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BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Lack of reliable and up-to-date statistical
information on the scope, size and impact of 
the social economy in Europe.

European action plan for the social economy -
EAPSE, Dec. 2021, European Commission
Call for tenders December 2022 - European Innovation Council and SMEs Executive Agency (EISMEA)



European Action Plan for the Social Economy

Launch a new study to collect 
quantitative and qualitative information 

on the social economy 
covering all EU Member States. 
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Background: European statistic reports on the
Social Economy carried out by CIRIEC

2024 (with EURICSE)



1) Measuring the size of the social economy

2) analyse a number of relevant aspects of the social economy, including (a)
its tradition and national recognition, (b) the impact of COVID-19 on the
sector and its ability to recover, (c) its contribution six ecosystems (Agri-food,
Cultural & creative ind., Energy-renewables, Health, Tourism and Retail)

3) Overview of the methods and indicators to assess better the contribution
of the social economy

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY



To present an overview of the figures for the social economy in Europe in 2021:
1. The number of social economy entities
2. People involved in the social economy
- Employees
- Volunteers
- Members
3 - The economic weight of the Social Economy (sales, added value)
4 - Legal forms of the Social Economy (including Social Enterprises)
5 - Distribution of the social economy by sector of economic activity
6 - The size of Social Economy entities

STATISTICAL OBJECTIVES



More than 100 people involved

THE TEAM AND CONSORTIA



METHODOLOGY (1): The field under radar

Field of the Social Economy covered:
 European definition of the social economy (EAPSE, 2021)
All CMAFs (Cooperatives, Mutual Societies, Associations and Foundations)

+ social enterprises (EU definition).

 Operational definition of social enterprises.



Features Social economy Social enterprise

Objectives Carry out activities in the interest of 
members/users or society at large

Carry out activities aiming to meet the needs of 
vulnerable groups or of the community at large 
(social objective in the statute)

Distribution of profits

Primacy of people and social purpose over 
capital in the distribution and use of surpluses 
and/or profits as well as assets, including 
reinvestment of most of the profits.

Reinvestment of all/most of the profits and 
compliance with asset lock

Governance Democratic and/or participatory governance Democratic and/or participatory governance

Resources

Resource mix depending on whether an 
organisation is a commercial entity 
(cooperatives, mutual aid societies) or not 
(e.g., charities)

In addition to non-commercial resources, social 
enterprises use production factors typically 
functioning in the monetary economy

Type of producer Market producer and non-market producer Market producer

Legal forms
Cooperatives, mutual benefit societies, 
associations (including charities), foundations 
and ex lege social enterprises

Cooperatives, mutual benefit societies and 
conventional companies pursuing explicit social 
aims; associations and foundations that conduct 
economic activities

METHODOLOGY (1): The field under radar

Problems of the ‘frontiers’: which can (not) be consired ‘in scope’: 
Core Team work
- Analyse the Laws on Social Economy / Social enterprises
- Discuss with national experts and other experts
-> need to activate Working Groups for the ‘scope’



METHODOLOGY (2): Technical agreements

Agreements and main issues:
 Year of reference: end of 2021
 Active entities, not registered entities
Market entities (operational criteria)
 People involved: operational criteria. Country factsheet.
 Issues with members & volunteers (doble accountability, formal/informal,.) 
 Two types of Social Enterprises: ex legge and de facto
 Lack of data on value added, economic activity sectors, size



Country factsheet
E.g. Portugal
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Limitations and obstacles

No data available for several countries and variables (e.g. Germany)

For The Netherlands and Malta most of the data are missed 
(and UK is not EU member)

‘Grey area’ of entities to be considered ‘in scope’ or ‘out of scope’
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The European social economy represents in 2021:

- More than 11.5 million persons in Europe,
6.3% of the total occupied people

- More than 55 million volunteers
- More than 95 million members of cooperatives and 
More than 135 million members of associations,
- More than 4,3 million of entities and enterprises 

Fuente: Informe europeo EURICSE-CIRIEC para la Comisión Europea sobre la Economía Social en la Unión Europea (2024), disponible en: https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/news/study-benchmarking-
socio-economic-performance-eu-social-economy-now-published-2024-09-19_en?fbclid=IwY2xjawFzf1ZleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHdGzaUNbVfYgAXXiaPOLeHnWaoAnT8Nt9baQCckpPVP-
F1M3scwJBFS5RA_aem_Mo3WMwvO1tlf-vWQA3SBzw

Main results

https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/news/study-benchmarking-socio-economic-performance-eu-social-economy-now-published-2024-09-19_en?fbclid=IwY2xjawFzf1ZleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHdGzaUNbVfYgAXXiaPOLeHnWaoAnT8Nt9baQCckpPVP-F1M3scwJBFS5RA_aem_Mo3WMwvO1tlf-vWQA3SBzw


Results: number of entities
1.- Number of entities

More than 4,3 million of Social Economy entities active in all of the 27 EU MSs

Legal forms of the SE entities
97% of the SE entities are the traditional CMAF legal forms
2,5% use a plurality of legal forms around Europe
0,6% are Limited Liability Social Enterprises Companies

Social Enterprises are more 246 000 entities. 
Less than 43 000 are ex lege and over 203 000 are de facto 
Social enterprises use mainly the traditional CMAF legal forms



2.- The people of the Social Economy (1)

People employed: 
- more than 11,5 million people work in the Social Economy in Europe.
- mainly in Germany (3.4 million), France (almost 2.6 million), Italy (over 1.5 
million) and Spain (almost 1.4 million)
- 6.3% of the employed population work in the social economy

65% of people employed work in Associations
Around 2/3 of the people employed are women

Employment



Persons employed in social 
economy as a share of the 
employed population (%)

Average: 6,3%



2.- The people of the Social Economy (2)

Members: 
95 million members of cooperatives and
45% of the population are engaged in civil organizations

Volunteers: 
around 19,3% of EU citizen volunteer formally in organizations
more than 53 million active volunteers
(data available only for 15 member states)

Members and volunteers



3.- Economic size of the Social Economy

Turnover: more than 912,9 billion € in 2021.
Cooperatives accounted 71,5% of the Social Economy turnover
(data available only for 19 MS for coops and 16 MS for associations & foundations)

Value Added: 
(only available for 11 countries and incomplete)
75,9% of the EU Social Economy value added is generated by Associations

Turnover and value added



4.- Distribution by sectors of economic activity

Distribution of entities: 
Associations are mainly active in ‘Other sectors’ (including “Activities of membership 
organisations”), “Creative, arts & entertainment activities”, and “Education”
Cooperatives are mainly active in “Construction and real state”, “Agri-food” and 
“Other sectors”

Distribution of people employed: 
Around 50% of the people employed in EU Social Economy work in the “Human 
health and social care”, 15% in ‘Other sectors’ followed by “Education” and “artistic 
and creative activities

Sectorial distribution



5.- The size of the Social Economy entities

93,5 % of the Social Economy entities are Micro enterprises (<10 Staff headcount)

98,1 % of the Social Economy entities are Micro+Small entities (<50 Staff headcount)

Size of the SE entities



- A comprehensive and up-to-date survey of the dimensions of the social 
economy in all EU countries,

- An assessment of the state of development of statistics on the social 
economy in each member country,

- An identification of the most problematic areas in the development of 
statistics (delimitation of the field, design of variables, data collection 
mechanisms, etc.).

- Proposals to the European Commission to develop SE statistics (e.g. the 
activation of an international working group of a mixed nature between 
NSO, academia, umbrella organisations)

Main conclusions



Study downloadable: 
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/8aa2a5cb-74a7-11ef-a8ba-01aa75ed71a1/language-en

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/8aa2a5cb-74a7-11ef-a8ba-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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