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Abstract: The article aims to analyse the development of social entrepreneurship in the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem’s context based on the example of three countries: Poland, Italy and North Macedonia. The 
theoretical framework for the analysis and interpretation of the results is determined by new institutional 
economics and entrepreneurship theories. In turn, the empirical part is based on the analysis of selected 
indicators on the development of social entrepreneurship; a diagnostic survey has also been carried out 
among stakeholders (representatives of entities related to social entrepreneurship), and young people in 
Poland, Italy and North Macedonia. The analysis allows for the of the leading research hypothesis which 
assumes that one of the most essential and basic elements of the social entrepreneurship ecosystem is 
knowledge, and its low level within society is a barrier to its development. To make the most of its po-
tential, and increase employment in social enterprises, it is essential to integrate social entrepreneurship 
with mainstream entrepreneurship and business education.
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Introduction

Social entrepreneurship is a practice that has been dynamically developing in recent years 
and has become an area of growing interest in academic circles. This situation is influ-
enced by many factors, including actions taken at a European level. When the European 
Commission launched the Social Business Initiative in 2011, one of its priorities was to 
increase the social enterprise business model’s visibility and recognition. Following that 
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initiative, member states have adopted specific legislation in this area, and some have 
developed formal strategies or policies to support the development of social enterprises. 
The level of maturity in this area and the understanding and acceptance of the concept 
of a social enterprise by policymakers, practitioners, and researchers vary considerably 
between EU member states and beyond.

The article aims to analyse the development of social entrepreneurship in the entre-
preneurial ecosystem’s context based on the example of three countries: Poland, Italy 
and North Macedonia. These are countries with different histories, different levels of so-
cio-economic development and different levels in social entrepreneurship development. 
The preliminary analysis has allowed the central research hypothesis to be formulated. It 
assumes that one of the most essential and basic elements of the social entrepreneurship 
ecosystem is knowledge, but its low level within society is a barrier to its development.

The theoretical framework for the analysis and interpretation of the results is defined 
by new institutional economics and entrepreneurship theories. In turn, the empirical part 
is based on an analysis of selected indicators of social entrepreneurship development and 
a diagnostic survey carried out among stakeholders (representatives of entities related to 
social entrepreneurship) and the young in Poland, Italy and North Macedonia1.

Social entrepreneurship – interpretative contexts

Social entrepreneurship has become an increasingly important dynamic over recent 
decades in most European countries. However, social enterprises are still viewed very 
differently by national legislations and policies, academics and the social entrepreneurs 
themselves, not to mention society as a whole.

Social entrepreneurship, at its most basic level, means conducting business for social 
purposes. Thus, the concept of ‘social enterprise’ combines two attributes: ‘entrepreneur-
ship’ (activities that involve economic risk and economic verification of their effects) and 
‘society’ (its operation is aimed at achieving social goals) (Hausner, Laurisz, 2008: 9). It 
is also how social enterprises are defined by the European Research Network EMES, em-
phasising that initiatives which fit in with social entrepreneurship should be characterised 
by meeting both economic and social criteria (Defourny, Nyssens, 2008) (Figure 1).

1  These studies were carried out as part of the project “INN@SE – Innovative social entrepreneurship with 
youth engagement” co-financed by the European Union (2019-3-PL01-KA205-077684).

Economic criteria

  conducting activities based on economic instruments on a 
continuous and regular basis

  independence, sovereignty of institutions in relation to 
public institutions

   bearing the economic risk existence of paid staff

  clear orientation towards the socially useful goal of the 
project

  the grassroots, civic nature of the initiative
  democratic management system
  possibly communal nature of the action
  limited profit distribution

Social criteria

Figure 1. Definition of a social enterprise (EMES)

Source: author, based on Defourny, Nyssens (2008: 37) 
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Based on EMES’s research, further attempts were made to operationalise the defini-
tion of ‘social enterprise’. In line with a concept based on the Social Business Initiative 
(SBI) promoted by the European Commission, a social enterprise relates to three dimen-
sions. Social enterprises carry out commercial activities (entrepreneurial – the economic 
dimension) to achieve a social or common good (the social dimension) and have an or-
ganisation or ownership system that reflects their mission (inclusive management – the 
ownership dimension) (European Commission, 2020a: 28).

A social enterprise is a company that allows social problems to be solved with the help 
of business tools. While entrepreneurship aims to start and run a new enterprise to cre-
ate economic wealth, social entrepreneurship focuses on setting up a business venture to 
create social capital and make a profit that is going to be used primarily to achieve social 
goals.

In organisational terms, social entrepreneurship covers a diverse group of entities and 
initiatives. Social enterprises can operate in various forms such as social cooperatives, 
non-profit organisations (e.g. associations, voluntary organisations, charities or founda-
tions). For example, in Poland, the National Program for the Development of the Social 
Economy (2019) included entities operating in the field of public benefit (non-govern-
mental organisations conducting economic activity), economic organisations (cooper-
atives, non-profit companies), reintegration entities (e.g. professional activity establish-
ments, social integration centres), social enterprises, and also informal initiatives (e.g. 
cooperatives, student cooperatives). Social entrepreneurs are often associated with vari-
ous sectors and non-profit organisations, but this does not eliminate the need to profit as 
social enterprises need capital to run their businesses and bring positive change to society.

Social entrepreneurs represent an innovative approach to solving critical and negle- 
cted social problems, mobilising ideas, abilities and the social resources necessary for last-
ing social change (Bornstein, 2004). As Schumpeter wrote, they are reformers and revo-
lutionaries but have a social mission (Dees, 2001). Sometimes social entrepreneurship is 
defined as the economic activity of creating new models for the delivery of products and 
services to meet the basic human needs of the most impoverished social strata that remain 
unmet by current economic or social institutions (Seelos, Mair, 2005).

Initially, most social enterprises aim to create jobs for specific groups such as the disa-
bled or the long-term unemployed. However, over the last thirty years, an understanding 
of social entrepreneurship has developed, which creates jobs for disadvantaged groups 
and produces goods and services, thus addressing a wide variety of issues important to 
society. Based on recent research by the European Commission, the definitions of social 
enterprises that are most commonly used in the EU member states can be divided into:

  organisational definitions, focusing on the intrinsic characteristics of social enterpri-
ses and using specific features common to all eligible entities;

  sectoral definitions, covering only certain types of organisations working in the field of 
social inclusion, mainly by facilitating the integration of those excluded from the labo-
ur market; such definitions are usually policy-based and linked to funding program-
mes (mainly those resulting from the implementation of the European Social Fund) 
and policies aimed at promoting social inclusion (European Commission, 2020a).
The sector definition is a sub-component of the organisational definition, narrowing 

down the field of activity and the type of social impact. A social enterprise’s potential 
stems from its specific characteristics, hence the definition of a  social enterprise is far 
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from ‘neutral’ and has important policy implications (e.g. access to finance). It is worth 
underlining that definitions in EU legislation are adopted to implement specific incen-
tives and not to propose a definition to be used by member states in their legislation.

Knowledge of social entrepreneurship in Poland, Italy and North Macedonia

Due to the lack of a consistent definition of a social enterprise, it is often misunderstood 
by the general public; there are also significant differences between countries. It is con-
firmed by research conducted among the so-called stakeholders (those associated with 
the social entrepreneurship sector) and young people from Italy, Poland and North Mac-
edonia2. 

The research sample was selected intentionally. The respondents were young people 
aged 18 to 35, youth workers and other stakeholders from Poland, Italy and North Mace-
donia. In total, 420 young people and 35 stakeholders completed the questionnaires. The 
young people involved in the study were mainly under 25 (68.2%), living in rural areas or 
small towns (60.2%) and female (64.2%). Most of them were students (48%), followed by 
those employed in enterprises (19%), interns/volunteers (12%), those employed in pub-
lic administration (5%), in non-governmental organisations (4%), entrepreneurs (4%), 
as well as the unemployed (12%). Stakeholders involved in the study were mainly aged 
36–50 (67.4%), living in large cities (over 500 000 inhabitants – 34.8%; from 100 000– 
–500 000 inhabitants – 30.4%), male (56.5%). They came from different backgrounds and 
had differing professional status (entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs, those employed in 
non-governmental organisations, those employed in public administration – related to 
supporting social entrepreneurship, those employed in enterprises). However, all of them 
were related to the social economy sector and/or were working with young people. Online 
surveys were prepared separately for young people and stakeholders. The surveys were 
distributed over the internet and collected in June and July 2020.

Stakeholders were asked about their understanding of social entrepreneurship and 
to identify three main features of a social enterprise – typical features that distinguish it 
from traditional business (open-ended question). The responses varied widely. Most of 
the respondents indicated achieving social goals (12 responses), reinvesting profits (12), 
social impact (10), solving social problems (10), and acting and responding to the needs 
of the local community (10 responses). Stakeholders indicated many other features (e.g. 
employing people at risk of social exclusion, reinvesting profits, innovative approach-
es, mission, joint action, participatory management, solidarity, inclusiveness), but these 
responses appeared much less frequently. Thus, there is no one clear association, one 
feature that would be considered the most important by all for a social enterprise. Inter-
estingly, Polish respondents indicated the social goal of the activity more often, Italians 
– the social impact, while the respondents from North Macedonia most often referred to 
solving social problems.

In the same survey, respondents (both stakeholders and young people) were asked 
to indicate what type of enterprise/organisation they consider to be a social enterprise.  

2 These studies also included Jordan, but due to the specificity of this country and difficulties in accessing 
other data, including statistical ones, Jordan is not the subject of this article. The full research report is available 
at https://innose.up.krakow.pl/results/.



Social entrepreneurship and selected elements of the entrepreneurship ecosystem  169

The following options were available (multiple choice):
  businesses solving social problems (e.g. combating poverty and social exclusion), 
  an enterprise that employs people with fewer opportunities (e.g. disability, educatio-

nal difficulties, cultural differences, health problems, economic, social and geographi-
cal obstacles), 

  an enterprise allocating profits for social purposes, 
  non-profit organisations, 
  an enterprise financed by subsidies, 
  an enterprise that donates part of its profit to charity, 
  businesses whose primary purpose is to exert social influence while remaining profi-

table.
The distribution of responses selected by stakeholders and young people from these 

three surveyed countries is presented in Figures 2 and 3.
Stakeholders most often indicated: (a) businesses solving social problems (89% of all 

respondents), (g) businesses whose primary goal is to generate some social impact while 
maintaining profitability (74%), (b) an enterprise employing people with fewer opportu-
nities (66%). Surprisingly many people indicated answer (d) ‘non-profit organisation’. It 
may indicate that many people equate social enterprises with the non-profit sector (this 
answer was chosen particularly often by Polish respondents).

Key: a. business solving social problems; b. enterprise that employs people with fewer opportunities; c. enter-
prise allocating profits for social purposes; d. non-profit organisation; e. subsidised enterprise; f. enterprise that 
donates part of its profits to charity; g. business whose primary goal is to make social impact while remaining 
profitable

Source: author

Figure 2. Stakeholders – which of the following do you consider a social enterprise? (multiple  
answers possible; a percentage of respondents who indicated a given option)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 120%

North Macedonia

Poland

Italy

Total
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The responses to the same question among young people were slightly different. 
Young people perceive social enterprises mainly as businesses solving social problems, 
but the percentage of respondents who chose this answer was as much as 25 percentage 
points lower than among stakeholders. The biggest difference in relation to the stakehol- 
ders can be seen in (g) ‘businesses whose main goal is to generate social impact while 
maintaining profitability’ – young respondents indicated this answer much less often 
(46%). The social impact generated by social enterprises is much less noticeable among 
young people. Interestingly, this was not the case for Italy where this option was chosen 
most often. Another difference is that an enterprise that donates part of its profit to chari-
ty and a subsidy-funded enterprise were treated as social enterprises – young people were 
more likely to point to this option. It can be concluded that their understanding of social 
entrepreneurship is intuitive, not supported by actual knowledge

Social entrepreneurship ecosystems in Italy, Poland and North Macedonia

Social entrepreneurship and the social economy are unevenly developed around the 
world. This is due to many factors ranging from the general level of socio-economic de-
velopment in individual countries to a specific development stage in the concept of so-
cial economy itself in given countries. There are those where social entrepreneurship is 

Key: a. business solving social problems; b. enterprise that employs people with fewer opportunities; c. enter-
prise allocating profits for social purposes; d. non-profit organisation; e. subsidised enterprise; f. enterprise that 
donates part of its profits to charity; g. business whose primary goal is to make social impact while remaining 
profitable.

Source: author

Figure 3. Young people – which of the following do you consider a social enterprise? (multiple an-
swers possible; a percentage of respondents who indicated a given option)
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a fairly young concept that has appeared in public debate only in recent years (e.g. North 
Macedonia). There are also countries such as Italy where social entrepreneurship is a con-
cept that has been around for a long time, but is regulated in various ways. Finally, Poland 
is somewhere in the middle and clearly differs from the countries mentioned above.

The history of social enterprises in Italy is closely linked to the characteristics and 
evolution of its welfare system. It covers nearly 40 years and shows diverse trends in the 
different organisation types that make up the spectrum of social enterprises. The concept 
of ‘social enterprise’ was introduced in Italy earlier than elsewhere – in the late 1970s – to 
denote the first ‘social solidarity cooperatives’ which arose on the voluntary initiative of 
groups of citizens to undertake economic activities as part of a social project (Borzaga, 
Fazzi, Galera, 2016). After more than ten years of unregulated development, this new 
cooperative was recognised in 1991 under Law 381/1991 on ‘social cooperatives’. This 
law not only recognised a new form of cooperative that had developed since the 1970s 
but introduced a new type of enterprise with a clear social purpose. Act 381 regulates two 
social cooperatives: Type A provides social, health and educational services; Type B in-
volves people with special needs. The gradual recognition of voluntary organisations and 
social cooperatives, and the growth and diversification of needs that arise in a society in-
creasingly attract public money. As a result, the number of such initiatives has increased 
dramatically over the years, stimulating a collective debate on the most appropriate or-
ganisational solution to guarantee an adequate supply of social services and harness the 
contribution of civil society.

Polish social enterprises have their roots in voluntary involvement and cooperative 
movements long before the Second World War. These traditions survived despite the 
communist regime and then revived after the democratic breakthrough of 1989, enabling 
the development of associations and foundations in the following years (Giza-Poleszczuk, 
Hausner, 2008). The concept of social entrepreneurship appeared in public discourse in 
Poland in connection with accession to the EU and its related policies. Poland’s accession 
and access to funds from the organisation’s budget played a key role in stimulating the 
development of social enterprises (Murzyn, 2018). This has led to two parallel processes: 
the evolution of traditional legal forms, such as foundations and associations, towards 
market orientation and the legal recognition of new types such as social cooperatives.

On the one hand, Poland is characterised by an increase in the number of social en-
terprises but, on the other, by their relatively poor development. A study conducted by 
Eurofund questioned the sustainability of social enterprises (Eurofund, 2019: 21). The 
respondents indicated that many operate only as long as they receive financial support 
for their activity (including remuneration). The development of social enterprises is also 
prone to a kind of ‘stigmatisation’, i.e. perceiving them only through the prism of dif-
ficulties experienced by their employees, and not the quality of their offer. This makes 
integration with the mainstream economy difficult. 

The history of social enterprise practice in North Macedonia is, in turn, closely re-
lated to socialist self-government cultivated during the Yugoslav era and the emergence 
of various forms of economic cooperation, promoting solidarity and mutual aid (Sivcev, 
Randelovic, 1966). The initiatives identified during the socialist era can be seen as a pos-
itive legacy (Klekovski et al., 2011) that paved the way for the emergence of today’s social 
enterprises. In North Macedonia, social enterprise and social entrepreneurship appeared 
in third sector discourse in 2009–2010, but there is conceptual confusion when discussed 
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in public. There is no accepted definition of a social enterprise between stakeholders and 
the government. The general understanding of the concept among policymakers, the do-
nor community, civil society and social enterprises is limited to work-integrated enter-
prises (aimed at integrating people in more complex life situations and at risk of social 
exclusion). The ongoing process of EU integration has played a crucial role in boosting 
social enterprises’ development in North Macedonia. This process has resulted in two key 
reforms that fostered social enterprises’ emergence, namely in the market-oriented asso-
ciations’ sector and in the welfare system, adopting a decentralised approach (European 
Commission, 2018).

These diverse experiences of individual countries are reflected in the number and de-
gree of social enterprises’ acceptance (Table 1).

Table. 1. Estimated number and acceptance level of social enterprises (SE) in Italy, Poland and 
North Macedonia

State Year 
Estimated 

number 
of SE

Number 
of SE  

per million 
population

Estimated 
number  

of employees

The degree 
of data 

reliability

Applying 
and 

accepting 
the SE 

concept 
Italy 2017 102 461 1 694 894 800 very high very high
Poland 2016–2019 29 535 768 428 700 high medium
North 
Macedonia 2013–2015 551 266 no data low low

Source: author – based on the European Commission 2020a

Considering the range of social enterprises operating in Italy, this phenomenon turns 
out to be numerically significant irrespective of their legal form. Based on the available data 
on social cooperatives, social enterprises and associations and foundations operating in 
the market, the estimated number in 2017 was over 102 000, representing almost 900 000 
paid workers and an annual turnover of EUR 42 700 million (European Commission, 
2020b). Italy also has the most significant cooperative sector in Europe, generating 
around EUR 150 billion in annual revenues (CICOPA, 2017). There are no official esti-
mates of the number of social enterprises in Poland. Based on available data on individual 
types, the total number is estimated at 29 535. They employ 428 700 people, but their em-
ployment potential measured as full-time jobs is lower (European Commission, 2020c). 
Estimating the number of social enterprises in North Macedonia is even more difficult 
due to the multiplicity of legal forms (associations, sheltered workshops, cooperatives) 
under which such enterprises try to operate, and the lack of specific data on which of 
these entities fully correspond to the definition of a social enterprise. According to esti-
mated data collected for the European Commission, about 550 entities can be included in 
this category, while there is no data on employment level (European Commission, 2018).

The environment is vital for developing social entrepreneurship, confirmed by the 
research and analyses conducted so far (Kerlin, 2017; Roy et al., 2015). The institutional 
environment is of particular importance, i.e. “various social, cultural and political norms 
(institutions) that determine the way social actors operate” (North, 2017: 6). At the same 
time, the concept of the entrepreneurial ecosystem has emerged, which is considered to 
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be a set of interdependent actors and factors managed in such a way as to enable produc-
tive entrepreneurship in a given territory (Stam, 2015). The entrepreneurial ecosystem 
elements that can be distinguished are ‘framework’ and ‘system conditions’ (Figure 4). 
Framework conditions include social conditions (informal and formal institutions) and 
physical conditions that enable or restrict interpersonal interactions.

Moreover, access to a more or less exogenous demand for new goods and services is 
also of great importance. System conditions are at the heart of the ecosystem and include 
entrepreneurial networks, leadership, finance, talent, knowledge and support services. 
The presence of these elements and the interaction between them largely determine the 
success of an ecosystem.

The entrepreneurial activity that results from the entrepreneurial ecosystem is increas-
ingly seen as an essential driver of economic growth and development. There is evidence 
that the relationship between entrepreneurship and growth varies systematically between 
groups of regions, and these differences are related to regional characteristics that can be 
linked to the quality of a region’s entrepreneurial ecosystem (Content et al., 2020). For 
example, there is evidence that better local institutions help small and medium-sized en-
terprises increase their productivity. Besides, the influence of institutions interacts with 
specific company characteristics such as size, age, human capital and productivity levels, 
as well as the sector in which it operates (Agostino et al., 2020).

The social enterprise ecosystem in Italy is shaped by the interplay between key actors 
who have contributed to the recognition of the specificity of social enterprises, developed 
support policies and measures to support their replication and scaling, and have played 
a role in making social enterprise visible (European Commission, 2020b). Key actors are 
national and local policymakers, research and education providers, social enterprise net-
works and financial intermediaries.

Source: Stam (2015: 1765)

Figure 4. Key elements, outputs and outcomes of the entrepreneurial ecosystem

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Total value crea�on Outcomes 

Entrepreneurial ac�vity Output 

Elements of the entrepreneurial ecosystem 

Network Leadership  Finances Talents Knowledge Support 
services 

Systemic 
condi�ons 

Formal ins�tu�ons Culture Physical infrastructure Demand Framework 
condi�ons 



174 dOrOta Murzyn

Several key actors are part of the social enterprise ecosystem in Poland. They operate 
at all administrative levels, i.e. national (Ministry for Social Policy), regional and local 
(Social Economy Support Centres, or Ośrodki Wsparcia Ekonomii Społecznej – OWES) 
to create policy programmes for social enterprises and support their legal, financial and 
know-how development. OWES is intended to provide a wide range of support to exist-
ing social enterprises as well as organisations or groups of people interested in starting 
one. Polish social enterprises are entitled to benefit from support aimed at the organisa-
tion of the social economy. In particular, it is organised as part of the National Program 
for the Development of the Social Economy, which is the basic document defining the 
direction of development of the social economy and social enterprises in Poland

By contrast, in North Macedonia, public policy efforts until recently have been pri-
marily geared towards overcoming the weaknesses and internal barriers of social enter-
prises, rather than developing a supporting ecosystem. A continuing challenge is the lack 
of cooperation between the stakeholders who are part of this ecosystem. There is no clear 
division of power, and no specific responsibilities and connections between government, 
investors, the business sector and educational institutions.

In 2016, the Thomson Reuters Foundation (2020), in cooperation with Deutsche 
Bank, published a ranking, based on research among experts from 45 countries, which 
assessed the environment for social entrepreneurs’ activities. Six key areas were taken 
into account: public support, the attraction of qualified staff, social understanding, the 
opportunity to earn a living, development and gaining momentum, access to investment.  
This study was repeated in 2019 and according to its results, the best conditions for devel-
opment were in Canada, Australia and France, in that order. Italy took 18th place, while 
Poland was 35th. Both countries had worsened their position compared to 2016 (then 
Italy was 12th, Poland – 18th). North Macedonia was not included in this survey.

Conclusions 

The importance of and interest in social entrepreneurship has increased in recent years 
and is becoming an important factor in regional and local development. However, public 
knowledge of social enterprise ideas, social entrepreneurship and the social economy is 
still limited. The results of this research confirm it. Young people understand social entre-
preneurship quite intuitively. In turn, even the stakeholders themselves, i.e. people related 
to social entrepreneurship, define a  social enterprise differently. There are also visible 
differences in this respect between countries. Additionally, the variety of legal forms in 
which social enterprises operate creates confusion regarding the understanding of the 
concept itself.

Knowledge is an essential element of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and is one of the 
key areas considered by the Thomson Reuters Foundation in the research on the sur-
roundings of social enterprises’ activities. Therefore, for social entrepreneurship to devel-
op, it is necessary to raise awareness of this phenomenon. It is crucial in the case of young 
people who have to choose their career path. If they are to make informed choices, it is es-
sential to integrate social entrepreneurship into mainstream entrepreneurship education.

There are considerable differences between countries in terms of origin, historical and 
cultural traditions, the size and diffusion of social enterprises, the activities carried out, 
and the legal and policy arrangements to improve the environment in which they operate. 
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These various social entrepreneurship ecosystems are also closely related to the level of 
socio-economic development in individual countries. It is seen in the three countries an-
alysed in this article. How the research sample was selected, and its size means that the re-
search conclusions are not representative. Nevertheless, they allow attention to be drawn 
to a significant problem: the deficiencies in knowledge about social entrepreneurship and 
the ambiguity of this phenomenon’s definitions.
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