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1. Foundation of Social Economy 

State of the art of SE in Europe 

The Social Economy (SE) in Europe is a diverse and resilient ecosystem that mobilizes 
economic resources to satisfy human needs rather than maximizing private profit. It 
represents a unique way of doing business that prioritizes solidarity, social cohesion, and the 
primacy of the individual over capital (Moulaert and Ailenei, 2005). 

While there is no single definition, the European Social Economy Action Plan1 identifies 
three shared criteria that define a Social Economy Organization (SEO)2: 

●​ Primacy of People and Purpose: The organization is driven by a social or 
environmental mission. This can serve the "collective interest" of its members (e.g., 
providing jobs or health insurance) or the "general interest" of society (e.g., reducing 
poverty or protecting the environment); 

●​ Reinvestment for Impact: Most profits and surpluses are not distributed to investors 
but are reinvested to further the social purpose. If any surplus is distributed, it is 
strictly limited to ensure the mission remains the priority; 

●​ Democratic Governance: Decision-making power is not tied to capital ownership. 
Instead, it usually follows the principle of “one person, one vote”. SEOs often go 
beyond basic legal requirements to include committees, working groups, and other 
participatory mechanisms. 

As SEOs are primarily driven by a social aim and prioritise their social purpose over profit 
maximisation, which means that SEOs are more inclined to try innovative solutions to offer 
sustainable services. By answering social challenges while maintaining a high level of 
efficiency, they contribute to a positive economic impact and a fair transition. 

Member States have heterogeneous traditions and employ a variety of terms in relation to 
the social economy. But typically, social economy is divided into four historical groups and 
the last as a more recent innovative branch (EU, 2021):  

●​ Associations: Often the most numerous type of entity; offer a unique space where 
citizens engage in common interests and generate social cohesion and mutual 
understanding; 

●​ Cooperatives: people-centered enterprises jointly owned and democratically 
controlled by and for their members to achieve common social and economic 
objectives; 

●​ Mutuals: Focus on providing benefits to their members, are private entities owned 
and governed by their members 

2 Lanzi et al 2023. For more information, visit the Blueprint for advanced competences and trainings in the Social 
Economy (baSE) website: https://socialeconomyskills.eu/resources/  

1 For more information, visit https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/eu-initiatives/seap_en 

https://socialeconomyskills.eu/resources/


 
 
 
 
 

●​ Foundations: Play a significant role in social and revenue impact, are asset-based 
and purpose-driven 

●​ Social enterprises: provide goods and services for the market in an entrepreneurial 
and often innovative way, fixing a social and/or environmental mission. 

According to the latest EU available data (2021), the social economy is a major employer 
and driver of European cohesion, with approximately 2.8 million entities operating in the EU, 
employing 13.6 million people (i.e. 6.3% of the EU’s working population), and mobilizing over 
82.8 million volunteers and 232 million members of cooperatives, mutuals and similar 
entities. 

SEOs are active in almost every economic sector, including agri-food, energy, construction, 
and finance. However, the most prominent sectors across Europe are social and health 
services, education, sport and artistic activities (Lanzi et al, 2023). The SE is geographically 
very spread around the EU, playing a major role in France, Spain, Italy and Belgium, where 
it represents more than 10% of jobs and approximately 10% of GDP (EESC & CIRIEC 
International, 2017). 

SE framework at EU level 

Even with a core definition framed by the SEAP at EU level, the degree of recognition of the 
social economy and social enterprises varies largely from one Member State to another, 
meaning that SE entities are not yet legally recognized as a single category and frameworks 
and conditions are primarily implemented at the national level. 

However, several actions were launched and boosted by the EC since 2011 to support SE 
development due to their social and economic potential, and 16 EU countries have adopted 
new specific legislation in this field, and 11 EU countries have created formal strategies or 
policies for supporting social economy and/or social enterprise development (SWD, 2021). 

Key policy milestones: 

●​ Social Business Initiative (2011)3: This initiative was a major step in encouraging 
Member States to adopt legislation and strategies for social enterprises. 

●​ Social Economy Action Plan (2021-2030)4: This current plan aims to create favorable 
conditions for SEOs to thrive, enhance their recognition, and support capacity 
building 

Spain has a highly developed ecosystem in the social economy, being an early adopter of 
national legislation with the Spanish Social Economy Law (2011), and an ongoing national 
strategy, decentralized also at regional and local level (e.g. Basque country, Barcelona, 
Valencia). Along with other EU countries, it established accreditation schemes for work 

4 https://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/eu-initiatives/seap_en  

3 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52011DC0682 



 
 
 
 
 
integration social enterprises (WISE) applicable to a plurality of legal forms. The SE in Spain 
represents more than 10% of jobs and approximately 10% of the national GDP. 

Italy also possesses a developed social economy ecosystem, having established the Code 
of the Third Sector in 2017, recognizing “third sector” organisations. They have adopted 
dedicated legal forms for the social economy, besides labelling systems or statutes to 
address the lack of legal recognition. Like Spain, Italy has national but also regional (e.g., 
Emilia Romagna) and local strategies (in cities like Turin and Bologna). The SE in Italy 
accounts for over 10% of employment and roughly 10% of the country’s GDP. 

In the Western Balkans, EU funding and Social Business Initiative (SBI) actions have played 
an essential role in setting up the social economy ecosystem. There are specific 
EU-supported initiatives focused on supporting youth in social entrepreneurship within the 
Western Balkans to promote the values of solidarity and social cohesion, being Employability 
and employment of young women and men the first of nine strategical goals of the National 
Youth Strategy 2015-2025 of Republic of Serbia5. 

Key actors 

Cooperatives, mutuals, associations, charities and foundations – the main SE entities – 
significantly expanded across Europe and other regions of the world, becoming key actors of 
Europe’s socio-economic landscape (Monzón Campos & Chaves Ávila, 2013). Most of the 
time, countries have specific legal frameworks regarding each entity composing SE. 
In rural contexts, the primary actors include: 

●​ Agricultural cooperatives: With over 22,000 cooperatives in the EU, they are vital for 
sustainable farming, local food systems, and maintaining rural vitality. 

●​ Associations and Foundations: Often the most numerous entities, they provide 
essential social services (care, education, culture) to communities where public or 
private providers are absent. 

●​ Social Enterprises: The most innovative branch, delivering new services like 
renewable energy and circular economy solutions. 

●​ Local Action Groups (LAGs): Multi-stakeholder partnerships (farmers, local 
businesses, public authorities, and civil society) that drive the LEADER approach to 
community-led development.  

●​ Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs): Specifically designed to facilitate the 
labour market entry of vulnerable groups, such as people with disabilities or the 
long-term unemployed 

 

 

5 Ministry of Youth and Sports, National Youth Strategy 2015-2025 of Republic of Serbia 



 
 
 
 
 

2. Social Economy and territorial 
development 

The role of Social Economy in rural development 

SE entities act as "grassroots innovators," identifying specific local needs and developing 
tailored solutions for communities often neglected by mainstream markets. They are 
essential for: 

• Revitalizing local economies by creating jobs and retaining value within the territory. SE 
actors’ capacity of innovation drives resilient and stable business models that can address 
inequalities in rural areas.  

• Combating depopulation by making rural areas more attractive through the provision of 
essential services like healthcare, childcare, and digital training. Several SE organisations, 
projects, and initiatives were born out of the need to give back to the young generations the 
possibility to grow and settle in their homeland, besides maintaining their traditions and 
culture (Lanzi et al, 2023). 

Due to their social equity and environmental responsibility, SE entities are able to create 
green jobs and include vulnerable people. They are naturally aligned with the EU Green 
Deal, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and the European Pillar of Social 
Rights, being crucial to respond to the current environmental and social crisis. 

SE entities provide training that equip youth, women and migrants with “green” and “digital” 
skills, helping them to start or uplift their career, while also providing them vocational training 
and emotional support. Key sectors include organic farming, renewable energy, circular and 
silver economies, and sustainable tourism, which can make these areas more attractive and 
drive growth and prosperity (Lanzi et al, 2023).  

Supporting SE entities and local population by offering training on sustainable practices that 
meet EU environmental requirements, help them to be more competitive while maintaining a 
social purpose above the economic activity, which guarantees a more just transition. Thus, 
local communities and rural areas should be empowered and actively involved in the green 
transition through various strategies.  

 



 
 
 
 
 

3.​ What is a Local Action Plan (LAP) 
A Local Action Plan – also referred as Community Action Plan – is a community-owned and 
led roadmap designed to identify local issues and achieve long-term ambitions. 

LAPs provide proof of local need, which is essential for accessing EU and national funding. It 
is a bottom-up approach that empowers rural communities to move from being passive 
beneficiaries to becoming active "co-producers" of their own employment policies, ensuring 
initiatives are tailored to the local labour market (EGESIF, 2018). 

The time and resources required to launch a LAP strategy and partnership depend very 
much on the local context and the experience and capacity of local actors and organisations. 
But the entire cycle usually takes between six months to a year to do properly.  

Stakeholders' engagement 
and their role in LAP 
co-creation 

A CAP is led by one group, often a 
community council, but the delivery 
and implementation is the 
responsibility of the whole community. 
It might be useful to set up a steering 
group to manage the project and to 
get a wide range of different people 
and different groups involved. 
Co-creation requires involving a wide 
range of stakeholders from day one, 
including: 

●​ Local residents (ensuring 
diversity in age and gender). 

●​ Local businesses and social 
enterprises. 

●​ Schools and youth 
organizations to engage the next 
generation. 

●​ Public authorities, who provide 
institutional support without 
dominating the decision-making 

process 



 
 
 
 
 

Methodology  

A successful LAP follows a cyclical, iterative process. Even though the methodology is 
separated step by step they usually occur simultaneously: 

1.​ Step 1 - Vision and strategy 
Decide what the community specifically wants to change, what is their need. 

●​ How: contacting community councils, local residents (through schools, local 
businesses, social enterprises), public authorities 

●​ What: key questions such as “where local actors would like to be in the future and 
what they think should be changed in order to get there”.  

●​ Length: depending on the engagement of local stakeholders, from 2 weeks to 1 
month. This is the first and most important step in designing the strategy and should 
not be rushed. 

 
0.​ Step 2 - Alliance Building 

Identify and map stakeholders to build trust. 
●​ This step normally takes place in parallel with step 1, deciding on what the 

community wants to change.  
●​ How: it requires face-to-face contact and sufficient time to uncover the main 

concerns, agendas and historical wants that lie in each group. 
 

0.​ Step 3 - Boundary Definition 
Clarify the geographical area to ensure it has "critical mass"  

●​ The areas targeted do not have to follow predefined administrative boundaries, 
however, they should be eligible for funding and implementation, stating clear criteria 
for their selection.  

●​ Length: the area should be large enough (critical mass - typically 10,000 to 150,000 
people) to achieve its goals, but not too large to risk that the community loses 
control.  

●​ The key point is that the definition of the area and the population must be consistent 
with and justified by the chosen strategy. 

 
0.​ Step 4 - needs analysis  

Conduct a SWOT analysis 
●​ What: the analysis of development needs and potential (Strength, Weakness, 

Opportunities, Threats) should be a valuable tool for building a strong intervention 
logic and ensuring a stronger orientation on results.  

●​ How: during gatherings mentioned in step 1, with mind mapping, and interactive and 
diverse groups. 
 

0.​ Step 5 - strategic design  
Define clear SMART goals 



 
 
 
 
 

●​ What: you work out what needs done and how you are going to achieve each 
outcome.  

●​ Who: defining roles, who will do what / what help will you need / how will you go 
about achieving things / what timescale are you setting for each action 

●​ Possibility of SMART: A key to a successful plan is to make sure outcomes and 
targets are SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timebound). 

 

Development, Implementation, and Follow-up 

A structured path from development to implementation, wrapping up in a continuous cycle of 
follow-up and evaluation, ensures that the LAP will be a resilient plan and more than a “wish 
list” (EGESIF, 2018). 
 

1.​ Development: translate findings into a concrete document that summarises data to 
identify the most pressing local issues. A sort of Plan of Action – usually produced by 
the steering group – with SMART objectives and a clear presentation. The document 
should be detailed enough to be credible, but also flexible to adapt to unforeseen 
circumstances. 
 

2.​ Implementation: the participants move from passive beneficiaries to active partners. 
The local authorities decide on a delivery system, for instance a decentralised model6 
or centralised model7. Short-term visible success, such as small visible projects 
(“quick wins”) helps sustain community motivation, manage expectations and 
demonstrate early results. Procedures can be simplified to reach smaller entities and 
be realistic on actions. 

 
3.​ Follow-up: as an iterative cycle, the monitoring should be continuous, establishing 

periodic reviews and self-evaluation or peer evaluation (neighbouring communities 
review each other’s progress). The communication is vital to keep the community 
informed and engaged. If the context changes, the plan must be re-evaluated. 

 

4.​ From Practice to Action 

7 The managing authority is responsible for formal project approval and payment. This has the advantage of 
taking a lot of administrative work away from the local partnership but it only works if the MA is able to put in 
place flexible and speedy approval and payment systems. Finnish FLAG-EFF Axis 4  

6 In the region of Aragon, Spain, the 20 LEADER local action groups directly approve local projects (sign the 
grant agreement) and pay the grant to project promoters on completion. The regional managing authority 
advances 9% of the local action group’s public budget at the beginning of the period on the condition that the 
group provides a bank guarantee. 



 
 
 
 
 
Under the Rural RiSE project, research, face-to-face meetings and participatory working labs 
have already taken place, where the partners could gather the following information 
regarding their regions: 

Legal and policy frameworks  

Serbia currently lacks a comprehensive, binding legal framework specifically regulating the 
social economy. However, development is guided by several strategic entry points: 

●​ National Strategies: The Strategy for Agriculture and Rural Development 
(2014–2024) emphasizes economic diversification, job creation, and the inclusion of 
women and youth. This is supported by the Gender Equality Strategy, which focuses 
on the economic empowerment of rural women. 

●​ EU Alignment: Serbia has established an Integrated Administration and Control 
System (IACS) to align with EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) requirements. 
Youth initiatives are also driven by the National Youth Strategy. 

Italy is guided by the Code of the Third Sector (2017), provides a unified legal definition for 
non-profit organizations. Policies are often decentralized, such as Basilicata’s Rural 
Development Plan (PSR), which targets rural diversification and creates thousands of jobs. 
The Milleproroghe Decree (Law 8/2020) introduced legal recognition for energy 
communities, which is further supported by the National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
(PNRR), which provides significant funds (€2.2 billion) for small municipalities to form 
renewable energy communities. 

Spain established the Spanish Social Economy Law (2011) and has a dedicated National 
Strategy for social economy (2023–2027). It has a consolidated legal and policy framework 
supporting the social economy, rural development, employment, training, youth and women, 
strongly aligned with EU priorities and funding instruments such as ESF+, ERDF, FEADER 
and the Recovery and Resilience Facility. 

Employment, training and social inclusion policies are mainly articulated through the Spanish 
Employment Strategy and ESF+ programming. At regional level, Extremadura complements 
the national framework through its Regional Strategy for the Social Economy and 
Cooperative Development and the ESF+ and ERDF Operational Programmes 2021–2027, 
which explicitly address challenges such as depopulation, unemployment and limited access 
to services in rural areas. 

Existing support mechanisms and SE actors 

●​ EU Programs: The European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), ERDF, EaSi, IPA Cross 
Border Cooperation, Single Market, Youth Guarantees and Erasmus+ are the primary 
sources for training, business support, and transnational cooperation. 

 



 
 
 
 
 

●​ Technical Support: The TSI (Technical Support Instrument) helps governments 
design national strategies. 

In Serbia, the National Employment Service (NES) provides training programs, 
self-employment grants, and targeted subsidies for youth and women. For funding there’s 
also the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPARD), the cornerstone of EU support for 
rural development and food security, with a projected €112 million budget for the 2021–2027 
period. Actors such as Trag Foundation (mentorship and grants), Razlivalište (youth 
entrepreneurship), and Impact Hub Belgrade (female economic independence). The 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Serbia (PKS) can play key role in developing local 
partnerships. 

Rural development support in Spain is mainly channeled through FEADER and CAP Pillar II, 
implemented at regional level through Rural Development Programmes and the LEADER 
approach. Additional opportunities are provided by the Spanish Recovery, Transformation 
and Resilience Plan (PRTR), which supports actions related to green transition, digitalisation 
and social cohesion, nevertheless, with significant administrative capacity.  

In Italy, major networks include Legacoop Basilicata, Legambiente (green jobs), and 
AICCON (training alliances). Local "protagonist" hubs like Centro Polivalente Miglionico 
serve as laboratories for youth resilience 

Practical tools for local authorities 

Local authorities can leverage specific instruments to identify assets, engage the community, 
and implement Local Action Plans (LAPs): 

●​ Stakeholder mapping and identification: Templates for mapping relevant SE actors, 
training providers, and community organizations help prioritize actions and optimize 
limited resources. 

●​ Participatory methodologies: Tools such as co-design frameworks and participatory 
workshops (e.g., the Miglionico Migliora) allow for a community-owned visioning 
process. 

Digital Tools for Engagement: 

●​ Digital Archives: Creating community-led archives (e.g., Archivio Futuro) to document 
local heritage and future aspirations. 

●​ Talent Maps: Using mapping tools (e.g., Randstad talent map) to identify and recruit 
local talent for SE initiatives. 

Sector-Specific Platforms: 

●​ Green Community Platforms: These enable the creation of citizen-led energy 
cooperatives (e.g. Centro Polivalente, Castello). 



 
 
 
 
 

●​ Green Job Guidelines: Practical manuals for integrating sustainability and green 
employment objectives into local planning. 

Collaboration tools: Platforms with training both for SE entities to access procurement and 
contracting authorities to facilitate their access, not only in traditional fields (catering 
services, cleaning and maintenance of green spaces), but tailored to goods, works and 
services in their region. Include initiatives that favour a better understanding of the SE 
ecosystem by public authorities and mainstream businesses, such as networking and 
networking events, facilitating a better uptake of B2B social procurement (doeners.be in 
Flanders). 

Gaps and opportunities for synergies 

Identifying structural weaknesses and gaps is the first step toward creating effective local 
partnerships: 

●​ Coordination deficits: Fragmentation between different levels of government (vertical) 
and between different ministries (horizontal) often prevents a coherent approach to 
the SE. 

●​ Limited capacity: Small rural municipalities often lack the administrative and financial 
resources to apply for and manage complex EU funding, besides limited 
opportunities and support for local populations. 

●​ Funding awareness: There is a persistent lack of awareness regarding social 
economy concepts, and available EU instruments (like ESF+ or RRF) and how to link 
them to local social needs. 

●​ Skills mismatch: A gap exists between the skills currently available in the local 
workforce and those required for emerging "twin transition" (green and digital) jobs. 

Opportunities for synergy include: 

●​ Policy integration: linking SE initiatives directly with regional development, 
employment, and training policies creates a more robust support ecosystem. 

●​ Cross-border twinning: projects like the Miglionico-Niš twinning show how 
transnational cooperation can foster synergies in the youth and green economy. 
Expansion of ongoing projects (4Data Democracy via CERV twinning) 

●​ Strategic partnerships: collaborating with Local Action Groups (GALs) and 
intermediary organizations like Chambers of Commerce and CSO can help scale 
entrepreneurship and skills development. 

●​ Eco-tourism and heritage: linking nature preservation and historical sites (e.g., 
Cammino Materano) with SE entities provides opportunities for developing 
specialized eco-skills 



 
 
 
 
 

Lessons learned and future steps 

The lessons learned serve already as a narrative roadmap for local authorities and 
practitioners to engage in an efficient action plan 

●​ Participation as a foundation for ownership: strong community involvement in the 
early stages of a project (e.g., Archivio Futuro and Miglionico Migliora) is essential for 
building a sense of local ownership and sustainability. Practical, locally-embedded 
capacity building yields much higher impact than top-down initiatives 
 

●​ Pedagogical Innovation: Successful training programs, also through targeted 
mentoring and equipment, such as Upskilling Rural in Italy, have demonstrated the 
effectiveness of the TEAL (Technology Enhanced Active Learning) methodology, 
which combines theoretical knowledge with practical, hands-on skills. Furthermore, 
the use of microcredentials has emerged as a vital tool, providing rural youth with a 
flexible and recognized way to acquire employability skills.​
 

●​ Visibility: Hosting high-profile events and campaigns (e.g., Matera ECoC echoes) 
significantly boosts the recognition of SE actors and their value to the community. 
Also a new narrative framing of positioning the Social Economy not just as a "social 
fix," but as a structural contributor to European competitiveness, resilience, and 
industrial autonomy. For example, possibility of creating regional hubs for research, 
training, and policy support to provide long-term infrastructure for SE growth.​
 

●​ Early engagement: Engaging diverse stakeholders from day one prevents duplication 
of effort and ensures that the LAP aligns with actual community needs. In Spain, 
experience shows that early stakeholder engagement and realistic action planning 
must be strictly adapted to local capacities to avoid community burnout; 
over-ambitious planning without realistic resource allocation leads to implementation 
failures. 

●​ Formalizing partnerships: Moving from informal collaborations to structured 
agreements through LAPs and formal networks. Channelling EU and donor funding 
(e.g., IPA for pre-accession countries) to scale successful local pilots into regional 
models.​
 

●​ Shifting to outcome-focused monitoring: Future strategies should move beyond 
counting participants and instead focus on measurable outcomes, such as contracts 
awarded to social enterprises or jobs created. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

Examples of rural social economy initiatives 

●​ Wonder Grottole (Italy): Trains "Village Hosts" to reactivate services and promote 
sustainable tourism in depopulated historic centres. 
 

●​ Radanska Ruža (Serbia): A women-led social enterprise that employs vulnerable 
groups to produce traditional organic food, strengthening local economic resilience. 

 
●​ Olympe Emprende (Spain): An incubator providing training in social entrepreneurship 

and mentoring to rural women to help them launch cooperatives and sustainable 
business plans. 
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