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A mental health WISE as transit 
zone for solidarity – Drivers and 

barriers in collaboration with 
the public sector



- H2020-funded to explore current expressions of solidarity in Europe from 
an inter-disciplinary approach (2015-2018)
- 14 research teams from 12 countries in Europe
- Understand drivers and barriers of solidarity practice related to different 
state and policy sector traditions



Channelling solidarity actions

- third sector and social economy (TS/SE) organisations as transit zones for 
successful solidarity actions by way of collaboration with public actors and 
agencies in the fields of employment, education, health and housing

- combining co-production (as collaboration) and social and solidarity economy 
approaches, introducing reciprocity as additional layer in the understanding of 
solidarity

- Understanding the production of reciprocity as intertwined with political and 
institutional context, adding a democracy perspective



Research interest

-How does collaboration between public sector and TS/SE affect the
promotion of personal autonomy and social justice?

-What is the nature of collaboration:
•TS/SE as initiator/ co-designer/ co-implementor?

-Changing patterns of collaboration due to crisis? 
•drivers and barriers



Social and Solidarity Economy approach
1. Political dimension: organisations voluntarily engaged in public action for 

common good, raising public awareness for problems and solutions, filling 
gaps left by welfare states – moving towards states enabling horizontal 
collaboration (Hulgård & Laville, 2016).

2. Economic dimension: using multiple sources of income - redistribution, 
reciprocity, earned income, linking economy to autonomy in terms of 
changes in people’s reality (Laville & Salmon, 2015).

3. Social dimension: activities to enhance the quality of life through 
recognition and inclusion, skill and personal development(Enjolras, 2015).



Case Study: Union Sozialer Einrichtungen
(USE)

• Founded 1995 as first WISE for people with mental illness in 
West Berlin;

• social limited company (gGmbH) ;
• professional rehabilitation and education for people with 

mental illness, accompanied re- integration into the labour 
market if possible;

• employment of people who need more protected work 
arrangements in 30 different professions and services in 
Berlin and Brandenburg; 

• 300 professional staff and about 1100 people with disabilities 
in different activities, including paid employment



Berlin Infrastructure: Workshops for people with disabilities

Source: Landesarbeitsgemeinschaft der Werkstätten für behinderte Menschen in Berlin e.V.



Political dimension: Governance and 
collaboration Governance:

- Hierarchically structured
- Informal participation through 

workshops with staff and employees
- USE Workshop and federal Workshop 

councils 

Collaboration:
• Funding agencies and district social 

administrations
• Members of Federal Working Group of 

Workshops and umbrella of large 
welfare associations in Berlin 

• Informal ‘disability circle’ with policy 
makers and practitioners

Source: USE organizational chart 2017 



Economic dimension: Resources and target 
group 

Resources:
• Public funding for professional rehabilitation;
• Earned income from selling goods and 

services;
• EU and other project funding.

Outputs:
• Work for therapeutic reasons;
• Products and services produced according to 

interest through internal redistribution;
• Salary in addition to social benefits or pension.

Source: USE.org



Social dimension: transformation at 
individual/ community levels

Individual level:
• Daily structure, meaningful work, 

contacts and friendships, slightly better 
income, but for some stigma remains;

• Facilitating illness through access to 
mental health support structure.

Community level:
• Visibility in society as skilled workers, co-

workers (inside and through exchange)



Drivers and barriers Drivers:
• Individualised support by multi-stakeholder 

expert committee; 
• Expanding business model and diversity of 

services;
• Non-profit and disability legislation (lower VAT, 

company buy-out).

Barriers:
• Lack of trust relations between policy makers 

and workshops;
• Lack of clarity on implementation of Federal 

Participation Law in state of Berlin;
• Challenge of building reserves due to 2-3% cap 

of profit in non-profit legislation.



Conclusions

• Trust needs restoration
‘ They were all blaming each other: social welfare organisations were blaming public 
administration and politics. Politics blamed social welfare providers. Public administration 
blamed organisations or politics alternately.’  (former Secreatory of State for Health & Social 
Affairs)

• Negotiations of new participation law currently creates divisions and 
insecurities – saving rather than enabling?

‘Just because we cannot perform well enough we will be reduced to receiving benefits. I don’t 
see much solidarity in that.’ (USE employee)

• Drives search for more income generated through entrepreneurial activity
• Perceived disconnect between politicians and disabled person
• From co-designer and co-implementor to undesired provider?
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