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Abstract 

Interest in social economy has grown over the last few years as a result of recognising its potential with respect to 
local development and in particular to social inclusion. Sustainability of social enterprises and their impact upon 
local development, as well as the quality and stability of jobs created within these structures represent recent topics 
of interest at national level. Most discourses on sustainability focus on financial aspects, although sustainability is 
not limited to these aspects. Financial sustainability allows the organisation to develop and invest more in order to 
reach social objectives, which are essential for social enterprises; however, the achievement of these objectives is 
insufficient for the long-term development of the organisation. A major obstacle for long-term sustainability resides 
in the dependence of many social economy structures on grants or different donors. An analysis on sustainability 
proves relevant as consistent amounts of money have been allocated by the European Social Fund for the 
establishment of social enterprises. In this context, the paper aims at analysing the discourses of professionals from 
the social economy field on the sustainability of social enterprises and of the entire sector, as well as its potential to 
contribute to improving the quality of life and to local development.  
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1. Introduction 

Promoting social inclusion is one of the strategic objectives of the European Union declared as early as the 2000 
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Lisbon Summit. The definitions of the European Union emphasise the implication in paid work as a social inclusion 
factor, while social economy is believed to play a major part in the social inclusion of vulnerable people; sometimes 
social economy is mistaken for social inclusion due to insufficient knowledge of the field. At European level, social 
economy provided jobs for approximately 6.5% of the working population of the EU-27 (over 14.5 million 
Europeans) (Monzón Campos and Chaves Ávila, 2012), while the concept gained popularity within the academic, 
but also the public policies’ sector. Alongside with the growing interest in social economy within the European 
Union, funding was enhanced and interest in the field rose at national level as well.  

Although employment plays a crucial role in reducing social exclusion and poverty, according to the 2013 
2013 Employment and Social Developments in Europe Review, access to a job can help people escape poverty only 
in half of the cases. The European Social Fund (ESF), as the main funding source for fighting social exclusion, 
mainly finances measures related to integration on the labour market, either through integration of vulnerable 
groups, or by promoting equal opportunities. Factors such as job type (part of the quality of employment), 
composition of the household or labour market position of the partner, which play a major part in determining the 
risk of social exclusion of a person, are less taken into consideration. Under these circumstances and taking into 
account the growing poverty among the working population as a result of the economic crisis, in January 2014, 
László Andor, European Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, stressed the need to 
concentrate not only on creating new jobs, but also on their quality in order to achieve “a sustainable recovery, 
which should not only lead to the reduction of unemployment, but also of poverty”. Analyses concerning 
sustainability and the quality of jobs are extremely relevant also in the context of social economy and social 
enterprises established through projects funded by the ESF. How many of these projects pay attention to the 
sustainability of newly established social enterprises, of the results of the project after completing the intervention 
within the community? How many of them focus on the quality and stability of the newly created jobs? This paper 
aims at presenting a picture on the perceptions of professionals from the field of social economy on the 
sustainability of the sector, using secondary analysis.  

2. Sustainability of social enterprises  

The notion of sustainability gained notoriety in 1987, alongside with the UN Report on Environment and 
Development, according to which sustainable development is the development allowing “to satisfy current needs 
without compromising the possibilities of future generations to satisfy their own needs” and which should represent 
a guiding principle of the UN, the governments, institutions and organisations. Within the context of development, 
the notions sustainable/sustainability and durable/durability are often used interchangeably. Romanian specialised 
literature on development mainly uses the term durable (Sandu, 2005; Mărginean and Precupețu, 2008), while recent 
publications within the ESF funded projects often use the term sustainable. The concept of sustainability represented 
a matter of interest during the 70s and 80s in the context of discussions about the limits of growth, the rising of gas 
prices or other social matters. While the concept drew little attention in Europe during the 90s, in the United States it 
mainly spread in relation to nongovernmental organisations. Nowadays, the discussions on sustainability are yet 
resumed in the context of growing unemployment, social inequality and poverty (Wüstenhagen et. al., 2008).   

National research conducted in recent years on social economy mainly concentrated on the level of knowledge of 
the concept (studies from the beginning period of funding), on the characteristics of social economy organisations 
and their history, on the challenges they face or legal matters. Sustainability of social enterprises is a topic dealt with 
recently. 

Within an organisational context, most of the discourses on sustainability concentrate on financial aspects. In the 
case of social enterprises, for which the social purpose is essential, sustainability is not limited to the financial 
dimension. It certainly allows satisfying development needs and achieving the social objective of the organisation, 
but it can also regard the quality of newly created jobs or their impact on the community. With respect to 
employment, sustainability emphasises the durability and quality of newly created jobs, not only their number 
(Social Platform, 2014).  

By combining the economic approach and the development of capacities, while offering paid jobs and training at 
the same time, social enterprises sometimes proved more efficient than active employment policies, which led to 
recognising the role of social economy in integrating people from vulnerable groups in the labour market (Spear, 
2008). The European Union is an important actor in the development of social economy at national level, by 
stimulating research in the field and by promoting social economy initiatives as well, as a result of important 
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funding. Here we mention the priority axis 6, key areas of intervention 6.1 “Development of social economy” and 
6.2 “Improving the access and participation of vulnerable groups to the labour market” under the Sectoral 
Operational Programme for Human Resources Development 2007-2013. Annual SOPHRD implementation reports 
show growths for the indicators number of social economy structures established and number of jobs created by 
these structures. Thus, the number of social economy structures established under the projects funded by the priority 
axis 6 was of 11 in 2009, 73 in 2010, 144 in 2011, 261 in 2012 and 346 in 2013. Nonetheless, the number of 
established social economy structures represents only 55.3% of the target indicator (SOPHRD-Annual 
implementation report 2013).  

The phase preceding the funding of projects, namely the evaluation of the applications for funding is done 
according to four criteria: relevance, methodology, cost-efficiency and sustainability; the latter regards the 
presentation of the manner in which the project continues or its effects after the funding ceases (SOPHRD 2013, 
Applicant Guide, DMI 6.2.). Sustainability not only comprises the financial component, referring to financing 
sources in order for the project or its results to continue after the funding ceases, but also transferability, integrated 
approach and institutional sustainability. The difficulties felt by the organisation from the point of view of financial 
sustainability also have an impact on the other dimensions of sustainability.  

Excessive dependency of social enterprises on donors was placed by Defourny (2010) within the category of 
factors which slow down the development of social economy in Central and South-Eastern European countries, 
amongst which also Romania is present, together with a limited understanding of the role of these organisation in 
local development, the lack of a legal frame for the regulation of cooperatives and other non-profit organisations, the 
lack of trust in solidarity movements or the difficulty to mobilise resources. The lack of funds is one of the most 
important issues faced not only by social enterprises, but also 74% of the nongovernmental organisations in 
Romania, alongside the lack of interest on behalf of state authorities (36%) and the delay of the European funding 
(34%), according to a study conducted in 2013 by Cult Market Research for Petrom. As a result of the dependency 
on external financing, ensuring sustainability of NGOs’ activities proves difficult, while the services provided by 
them end up transferred to public institutions or maintained in partnership with the local authorities or public 
services providers after the funding ceases. The situation is even worsened by the lack of diversity of funding 
sources at the national level (Arpinte, 2012).  

3. Discourses on sustainability  

The paper is based on secondary analysis of data obtained through semi-structured interviews and focus groups 
of professionals with diverse experiences in the field of social economy in 2013, as part of the Inclusive – Active – 
Efficient project. The respondents come from the NGO sector, as well as the academic sector, and are experienced 
in education, social economy, and social inclusion, from the development regions Bucharest – Ilfov, North-East, 
South and West. During the interviews and focus groups, sustainability was inevitably brought up by the 
respondents, whereas the topics which generated most discussion on sustainability were the impact on projects co-
funded by the European Social Fund on social economy and the future of social economy entities after the funding 
ended.  

There are two categories of discourses on the impact of funding: the ones that define impact in terms of visibility 
and rising interest in the field, and the ones referring to the impact in terms of results at the level of target groups 
and communities. From the point of view of the first approach, there is a consensus among the respondents with 
respect to the fact that funding had an important impact on enhancing the interest in social economy, on the 
development of the sector and particularly on improving its visibility. The opinion on the effects of funding on 
social economy is not always positive. On the one hand, the respondents believe that social economy would not have 
developed at the same speed without the contribution of the projects. On the other hand, the sceptics talk about the 
lack of an organic development of social economy and about importing patterns from other European States without 
adapting them to the national context.  

„Each county developed a certain model of what social economy means; unfortunately, Romania did not develop 
its own model for what social economy should mean. We copied different models from Europe, in general...we had 
bad luck, because social economy developed, enlarged, so to say, or became more visible through SOPHRD 
projects.”  (University professor, Bucharest)  

This kind of top down development also has effects on the level of understanding of the social economy concept, 
on the mobilisation of interested people and also on developing a common identity of the interested people. Also, 



807 Adriana Negut  /  Procedia Economics and Finance   22  ( 2015 )  804 – 809 

the development of social economy mainly as a result of funding is risky, as initiatives could arise driven by 
financial interests and not with the purpose of achieving social objectives, from organisations which „maybe, given 
other circumstances, would not have done this” (expert in the social field, Bucharest), but took advantage of the 
funding opportunity.  

„I think that the development of the field was brought forward by the availability of ESF, SOPHRD funding, but 
if this opportunity is not dealt with properly, it might be a threat to the field, by facilitating interest-driven 
approaches.” (Social economy expert, Timișoara) 

 According to the second point of view, the respondents consider that the impact of ESF funding is minor, 
precisely because of lack of measures with respect to sustainability. However, discourses on this aspect of the topic 
are based on opinions of the respondents, subjective assessments and not rigorous impact evaluations. These start 
from the premise that generating an impact does not only mean to achieve the targets for the indicators set in the 
funded projects, but also implies ensuring continuity of the results after the funding ceases or transferring them to 
other target groups. As far as jobs are concerned, this means ensuring quality jobs and keeping them in time, not 
only increasing their number.  

„If the plan is to only absorb funds for creating social economy structures without supporting and maintaining 
jobs for these people belonging to vulnerable groups, there will be no visible improvements for the 
communities/vulnerable groups.” (Social economy expert, Iași) 

According to the respondents, the effects of funding are less felt by the communities and beneficiaries, and more 
by the organisations which access the funds and which „significantly develop based exclusively on structural funds” 
(Social economy expert, Iași). These organisations often focus on immediate results, punctual activities and 
achieving the indicators. The strategies of many organisations seem to aim at absorbing funds rather than generating 
social impact.  

„What exists now as social economy, the protected units etc., they are very nice as pilot examples, but I haven’t 
seen that further steps are taken, I don’t know: you want the activity to become sustainable and durable. I think this 
is the main issue, sustainability, we come and work on a project, achieve some indicators, everybody is happy but 
we did not solve anything, because the problems are complex and things need to be correlated.” (Researcher, 
Bucharest) 

Strategies based on absorption of funds and achievement of indicators will reflect on the future of social 
enterprises, that is why respondents point out the necessity of strategies that ensure sustainability after the funding 
ceases. The forecasts of the experts interviewed with respect to the evolution of social enterprises once the financing 
is completed are rather grim: they will be dissolved or go through tough periods, either because they did not develop 
as a response to real needs of the communities or as a result to solidarity manifestations within the community, or as 
a result of diminished competitiveness on the market as compared to classical enterprises and the lack of support to 
compensate for this disadvantage. The lack of financial sustainability is the main factor to which the respondents 
link the failure of social enterprises.  

„To a large extent I do not think they will be able to sustain themselves, to finance themselves, to generate other 
activities and multiplying, durable beneficial effects after projects are completed.” (Social economy expert, 
Teleorman) 

One of the major problems indicated by the respondents is that of limited understanding of the social economy 
concept, which can also be seen at the level of the initiatives falling under the category of social economy. The most 
common error is to mistake social economy for inclusion of vulnerable groups on the labour market, but the specific 
activities carried out under projects co-financed by the ESF and the discourses in this context regarding the role of 
social economy in employing vulnerable people have also contributed to this situation. One of the negative effects of 
reducing social economy to the inclusion of vulnerable people in the labour market is the restriction of the list of 
entities considered to belong to the sector, to the detriment of cooperatives and mutual aid associations.  

 „As a result of accessing funds for the development of social economy by NGOs and of sustained 
communication activities carried out under the projects, “classic” social economy entities – cooperatives, mutual 
aid associations – sank into obscurity. On the one hand notoriety of the social economy concept grew, on the other 
hand a series of social economy entities were developed under these projects, mainly protected units. This led to a 
limited reinterpretation of the social economy concept as a private entity providing social support to different 
disadvantaged people in exchange for lucrative activities, which are rather symbolic than economically 
sustainable.” (Social economy expert, Iași)   

Limiting social economy to inclusion of vulnerable people and reducing poverty is called in question by one 
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respondent, who points out that social economy initiatives are not appropriate for the most vulnerable persons from 
a community, arguing that they lack entrepreneurial abilities.  

„To plan a social economy enterprise, which is to function on its own, to be sustainable and to find it doing 
business in two years’ time means finding people who have some entrepreneurial abilities that can make a business 
work. And these people are not the poorest ones. So I do not know to what extent social economy is a solution to the 
indicated problem of poverty” (Social economy expert, Bucharest) 

Although part of the respondents approach the issue of social impact and continuity of the results of the projects 
after their completion, the analysis of the respondents’ discourse reveals that the most common understanding of the 
sustainability concept is the one regarding the ability of social enterprises to financially support themselves after the 
funding ceases. The discourses of the people interviewed group around two important dimensions: the normative 
dimension, with regard to what needs to be done (changing of the legal frame, supporting measures to sustain social 
enterprises, focusing on social impact and long-term sustainability), and the dimension of current practices, 
comprised of focusing on immediate results and achievement of indicators, to the detriment of social objectives or 
development of social economy initiatives closely linked to the funding directions and mainly for vulnerable groups.  

4. Conclusions 

Discourses on the sustainability of social enterprises are recent and focus mainly on the financial dimension, 
which aims at their ability to attract alternative funding sources and to self-sustain after the funding ceases. Aspects 
related to environmental sustainability, social or institutional sustainability are less brought into discussion or not at 
all mentioned. The focus on financial sustainability might seem natural at this developmental stage of social 
economy and in the context where funding outlined the field over the past few years. 

The role of funding in social economy is recognised by all respondents, but the assessment is not always positive 
and varies from cautious to optimistic or satisfied in relation to the evolution of this field. Some of the main critical 
aspects emphasised by the respondents are the encouragement of less authentic social economy initiatives as a result 
of funding, the limited understanding of the concept, the excessive attention for achieving the indicators, the lack of 
an overall vision and financial sustainability of social enterprises. As advantages of funding, the respondents 
mention the stimulation of social economy development and the increased visibility of the topic at the national level, 
as well as the development of organisations which accessed funding.  

Beyond the need for strategies regarding financial sustainability, whose role was emphasised by the majority of 
the respondents, a suggestion resulting from the discourse analysis relates to the change of perspective at the 
national level and to the understanding of social economy wider than the inclusion of vulnerable groups, so that it 
should mainly address the satisfaction of the community’s needs in a sustainable manner.  
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