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Preface

Preface
This handbook spearheads with fresh
energy towards the future of Caritas
and of the societal understanding of

economy, a human-centred-economy.
And this handbook is also very special and dear
to me personally. When, back in 1992, I started
working for Caritas Spain it was in the “Programa
de Economía Social”, at that time under the lead of
Pancho Salinas, who in the 80’s and early 90’s led a
movement through which Caritas created several
thousand cooperatives all over Spain, offering a
participatory employment scheme to thousands of
unemployed people. Later I would work under the
leadership of Andrés Aganzo, an amazing colleague
rooted in the Catholic Workers Movement, who
started systematizing and promoting the incipient
social integration enterprises and advocating for
their legal framework. My part in this systematization
was to research the European experiences:
I discovered, like treasures, the incredible experience
and work done by Caritas Switzerland, Caritas
Luxembourg (Co-Labour), Caritas Germany,
Caritas Italiana, Secours Catholique, etc.
Today, 10 years after the start of the big financial
crisis of 2008, the number of unemployed people,
working poor and victims of labour exploitation is still
far too high. Moreover, social conflicts, inequalities,
and divisions are more visible. The financial crisis, its
roots, but also its consequences have shown that
the dignity of people, their welfare and right to social
inclusion and participation in society has played a
subordinated role in our countries. “Priority tends to
be given to speculation and the pursuit of financial
gain, which fail to take the context into account,
let alone the effects on human dignity and natural
environment”1. It has, consequently, become clear
that interventions to counteract poverty cannot be
realised in a similar manner as before the financial
crisis. Instead, we need a new approach, a new
paradigm, and a new way to rethink the economy,
social protection, and social cohesion2.

Although rooted in a long tradition within Caritas,
the Social Economy is reinventing itself, adapting to
the new reality with a new, fresh and powerful style.
Social economy challenges us to think in different
ways about our economy – the processes and
institutions through which we meet our needs. Social
economy organisations and social enterprises put
people before profits. They invest in people, in their
capacities and creativity, and empower them by
creating quality jobs and by providing training. They
prioritise social objectives and social values. In recent
years, many Caritas Europa Member Organisations
have engaged (wo)manpower and invested financial
resources to find innovative solutions to counteract
poverty and to start up, manage, and promote Social
Economy Enterprises as a way to holistically and
effectively address the causes of poverty. The impact
of their work demonstrates that a more inclusive,
social, and human-centred economy is possible.
The aim of the present handbook is to share
information and promising practices, and to
increase the understanding of Social Economy
Enterprises within the Caritas network. Read, be
inspired, innovate, create new initiatives and don’t
forget to tell everybody of your success, to explain
with concrete examples how the economy is at the
service of the people, especially those further from
the labour market.
Jorge Nuño Mayer
Secretary General
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What to find in this
handbook?
This handbook is for all those who want

to deepen their knowledge of the Social
Economy.

In particular, the first part of the book is especially
designed for the directors and managers of Caritas.
It shows how investment in and promotion of Social
Economy Enterprises can support the work and
the vision of Caritas (we have looked at Catholic
Social Thought, Caritas principles, and the Caritas
Social model). It also explains how Social Economy
Enterprises contribute to ensuring sustainable social
services and social policies: we have considered some
reference frameworks at both global and European
levels such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals
and the European Pillar of Social Rights.

The second part is addressed particularly to Caritas
experts and is based on the experience already
gained in the various countries in which Caritas has
been working on the Social Economy. It explains
how Caritas works in practice and it analyses the
most important aspects to take into consideration
when investing, starting-up and developing Social
Economy Enterprises.
Throughout the manual there are also 16 boxes that
describe concrete experiences carried out by Caritas
in different countries and that refer to what is explained
in the main text. These boxes allow the reader, on the
one hand, to better understand, having a practical
example, what has been said in the main text and, on
the other, to learn more about the variety of Caritas
Social Economy Enterprises throughout Europe.

Key words describing D’Ins SEE Restaurant in Barcelona. Photo by Antonio Fantasia
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What is Social Economy for Caritas?

What is Social Economy
for Caritas?
Social Economy Enterprises put

people before profits. They innovatively

•

tackle social, economic, and

environmental needs in society that

have been inadequately addressed by
the private or public sectors.

At the same time, Social Economy Enterprises are
meant to generate profit. They operate according
to the logic of the market, providing goods and
services and aim at customers’ satisfaction. The
main difference is that Social Economy Enterprises
invest their profit into social objectives, rather than
generating individual wealth, by:
•

Creating spaces for participating and sharing
ideas within a Social Economy Enterprise.

•

Promoting cooperation, awareness and 		
engagement among the community.

•

Enhancing relationships between residents, the 		
local community, and the wider society while also
promoting collective responsibility.

•

Contributing to protecting the environment.

Social Economy is an innovative and more effective
way to respond to social needs in comparison
with traditional approaches. It activates multilevel
synergies that seek solutions on issues of collective
interest alongside specific actions addressed to
vulnerable individuals and families. This facilitates
an approach beyond the care perspective, activates
reciprocity practices, and at the same time produces
both social and economic value as:
•

Communities become more cohesive, since
Social Economy Enterprises can facilitate the
development of inclusive local policies and
contribute to the common good of the local 		
community.

•

The whole society benefits from innovative ideas
and solutions that answer society’s needs and
contribute to changing mind-sets.

This requires the active participation of individuals
and groups in Social Economy initiatives, in addition
to joint collaboration between different public and
private stakeholders. Hence, combining social,
labour, and economic development policies is a
great innovation for our societies and for Caritas
organisations. The latter are actively involved
in creating a variety of different types of Social
Economy projects throughout Europe3.
On top of this, Social Economy Enterprises also
contribute to reshaping the global economic
system through one of their key features: instead of
“shareholders”, they are accountable to a series of
“stakeholders” and even though they may provide
goods and services to well-defined markets, they
are not themselves “on the market”. Knowing that a
huge share of the current profits no longer result from
the selling of goods and services, but from mergers
and acquisitions and other more or less complex
stock exchange operations, this makes this form of
enterprise immune to such “predatory” and
toxic practices.

Individuals are empowered as they learn about
starting their own business. Others benefit from
gaining access to more quality jobs and obtain
a sense of belonging.
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“ The well-being of the

human person as an
individual and as a
member of the community
is the ultimate goal of the
economy.
Pope John Paul II
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Part 1: Why Caritas
promotes Social
Economy
Introduction
Economic and social inequalities urgently require decisions that aim at creating

a new economic, ecological, and social order. At a time of paradigm shift like the

present one, we need an additional dose of courage and creativity to activate new

processes of global development that allow people, especially the most vulnerable,
to improve their situation. This courage is necessary to develop an economy that

promotes a better world and quality of life so that wealth is distributed more equally.
In this sense, it is particularly important to implement deep structural reforms. In order
to do this , there is the need to strengthen different forms of solidarity, based on a

sense of community and to search for the common good toward a more sustainable

future for the entire planet and for all people. This also means implementing structural
reforms which are not only linked to volunteer work and welfare interventions.

A fundamental factor for realising this perspective is the positive dialogue between
society, state, and market and the definition of a fruitful relationship between the
principle of solidarity and subsidiarity. The first - solidarity - builds the basis for a

harmonious structure for cohesive and inclusive societies. The second - subsidiarity is the tool through which we achieve this purpose.

In order to implement deep structural changes, a commitment to slightly improve

the social and economic situation of the most vulnerable is not enough: the economy
must be transformed at every level. Solutions with real impact should be found and
put into practice. This is the path suggested by the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii

Gaudium and Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’. The Church, by vocation, is called to play
a significant role in initiating and supporting processes of social change in order to

improve the living conditions of human beings on both a spiritual and material level.
8
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1.1. How Social Economy contributes to
Catholic Social Thought and supports
Caritas principles
Throughout the centuries, Catholic
social thought has developed a

remarkable body of teaching and
reflection on economics and
political matters.

It is a set of values and a source of inspiration
which shape the decision-making processes of
contemporary societies towards the common good.
In the Catholic tradition, the well-being of the human
person as an individual and as a member of the
community is the ultimate goal of the economy4.
It underlines the importance of developing a
responsible and sustainable market economy, which
contributes immeasurably to human well-being,
especially for the world’s poor5.
There is, however, a clear recognition that economic
activities must operate within a holistic moral
framework: honesty and accountability, respect
for human dignity, fairness, and a vision of the
integral and authentic development of individuals
and communities that goes beyond mere material
profits6. By breaking away from the traditional way of
thinking about the economy and by putting people
before profit, social economy totally embraces this
moral framework. It develops ways in which the
initiative, the creativity, the profit, and the risk-taking
behaviour of entrepreneurs can contribute to the
flourishing of people and communities7.

BOX 1. Social Economy and CST:
The theme of the XVII symposium of the
Theology of Charity Days

Spain
In April 2017 the Spanish Caritas Confederation
organised the XVII symposium of the Theology of
Charity Days with the theme “Opening roads to a
more supportive and inclusive economy”. The event
took place in Santiago de Compostela and brought
together several international experts and theologians
to discuss the commitment for a more humancentred economy and the correlation with Catholic
Social Thought. Caritas Spain organises the Theology
of Charity Days every four years; the event aims to
guide Diocesan Caritas’ work in the light of Catholic
social thought.
Papers, debates, and experiences carried out during
the convention are traditionally collected and
published in the Spanish language: “Abriendo caminos
a una economía más solidaria e inclusiva” on the
Revista de teología y pastoral de la caridad.
More information on:
https://www.caritas.es/producto/abriendo-caminosuna-economia-mas-solidaria-e-inclusiva/

Combining the individual and communitarian
dimensions of social economy is very much in line
with the principles of Catholic social thought (CST). It
is a concrete expression of the “complementarities
that CST has always tried to promote between the
person and the society; it is the synthesis between
the advocacy of the individual rights and the
promotion of the common good”8. Catholic social
thought brings forward a serious concern about how
economic resources are shared, about inequality,
about the harm that is caused to God’s creation, and
about the exploitation of people for financial gains.
To a large extent, social economy shares the same
concerns and aims to protect the same core values9.
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The following table brings together Caritas principles and the corresponding objectives of Social Economy.

Social economy and Caritas principles
Caritas principles

Social Economy contribution

Common good

By prioritising social objectives, Social Economy contributes to
tackling social, economic and environmental needs in society in an
innovative way. It can meet those needs that have been overlooked
or inadequately addressed by the private or public sectors.

Solidarity and inclusion

Social Economy invests in people, in their capacities and creativity,
and empowers them, with particular attention for the most
marginalised. It also promotes cooperation, awareness,
and engagement among the community.

Sustainability

Social Economy contributes positively to the three pillars of
sustainable development (social, economic, environmental). It also
promotes long-lasting aid and more sustainable inclusion.

Dignity

Social Economy promotes decent job conditions and salaries as well
as providing tailored solutions for its employees. It invests in the skills
and abilities of a person, while also considering his or her personal
situation. This approach empowers people on their way toward
independency, self-sustainability and greater self-esteem.

Reciprocity

Social Economy activates synergies that seek solutions on
issues of collective interest. This makes it possible to go beyond the
perspective of care, to activate reciprocity practices,
and to produce both social and economic value.

Address the causes of
poverty, not just the
symptoms

Social Economy seeks to understand, affect and advocate for
structural change or for addressing the systemic barriers that
prevent change. This requires a broader understanding of the
policies and processes that affect marginalised people and of the
enabling environment in order for SE to develop and be fostered.

Subsidiarity and plurality

Social Economy promotes dialogue among different stakeholders.
It enhances relationships between residents, the local community,
and the wider society while also promoting collective responsibility.

10
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1.2. Benefits of Social Economy
Enterprises for Caritas organisations
Social Economy Enterprises (SEE)

are power engines of a better society.
They may help to reduce issues like

poverty, social exclusion and ecological
challenges, such as pollution or

waste management, and as such can

contribute to the implementation of the

Clearly, a new enterprise does not have to aim at
addressing all 17 UN Goals at once. It is up to the SEE
promoters to assess their key priority. Yet, financial
viability should be an intrinsic aim common to all
enterprises. Private businesses are beyond the usual
activities of social organisations, just as a social
agenda may be outside the nature of business(es)as-usual. A Social Economy Enterprise engages in
commercial activities for a social purpose.

Sustainable Development Goals.

BOX 2. Supporting the dignity and skills of beneficiaries: GARAGE SOLIDARAUTO

France

been donated and refitted by a team

Solidarauto garages combat social

receive a tax reduction in return. This

isolation and unemployment by

model, whose cornerstone is based in

increasing the mobility of people

solidarity, also allows for responsible

facing social and/or economic

consumption by giving a second life to

difficulties. Mobility is a key element for

the cars.

of professionals. The donors also

improving social inclusion of people
in poverty. Having a car can thus be a

Solidarauto also offers, just like

first step to many more opportunities

a normal garage, normal rate

(i.e. job opportunities), especially in

reparation or maintenance of cars, but

rural areas.

with added value: people who decide
to repair their car in Solidarauto know

This network of garages is accessible

that they are contributing to the

to people with financial difficulties in

mobility of other people in need.

order to repair their cars, or rent or
buy a second-hand car. The prices are

Caritas France largely supports the

fixed according to the beneficiaries’

scaling-up of these garages.

income. Financial support can be
provided thanks to partnerships

More information on:

with other projects and financial

http://solidarauto.org/

institutions.
Solidarauto exists as a result of car
donations. The cars sold to people in
difficulty are vehicles that have
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Supporting Dignity and
Skills of Beneficiaries

Inclusion of unemployed persons
in the labour market

Social Economy Enterprises can offer an additional
inclusive component by enhancing individual
strengths and competency by applying a challenging
and supportive approach, i.e. SEEs need to
successfully compete with “regular” companies in the
market. Therefore Social Economy Enterprises provide
a considerable opportunity, especially for people
who have a certain level of job-readiness and a high
potential of inclusion in the labour market. Working in
a combined challenging and supportive environment
gives them the chance to develop new skills and selfconfidence, while the enterprise itself competes on
the market somewhat like other businesses.

Social Economy Enterprises offer a new additional
option of training and employing unemployed
persons. They can close the gap between traditional
job-training programmes and the regular labour
market. Jobs and training positions in a SEE can
be seen as an intermediate step for people who
have successfully finished traditional job-training
programmes but who still struggle to find a place
in the labour market. For them, Social Economy
Enterprises offer the possibility of gaining practical
working experience in an environment very similar
to the regular labour market and, subsequently,
better chances for a decent job.

Working in one of SolidarAuto Garages in France. Photo by Elodie Perriot
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Producing bikes for social inclusion in Girona, Spain. Photo by Antonio Fantasia

BOX 3. Creating new alliances and promoting inclusion of unemployed people:
Foundation Formacio i Treball and D’INS restaurant school

Spain

Promoted by Càritas Diocesana in

Over time, D’INS has consolidated its

Barcelona in 1992 with the conviction

restaurant space in the Diagonal-Besòs

Currently, more than 1,000 companies

that having a job is the best way

area as well as its catering services.

in the fashion, finance, catering, and

to fight social exclusion, Formacio i

restoration sector cooperate with

Treball promotes sustainable models

Since 2016, D’INS has also had a

the Foundation Formacio i Treball

of high social impact, together with

space at the Universitat Politècnica

to offer opportunities to people at

profitability and an economic and

de Catalunya, D’INS Campus, which

risk of social exclusion. Companies

environmental vision.

includes a cafeteria specialising in fast
and quality cuisine.

can cooperate in several ways,
such as hiring people or services,

Several working-insertion Social

paying training scholarships, or being

Economy Enterprises are part of or

More information on:

involved in corporate volunteering

linked to the foundation, for instance

https://www.formacioitreball.org/,

projects. Partnerships with companies

D’INS restaurant school. This enterprise

http://dinsescola.org/

contribute to achieving Formacio i

was founded at the end of 2013, with the

and videos produced by Caritas Europa

Treball’s main goal: to accompany,

support of ÁREAS (a leading restaurant

at https://bit.ly/2pzDTn7 and at

empower, and reinforce the autonomy

company), as a combination of

https://bit.ly/2I9CL2i

of all the beneficiaries in order to help

a restaurant and school, where

them find a job in the ordinary labour

unemployed people could be trained

See also box 14 on Social Return

market and gain new opportunities.

and gain working experience.

On Investment
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Promoting dialogue, activating
additional support and creating
new alliances
Today´s societal challenges induce Caritas to upgrade
its role in society, to opt for a collaborative approach,
and to generate alliances with different public and
private stakeholders. Social Economy Enterprises can
open up new possibilities for dialogue and cooperation
with other businesses, local communities and the
beneficiaries themselves. These alliances lead to the
empowerment of beneficiaries and local communities
that become co-creators and agents of change and
can enrich available resources for increasing social
and economic opportunities for people.

Recognition as role model for
other businesses and NGOs
By providing successful examples that combine a
high social impact with financial sustainability, Social
Economy Enterprises can be seen as the pioneers of a
new way of conducting business in a human-centred
way. They serve as good practice models which can
inspire large corporates as well as start-ups and
entrepreneurs to start their own SEEs or to develop
existing companies in a more human-centred way.

Additional credibility for advocacy
work
Running our own Social Economy Enterprise(s) also
improves the credibility of Caritas´ advocacy work
towards achieving a more human-centred economy.
SEEs that are owned and managed by Caritas provide
us with first-hand experience of what it means to
set up and run a financially and socially successful
business. Taking action ourselves gives us deep
insight into the practical challenges of running a SEE
and boosts our credibility in the public debate about
the need for a Social Economy.

Increasing autonomy
Most of the existing social services and social projects
are at least partly funded either by the public or by
private sponsors (like foundations). In these settings,
Caritas Organisations are often limited in their
autonomy to design the project. Funding institutions
often influence the design and work of social projects
by defining specific guidelines and evaluation
indicators. This is not the case with funds that are
earned by selling goods or services on the market. In
this respect, a Social Economy Enterprise can offer
greater autonomy in the way a project is designed
and put into action.

BOX 4. Promoting dialogue, activating additional support and creating new alliances:
Recycling cell phones (Magdas Recycling)

Austria

term unemployed people: graduates

More information on:

of Caritas job training projects often

http://www.magdas.at/recycling/

Magdas Recycling is a Social Enterprise

still struggle to find a decent job in

that collects, sorts, and recycles

the regular labour market. For these

used mobile phones. It is part of

people, Magdas Recycling offers an

Caritas Vienna’s Social Enterprise

opportunity to take an intermediate

group “Magdas”. Together with strong

step: they find a temporary job, which

partners from media and logistics,

is more demanding and challenging

Caritas collects over 400,000 used

than the training programmes, but

mobile phones every year, tests each

still less demanding than most jobs

of them, and recycles and sells as

on the regular labour market. With this

many as possible. Magdas recycling

intermediate step, the employees gain

offers low skilled jobs to 8 employees.

more practice and self-esteem and at

These jobs have proven to be a

the same time improve their chances

very important addition to Caritas´

for other jobs by gaining relevant job-

existing training projects for long-

experience.
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Additional funding sources
Running a social project in the form of a Social
Economy Enterprise also offers new funding
possibilities. By selling goods or services on the market,
SEEs gain additional revenues that can be seen
either as an alternative or as a supplement to more
traditional funding resources like grants, public funding,

Box 5. Promoting dialogue, activating
additional support and creating new
alliances: ECO HABITAT

France
The ECO HABITAT network was founded in 2015,
based on the fact that many families living in energy
poverty10 were not able to undertake renovation works
for the insulation and thermal improvement of their

sponsorship, or donations. It offers a supplementary
source of funding and helps to reduce existing
dependencies. However, it has to be underlined that in
most cases, market revenues do not come quickly and
that – as in any other business – there is always some
risk involved. Also, initial investments might be needed
in the start-up phase before the business can grow.
It usually takes some time before substantial market
income can be generated. Therefore, Social Economy
Enterprises offer the opportunity of extra funding
resources but they also depend on initial investments,
a good business plan, as well as patience and the
willingness to take risks.
The following chapter will give you an idea of what
you need to assess when you consider setting up a
Social Economy Enterprise and will introduce the main
contents of a business plan. There are many ways
to successfully start a SEE and the following points
will help you to increase your awareness of common
critical decisions.

homes/habitats that would allow them to reduce their
expenditure on energy.
ECO HABITAT accompanies these people to design
and implement a project to improve their habitat,
relying on a network of volunteers, craft enterprises
using eco-materials, communities and financial
partners. The network cooperates closely with the

BOX 6. Additional funding sources:
ELIO Social Laundries

Serbia

National Energy and Environment Agency (Ademe)

In the municipality of Šabac, Serbia, Caritas runs

and acts as a facilitator by connecting all the actors

several social services such as home care and a daily

involved in the improvement of the habitat (operators,

centre for persons with mental disorders and learning

local authorities, financial partners, institutions,

disabilities.

associations, construction companies, etc.) to
cooperate on specific, tailored projects.

The ELIO Social Laundries, funded by Caritas, is a selfsustaining Social Economy Enterprise that generates

Thus, the network promotes three main actions:

funds to be reinvested into the targeted social
services. ELIO provides opportunities of employment

•

•

•

Social action: improving the conditions of people

to women from marginalised groups. The services

in need, helping them to find some extra financial

are also free for vulnerable people, especially for the

solutions for expenditure not covered by public aid;

beneficiaries of the Caritas Šabac home care service.

Economic action: besides economic support to
people in need, the action has an impact also in

The ELIO laundries not only enable marginalised

supporting construction companies in the region

women to access employment, but also financially

and all other companies linked to the insulation

support other social services run by Caritas in the

and thermal improvement of the habitat;

region. Besides the social component, this laundry

Ecological action: promoting the use of

service is also environmentally friendly, having

environmentally friendly materials and thus

made sustainably conscious choices regarding the

contributing to sustainable development.

detergents and machines used.

More information on:

More information on:

http://www.reseau-ecohabitat.fr/

https://bit.ly/2xAO13r
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1.3. How a Social Economy contributes to
a more sustainable and cohesive society
1.3.1. Social Economy and the
Caritas Social Model
Caritas Europa has extensively analysed European
social models in the light of increasing inequalities,
poverty, and the need for resilient social systems
in order to prevent and diminish the persistent
intergenerational transmission of poverty.
As a response, we have identified a Caritas Social
Model which suggests strategies to cope with
these challenges. Family, inclusive labour markets
and social protection are the three essential
building blocks for fair and resilient European
Social Models, addressing inequality, poverty,
and social exclusion11.

In implementing the Caritas Social Model, the Social
Economy plays a concrete role:
•

•

•

•

It promotes the right to family life, facilitating worklife-balance approaches as well as supporting
and recognising the value of family care work.
It promotes inclusive labour markets as it
offers employment opportunities to the most
vulnerable people by providing on-the-job
trainings, reinsertion trajectories for the longterm unemployed, counselling services, and the
recognition of informal skills and qualifications.
It promotes workers’ rights, ensures adequate
wages, access to social benefits and the
participatory involvement of employees.
It contributes to assuring social protection by
providing suitable and affordable quality services.

BOX 7. Social economy and the work-life balance: Magdas Cleaning

Austria
In 2017, Caritas Vienna started “Magdas

family life very difficult. In addition,

Services”, a social economy business

Magdas Services offers free social

offering facility management and

counselling for employees to support

cleaning services for office buildings.

them in overcoming personal

As of mid-2018, 80 employees have

challenges.

been working for Magdas Services
in more than 30 buildings. The social

The social counsellors also support

impact of Magdas Services goes

work integration – such as improving

beyond offering employment to people

language skills, team building, and self-

with limited opportunities on the labour

empowerment. In their recruitment,

market: Magdas Services offers family-

Magdas Services focuses on long-

friendly working conditions with working

term unemployed people, refugees,

hours during the day. Usually working

migrants, and persons with disabilities.

hours in most cleaning companies
in Vienna start very early morning or

More information on:

late afternoon/early evening, making

http://www.magdas.at/en/

reconciliation between work and

magdas-services/
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Balancing working hours and family life in Madgas Services in Vienna, Austria. Photo by Aleksandra Pawloff

1.3.2. Social Economy and
the 2030 Agenda
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)12
represent a renewed global commitment to not only
end poverty and hunger but also achieve universal
social protection, reduction of inequalities, and
environmental sustainability.
These goals require fundamental changes in the way
our economies function. The 2030 Agenda recognises
the need for a holistic approach and the importance
of alternative development strategies and economic
models that foster sustainability and inclusiveness.

innovations. Social Economy Enterprises also help to
realise the overall transformational vision (SDG 17)
of the 2030 Agenda: advocacy and policy dialogue
involving Social Economy Enterprises is important
for ensuring policy coherence. The linkages between
Social Economy Enterprises and the SDGs are outlined
in the following table published by the UN Task Force
on Social and Solidarity Economy14. It draws our
attention to its potential as an alternative model of
development and to address the structural causes of
exclusionary and unsustainable development15.

The 2030 Agenda also emphasises the need to
achieve “[…] sustainable development in its three
dimensions – economic, social and environmental
– in a balanced and integrated manner […]”13. This
balanced approach lies at the heart of a Social
Economy. It can play a crucial role in the realisation
of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs by promoting
inclusive and sustainable development through
concrete social, institutional and technological
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Social economy and the sustainable development goals
SDG

Targets

Rationale

Poverty, eradication, equality, and good governance
SDG 1:
No poverty

1.2; 1.4

SDG 10:
Reduced inequality

10.1; 10.2

SDG 16:
Peace, justice,
and strong institutions

16.6; 16.7

Social Economy Enterprise (SEE) emphasises
social protection, basic needs provisioning,
and participatory governance. Concretely,
SEEs can contribute to these goals through
fair employment, enhancing rights to
economic resources, facilitating access to
social services and assistance, food security,
and women’s economic empowerment.

Hunger, food, and agriculture
SDG 2:
Zero hunger

2.3; 2.4; 2.5

Much SEE activity focuses on agriculture
and food provisioning through producers
organised in cooperatives, urban community
agriculture, fair trade, and alternative food
networks.

Social services and assistance
SDG 3:
Good health &
well-being

3.3; 3.7; 3.8; 3.c

SDG 4:
Quality education

4.1; 4.2; 4.4; 4.5; 4.6; 4.7

Many SEEs deliver social services and
assistance such as health care, elderly care,
child care, and disability support. Education
and training is another prominent field
for SEEs.

Gender equality
SDG 5:
Gender equality

5.4; 5.5; 5.a

The active participation in SEEs has important
spill-over effects in terms of women’s
emancipation and claims-making in the
public & domestic spheres.
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SDG

Targets

Rationale

Employment, infrastructure, and inclusive growth
SDG 8:
Decent work and
economic growth

8.3; 8.4; 8.5; 8.9; 8.10

An increasing number of governments recognise
the role of SEEs in generating employment in the
aftermath of the global financial crisis. SEE also
contribute to countering the growth of precarious
employment and the inability of the traditional
formal sector to fulfil its role of absorbing surplus
labour from, for example, rural areas.

Quality of life in human settlements
SDG 11:
Sustainable cities
and communities

11.1; 11.2; 11.3; 11.4; 11.6; 11.a

SDG 6:
Ensure availability
and sustainable
management of water
and sanitation for all

6.1; 6.2; 6.3; 6.b

The quality of life in human settlements
will increase with the active citizenship
associated with a SEE. This is key for promoting
participatory governance systems, essential
for community renewal and inclusive
development in urban centres, rural villages,
and towns.

Forests, oceans, and coastal eco-systems
SDG 15:
Life on land

15.1; 15.2; 15.3; 15.5

SGG 14:
Marine life

14.2; 14.4; 14.b

SEEs do not only involve forms of organisations
and collective decision making processes
leading to protecting forests, oceans, and
coastal eco-systems, but also involve the
promotion of sustainable farming and
natural resource management.

Sustainable production and consumption and climate change
SDG 7:
Affordable and clean
energy

7.2; 7.a

SDG 12:
Responsible consumption
and production

12.2; 12.3; 12.5; 12.6; 12.8

SDG 13:
Climate action

13.1; 13.3

SE helps to fight climate change, particularly
by addressing the issue of a circular economy
(notably recycling and reusing), waste
reduction, and post-harvest losses. SEEs are
also crucial for transforming consumption
patterns and are part of a cultural shift that
seeks to counter trends associated with
consumerism and over-consumption as well
as the trade-off between economic growth
and environmental sustainability.
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Investing in Social Economy Enterprises helps Caritas
to play a contributing role to the 2030 Agenda and its
transformative principles:
•

•

•

•

Leaving No One Behind: To reach the people and
groups hardest to reach first, which guides Caritas’
actions on the ground. We focus our efforts on the
most excluded and vulnerable people, which is at 		
the core of our mission. Applying this potential into
the development of SEEs can be enormous due to 		
our rootedness in communities and the coverage 		
of our action.
Participation and dialogue. Considering our
rootedness, we are well positioned to allow
meaningful engagement of local communities
in the development of SEEs, thus contributing to
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.

1.3.3. Social Economy and the
European Pillar of Social Rights
The European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR)17 is a
European political commitment and provides
guidance to the Member States and EU institutions.
It aims at strengthening the social acquis and
delivering more effective rights to Europeans.
The objective of the pillar is to contribute to social
progress by supporting fair labour markets and
welfare systems. It builds upon 20 key principles,
structured around three categories:
•

Universality. Caritas’ mandate is universal and

the development of Social Economy Enterprises
can likewise take on a universal approach. Most
national Caritas cover a broad range of issues,
reaching the most excluded wherever there is
poverty and exclusion, whether this is in a suburb
of Madrid or on the outskirts of Nairobi.
Human Rights. Human dignity is at the centre of

our work, as is the human rights agenda. Social
Economy Enterprises can contribute to providing
basic social rights in local communities, such
as education or health, but also accompanying
communities in their claim for human rights16.

Equal opportunities and access to the labour
market, covering aspects of fairness related to
education, skills and lifelong learning, equality of
treatment and opportunities between women and
men, inequality, access to goods and services,

poverty and upward mobility, living conditions,
and youth;
•

Dynamic labour markets and fair working

•

Public support/Social protection and inclusion,

conditions, covering labour force structure, labour
market dynamics, and income;

covering fair outcomes in the provision of services
and social safety nets through public support and/
or social protection.

Making the European Pillar of Social Rights a reality
for citizens is a joint responsibility. While most of the
tools that contribute to the Pillar are in the hands of
EU Member States as well as social partners and civil
society, the European Union institutions can help by
setting the framework and giving the direction.
Social Economy Enterprises, in particular those
focusing on improving employment opportunities
for people furthest from the labour market, by their
own nature fully contribute to the implementation of
the European Pillar of Social Rights. They support a
series of principles listed in the table below. They also
strongly advocate for addressing the different rights
under the European Pillar at national and local levels.
The following table shows the key role the Social
Economy plays in supporting the implementation
of the European Pillar of Social Rights18:
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“ Caritas supports

thousands of people in
finding their way out of
poverty and exclusion by
running hundreds of Social
Economy initiatives across
the European continent.
Caritas Europa, 2017
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Social Economy and the European Pillars of Social Rights
Principle

Rationale

Equal opportunities and access to the labour market
1. Education, training,
and life-long learning

Social Economy (SE) offers qualifications and on-the-job training
to disadvantaged people and promotes lifelong learning.

2. Equality between men
and women

The promotion of equality between men and women remains
a priority in the Social Economy sector.

3. Equal opportunities

By employing and empowering disadvantaged and excluded
people, the SE contributes to the reduction of inequalities. SE aims
at including and integrating people who suffer from several social
and professional difficulties, supporting the most disadvantaged
to enter the labour market and be offered access to services and
opportunities.

4. Active support to
employment

Social Economy Enterprises offer employment opportunities
through strong economic activity and on-the-job training
and contribute to sustainable economic and social
development in the territory in which they operate. Tailor-made
pathways are designed for SEE employees, supporting and
empowering them through a job or a qualification within the
enterprise.

Fair working conditions
5. Secure and customised
employment

SE provides tailored solutions for workers, improving their skills
and abilities and at the same time considering their personal
situations. Different support solutions can thus be developed, such
as a qualification, on-the-job training, adapted working time, etc.
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Principle

Rationale

Fair working conditions (cont.)
6. Wages

SE is combatting in-work poverty and offers decent salaries.
A job, and thus a salary, tends to provide an opportunity for the
most disadvantaged to get back to adequate living conditions
and a daily structure.

7. Social dialogue and
involvement of workers

Most SEEs are implementing participative management, which
includes a strong involvement of workers in the decision making
processes.

8. Work-life-balance

By putting people at the centre, Social Economy Enterprises try to
adapt their way of operating according to the well-being of the
workers. Flexible employment opportunities or specific services
developed within the enterprise are an example of innovative
solutions designed by the SE to encourage work-life balance.

9. Healthy, safe, and
well-adapted work
environments and data
protection

Social Economy Enterprises implement working environments that
consider the needs of disadvantaged people. When it comes to
health and safety at work, SEEs do not only fulfil the standards but
also reflect on safety behaviours and solutions in the workplace,
together with the workers, through participative management.

Social protection and inclusion
10. Inclusion of people with
disabilities

SEE target groups can include people with disabilities.
Different partnerships between SEE and sheltered workshops
are also implemented. It is indeed crucial to offer employment
opportunities and social accompaniment to all.
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Part 2: How Caritas
works in practice
on Social Economy
Introduction
Up to this point, we have dealt with the importance of Social Economy
and how it is linked to Catholic Social Thought, the Caritas principles

and Social Model, the UN Agenda 2030 and the European Pillar of Social
Rights. Following this general perspective, we now turn to the question
of how Caritas organisations can play an active role in transforming

the existing economy into a social and human-centred economy. This
transformation is mainly driven by a new form of enterprises (“Social

Economy Enterprises”) whose ultimate goal is to create positive social
impact instead of maximising profits.

Caritas supports thousands of people in finding their way out of poverty
and exclusion by running hundreds of Social Economy initiatives across
the European continent. While the ultimate goal of promoting a more

humane economy is common to all those initiatives, practice shows that
Caritas organisations put a variety of different concrete actions in place
that support the development of a Social Economy.
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As Caritas organisations operate within
regional, national and supra-national
frameworks, there are a number of

internal and external factors at work
that include:
•

The local and national welfare system and legal
provisions that allow, support, or boost nongovernmental organisations to provide social
services and to create and directly manage Social
Economy Enterprises.

•

The role of the national Caritas as a charitable
association: in some countries Caritas provides
specific social services; in other cases it acts as a
political advocacy actor or, in yet others, Caritas
combines both actions.

•

The history and presence of the Catholic Church
in a specific country is another factor to consider.

Having a networked presence of parishes in the
whole country, or being a minority church, can
obviously shape the way that Caritas promotes
Social Economy Enterprises.
•

•

The availability of national, public or private funds

to support and boost Social Economy Enterprises is
an important factor.

Caritas, by a foundation, or another entity related to
Caritas. The main objective is to respond innovatively
to a particular social need (e.g. integration into the
labour market of long-term unemployed people)
while also selling a product and generating revenue
that is re-invested into the SEE itself or in other SEEs or
services. Essentially, there are three options: re-invest
to scale up, re-invest to diversify in other sectors, or
invest in other projects.
These two types of actions are complementary,
whether promoting an ecosystem or directly creating
a SEE. Directly managing a successful SEE can also
have an effect in fostering public and private actors
to create new legal and financial opportunities for
SEEs and investing for a better ecosystem in which
Social Economy Enterprises can develop. Vice versa,
stimulating dialogue among different stakeholders
and working for an enabling environment will result in
the creation of new opportunities for SEEs to flourish.
These opportunities can then allow Caritas to start
and directly manage a Social Economy Enterprise.
In the following paragraphs, we will have a closer
look at the two different types of actions as well as
at necessary processes and steps to successfully
carry them out. Below are guidelines based on our
experiences on the ground, that can help Caritas
organisations to develop and strengthen their work
on a Social Economy.

Another aspect to be considered is the cultural and

political recognition of Social Economy Enterprises
as a way of creating a community that coorganises initiatives and produces social cohesion.

Caritas organisations can play an active role in
the transition towards Social Economy by both
establishing its own Social Economy Enterprises and
by supporting others in establishing and growing their
SEEs. The variety of initiatives that Caritas has put in
place might be grouped into two main types of action:
1. Promoting an ecosystem in which Social
Economy Enterprises can develop:
Caritas supports contexts and public actors that
facilitate an effective and efficient management
of collective resources, which stimulates dialogue
among different stakeholders and fosters
innovation that helps to create an enabling
environment for a Social Economy to flourish.
2. Directly creating and managing Social
Economy Enterprises:
SEEs are directly financed and/or managed by
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2.1. Promoting an ecosystem where
Social Economy Enterprises can flourish19
An ecosystem, in biology, is defined as
a systemic whole made up of different
living organisms that interact with

each other and with the environment.

We apply this definition also to describe
the system that can enable Social
Economy Enterprises to flourish.

The ecosystem is determined by
4 core elements:

1. the relationship between its members;
2. their cooperation to achieve results;
3. the context in which relationships and cooperation
take place; and
4. the diversity of its members.

Ecosystems focus on dialogue and cooperation
(and not competition, typical of traditional economic
systems) in order to realise a common result.
According to this perspective, social and economic
values cannot be produced by a single element,
but require the participation and coordination of
different kinds of actors. In fact, we can consider an
ecosystem as a community. In such an ecosystem,
Caritas can play a key role.
It’s important not to mistake the concept of
ecosystem with the one of network. A network
is a system composed by similar parts that are
connected together to allow communication
or coordinated actions between or along its
different parts. The priority of the network is internal
communication; the priority of the ecosystem is
the generation of outcomes in a given context.

BOX 8. Raising awareness and advocating for better legislation on social economy: ELBA project.

South East Europe

and gave the mandate to the Caritas

study on existing social enterprises and

network to revise the law proposal. For

projects having the potential of being

One of the main components of the

this important task, Caritas involved

turned into Social Economy Enterprises.

ELBA project is the development of a

experts from the Italian Federation of

proper ecosystem for Social Economy

Cooperatives (Federcooperative) and

A fund has also been created in order

in South East Europe, by activating

consultants on Italian legislation from

to financially support the start-up

local communities, promoting dialogue

the non-profit sector.

and the scaling-up of Social Economy
Enterprises (similarly to what is

among different stakeholders and

described in BOX 10 – SOCIETIES).

lobbying national institutions for an

The ELBA project was started in 2015

enabling legislative framework for

as a joint proposal among the Caritas

Social Economy Enterprises to flourish.

organisations in South East Europe for

Caritas organisations in the following

the development of Social Economy

countries are involved in the

The project foresees several regional

and social innovation initiatives

project: Albania, Austria, Bosnia and

and national lobbying and awareness

in the region as a tool to promote

Herzegovina, Bulgaria, France, Greece,

raising activities (such as conferences,

new forms of social inclusion of the

Italy, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia, Spain,

fairs, etc.), implemented in 7 different

most vulnerable. In addition to the

and the U.S.A.

countries. As a result, in 2016, the

advocacy activities described above,

government of Kosovo decided to draft

other activities have included training

More information on:

a law on Social Economy Enterprises

sessions and workshops as well as a

project.elba@gmail.com

26

Social Economy Handbook

2.1.1. Make the ecosystem work
In order to build such an ecosystem and make it
work, it is important to consider three key elements
(stakeholders, cooperation and innovation) and to
develop actions around them.
a. Know your stakeholders
In an ecosystem it is possible to identify numerous
and diverse participants – stakeholders that
accomplish multiple and not entirely congruent
purposes20 - and to classify them according to their
roles and functions in achieving the final results:
•

•

Direct and indirect beneficiaries: individuals, public
or private entities that are the target of a product
(customers) or a service (users). They can also be
involved in the creation of a product and in the
delivery of a service.
Partners: individuals, public, or private entities 		
that share the same vision and produce goods
and services functional to the production of
other goods and services. They can be potential
members of a network/consortium.

•

Resource suppliers (in the broad sense):

individuals, public or private entities that can
produce and/or provide useful material, funds
and performance work (i.e. human, financial, real
estate resources).

b. Build outcome-oriented cooperation
Social Economy Enterprises have to compete with
other traditional companies in the same industry or
in a similar industry, which offer a similar product or
service.
Furthermore, Social Economy Enterprises generate
a social impact. In order to be sustainable in an
ever more complex market it is essential to create
systematic cooperation and synergies among
SEEs.
When a SEE customer or user is aware of receiving an
ethical experience, linked to a good quality service or
product, then Social Economy Enterprises can have
a competitive advantage over traditional enterprises
and competitors.
In addition, an individual SEE will benefit if it is linked
to an ecosystem that shares the same ethical values.
This aggregation based on common values will
produce added value for the products and services
developed by each enterprise.

BOX 9. Raising awareness and advocating
for better legislation on Social economy:
ULESS

Luxembourg
ULESS (the Luxembourg federation for a social and
solidarity economy) was created in 2013. Its goal is
twofold: it is both meant to bring all the actors that are
active in the field of Social Economy in Luxembourg
together, and to become the privileged interlocutor of
all official and governmental bodies in connection with
the development of the sector. Caritas Luxembourg
is one of the founding members of ULESS. Since the
beginning, the presidency of the organisation has
been held by a Caritas Luxembourg representative.
Through its constant and engaged contribution to
the association, Caritas Luxembourg has strongly
contributed to the formation and consolidation of the
concept of Social Economy in Luxembourg over the
past few years.
Several conferences have been organised and
publications produced to raise awareness on Social
Economy and to advocate for better legislation in
its favour. In 2015, ULESS contributed greatly to the
Luxembourg Presidency of the European Union
and in 2017 collaboration between ULESS,
the Luxembourg Ministry of Labour and the
International Labour Organisation enabled the
organisation of an international summer school
on Social Economy in Luxembourg. One of ULESS’s
main achievements so far was its involvement in
the passing of a bill of the Luxembourg Parliament,
in November 2016, to create a new legal entity that
acknowledges companies with a societal impact (SIS).
Granting companies a number of special benefits
when they contribute to the greater good of society
through preservation and development of social
cohesion, by helping persons in fragile social and/
or economic situations, through engagement in the
fight against inequalities and exclusion etc., the new
bill begins to recognise and encourage the practice
of social solidarity in the Luxembourg economy. ULESS
directly and indirectly represents 300 Social Economy
Enterprises, representing 20,000 workers and has
become representative of the social economy at
national level.
More information on:
https://www.uless.lu/en/
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Constructing an enabling ecosystem is a complex
activity that requires a constant dialogue of new and
very different actors. This is why there are often more
or less formalised groups or networks (consortia and
federative or hybrid structures) in the fields where
Social Economy Enterprises are developed. These
groups are able to coordinate activities, represent
interests and scale innovations.

•

It is important to have the following points clear in
order to build cooperation within an ecosystem:

c. Be innovative
When building an ecosystem promoting Social
Economy Enterprises, the innovation component
is paramount. The process, the product or service
itself, or even the new tools can be innovative.

1. What type of change do we want to achieve?
• Why do we think that our interventions are
beneficial to the change we want to achieve?
• Will these interventions lead to large-scale
changes?
• Which alliances do we have to build in order
to make a significant impact?
• Which strategies do we have to apply?
• What actions are needed?
2. What is the expected impact?
• Defining the impact and the steps to follow is the

•
•
•

•

•

•

first task to accomplish in order to put the change
into practice.

3. Who are the necessary key subjects for
developing partnerships within your own network?

Who can generate human and financial
resources?
Who can develop service models for collective 		
interests?
Who is able to accelerate the processing and
transfer of resources?
Who are the beneficiaries that gain from the
ecosystem and who are also willing to contribute to it?

Innovation in the process: creating new forms of
dialogue between the subjects of the ecosystem
(see the example in box 10).
Innovation in the product or service: introducing a
new idea for a new sustainable product or service
that determines new patterns of behaviour among
the actors (see the example of FA BENE in box 11).
New tools: providing an open infrastructure

(for example, a physical or digital platform) that
offers open source know-how for developing Social

Economy Enterprises gives visibility to the product
or service and also plays an aggregate role for
other potential stakeholders (see the example of
SEID’s Hub in box 12).

Box 10. Innovation in the process: SOCIETIES

South East Europe

regional 4-year project that aims at

Within the SOCIETIES project, a fund

grass-roots organisations in enhancing

of €450,000 has been created in

their expertise and know-how in order

order to financially support (through

to influence policy-making processes

a sub-grant scheme) the start-up

and promote social inclusion policies.

and scaling-up of Social Economy

The project is financed by the European

Enterprises that foster inclusion and

Commission under the programme

economic empowerment of people

of support for regional and thematic

with disabilities and mental disorders.

networks of civil society organisations.

The fund has so far supported 25 SEEs

Caritas Albania, Bosnia and

in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,

Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro,

Kosovo, Montenegro, and Serbia.

and Serbia are the main partners

SOCIETIES (Support Of CSOs In

of the project.

empowering the networks, CSOs, and

Empowering Technical skills, Inclusion
of people with disabilities and EU

More information on:

standards in South East Europe) is a

www.projectsocieties.org
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Box 11. Innovation in the product or
service: FA BENE

Box 12. New tools: SEIDs Hub

Italy

United Kingdom

FA BENE is an initiative to collect unsold or donated

SEIDs Hub (incubator) is a ‘Social Enterprise

fresh and quality food in the local markets in Turin,

Community Centre’, offering a unique opportunity

Italy. This food is then distributed to families with

of resources, inspiration, and collaboration for

economic difficulties. The innovative cornerstone

those who have a workable Social Economy

of FA BENE is reciprocity: the families who receive

Enterprise idea they wish to explore and develop.

food engage themselves in return by contributing

The Hub provides the SEE community a co-working

(according to their skills and aspirations) to the

space, with support from the Hub’s staff, business

neighbourhood to which they belong. Reciprocity

mentors, workshops, formal and informal training

activities can be: helping out during public events,

opportunities, and major events.

extraordinary maintenance and cleaning of green
areas and streets, giving support in social activities

The Hub’s staff supports the planning and testing

(i.e. for people with disabilities), community cooking,

of business ideas, designing the business concept,

etc.

and accompanying the clients from idea to impact.
SEIDs – Social Enterprise Ideas Development is the

Reciprocity implies recognising the beneficiaries,

social innovation and enterprise strategy of Caritas

not only as people in need but also as resources

Westminster. The strategy consists of the following

who can put their own time and skills at the disposal

elements:

of the community, strengthening at the same
time their self-confidence. This way, reciprocity

•

reconstructs social bonds and supports the

Developing products and services which can
be taken to market;

community because the perception of collective

•

Partnerships with other SEEs and companies;

well-being increases through the care of the

•

Procuring services and products from SEEs; and

common good by its inhabitants. Caritas Italy is one

•

Establishing a SEE hub (incubator) to foster and

of the main partners of FA BENE.

grow SEE opportunities.

More information on:

More information on:

http://www.fabene.org/

https://www.seids.org.uk/home.php
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2.1.2. The role of the government in
the development of an ecosystem
Social Economy Enterprises might face a number
of barriers which impede their development.
Governments have the power and responsibility to
abolish these barriers and might be very helpful in the
creation of ecosystems within which Social Economy
Enterprises can flourish. Five main conditions are
needed for the development of Social Economy
Enterprises and can be directly supported by national
governments:

Considering and answering the following questions
will help in identifying policies, conditions, and
supporting structures necessary for the development
of Social Economy Enterprises in your country. By
reflecting on these questions and answers, you should
better understand the factors that best support the
development of a Social Economy Enterprise and how
your local ecosystem needs to be designed.

1. A legal and regulatory framework on SEEs that
brings coherence and transparency;
2. Access to finance from a range of types and
sources;
3. Access to markets, particularly through public 		
procurement;
4. Business support structures; and
5. Training and research, including cooperation
in policy making through partnerships.

Collecting fresh and quality food in the local markets at FA BENE in Turin, Italy. Photo by Laura Cantarella
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Guiding questions for analysing the existing ecosystem in your country
a. Identify the definition of a SEE in your country as well as the policies and legal framework.
For this purpose, some useful questions are:

1. Is there any policy framework or specific legislation for SEEs in your country? What are the key elements?
2. Is it possible to identify some rules related to SEEs in ordinary legislation? If yes, what are the key elements?
3. Is there any group that promotes adequate legislation in this sense? If yes, who is it and what do they represent?
4. Does a juridical process exist in your country that allows for the implementation of social activities?

b. Identify public support for the Social Economy Enterprise. The questions to be addressed are:
1. Is there any interest among public institutions to support the development of SEEs in your country?
If yes, what are the key elements?
2. What are the public support mechanisms for SEEs (funds or initiatives for start-ups, guarantee funds,
funds for the employment of vulnerable groups, the matching of investors and entrepreneurs, support for
business planning and international networking, university degrees or other kinds of professional training)?
3. List the scientific research expert and research groups in your country on your specific topic.
Has any convention/conference been organised on this topic in the last three years?
Could some of these conference reports and experts be consulted?
4. What are the current EU support programmes and how have they been applied in your context?

c. Identify the Social Economy Enterprise networks in your country. It may be useful to discern:
1. The main networks of SEEs and social inclusion of interest in your country relative to your specific topic.
2. Websites with good practices that could be replicated in your region.

d. Analyse the social investment market by:
1. Identifying investors in Social Economy Enterprises.
2. Listing foundations that can offer grants/funds and identify their criteria for funding.
3. Building up a map of the key actors in your country for the SEE system, identifying names and level
(local, national, international).

e. Map Social Economy Enterprises that exist in your country and consider:
1. Is there any database of existing SEEs in your country?
(Check ministries, agencies, chambers of commerce, other NGOs, etc.)
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2.2. Starting and managing a Social
Economy Enterprise21
2.2.1. Assessment
The numerous benefits of Social Economy Enterprises
for Caritas organisations described above might
give you the necessary confidence to consider
taking action to start such an enterprise yourself.
The following two sections on the assessment of the
market and what a business plan should contain
can provide additional assistance, highlighting
what should be examined in advance. This guide is
naturally meant to support you in more detail in your
reflection to start an enterprise.
Your motivation and mission statement
The mission statement is about what you intend to
achieve over the long run. You have to assess why
you would like to start a Social Economy Enterprise
and how this is anchored in the values and core
mission of your organisation. Answering the following
questions will be a helpful start:
•

•

•

Is this one of the top social problems our 		
organisation wants to tackle?
Will a SEE be better than the traditional

charitable approach?

Are the beneficiaries the core target of the

envisioned SEE or is the purpose of the enterprise
to subsidise the charity? Both approaches are
legitimate, but will result in different structures.

It is important to acknowledge your motivation and

motives for starting a SEE. You will have to handle a
range of different demands, often with very limited
resources. This is why assessing your motivation
is a factor you should spend considerable energy
on at the beginning of the journey. In choosing the
social goals you would like to tackle, try not to solve
too many obstacles at the same time, but rather
concentrate on one and arrange all other factors in a
hierarchy of importance.
Market assessment
As one of the first steps, you will have to understand
the environment in which you intend to operate.

Assess the “rules of the game”, such as the legal
framework, regulations, taxes, and the political
landscape. In order to pin down the market need
and range of opportunity, you first have to describe
your customers as precisely as possible. Depending
on your resources and preferred method, you can
discern this by doing research in the field yourself
or by reviewing what others have found out (desk
research). Your findings should result in a realistic
assessment of the characteristics and number of
your customers. Ideally, you co-design the product
or service together with the envisioned end-users.
This way, you achieve an even more realistic picture:
(a) of the product or service you want to sell in order
to succeed, and (b) of the storyline of your Social
Economy Enterprise that has to be communicated
(see Marketing and communication).
Secondly, as you are operating in a competitive
landscape, you have to acquire a clear picture of
what other providers are offering. Try to find out about
the experiences of other companies: what challenges
did they face and what aspects led to their success?
Defining what is distinctive about your approach or
organisation is a crucial element of your planning22.
In an environment where more and more providers
are selling the same thing, it becomes difficult to find
a unique selling point that really sets your product
or service apart from others. Communicating your
motivation, i.e. why you do what you are doing might
also set you apart from other providers. The social
impact you create is a powerful asset that attracts
customers and investors (see also the Marketing and
communication paragraph). To sum up, when you
assess the market, do not overestimate the size of
your market and be sure to acknowledge possible
competition23.
Risks
Before you start a Social Economy Enterprise, you
have to pay attention to what can go wrong and how
to mitigate these risks. A mature concept on risks
and how you are planning to deal with them will also
make your business more attractive to investors. One
of the challenges of SEEs is involving and empowering
beneficiaries on the one side, and earning a profit on
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the other. Difficulties in balancing the social mission
and the financial revenue can cause a drift from core
social activities to the business side. This could have a
negative impact on customers, and staff might leave
due to the business culture. On the other hand, one
of the most crucial risks common to SEEs is not being
sustainable beyond the point of the initial investment.
Partnerships and collaborations
Assess your network and check which resources are
already available. Consider all the assets and human
capital in the organisation as well as outside it. You
may find a considerable number of potential allies, so
try to strategically examine which partnerships are
critical and useful (see also Ecosystem).

2.2.2. Make it work: developing
a business plan

Your business idea, product, or service
Start with your business idea and the social purpose
of your business. Explain why you want to start a
Social Economy Enterprise, who will benefit, who your
customers will be, and what you are going to sell.
Show that you have assessed the market and that
there is a demand for your goods and services. Here
you need to find a balance between your motivation
and the social impact you would like to create on the
one side, and showing that you are realistic about
the demand for your product on the other. Calculate
what the price for your product will be and the cost
of your business25. Then consider why customers will

buy from you rather than from your competitors.
Delivering a good product is one of the most powerful
ways of marketing your product or service. Potential
customers will only become one-off-clients if they are
attracted to your enterprise by the social cause but
then realise that what you offer does not meet their
expectations of a good product.

A business plan will help you to go through the key
areas of business planning that you need in order
to set up a Social Economy Enterprise. It contains
aspects like the description of the product or service
you intend to sell, how you are going to run your
business and how you will manage the resources. This
will help you to anticipate the risks. It is also a means
of communicating your business idea and its social
good to others, to funders, partners, and investors. In
order to get an idea of what a business plan contains,
we have outlined what we consider the most
important elements. To write your social business
plan, you can use the following canvas. It has been
filled in with a hypothetical example of a social
economy enterprise that produces flour products and
creates job opportunities for people far from
the labour market. You can also find a range of
other templates online24.
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Social business plan - canvas example
Partners

Activities

Product or service

Implementation:

Production of high quality fresh

All flour products:

Sales of pasta (on the spot,

•
•

•
•

B & C Architecture Studio
Volunteer experts

Finances:
•
•

Sponsor for professional
kitchen equipment
Government (State aid for
the renovation of premises)

Communication:
•
•
•

Slow Food network
Media / Press
Tourist Office

Commercial:
•
•
•
•

Local Suppliers
Collaboration companies for sale in canteens
Restaurants
Winegrowers network

Professional insertion:
•
•

National agency for
employment
Private employment
agencies

pasta made completely by hand.

to import, and to deliver on
demand).

•

Fresh, uncooked and cooked
pasta
Sauces accompanying pasta
Pizza, pasta balls and bread
balls ready for cooking
Birthday cakes on order
Dessert of the day

Sales of pasta to other stores.

•
•

Organisation of cooking

Cooking workshops

workshops, workshops for tourists.

Resources
•
•
•
•

Manager dedicated to
the success of the project
Competent coordination staff
Multidisciplinary staff in
professional integration
Local logistics

Oenological and
gastronomic tourism -

concept for groups of tourists in
collaboration with winemakers’
network.
2nd step: sauces, soups, jams,
other flour products, etc.

Costs of the structure

Key factors for success

Sources of income

Initial investment costs:

•

Sales of fresh cooked
products

•

•

•

•

Renovation of premises
and local equipment
Professional kitchen
equipment
Salary costs

Operating costs
•

•

Working capital (purchase
of raw materials
Communication /
advertising / marketing
expenses

•
•
•
•

Manager with strong
communicative skills and
sales experience
Competent and motivated
team
Communication success.
Excellent quality of products
on sale
Good appreciation by
customers
Prudent management
of renovation costs and
installation of local equipment

•
•
•
•

Restaurants
Delivery nearby
Catering with or without
delivery
(Private/companies)
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Relations with clients
•
•
•

•
•

Newsletter
Fidelity card
Cooking classes (pasta) for
small groups (adults and/or
young people)
Events
Team building activities
around pasta for companies

Distribution channels
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Word of mouth
Social media
Online platforms
Event planning
Smartphone App
Stand at the market

(Sunday market-Christmas)
Flyers / Brochures
Tourist Office

Customer segmentation
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Private customers in store
or through delivery
Shops
Institutional clients

•

Creating well-paid, long-term
jobs for unemployed people

•

High level of job-satisfaction
of the employees

•

Supporting a positive image
of long-term unemployed
people and their strengths
and potentials among the
general public

Preconditions
•

•

•

Sale of fresh uncooked
products

Employees of local businesses
Students/High Schools
Residents of the
neighbourhood and
surroundings
Butchers and delicatessens
People who want to support
a social project
Lovers of good traditional
cuisine

Social impact

Authorisations received by

the competent authorities
(food safety, authorisation
of establishment, sales of
alcoholic beverages, etc.)
Identification of legal entity

and legal framework suitable
for the project: analysis of
the pros and contras of the
different options
Consultation with the National
Employment Agency, Minister
of Economy, legal experts, etc.

Cooking lessons
•
•

Resident cooking classes
Oenological and gastronomic
tourism for groups of tourists
in collaboration with
winemakers
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Human resources
Among the resources you need, that is, people,
premises, and materials, we focus on people as one
of the most crucial elements. Human resource (HR)
management is one of the most important aspects to
think about when you are developing a social business
plan. HR is about the process of recruiting the right
people (volunteers and employees) and managing their
productivity and roles. It also includes the actions that
are put in place in order to motivate your employees,
their training and development, and to handle the
movement of employees out of the organisation
effectively. Their salaries have to be calculated
according to the financial performance of the firm.
Most importantly, the person leading the enterprise
must have proven experience in the field of the
product you aim to sell. The advisory board’s duty is
to ensure that the activities are in line with Caritas’
values. The leader, who must be experienced
precisely in this particular product or service, and
the board members will help to link the vision of the
enterprise with the reality of the market and achieve
a financial balance. It is crucial to build a wellbalanced management team, also with regard
to presenting the SEE to investors.

Revenue and funding model
The revenue model deals with the question of how
to finance your business plan. First, think about the
capital you need at the start-up stage: what sources
are available for seed capital and how will you spend
it? You might draw on a variety of sources, including
donors, investors, and credit. The crucial question
you have to ask is: Can the returns generate enough
revenue and attract enough investment to cover
your costs and grow your activities? Unique to Social
Economy Enterprises is the fact that they create
financial as well as social return. Whereas financial
return is easily measurable, you also have to find
ways to measure your social impact. Supplier’s credit
terms are an important source of funding. Therefore,
seek seed funding to buy the essential equipment and
salaries. If a donor or investor “is willing to subsidise
half the cost, the SEE becomes valuable and less
risky to conventional investors”26. For investors (and
suppliers) it is important to have social outcomes
measured, reported, and monitored with precision
and transparency. It is therefore useful to integrate a
concept for continuous monitoring and evaluation of
social impact in your plan. Another opportunity to get
funding, besides relying on donors and investors,
is via EU, national or regional funding options.

BOX 13. Managing Human resources: Magdas Hotel

Austria

The challenge is to maximise social

Magdas Hotel offers 88 rooms in

seeking persons as possible but also

Vienna’s city centre. It is run by a

to employ enough well-trained and

mixed team of hotel experts and

experienced staff to run the business

refugees from all over the world. The

well, train the less experienced staff

hotel was initiated and is owned by

and – at the same time – offer great

Caritas Vienna. It has been running

services for guests. It took some time

successfully since 2015 and generates

to find the right balance for Magdas

positive social impact by offering

Hotel: after a quite ambitious start in

employment to accredited refugees

2015, with a very low number of experts

with limited opportunities on the

in the team, the hotel is now stable and

regular labour market. One of the

working well, run by 14 experts and

most significant lessons learned from

20 refugees.

impact by including as many job-

this case is the importance of having
a balance of experts from the hotel

More information on:

business and employees responsible

http://www.magdas.at/hotel/ and the

for labour market insertion or

video produced by Caritas Europa

helping people into jobs.

https://bit.ly/2MYdU1X
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BOX 14. Revenue and funding model:
measuring the Social Return On Investment
and the generated social value

Spain
Social Return on Investment (SROI) is a systematic
way of incorporating social, environmental,
economic and other values into the decision-making
processes. By helping to reveal the economic value
of social and environmental outcomes, it creates

Scaling strategy
Once you have successfully established your Social
Economy Enterprise you might want to increase its
social impact by up-scaling. You could grow the
enterprise, for example, by launching more sites,
replicating your model using other organisations,
organising a social movement, or even changing
government policies. Besides answering the question
of how you will scale up, it is critical to ask how you will
maximise the impact by investing, and at the same
time balance the value you are trying to create, and
pay back your investors.

a holistic perspective on whether a development
project or social business or enterprise is beneficial
and profitable. This perspective opens up new
opportunities and forms the basis for innovative

BOX 15. Scaling strategies: MODA-RE

initiatives that genuinely contribute to positive social
change and poverty reduction for all27.
As an example, you can find below how SROI has been

Spain

used in the calculation that the Foundation Formacio

In 2018, Caritas Spain launched a new brand

i Treball has done for all of its actions developed

and concept called “MODA-RE” with the aim of

during 2015 as a qualitative calculation of the impacts,

encompassing and scaling up its textile Social

mechanisms, and extension of benefits that are

Economy Enterprises all over Spain. It manages the full

generated in favour of the different interest groups

cycle of used clothing from its collection, classification,

on which the Foundation operates. It also quantifies

re-use, recycling, and sale through the creation

the perceived value through indicators and proxies

and promotion of second-hand clothing stores. The

in order to monetise the value generated for the

main objectives of MODA-RE are to generate social

mentioned interest groups.

and sustainable employment as well as to promote
responsible consumption. After a laborious process

The methodology applied results in an integrated

of coordination and transformation to achieve a

social value of €17,357,94028.

common framework, 29 Spanish Diocesan Caritas
have added synergies to create a recycling project

11,80
17,357,940 €

for second-hand clothes with strict criteria of
Social integrated gross value

5,86
8,616,122 €

Specific social value

5,94
8,741,818 €

Social Impact of Economic Activity

3,42
5,026,529 €

Economic Return to the Administrations

sustainability and ethical values.
This common framework ensures that the Social
Economy Enterprises are more visible and their action
more recognised among the general public. They can
also profit from a more coordinated national strategy.
These factors help each Social Economy Enterprise to be
more financially sustainable and to grow in income and
in size, making the employment of even more people far

170,097 €

Economic Results

from the labour market possible, which is the ultimate
goal of MODA-RE. Along with economic sustainability,

SROI
General value

MODA-RE has also established agreements with private
fashion partners to advance technological innovation
through research projects aimed at obtaining new
textile fibres and derivatives from used clothing.

More information on:
https://www.formacioitreball.org/wp-content/themes/

More information on:

foritreball/pdf/Valor_Social/Valor_social_FiT.pdf

http://www.modare.org/
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Marketing and communication
Creating an appropriate storyline for your customers
and investors (including suppliers) is crucial for your
ethical branding. As a starting point, you might find
the widely recognised “Marketing Mix”29 approach
useful, which helps you to define a suitable marketing
strategy and to convert it into a concrete action plan.
Customers and funders will feel even more connected
to your enterprise if you invite them to participate, for
example by consulting them or sharing stories with
them. This way, they might become ambassadors for
your cause instead of just customers.
Communication strategies and branding the Social
Economy Enterprise is essential for its success and
sustainability. In order to decide the best brand, you
might consider the following questions:
•

Should your business be publicly presented like a 		
Caritas Business?

•

Are you willing to develop a new branding which
will be a statement for the values promoted by
your SEE?

•

In the case of several business models, will you

use the same new brand or develop a new one for
each model?

The three branding options available are thus that:
1. The core business and subsidiaries adhere to
Caritas branding. The business is clearly supported by
Caritas (Caritas logo, etc.).
2. A new core brand is created for your SEE – an
umbrella brand strategy is developed for all of your
SEEs and their subsidiaries.
3. Individualised branding – each SEE has its own brand,
which does not adhere to an umbrella brand strategy.
A brand is always linked to certain values. Therefore it
is essential to identify which values represent Caritas
and which values will represent your social business.
If the values are different, it would be advisable to
develop different brands.
Financial planning
A well thought out financial plan will demonstrate
that you have considered potential difficulties and
that you have a plan to solve these. It helps you to be
more accurate in your financial forecasting and to
identify funding gaps sufficiently ahead of time,
which is essential for success.

BOX 16. Branding: The three possible ways

Social Economy Enterprises financially supported
by Caritas in Europe show that all three options are
feasible, the choice depends on several factors, such
as the product/service delivered and the particular
Caritas strategy in a given country or region regarding
Social Economy.
1. The core business and subsidiaries adhere to Caritas
branding: for example, ELIO in Serbia (see box 6).
The ELIO Social Laundries generate funds to be
reinvested into Caritas’ social services (home care
and a daily centre for persons with disabilities) that
are very well known and appreciated by the local
population. In this case, making visible that ELIO
social laundries are supported by Caritas gives
a competitive advantage over other traditional
laundries, since ELIO’s customers (usually local people)
recognise that their choice helps Caritas to deliver a
good social service to the population.
2. A new core brand is created for your SEE: as
illustrated by Magdas in Austria (see boxes 4, 7, 13)
Caritas Vienna decided to give her SEE a brand name,
which is not related to “Caritas” at all. The reasons for
using a different name with no connection to Caritas
were: to avoid the risk of negative image transfer for
Caritas´ core brand in case of failure of the SEE and
avoiding any potential negative impact on Caritas´
fundraising activities (in case some donors decided to
reduce their contributions after seeing Caritas runs its
own businesses).
Another reason was that customers should not
perceive the SEE as a social project but as a normal
company with a high quality service. Therefore Caritas
Vienna named her SEE company “Magdas” which is not
only a common girl´s name (Magda) but also means
“I like it” in Viennese slang.
3. Individualised branding – each SEE has its own
brand: such as MODA-RE in Spain (see box 15)
Having unique branding (not linked to Caritas) only for
the Social Economy Enterprises working in the textile
recycling sector helps Caritas to focus on marketing
strategies specifically designed for that sector and
addressed to a specific target audience.

38

Social Economy Handbook

Preparing world fusion breakfast at Magdas Hotel in Vienna, Austria. Photo by Michael Mazohl
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As the finance plan is the basis on which your
investors will decide whether they will fund you, it’s
recommended to get a second opinion on your
predictions. It helps you spot issues that you have
missed or were not clear about. Financial planning
goes hand in hand with an implementation plan that
depicts your milestones and performance indicators.
To be sure, financial planning is a forecast and
therefore an estimate, but be as accurate as possible
and also allow for a budget for unforeseen costs and
emergencies, as a critical factor is liquidity.
Opportunities for funding30
Social Economy Enterprises need financing for
different purposes, depending on their area of
activity, business model, and stage of development.
Funds are most commonly used to finance working
capital, for asset purchase (property, equipment
or intangible assets), or for growth capital (the
expansion of business, investment in innovation, etc.).
The number of financial instruments designed
to address the funding needs of Social Economy
Enterprises and to bridge the gap between social and
financial returns keeps growing. In essence, there are

three types of instruments: grants (gifts), debt capital
(money which is repayable), and equity:
•

Grants are usually provided for the financing of a
predefined project or activities and do not require
repayment. Although they are financially attractive,
the impact enterprise may have high fundraising
and/or time costs and a reduced entrepreneurial
flexibility as a result. Important grant givers
are public authorities at regional, national, and
EU-level, private foundations, corporations, and
individuals (donors).

•

Debt capital, like bank loans, provides a high
degree of entrepreneurial flexibility and does not
entail a loss of ownership. However, these benefits
come at the cost of paying interest and providing
security.

•

Equity capital entails no mandatory repayment of the
invested capital and annual payments depend on
the profits of the enterprise. This makes it financially
more attractive than debt capital. However, an equity
investment means a dilution of ownership and the
loss of control and voting rights for investors.

Creating solidarity communities and enjoying it at Fa Bene in Turin, Italy. Photo by Andrea Lavalle
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Funding instruments
Terms and implications
for social enterprise

Implications for
investor

Instrument

Unless unrestricted,
use may be restricted
for predefined work

100% risk

1. Grants
Duration:

One-off unless
multiple

Payments:

None

Repayment:

None

May have high fundraising
and/or time costs
Low entrepreneurial flexibility

Unless stated, no claw back
if money is not spent or
misallocated
Only return is social

2. Debt capital (Repayable finance)
Duration:

3–7 years;
up to 25 years for
building purchase

If payments are contracted,
will require a low-risk
financial model

Payments:

Interest payments
and capital
repayments

Repayment:

Yes

No dilution of ownership;
far-reaching rights of
provider in event of default
or late payment
Entrepreneurial flexibility
within overall terms

Investment may be secured
against assets
May reduce risk of loss
Higher risk if unsecured
Regular payments
allow you to track financial
stability
Social and financial return

3. Equity capital
Duration:

Unlimited

Dilution of ownership

Payments:

Dividend if in profit

Profit participation

Repayment:

No

Mission impact?
Flexibility of use

Voting rights and possible
control
Profit participation
Limited to zero liquidity/
secondary market
Long-term
High-risk unless model proven
Impact first usually
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What’s next?
We hope that this handbook has helped
you and your organisation to have a

better understanding of social economy

What can you do next?
•

You can deepen your knowledge, starting with the
information and links mentioned in the endnotes
or getting in touch with the managers of the
Social Economy Enterprises mentioned in this
handbook;

•

You can assess your organisational capacities,
the social needs that can be addressed with a
Social Economy Enterprise and the change you
want to achieve. You can do this by using the tools
described in this handbook;

•

In cases where you already manage a Social
Economy Enterprise, you can assess if there are
margins for scaling up or for diversifying your
portfolio. And again, you can do it by using the
tools described in this handbook;

•

You can assess the ecosystem in your region or
country. You can better know your stakeholders
as well as the legislative framework regarding
Social Economy Enterprises, and you can do it by
answering the “Guiding questions for analysing the
existing ecosystem in your country”.

•

You can also look for additional support, guidance
and expertise. There are a lot of opportunities
for training, study visits, accompaniment
programmes, etc. within and outside of the Caritas
network.

•

You can also look for partners and investors
aiming toward achieving economic, social and
environmental sustainability;

•

You can stay informed on Caritas Europa’s
initiatives related to Social Economy by visiting our
website: www.caritas.eu

and a wider view of the available

options to start-up or scale-up a Social
Economy Enterprise.

This handbook is not intended to be comprehensive,
but to give an overview of several tools that can be
further analysed and used by the reader according to
specific interests. In this handbook several initiatives
are described as a way to promote the idea of Social
Economy Enterprises and to give concrete examples
of Caritas’ practices of Social Economy. Caritas runs
hundreds of Social Economy Enterprises in addition
to those mentioned here. In addition, thousands of
Social Economy Enterprises exist that are not linked
to Caritas specifically but are extremely valuable
and worth discovering. For obvious reasons we could
not include all of them in this handbook, but we
encourage you to research some and get in contact
with them in order to gain further insight, not only
considering geographical differences but also in
terms of approach and needs addressed.
In the hope that this handbook serves as a
starting point on which to build or improve your
organisational capacities in managing and
promoting social economy enterprises,
the following indicates possible next steps.

And above all, you can join us in spreading the
message that putting people before profits
benefits everyone!
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“ This work first gives me

dignity, as a person, as a
father, as a husband, and
satisfies my desire to work,
because I have always felt
like a worker.
Manolo, Driver at Comparte León,
MODA-RE, Spain
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“ Let us try to build a

society and an economic
system where people
and their good are at the
centre, not money.
Pope Francis
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