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This document was drafted by the organizations that promoted the open letter to the European 
Commission titled “From Words to Action: Supporting Cooperative and Social Enterprises to 
Achieve a More Inclusive, Sustainable and Prosperous Europe.” The letter, signed by over 400 
European academics, was officially presented to European Commissioners Michel Barnier and 
Antonio Tajani on October 13, 2010.  
 
 
As scholars who have devoted their careers to studying the social economy, we would like to 
express our appreciation for the process of consultation launched by the European 
Commission with the Green Paper “From Challenges to Opportunities: Towards a Common 
Strategic Framework for EU Research and Innovation funding”. In several recent statements, 
the Commission has underlined the strategic importance of the Social Innovation Europe 
Initiative as a cornerstone of Europe 2020 strategy. President Barroso, together with 
commissioner Andor, have recently reaffirmed the idea that Europe should develop the 
innovative potential of the social economy sector across our continent, based on a long and 
strong tradition (”from the workplace to hospices, from the cooperative movement to 
microfinance”1). Having always been a continent of creative social entrepreneurs and 
enterprises - as showed by many examples in fields like education, creative industries, health, 
social inclusion, but also agriculture, banking and even retail - Europe can refer to this long and 
rich tradition of social economy to meet new and challenging social needs, generating new 
instruments and solutions. 
 
In recent years, profound changes in the socio-economic context contributed to the questioning 
of conventional wisdom and paved the way to new reflections and interpretations of our 
economic system. The recent crisis has dramatically accelerated the need of such rethinking 
and even helped to identify some of the directions in which we should move. In a time of 
increasing global competition, major demographic change and public budget constraints such 
as the one we are living today, “business-as-usual” is no longer an option. As a consequence of 
the major societal challenges we are facing (ranging from job creation, social inclusion, energy 
and resource scarcity, climate change, health and ageing, immigration), new forms of 
organization and interactions between public sector, civil society organizations, private 
enterprises and citizens are needed. A stronger pluralism of types of organizations and 
enterprises is the way to foster a more inclusive and sustainable economic growth, promoting 
forms of constructive collaboration, enhancing trust and well-being, and increasing positive 
freedom among European citizens. 
 
Fostering the social economy and a pluralism of enterprise forms at the European level 
requires, among other things, supporting new research and knowledge building. The renewed 
attention to enterprises with social aims should rely on and support the body of work and 
research on this sector, both at the theoretical level and in the field. In particular, there is a 
                                                
1 José Manuel Barroso, “Europe Leading Social Innovation,” Speech/11/190, Social Innovation Europe 
Initiative, 17 March 2011. 
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critical need for both theoretical and applied research that can better reflect the actual 
impact of the social economy, address the fragmentation of our collective knowledge on 
these forms of enterprise, more readily translate this knowledge into new policy 
initiatives at the macro level, and result in better support for management and 
development strategies at the firm level.  
 
Scientific organizations focusing on the social economy are either small or network oriented. 
This can be an obstacle in applying to EU programmes. Moreover, some research programs 
and instruments make it very complicated for these formally established research organizations 
to mobilize some of their members when these are not formally part of their staff but rather of 
member organizations. We are convinced that all efforts aiming to simplify participation to EU 
research and innovation programmes by lowering administrative burdens, reduce complexity, 
allow for some flexibility, and avoid duplication and fragmentation will be very timely and of 
great relevance.  
 
Beyond the necessity to re-focus EU instruments supporting research with the goal of boosting 
the participation of scholars committed to studying the social economy, we see as a priority the 
broadening of the scope of European research and innovation programmes in order to increase 
the European ability to drive innovation not only in products, services and businesses, but also 
– and primarily – in social processes and models, developing all of the approaches that include 
the social elements that are at the core of the Europe economic model. In particular, we 
observe a need for research on the factors which can lead to a greater plurality in the forms of 
organizations and enterprises (and of cooperative and social enterprises in particular); the 
motivations and values that inform their actions; the incentive systems they put in place; and 
the ownership models they adopt in order to attract and manage human and material 
resources, and build more effective relationships with users and other stakeholders.  
 
With respect to the methodology, the Common Strategic Framework should aim to develop and 
sustain comparative theoretical and empirical research, favouring a multi-disciplinary 
perspective by promoting and undertaking research in different scientific domains, and by 
encouraging comparison and exchange among different disciplines. Moreover, the approach 
should prioritize an analytic capacity that is not too constrained by how existing social economy 
organizations are regulated in different countries. Instead, such an approach should pay 
attention to their defining characteristics, thereby enabling a critical assessment of the 
adequacy of current regulations and then proposing policy changes that may enable these 
types of organizations and enterprises to operate more efficiently and effectively. Within this 
framework, the development of partnerships among researchers with different training and 
background and of different world regions is of strategic importance. 
 
Commissioner Barnier recently said: “I think it was a mistake to talk so much of the engine and 
mechanics of Europe instead of talking about the road we are travelling on together, the stages 
along the way, and its destination”2. According to our opinion, the present consultation should 
focus precisely on this approach. The economic crisis highlighted the limitations of traditional 
economic and institutional paradigms and at the same time aggravated the issue of social 
exclusion throughout Europe. In this context, the role that cooperative and social enterprises 
can play will be even more important. In many situations social enterprises and cooperatives 
are outcomes of initiatives taken by formal and even informal groups of citizens based in the 
civil society. With better scientific understanding and institutional support these organizations 
could do much more, not just in addressing social exclusion, but also in propelling sustainable 
economic growth, and greater well-being. 
 
Europe 2020 and its related initiatives offer an ideal opportunity to insert these themes in the 
Common Strategic Framework of EU research and innovation programmes. Innovation Union is 
                                                
2 Michel Barnier, “Towards a New Europe,” Speech, Humboldt University, Berlin, 9 May 2011. 
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the best conceptual framework for integrating the “missing components” of an effective 
European strategy of sustainable growth:  
i) The understanding that one of the key elements that help the European market thrive 

and create value for European citizens is the diversity of enterprise forms that operate in 
it.  Indeed, mutuals, cooperatives, social enterprises, for-profit corporations, etc. all 
compete and operate on the single market, and all bring to bear different strengths and 
weaknesses that derive from their structural characteristics.  

ii) The recognition that focusing mainly on the technological aspect of innovation is highly 
limiting. In fact, the focus on innovation can be misleading and ineffective if it does not 
pay specific attention to the processes and organizational forms that are able to 
effectively transform social and economic relations and outcomes. 

 
By reframing the issues concerning the social economy and addressing the few key points 
discussed above, the Common Strategic Framework could not only improve the performance of 
the European strategy on research and innovation, but also shepherd a new generation of 
policies that recognize and build on the strength of the diverse forms of social organization and 
enterprise. This, we believe, is a key element that could enable the Common Strategic 
Framework to reach the goals stated by Europe 2020.  
 
 
Signing organizations 

 
EMES (EMES European Research Network asbl, www.emes.net) is a network of eleven 
established university research centres and nine individual researchers with a long track 
record. It is considered as a leading European network on social enterprise and the third 
sector. EMES has a strong global position and cooperates with centers of excellence in 
Asia, North America, Latin America and Africa. Its goal is threefold: 1) to build a European 
corpus of theoretical and empirical knowledge around social enterprise, social 
entrepreneurship, social economy, solidarity economy, social innovation, and the third 
sector; 2) to provide scientific evidence of the evolution of social enterprise and active 
citizenship in an integrated Europe, where these play a central role; 3) to reinforce its 
position at the global level and increase cooperation with centers of excellence on all 
continents. The range of initiatives carried out by the coordination unit and the members of 
EMES covers research, educational programmes and dissemination activities. EMES 
conducts multidisciplinary studies to understand the diversity of experiences at national 
levels, and the way third sector enterprises and organizations are embedded in their 
respective societies. EMES also supports training efforts through the organization of 
international PhD Summer Schools and training programs in European universities. EMES 
disseminates the results of its research projects via publications and international 
conferences. 
 
Euricse (European Research Institute on Cooperative and Social Enterprises, 
www.euricse.eu) is a research centre designed to promote knowledge development in the 
field of cooperatives, social enterprises, commons and nonprofit organizations. Specifically, 
Euricse focuses on all forms of private organizations and enterprises that pursue purposes 
other than profit, are characterized by participatory management models, and adopt a 
development approach that blends social and economic well being. Euricse combines 
multidisciplinary research, training, and consulting services in order to deepen the 
understanding of these types of organizations and their impact on economic and social 
development, furthering their growth and assisting them to work more effectively. Euricse 
involves scholars from various disciplinary backgrounds and furnishes young researchers 
with opportunities and facilities for study. The centre is a forum for advanced scientific 
analysis and discussion that favours dialogue and synergy among research centres. At the 
same time, it is open to active and direct participation by the cooperative movement and 
social entrepreneurship. Its activities aim to reduce the fragmentation in the research on 
cooperative and social enterprises, and to enhance the visibility of this sector in the 
scientific and political debate. In order to fulfil its mission, Euricse works in five key areas: 
research, training, consulting, events, and publications. 
 
CIRIEC (International Centre of Research and Information on the Public, Social and 
Cooperative Economy aisbl, www.ciriec.ulg.ac.be) is an international scientific non-profit 
organization founded in 1947. CIRIEC's objectives are to undertake and promote the 
collection of information, scientific research, and the publication of works on economic 
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sectors and activities oriented towards the service of the general and collective interest: 
public action and policies; public utilities and mixed enterprises; the so-called "social 
economy" (not-for-profit economy, cooperatives, mutuals, and non-profit organizations); etc. 
CIRIEC develops activities of interest for both practitioners and academics, promoting 
international reflection and innovative action. CIRIEC's main feature of research is its 
transversal, cross-sectoral and cross-disciplinary character. In doing research, CIRIEC not 
only contributes to a better knowledge of the specific fields covered, but it also allows cross-
fertilising ideas and mutual enrichment. CIRIEC is organized as a twofold network: 
CIRIEC's scientific network counts over 100 active experts and researchers while CIRIEC's 
15 national sections (eight in the EU countries: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, 
Portugal, Spain and Sweden + Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Japan, Turkey, 
Venezuela) include members such as agencies, enterprises and organizations forming part 
of the public, cooperative and not-for-profit sectors of the economy.  Dissemination of 
research results is ensured through various publications and its international scientific 
journal, the Annals of Public and Cooperative Economics (founded in 1908), and through 
the regular organisation of seminars, research conferences and congresses with some 300-
500 participants. 


