
1. What does producing social innovation mean?
In order to re-think the welfare and imagine innovative interventions, it is important to 
sustain those contexts/public authorities that facilitate an effective and efficient 
management of collective resources, that stimulate a multi-stakeholders approach and 
incentive innovation. This contexts helps to create a community that co-projects initiatives
and produces social cohesion.

New ideas and solutions must be measured in several ways at the same time: 

1) Generation of outcomes and concrete changes; 

2) Sustainability in the short and long term; 

3) The obtainment of a new cultural and political legitimation by building new 
partnerships and new strategies that multiply resources.

Social Economy initiatives - and their social impact - enable new forms of intervention 
and services that are more appropriate to a highly complex society. They are capable to 
develop an open coordination of the service provided aimed at responding to new risks 
and social needs as well as to help to redefine the sense and scope of action of the public
sector. 

Considering the importance of the context, the role of Caritas can be to promote the 
creation of a ecosystem within which social enterprises can flourish.

2. Building ecosystems for the development of 
innovation and social economy
In order to define an enabling ecosystem for social enterprise we appeal to ecology and 
biology more than to economic systems.

An ecosystem is a systemic whole made up of different living organisms that interact 
with each other and with the environment around them. The focus on the ecosystem is 
therefore cooperation (and not competition, typical of the traditional economic world) for
the realization of a common result.

In this perspective, the competitive difference will be the value produced by that 
ecosystem compared to other systems. Social and economic value cannot be produced 



by a single element but requires the participation and coordination of all different actors, 
which produce a competitive advantage by virtue of their complementarity.

Such ecosystems consist of five main components:

 The legal and regulatory framework, which brings clarity, visibility and recognition

 Access to finance, which should be of a range of types and sources

 Access to markets, particularly through public procurement

 Business support structures, both generic and specialist, and catering for both 
start-up and growth

 Training and research, including the co-construction of policy through 
partnerships1

Social Economy enterprises often perform activities of public interest, outside their own 
organization and often disconnected from strictly management tasks. For this reason it is
particularly important that around the social enterprise there are widespread and dense 
relational networks that contribute to creating the conditions for SE to flourish. Social 
entrepreneurs are called to radically renew their entrepreneurial competence, seeking 
new balances that are centred precisely on the ecosystem and not only on their own 
business.

The construction of enabling ecosystems is a very complex activity that requires to 
constantly including new and very different actors. This is why in the fields where social 
economy enterprises are developed there are often more or less formalized networks, 
consortium, federative and hybrid structures able to coordinate activities, represent 
interests and scale innovations. 

In such institution building process Caritas and SE enterprises can play a key role.

3. Steps for the construction of an ecosystem
3.1 Clear mission and allies

To take the first step towards creating an ecosystem it is necessary to ask at least 4 
questions in order to identify the change we want to make and how we will produce and 
measure the change:

1 https://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/CBS-ecosystem-22-23-Apr15-Sum-report.pdf



1. What change do we want to generate (for example: to involve our beneficiaries in the 
creation of services, or to train our local communities to develop innovative ideas and 
invest in the generation of jobs for people in need);

2. Which value chain do we want to build? And what results do we want to achieve to 
improve/change the social, economic, cultural context?

3. What impact do we want to generate? (for example, do we want to involve 70% of the 
Dioceses in three years)?

4. What are the action/strategies that we are willing to implement? How much we are 
able to invest? (for example: using 40% of the funds available in national Caritas to 
develop social economy actions or investing in the training of all our younger workers by 
developing a management course in innovation and social economy and still create a 
hub for the development of social enterprise in our diocese)?

Important is also to identify not so much the actors of the ecosystem (which do not have 
to be rigidly defined), as the key roles of an ecosystem by asking the following questions:

1. Who can generate human and financial resources?

2. Who can develop service models for collective interests?

3. Who is able to accelerate the processing and transfer of resources?

4. Who are the beneficiaries who benefits form the ecosystem and who are also willing to 
contribute to it? 

3.2 Three junctions to be tackled to produce ecosystem change

 There are three main strands to address for the creation of systemic change:

1. Building new rules of interaction between the subjects of the ecosystem (example: the 
actors participating in the ecosystem construct a common fund to support the start-up of
social enterprises or to support the training of their key operators):

2. Introduce a breakthrough innovation that determines new patterns of behaviour 
among the actors (for example, a common service is carried out directly managed by the
beneficiaries, for example tourist accommodation places managed by migrants with a 
common brand);



3. Provide an open infrastructure (for example a digital platform) that qualifies as a 
common good and is able to produce data and good practices for the development of 
processes of advocacy and strategic positioning of the ecosystem.

In this way the ecosystem builds an arena in which those interested in the services 
produced by the ecosystem do not buy only a good or a service that incorporates a 
quality but buys goods with meaning and concrete experiences. These types of goods 
become a leaven for the whole surrounding environment, capable of evolving and 
becoming resilient to changes.

3.3 The map of information to be collected on the presence of policy conditions to 
develop processes of social economy in one's own country.

The questions that follow will allow identifying the conditions of policies necessary for the 
development of social enterprise in your country.

1. Identify the definition of a social enterprise in your country as well as the policies and 
legal framework. For this purpose, the useful questions to ask are:

A. Is there any policy framework or specific legislation for social enterprises in 
your country? Which are the key elements?

B. Is it possible to identify some rules related to social enterprises in the ordinary 
legislation? If yes, which are the key elements?

C. Is there any group that is acting for the promotion of an adequate legislation in 
this sense? If yes, who are they?

D. Has any convention/conference been organized on this topic in the last 3 
years? If yes, which ones?

E. Please identify the juridical forms that are existing in your country in order to 
implement social activities.



2. Identify public support for the social enterprise. The questions to be addressed are:

A. Is there any interest from the public institution in the development of social 
enterprises in your country? If yes, which are the key elements?

B. Identify the public supports for social enterprises (funds or initiatives for start-
up, guarantee funds, fund for the employment for vulnerable groups, matching between 
investors and entrepreneurs, support for business planning and international networking, 
University degrees or other kind of educations). 

C. List the University researches that your country have commissioned in this 
topic.

D. Do you know the EU supports foreseen in the Strategy 2020 and the 
possibilities to have access them in cooperation with other EU member States?

3. Identify the social enterprise networks in your country. It may be useful to identify:

A. The main networks about social enterprises and social inclusion that look 
interesting in your country. 

B. Identify the main websites where you can find good practices replicable in your 
territories.

4. Analyse the social investment market

A. Identify the  main investors in social enterprises in your country. 

B. List  Foundation that can offer grants/funds, and identify their criteria for 
funding.

C. Build up a map of the key actors in your country for the social enterprise 
system, identifying name and level (local, national, international).

5. Map the social enterprises present in your country.

Is there any database about existing social enterprises in your country? 

(check it with: Ministries, Agencies, Chambers of commerce, other NGOs…)




