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Political and economic decision-makers of the European Union (EU) member-states have regularly 

sought to promote the social economy, especially since the 2008 economic crisis (Monzón Campos 

and Chaves, 2012; Zikou, Gatzioufa and Sarri, 2012; Bouchard and Rousselière, 2010). Some EU 

countries have even proposed framework legislation in this area, such as in the case of Spain in 

2011 (Cadic, 2013), of Greece in 2011 (Cadic, 2014) or of France in 2014 (Chabanet, 2016). In 

Belgium, legislation on the social economy was adopted in three regions in 2012 (Chorum, 2014). 

Although not officially enacted into law, various initiatives undertaken by national and regional 

public authorities as well as by civil society actors or by social ‘entrepreneurs’ indicate the 

increasing interest given to themes related to the ‘social economy’, to the ‘solidarity-based 

economy’ or to ‘social entrepreneurship’ – the terms vary from country to country1 (Stokkink and 

Perard, 2016; Perard, 2015; Defourny and Nyssens, 2010).  

 

International organisations, and notably the EU as such, have also sought to promote the 

social economy (Pezzini and Pflüger, 2013). In 2011 for instance, the European Commission 

                                                           

1 The term ‘social economy’ will be used below even if we accept that other terms are used more 

commonly in many countries. 



launched its ‘Social Business Initiative’,2 organised around three main objectives: to promote social 

enterprises, to facilitate their access to finance, and to improve their regulatory framework 

(Rosenblatt, 2013). Equally important, the social economy is now considered to be a mainstay of 

the ‘Europe 2020’ initiative whose objective is to ensure full employment, to promote economic 

growth, and to work towards a sustainable and inclusive economy. Developments in Europe are 

similar to what is taking place in other parts of the world. The United Nations, for example, recently 

indicated that the social economy was of vital importance as a means by which to ensure sustainable 

economic development (Masquelin, 2014). A G8 Task Force was also established in June 2013 

with a view to focusing on the social impact of investments. It would appear therefore that in the 

EU as well as further afield, a pattern seems to be emerging in support of the social economy. 

 

Despite the fact that EU countries are nowadays very well inter-connected in terms of their 

social, economic and political priorities,, the social economy of one country may well be quite 

different to that of its neighbour. This is because all countries have specific historical, economic, 

political and/or institutional characteristics (Laville, Young and Eynaud, 2015). In one country, the 

social economy could be regulated by specific judicial frameworks, whereas in another the social 

economy and even its statutes may be ill-defined, non-existent or be a matter of controversy. For 

example, in some countries such as France, a good portion of the country’s wealth depends on the 

social economy and the social economy employs a considerable number of people, whereas in other 

countries it is only of minor interest and impact, as in the case of most East European countries 

(Ramadani and Schneider, 2013; Nikula and Tchalakov, 2013).  

 

In a few short years and despite contrasting experiences, the social economy has become a 

key area of priority for a number of European countries and, to a lesser extent, for the EU. It goes 

without saying that the scale of the 2008 economic crisis has obliged national and EU authorities 

to focus attention on the social economy as a means by which to create (or to save jobs), especially 

for marginalised and vulnerable groups (Demoustier and Colletis, 2012). But job-creation is not 

the social economy’s only and main objective. In most countries the social economy also seeks to 

promote a wide range of initiatives such as facilitating viable economic development, fighting 

                                                           

2 http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/publications/docs/sbi-brochure/sbi-brochure-web_fr.pdf  

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/publications/docs/sbi-brochure/sbi-brochure-web_fr.pdf


against discriminations, promoting the inclusion of people with disabilities, or playing a key role 

in sectors such as culture, education, or even health (Osborne, 2014).  

 

The objective of this special issue of Management International is to understand better the 

social economy’s role in the various EU countries and, more specifically, to understand the nature 

and the importance of the changes at play in the social economy since the 2008 economic crisis. 

From a theoretical point of view, the social sciences offer a range of approaches that enable us to 

identify these changes and to characterise their relevance. In our view, the neo-institutionalist 

approach seems to be particularly apt since it focuses on the ways that institutions – and notably 

public authorities – structure key issues and influence the constraints and the resources that relevant 

actors have at their disposal (March and Olsen, 1989; Hall, 1993; Hall, 1997). For instance, in a 

well-known comparative study of the French and British political economies, Peter Hall (1986) 

distinguished three hierarchically-set levels of change. He argues that public policy is always set 

according to specific objectives and instruments. A first level of change relates to the ways that 

prior instruments are used. A second and more important level of change deals with the setting up 

of new instruments without undermining basic principles. The third and most important level of 

change deals with action paradigms, that is to say with public policies’ very principles, logic, and 

objectives. When applied to the issue of the social economy, Hall’s framework of analysis is 

obviously very useful but other frameworks may also be possible and quite relevant, in particular 

if close attention is paid to the subtle changes that may have major impacts, such as changes in the 

structure of the network of actors who are involved in a particular issue (Fontaine and Hassenteufel, 

2002).  

 

Change is important but it should not be over-estimated. A significant body of literature has 

shown how and why public policies are bound by historical and institutional continuity. Such 

continuity often brings about stability and even inertia rather than major and/or rapid change 

(Pierson, 1993; Pierson, 2000). The notion of path dependency thus accounts for the slow and long 

processes that mitigate, hinder and, in certain cases, resist change.  

 

Contributors are asked therefore to refer to specific analytical frameworks so as to make 

objective assessments of the dynamics of change in the social economy that may have taken place 



since 2008. All forms of case studies are welcome, provided they relate to one or several EU 

member states. Multi-country comparative analyses are strongly encouraged. Single-country 

analyses are accepted provided they refer to the wider European or international contexts3. 

Submissions of national case studies are most welcome. These may take the form of single-country 

case studies or of comparative case studies, provided that submissions deal with one or several EU 

member-states. Submissions may also deal with the role of European or of international 

institutions, as long as the analysis focuses on developments of the social economy within the EU. 

The following themes may be of use to prospective authors: 

 

- A key hypothesis in the specialised literature is that the increasing recognition of the social 

economy leads to a rising entrepreneurial conception of what constitutions the social economy: the 

priority given to leadership values and to the ‘entrepreneur’ as opposed to collective modes of 

governance; the increasing role of private funding to the detriment of public financing; the tendency 

to assess the usefulness and impact of social enterprises based on market-led techniques and 

objectives, etc. (Petrella et Richez-Battesti, 2014). It would be interesting to see in what ways these 

observations correspond (or not) to developments in EU countries and to assess the implication 

that such developments may have for the people who work in the social economy, on the one hand, 

and on target audiences, on the other.  

 

- How are social economies organized? What are their management structures? Certain authors 

point to the sector’s uniqueness – be it related to its social or humanist values, to its limited pursuit 

of profit, or to its inclusive system of governance. As a result the sector has relatively distinct 

management practices (Cuénoud, Moreau and Mertens, 2013). However, other authors refer to the 

fact that there seems to be a blurring of lines with socially responsible companies based on the 

Capitalist model (Persais, 2012). Does the tendency to professionalize the social economy, to use 

management procedures taken from the private sector, and to bring about changes to public funding 

mechanisms (characterized by contract-based arrangements and quasi-market competitions) have 

an impact on management procedures – and if yes – how does this tendency manifest itself (Persais, 

                                                           

3 In addition, the articles will be contrasted in the overall conclusion so as to reinforce the special 

issue’s comparative perspective. 



2013)? Particular attention should be paid to the changing effects of various phenomena which 

often disrupt set management demarcation lines (public/private, market/non-market, collective 

interest/private interest, etc.) (Bayle and Dupuis, 2012). In the face of such changes, does the social 

economy lead to management innovations that are specific to itself (Valéau and Annette, 2012)? 

 

- Do prospective changes show that the traditional Welfare State model (Esping-Andersen, 1995) 

is regressing, strengthening or evolving in a significant way?  

 

- Do the public policy initiatives in favour of social economy actors lead to institutional 

isomorphism for the organisations concerned? In other words, do the initiatives lead to 

‘constraining processes that force individuals to resemble one another’ (Di Maggio, Powell, 1983, 

p.150)? Are all social economy participants affected to the same degree and, if so, why? 

 

- What are the main political and economic arguments that are put forward to promote the social 

economy? The social economy seeks to promote a range of values and to put forward a number of 

claims (to reduce inequalities, to defend company democracy, to save the environment, to promote 

a better inter-generational understanding or a better understanding between the rich and the poor, 

to fight against unemployment, etc.). How and why do policy-makers accept some key issues while 

they reject others? 

 

- What are the public or private institutions that promote the social economy the most? With respect 

to political institutions, proposals should focus in particular whether it is the central or local public 

authorities that are the main drivers of the social economy and, accordingly, the consequences that 

this may have for all involved. 

 

- Is a new generation of social entrepreneurs with specific characteristics and patterns of behaviour 

emerging?  

 

 Prospective authors are invited to link theoretical considerations and empirical research. 

Submissions – and all inquiries – should be sent electronically (WORD format) to 

didierchabanet@hotmail.com no later than 31 March 2018. Contributors are required to adhere 



to the Management International house-style (See 

http://www.managementinternational.ca/section-des-auteurs/politique-redactionnelle/). All papers 

will be peer-reviewed according to international standards (at minimum two anonymous referees). 

The special issue is scheduled for publication in 2019. 
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