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Introduction 
 
This work package investigates how far the third sector acts as a transit zone for solidarity 
actions, social innovations and initiatives to impact social policy. It will focus on forms of 
co-production of welfare services, on gaining voice in public discourse to influence public 
policy practices and on barriers and drivers for channelling grassroots initiatives and ideas 
into political practice.  
This concept paper gives an overview of the key concepts and literature on third sector, 
social innovation and co-production, outlining the development of the research field by 
mirroring on the sphere of citizen action - social movements, civil society, third sector and 
social economy organisations - situated between the classical spheres of market and state, 
in order to arrive at an analytical framework that will allow putting evidences from WPs 2-
5 in perspective in terms of solidarity actions leading to more institutionalised ways of 
solving crisis and societal integration.  
 
Many of the case studies generated for SOLIDUS are rooted in civil society – citizens 
starting an initiative designed to address social needs that went through different degrees of 
professionalization and institutionalisation, sometimes resulting in discourse with policy 
makers, sometimes even altering the way political institutions think about a particular 
welfare service. Therefore we will start this paper with a reflection on civil society and 
social movements as the broadest category of concepts that shape third sector organisations 
and public discourses, aware of the link to active social citizenship as conceptualised in 
WP4 that is inherent to civil society participation. 
 
This will be followed by a chapter on third sector and social economy, sphere of 
organisations generating political and social change, and the way we think about 
democratic participation and the role of the economy to address social problems. We then 
turn to social innovation and co-production, located at the intersection between third sector 
and the welfare state, exploring the channelling and transformative potential of TSOs. 
 
Finally, we sketch out analytical categories derived from this overview of a rich body of 
literature that has seen much refinement and growth over the past ten years. Originally the 
sphere of political advocacy and service provision, the third sector today has a strong 
economic dimension, as it is expected to take on functions traditionally located within 
welfare state responsibility through public-private partnerships and service contracts or as 
social economy that substitutes state provision. The democratic dimension, which finds 
expression in the participatory nature of TSOs and the co-production of public services, 
remains a core contribution of the third sector to social life, albeit one sometimes less 
valued by policy makers than the first dimension. Finally, there is a quality dimension, 
built on the assumption that social services delivered or co-designed by citizens for citizens 
are better than top-down services, closer to the needs of real people and thus more 
innovative. 
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2 Defining concepts 

 
2.1 Civil society and social movements as locus of citizen action 

 

2.1.1 Civil society 
A core element in the civil society tradition within social sciences is the relation between 
the individual and the larger community. Civil society institutions have been referred to as 
households, community associations, and the media, but also as shared norms like 
friendships, trust and cooperation.  
 
Historically, the notion of civil society has its roots mainly in the 17th and 18th centuries 
and denotes a new distinction between the private and the public, the individual and the 
social, always keeping a balance between state and citizens where identities, morality and 
personal autonomy can be preserved. Hobbes and Hegel looked upon the state as mediator 
between the civil society of private persons and the interests of the entire national 
community. Durkheim saw precontractual trust as the locus of solidarity and social bonds, 
a vision of the individual where ‘the social is contained in the person, the universal 
embodied in the particular, and where the sources of moral action rest on the cognizance of 
the individual sanctity of each member of society’ (Seligman, 1992: 120). Marx and other 
communist thinkers, on the other hand, regarded civil society as a moment of overcoming 
bourgeois rule, pointing to the transformative potential of citizen action, while Gramsci 
laid the foundation of civil society as subject of democratic theory. He emphasised the 
cultural and symbolic dimensions of civil society and their role in generating consent, or 
hegemony, giving it a crucial role in democratic process (Neubert, 2001).  
 
Habermas ascribes to civil society the role of social and system integration via ‘the 
participation of private people in a process of formal communication conducted through 
intra-organizational public spheres’ (Habermas, 1990: 357), with the potential to encourage 
a politics that does not judge opponents as enemies but allows democratic discussion, thus 
locating civil society at the intersection of state, market and private spheres with the 
function of social and system integration of individuals. Keane points out civil society’s 
ability to expand social equality and liberty and to democratise the structures of the state, 
owing to the plurality of views, autonomy and creativity inherent to it (Keane, 1988, 1998). 
French sociologist Touraine picked up on the importance of the cultural and dynamic 
aspect of civil society, understanding society as ‘the changing, unstable, loosely coherent 
product of social relations, cultural innovation, and political processes’ (Arato/Cohen, 
1991: 512). 
 
After the demise of state socialism in Eastern Europe, in which citizen movements played 
an important role, the concept of civil society became increasingly related to changes in 
institutional politics to address a perceived crisis of legitimacy of representative democracy 
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and failing financial institutions. ‘Apparently, neither the centralized state nor the magic of 
the marketplace can offer effective, liberal, and democratic solutions to the problems of 
post-industrial civil societies in a context of globalization’ (Cohen, 1999: 55), introducing 
an economic dimension to civil society that finds expression in the emerging social 
economy literature (see below). 
 
The democratic function of civil society lies in the diverse issues and views it can raise to 
public discourse and political process, thus mobilising counter-knowledge and new 
interpretations based on lifeworld forms of expertise that political decision-making in a 
well functioning state must take into account (Habermas, 1990: 43-6). Despite the fact that 
organisations and associations in civil society do not necessarily work towards the 
common good but often form around identity as special interests (Edwards 2004: 63), they 
do not diminish the democratic value of civil society in Habermas’s sense if embedded in 
deliberative procedures (Habermas, 1998: 382). A sense of equality generated by 
government through the promotion of different voices in the public sphere builds the trust 
needed for people to reach out and connect with others (Edwards 2004: 88). This gives 
civil society a normative function, as it reflects the relationship of the state to its citizens 
(Janoski, 1998: 12).  
 
Edwards (2004) elaborates by providing an overview of three dominating models of civil 
society that he argues can be combined in a mutually supportive framework that supports 
both a normative idea of a better society and offers a framework for action. The associative 
school sees civil society as distinct from state and market and refers to networks and 
associations between the family and the state (e.g. Warren 2001). Voluntary associations 
act as microclimates for developing civic values like tolerance and cooperation, and the 
skills required for living a democratic life based on trust and reciprocity, independent of a 
shared normative foundation (e.g. Putnam, 2000). ‘Civic competence is an unintended 
result of their existence. This is even true for associations with an uncivic mission such as 
sectarian or extremist organizations’ (Fennema/Tillie, 2005: 234). 
 
However, civil society in this line of thinking has been blamed for being essentially driven 
by self-interest, missing an overriding normative orientation towards a common good as in 
the civic culture and public sphere schools of civil society. Cohen criticized the way in 
which Putnam’s social capital concept omitted the public sphere from political renewal 
through associations. She warned that it could fall in the hands of social conservatives: 
‘When combined with the discourse of civil and moral decline [this concept of civil 
society] undermines democracy instead of making it work’ (Cohen, 1999: 56). As 
Seligman points out, for many civil society refers to ‘an ethical idea of social order, one 
that, if not overcomes, at least harmonizes the conflicting demands of individual interest 
and social good’ (Seligman, 1992: x).  
 
The conception of civil society as ‘good society’ in the civic culture school has a normative 
foundation, striving towards ‘a different way of being and living in the world’ (Edwards, 
2004: viii). It goes back to the idea of a social contract between state, economy and 
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citizens. In this context researchers like Theda Skocpol (2003) draw attention to the civic 
virtues of big advocacy groups and service providers who are less specific interest and 
identity based and thus promote a broader base in society. Many scholars regard civil 
society as the source of both civic virtue and good governance (Almond/ Verba, 1963; 
Warren, 2001). The public sphere approach, finally, strongly influenced by Habermas, 
adds a democratic dimension that actually allows self-interest or purposive rationality 
driven action. Habermas sees civic commitment located in the variety of associations rather 
than in the identification with the larger political community (Baynes, 2002: 134), but in its 
role as the ‘public sphere’, civil society becomes the arena for argument and deliberation as 
well as for association and institutional collaboration, sustaining the values and norms of 
democratic life (Enjolras, 2015:19). 
 
Apart from providing the structural conditions to support the advocacy function of civil 
society, Hulgård argues that notions of welfare state and social citizenship are equally 
important factors that determine civil society in a given country. At least the traditional 
Scandinavian welfare state ‘facilitates a relationship between civil society and state that 
nourishes bridging social capital that is more related to citizens than to members and 
volunteers’ (Hulgård, 2015:214). This institutional–redistributive model of welfare 
(Titmuss, 1987) is based on a notion of social justice where people are citizens with social 
rights and obligations, independent of the associations and communities they belong to.  
 
However, in multi-ethnic societies where people have to struggle for substantive 
citizenship (Bottomore, 1992: 66-73), citizenship also resides in the public sphere, which 
represents civic virtue generated from volunteerism in civil society (Janoski, 1998: 7).  
Citizenship involves passive rights of existence and active rights of influencing politics 
(Thompson 1970) or of self-determination (Keane 1998: 89). Situated within the public 
sphere, channelled through citizen action within civil society, it is linked to the notion of 
social citizenship that entitles them to security, autonomy and influence as outlined in WP4 
(Hvinden & Takle, 2016), feeding into institutionalised solidarity in a reciprocal way, as 
recipients and producers of welfare, political advocacy and contractual relationships. 
However, Somers (2008) argues that due to social exclusion not all citizens have the same 
access to the public sphere and thus do not enjoy social citizenship. This assessment is 
linked to the degradation of the public sphere to market fundamentalism, turning the 
foundations of citizenship from non-contractual to market-driven, the reason we chose to 
include the solidarity economy in this concept paper (see section 2.2.3). 

2.1.2 Social movements 
A look at social movement theory and research offers another focus relevant to 
democratisation, citizen participation in policy process, and the de-commodification of 
social life, which some scholars discuss as under threat of being increasingly subjected to 
market logics (i.e. Fraser, 2013; Laville, 2015). The most important insight from social 
movement literature is the interdependence of structural factors and agency. It examines 
how to keep discourses alive and productive, and looks at relationships between 
institutionalized structures, different types of movement organisations and mobilisation.  
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Many sociologists and political scientists agree that social movement success depends on 
political opportunities for social actors to pursue their agenda of change (Kitschelt, 1986; 
Tarrow, 1994; Kriesi, 1995; Meyer, 2004; Koopmans, 2004). Important variables are 
openness or closeness of the formal political process, the degree of stability or instability 
of political alignments, the availability and strategies of potential alliance partners and the 
level of political conflict between elites. The political opportunity framework is mostly 
used in cross-national comparisons, as real differences in structures are most visible there, 
but an analysis of national opportunity structures, even on local level, demonstrates the 
conditions for protest and participation by organisations (e.g. Schaefer Caniglia/Carmin, 
2005). 
 
Objections to a pure opportunity structure approach are numerous and highlight different 
types of movements (Koopmans 1992), movement strategies (e.g. Diani 1996; 
Gamson/Meyer 1996), and relations between movements (Diani 1995; Rucht et al. 1996). 
Cultural factors seem to be especially important for minority participation. Gamson and 
Meyer (1994) have criticised the excessive focus on structural and institutional aspects and 
prefer to refer to political opportunity rather than political opportunity structure. They 
stress the importance of cultural factors in addition to context and locate political 
opportunity in structural factors and related levels of stability as well as in national belief 
systems, class-consciousness and the prevailing national mood.  
 
Key thinkers in the new social movement tradition analysing the new social movements of 
the 1970s and 1980s like Habermas (1990), Touraine (1985) and Melucci (1980) focus on 
change brought about in cultural, symbolic or sub-political domains such as self-change 
and altering political culture. In this view social movements fulfil a double political task: 
first they create the subject of collective action and collective identity. Then action shifts 
from the expressive to the instrumental, where formal organisation occurs and collective 
action focuses on political inclusion, which measures success. ‘Full institutionalisation 
would involve recognition of the (demobilised) group represented by the new political 
insiders as a legitimate special interest whose claims become susceptible to negotiation and 
political exchange’ (Arato/Cohen, 1999: 557). Habermas saw potential to generate new 
solidarities, create new public spaces and revitalize institutionalized ones, turning merely 
economically active citizens into active citizenship.  
 
Moving towards the sphere of organisations and their role in channelling citizen action we 
want to present the model of the social movement sector, which employs organisational 
theory and isomorphism as key aspects of gaining voice in public discourse. It is a useful 
tool to assess well-established and consolidated bottom-up initiatives channelling solidarity 
that are consolidated. Developed in a mid-1990s study focussing on structural change of 
social movements as they undergo institutionalisation, Rucht et al. describe what they 
labelled the ‘alternative’ movement (human rights, women’s, peace and disarmament, 
environmental and humanitarian aid organisations) in West Berlin and former opposition 
movements and their successors in the eastern part of the city. In this model ideologically 
close movements form the infrastructural basis. Mobilization and action are permanent on 
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a low level. Formal organisations are part of this infrastructure, which becomes 
institutionalized itself as it guarantees continuous political input (Rucht et al., 1997).  
Grassroots organisations, which guarantee movement input and protect from fossilization 
tendencies that accompany institutionalisation, and formal organisations remain distinct 
entities. Institutionalisation is understood as a social system with informal or formal 
mechanisms of interaction, continuous differentiation (including professionalization) and a 
formalisation of movement infrastructure, influenced by political context (ibid., 54).  The 
institutionalised access of the sector model forms yet another step from lifeworld needs 
and claims to public discourse and political process by bringing together structure and 
agency perspectives. 
 
Civil society and social movement participation leading to active citizenship, inclusion in 
the public sphere and impact on political process requires institutional access points in the 
shape of opportunities. At the same time, it is individuals – civil society activists, 
movement leaders, social innovators, managers of social enterprises and non-profit 
organisations, volunteers - who take the important action. Together with third sector and 
social economy organisations they help unleashing the transformative potentials of civil 
society.  
 
However, as the next section will show, third and social economy sectors are under stress. 
Scholars in the field argue, reflected in policy changes, that we have reached a juncture 
where societies have to choose ‘ between a greater role for civil society and the third 
sector/ social economy as providers of welfare, on the one hand, or unregulated 
privatization, on the other’ (Defourny, Hulgård, Pestoff ,2014:4). In addition to that, 
Hulgård detects a trend that ‘steadily changed civil society from being a category related to 
political philosophy, the enhancement of citizenship and the possibility of democratic 
governance to a question of training business leaders to better identify and serve the 
markets at the bottom of the pyramid’ (Hulgård, 2015: 208).  
 

2.2 Third sector and social economy – sphere of organisations 
 

2.2.1 Third sector 
If political institutions are supportive of civil society, non-profit organizations show the 
ability of a society to organize itself.  Scholars agree that a lively non-profit landscape 
contributes to institutional diversity and can have a positive impact on innovations in civil 
society (Klein, 2000). Many European governments are seeking new ways to involve 
citizens and the third sector ‘in the provision and governance of publicly financed welfare 
services’ (Defourny, Hulgård, Pestoff 2014:5). At the same time, however, ‘TSO-
government relations are highly influenced by the spirit of neoliberalism, which translated 
into both the introduction of competitive markets for social services and instruments of 
new public management such as competitive tendering or contract management moving 
into the third sector’ (TSI Policy Brief No. 11: 2016), leaving TSOs to struggle with access 
to funding, bureaucracy, and the necessary professionalization of boards.  
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This is not the only challenge, as people show new patterns of volunteering that 
demonstrate less commitment to one association. The lifelong membership affiliation that 
has been characteristic of the third sector in a range of European countries is giving way to 
less milieu-specific and more context-driven ways of volunteering. ‘Indeed, there is a real 
danger that the third sector, within the contours it has developed in Europe in the past 
century, will no longer be capable of acting as a striving societal force’ (ibid.). Before 
moving into research on barriers and drivers of third sector activity we will try to present a 
definition that captures both the ‚old’ third sector as well as it’s new expressions of social 
entrepreneurship and individual activity. 
 
Defining the third sector as a sphere of political, social and economic transformation 
researchers involved in the recently ended Third Sector Impact (TSI) project agreed that 
‘the most significant characteristic of the third sector is its expressive function: it is an 
important transmitter of interests and needs of citizens’ (TSI Policy Brief No. 11: 2016). 
Enjolras approaches the third sector from a civic sphere perspective, stating that,  
 

‘civil society, public sphere and third sector constitute three complementary 
perspectives on the same phenomenon that can be characterized, in 
analytical terms, as the civil sphere – a differentiated societal sphere of 
society where a plurality of conceptions of justice are confronted and 
concretized. The concepts of civil society, public sphere, and third sector 
emphasize different complementary dimensions of the civil sphere: value 
pluralism, associative life and values-norms maintenance (civil society); 
communicative action and value contention (public sphere); value-oriented 
economic and social action (third sector)’ (Enjolras, 2015:14). 

 
A clear definition what constitutes the third sector is difficult, with numerous competing 
terms and definitions in circulation, and serious questions about whether it is even possible 
to think of this collection of entities - voluntary organizations, nonprofit organizations 
(NPOs), nonprofit institutions (NPIs), nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
associations, civil society organizations, social economy, solidarity organizations, 
cooperatives, mutuals, foundations, civil society, and, more recently social enterprises and 
activities as a definable sector at all (Dekker, 2004; Evers & Laville, 2004).  
 
There are also different ontological approaches to the third sector. In the US it is mostly 
characterised by qualities like civility, expressed in non-profit and philanthropic 
institutions oriented towards the common good. In Europe, third sector research 
emphasizes the hybrid nature of third sector organizations as a mixture of other kinds of 
social organization or logics such as private and public, ‘intermeshing different resources 
and connecting different areas, rather than setting clear demarcation lines around a sector 
and mapping its size’ (Evers, 1995: 160).  
 
Definitions of the third sector are extremely context-dependent, much more so than notions 
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of civil society. While the dominant conceptualisation in the UK is that of public charities 
whose purpose must demonstrably fit legally defined categories of public benefit and that 
of the voluntary and community sector with a strict division between profit-seeking entities 
and non-profit-seeking ones (Kendall & Thomas, 1996; Six and Leat 1997; Garton 2009), 
Northern European countries employ the broader definition of civil society, in which 
people attempt to represent and define their own interests, often related to the ideas of 
participation, democracy and social equality. It encompasses private institutions that are 
prohibited to distribute any profits to members (Pollack 2004; Zimmer & Priller 2007). 
While in Austria the term third sector includes only organizations, with blurred boundaries 
between civil society and the NPO sector (Simsa, 2013), the Netherlands refers mostly to 
nonprofit associations providing various services, advocacy groups, and social enterprises. 
Common to all of these diverse organisations is that they somehow link private initiative to 
a public or charitable purpose (Brandsen et al., 2016).  
 
Likewise, there is no single overarching concept of the third sector in Nordic Countries, 
types of institutions commonly identified are ranging from associations to housing 
cooperatives, some of which have a legal basis while others do not (Salamon & 
Sokolowski 2014). By contrast, in France and Belgium, as well as in the Southern 
European countries, the concept of ‘social economy’ is much more common than that of 
the third sector. Focussing less on charitable purpose, volunteer involvement, or a non-
profit distribution constraint it highlights features such as the expression of social solidarity 
and includes cooperatives and mutuals that produce for the market (Chaves et al., 2016). In 
Eastern Europe, finally, the term civil society is most widely used in public discourse, 
which refers to community-based structures as well as individual actions., while third 
sector or nonprofit sector denote organizations with different legal foundations like 
associations, foundations, or cooperatives. There remains a general issue of trust towards 
private initiatives for the common good (i.e. Bezovan et al., 2016). 
 
In sum, conceptualizations of the third sector vary across Europe, connected to deeper 
cultural traditions. They focus on different features like charitable purpose, non-profit 
distribution, expressions of social solidarity, or civic values such as public participation. 
Nevertheless, all of these potential manifestations of the third sector share certain common 
attributes: they are all institutionally separate from government, they share a high degree of 
self-governance, and they have a social mission that is pursued on a voluntary basis. Based 
on this common core Salamon and Sokolowski (2014) recently proposed a definition of the 
third sector that includes both non-profit institutions and some social economy 
organizations that  (i) pursue a legally binding social mission; (ii) Operate under an ‘asset 
lock’; (iii) are prohibited from distributing more than 50 % of profits; (iv) include at least 
30 per cent of individuals with specified special needs among its employees or 
beneficiaries (Salamon & Sokolowski 2014: 20-1). The last two requirements have been 
criticised as too high and difficult to achieve even for work integration social enterprises 
that employ people otherwise excluded from the labour market. Appreciating that the 
combined public purpose dimension and limited profit distribution constraint is a way to 
broaden a third sector conceptualization strictly based on non-profit institutions, Defourny 
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and Nyssens (2016) argue that it still needs further research to better understand the great 
diversity within the cooperative and social enterprise.  
 
Fig. 1: The third sector in the welfare triangle 

 
 
We refer to the third sector as sphere of organisations that include citizen action in their 
mode of working and in this context remind of the concept of the social movement sector. 
As quoted above, the concept of third sector ‘may be seen as emphasizing the economic 
and social dimension of the civil sphere’ (Enjolras, 2015), in contrast to its norm-
maintenance and communicative dimensions. This is epistemologically relevant, as it 
zooms in on third sector actors as acting differently from economic or state actors, since 
their actions are value-driven as opposed to maximising profit-driven (ibid.). We also 
include the democratic governance criteria, which is a key feature of the EMES Network 
dimensions for a social economy rooted in third sector and civil society, borrowing from 
the cooperative and associative traditions of ‘one member, one vote’, channelling 
democratic rules and practices in both non-market activities and market activities of social 
enterprises and social economy (Defourny & Nyssens, 2016), which will be outlined 
further in the next section. 
 

2.2.2 Defining Social Economy 
Defining the social economy generally implies combining two different approaches:  
identifying the main legal or institutional forms adopted by organizations or highlighting 
the principles and components such organisations have in common (Defourny & Nyssens 
2016, 1547). Both approaches agree that they neither belong to the private for-profit nor 
the public sector. 
 
Defourny offers a distinction of three types of established social economy organisations: 
cooperative style enterprises that go back to the mid-19th century (working in agriculture, 
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saving and credit, insurance and housing); mutuals based in the third sector or as part of 
the welfare state, working at community level; and advocacy associations offering services 
to members and society (Defourny 2001:5). While some of the old cooperatives, i.e. in 
agriculture, have become more like conventional private businesses (Wijkström and 
Zimmer, 2011), the new social economy comprises ‘new service cooperatives, voluntary 
organisations and social enterprises’ (Pestoff 2009: 20) like the British Community Interest 
Companies (Paton and Spear, 2010), social cooperatives in Italy (Borzaga et al., 2012), 
entrepreneurial spin-offs of traditional third sector organisations producing social services 
or concerned and responsible groups of citizens who want to make a difference (Hulgård, 
2007).  
There is no universally accepted conceptual definition of the social economy but most 
approaches highlight features like autonomous management, placing service to members or 
the community ahead of profit, and democratic governance, usually in the General 
Assembly (Defourny & Nyssens 2016, 1547).  The former European Standing Conference 
on Cooperatives, Mutual Societies, Associations and Foundations (CEP-CMAF) – 
currently Social Economy Europe - provided a conceptual definition of social economy 
that highlights the principles of the primacy of the individual and the social objective over 
capital; of voluntary and open membership, exercising democratic control (except in 
foundations); the combination of members/users and/or general interest; autonomous 
management and independence from public authorities; and the redistribution of profits to 
pursue the social mission of sustainable development, provision of services to members or 
of general interest (CEP-MAF 2002).  
 
Social economy organisations do not operate independently from the state, as they often 
engage in contractual relationships. They provide health and medical care, education and 
childcare, migrant support, social housing, and look after the elderly. They provide 
community transport and maintenance of public spaces, promote environmental and 
development practices and engage in community development and regeneration. Just like 
third sector organisations they are innovating the way we think about renewable energies, 
culture and the arts, general utilities and ‘the commons’ in general, involving different 
partners, from workers to volunteers, from public authorities to users (Nyssens, 2006). 
The shift of third sector organisations towards the use of market resources, first observed 
in the United States in Europe during the 1990s as a means to respond to social deficits not 
addressed by social services and growing funding constraints, led to a re-orientation in 
third sector research towards notions of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship 
(Hulgård, 2014). 
Hulgård explores how social economy with its roots in the cooperative tradition of the 
twofold identity of members, who are co-owners and workers/ users/ customers/ providers 
of their cooperative at the same time (Defourny & Nyssens 2016, 1550), fits with current 
welfare strategies and social work, since the popularity of social economy among policy 
makers is facilitated by a gradual transition of especially European and North American 
welfare states from institutional and redistributive orientations towards enabling and work 
oriented welfare policies with social responsibility shifting from being a public concern to 
an individual and private concern (Gilbert 2002, Hulgård 2010, Hulgård & Andersen 
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2012). ‘On the one hand this is a history of 30 years of privatization of social responsibility 
and on the other hand it is a history of experimentation with new and more responsive 
ways of enhancing the role of community, participation and the third sector in social 
policy’ (Hulgård, 2011: 202).  
 
Figure 2. The welfare triangle1 
 

 
Source: Gaiger 2015: 45 

The same critique applies to social entrepreneurship and social enterprises that are at the 
epicentre of such tensions. Frequently framed as response to a welfare state no longer able 
to solve the many social problems of modern life (Leadbeater, 1997), ‘social enterprises 
are supposed combine social purpose activities in poor constituencies with capital, 
knowhow and managerial structures developed in the for-profit market sphere of society’ 
(Hulgård 2015: 207), moving from a half movement, half government character of civil 
society towards a half charity, half business logic (Wijkström, 2011: 46).  
 
The key characteristic of social enterprises is their primary social, environmental or 
community purpose, set up under a variety of legal forms, and the entrepreneurial and 
innovative way in which social entrepreneurs are striving for making a significant impact 
strongly linked to innovation (Dees et al., 2002; Austin et al., 2006). Where legal forms for 
social enterprises exist they tend to share the same features as third sector and social 
economy, “such as operating in specific fields deemed of public interest by the state or the 
community, being constrained in the distribution of profits, and in most cases are bound by 

                                                        
1	The	first	typology	in	this	triangle	distinguishes	different	kind	of	actors:	the	state,	private	for-profit	
companies,	and	communities	(which	include	households	in	the	European	case).	The	second	typology	
embedded	in	the	triangle	highlights	the	resources	and	rationales	on	which	these	actors	rely	to	develop	
their	activities.	
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an asset-lock provision, and being required to have participative governance and demo-
cratic management” (OECD 2015: 3). 
 
Despite social enterprise and social entrepreneurship being a young field of academic 
research which started in the 1990s with the observation of work integration enterprises, it 
has already produced a multitude of conceptual, analytical and comparative work (Hulgård, 
2007; Nicholls, 2008; Mair 2010; Hulgård & Andersen, 2012, Defourny et al., 2014). 
Scholars in economics and business studies have been very effective at explaining the 
economic rationale behind the emergence of social enterprises (Bacchiega & Borzaga 
2001, Borzaga & Defourny 2004) and the characteristics, dynamics and strategies deployed 
by these organizations in an uncertain and resource-limited environment (Mair & Noboa, 
2003, Pestoff, 2014). The 2008 financial and economic crisis and the turn towards austerity 
triggered a more financial approach, illustrated by the vast body of literature currently 
under development on ‘social’ and ‘impact investment’ (Daggers & Nicholls 2016).  
The ICSEM project, an international effort to map social enterprise models, suggests 
understanding public policies as the result of interactions among social actors, public 
authorities and for-profit companies, underlining the agency perspective in social 
entrepeneurship. ‘Social enterprises then no longer appear as mere objects impacted by 
broader institutions, which remain out of their reach, but as subjects, institutional 
entrepreneurs capable of strategically responding to institutional pressures and taking part 
in the shaping of institutional arrangements’ (ICSEM 2012: 10).  
 
A good example of the process of interaction of structure and agency is the development 
and use of work integration social enterprises (WISEs) that first emerged in 1970s and 
1980s as a response to growing unemployment and the lack of adequate policies to 
alleviate the problem. They were either launched by people trying to help to advance the 
common good or by workers themselves as a form of self-help, inspired by the cooperative 
tradition. In countries like Denmark with high welfare state spending and a strong tradition 
of third and public sector cooperation WISEs soon became a tool of labour market policies, 
supported by the country’s social policy approach, particularly targeted at groups most 
easily excluded from the labour market. In this context European scholars from a variety of 
disciplines (Evers, 1995; Pestoff, 2005; Evers & Laville, 2004) discuss a "welfare mix" 
made of shared responsibilities among various types of actors: state, private for-profit 
companies, and communities including households, as we will develop further in the 
chapter on social innovation an co-production.  

Hence the social economy can also be perceived as a counter discourse, given the fact that 
many social economy organisations are rooted in social movements and non-capitalist 
notions of economy, “giving priority to shared patrimony over returns to individual 
investments” (Laville, 2010:228). If supported by the right public policies, social economy 
organisations can contribute to the common good via the participation of multiple 
stakeholders and economic activities consistent with their social missions (Dees et al., 
2002; Hart, Laville & Cattani, 2010). Nevertheless, the market logic encroaching the civic 
sphere inspires a growing number of researchers to conceptually combine the socially 
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transformative, democratising potential of civil society with the pragmatic turn of 
organisations to market resources, by turning their attention towards solidarity structures 
embedded in economy. 

2.2.3 Moving towards a Solidarity Economy 
Researchers on social and solidarity economy agree that ‘the market-state dualism (state 
versus market as expressed in liberalism vs. state socialism) inherited from the 20th century 
is outdated’ (Laville & Salmon, 2015: 146). Organizations in a solidarity economy are 
envisaged from the outset as voluntarily engaged in forms of public action for the common 
good. The participatory governance dimension takes centre stage in a conceptualisation of 
the social economy that highlights a more organic notion of solidarity rooted in pluralist 
civil society and social movements, coupling it with economic understandings of citizen 
initiatives and third sector.  
 
The public space as a sphere of democracy expressed in citizen and civil society action is 
combined with a pluralist notion of economy: market economy, non-market economy and 
non-monetary economy, the latter two describing 1) redistribution of produced goods and 
services by foundations or public institutions as part of the welfare state, providing citizens 
with individual rights, subject to democratic control; and 2) redistribution of goods based 
on reciprocity, turning vulnerable people into co-producers and co-owners (Laville, 2014;  
Laville & Salmon, 2015: 148-151). Such a characterization of solidarity economy is 
theoretically influenced by Karl Polanyi and his notion of reciprocity inherent to the 
market, and empirically inspired by the emancipatory movements in Latin America 
(Gaiger 2015). 
 
 
In his Great Transformations Polanyi (1944) acknowledged the profit motive of capitalist 
economy but referred to a ‘fictitious commodification’ of labour, social and private spheres 
by drawing attention to economic practices like redistribution, reciprocity and household 
administration. Writing in the 1930s, Polanyi identified a relentless push to extend and 
deregulate markets, destroying livelihoods, weakening communities, and seeking to 
commodify work and money, leading to “wholesale destabilization of the economic system 
on the one hand, and of nature and society on the other” (Fraser 2013:119). Regarding the 
market as the aggregate of human behaviours, however, Polanyi highlighted other 
economic practices not oriented towards the accumulation of profit, namely redistribution, 
reciprocity and household administration, safeguarded by a double movement of political 
elites and commercial interests on the one hand, and cross-class social movements leading 
to understanding that it needs regulation in order to save society, on the other. Thus the 
market becomes culturally and politically embedded, rather than autonomous and 
dominating political and private spheres, manifesting itself in the structure of government 
redistribution, but also in ‘social rights and legislative and regulatory mechanisms, such as 
collective bargaining’ (Laville et al., 2006: 278). 
 
Today, Fraser argues, we must add a critique of domination to Polanyi’s structural critique 
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of fictitious commodification, since today it also affects the sphere of social reproduction, 
site of birthing and raising children, caring for family members and maintaining 
households, which is increasingly outsourced to low-paid help (Fraser, 2014:554). She 
proposes to think instead of a triple movement that includes civil society, by bringing in the 
post-war emancipatory movements that rally around status like gender, ethnicity, sexuality, 
religion or nationality, that exposed the suppressive factors of national welfare and social 
protection and demand to find a new synthesis between social protection and 
marketization. This infrastructure of a solidarity economy is ‘aware that a wage could 
serve as a resource against domination premised on status … they claimed the freedom of 
contract not as an end in itself, but rather as a means to emancipation’ (Fraser 2013: 128), 
converting the social dimension into economic leverage or specific productive strength. 
 
While Fraser herself points out the possible detrimental effects of emancipation on the 
fabric of existing solidarities as it may open a path for marketization that can erode the 
ethical basis of social protection (Fraser, 2013: 129), she also states that considering the 
scale at which crisis is experienced today the welfare state alone cannot protect against the 
decommodifiying side-effects of competition, international markets and currencies without 
political and social integration (ibid.,126). Hence solidarity economy can be regarded as 
complementary of third sector and social economy, existing next to the for-profit market.  
Empirical evidence from Latin America shows that with rare exceptions, solidarity 
enterprises do not replace existing forms of popular economy. Their main purpose is to 
reorganise ‘the productive, material and human factors of the popular economy through 
progressive changes’ (Gaiger et al., 2015:5). This requires certain structural conditions, 
namely the social and political recognition of the relevance of claims (see chapter one), a 
favourable regime and favourable legislation (Mair, 2010: 26, Defourny et al., 2014:10). 
Indeed, the concept has gained the attention of policy makers in a number of countries and 
at EU level, albeit still lacking supportive policies at national levels (Yunus, 2007).  
Solidarity economy identifies scope for the de-commodification of individuals due to its 
civil society base and focus on collective governance, self-organised production and 
democratic reciprocity that turns vulnerable people into co-producers and co-owners 
(Laville, 2014), rather than recipients of philanthropic expressions of solidarity ‘that 
substitutes for the vocabulary of equality and rights that of public benevolence’ (Gaiger et 
al. 2015:15). Solidarity in these ventures is evident in their members’ involvement in day-
to-day management and the adoption of equality principles, by placing new actors into 
work, recognition struggles or discourse of a meaningful life. Similar to the notion of 
associations as schools for democracy, ‘solidarity encourages broader reciprocity practices, 
where practical experience in managing the common good lends new value to the notions 
of justice and public interest’ (Gaiger et al., 2015:5).  
 
The notion of democratic solidarity dominant in solidarity economy could be considered an 
additional conceptual dimension in relation to ‘successful acts of solidarity’. So far, the 
SOLIDUS project builds upon an understanding of solidarity as ‘a continuum of identity 
and contingency, altruism and vulnerability, illustrating the conditional nature of the 
concept’ (McKeown-O’Donovan & Lynch ,2015:1). Defining solidarity as a morally 
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motivated action arising from the feeling of an agent or a group recognising another 
individual or person’s grief or discomfort, an actor is prone to be solidary with a certain 
group based on how ‘deserving’ the actor finds the other person or group in relation to 
‘control or responsibility, need, identity, attitude (e.g., gratefulness) and reciprocity’ that is 
linked to notions of membership and inclusion (ibid.3) that one can identify with. It is 
generally of an altruistic or philanthropic nature. Laville on the other hand criticises 
philanthropic solidarity for bringing ‘a mechanism of social hierarchy and support for the 
inequality that is built into the social fabric of the community’ (Laville, 2014, 106).  
 
The concept of democratic solidarity is built on redistribution to ‘reinforce social cohesion 
and to redress inequality’ and an egalitarian understanding of reciprocity as a way to 
enhance ‘voluntary social relations between free and equal citizens’ (Laville, 2014, 107). 
This relation between redistribution and reciprocity is the foundation of democratic 
solidarity in which ‘it is not a question of replacing the state with civil society but rather 
one of combining redistributive solidarity with a more reciprocal version of the latter in 
order to rebuild society’s capacity for self-organisation’ (Laville, 2014, 107-108). 
Solidarity is produced in such a way that the recipient can become the giver, drawing on 
Mauss’ theory of The Gift (2002) and Mauss’ focus on social expectations that appear 
when one person gives and a person receives a gift, creating an expectation for the receiver 
to return a favour. Democratic solidarity aims to allow for the recipient to reciprocate, as to 
avoid the ‘permanent position of inferiority’ (Laville, 2014, 106). 
 
Solidarity economy, with its focus on reciprocity suggested as principles to overcome the 
divide between market and redistribution that is shared by neo-liberal and Keynesian 
thinkers, combined with social innovation as people-centred approach in a solidarity 
framework, could be an original contribution SOLIDUS makes to the field. 
 

2.3 Co-production and social innovation 
 
Situated within third sector and social and solidarity economy research (but not exclusive 
to them) are the concepts of social innovation and co-production of welfare services, 
moving to the core of WP5’s objective to understand the channelling of solidarity practice 
into social policy and a perspective that combines bottom-up and top-down actions in a 
structure and agency framework that has become visible throughout the previous chapters. 
Third sector and SSE can only fulfil their potential when embedded in supportive policy 
environment and public institutions designed for participatory process. 

2.3.1 Defining co-production  

As citizens turned from clients into customers of the welfare state who demand better 
services and more choices the concept of co-production of public services has become an 
important topic of research for academics working on public management (i.e. Pestoff & 
Brandsen, 2006; 2009, Osborne 2010, 2013). Research evidence of citizens as ‘prosumers’ 
or producers of their own services, either directly or through organized informal or formal 
institutional arrangements, has grown considerably over recent years, bringing citizens 
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back in and thus promoting aspects of social citizenship (see SOLIDUS WP4). Academic 
inquiry has been mostly of descriptive nature, based on case studies, looking at the 
circumstances under which citizens co-produce, the key variables that make co-production 
effective - types of non-profit or for-profit organisations most effective in co-production, 
the roles public administration and social policy makers attribute to citizens and third 
sector/ social economy organisations - and how far it leads to better services depending on 
welfare and public administration regime (Brandsen, et al. 2014: 240). 

In terms of conceptual clarity researchers agree that co-production is a process of 
facilitating and operating in multi-organizational arrangements to solve problems, which 
require a joint effort (Gazley, 2010). It is a ‘mix of activities that both public service agents 
and citizens contribute to the provision of public services’ (Parks et al., 1981). While it 
involves an element of volunteering it takes place within the ‘context of professionalised 
service delivery’ (Brandsen et al 2014: 232). In other words, co-production involves a 
collaborative effort among public, private, voluntary and civil society organisations, and 
citizens to develop, design and produce services or products which meet the needs of users. 
It can take the shape of referenda, budgeting, hearings, NPOs’ input to draft legislation, but 
is mostly understood as citizens and their organisations participating, out of self-interest, 
altruism or ‘intrinsic rewards (social values), solidarity incentives (enjoying interacting 
with other people and gaining their approval) or normative appeal (values like participation 
or democracy)’ (Alford in Pestoff 2012).  

According to Cornforth et al. (2015) it involves collaborative and dynamic partnerships in 
the shape of formalized, joint-working arrangements between organizations that remain 
legally autonomous while engaging in ongoing, coordinated collective action to achieve 
outcomes that no one would have achieved independently. Brinkerhoff (2002) adds that 
such partnerships are based on mutually agreed objectives, pursued through a shared 
understanding of the most rational division of labour based on the respective comparative 
advantage of each partner. In other words, the idea of self-organisation leads to new 
collaborative networks, institutional and organisational arrangements that work well if 
conditioned by trust, reciprocity, shared values and missions (Castells 1996, Agranoff 
2007). 
 
Smith and Grönbjerg (2006) distinguished three broad frameworks to conceptualise 
government- third sector relationships, touching on dimensions that we will propose to 
include into the analytical framework for WP5: democracy, the economic principle of 
reciprocity, political opportunities or ecosystem structures, as well as the additional 
dimension of quality of services. From economic theory they borrow demand and supply 
theories, focussing mainly on citizen demand and resulting public services, i.e. the market 
niche model (market or government failure, citizens and non-profit actors are more suitable 
to produce certain services, i.e. childcare or education); or the transaction model (partners 
compensate for each others’ failures through co-production). The focus on citizens is 
essential, as it is marked by social ownership, democratic participation and economic 
activity that it not preliminary profit-oriented but towards the common good. 
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From democratic theory they highlight the role of associations in de Tocqueville’s sense, 
centring on the ability of citizens to self-organise (Walzer, 2003), the individual’s 
responsibility towards community (Etzioni, 1993) or the production of social capital 
(Putnam, 2000) to assess the motivations of people to engage in co-production. Ostrom’s 
work on the analysis of common public goods and the role of users and their associations 
in producing, sustaining and governing collective goods is also often referred to as 
conceptual framework for the study of citizen participation in public service delivery (i.e. 
Parks et al. 1981, Anderson & Hulgård, 2015: 39, Laville & Salmon 2015). Ostrom 
described cases of “public entrepreneurship” where citizens realized a vision of bringing 
production factors together through collective actions with a view to creating public goods 
and services (Ostrom, 1965; Hulgård, 2010).  
 
Ostrom developed a set of principles for the successful management of common-pool 
resources that point to internal as well as external conditions for successful citizen 
engagement that include direct participation in decision-making and the guarantee of self-
organisation, pointing to the civil society base, but also rules and provisions adapted to 
local circumstances, defining rights and responsibilities (Brandsen et al., 2014: 236), 
indicating the third analytical dimension of context-dependence. 
 
Neo-institutional ecosystem and political opportunity approaches can explain features and 
natures of public service delivery by zooming in on path-dependencies like the shaping of 
political institutions (Salamon & Anheier 1998) that can explain variations between 
countries. However, there is also a value-driven motivation to co-produce. Isomorphism 
presents a useful tool to assess institutional values like altruism and solidarity (Di Maggio 
& Powell, 1983). Opportunity structures are just as important as individual motivations, 
like easy access to participation – how much time will it take, how far do people have to 
travel, what information is available – because research shows that ‘the greater the effort 
required of citizens to become involved, the less likely they will do so’ (Brandsen et al. 
2014: 234).  

Linked to opportunities is the question of capability and motivation. Why should citizens 
co-produce and who provides opportunities for equal participation? In reality, co-
production of public services is most often a mix of individual acts and collective action 
over a certain period of time, extending the stakeholder group from service providers and 
users to organisations or community groups who support users (Bovaird 2007: 847). Co-
production can only be sustainable if it generates real influence. This requires resources. 
There must also be support for citizens to engage in co-production, as not everyone 
possesses the required political resources and skills (Rosentraib et al., 1981).  

The issue of why citizens should have to become co-producers is more complex. ‘Excluded 
communities should not have to „participate“ in order to have the same claim on service 
quality and provision as other members of society have’ (Taylor 2003, 165). 
Insider/outsider dynamics can certainly be at play when services and the co-production 
thereof is limited to certain groups (Brandsen & Heldermann 2012). Public policies 
focussing on the fostering of co-production and co-governance must make sure that it 
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improves and not complicates people’s lives. Managers of co-producing entities will 
therefore have to think of ways how to support users to become co-producers (Pestoff 
2014: 262-3), i.e. by bringing in new and innovative technologies (i.e. Meijer 2012). 

In terms of motivation for engagement Pestoff distinguishes between enduring and non-
enduring services, arguing that such that have a direct impact on people’s lives will attract 
more interest by clients to engage, i.e. pre-school, education, elderly care etc. Enduring 
services are closer to the heart and users/ co-producers are ‘locked into them for a longer 
period of time’ (Pestoff 2012: 24). Hence the quality of services matters. ‘Ostrom’s 
research documents that the management of shared goods by citizens’ groups and 
associations often produces much better results than those frequently presented in 
economic theory’ (Andersen & Hulgård, 2015: 40). Hartley (2005) and Vamstad (2007) 
demonstrate how a new public governance approach in public administration facilitates co-
production in pre-school services, leading to more satisfactory services than in for-profit 
institutions.  
Providing organisations must clarify clearly what they want from co-production, what 
values they seek to serve and thus what outcomes they desire. Linked to this outcome is an 
evaluation of process: ‘chain of causality (identifying the factors that are likely to cause the 
outcome to be achieved), identifying key points in the chain (bottlenecks or issues 
affecting costs), and the people associated with these points, determining how to influence 
these people, and developing a strategy to integrate the choices of co-producers and their 
methods’ (Brandsen et al 2014: 237; Alford 2009).  
 
This indicates that co-production does not only engage citizens, it also creates roles for 
TSOs as co-managers and co-governors of local service management and impact on policy 
making (Osborne & McLaughlin 2004). Pestoff argues that membership organisations with 
strong democratic internal decision-making structures and multi-stakeholder governance 
will be better at co-production than non-membership organisation, as they are often hybrid 
in nature, situated between third sector, state, market, and community, and used to 
balancing multiple goals and stakeholders (Pestoff 2014:267).  
 
Co-production is a narrowly defined aspect of civil society and third sector activity. Hence 
the trend of co-production of social services is less tainted by suspicions that ultimately 
more scope for citizen participation will effectively make way for a discourse of civic 
duties linked to being a community member that allows states to withdraw from public 
welfare, as is the criticism in social economy discourse. Co-production is more centred on 
empowerment through participation in a civil society tradition, located in a new public 
governance approach that is a response to New Public Management of the 1980s and 90s, 
where it was a trend to view public services as manufacturing rather than service provision, 
leading to privatization, contracting out, systematic performance measurement and 
benchmarking, turning citizens into consumers rather than users of a service (McLaughlin 
et al., 2002), thus failing to grasp the complexity of today’s plural (multiple interdependent 
actors contribute to the delivery of public services) and pluralist states (multiple processes 
inform policy making) (Osborne, 2010). 
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Co-production is about giving experiences of service users a crucial role in public policy 
design (Osborne 2013:146), leading to a ‘more plural provision of welfare services, based 
on public-private networks’ (Defourny, et al. 2014:7), promoting not only the role of 
community, participation and the third sector but also ‘a solidarity based and sustainable 
economy’ (Hulgård 2014:67) by including cooperatives, social enterprises and other 
limited-profit oriented economic initiatives in the definition of the third sector (i.e. Evers 
and Laville, 2004; Alexander, 2006: Pestoff, 2009; Salamon & and Sokolowski, 2016). 

The co-production of public services might be considered a social innovation, bringing us 
to the last concept. What do citizens bring to the table in terms of new innovative practice, 
how do top-down and bottom-up innovation condition each other, and is social innovation 
a concept in its own right that can inform SOLIDUS work on channelling solidarity action 
into public policy? 

2.3.2 Defining social innovation  
Social innovation is widely understood as new solutions to existing social problems, 
usually in the form of services, products or new institutional arrangements. In our context 
it is again the interplay of state, market and civil society in social innovation that is of 
interest, as well as scholarly research on the potential for replication.  

Policy interest in social innovation is triggered by Europe’s societies’ pressing issues like 
ageing populations, energy and food safety, climate change, social exclusion, or migration 
that states do not seem to be able to address alone, partly due to shrinking public resources, 
but also due to the global dimension or transversal nature of some of those challenges 
(Verweij et al., 2006). Tackling the consequences of global and complex issues at local 
level, mobilising people’s creativity to develop solutions and make better use of scarce 
resources was already highlighted in 2010 by the Bureau of European Policy Advisors 
(BEPA).  

At that time social innovation research was still in its infancy, even though the concept was 
not new. Moulaert, Jessop, Hulgård and Hamdouch (2013) distinguish between classical 
social change theories that were linked to major transformations in the social structure of 
modern societies and more practice oriented, contemporary social innovation research that 
is closely linked to narrow policy interests (Moulaert et al, 2013: 111). Both Durkheim and 
Weber stressed the importance of social innovation in the creation of social order, 
especially in the context of social and technological change (Godin, 2012, Ridley-Duff & 
Bull, 2011). In the 1930s Schumpeter pointed to the value of social innovation in the 
promotion of structural change in society (Baker & Mehmood, 2015). In recent time, the 
term social innovation has entered the discourse of social scientists with particular speed. 
There are currently 15 FP7 and Horizon 2020-funded research projects under way that deal 
with social innovation from various aspects (Brandsen et al. 2016b). Regardless of the 
lacking consensus regarding its relevance or specific meaning in the social sciences and 
humanities (Baturina & Bezovan, 2015), the concept of social innovation is grabbing 
considerable attention in policy and research circles. While the myriad of SI approaches 
and definitions might speak for a certain dynamic in the field, there is also lack of rigorous 
conceptualisation, repetition and overlap in some of the research already conducted as well 
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as recurring gaps that remain unaddressed.  

Recent EU-funded research focuses on bottom-up social innovations in their environmental 
context, applying different contextual lenses (political, economic and cultural factors, 
networks) in relation to strategies and organizational form. In recent years there have been 
intense and much-needed attempts at theory building, developing theoretical frameworks 
that capture the diversity of SI systemic approaches. Projects are building theories 
assuming the interplay of structures and agency, and how it affects choices for strategic 
action, types of business models, types of social innovations, linking SI research to 
theoretical work on the welfare state and social policy, or specific types of welfare 
innovation. Projects that are in their initial year analyse SI as one approach to solidarity or 
in relation to social entrepreneurship in rural areas, taking a further step that already 
assumes a role for SI in fostering well being (Brandsen et al. 2016b:8) 

The field of social innovation is both broad and multidisciplinary, led by practice and 
context. However, definitions agree on three aspects. First, social innovations seek new 
answers to social problems or ‘new and better ways to create social value’ (Dees, 1998; 
2002). Second, they are designed to meet a particular social need more effectively than 
alternatives (OECD, 2011). Third, they enhance society’s capacity to act by empowering 
beneficiaries, and creating new roles and collaborative relationships (Mulgan, 2007). 
Social innovation is a new and more effective, efficient or sustainable solution to a social 
problem. ‘A social innovation can be a product, production process, or technology (much 
like innovation in general), but it can also be a principle, an idea, a piece of legislation, 
trends in governance, a social movement, an intervention, or some combination of them’ 
(Phills et al. 2008). 

Social innovation follows a specific process and logic of development. According to 
Mulgan (2007) the process of social innovation is composed of four main stages: 
Generating ideas by understanding needs and identifying potential solutions; developing, 
prototyping and piloting ideas; assessing then scaling up and diffusing the good ones; 
learning and evolving. It often involves individual innovators, the Schumpeterian hero 
‘crazy like the proverbial fox (...) driven by a passion to expand business’ (Elkington & 
Hartigan, 2008: 6) who carries ideas into practice (Schumpeter, 1934: 66).  
Another body of literature regards third sector and social entrepreneurship as crucial but 
not exclusive source of social innovation pioneering innovations that government and the 
market subsequently copy or support (Salamon & Anheier, 1998; BEPA, 2010; Brandsen 
et al. 2016b). They can produce both macro-social innovations such as new forms of 
networked approaches to solving public problems like labour market integration, fighting 
social exclusion and poverty, creating social capital (Greffe 2003; Monzón & Chaves, 
2012), and micro-social innovations such as new services, driving attention ‘to economic 
or social values that market production fails to value, such as social integration, well-being, 
sustainable development’ (Enjolras, 2015:22-23). 

Social innovation also takes place top-down, within public service institutions. This makes 
them part of the policy process, which raises the question of governance of social 
innovation. Moulaert et al. argued that dimensions of context, governance, process, social 
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inclusion and ethical position of social justice should be at the core of definitions of social 
innovation (Moulaert et al., 2005); from the perspective of technological innovation, 
Chesbrough brought the paradigm of open innovation with its focus on information 
exchange to social innovation research (Chesbrough et al., 2008; Leadbeater, 2009); and 
the EMES European Research Network has argued that social innovation can be identified 
through a set of economic, social and governance criteria that are emphasising the process 
dimension of innovation (Borzaga & Defourny, 2001; Nyssens, 2006; Hulgård, 2011). 

While most of the debate on social innovation is centred on the outcome (what is social 
innovation, what types of new products or initiatives qualify as socially innovative, what 
are their characteristics), much less attention is being paid to the process that leads to social 
innovation (‘how’ social innovation happens), and the characteristics of the actors or 
organizations that carry it out (Borzaga & Bodini 2012:8). As the other concepts presented 
in this paper social innovation ‘cannot be discussed without taking into consideration the 
complex set of institutional, social, economic and political factors’ (Mair, 2010: 26). This 
is reflected in current EU research, where the overarching theme and focus is the strong 
context-dependence of SI, locating innovation and organizational activity in the political, 
economic and cultural context at urban and national levels that shape actor’s strategies 
(Brandsen et al. 2016b:8). 

Due to their novelty and networking character, processes, practices and perceptions of 
social innovation tend to challenge regulatory frameworks and support structures provided 
by government agencies (Evers, 2001; Chesbrough et al., 2008). Once more the state needs 
to come up with a political framework that supports such collaborative efforts in order to 
arrive at efficient solutions in the realm of social policy. Generating social and economic 
equality are important factors that governments are eventually measured by. By involving 
citizens, civil society and third sector in social innovation and co-production they can 
obtain a level of legitimacy that only the third sector can provide. 

Scaling seems to work best for ideas behind social innovations, rather than for finished 
products, due to the context-dependence of initiatives. Work needs to be done to capture 
social innovation impact, which tends to be decentralised, short-lived and not necessarily 
linked to social innovation by practitioners (Brandsen et al. 2016b: 8). 
 

3 Moving towards an analytical framework in relation 
to channelling solidarity 

 

Empirical work carried out in this WP will focus on social and policy action, looking at 
third sector and social economy organisations interacting with public institutions in the 
process of articulating solidarity (through co-production and social innovation) and how 
solidarity actions reflect on social policy. We should aim to identify modes of 
collaboration that have the potential of becoming a channel for innovation of services and 
resources that will empower citizens and communities to face the negative consequences of 
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marketization and privatization.   

Assuming that welfare states of the 21st century have difficulties in linking “positively the 
institutional capacity of the welfare state to citizen driven initiatives and hybrid entities that 
are emerging at an increasing speed” (Laville and Hulgård, 2017) poses a threat to societal 
integration. Accordingly, the WP will shed light on the distribution of roles and identify 
some of the drivers and barriers in collaborative partnerships between public 
administration and third sector/ social economy organisations in different European 
countries in the attempt to promote social inclusion, social cohesion and the common good, 
analysed through the lense of solidarity economy.  

When chasing the socially innovative channels of solidarity formed by inputs from both 
the third sector and co-production across multiple policy fields we find it obvious to relate 
the methodological framework to solidarity economy. Whereas social economy, or the 
third sector, describes a certain set of organizations, solidarity economy opens up the 
broader question of their relationship to both economy and democracy. Hence, it becomes a 
question of how specific organizational channels of solidarity are linked to and embedded 
in the broader societal framework through both economic and political dimensions.  

Channelling solidarity through inputs from third sector, social innovation and co-creation 
is not about replacing the responsibility of one sector with another sector. It is about 
concerted action between multiple sectors and actors. Thus, it reflects both a New Public 
Governance (NPG) approach (Osborne, 2006) and a solidarity economy (SE) approach 
(Laville, 2010) to the production of public services and social policy. Both these social 
science traditions are emphasising the need for building collaborative arenas for 
policymaking, bringing together a democratic and an economic dimension. When 
reinforcing the channels of solidarity, the goal is to ‘re-embed’ and re-integrate 
marginalized and socially excluded people through several economic and political 
principles by building a bridge between the public welfare state and a strong civil society.  

This is a demand of keeping societies together in pluralist, highly functionally 
differentiated societies that no longer share a homogeneous national or cultural identity 
(Imbusch & Rucht, 2005:13). Today, states must find ways to deal with pluralist processes 
informing policy making, pluralist civil society, pluralist notions of economy and 
economic pressures to co-produce services with users and their communities. ‘It has major 
implications for democratic practices beyond representative government because it locates 
users and communities more centrally in the decision-making process. … It demands that 
politicians and professionals find new ways to interface with service users and their 
communities’ (Bovaird 2007: 846). 

The economic dimension of solidarity economy is based on recognition that economic 
principles are plural. Social and solidarity economists are often inspired by Karl Polanyi 
and his concepts of embedded versus disembedded markets and the role of markets, 
redistribution and reciprocity in the economy, ‘that hybridize three types of economic 
exchange so that they work together rather than in isolation from each other’ (Nyssens, 
2006: 318). In WP5 we are interested mainly in reciprocity, which is also called the third 
system, and is rooted in civil society. In this non-monetary economic system, production is 
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for use value and to satisfy family and community needs, rather than based on instrumental 
rationality and market-based transactions. Reciprocity allows relations to be established 
between groups or persons, turning vulnerable people into co-producers or co-owners, also 
expressed in third sector and social economy organisations. 

Redistribution, or the second system, is rooted in public policy, and it is about spending 
according to political priorities and interests in re-allocating and redistributing both values 
and consequences (Titmuss, 1974) of social change. Redistribution allows central 
authorities to be responsible for allocating and re-allocating what is produced. The last of 
the three principles is market exchange, or the first system. Compared to reciprocity and 
redistribution it is a historically new system, where production is entirely for market 
exchange/profit. In earlier times, this approach to societal integration this system was 
peripheral, but is now dominant (Laville, 2010; Hulgård, 2016).  

According to Enjolras (2015) economic theory has attempted to explain third sector 
organizations (their specific institutional forms) in terms of the paradigm of rational 
choice, explaining social systems behaviours as a result of rational actors’ interactions to 
achieve equilibrium. Structures and behaviour of a social system is the result of a series of 
interactions between actors (Knight, 1995). A rational choice approach to promoting 
solidarity economy within a framework of new public governance could argue that it is 
both in the interest of public institutions and third sector/ social economy organisations. 
How it works out in reality is the first level of empirical inquiry in this WP:  

A consequence of the rational choice theory of institutions is that institutional forms are 
conceived as efficient when they succeed in improving rational actors’ welfare. The 
existence of nonprofit institutional forms in a market economy is explained by market 
failure theory (Weisbrod, 1977; Hansmann, 1975) or transaction costs theory (Williamson, 
1975) as the result of efficient institutional solutions in order to deal with cheaper delivery 
of public goods. Both explanations share the assumption of an instrumentally rational and 
selfish actor (Weber 1978:24). If this is the case, public institutions collaborate with third 
sector/ social economy organisations to save money. 

However, actors’ behaviours cannot be reduced to instrumental rationality (Enjolras TSI 
2015:16), since both behaviours determined by conformity to social norms and those 
determined by axiological rationality, i.e. ‘by a conscious belief in the value for its own 
sake of some ethical, aesthetic, religious or other form of behaviour, independently of its 
prospects of success’ (Weber, 1978:24-25) that trigger solidarity actions are not reducible 
to instrumental rationality. In other words, civil society organisations filling a void left by 
welfare states and promoting economic and social inclusion follow a different logic: they 
constitute a space of value pluralism and freedom and contribute to ‘the diversity of 
particular values, cultural practices and citizens’ initiatives in all domains of social life’ 
including universal values ‘such as those of solidarity, inclusion, trust, and public interest. 
For this reason, they potentially have the capacity to contribute to the social integration of 
individuals and groups and to foster solidarity across differences’ (Enjolras 2015:20). 
Interviews in groups will offer first insights in different logics and expectations when 
public agencies and third sector/ social economy organisations are working together, and 
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discover scope and process of a possible fusion of horizons (separate guidelines to be 
issued). 

From the solidarity economy viewpoint, third sector and social economy organizations 
provide goods and services, but also organize expressive activities in the domains of 
education, health, employment, housing or civic engagement. The principle of reciprocity 
allows them to mobilize voluntary resources ‘that are more difficult to mobilize, if not 
impossible, for other organizational forms’ (Enjolras TSI 2015:19). Their organizational 
form, usually governed democratically, also seems to make them more resilient in times of 
austerity.  

The political dimension of solidarity economy is linked to democracy: “In the nineteenth 
century, self-protection from the market led to associations being set up and a welfare state 
being built. Associations were society’s ‘first line of defence’ before the state took a hand 
(Laville, 2010: 232). With the welfare state gradually starting to loose capacity to protect 
its citizens against risks of social exclusions, it is increasingly urgent to understand how 
actions of solidarity can be channelled from the societal periphery to the centre: ‘If 
unchallenged by actions of solidarity and reciprocity these changes will gradually speed up 
an already ongoing process towards a disintegrated society’ (Laville & Hulgård, 2017).  

Here, solidarity economy is inspired by Habermas, who understood civil society as 
emancipatory power if admitted access to the public sphere, the same emancipatory power 
that Fraser identified as important counter-movement to commodification, using economic 
and democratic principles to preserve autonomy and drive empowerment, located in the 
sphere of family and community locus of civil society (Fraser, 2013). 

In the centre of Habermas’ argument stands the application of a sluice model of problem 
solving and communication that is a crucial part of his version of deliberative democracy 
(Hulgård, 2015; Eschweiler, 2012). The legitimacy of political decisions is secured only by 
‘communication flows that start at the periphery and pass through the sluices of democratic 
and constitutional procedures’ (Habermas, 1996: 356). 

Arguably, the same channels apply to co-produce public goods and services. The public 
sphere perspective is crucial in such a model of co-production and solidarity economy: 
‘Minus the public sphere, civil society talk all too easily lends itself to projects that have 
little to do with democratization’ (Cohen, 1997: 8). The public sphere is the resource which 
connects democratic regimes with their citizens. Institutionalized opinion- and will-
formation depends on supplies coming from the informal contexts of communication found 
in the public sphere, in civil society, and in spheres of private life, reinforcing the demand 
of solidarity economy and NPG to establish institutionalised forms of co-production and 
collaboration with civil society.  

Based on interviews in focus groups the online survey carried out by all partners will give 
further evidence of drivers and barriers in such institutionalised modes of collaboration, to 
move from civil society organisations merely being service providers towards becoming 
agents in democratic governance and decision-making (Defourny et al., 2014; Evers, 
2013). It will shed light on the way emergent strategies are developed at the front line in 
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public services. As observed by Scokpol, voluntary organisations have both pressured for 
the creation of public social programs, and worked in partnership with government to 
administer and expand such programs after they were established (Skocpol, 1996: 21, 22). 
We now look at the role of third sector and social economy organisations in moving from 
redistributive solidarity in the universal welfare state to a state enabling horizontal 
expressions of solidarity, informed by new public governance models (Osborne, 2010; 
Bovaird, 2007) (separate guidelines to be issued). 

Replacing vertical solidarity with more flexible types of collective efforts and citizen 
engagement requires new institutional arrangements, i.e. for co-production, but also for 
lobbying for rights, or for new ways of delivering services. As pointed out above, the 
pressure on welfare states to cut down public spending and the resulting marketization of 
the third sector, solidarity actions that strive for the satisfaction of the own needs of 
participants or the social inclusion of vulnerable groups have long taken on an economic 
function by engaging in economic activity to fund their social mission, creating jobs, 
engaging in community or urban development, or replacing services formerly provided by 
the welfare state.  

The new hybridity of organisations is both a threat to fulfilling their traditional social, civic 
and advocacy role and a driver for the co-production and the co-design of public services 
and policy, as citizenship takes on a more pro-active role. This new synthesis between 
social protection and marketization, nowadays often euphemistically referred to as social 
innovation, also offers opportunities to turn the social dimension into economic strength 
(wage = autonomy/ participation = social inclusion), provided top-down policies promote 
collaborative arenas offering entry points for solidarity actions developed in civil society 
(holistic view on common good and participatory partnerships vs. service contracts for 
narrowly defined field) and changing notions of citizenship (WP4). 

Case studies in six countries will elaborate on successful examples of co-production and 
collaboration between public agencies or institutions and third sector/ social economy 
organisations, aimed at empowerment through redistribution and reciprocity employing a 
solidarity economy lens, turning users of services/ beneficiaries of redistribution into co-
owners and co-producers through participatory process in actions focussing on the 
common good, that are an example of new institutional arrangements that promote social 
cohesion by reducing social inequalities, enabling weaker members of society to give back 
to community, with analytical guidance developed from solidarity economy and new 
public governance (separate guidelines to be issued). 

In order to qualify organisations within the universe of solidarity economy, they must 
combine three main dimensions: economic project, social mission and participatory 
governance. The participatory dimension is key in third sector literature, in co-production 
as much as in social entrepreneurship, social economy and social innovation, due to its 
roots in civil society and social movements. Hence case studies will look at two levels of 
governance: within civil society organisations and public administration, hence the 
importance to reflect on governance models at both levels in national background reports 
(see separate guidelines). 
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The final report will consider drawing upon a typology developed by Gaiger (2015) to map 
different models and expressions of solidarity economy in Europe (understood as 
institutionalised collaborations between public institutions and third sector/ social economy 
in the delivery and formulation of social policy, integrated in a framework of public 
governance that is based on findings on drivers, barriers and modes of working together, 
thus identifying the conditions and key factors for such practices. 

 
source: Gaiger 2015:40 
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