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Abstract 

 High unemployment rates, forced labour migration, growing social disparities, increasing poverty and unfair 

distribution of public resources represent only some of the today’s imbalances and injustices of the European Union. 

That is why the past decades witnessed the re-emergence of the concept of social economy/solidarity-based economy. 

The aims of our paper are to present the theoretical foundations of the social economy concept. The methodological 

approach is literature review. In our view, the social economy is founded on several key principles (e.g., solidarity, free 

association, mutualism) and pursues social goals through economic means. It constitutes an alternative to other 

economic systems such as capitalism or communism.   
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1. Introduction 
 

High unemployment rates, forced labour migration, growing social disparities, increasing poverty and unfair 

distribution of public resources represent only some of the today’s imbalances and injustices of the European Union. 

That is why the past decades witnessed the re-emergence of the concept of social economy (SE)/solidarity-based 

economy, especially after the financial and economic crisis of 2007-2008. In essence, “Europe’s economic and social 

model needs to reinvent itself” in order to value “social cohesion as a genuine source of collective wealth” [5, p. 1]. 

As a fundamental pillar of the European social model, “the social economy accounts for 10-12% of the 

European economy and its actors constitute an important economic force, stimulating innovation by pointing out 

existing deficiencies and inconvenient truths” and “contribute to establishing a more cohesive, democratic and active 

society, and often with favourable working conditions” [16, p. 4]. In this respect, the SE sector or the so-called “third 

sector” is seen as “an important agent in employment, economic growth, social solidarity, and associationism and 

social servicing” [1, p. 139]. In other words, this sector “has not only asserted its ability to make an effective 

contribution to solving new social problems, it has also strengthened its position as a necessary institution for stable 

and sustainable economic growth, fairer income and wealth distribution, matching services to needs, increasing the 

value of economic activity serving social needs, correcting labour market imbalances and, in short, deepening and 

strengthening economic democracy” [4, p. 18]. Last year, about 10 % of companies and 6 % of total employment were 

estimated to be within the SE of the European Union [10] given that “the European social model has always been 

characterized by the prominent role played by a variety of organizations that differ both from private corporations and 

from public institutions” [2, p. 4]. 

The aims of our paper are to present the theoretical foundations of the SE concept. The methodological 

approach is literature review. 

 
2. The concept and principles of social economy 

 
The concept of SE emerged in 1830 when the French economist Ch. Dunoyer promoted a moral approach to 

economics in his work, Treatise on social economy. Later, the British economist J. S. Mill analyzed the workers’ 

cooperatives in his Principles of Political Economy, published in 1848. At the end of the XIXth century, the values of 
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mutualism, cooperativism and associationism contributed in a high degree to the appearance of the modern concept of 

SE. There are several definitions of the SE concept in the literature as follows: 

• “the sum of economic activities which involve private means and pursue social, collective or public goals, thus 

being a third economic sector between the public and the private” [14, p. 5]. 

• “a concept designating enterprises and organizations, in particular cooperatives, mutual benefit societies, 

associations, foundations and social enterprises, which have the specific feature of producing goods, services 

and knowledge while pursuing both economic and social aims and fostering solidarity” [11, p. 2]. 

• “the set of private, formally-organised enterprises, with autonomy of decision and freedom of membership, 

created to meet their members’ needs through the market by producing goods and providing services, 

insurance and finance, where decision-making and any distribution of profits or surpluses among the members 

are not directly linked to the capital or fees contributed by each member, each of whom has one vote” and also 

includes “private, formally-organised organisations with autonomy of decision and freedom of membership 

that produce non-market services for households and whose surpluses, if any, cannot be appropriated by the 

economic agents that create, control or finance them.” [9, p. 9]. 

• “that part of the economy (or the complement to the ‘co-existing’ other economy) that  

- organises economic functions primarily according to principles of democratic co-operation and reciprocity... 

- guaranteeing a high level of equality and distribution, and organising redistribution when needed...- in order 

to satisfy human basic needs, in a sustainable way” [13, p. 9]. 

In spite of the fact that there is not a single definition of the term, SE refers to the “economic activities carried 

out by cooperatives, associations (or non-profit organizations), mutuals and, more recently, foundations” and also to the 

“activities aimed at experimenting with new operating models for the economy, such as local trade systems and 

community currencies, fair trade, community economic development, social integration through economic activity, 

microfinance and solidarity finance” [3, p. 1]. Thus, it covers “bodies with a specific legal status (cooperatives, 

foundations, associations, mutual societies), many of which are also social enterprises in terms of the characteristics 

referred to above, as well as social enterprises in the form of an ordinary private or public limited company” [6, p. 3].  

The aforementioned definitions differentiate the old from the new concept of SE. While the old concept 

focuses on the SE organizations, the new concept stresses the relational and sociological factors [15]. However, both 

concepts show that the SE sector lies between the market and the public sector (Fig. no. 1).   

 

 
Figure no. 1. The relationships between the SE sector and the other sectors 

 

There are also different ways to deal with the SE topic all over the world. In the United States of America, the 

approach of SE is result-driven, emphasizes the positive effects on the community and the role played by the citizens’ 

movements whereas the French one concentrates on the creation of a favorable legal framework for this sector [17]. 

The Polish model of SE has been connected with the rebuilding of the civil society after a long period of communist 

regime [12].   

In the first decade of this century, the European Standing Conference of Co-operatives, Mutual Societies, 

Associations and Foundations (CEP-CMAF) elaborated and promoted the Charter of Principles of the Social Economy 

[9]. These principles [8] have provided a proper framework for the creation of SE organizations (Fig. no. 2).  

 

Public 

sector 

SE 

sector 

Private 

sector 

242



Annals of the „Constantin Brâncuşi” University of Târgu Jiu, Economy Series,  
Special Issue ECO-TREND 2015 – Performance, Competitiveness, Creativity  

 
„ACADEMICA BRÂNCUŞI” PUBLISHER, ISSN 2344 – 3685/ISSN-L 1844 - 7007 

 
 

  
 

Figure no. 2. The principles of SE 

 

 

According to the European Network of Social Economy Foundation (AISBL), the activity of SE organizations 

is governed by six key principles that are mixing social and economic issues. They include free association, democratic 

power sharing, solidarity within the group in which each participant is involved, no individual accumulation of profit, 

quality of products and services, and individual development [7]. It means that the existence and functionality of SE 

organizations are highly dependent on the implementation of the principles of SE.  

 
3. Conclusions 
 
 The re-emergence of the concept of SE was the result of a sum of various factors such as unemployment and 

poverty. The potential of SE has been fully recognized due to its positioning between the private and the public sector. 

Therefore, SE might be considered as an alternative to other economic systems (e.g., capitalism, communism).   

There is a broad variety of definitions of the SE concept in the literature. In spite of some differences, most of 

these definitions stress the primacy of the social issues over the economic ones.    

Our paper has analysed several definitions of SE and sinthetized their contribution to the development of the 

concept. Also, it has shown that SE is founded on some key principles (e.g., solidarity, free association, mutualism) and 

pursues social goals through economic means.    
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