the CR

>> Overall evaluation (min. 500 words)

Internal and 
external experts

>> Provide ad hoc technical support. >> When needed, written ad hoc 
consultancy.

A participatory dimension has been incorporated into the research through the 
engagement of relevant national stakeholders with the primary aim of enriching 
the research through the gathering of their perceptions about social enterprise 
in the countries targeted by the study.29 Their engagement also contributed to 
raising awareness and feeding the debate on the social enterprise phenomenon at 
national level and to finding allies for the dissemination of the study deliverables 
and research findings.

The national stakeholders’ engagement followed a structured approach that 
ensured sustained, diverse and committed participation from stakeholders throughout 
the process. Moreover, a set of operational tools (see box B above) was designed 
to stimulate and facilitate their active engagement that has mainly drawn on the 
administration of questionnaires and the organisation of stakeholder meetings. The 
stakeholders’ engagement strategy reflected a “matrioshka” structure that is illustrated 
in box E below, which visually captures how stakeholders have been associated to the 
various tools designed to contribute to the study. The workflow for the implementation 
of the strategy envisaged a set of actions grouped under four steps: (i) invitation and 
activation, (ii) questionnaire testing, delivery and analysis; (iii) stakeholders’ meeting 
organisation and analysis; and (iv) reporting.

(29)  These include practitioners, policymakers, representatives of umbrella organisations, networks, 
finance providers and other support organisations, scholars and experts.
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Box E. Stakeholders’ engagement strategy

A synthesis seminar was conducted with a view to engaging EU-level stakeholders. 
It gathered the main actors involved in the study, including national researchers, the 
EU coordination team, regional coordinators, the members of the scientific advisory 
board, and EU-level stakeholders, notably representatives of relevant EU networks 
and the European Commission, and international organisations. The seminar enabled 
the researchers to test and enrich the main preliminary conclusions of the study and 
contributed to feeding the present synthesis report with critical insights.

National stakeholder pool (20-50 per country)

Questionnaire respondents (average of 30 per country)

Stakeholder meeting participants (10-15 per group)

Follow-up group
(4 per country)
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Appendix 2. The EU operational definition of social enterprise

The following table represents an attempt to operationalise the definition of “social enterprises” based on the Social Business Initiative (SBI) promoted by 
the European Commission.30

Main 
dimension General definition

Relevant Indicators (not exhaustive list)
(yes/no or range from low up to very high)

Initial minimum 
requirements 
(yes or no)

Examples/boundary cases 
comments

Entrepreneurial/
economic 
dimension

Social enterprises (SEs) are 
engaged in the carrying out 
of stable and continuous 
economic activities, and 
hence show the typical 
characteristics that are 
shared by all enterprises.

>> Whether the organisation is or is not incorporated (it 
is included in specific registers).

>> Whether the organisation is or is not autonomous 
(it is or is not controlled by public authorities or 
other for-profit/non-profits) and the degree of such 
autonomy (total or partial).

>> Whether members/owners contribute with risk capital 
(how much) and whether the enterprise relies on paid 
workers.

>> Whether there is an established procedure in case of 
SE bankruptcy.

>> Incidence of income generated by private demand, 
public contracting and grants (incidence over total 
sources of income).

>> Whether and to what extent SEs contribute to 
delivering new products and/or services that are not 
delivered by any other provider.

>> Whether and to what extent SEs contribute to 
developing new processes for producing or delivering 
products and/or services.

SEs must be 
market-oriented 
(incidence of trading 
should be ideally 
above 25%).

>> We suggest that attention is paid 
to the development dynamic of 
SEs (i.e., SEs at an embryonic 
stage of development may rely 
only on volunteers and mainly 
on grants).

(30)  In accordance with Articles 48, 81 and 82 of the Treaty, as interpreted by the Court of Justice of the European Communities, “an enterprise should be considered to be any 
entity, regardless of its legal form, engaged in economic activities, including in particular entities engaged in a cra� activity and other activities on an individual or 
family basis, partnerships or associations regularly engaged in economic activities.”
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Main 
dimension General definition

Relevant Indicators (not exhaustive list)
(yes/no or range from low up to very high)

Initial minimum 
requirements 
(yes or no)

Examples/boundary cases 
comments

Inclusive 
governance-
ownership 
dimension 
(social means)

To identify needs and involve 
the stakeholders concerned in 
designing adequate solutions, 
SEs require specific ownership 
structures and governance 
models that are meant to 
enhance to various extents the 
participation of stakeholders 
affected by the enterprise. SEs 
explicitly limit the distribution 
of profits and have an asset 
lock The non-profit distribution 
constraint is meant to ensure 
that the general-interest is 
safeguarded. The non-profit 
distribution constraint can be 
operationalized in different 
ways.

>> Whether SEs are open to the participation and/or 
involvement of new stakeholders.

>> Whether SEs are required by law or do adopt (in 
practice) decision-making processes that allow 
for a well-balanced representation of the various 
interests at play (if yes, through formal membership 
or informal channels that give voice to users and 
workers in special committees).

>> Whether a multi-stakeholder ownership structure is 
imposed by law (e.g., France).

>> Whether SEs are required to adopt social accounting 
procedures by law or they do it in practice without 
being obliged to.

>> Degree of social embeddedness (awareness of the 
local population of the key societal role played by the 
SE versus isolation of the SE).

>> Whether the non-profit distribution constraint is 
applied to owners or to stakeholders other than 
owners (workers and users): whether it is short-term 
(profits cannot/are not distributed or they are capped) 
or long-term (asset lock); or both short and long-term.

>> Whether the cap is regulated externally (by law or 
defined by a regulator) or it is defined by the SE by-
laws.

>> Whether limitations to workers’ and/or managers’ 
remunerations are also imposed (avoid indirect 
distribution of profits).

SEs must ensure 
that the interests 
of relevant stake-
holders are duly 
represented in 
the decision-
making processes 
implemented.

>> Ownership rights and control 
power can be assigned to one 
single category of stakeholders 
(users, workers or donors) or to 
more than one category at a 
time—hence giving ground to 
a multi-stakeholder ownership 
asset.

>> SE can be the result of collective 
dynamics or be created by a 
charismatic leader (in principle 
a sole owner is admitted by 
some national legislations 
provided that the participation of 
stakeholders is enhanced through 
inclusive governance) or public 
agency.

>> Different combinations 
concerning limitations to profit 
distribution envisaged (e.g., most 
successful solution: capped 
dividends supported by total 
asset lock such as Italian social 
coops, CIC, SCICs).
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Appendix 3. Extended glossary

Asset lock

An asset lock is a mandatory and irreversible legal or constitutional mechanism, which 
ensures that surplus income, capital, profits or other property is not distributed to 
any organisation’s members, shareholders or persons. It prevents the assets of an 
organisation from being used for private gain rather than for the social mission of 
the organisation, both during the life of the organisation and in case of its dissolution 
or sale.

Association

A legal form that is broadly characterised by the following features: a group of 
individuals/organisations organised on the basis of a written agreement to further a 
shared purpose; it can be established to further a range of social purposes; profits are 
used for purposes stated in governing document and are not distributed. The possibility 
that associations carry out entrepreneurial activities is not acknowledged in all countries.

Contract

An agreement to deliver specific quantity and quality of products or services as specified 
by the buyer, o�en based on a competitive tendering process.

Conventional enterprise

Any entity that strives for profit, although not being necessarily aimed at maximizing 
it. It can be engaged in any economic activity and may be structured in different ways 
as per corporate law: sole proprietorship, partnership, and corporation. Liability in some 
types of conventional enterprises (the smaller ones) is assumed by the owners; it can 
either be limited or unlimited depending on the type. In advanced economies, the 
specific rules regulating conventional enterprises are rather similar and vary only to a 
limited extent.

Also referred to as “mainstream enterprise” or “traditional enterprise”.

Cooperative

According to the definition of the International Co-operative Alliance of 1995, the term 
“cooperative” means an “autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet 
their common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly 
owned and democratically controlled enterprise”.

According to the ILO Recommendation 193 of 2002, a cooperative is a legal form that 
is broadly characterised by the following features:
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>> jointly owned and democratically controlled by the people who work in it, trade 
through it or use its products or services (“members”); 

>> can pursue almost any purpose, traditionally subject to the requirement that 
there should be a common economic, social or cultural need or interest shared by 
members of the cooperative; 

>> can in principle distribute profits to members. However, there can be limitations to 
the distribution of profits, i.e., notably in those legal systems that have strengthened 
cooperatives’ social function.

Ecosystem

The term presupposes an integrated approach: it is used to describe the environment 
within which social enterprises operate. It reflects the fact that social enterprises 
evolve with and develop relationships with their beneficiaries, lead producers, suppliers, 
stakeholders, governments, and even competitors.

Foundation

A philanthropic organisation, organised and operated primarily as a permanent 
collection of endowed funds, the earning of which are used for the benefit of a 
specific group of people or of the community at large. The main classification is 
between grant-making foundations and operating foundations. The latter provide 
social, health, and educational services. A foundation is broadly characterised by the 
following features: established by one or more “founders”; allocating assets to further 
a social purpose; it can be established to further a range of social purposes (e.g., 
philanthropic, artistic, cultural and religious purposes); assets and surpluses can only 
be used for social purposes stated in the governing document and are not distributed; 
it is not democratically governed; it is managed by trustees appointed by the founder 
or by the board.

General interest services

The term refers to the benefit of the public in general or of an unspecified group of 
beneficiaries. Counterpart is self-interest. General-interest services cover a wide 
range of activities that have a strong impact on the well-being and quality of life of a 
society at large. They range from basic infrastructure (e.g., energy and water supply, 
transportation, postal services, waste management) to key sectors such as health, 
education and social services.

Grant

A sum of money, awarded una tantum that is provided for free by a governmental 
agency or private organisation. Most grants are provided with a view to funding a 







http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=9761&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=9761&langId=en


166 | Appendices

Stakeholder

This term was introduced by Edward Freeman in the 1960s. According to its original 
meaning, “stakeholders” refers to “those groups without whose support the organisation 
would cease to exist”. Recently, the significance of stakeholders has become wider and 
more commonly used to mean a person or an organisation who is somehow involved in 
the company’s business and has an interest in its success (e.g., employees, customers, 
shareholders, suppliers, local communities, etc.). The term “multi-stakeholder” 
refers to the involvement of different stakeholders, representing different interests. 
A “multi-stakeholder social enterprise” refers to a social enterprise that engages 
different stakeholders in its governing bodies, i.e., workers, users, volunteers, donors, 
representatives of the local community, etc.

Subsidy

A sum of money granted by the state or a public body to help an industry or business 
keep the price of a commodity or service low (for a comparison between the terms 
“grant” and “subsidy”, see footnote 31).

Surplus

Synonym of profit (i.e., the difference between total sales revenue and total costs 
incurred by the enterprise) but more commonly used by non-profit organisations 
uncomfortable using language related to the commercial sector.

Third Sector

This term is mainly used in the scientific literature to overcome the differences between 
the many national models. It refers to organisations other than the public owned 
(the “State”) and the private for-profit ones (the “market”). This term emphasises the 
intermediary nature of the belonging organisations and includes exclusively non-profit 
organisations. This means that cooperatives are in most countries not included in the 
Third Sector.

Work integration social enterprise (WISE)

WISEs are a special type of social enterprise that display the following minimum 
characteristics:

>> private and autonomous enterprises operating on the market;

>> which comply with a minimum threshold of disadvantaged workers over total 
workforce whose core mission is the integration through work of disadvantaged 
people;

>> where the disadvantaged workers have employee rights under national labour law.



http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Persons_employed_-_SBS
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Persons_employed_-_SBS
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Employee_-_SBS
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Statistical_unit
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Self-employed
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Turnover_STS
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Country Public grants or subsidies
Support from foundations and other financial 
institutions Support to incubators or business innovation centres

EL SEs receive no tax or fiscal benefits granted to start-up 
activities.

– INNOVATHENS is an incubator that helps to mature 
innovative business ideas and turn them into start-up 
businesses.

ES Support measures depend on policies established by regional 
governments.

La Caixa Foundation, owned by La Caixa, has several 
programmes to promote SEs, such as the “La Caixa Social 
Entrepreneurship Program”.

UEIA Accelerator is a social incubator for technology-based 
companies formed by a multi-disciplinary and expert team. 
The founding team of the UEIA is a group of people who are 
interested in entrepreneurship and social action.

FI ESIF have played a crucial role in introducing and testing 
different SEs. Various development measures have been set 
up, including the development of the regional concept “how 
to start up cooperative enterprises”.

– There are several actors incubating and promoting SE 
education, training and research, such as Helsinki Think 
Company, Impact Iglu, Slush Global Impact Accelerator, 
Demos Helsinki, + Impact by Danske and Impactor.

FR – >>Public banks such as BPI and Caisse des dépots et 
consignations;
>>Cooperative banks;
>>Phitrust, GROUPE SOS Pulse, Investi & investment from 
employee saving plans;
>>Local support networks in France (integration of Initiative 
France, and France Active – ADIE) and solidarity funders 
(Finansol).

Some publicly funded schemes specifically target SEs, and 
all of these have been funded by the European Regional 
Development Fund or European Social Fund.

HR – The Croatian Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
supports the development of SMEs. They offer various 
financial instruments (e.g., loans, guarantees, etc.) and cover 
various types of target groups—women, start-ups, etc.

Three incubators have emerged during the last few years. 
They were either created particularly for SEs or for all SMEs 
and start-ups.

HU – – Erste Group, ERSTE Foundation and Erste Bank Hungary 
manage the SEEDS programme, a 1.5-year incubation 
programme started in 2017, where the 68 SEs received 
customised, multi-stage development and professional 
assistance.







https://be.lita.co/en
https://be.lita.co/en
https://www.heategu.ee/sib-eng
https://www.heategu.ee/sib-eng


https://be.lita.co/en


https://adjukossze.hu/
https://adjukossze.hu/
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Country Venture philanthropy capital

Loans by traditional intermediaries and 
specialised institutions (e.g., ethical 
banks) Crowdfunding

Innovative social finance instruments 
(i.e., impact investing and social impact 
bonds)

SK Slovak Investment Holding developed a 
specialised financial instrument financed 
primarily but not exclusively by the EU 
Structural Funds, with the intention of 
supporting enterprises in the social economy 
sector.

Although the offer is still limited, the big 
promoter is Slovenská sporiteľňa (Erste 
Group), which through their initiative called 
Social Bank developed a specialised bank 
product meeting the needs of SEs.

Despite some initiatives (e.g., portal www.
ludialudom.sk and www.dobrakrajina.sk), the 
role of crowdfunding in SEs support remains 
limited.

There is no experience with SIB 
implementation in Slovakia, and discussion 
about the use of the tool does not exist.

UK The trend of diversification of income away 
from the public sector may be explained 
by new social ventures responding to the 
opportunities created by public sector 
reforms and financial austerity measures.

To meet the demand for small, unsecured 
investment from smaller SEs, the Access 
Foundation now provides “blended finance” 
that combines loans and grants, with the 45 
million GBP (50.9 million EUR) Growth Fund 
with 50% grant funding from the National 
Lottery and 50% investment from Big 
Society Capital.

The new coalition government of 2010 
supported the Cabinet Office’s Pathfinder 
Mutuals Initiative, offering advice and 
mentoring with substantial funding streams 
for grants and loans (notably 100 million 
GBP, or 113 million EUR) from the Social 
Enterprise Investment Fund specifically 
allocated to help build their capacity.

The Eco Larder is a CIC based in the 
Haymarket area of Edinburgh that 
crowdfunded more than 22,000 GBP (25,880 
EUR) and worked with SEs and volunteers to 
source produce and renovate the shop.

–

* Cyprus (CY) is not included in the table because the country report do not provide information on this topic.

http://www.ludialudom.sk
http://www.ludialudom.sk
http://www.dobrakrajina.sk
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Country
Corporate tax exemption on 
retained profits Exemption or reduced VAT rate

Social insurance costs reduced or 
covered by subsidies

Tax reductions granted to private and/or institutional donors

Legal entities Natural persons

HU >> If an organisation has no public 
benefit status and its business 
income in the tax year measures 
around 31,000 EUR, but does not 
exceed 10% of the total revenue, 
it receives exemption from 
corporate tax.
>>Social cooperatives do not have 
to pay corporate tax a�er non-
business income.
>>Non-profit companies do not have 
to pay corporate tax a�er non-
business income.
>>Public benefit organisations do 
not pay corporate tax if business 
revenues rank less than 15% 
of the total revenue and do not 
exceed around 31,000 EUR.

Civil society organisations, social 
cooperatives, non-profit companies 
and public benefit organisations 
receive exemption from paying VAT 
for some activities.

>>Associations and foundations enjoy 
advantages regarding labour costs. 
They only need to pay taxes and 
contributions for executive officers if 
their income from the organisation 
reaches 30% of the minimum 
wage or if they utilise employment 
contracts.
>>The social cooperatives’ executive 
officers do interact with social 
insurance and pay taxes if their 
income reaches 30% of the 
minimum wage and if they utilise 
employment contracts.
>>Public benefit organisations do not 
need to pay any vocational training 
contributions.

All organisations with public 
benefit status can accept 
donations from legal entities. 
Legal entities may deduct the 
total of the donations per year 
from their declared income.

All organisations with public 
benefit status can accept 
donations from natural persons. 
Natural persons may deduct the 
total of the donations per year 
when declaring their income.

IE SEs registered as charities benefit 
from corporate tax exemption.

– >>The Wage Subsidy Scheme provides 
financial incentives to WISEs to 
employ PWDs who work more than 
20 hours per week.
>>Active labour market programmes 
can indirectly support community-
based WISEs.

There is no tax or fiscal benefit granted for donations made especially 
to SEs. If SEs accept donations, they have to follow all the provisions 
that exist under the company law or charity regulations.
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Country
Corporate tax exemption on 
retained profits Exemption or reduced VAT rate

Social insurance costs reduced or 
covered by subsidies

Tax reductions granted to private and/or institutional donors

Legal entities Natural persons

IT Social cooperatives entities with SE 
status are exempted from payment 
of corporate tax (IRES).

A-Type social cooperatives enjoy a 
favourable (5%) VAT rate.

B-Type social cooperatives are exempt 
from the payment of social insurance 
contributions for the disadvantaged 
workers they have integrated.

>>Donating specifically to public benefit organisations including social 
cooperatives qualifies donors for corporate tax advantages. 
>>The supported public benefit organisations provide donation receipts, 
ensuring a 20% reduction of the corporate tax base for a single 
donation and an additional 20% reduction for a permanent donation 
contract. Also donations made by individuals are deductible from the 
personal income.
>>Donations of goods and services for public benefit purposes also 
receive VAT exemption.
>>Public benefit provisions govern non-profit companies if they have 
public benefit status. In this case, non-profit companies do not need 
to pay taxes a�er their public benefit activities and remain exempt 
from local business tax.

LT Benefit from a zero-tax rate for the 
first 7,250 EUR of taxable profit, 
and the remaining part of the profit 
is taxed at a rate of 15%.

No VAT is paid on revenues 
resulting from the provision of 
public benefit services.

- Only donations to social cooperatives are tax-deductible.

LU SISs can benefit from exemptions 
from corporate income tax, 
communal business tax and net 
wealth tax.

Law does not contain provisions 
with regard to the treatment 
applicable to the SIS.

- Yes, but not specified.

LV Enterprise income tax is not paid 
if profits are not distributed or are 
used for business expansion. A 
limited liability company with SE 
status is 100% exempt from the 
enterprise income tax if it reinvests 
its profits in the enterprise and/or 
social goal.

VAT is not paid (i) if social 
care, professional and social 
rehabilitation, social assistance and 
social work services are provided, 
and (ii) if an annual turnover from 
economic activity is less than EUR 
40,000.

WISEs receive tax relief on employer 
and employee social insurance 
contributions.

Section 847A of the Taxes Consolidation Act 1997 provides for a 
scheme of tax relief for relevant donations to an approved sports body, 
including SEs.

MT Voluntary organisations, regardless 
of whether they conduct any 
permitted trade, are exempted 
from paying income tax.

– - Conventional companies can 
consider donations as expenses, 
thus reducing their taxable 
income.

Individuals can choose to donate 
2% of the personal income tax 
they pay to NPOs. 
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Country
Corporate tax exemption on 
retained profits Exemption or reduced VAT rate

Social insurance costs reduced or 
covered by subsidies

Tax reductions granted to private and/or institutional donors

Legal entities Natural persons

NL Corporate tax reduction for 
organisations meeting the 
requirements for public benefit 
status (ANBI status), such as 
having the aim and the actual 
activities of an organisation with 
90% public interest.

– - Donations to organisations that have ANBI status can be deducted 
from income tax over and above a threshold of 1% of the total income 
reported to the tax authorities (and at least 60 EUR). The maximum 
deduction is 10% of this income.

PL There are some exemptions 
from income tax under certain 
conditions.

ZAZs and ENPOs are VAT exempt 
under certain conditions.

>>The employment costs of social 
cooperatives can be covered by a 
local government.
>> If an ENPO acts as a CIS, it is 
allowed to benefit from a partial 
reimbursement of its employees’ 
salaries.
>>ZAZs’ employment costs can be 
partially covered by PFRON.

– –

PT NPOs are exempt from income tax. NPOs are exempt from VAT on 
sales from the provision of services 
and directly related exchanges in 
social services activities.

NPOs benefit workers’ reduction cost. – –

RO Tax exemption are expected from 
certain income sources.

– - Individuals and companies benefit from tax deductions in case of 
donation to entrepreneurial NPOs. 

SE Non-profit associations (ideell 
förening) can be exempt from 
taxation if their aims fulfil the 
public benefit criteria.

SEs register for VAT on the same 
terms as other businesses.

SEs do not benefit from specific 
exemptions on labour costs.

Little tax relief for donors (individuals and companies); 0.3% from the 
taxed income in the tax period, though if that is lower than the tax 
base for that period, an additional 0.2% tax relief may apply for public 
purpose activities. 

SI Associations, institutes and 
foundations are exempt from 
paying taxes for non-profit 
activities.

Exemption from VAT for activities 
in the public interest and if taxable 
income does not exceed 50,000 
EUR per year.

Companies and employment centres 
for PWDs are exempt from paying 
taxes and social security contributions 
for all employed persons in the 
company.

The fiscal policy regarding donations and sponsorships to associations 
and foundations does not foresee incentives for a company’s donation/
sponsorship. 
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Country
Corporate tax exemption on 
retained profits Exemption or reduced VAT rate

Social insurance costs reduced or 
covered by subsidies

Tax reductions granted to private and/or institutional donors

Legal entities Natural persons

SK Civic associations, NPOs providing 
socially beneficial services and 
foundations are exempt from taxes 
for the non-profit activities.

>>VAT applies only in cases of SEs 
whose yearly taxable income is 
>50,000 EUR.
>>SEs with higher income registered 
according to the Act on Social 
Economy and Social Enterprises 
and those that are socialising 
100% of their possible profit may 
apply for the lowered VAT rate.

>> In the case of employing a long-term 
unemployed person, the employer 
may apply for a reduced rate of 
social insurance payment.
>> In case of employees with health 
disabilities, the health insurance 
payment is half that of other 
employees.

No tax reductions. However, there is a tax percentage assignation 
model under which legal entities and natural persons may participate.

UK CLGs can receive a reduction of 
80% on the business rates payable 
to local authorities. Business 
rate reductions are occasionally 
available to other legal forms 
of SEs at the discretion of local 
governments.

– - There are also some tax exemptions for donors.

* Cyprus (CY) and Denmark (DK) are not included in the table because the country reports do not provide information on this topic.
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Appendix 7. Social enterprise and the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs)

The 2030 Agenda and its 17 SDGs, agreed by all UN Member States in 2015, provides 
a framework for tracking progress in relation to specific development goals.

The position paper of the UN Inter-Agency Task Force on Social and Solidarity Economy 
(UNTFSSE),33 entitled “Realizing the 2030 Agenda through Social and Solidarity 
Economy”, set out the principles that make the social and solidarity economy 
(SSE) a central ally in achieving the SDGs.34 This seminal statement includes the 
blunt recognition that “business-as-usual is no longer an option” and identifies the 
innovations and practices at work within the SSE as crucial for connecting economic 
activity and sustainable development (UNTFSSE 2014:1).35 Moreover, it presents a 
matrix summarising how it addresses all 17 SDGs grouped into the following 9 action 
areas (UNTFSSE 2014):

1.	 poverty eradication, equality and good governance;

2.	 hunger, food and agriculture;

3.	 social services and assistance;

4.	 gender equality;

(33)  The TFSSE was founded in 2013 and is composed of 19 members and 7 observers. EMES has 
been an observer member since the beginning while the European Commission joined in 2018 and 
Euricse in 2019. They collaborate with the task force in the renewed framework of the SDGs to enhance 
the recognition of the role of SSE enterprises and organisations in sustainable development; to promote 
knowledge of SSE and to consolidate SSE networks; to support the establishment of an enabling 
institutional and policy environment for SSE and to ensure the coordination of international efforts and 
create and strengthen partnerships. More information is available at http://unsse.org/.

(34)  “SSE” has become the standard term within UN contexts and the one used by the task force given 
the inter-agency and multi-stakeholder nature of its members. The term is meant to encompass the 
various traditions that exist across the world by capturing the various dimensions they incorporate: the 
pursuit of social and environmental goals (“social”); in a participatory and emancipatory way (“solidarity”) 
and economically sustainable (“economy”). The SSE “includes traditional forms of cooperatives and 
mutual associations, as well as women’s self-help groups, community forestry groups, social provisioning 
organisations or ‘proximity services’, fair trade organisations, associations of informal sector workers, 
social enterprises, and community currency and alternative finance schemes” (see http://unsse.org). An 
interesting publication that uses the various terminologies in the SDG framework is Utting, P. (2018) 
Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals through Social and Solidarity Economy: Incremental 
versus Transformative Change, Working Paper n. 1, Knowledge Hub Working Paper Series. Available at 
http://unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/WorkingPaper1_PeterUtting.pdf.

(35)  UNTFSSE (2014) Realizing the 2030 Agenda through Social and Solidarity Economy Position 
statement of the UN Inter-Agency Task Force on Social and Solidarity Economy. Available at http://
unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Final_Position-Paper-SSE-and-SDGs_UNTFSSE.pdf.

http://unsse.org/
http://unsse.org
http://unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/WorkingPaper1_PeterUtting.pdf
http://unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Final_Position-Paper-SSE-and-SDGs_UNTFSSE.pdf
http://unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Final_Position-Paper-SSE-and-SDGs_UNTFSSE.pdf
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5.	 employment, infrastructure and inclusive growth;

6.	 quality of life in human settlements;

7.	 forests, oceans and coastal ecosystems;

8.	 sustainable production and consumption and climate change;

9.	 means of implementation;

The UN defines the SSE as “the production and exchange of goods and services by a broad 
range of organisations and enterprises that pursue explicit social and/or environmental 
objectives. They are guided by the principles and practices of cooperation, solidarity, 
ethics and democratic self-management” (UNTFSSE 2014).

As laid out in this synthesis report and several national reports, social enterprises 
constitute a crucial category of actors active within the SSE framework in 
Europe and beyond. In the context of this mapping update, national researchers were 
invited to reflect on how the actors within the social enterprise ecosystem could facilitate 
the implementation of goals and targets associated with the SDGs, particularly in local 
settings.36 The discussion around SDGs is taking place unevenly across Member States, 
but following the exchange of country and regional-level experiences in the various 
Member States participating in the discussion, the following conclusions about the 
relationship between social enterprises and SDGs were reached:

The essential contribution of social enterprise to SDGs

Sustainable development is a complex and contested notion. It involves economic, 
social, environmental and cultural dimensions, many of which are intertwined in the 
everyday action of social enterprises. The ability of social enterprises to respond to 
the SDGs was described as pertaining to their DNA: social enterprises are created 
to foster integrated and holistic approaches to sustainable development, 
notwithstanding the complexities of managing them, including the various 
resource types mobilised, the inclusive governance and participation of stakeholders, 
etc. However, there seems to be a lack of acknowledgement amongst social enterprises 
themselves about this match. Ideally, by becoming gradually more aware of the 
opportunities that this new SDG framework generates (e.g., potential collaborations 
with local public administrations and the private sector as they become more aware of 
SDGs), social enterprises could track and illustrate their contribution to SDG achievement. 
Umbrella organisations and networks can play a unique role in the promotion of the 

(36)  Although the question of SDGs was not directly addressed in the country reports, a number of 
interesting reflections emerged from the group exercise with most of the researchers participating in the 
mapping update, experts and international network representatives. This group exercise was held during 
the Synthesis Seminar held in Brussels on 16-17 May 2019.



https://www.ica.coop/en/our-work/sustainable-development-goals
https://www.ica.coop/en/fundraising-call-visibility-cooperatives-sdgs-field
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/1247ilo.pdf
https://www.ica.coop/en/our-work/sustainable-development-goals
https://www.ica.coop/en/fundraising-call-visibility-cooperatives-sdgs-field
https://www.coceta.coop/noticias/archivos/Los_Objetivos_del_Desarrollo_Sostenible.docx
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field of SSE. This comprises the experiences of millions of producers, workers, citizens 
and communities worldwide that seek to enhance livelihood security, realise their 
rights and transform production and consumption patterns through various forms of 
cooperation, solidarity and democratic self-organisation. SSE also emphasises the 
place of ethics in economic activity.

Social enterprise and SDG reporting

A major challenge is how achievements towards the SDGs will be reported given that 
the emphasis within the 2030 Agenda is placed on national goals and targets and 
reporting is made by national governments. Paradoxically, the activity that would help 
mitigate the challenges that SDGs target occurs at the local level and is grounded in local 
realities. This situation creates a measurement level gap whereby local administrations 
are facing obstacles when reporting on the 265 indicators developed for the follow-
up of the SDGs. In order to avoid the trade-offs and contradictions of mainstream 
development approaches in measuring and reporting, the active participation of 
stakeholders in the definition of indicators and the need to develop endogenous 
indicators (as opposed to exogenous ones) were identified as key to ensure 
that the true essence of social enterprises is captured when measuring their 
contribution to the SDGs. Indeed, the idea of co-designing assessment indicators 
with the social and solidarity economy as a way to address the perceived resistance 
to accept externally defined indicators that may exist within the sector was behind the 
international conference organised by the United Nations Research Institute for Social 
Development (UNRISD).41

Once again, the role of national representative bodies in mainstreaming 
the language and practices of SDG reporting into the everyday practice of 
social enterprises is very relevant. The case of Iceland’s Association of public 
associations provides a good example of how this could be done. This organisation 
recently signed a contract with the national government to put into focus the SDGs 
for Icelandic associations, laying out how their activity is relevant to all the SDGs 
and offering a set of criteria that allows for measuring this activity against SDGs. 
Moreover, the agreement allows for some support programmes to increase the 
capacity of associations to report on the SDGs as well as some research to follow up 
the implementation and reporting processes.

(41)  The international conference organised by UNRISD in June 2019 entitled “Measuring 
and Reporting Sustainability Performance Are Corporations and SSE Organizations Meeting the 
SDG Challenge?” aimed to assess the adequacy of existing methods and systems for gauging 
the contribution of social enterprises to achieving the SDGs. Information about the event 
and the full programme are available here: http://www.unrisd.org/unrisd/website/events.nsf/
(httpEvents)/859F7D0740C4FD3BC12583AE00539821?OpenDocument

http://www.unrisd.org/unrisd/website/events.nsf/(httpEvents)/859F7D0740C4FD3BC12583AE00539821?OpenDocument
http://www.unrisd.org/unrisd/website/events.nsf/(httpEvents)/859F7D0740C4FD3BC12583AE00539821?OpenDocument
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Finally, there is a perception that attention needs to be paid to window-dressing practices. 
While SDGs present an opportunity for social enterprises to demonstrate their 
contribution to sustainable development, some of them may behave in an 
opportunistic way, although most concern about this behaviour has been expressed 
by conventional enterprises. A way of addressing such risk would be for the UN itself 
(but also national governments) to formally recognise the competitive advantage that 
social enterprises bring to the collective effort of achieving the SDGs, as requested by 
the UNTFSSE and its members and observers.
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IB (AT), social insertion enterprise (RO), social integration enterprise and special 
employment centre (ES), sheltered workshop (HR, RO), ZAZ (PL), enterprise of PWDs 
(BG).

16  In Belgium, WISE accreditation schemes are regulated at the regional level.

17  This organisational type includes: CIC (UK), ESUS (FR), SIS (LU), IPSS (PT) and social 
enterprise (BG, DK, HR, IT, LV, RO, SI, SK).

18  This organisational type includes: traditional cooperative with a social aim (AL, 
AT, BG, BE, CY, CZ, DE, EL, ES, FI, HR, HU, IS, LU, ME, MK, MT, NL, NO, RO, RS, SI, SK, UK), 
social cooperative (CZ, HU, IT, PL), social and cultural cooperative (DE), social solidarity 
cooperative (PT), KoinSEp and KoiSPE (EL), veteran cooperative (HR), SCOP, CAE and SCIC 
(FR), community cooperative (IT), women cooperative (EL, TR), education cooperative 
(TR), CIS (ES), economic association (SE).

19  Twenty-one country reports have been updated in 2018-2020, and seven country 
reports were updated in 2016 with an additional update undertaken in 2019-2020.
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Getting in touch with the EU

In person

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct Information Centres. 
You can find the address of the centre nearest you at: http://europa.eu/contact

On the phone or by e-mail

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You 
can contact this service

>> by freephone: 00 800 67 89 1011 (certain operators may charge for these calls), 

>> at the following standard number: +32 22999696 or

>> by electronic mail via: http://europa.eu/contact

Finding information about the EU

Online

Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available 
on the Europa website at: http://europa.eu

EU Publications

You can download or order free and priced EU publications from EU Bookshop at: http://
bookshop.europa.eu. Multiple copies of free publications may be obtained by contacting 
Europe Direct or your local information centre (see http://europa.eu/contact)

EU law and related documents

For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1951 in all the 
official language versions, go to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu

Open data from the EU

The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en/data) provides access to 
datasets from the EU. Data can be downloaded and reused for free, both for commercial 
and non-commercial purposes.

http://europa.eu/contact
http://europa.eu
http://eur-lex.europa.eu
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