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Executive summary

This Stakeholder Brief summarizes the debates among stakeholders, mainly practitioners and academics, 
during the stakeholder forum that opened the first meeting of Empower-SE Working Group 3 devoted to social 
enterprise (SE) ecosystems organized in February 2020 at the University of Bucharest (Romania). 

The stakeholders forum was dedicated to host country stakeholder activities. Romania’s SE ecosystem was 
discussed in detail by major stakeholders involved in the sector’s developmental processes and practices. 
They shared their thoughts, concerns and vision of the future for SEs in Romanian and other EU countries with 
forum participants.
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activities, repayable resources, and tax breaks 
and fiscal benefits; 

> the development of research exploring SE from 
a national and comparative perspective and 
charting the existence of educational and skills 
development opportunities designed to enhance 
the competitive advantages of SEs when tackling 
economic and social concerns.

The relative importance of each of these factors 
varies significantly across countries and over time, 
depending on the SE sector’s phase of development. 

The different SE ecosystem stakeholders 
participating in the opening forum presented the 
historical development as well as some experiences 
and reflections on the specific case of Romania. 
Case studies, which were presented in addition to 
academic research presentations, included:

> Capacity to self-organize – the development 
pattern of a certain SE and/or network of 
SEs that have emerged bottom up due to the 
capacity of citizens or groups of SEs to self-
organize;

> Recognition and visibility – a specific law or 
policy strategy that acknowledges SE in a given 
country, a private mark, and the process of a 
group of SEs’ self-recognition;

> Access to resources – a specific public support 
(EU or national) policy scheme, private support 
initiative (from foundations or SE networks), 
financing scheme or guarantee agreement 
available to SEs, and the collaboration modality 
between SEs and public authorities (e.g., via 
vouchers);

> Education, research and skills development – 
an innovative educational program, research 
initiative or training program that had a role in 
promoting SE at a national or international level.

Stakeholders offered general reflections about 
the evolution of Romania’s SE ecosystem. Each 
element within a SE ecosystem is interrelated and 

1. Introduction

The first meeting of Working Group 3 of the COST 
Action “Empowering the next generation of social 
enterprise scholars” (Empower-SE), was held at the 
University of Bucharest’s Faculty of Sociology and 
Social Work in February 2020. The meeting was 
entitled “Towards and enabling ecosystem for social 
enterprises” and included a stakeholder forum 
gathering academic and practice stakeholders from 
diverse countries interested in exploring and/or 
supporting SE development and scaling. This forum 
was organized prior to the academic presentations 
and discussions that continued for a full day 
afterwards.

This forum’s specific objective was to equip major 
SE stakeholders with robust knowledge regarding 
how different SE ecosystem elements interact 
in each country and can have an impact on the 
sector’s breadth and depth of scaling.

Based on previous research results, researchers 
and stakeholders analyzed the diverse factors that 
contribute to shaping SE development using recent 
literature that explores the SE sector’s upsurge, SE 
recognition, access to resources and research, and 
education and skills development.

An analytical and comparative investigation of SE 
dynamics corroborates that the sector’s entities 
operate within a rather complex “ecosystem”. This 
ecosystem is shaped by the interplay between 
diverse factors:

> the ability of citizens to self-organise, which 
drives an upsurge of SE development from the 
bottom up and explains the establishment of 
networks by SEs themselves;

> the degree of visibility and recognition enjoyed 
by SEs at different levels (political and legal 
recognition, recognition through private marks 
and self-recognition by the same SEs);

> the capacity to access different kinds of 
resources, including those for establishment and 
consolidation, those from income-generating 
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Romania’s accession to the EU in 2007 paved 
the way for a new policy approach regarding 
social economy, social entrepreneurship and the 
development of SEs, where mutual aid societies, 
associations, foundations and cooperatives could 
play a role in addressing key societal challenges 
and encountering unmet community requirements.

The development of the SE concept and its practice 
in Romania is directly linked to the larger social 
economy framework. However, some confusion 
exists amongst stakeholders because both social 
economy and SE were introduced as sectorial 
concepts after 2005. In addition, both terms have 
been interpreted as a new way of approaching the 
social inclusion policy connected with EU funding.

The institutionalization of SEs in Romania is very 
recent. Its social economy law, which acknowledges 
and regulates SEs, was only introduced in 2015. 
Law 219/2015 introduced the work integration 
social enterprise (WISE) as a specific SE category, 
which it identifies as a “social insertion enterprise”. 
The ”social insertion social enterprise” has a strong 
emphasis on an instrumental use of SEs for social 
inclusion.

According to the Law 219/2015, SEs have been 
acknowledged as part of the social economy. The 
law specifies the characteristics that diverse type 
of organizations (associations and foundations, 
mutual aid associations, cooperatives and limited 
liability companies) shall fulfill in order to qualify 
as SE. Despite this advance, the legislation does 
not harness the full potential of SEs and its fiscal 
framework appears fragmented. So far, the law 
has had limited impact on the sector’s growth 
and the implementation of public policies that 
support traditional social economy entities or 
newly emerging SEs. Romanian WISEs integrate 
disadvantaged workers through economic activity 
as in other European countries. However, the 
Romanian government does not provide any 
subsidies on work contracts for disadvantaged 
workers employed by WISEs nor does it fund 
the social services that they provide. WISEs have 
to raise funds to cover these aspects of their 
operation.

influenced by the position and evolution of other 
actors within the same system. As a result, the 
decisions and strategic action of networks and 
coalitions, public sector decision-makers, the media, 
the general public and its SE awareness, educators 
and researchers, the private sector and the EU as 
an external actor all play a role in shaping the SE 
ecosystem’s present and future.

Romania’s sectorial landscape has incrementally 
evolved since 2006; an interest in understanding 
and promoting SEs as facilitators of economic and 
social development has been steadily developing. 
The country’s current SE population is perplexing 
and dynamic – both ex lege and de facto externally 
driven and bottoms up entities try to subsist and 
develop within a challenging ecosystem.

2. A historical perspective on Romanian SE 
development

Romanian SEs have multiple roots, which stem 
from cooperative and mutual aid society traditions. 
Key actors such as associations and foundations 
have significantly contributed to SE development. 
The need for associations and foundations to 
pursue income-generating activities has enhanced 
their social missions and propelled them towards 
their institutionalization as SEs.

Conversely, Romania’s “old cooperative” sector 
has remained relatively modest, making it one 
of the most disengaged stakeholders of the new 
social entrepreneurship reform. Romania is a post-
communist country and the word “cooperative” is 
still synonymous with the collectivization imposed 
by communist authorities in the 1950s. This type of 
entity was so distorted by the soviet-type regime 
it carries bad memories, particularly in rural areas. 
There is a huge difference between a sector that is 
thriving in a free market economy and a declining, 
dissolute sector that has survived an era of civil 
and economic initiative suppression. Discussing 
the current narrative of social economy brings a 
new vision that could perhaps counteract the bad 
memories and mistrust from the past.
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both the limited capacity of administrations to 
understand the potential role of SEs and the lack 
of central or local policies designed to facilitate 
citizens’ access to SE-produced goods and 
services. The main public support schemes for 
SEs stem from European funding. Certain financial 
instruments remain unavailable to SEs and the 
recently adopted procurement legislation that 
impacts general interest services has not yet been 
fully implemented.

Within the stakeholders workshop, a comprehensive 
presentation was delivered on the evolution of the 
EU agenda, which focused on the Social Business 
Initiative policy package that mainstreams SEs 
within an EU policy context. The presentation 
acknowledged the contribution of SEs to the EU’s 
policy objectives: inclusive job creation, better social 
cohesion, sustaining the fight against poverty and 
discrimination, a more entrepreneurial, inclusive 
and sustainable economy, and the sustainability 
of welfare systems. Actions intended to improve 
access to financial support under the Employment 
and Social Innovation Programme (EaSI) and 
the European Fund for Strategic Investments 
(EFSI) were presented and widely discussed by 
participants. Much attention was given to the 
discussion of EU programs within the forthcoming 
2021-2027 multiannual financial framework. The 
continuity of policy support initiatives, better 
synergies between programs, more SE visibility and 
better impact investment in the general EU policy 
action were particularly noted.

Finally, discussions covered the new policy research 
initiatives funded by the European Commission. The 
generous scope of the “Social enterprises and their 
ecosystems in Europe” reports and fiches covering 
35 countries offered all interested stakeholders a 
comprehensive overview of the SE situation in EU 
Member States. The final comparative report shows 
the EU’s growing demand for general interest 
services and an increase in the number of SEs 
thriving in response to varied sectorial openings. It 
also reveals that SEs are now better understood 
and legally recognized. Awareness of ethical 
businesses has particularly increased and they are 
currently more in demand. Despite such positive 

Exhaustive data on Romanian SEs is scarce, as the 
categorization of SEs within statistical data is only 
a very recent development since Law 219/2015 was 
introduced. In addition, few organisations comply 
with certification requirements, largely because 
fiscal incentives remain limited and bureaucratic 
procedures are cumbersome.

Romania’s de facto SEs are a dynamic aspect 
of the sector, which not only focus on the work 
integration of vulnerable groups but also include 
associations and foundations, mutual associations, 
traditional cooperatives with explicit social goals 
and various types of limited liability companies with 
a social aim. Data on the evolution of the de facto 
SE spectrum show a gradual increase in activities 
that pursue explicit social aims and use multi-
stakeholder governance models.

3. Environment and institutionalization of 
Romanian SE

The institutional environment in which SEs operate 
has largely influenced their evolution in Romania. 
Central and local governments, research and 
education institutions, SE networks and coalitions, 
and other categories of stakeholders (e.g., the 
media and general public) are key actors in shaping 
the present and future of Romanian SE and social 
entrepreneurship. Their level of understanding 
of what SEs can bring to Romanian society and 
their capacity to accommodate and translate their 
vision into an effective and sustainable policy 
framework are proving crucial for the success of 
SEs. Stakeholder comments emphasized research 
and education’s role in promoting the SE concept 
and advocating for the institutionalization of 
organisations. It was noted that EU-funded social 
economy and SE research projects have multiplied 
since 2008. Equally, more investment has been 
forthcoming to develop Masters programs and 
other academic courses for a new generation of SE 
management specialists.

In Romania, SEs are currently in an early stage 
of development. A combination of governance-
related elements currently hinders the prospective 
growth of SEs. For example, these elements include 



EMPOWER-SE Stakeholder Brief #6: Towards and enabling ecosystem for social enterprises  | February 2020 5

factors, it is also acknowledged that SEs still 
have to overcome many challenges related to the 
need for improved conceptual clarity and better 
primary and secondary legislation, the untapped 
potential of cooperatives and the difficulties 
related to developing functional relationships 
with public authorities based on trust and the 
comprehensiveness of each partner’s specificity 
and role.

Relevant publications:

The 35 country reports and fiches of the European 
Commission funded “Social enterprises and their 
ecosystems in Europe” update are available at 
https://europa.eu/!Qq64ny

The Comparative Synthesis Report and Executive 
Summary (in English, French and German) are 
available here.
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