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WORKING GROUP 

The role of clusters and similar forms of business cooperation in fostering the development of 
social economy 

 

Following the Social Business Initiative (2011), the recommendations of the Commission’s Expert Group on 
Social Entrepreneurship - GECES (2016) and the Start-up - Scale up Initiative (2016), further actions should be 
deployed to scale business activities of Social Economy, including Social Enterprises and improve the access to 
the European Internal Market1.  

In this context, Commission services propose to set-up a new working group (WG) within the Expert group on 
Social Economy and Social Enterprise to discuss issues related to business cooperation:  

(1) through cluster participation and similar vehicles for business cooperation amongst Social Economy 
actors;  

(2) between social economy and traditional enterprises.  

The mapping of interest in the first meeting of the renewed expert group (October 2018) endorsed this 
approach by identifying the need to explore, diffuse and share practices at a European level on clusters and 
improved business cooperation, between Social Economy and with traditional enterprises. A starting point for 
this WG could be the European Commissions’ Smart Guide to Cluster Policy definition2. It will allow us to 
explore to what extend this definition captures Social Economy clusters or similar vehicles of business 
cooperation3. We propose two different approaches for the WG:  

1. The development of “Social Economy clusters”. 

As up today, we see a vast and rich variety of ‘social economy clusters’ or likewise concepts and appellations, 
such as Social Innovation Clusters, shared value clusters, territorial Social Economy clusters, etc. Ultimately, on 
its way towards policy recommendations, this WG could in an ‘exploration phase’ consider a short EU-wide 
typology and mapping, bearing in mind different contexts and Social Economy characteristics.  

Secondly it can evolve towards an identification phase of design features on how to multiply and scale Social 
Economy clusters and their impact. For this purpose, some questions might be put forward: What types of 
Social Economy clusters already exist? What are their characteristics? Are they fundamentally different from 

                                                           
1 More information on:  

 
Initiative “ Start up – Scale up “  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/new-initiative-startups-start-and-scale-europe 
Social Business Initiative : http://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/social-economy/enterprises_en 
GECES recommandations : http://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/social-economy/enterprises/expert-groups_en 
 
2 https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/smart-guide-cluster-policy-published-0_en  
 

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/new-initiative-startups-start-and-scale-europe
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/social-economy/enterprises_en
http://ec.europa.eu/growth/sectors/social-economy/enterprises/expert-groups_en
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/smart-guide-cluster-policy-published-0_en


“traditional” clusters? To what extent do they track their impact? Do they benefit from public policy support? Is 
there scope to further develop this model?  

2. The Integration of social economy in existing clusters  

As stated above, the emphasis on scaling-up of Social Economy and mainstream their presence and activities in 
the Internal Market is an important EU policy ambition. In that sense, business cooperation is undeniably 
important for Social Economy, within sectors, cross-sectoral, across borders and also with traditional 
enterprises. Therefore, clusters could be considered as a way to promote integrative cooperation between 
different enterprise models.  

Within “traditional” cluster communities, there is a growing ambition to ally with Social Economy actors within 
a clusters, to pursue social objectives, gain a different skillsets, open access to new markets and labour forces 
and grow their business and social impact. However, data on the presence of Social Economy in “traditional” or 
“competitive” clusters is very rare and motives, drivers, and barriers for cooperation in such structures are not 
identified extensively.  

In that sense, the WG could aim to gather evidence on what is already happening in the Member States and 
how this could be further promoted, why and how? This leads us to some additional questions: why would it be 
in the interest of clusters to reach out to Social Economy? What can make clusters more open to Social 
Economy? Why would it make sense for Social Economy to participate in ‘competitive’ clusters? What kind of 
partnerships might work? 

 
Horizontal matters 
 
Ultimately both approaches should maintain a European context and added value from an internal market 
perspective. Therefore, the WG will could address within this context some horizontal matters such as Clusters 
as a facilitator for more private procurement between social and traditional enterprises, Cross border scaling 
and cooperation, the role of Social innovation as a tool for cooperation and cross regional learning for 
presence of Social Economy in Rural and Urban areas. 

Organisation of the working group 

Optimally, the working group shall include maximum 15-20 members, combining a variety of expertise. The 
members are required to commit to active contribution of the work, both in terms of physical meetings, as well 
as by written contributions. The work of the group will start with a constitutive meeting early 2019 and +/- 2 
follow-up meetings before the next plenary meeting scheduled in autumn where it will report progress. The 
continuation of the working group will be subject to confirmation by end of the year 2019. 

Following dates are proposed for workshop reunions: 7th of March (Brussels), 14 & 15 May (Cluster Conference 
- Romania) and the 2nd of July (Brussels). Additional webinars might be proposed and organised.  

The members shall express their interest in participating in this working group by 15 January 2019 at the latest 
by a motivated email to GROW-SOCIAL-ENTERPRISE@ec.europa.eu  with a copy to EMPL-ENTREPRENEURSHIP-
EXPERTS@ec.europa.eu.  

The Commission services will consequently decide on the final composition of the group and will inform the 
members respectively. 
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