
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guidebook for start-ups in Social 
Economy 

 

 

 

Finland Deutschland Austria Belgium Transnational Territorial Cooperation for Social 
Economy 

 

 

 

FIND A BETTER CASE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 



Social economy: Guide book   page 2 

 

 
 
 
 

Written by 
 

Gerald Warter 
 
 

with contributions from 
 
 

Minna Apajalahti  
Judith Cerwenka 

Klaus Dolling 
Kerstin Kieselbach 

Arto Pirttilahti 
Herbert Pscherer 
Tim Vandewalle 

 
 
 

This paper constitutes a summary of the findings of the transnational cooperation “FIND A 
BETTER CASE” of four national EQUAL projects from 2005 to 2007.  



Social economy: Guide book   page 3 

 

Table of contents 
 

1 MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 5 

2 OBJECTIVE OF THE GUIDE BOOK 6 

3 DEFINITION OF SOCIAL ECONOMY 8 

3.1 Introduction 8 

3.2 The Social Economy in Europe 9 
3.2.1 The 15 Original Member Countries 9 
3.2.2 The 10 New Member Countries: challenges 9 

3.3 Institutional contexts for social enterprise 11 
3.3.1 Social Enterprise: Concept versus Brand 11 
3.3.2 Characteristics of Social Enterprise 14 

3.4 Definitions and Concepts in the four partner countries 15 
3.4.1 Finland 15 
3.4.2 Germany 15 
3.4.3 Belgium (Flanders) 17 
3.4.4 Austria 17 

4 PREPARATION AND STARTING PHASE FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 21 

4.1 Definitions and delimitations 21 

4.2 Steps for setting up Socio-economic start-ups 21 
4.2.1 Orientation phase – 21 
4.2.2 Financial support for start-ups 22 
4.2.3 Model of “Social venture capital” 23 
4.2.4 Belgian model of “Social enterprise” 23 
4.2.5 Finnish model of “Social enterprise” 23 
4.2.6 Social enterprise, German definition 24 

4.3 Summary and recommendations for policy makers 24 

5 SUPPORT FOR SOCIO-ECONOMIC START-UPS DURING THEIR FIRST 
THREE YEARS 26 

5.1 Findings and comparative analysis 26 

5.2 Difference men/women 26 

5.3 Recommendations for policy makers 27 
5.3.1 General recommendations 27 
5.3.2 Gender related recommendations: 28 



Social economy: Guide book   page 4 

 
6 SUPPORTIVE STRUCTURES FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISES ON A MACRO 
LEVEL 30 

6.1 Strategy for Social Enterprise 30 

6.2 Negotiating different policy domains for social enterprise 30 
6.2.1 Policy and Market drivers for social enterprise 31 

6.3 Policy drivers at the European level 31 

6.4 Institutions, support and policy frameworks 32 
6.4.1 German Case Study: Supporting umbrella structure 32 
6.4.2 Belgian (Flemish) Case Study: 33 
6.4.3 Austrian Case Study: The social partnership 36 
6.4.4 Finnish Case Study 37 
6.4.5 Summary of Support Choices 39 

6.5 Conclusions 40 

7 CLUSTERS, NETWORKS AND OTHER FORMS OF VOLUNTARY 
STRUCTURES FOR SOCIO-ECONOMIC INSTITUTIONS 41 

7.1 Finnish approach 41 

7.2 German approach 41 

7.3 Belgian (Flemish) approach 41 

7.4 Austrian approach 41 

7.5 Summary and conclusions 43 

8 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 44 

8.1 Landscape of Social Economy 44 

8.2 Evolution  Recommendations 45 

8.3 Programmes and their structures 46 

9 BIBLIOGRAPHY 47 
 

 



Social economy: Guide book   page 5 

 

1 Management Summary 

During the two years period of transnational cooperation in the EQUAL programme, it has 
become obvious that the understanding of Social Economy and Social Enterprise differs a 
lot between the four countries involved.  

Despite these differences in the definitions, comparisons between different approaches 
regarding the entire development process of social economic institutions could be drawn 
and recommendations could be derived.  

Following the major phases in a life-cycle analysis, the main recommendations are: 

 

1. General: when national structures on a European level, the underlying definitions 
and backgrounds must be kept in mind. 

2. For the preparation and starting phase: 
The phases of preparation and starting is rather similar in all countries and 
includes skills analysis of potential founders, training, consulting and financial 
support. Differences were discovered in the availability of venture capital for social 
enterprises. Even though also in Germany and Finland in theory alternative 
financing sources for social economy exist, Belgium was the only country where 
the system already works in a larger scale. 
In all four countries, structures for training, funding and consulting cover 
approximately a period from 12 months prior to foundation to 12 months after 
foundation a the maximum.  

3. Post-foundation follow-up support 
Here a clear gap has been discovered, since in none of the countries analysed a 
systematical approach of support exists, even though the period of one to four 
years after foundations constitutes the most vulnerable time for socio-economic 
start-ups.  

4. National supportive structures 
This chapter deals with question what national/regional authorities can do in order 
to most effectively support the socio-economic sector. The most frequently found 
needs are: 

a. Acknowledgement of the sector 

b. Clear and consistent legislation 

c. Long-term orientation and predictability of funding structures 

d. Constant interaction between responsible authorities and umbrella 
organisations of social economy both at a national and regional level 

5. Clusters and networks 
These organisations represent social enterprises and serve the interests of their 
members. While networks mostly include a rather homogenous group of members, 
clusters need to find a balance between similarity and difference of there 
members. Both forms base upon voluntary membership and were regarded – 
where existing – as useful tools of lobbying, coordination and service provision.  
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2 Objective of the guide book 

 

The acronym of the transnational cooperation that stands behind this publication is  

 

FIND A BETTER CASE 
 

This stands for Finland Deutschland Austria Belgium Transnational Territorial 
Cooperation for Social Economy. 
 
The overall objective of the transnational cooperation is to jointly develop a guide for start-
ups in the socio-economic sector.  
 
The four participating countries contribute specific experiences and focus areas to the life 
cycle of a social enterprise.  
 
In Germany the focus is on orientation and “market research” for potential social 
entrepreneurs, in Belgium the main interest lies on new forms/models of start ups, while 
Austria and Finland are mostly interested in their national projects in framework conditions 
and supportive measures at a national level (Finland) and regional level (Austria).  
 
Hence, in the preparatory meeting the idea was born to jointly develop a guide for socio-
economic start-ups and to analyse the life-cycle of these enterprises. 
 
Following the life-cycle of socio-economic enterprises, the four central topics are (also in 
accordance with the focus areas of the participating countries): 
 

1. orientation phase -> overview over various models for socio-economic start-ups  
This comprehends consulting and organisational models as well as legal forms.  

 
2. business plan/market research: job and market opportunities, navigation through 

existing structures (Germany) 
In this module, the support for social enterprises during the first year of their 
existence will be documented (again in at least 3 case studies per country). The 
objective is to describe the ideal way to social entrepreneurship. 
 
While the first two modules are dealing mostly with the micro-level, the remaining 
two modules cover the macro-level and highlight best-practice models of 
supporting systems. 
 

3. Implementation – supportive systems at national level, transition to first/second 
labour market (Finland) 
The findings of this module will lead into a recommendation list to national policy 
and decision makers. 

4. Implementation – marketing and networking at a regional level, social cluster 
model, social and business partnership (Austria) 
This final module will also derive recommendations to regional policy and decision 
makers, but will also provide a list of recommendations to the social 
entrepreneurs how they can strengthen their position by means of networking and 
cooperation.  
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The analysis was carried and aggregation of the findings was done – as implied in the 
acronym – on a case study basis. This paper - though it also tries to inform about 
underlying structure in the four participating countries and general European tendencies – 
does not claim to paint a complete picture of social economy in Europe.  
 
I should be read - as the title implies - as a source of inspiration, and all conclusion and 
recommendations that were drawn base upon the subjective experiences of case studies  
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3 Definition of social economy  

3.1 Introduction 

This paper begins with an overview of the social economy in Europe (15 original EU 
countries plus 10 new member countries). It examines the reasons for the differences in 
the level of development of the social economy in different countries; it looks at the 
welfare state and family roles in specific countries. It goes on to examine the importance 
of institutions both nationally and locally in the development of the social economy. It 
explores different forms of institutions: both policy measures and support structures. It 
looks, in particular, at an example of social enterprise policy where this is highly 
developed: particularly that of the UK government’s special enterprise policy. And it 
explores some of the different options for institutional development that would favour 
social economy development in the countries of the new enlarged Europe. 

It is interesting to review some institutional stories to reveal the process by which 
institutions and entrepreneurial action interact and evolve over time. Consider firstly the 
Italian social co-operative development, which is widely regarded as an excellent example 
of successful social enterprise in Europe. The origins of these social enterprises were 
some experimental initiatives in and around Trieste, where subsequently the first social 
co-operatives were developed in the 1970s; then in 1981 a law for social co-operatives 
was proposed but this was not passed until 1991; and several hundred social co-
operatives were formed before that law was approved. And, in Brescia in 1984, the first 
consorzi was formed (the consorzi is a local federation which have been particularly 
important for ensuring the sustainability of social co-operatives); and a National 
Federation for many social co-operatives, Consorzi Gino Mattarelli (CGM) was founded in 
1987; (note another national federation, LEGA, also has substantial numbers of social co-
ops). Thus this example of social co-ops in Italy shows a pattern of innovation on the 
ground that was gradually institutionalised, firstly in movement-led institutions (consorzi at 
the local and national level) before institutionalisation at the government level (legal forms 
and policy frameworks) took place. 

 

A second institutional development story comes from the studies by EMES, a network of 
researchers – see www.emes.net. In a 12 country study of work integration social 
enterprise (WISE), the EMES studied reported that the German WISE sector originated in 
the development of social and civic movements in the 1970s. These then shaped new 
non-profit/public partnerships for work integration; and they gradually became 
institutionalised in formal organised structures; and subsequently they became dominated 
by business rationales and professionalisation; and to a degree lost some of their vitality 
and innovative capacity, but they became a recognised institutional form for addressing 
work integration issues. And this pattern that is evident in the example of the German 
WISE can be seen in similar trends in other countries in Europe (again, drawing on the 
EMES study). Thus we see an interaction between WISE entrepreneurial initiatives and 
public policies through a progressive institutionalisation; the WISE with their multiple goals 
play a significant role in activating labour market policies for disadvantaged groups. 
Important dimensions of these initiatives become more and more established – public 
finance becomes more oriented towards the initiatives, and the collective dimension of 
these initiatives becomes more recognised; thus the innovative capacity of WISE 
becomes recognised and institutionalised; and in terms of their support, a mix of public 
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resourcing measures and public policy frameworks provides an institutional basis for their 
continued development. 

 

3.2 The Social Economy in Europe 

3.2.1 The 15 Original Member Countries 

Data on the social economy in Europe is not easy to obtain because of different definitions 
and different statistical clustering, but the table below provide a good overview over the 
size of this sector.  

table 1: employment in the social economy of Europe (15 countries)1  
(FTE = Full time equivalent) 

3.2.2 The 10 New Member Countries: challenges 

Turning now to the 10 new member countries of Europe, a rather different historical 
picture that has developed: Prior to World War II in many countries there was a vibrant co-
operative sector. Thus in Poland there are over 20,000 cooperatives in credit and savings, 
consumer co-operatives, housing, and worker co-operatives; and there was a particularly 

                                                 
1 Roger Spear, EMES Research Network: The institutional framework for social 
enterprises: challenges for the new Member States, presented at the EQUAL Conference 
in Warsaw May 11th 2006 
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strong co-operative sector supporting employment for disabled people. Subsequently the 
state established strong links with the co-operative sector and the members of the party 
and state machinery became closely linked with the governance of co-operatives and in 
general they thrived in this period. However the transition period after the fall of the 
communist regimes, there was a very strongly neo-liberal policy which developed in many 
of these new member countries. This led to policies of restitution (properties to former 
owners); a strong emphasis on privatisation – to the private sector, rather than 
considering privatisation to social economy forms of organisation; a general hostility to 
state dominated co-operatives; and even in some countries a dissolution of the co-
operative federations and restrictions imposed on their ability to operate economically. 
Many of these factors, including restitution, led to a drastic decline in the well established 
co-operative sectors. In addition, during the communist period, the state had performed 
many social functions through paternalistic public enterprise, etc, which meant that the 
non-profit sector (for example sports clubs and other recreational and cultural activities) 
was generally rather under-developed. And the role of independent voluntary sector 
organisations in advocacy was severely circumscribed. Subsequently to the early 
transitional period there was a severe recession and this led to a reaction against the 
extremely neo-liberal policies in a number of ways. Thus in more recent years, we see the 
emergence of civil society - both in the form of grass roots activity and in the development 
of associations and foundations (more formal organisational structures). The foreign 
donors have played an important role in this development and the foreign NGOs have 
played important roles, both in the pattern of development and in the links with local 
emerging civil society structures. However, although there have been a reform of co-
operatives to a certain extent, there continues to be a high level of distrust towards this 
form of the social economy. In some countries there has been new legislation; for 
examples new legislation for social co-operatives has been proposed in Poland and is due 
to go through Parliament in 2006. And there has been the development of new mutuals, 
for example in Poland the SKOKs (credit unions) have built up very rapidly. 

NGOs (non-profits and foundations) have been developing in many countries, for example 
Poland saw a large growth of initiatives after 1989, with very high growth rates in the early 
90s, but stabilizing by the mid 90s. Formation and failure rates continue to be high. At the 
end of April 2004 the REGON register listed: 

• 45,891 associations 

• 7,210 foundations (ref. Klon/Jawor Association, 2000)2. 

 

Nonetheless it is clear that the institutional development of structures supporting these 
initiatives in the new member countries are not particularly well developed. In addition, 
Non-profits are often relegated to a social role, and often face barriers to overcome in 
order to play economic roles and gain state contracts for the provision of welfare services. 
There have also been other legacies of the communist period, seen in particular in a clear 
focus on the need for work integration of disadvantaged and disabled people in many new 
member countries. This continues to be an important sector in many countries. Thus the 
potential for social enterprise emerging in these countries rests on reforming the old co-
operatives and accessing new markets, as well as negotiating economic roles for non-
profits; together with establishing appropriate institutions for such developments. 
                                                 
2 Cited from : Roger Spear, EMES Research Network: The institutional framework for social enterprises: 

challenges for the new Member States, presented at the EQUAL Conference in Warsaw May 11th 2006 
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3.3 Institutional contexts for social enterprise 

In the EMES WISE project (WISE = Work integration social Enterprise), there were three 
different types of institutional context that were identified as shaping entrepreneurship. 
These differed in the extent to which the institutional contexts were highly, medium or 
poorly developed:3 

 

• well structured institutional context - with legal forms specifically tailored to social 
enterprise; and structured public policy frameworks specifically designed for social 
enterprise; the clear example of this type is the context for social co-operatives in 
Italy which have been described earlier in this paper. 

• medium developed institutional contexts – here in a number of countries we can 
see a self labelling and structuring of different forms of social enterprise with 
associated support networks; so for example in the UK we see co-operatives with 
relevant federal structures supporting those co-operatives and some level of 
infrastructure specifically designed to support the entrepreneurial development of 
co-operatives; similarly for social firms where there is a federal structure of social 
firms and some support capacity for developing new and existing social firm 
initiatives: similarly community businesses, etc. 

• poorly developed institutional contexts – here there is a situation where new social 
enterprise develop almost without reference to similar patterns elsewhere within 
the social economy; in other words there is a continual “reinvention of the wheel” 
rather than a capacity to model a new initiative on an existing type. For example in 
Denmark, where the forms of social enterprise do not appear to be well 
established, or well recognised, we see ad hoc constructed social enterprise and 
social projects within diverse contexts with some degree of similarity but not a 
strong identity between the different types. 

 

These different levels of development of institutional context offer different levels of 
recognition, and identity for the new social entrepreneurial initiatives; as well as different 
levels of support via public policy frameworks and support structures (including the 
availability of specialist professional advisors). 

The evidence for these three types indicates that the more developed the institutional 
context the more developed the social enterprise sector (and vice versa); in other words 
the establishment of institutions is important and goes hand in hand with the development 
of the social enterprise sector, and with different types of social enterprise being 
developed. 

 

3.3.1 Social Enterprise: Concept versus Brand 

With the exception of Finland, the UK is the only country in Europe where the brand 
‘Social Enterprise’ is used. This means that it is part of official policy to support social 
enterprise and there is a government policy and the government Social Enterprise Unit 
that has been developed to support this newly emerging sector. At the same time there 

                                                 
3 Summarized after www.emes.net  
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has been the formation of a Social Enterprise Coalition, an umbrella body that comprises 
institutional representation from several different types of social enterprise; these types of 
social enterprise are generally publicly recognised by names other than “social enterprise” 
for example “co-operative” or “social firm” or “community business”. There is a need, to 
some extent, to establish common ground amongst diverse interests; and to a certain 
extent the coalition has to play “coalition politics” to ensure that participants see 
themselves in a win-win situation in relation to subscribing to the social enterprise identity. 
At the same time there are new organisations being formed that label themselves with the 
social enterprise identity; and there has been new legislation ‘Community Interest 
Company’ that was specifically established to facilitate this process of identity formation 
amongst new social enterprise. Most other countries in Europe have social enterprises but 
they go under different names like “social co-operatives” in Italy, “labour co-operative” in 
Finland, etc. The work of the EMES network has pioneered a wider understanding of the 
concept of social enterprise and given coherence to an apparent diversity of initiatives that 
are conceptually similar in many different countries of Europe. There are a number of 
different definitions of social enterprise, for example: insert UK government’s definition is: 

“A social enterprise is a business with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are 
principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or the community, rather than being 
driven by the need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners” (Social Enterprise: A 
Strategy for Success, DTI)  

However, the EMES network definition (Borzaga and Defourny, 2001) has been very 
influential and has been used in EU policy debates and discussions to a significant extent. 
This EMES definition comprises social criteria and entrepreneurial criteria. In everyday 
language the social enterprise can be considered to be business with a social purpose 
and with some elements of social process. The EMES criteria are as follows: 

Four factors have been applied to define the economic and entrepreneurial nature of 
the initiatives. 

• a) A continuous activity producing goods and/or selling services 

• b) A high degree of autonomy (vs dependency) 

• c) A significant level of economic risk 

• d) A minimum amount of paid work 

 

Five indicators for the social dimensions of the initiatives: 

 

• i) An initiative launched by a group of citizens 

• ii) A decision-making power not based on capital ownership 

• iii) A participatory nature, which involves the persons affected by the activity 

• iv) Limited profit distribution 

• v) An explicit aim to benefit the community 

 

The set of criteria can be seen almost as an ideal type for defining the field, thus in some 
cases organisations might not fit all criteria but if they meet most of them they would be 
included within the definition of the field. However, within the EMES definition it is clear 
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that all these organisations are regarded as part of the social economy, in other words 
they are: co-operatives mutuals, associations (non-profits) or foundations; but they are 
enterprises so they are the entrepreneurial part of the social economy sector. In terms of 
why social enterprise have developed now, and what they reflect is happening in our 
societies and economies, it is important to note that in many ways social enterprises bring 
together elements from the two great traditions in the social economy: the co-operatives 
and the non-profits. This is because, on the one hand, cooperatives are becoming more 
like non-profit organisations particularly in welfare areas and regeneration areas of 
society, they are becoming multi-stakeholder organisations and making greater use of 
social capital. And on the other hand, non-profit organisations are becoming more 
enterprise-like or entrepreneurial to a substantial extent because of the changes in the 
way in which welfare services and public services are now contracted out through market 
or quasimarket mechanisms. 

Thus social enterprises are both new organisations, and existing organisations fashioned 
by new dynamics; but whether they are new or established they are generally within the 
recognised social economy sector. 

 

Hence, their key characteristic can be summarized in the following figure: 

 

 
fig.  1 Definition of social enterprise4 

 

                                                 
4 Adapted from Andrew Carter, The Smart Company presentation at OECD International Conference of 

Entrepreneurship and Economic Development in Distressed Urban Areas on 7-8 October 2003, Rome 
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3.3.2 Characteristics of Social Enterprise 

The characteristics of social enterprise are as follows: 

• Co-operative/mutual and voluntary organisational form 

• Multi-stakeholder 

• Using a mix of resources 

• Using Social Capital (via:) 

• -multi-stakeholder 

• -strong user/community linkages 

• -worker involvement 

 

One particular characteristic of social enterprise that is subject to differing definitions is the 
amount of income or resources that needs to be earned (through private sales or public 
contracts in the market). For example in the UK, there is a government view that 50% of 
income i.e. the majority of income should be earned income, but in a survey conducted by 
the government Social Enterprise Unit, they use the criteria of 25% and income to define 
the sector. 

One interpretation of this could be that some social enterprise could be considered as 
“emerging” and moving towards the 50% earned income criterion. There are 3 broad 
types of social enterprise that are developing: 

 

1. Social enterprise delivering ‘public’ services for example: welfare services, 
childcare, local/community services, environmental and recycling services, cultural 
services, etc. 

2. Work integration and community regeneration; in other words: providing 
employment for disadvantaged and disabled people; and improvement to housing 
stock, community/environmental improvement, energy insulation for housing, etc. 

3. Value based goods and services especially in the area of fair trade. 

 

And sometimes there is a mix of these different types in a single social enterprise. 
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3.4 Definitions and Concepts in the four partner countries 

3.4.1 Finland  

Social economy is in Finland a new and a rather vague concept.  The main categories of 
non-profit organisations, the associations and foundations meet the five John Hopkins 
criteria (see 3.4.2), many of the neo-cooperatives do not, however, meet the non-profit 
criterion. The number of welfare actors is increasing although the public sector is the 
principal producer of social services.  As a result of political discussions on social 
economy, a definition of a social enterprise was made in 2004. First social enterprises 
were registered in 2005, the social aspect  being that they  employ persons with disability 
or long-term unemployment back ground. The Finnish Equal-partnership is focusing on 
establishing new social enterprises. 

Description of ”Social Enterprise” regarding to the Finnish Act  
• it is entered in the trade register 
• it produces goods and services on a commercial principle; 
• at least 30 per cent of the employees in the company’s employ are disabled 

persons, or at least 30 per cent of all employees are disabled and long-term 
unemployed (percentage of placed employees); and 

• it pays all its employees, irrespective of their productivity, the pay of an able-
bodied person agreed in the collective agreement, and if no such agreement 
exists, customary and reasonable pay for the work done. 

 

Main public subsidies for Social enterprises 
• Employment subsidy € 822-1.300 / month 

- 2 years for long term unemployed persons 
- 3(+3) years for disabled persons 

• Project subsidy for the employment promotion activities, not more than 75 % 
• Smaller subsidies for reorganizations, investments and working methods  
• Normal subsidies for enterprises: investments, consultation, risk loans, start 

finances etc.  
 

3.4.2 Germany 

In the official German Guidelines for the EQUAL iniative for 2000 – 2006 „Social 
economy“ is considered as being the same as the so-called “third sector. Even though 
also the guidelines admit that there is no sharp definition for social economy, they follow 
the definition of the John Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project“, which ranks 
among social economy all organisations which 

 
• Base upon voluntariness 
• Are dedicated to welfare by their own statutes 
• Have a minimum of formal structures 
• Make their own autonomous decisions 
• Which do not distribute profits to their owners. 

 

The German tax law widely follows this definition for public utility and applies the rules for 
social economy for 

• Not-for profit associations 
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• Foundations 
• Non-profit capital companies 
• Cooperatives 
• NGOs 
• And other non-profit organisations 

 
The term “Social enterprise” is also used in this context, but comprises different types of 
enterprises/asscociations. 
 
The following table provides an overview over the various types of social enterprises: 
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table 2 A typology of social enterprises in Germany5 
 
 
 
 

3.4.3 Belgium (Flanders) 

The social economy consists of a variety of businesses and initiatives whose objectives 
are focused above all on the creation of a certain social added value, respecting the 
following basic principles in striving to meet these objectives:  

• priority of labour over capital,  
• democratic decision-making,  
• social embedding,  
• transparency,  
• quality and sustainability.  

 

Special attention is also devoted to the quality of internal and external relationships. In 
producing goods and services they deploy their resources in an economically efficient way 
in order to assure sustainability and profitability.  

 

Different types of organisations make up the landscape of social economy in Flanders. 
Among the implementers of social economy we have: social workshops, work-care 
centres, sheltered workshops, insertion enterprises, recycling centres and shops, learn 
and work centres, neighbourhood and local services, labour and environment-friendly 
cooperatives. 

Except for the latter all have a strong focus on creating employment opportunities for 
disadvantaged or low-skilled people on the labour market, which is connected to meeting 
specific needs in society. 

 

These social economy enterprises in Flanders are supported by specialized organisations 
for social economy: consulting agencies, start-up centres, activity cooperatives and 
funding institutions. 

 

3.4.4 Austria  

In Austria social economy is no common term. It is rather an academic term used in 
science and in EU contexts; if people speak about social economy they usually think 
about non-profit organisations and associations. 

In the first EQUAL-round 16 Austrian EQUAL-partnerships were dealing with social 
economy. 

 

                                                 
5 Work integration social enterprises in Germany (Bode, I.; Evers, A. and Schulz A.), EMES Working paper 

2/2004, p. 14 
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There are different concepts of social economy in Austria concerning the way of doing 
business, form of organisation and forms of funding. All in all they are organisations that 
are socially necessary and useful. 

According to the scientific definition of the third sector the organisations have to be non-
public, not profit-oriented, legal, self-organised, membership has to be voluntary and work 
has to be done as paid or voluntary work. 

One definition is that everything that is not part of state, market or informal sector is social 
economy. 

 

fig.  2 An overview of the national and regional situation of social economy6 

 

The Austrian social economy is heterogenic in many ways. This variety for example 
relates to size, political orientation or degree of organisation of non-profit organisations or 
the kind of output. 

 

Common structural features are: 

                                                 
6 Adapted from: GDI Impuls: Arbeit – womit wir uns in Zukunft beschäftigen wollen, autumn 2006, p. 32 
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 Many big non-profit organisations and traditional non-profit organisations are 
closely related to or influenced by political parties (especially the Social democrats 
and Christian democrats) or by religious communities. In some parts of social 
economy there is a political “market distribution” between the spheres of influence. 

 
 Beside of this phenomenon there are many rather basis-oriented self-help groups 

and local association; so the Austrian non-profit sector also has the dimension of a 
“civil society”. 

 
 The organisational variety of non-profit organisation creates heterogenic internal 

structures. Thus big and traditional non-profit organisations are often summed up 
in umbrella organizations that are founded within an organisation (for example 
federal association above national associations) as well as organizational 
spanning for special areas. 
Additionally, there are general areas umbrella organisations (for example the 
“representation of Austrian non-profit associations, IÖGV) 

 
 Organisational and personal (party political) features connect the Austrian non-

profit sector to the public sector (for example many board members of associations 
are politicians). 

 
 Financially the Austrian non-profit sector very much depends on public financing. 

The public hand finances the social economy by subsidies (non-profit 
organisations that fulfil public duties get public subsidies) 

 

Status of social enterprises in Austria 

Social enterprises are not the main focus of the Austrian EQUAL project, but to paint a 
fully comprehensive picture their status is briefly described here:  

Social enterprises “Sozialökonomische Betriebe” (SÖB) are non-profit making 
associations or non-profit making limited liability companies. 

The goals pursued are three-fold: 

- employment goal: creating jobs; 

- social goal: integration of the unemployed; 

- economic goal: qualification of the target groups through work within an enterprise 
producing goods or rendering services. 

 

Types of jobs provided 

Two types of jobs are provided: 

- permanent jobs for professional personnel (managers, socio-pedagogic personnel, 
skilled workers); 

- jobs of limited duration (usually one year) for defined target groups, to offer them 
training, employment and support for the re-integration into the labour market. 
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All the jobs provided offer a labour contract corresponding to all regulations of the Austrian 
labour legislation. 

Weight of training 

The weight of training depends on the type of employed workers and the economic field in 
which the enterprise is active. All enterprises practice on-the-job training combined with 
theoretical training periods; some enterprises run their own courses, while others enable 
their employees to attend vocational schools to obtain a formal certificate. 

 

Types of employed workers 

The target groups of SÖB in Austria are people experiencing discrimination on the 

labour market: 

- the long-term unemployed; 

- the disabled; 

- young people with social handicaps; 

- women above 45 and men above 50; 

- women after a family break; 

- problem groups like the homeless, alcoholics, drug addicts, released 

prisoners, etc. 

 

Types of resources 

The financing of SÖB is based on own revenue (approx. 40 %) from the sale of goods and 
services and the remaining approx. 60 % are funds from the Austrian Labour Market 
Service, the European Social Fund, the provincial government, the regional 
administration, special funds for disabled people and - to a very limited extent – from 
private sponsors.  
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4 Preparation and starting phase for social enterprises 

4.1 Definitions and delimitations 

 

As already explained in chapter 3, the term “Social Economy” differs between the 
participating countries. While in Finland, Belgium and Germany the focus is on “WHO is 
providing the service” (mostly long-term unemployed and disabled), in Austria the focus is 
on “WHICH services are provided” and is there an intention to make profits. Hence, also 
when studying the following models, these differences must be kept in mind.   

 

4.2 Steps for setting up Socio-economic start-ups 

4.2.1 Orientation phase –  

All participating countries provide some sort of testing and counseling model for 
unemployed persons who want to become self-employed, but already the prerequisites to 
undergo this support differ from country to country: 

 

The new entrepreneur… BEL AUT FIN GER 

Has to be unemployed  Not 
necessary 

x Not 
necessary 

x 

Has necessary qualification x x x x 

Can also be student, in 
domestic work, receive normal 
salary 

  not during 
the support 

period 

 

Aimed at full-time 
entrepreneurship  

 x x x 

 

What also is common in all four countries is that the entrepreneur candidate is checked 
either in personal interviews (Austria, Belgium, Finland) or formal tests (Germany).  

 

If the decision about the further support in the start-up process is positive, the candidate is 
assisted in writing an initial business plan, which comprehends 

 
 Sales and marketing 
 Financing 
 Competitor analysis 
 Setting the price 
 Market analysis 
 Taxes, insurances etc. 
 Personal components and development  
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In Belgium and Finland, management support is not only given to unemployed persons 
who want to set up their own project but also to existing regular enterprises which are 
willing to employ underprivileged and long-term unemployed persons. (see chapter 4.2.4) 

 

4.2.2 Financial support for start-ups 

 

In the starting phase, the entrepreneur also can receive financial benefit, as stated in the 
following table:  

 

 BEL AUT FIN* GER 

Duration Low-rented 
loans of 4, 5, 7 
or 10 years/  

Subvention for 
first two years 

6-9 months (max. 2 
months after start) 

2 phases  
(1st phase max. 
6 months,  
2nd phase max. 4 
months)  

See remarks 
below 

Amount Low-rented / 

First year: 
subvention of 
50% of the 
wages of the 
personnel   

Second year: 
30%  

During training and 
preparation  phase 
normal 
unemployment 
benefit (depending 
on previous 
income, max. € 
750,--), after start 
max € 700,-- 

1st phase € 650, 

2nd phase € 500 

See remarks 
below 

 

* This system is also for “normal” entrepreneurs, not only those who start social company.  

 

German remarks for financial support: 

 

1.Start-ups through unemployed 

Duration: 6 month 
Amount: 1050,-€/month, max. 6.300,-€ (complete) 

 

or 

 

2.Transfermoney (Bridgemoney) 

Duration: max. 6 month 

Amount: Hight of last received money from Labour office inclusive social fees 
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or 

 

3.Financial start-up benefit (“Ich AG”) 

Duration: up to 3 years 

Amount: first year - 600,-€/month; 2nd year - 360,-€/month; 3rd-year - 240,-€/month 

only if turn over < 25.000,--€ /year. 

 

4.2.3 Model of “Social venture capital” 

As presented in the case studies, in Belgium exists a model of social enterprises that acts 
as “parent” or umbrella enterprises for socio-economic start-ups. In this model, the 
umbrella enterprise conducts the selection of “entrepreneur-candidates” and provides 
them with the necessary complementary training. They also provide them with the 
necessary capital and employ the persons, so that the candidates run their own projects 
without the risk of being self-employed. The selected candidates can count on advising 
and management support for one year. The parent-company is financially supported by 
the national lottery, some banks and a foundation of the Royal Family.  

 

4.2.4 Belgian model of “Social enterprise” 

This social enterprise does not necessarily have to be a start-up, also regular enterprises 
can be turned into this legal form.  

 

Like any other company, a social enterprise 
• Produces services or goods to markets 
• Aims at getting profit 
• Pays salary to all its employees according to the collective labour agreement 
• Is listed in the trade register 
• is willing to employ disabled or long-term unemployed persons 

 

Subvention in the Belgian model 
• Employment subsidy (first year 50% of the wages paid; second year 30% of the 

wages paid) 
 

4.2.5 Finnish model of “Social enterprise” 

Like in Belgium, a social enterprise does not necessarily have to be a start-up, also 
regular enterprises can be turned into this legal form.  

 

Like any other company, a social enterprise 
• Produces services or goods to markets 
• Aims at getting profit 
• Pays salary to all its employees according to the collective labour agreement 
• Is listed in the trade register 
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• is willing to employ disabled or long-term unemployed persons 

 

Deviations from conventional companies 
• At least 30 % of employees are disabled or long-term unemployed persons 
• Listed in the register maintained by the Ministry of Labour 

 

Subvention 
• Employment subsidy (822 – 1.300 €/month, 2-3 years) for for employing a disabled 

or long-term unemployed person 
• Project support for stabilizing and organizing the operations 

 

4.2.6 Social enterprise, German definition 

The German definition of social enterprise comprehends the whole range of legal forms 
(private entrepreneur, general or limited partnership or limited company), but the 
difference is that social enterprises do not aim at making profit, are exempted from some 
taxes and may receive donations.  

A special form are cooperatives, which aims at the mutual benefit for its members, which 
may also be start-ups. Sometimes they also combine voluntary and professional work, 
especially in the social sector. Sometimes cooperatives are particularly founded to provide 
training and/or temporary or part-times jobs for unemployed, but they do not yet provide 
permanent jobs.  

 

4.3 Summary and recommendations for policy makers 

In Belgium exists a specific ministry of Social Economy.  There is a definition of social 
economy.  It is a variety of businesses, organisations and institutions which are working 
on the (re)integration of vulnerable people in the society, socially and economically.  The 
main idea is to reintegrate them in the labour-process.  

 

The Flemish government decides if the company is accepted as a ‘social enterprise’ when 
the employer fulfils two main conditions: 

- employing underprivileged groups (low-skilled, unemployed, disabled, ... ) 
- acting sustainable in terms of CSR (corporate social responsibility) and people, 

planet and profit. 
 

The political weight of Social Economy can be seen in the fact that there is a separate 
ministry of social economy in Belgium which defends the interest of social economic 
enterprises and provides the basis for special funding. 

 

This kind of framework (political support) could give the possibility to offer a specific 
support for social economic activities.  

There may be different ways of support for social enterprises: 
- trainings for entrepreneurs/start-ups 
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- advice to the management 
- guidance for employees 
- financial support 

 

Some conclusions of support to the policy makers could be as follows: 

 
1. It is a fact that social enterprises and private companies follow the same rules of 

the market (competition, price etc.). 
2. Specific know-how of advisors is needed (especially on the topic of the different 

sectors). 
3. Entrepreneurs should be sensitized to market opportunities in the social sector, 

franchise-concepts etc. 
4. A close cooperation between advisors, employment agency, supporting institutions 

and other organizations is necessary. 
5. The condition of proving economic knowledge [referring to Belgian model: diploma 

of ‘Business Management Knowlegde’ – you can take a course to obtain the 
certificate or you can go to examination commission (federal commission) to prove 
your knowledge (obtained by your working experience)] is a useful instrument to 
make sure that an entrepreneur has at least basic management skills.  This could 
give more assurance in terms of the feasibility of the planned activity and lower the 
high rate of bankruptcy in their first years.  

6. Sometimes support is necessary still after some years (cfr. 5.2). With the support 
data base of (for example) the employment agency a contact to the entrepreneurs 
on a regular base after their start would be possible and useful. The subvention 
giving institution (ministry) also could ensure the meeting of the target group this 
way. 
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5 Support for socio-economic start-ups during their first three years  

5.1 Findings and comparative analysis  

During the transnational EQUAL-cooperation twelve case studies were analysed. Out of 
these twelve models only one offers long-term support to socio-economic start-ups (the 
German “Gründernet GmbH”). 

In all other cases support ends within 6-12 months after the foundation. 

On the other hand, the following effects can be observed:  

• In Germany approx. 50% of all socio-economic start-ups quit within first 5 years 
(Source: www.dbsh.de)  

• In Austria, approx. 50% of all bankruptcy cases occur during the first 4 years of 
enterprises 
(Source: Gründerservice) 

• in Finland there is not yet much experience on the survival of the social 
enterprises. Since 2005 one of the 65 social enterprises in Tampere region has 
given up its business, three have signed out their registration because of other 
reasons (publicity, difficulties in finding a suitable worker) but they all continue as  
regular enterprises. 

Hence, the authors view is that here an obvious gap has been discovered, for which no 
ideal solution has yet been found. Support and service is partly being provided by 
associations and voluntary networks (see Chapter 7), but structural lacks at least in the 
four partner countries yet remain unsolved.  

5.2 Difference men/women 

In general, there are by far more foundations carried out by men then by women. 

fig.  3 man and women self-emloyed in 28 OECD-countries in 20027 

                                                 
7 OECD (2003) Labour force statistic 
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Numerous studies document that man and women show different behaviour and have 
different needs during the foundations process. 

It was not the purpose of this work to analyse all the specific differences in details, but the 
following summary8 should be kept in mind – although it refers to foundations in general 
and is not specifically aiming at social economy: 

• Age: 3 of 4 founders found their enterprise between 30 and 49. Female 
entrepreneurs are on average a bit younger than their male counterparts when 
setting up their own business  
In Finland 53% of the founders belong to this group, in opposite to Austria, the 
women are on average slightly older than men when setting up their own business. 

• Education: More than 50% of all founders have at least a high-school graduation or 
a similar degree. Male founders tend to have a slightly higher education than 
female ones.  
In Finland: About 50% of all founders have at least a high-school graduation or a 
similar degree. Male founders start their business more often from a vocational 
basic training than females (35% v 28%), female founders are higher educated. 

• Professional situation prior to foundation: While only 25% of the male founders 
start their business from a “labour market distant position” (unemployment, child-
care or directly after school/university), women have a significantly lower level of 
professional experience at the time of their foundation. 46% start their business out 
of such a labour market distant situation. 
In Finland: 35% of the male and 41% of the female founders start their business as 
unemployed. 43% of male founders start from a employee’s position in a private 
firm where as just 30% of the female founders were working in a private firm and 
8% in public service. 

• Professional experience: Women show a significantly lower level of professional 
experience in the relevant sector of their business. 25% of them have no relevant 
experience at all in the particular sector (compared to 14% of men). 

 

5.3 Recommendations for policy makers  

5.3.1 General recommendations 

As observed in the case studies, in most partner countries consulting services are not 
offered systematically or regularly after 12 months after foundation. Where there are such 
services, like in Belgium (Advice agencies for social economy) or Germany 
(Gründerzentren), services are not sufficiently demanded for the following reasons: 

 
• Lack of knowledge of the availability of such services 
• Lack of trust 
• Reluctance to admit own shortcomings 

 

                                                 
8 The main findings result from the Austrian Study “Gründungsalltag, Gender und Gründungsfinanzierung” by 

Claudia Schwarz (IBW Schriftenreihe 133, 2006) and were cross-check with available OECD-data. Finnish 
data was provided from Minna Apajalahti and Ensimetrie (Statistics from the Start-up centre Ensimetri 
Tampere region, including 2997 business founders from years 2002-2006). 
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Regular support on the free market (business consultants) is not demanded because of 
financial reasons. 

 

Potential solutions are mandatory consultancy hours after one, two and three years which 
should be content of funding contracts and/or regular exchanges of experiences in 
informal rounds of start-ups. These meetings can be organised either by existing structure 
(e.g. young entrepreneurs department of chamber of commerce) or new sectoral 
structures (e.g clusters and networks, see Chapter 7). 

If difficulties are discovered, subsidized follow-up support by listed consultants shall be 
offered. Partly, such consultancy needs can be covered by funding authorities 
themselves.  

An already existing example of such support is the selection of personnel in Germany, in 
which the labour market service together with the entrepreneur selects the personnel and 
an external consultant accompanies the enlargement process. The labour market agency 
also assists the entrepreneur in obtaining funds for training and work integration of the 
new staff. 

This initially supported contacts between entrepreneur and consultants are also helpful to 
establish a climate of trust, which can be fruitful to solve other, future problems.  

General additional recommendations are to expand all measures that stimulate Life long 
learning of entrepreneurs already in an early stage. This includes measures like coaching 
or seminar vouchers.  

5.3.2 Gender related recommendations:9 

• Increase the ability of women to participate in the labour force by ensuring the 
availability of affordable child care and equal treatment in the work place. More 
generally, improving the position of women in society and promoting 
entrepreneurship generally will have benefits in terms of women’s 
entrepreneurship.  

• Listen to the voice of women entrepreneurs. The creation of government offices of 
women's business ownership is one way to facilitate this. Such offices could have 
programme responsibilities such as providing women's business centres, 
organising information seminars and meetings and/or providing web-based 
information to those wanting to start and grow a business.  

• Incorporate a women's entrepreneurial dimension in the formation of all SME-
related policies. This can be done by ensuring that the impact on women's 
entrepreneurship is taken into account at the design stage.  

• Promote the development of women entrepreneur networks. These are major 
sources of knowledge about women’s entrepreneurship and valuable tools for its 
development and promotion. Co-operation and partnerships between national and 

                                                 

9 This list of recommendations is the summary of the 2
nd 

OECD Conference of ministers 
responsible for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with the title “Promoting 
entrepreneurship and innovative SMEs in a global economy”, Istanbul, Turkey 3-5 June 
2004  
 



Social economy: Guide book   page 29 

 
international networks can facilitate entrepreneurial endeavours by women in a 
global economy.  

• Periodically evaluate the impact of any SME-related policies on the success of 
women-owned businesses and the extent to which such businesses take 
advantage of them. The objective should be to identify ways to improve the 
effectiveness of those that should be retained. Good practices that are identified in 
this way should be disseminated and shared internationally.  

• Improve the factual and analytical underpinnings of our understanding of the role 
of women entrepreneurs in the economy. This requires strengthening the statistical 
basis for carrying out gender-related cross-country comparative analyses and 
longitudinal studies of the impact of important developments and policies, 
especially over time.  
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6 Supportive structures for social enterprises on a macro level  

6.1 Strategy for Social Enterprise 

At the national level the policy strategy has 3 main themes: 

 

1. Create an enabling environment for social enterprise 

a. Government role (interdepartmental coordination, enabling, direct support to 3rd 
Sector.) 

b. Legal and regulatory issues (e.g Finnish legislation on social enterprises) 

c. Public procurement 

 

2. Make social enterprises better businesses 

a. Business support and training 

b. Finance and funding 

 

3. Establish the value of social enterprise 

a. Establish the knowledge base (research) 

b. Recognise achievement and spread the word 

c. Create trust: social audit and quality 

 

Many of these areas of strategy have been well-regarded, although the level of financial 
support remains quite low. One interesting strategic area is the legislative development of 
the social enterprises. The distinguishing features of the social enterprise are: 
• the need to satisfy a community interest test, confirming that the enterprise will pursue 

purposes beneficial to the community. 
• an asset lock – social enterprises will be prohibited from distributing profits they make 

to their members; a social enterprises residual assets, when it is wound up, will not be 
distributed to its members, rather they will pass to another similar organisation with 
restrictions on profits distribution like another social enterprise or a charity. 
This point is currently under discussion in some countries, in particular in Finland.  

 

6.2 Negotiating different policy domains for social enterprise 

In general the main policy domains linked to social enterprise are: rural policy, 
regeneration and work integration, economic development, and local welfare services, 
and labour market development (training and integration) but this latter area could be 
considered within the regeneration policy agenda. One of the difficulties with developing 
social enterprise is that at the local level social enterprise are often expected to fulfil a 
number of different policy objectives, but resources and procedures associated with these 
diverse policy objectives require numerous transactions and negotiations with different 
government ministries and departments. Inner city social enterprise may serve work 
integration and regeneration objectives, economic development objectives, and the 
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provision of welfare services, not to mention their role in developing civil society. For 
example the creation of childcare co-operatives brings women back into the labour force 
(work integration), provides a local service, and increases the level of economic activity in 
a disadvantaged community. Meeting the bureaucratic requirements of different 
governmental departments for contracts or subsidies over different timescales, with 
different procedural requirements exacts a high cost from social enterprises. 

 

6.2.1 Policy and Market drivers for social enterprise 

There are governmental policies and market conditions that “drive” the development of 
social enterprise. These can be differentiated as follows: 

a) Policy drivers supporting the promotion of social enterprise: 

• Economic competitiveness – social enterprise contributes to help build an 
enterprise society in which small firms of all kinds thrive and reduce the persistent 
gap in growth rates between regions. 

• Social cohesion –the role social enterprise in disadvantaged communities. 

• Service provision – to improve the quality and efficiency of service delivery. 

• But the relevance of the drivers varies across government departments, so nature 
and extent of departments’ commitment to support for social enterprise varies. 

 

b) Market drivers supporting the growth of the social enterprise: 

• Service provision – to fill a gap in the market to meet community needs or to add 
value to existing public service delivery. 

• The rise of new ethically-conscious markets; in fair trade and environmentally 
friendly goods and services. 

 

These drivers for the development of social enterprise also reveal some differences within 
the sector. Thus some social enterprise may be wholly within the market (public or private) 
whilst others will be managing diverse combinations of earned income and subsidies as 
well as social capital, operating more in governmental policy domains. 

 

c) Local level support for social enterprise  

As noticed in all four partner countries, the most support for social enterprises in terms of 
financial support and/or assignments comes from regional and local institutions. National 
structures in general only provide the legal framework, in which local and regional 
governments and social enterprises can tackle specific needs individually. In terms of 
efficiency and market orientation, this seems to be an appropriate approach.  

6.3 Policy drivers at the European level 

Taking a broader perspective on EU policy for social enterprise, it is necessary to take 
account not just of the employment contribution but the other policy agendas (cf. the UK 
policy domains noted above); and we have to note the contribution of social enterprise to 
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civil society and more active citizenship. Thus in this broader perspective the EU policy for 
social enterprise can be considered as follows: 

 

• contributing to efficient competition in the markets 

• potential for job creation and new forms of entrepreneurship and employment 

• being largely founded on membership-based activities 

• meeting new needs 

• favouring citizen participation and voluntary work 

• enhancing solidarity and cohesion 

• contributing to the integration of the economies of the candidate countries. 

The internal market legislation of the European Union, as well as imposing commonly 
accepted rules of good financial management, obliges public authorities to adhere to 
formally-agreed and transparent procedures when spending public money. The EU’s last 
Public Procurement directive (2004/18/EC) has introduced a framework through which 
contracts for public services must be specified and awarded in a transparent and 
competitive process. 10 

Even if EU rules lead to major changes in the relations between the public sector and the 
social economy (previously based on informal relationships), the EU directive provides for 
environmental and social clauses and gives local authorities lots of scope to avoid 
levelling down of social services and to encourage high standards and community 
benefits, namely in the field of social inclusion. 

6.4 Institutions, support and policy frameworks 

Returning now to reviewing the main themes of this paper, the argument has been that 
the possibilities for social enterprise development are conditioned by historical and 
contextual factors; alongside this, institutionalisation takes place in interaction with 
entrepreneurial activity. The institutionalisation of social enterprise takes place at a 
number of different levels and in a number of different way; these are as follows: 

- support structures 

- pattern of relationships especially market/state relations 

- policy frameworks 

- legal/fiscal measures 

- promotion and regulatory measures 

- shaping and enabling measures 

6.4.1 German Case Study: Supporting umbrella structure  

The primary supporting structure is an advising organization which is asked by the county 
ministry to support the SE and which gives advice with respect to the process of setting 
up, financial affairs and questions of development. These social integration enterprises 

                                                 
10 (See http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/publicprocurement/legislation_en.htm) 
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are also members of branch- and vocational-orientated associations. For example, social 
firms which are acknowledged by "LaBibb", in Lower Saxony 
(Landesberatungsgesellschaft), or by other welfare organizations, can benefit from advice 
from these during the first years after their setting-up. Established social firms are 
sometimes also linked to other regional companies, which guarantee them continuity in 
their production and sales. There is a large umbrella organization for cooperatives, called 
NETZ, but most co-operatives do not belong to this umbrella organization. There is no 
empirical information about workers' relations to trade unions. Although many of these 
social integration enterprises are initiated by trade unions, there are no institutional 
connections to the trade unions. 

fig.  4  Instruments and organisations of active labour market policy in Germany11 

 

6.4.2 Belgian (Flemish) Case Study: 

Social economy is recognised as a separate sector of business and is situated between 
social welfare sector and economy sector.  This implies a specific policy and Belgian 
policy makers for social economy (federal and regional minister of social economy).  

As mentioned above (4.2.4) the Belgian model of ‘social entreprise’ is a variety of 
businesses.  There are different actors of ‘social entreprises’.  The distinction is mainly 
based on the target group of people the enterprises are employing.    

- sheltered workshops 

- social workshops (recycling centres) 

                                                 
11 NATIONAL PROFILES OF WORK INTEGRATION SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 
:GERMANY Andreas SCHULZ, WP no. 03/05 (EMES) 
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- neighbourhood and proximity services 

- work-care centres 

- insertion companies 

- services vouchers enterprises 

 

The Belgian supporting network can be summarized in the following table: 

 

Government (federal and regional) Networking organisation (VOSEC) 

Start-up centers Advice offices 

Activity cooperations Alternative finance providers 

 

Support of the federal government 

The federal government and its minister of social economy are stimulating employment for 
underprivileged and low-skilled people on the labour market via salary subsidies and 
reduction of social contributions 

One of the main tasks is to stimulate and promote the values of CSR (Corporate Social 
Responsibility) in the management process of the Belgian enterprises.  

A specific financial institution (KLF: KringLoopFonds) has been established to financially 
support initiatives of social economy by providing (low rented) loans.  Next to the 
feasibility of the project itself, the extent of creating social added value is also examined in 
the credit decision process.   

 

Support of the regional government (Flemish) 

The Flemish government has also its own minister of social economy in order to stimulate 
employment for underprivileged and low-skilled people on the labour market via salary 
subsidy and reduction of social contributions.  

On the regional level, Trividend cvba as financial institution has been raised to provide 
risk-capital (participation or long term loans) to the initiatives of social economy.  Both 
institutions (KLF and Trividend) are working together.  

The regional ministry of social economy is dealing with the recognition of enterprises as   
‘social enterprises’.  Being recognised as ‘insertion company’ for instance, involves 
creating social added value which means that the potential company has to prove that the 
management is taken CSR into account in their management strategy. 

 

 

Umbrella Organisation for Social economy (VOSEC) 

VOSEC is an organisation of social economy in Flanders in order to improve networking 
between the different actors in the field of social economy.  More specifically, they 
organise the internal dialogue among the different subsectors of the social economy in 
Flanders.   
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Another important role of VOSEC is defending the interests of the social economy sector 
towards the policy makers on a regional and federal level.  

 

Start-up centres 

Each region has its own start-up centre to improve the integration of underprivileged 
people socially and economically.  Durable employment (long term contracts with normal 
salaries) is one of the main objectives to achieve the integration.  

Basic roles of a start-up centre are: 

• information desk of social economy 

• coaching new companies & starters 

• promoting CSR (in order to implement the principles in the management strategy)  

• jobcreation - support in business development (niche creation) 

• management support services (financial and HRM support) 

• providing infrastructure and services 

 

Advice offices  

There are five advice offices for social economy in Belgium.  Each advice office has its 
consultants specialised in social economy.  

The competences of their consultants are: 

– Coaching of business and financial plans 

– Legal advise: non profit associations, cooperatives, social enterprises 

– HR management 

– Organisational development 

– Quality management 

– Social audit 

 

For every advice bought, the social enterprise can obtain a subsidy, mostly 50% of the 
invoice.  

 

Activity cooperations 

Unemployed people (1-2 years) who want to start up a self-employed activity can work 
under the umbrella of an activity cooperation.  

These people can test the feasibility of their business idea without losing their 
unemployment allocations.  In the meanwhile they can make up a business plan and a 
marketing plan and hence prepare the startup of their activity.   

The period in which they can work under the protection of a activity cooperation is 
restricted to one year.  

There are 4 centres in Flanders.  
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Alternative finance providers 

There are some alternative finance providers in Belgium, specially founded to support 
initiatives and projects of social economy.  They provide loans and risk capital to the 
social economy initiatives.  

• Loans (“Hefboom”) 

• Risk capital (“Trividend”) 

• Loans and/or risk capital (“Kringloopfonds”) 

In the decision process, the institutions are taking societal gains into account next to the 
profitability of the business and the creditworthiness of the borrower. 

 

6.4.3 Austrian Case Study: The social partnership 

The social partnership is a an institutionalized permanent cooperation between the 
government and the major economic interest groups 

• the Trade Union Federation (ÖGB),  

• the Federal Economic Chamber (WKÖ), 

• the Federal Chamber of Labour (BAK)  

• and the Chamber of Agriculture (LK)  

 

It is a a voluntary arrangement in which collective agreements and practically all areas of 
economic and social policy are negotiated. It is commited to pursuing common long-term 
economic and social policy aims and to find solutions that benefit all participants.   

The social partnership comprises four subcommities. 

– the Advisory Council for Economic and Social Affairs,  

– the Subcommittee on International Issues,  

– the Subcommittee on Wages and  

– the Subcommittee on Competition and Prices 

The social partners are well-established in Austria's political system,  

– Legislation 

– Administration 

– Justice 

– The organisations play an important role in the social security system by 
maintaining representatives in the social insurance institutions 

The social partners' responsibilities also include informal negotiating and problem solving 
in their special areas of expertise, like 

– labour law  

– social welfare issues 
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– trade regulations  

– family law 

The agreement between the social partners is often a prerequisite for an appropriate 
solution at the political level. 

 

The aims of the Social Partnership are also defined as follows:  

– full employment,  

– price stability and growth 

– securing the competitiveness of the Austrian economy in the international 
markets,  

– full participation in international and especially European integration,  

– increasing the internationalisation of the Austrian economy,  

– promoting human talent and skills,  

– maintaining and improving humane labour conditions,  

– meeting environmental challenges. 

 

The social partnership itself is a national institution, but all partners involved have regional 
and local structures which again form local partnerships, for example as board members 
for local labour market offices.  

 

6.4.4 Finnish Case Study 
Social enterprises are entitled for all the public support measures offered by the public 
sector to all types of enterprises. When establishing a social enterprise, one may apply for 
investment and start-up support for small enterprises, and development support. 
Finnvera, a state-supported investment and development institution, offers to enterprises 
various types of supported loans. But in practice, state-supported investment loans do not 
reach the bulk of social enterprises since these loans are aimed at industrial enterprises 
and at supporting technical innovations and most new social enterprises are active in the 
service sector. Social enterprises can also apply for state support to enterprises in other 
stages of their development. Enterprises employing disabled persons can benefit from 
various kinds of support measures, such as subsidies aiming to compensate for the 
specific costs linked to the employment of persons with restricted capability to work. 
 
A social enterprise can get subsidy for employing a disabled person for 3+ 3 years and 
employing a long-term unemployed up to 2 years. The social enterprise’s subsidy-period 
in longer and the level of the subsidy is higher than those of a regular enterprise 
employing people from the same target groups. 
Advisory services for the social enterprises are the same as for regular enterprises: in 
sub-regions in Pirkanmaa business service centres consult in business development and 
start-ups. For the time being there is now specific consultation in establishing / developing 
a social enterprise. 

Tampere regions south-west subregion, Vammala, gives one example on how to form a 
regional partnership of actors in the employment process. The main actors are the 
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employment office (state), the business development centre (municipal) and vocational 
training organisations (municipal, state) plus municipal and private (3rd sector) health and 
social service producers. Together they offer social enterprises support in business 
development, in recruitment and personnel development.    

 

Center of competence and development in Vammala region
MUNICIPALITIES (5)

• disassembling of structural unemployment
• integration of immigrants
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fig.  5 Finnish example of regional partnership structure12 

 

                                                 
12 Source: Vaske 
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6.4.5 Summary of Support Choices 

When thinking about how to develop the support for the social economy sector, it is 
important to think quite broadly about level and locus – essentially considering a plurality 
of support structures. The available structures in the four partner countries can be 
summarized in the following table: 

 

 Federal 
governmental 
support  

Regional governmental 
support 

Formal 
networks 

Alternative 
financing 

Finland Legislation 
regarding 
“social 
enterprise” 

no no Yes (but very 
limited) 

Germany   Yes, on 
national and 
regional level 

Yes, to a very 
limited 
degree on 
regional level 

Belgium Support via 
continuous 
unemployment 
benefit and 
funding of 
intermediaries 

Funding for social 
enterprises, additional 
risc capital 

Yes (on 
regional 
level) 

Yes, both at 
national and 
regional level 

Austria Mostly via 
social 
partnership 

Funding for social 
enterprises/associations, 
assignments 

Yes (national 
and regional) 

no 

table 3 Overview over supportive structures 
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6.5 Conclusions 

The institutional context is central to the development of a social enterprise sector. 
There are different institutional landscapes based on different “welfare regimes”, different 
cultural traditions (family/church), etc. There are historical influenced spaces for 
entrepreneurial activity by traditional/new actors. At the same time there is both: a 
revitalization of historical approaches (co-ops/mutuals or NfPs); and social movements, 
political networks embedded in civic environments etc, with extensive use of social capital. 
In order for social enterprises to develop and meet the new challenges in the new member 
states of Europe, a number of institutional measures need to be established to mesh with 
entrepreneurial activity. These include developing appropriate legislative frameworks and 
regulatory bodies that are not economically disadvantageous or over-restrictive. In 
addition, institutional changes can be developed to reform and strengthen co-operatives 
and their federations; strengthen the economic functioning of non-profits especially in 
welfare service provision whilst enhancing their institutional support (capacity building); 
and facilitate the development of new social enterprise in public and private markets. 

In particular, supportive structure means  
- general acknowledgement of the sector, awareness, legislation, financial security 
- image creation: 

o  the SE sector is an attractive occupational area 
o it should be known as a quality business brand  
o CSR (Corporate social responsibility) could be a way for the private sector 

to actively take part in SE throughout Europe 
- co-operation with government 

o contracting public sector and providing third sector should have a legal 
basis for shared responsibility 

o sustainable and long term structures after the end of European or national 
projects 

o mainstreaming results into the existing structures 
o permanent national level commitment is needed in every country (e.g. the 

Belgian VOSEC working model) 
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7 Clusters, networks and other forms of voluntary structures for 
socio-economic institutions  

7.1 Finnish approach  
The SEs did not differ from other enterprises in networking. 
Most Finnish SEs were being active only in local markets, connections with local 
businesses, third sector organisations and public sector authorities were of utmost 
importance and were felt to be beneficiary for the economic and social aims of the 
enterprises. Preliminary processes of consortia building were found amongst the different 
groups of enterprises. Networking was aiming to obtain information, have an opportunity 
to discuss common problems and the development needs of the enterprises. Training 
organised by networks or umbrella organisations was also valued.  
A national forum for social economy called SYFO was created by an Equal-partnership. 
SYFO was formed by experienced authorities of trade, organizations, research and social 
policy. It was very active in analysing the Act on social enterprises and giving new 
propositions for improving the Act. It is now uncertain, if SYFO will continue its work after 
the Equal-period. Formal structures, umbrella organisations national interest groups of 
SEs could not be discovered.  
Some social enterprises have joined the European “rreuse-network”, a network of social 
enterprises in the repair and recycling sector. .  
 

7.2 German approach 

In Germany, formal networks were only found for segments (both in geographical and 
topical terms). For instance, there exists an umbrella organisation for social cooperatives 
that provides trainings and assistance for its member or an association for employees in 
social economy (“Deutscher Berufsverband für Soziale Arbeit”) that is both a labour union 
and expert panel and there are several networks on regional (“Länder”) level. 

There was neither a comprehensive network of social enterprises on a national level nor a 
systematic approach towards regional clusters or networks.  

 

7.3 Belgian (Flemish) approach 

VOSEC is an organisation of social economy in Flanders in order to improve networking 
between the different actors in the field of social economy.  More specifically, they 
organise the internal dialogue among the different sub-sectors of the social economy in 
Flanders.   

Another important role of VOSEC is defending the interests of the social economy sector 
towards the policy makers on a regional and federal level.  

 

7.4 Austrian approach 

Cluster and formal and informal networks play a very prominent role in the Austrian social 
economy. The main political framework conditions are negotiated in the so-called social 
partnership, in which the Chamber of labour, the chamber of commerce, the unions and 
the chamber of agriculture are represented. This social partnership has its equivalents 
also on a provincial and regional level, which means that even each single labour market 
office has its own advisory board in which the social partners are represented.  
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For Social enterprises (SÖBs) there are informal meetings and formal networks at the 
provincial level and there is an established SÖB Association (Verband der sozial-
ökonomischen Betriebe) in Graz. SÖB are also part of the BDV (Bundesdachverband für 
soziale Unternehmen), a federal association bringing together all social initiatives in 
Austria. 

 

BDV Austria - Association for Social Enterprises 

The BDV is a national association for social work integration enterprises (WISEs) in 
Austria. Its members are regional networks and their member organisations (170 
members) working in the field of employment, counselling and qualification of long-term 
unemployed people in Austria. The BDV is well interlinked with national networks and 
European Networks, in particular with the Austrian Anti-Poverty Network and the 
European Anti Poverty Network. BDV was closely involved in research and exchange of 
good practice in the field of Social Economy within EAPN and within EQUAL projects 
concerning the social economy. 

The Association for Social Enterprises acts in the interest of its members and their clients 
and seeks solutions that benefit all of them. 
 
Its main tasks are: 
 

• A public voice to promote the requests of our members and their clients 
• Representing the interests of all responsible bodies carrying out measures of 

labour market policy on a political level 
• Lobbying against exclusion of people disadvantaged on the labour market 
• A mediator between social enterprises and decision-making bodies 
• Linking national and European interests 
• Experts in all matters of labour market issues 
• Co-ordinating regional labour market networks on national level 
• Giving information and offering services for all members and other NGOs 

 

It offers 

 
• Reflection of effects of labour market policies on the situation of disadvantaged 

people 
• Lobbying concerning the work conditions of our members 
• Critical examination of current social topics 
• Promotion of professionalizing NGOs in the labour market field (seminars, 

workshops) 
• Professional information of our members on current and future topics 

(conferences) 
• Professional exchange of ideas and critical analysis (working groups) 

 

Additionally, a so-called social platform (on provincial level) constitutes as an association 
of associations an instrument in which the individual actors coordinate their activities and 
have a joint lobbying tool towards political decision makers. With three employees and a 
voluntary board, consisting of representative of its member association, the social platform 
can be compared to the Belgian VOSEC.  
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The core activities of the Austrian EQUAL project took place on a NUTS 3 level, trying to 
link various actors in the social economy and trying to fill identified gaps by targeted start-
ups and/or joint activities.  

 

7.5 Summary and conclusions 

The difference in the authors understanding between networks (umbrella structures) and 
clusters is that networks represent a homogeneous group of members, while clusters 
contain various types of members that mutually support and benefit from each other. 

 
- clusters represent SE macro structures (national umbrella organisations) on a 

micro level 
o interest groups safeguard the interests of the sector i.e.  

 accredited national consistent education 
 consisted standards of collective contract 
 as a fully fledged economic area – as opposed to a mere 

benevolent and philanthropic charity 
 as to the entrance to the market 

- clusters need professional paid management  
- keep the balance between similarity and the diversity of the members 
- cross-sectoral networking to keep connected among others. 

o social authorities 
o NGO’s 
o educational service providers  
o local politicians  
o people, members 

 different competences needed 
 personal contacts very important 
 possibility of regular meetings 
 entrepreneurs learn from advisors and vice versa 

 

Where existing, both national networks and umbrella structures and regional clusters were 
regarded as useful instruments to coordinate activities in the social economy, to realize 
synergies and to provide services to the target groups more efficiently.  
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8 Summary and Conclusion 

8.1 Landscape of Social Economy 

We need a clear, overall valid definition of what is meant by the term „social economy“. 
Following this definition we can derive objectives of how to support the social economy 
and the enterprises active in that field. 

 

This support must take into account that social enterprises follow the rules of markets, of 
competitiveness etc. 

 

The (re-)integration of underprivileged people in the labour market is one of the main 
targets to be aimed at. 

 

A consciousness of the importance of the social economy as an own sector must be 
spread out all over Europe. 

 

fig. 4 Driving factors and structure of social economy13 

 

                                                 
13 Adapted after a model by Olga Sadankova, DFID, Ukraine 
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8.2 Evolution  Recommendations 

 

For the starting phase itself a lot of support methods and structures exist that work fairly 
well in the different countries. 

 

Modules with positive experiences that could be transferred e.g. from Belgium could be 
- the Diploma (…) or the 
- existence of a special social risk capital fund. This point leads to the question of 

social return on investment on benefits for the society from the availability of such 
funds. 

- An evolution process is needed to make social enterprises more aware of the fact 
that they are real enterprises. 

 

Support for social start-ups in general ends too early. Although supporting structures 
partly already do exist, they often are asked too late. 

 

Mandatory reflection possibilities and/or experience rounds could be helpful (monitoring 
system for the economic performance of social enterprises). This could be linked to 
funding conditions and should cover a period of at least two to three years. 

 

This mandatory reflections work as a door-opener for follow-up consultancy services that 
are partly already being provided but not yet sufficiently demanded or demanded too late 
by social enterprises. 

 

A clearer statement is needed if a special sector should be defined (with all the following 
necessarities like an own ministry) or if an integration in existing structures would be 
enough. At least responsibilities for this “sector” must be clarified. 

 

How can governments support social economy? 

 

a) Create an enabling environment for social enterprises 

 

This means a kind of monitoring and controlling frame and covers also legal and 
regulatory issues. 

 

b) Make social enterprises better businesses 

 

This means to provide business support and training for social enterprises and to provide 
a continuity on public funding and funding structures. 

 

c) Establish value added to social economy 
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A long term recommendation is to include corporate social responsibility into 
procurement and funding criteria for public institutions (local, regional or national). 

 

A Belgium model for measuring CSR is currently being developed, but it is too early to 
recommend this CSR scan for general application. 

 

Clusters and networks need to constitute a corresponding bottom--up counterpart to 
national supportive structures. They need to cover  

- National 
- Regional and even 
- Local levels. 

 

As defined in the Lisbon goals, good governance in terms of social economy could mean 
the cooperation of this top-down and bottom-up approaches. 

 

The task of these clusters and networks is to defend the interests of the sector, to keep 
the balance between cooperation and competition and to cover some tasks as pointed out 
in chapter 7 –meaning also to provide training and consulting for its members. 

The organisations structures in most countries are associations, but also cooperatives (in 
particular on a local level) are possible. 

 

8.3 Programmes and their structures 

 

The partners experience in particular with EQUAL is that transnational exchange should 
be based on national or regional development partnerships – meaning that a network of 
partners also at local level is required.  

 

Disadvantages in the current structures are that there is no gradual transition from 100% 
funding in EQUAL to a national follow-up for the innovative approaches that were 
developed. This also creates insecurity for the personnel that is employed on a project 
base and hence endangers the continuity of the know-how and knowledge within the 
projects.  

 

Finally, also the degree of administration was too high in relation to the benefit for the final 
beneficiaries.  

 

Also the lack of a commonly accepted definition of social economy made discussions on a 
transnational level especially at the beginning of the cooperation difficult.  
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