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Abstract
Motivation: Social economy has been playing increasingly important role in the EU 

member states regional development overcoming the phenomena included in the widely 
understood social and economic exclusion and degradation of natural environment. It 
so happens because social entrepreneurship bridges the gap resulting from ineffective 

and imposed actions of the third participant of economic process, namely the government 
trying to overcome the effects of above mentioned negative phenomena. The social entre-
preneurship is becoming more and more important because of the local and regional char-

acter of activities, addressed directly to endangered social groups and geographic areas, 
solving problems at their source. In the European Union nearly 11 million people are em-
ployed in the sector of social economy and the number has been growing for many years. 
Therefore, it seems important to make the topic of social entrepreneurship and its impact 
on regional development the subject of scientific studies. In recent years, more attention 

is paid to various concepts, fulfilling not only economic, but also social and environmental 
goals; one of them undoubtedly includes social economy.

Aim: This article aims at analysing specific form of entrepreneurship, namely social econ-
omy enterprises (PES), and presenting benefits resulting from their activity for regional 

development. The research methods applied in this study include inter alia the critical 
analysis of literature as well as evaluation and comparison of secondary research results 

from various sources. The scope of research refers to selected regions in Poland. The char-
acter of research work is illustrative.
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Results: The article indicates how the concept of social economy helps to eliminate 
the negative effects of social and economic exclusion. Through actions at the regional lev-

el, it is the social economy that acquires particular importance in voluntary, bottom-up 
solving of local community problems and supporting governmental activities. The results 
of the research of source materials presented in the article indicate that the level of devel-
opment of social economy in different regions of Poland is of a varied nature, which may 

mean that its potential is not yet noticed everywhere.

Keywords: social economy; social objectives; economic objectives; regional development; spatial 
order

JEL: R11; R23

1. Introduction

The economic development in Poland has been facing numerous barriers 
and problems the government is struggling with. Many of these problems result 
from the specificity of regions; therefore, it is so difficult to develop universal 
and system-based solutions on the central level. After political transformation, 
Poland had to adapt to the changing economic circumstances, and as a result 
many people lost their source of income as a consequence of shutting down un-
profitable enterprises. The effects of such situation are particularly visible in ag-
ricultural and poorly urbanized regions where many people experienced social 
and economic marginalisation. Active governmental policy has been providing 
actions within social and professional integration of the socially excluded. One 
of the efficient instruments includes the concept of social economy where en-
tities are established and operate in the excluded regions. The advantage of so-
cial economy entities over other instruments applied to combat social exclusion 
results from the fact that these entities operate exactly where they problems 
occur, adjusting the activities to the specificity and character of the region.

2. Characteristics of social economy

Social economy is identified with social entrepreneurship and is called the econ-
omy of solidarity. The term has got numerous definitions, which confirms 
the popularity of this economic concept. The diversity of concepts depends 
on various perspectives selected to analyse social economy. Some scientists fo-
cus on the achieved objectives, some focus on innovation, some on social group 
the support is addressed to within the concept of social economy.

Taking into account the objective of activities, the term, social economy, is 
applied to the sector of economy where organizations focus on social usefulness, 
and the surplus generated by these organizations are used to implement social 
objectives (Janowski, 2016, p. 68). The above mentioned definition underlines 
the importance of social objective which is superior to economic objective. In-
formation on the hierarchy of social entrepreneurship objectives is important 
since there are other economic concepts fulfilling similar objectives but based 
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on different scale of priorities. The author refers e.g. to the concept of socially 
responsible enterprise, which, also fulfils social objectives provided that eco-
nomic objective is superior to social objective.

The definition emphasizing the innovative character of social economy de-
fines the social entrepreneur as the one providing new possibilities, implement-
ing innovative solutions, combining vision with pragmatism, solving problems 
in a creative and ethical manner, fully engaged in the area of social changes 
(Borstein, 2004, p. 39). The concept of innovative approach is often analysed 
together with the concept of social economy since it is considered one the most 
important features of social entrepreneur.

The definition emphasizing the target group, the addressee of actions within 
social economy, focuses its activity on undeserved people and people who ex-
perienced harm, and should aim at developing benefits resulting from social 
changes in favour of individuals and/or social groups (Martin & Osberg, 2007, 
p. 29). These groups include the unemployed, people addicted to psychoactive 
substances, the disabled, people leaving correctional institutions, people from 
single-parent households, discriminated for origin or gender.

The above presented definitions indicate that for many researchers social 
economy has a different meaning resulting from their focus on selected area 
of activity related to this concept. Therefore, attempts to define social economy 
in a universal manner should include all aspects and definitions of this phe-
nomenon. According to the National program for social economy development un-
til 2023: social solidarity economy the definition combining the above mentioned 
aspects is the definition of social economy as the area of ‘civil and social activ-
ity, supporting, through public benefit economic activity: professional and so-
cial integration of people threatened with social marginalisation, job creation 
and provision of social public services (for the common interest) and regional 
development’ (Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy, 2019b, p. 10). It 
is worth indicating that the above mentioned definition includes widely under-
stood economic development as one of its main goals.

Social economy exists at the junction of many different elements, some 
of which can be defined as crucial. They include e.g. social competence, entre-
preneurship, social mission or innovative approach. Each area affects and en-
twines with the other, shaping social economy. Characteristics of key areas 
of social economy is presented in scheme 1.

In social economy there are numerous forms of such activity, and the most 
model division is the one differentiating:

	– non-governmental organizations and entities defined by the Act on public 
benefit activities and volunteering (2003, art. 3 § 3), called non-government 
organization (NGO);

	– cooperatives;
	– professional activation and social integration entities;
	– country housewives’ associations.

The complete division into social economy entities is presented in scheme 2.
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3. Importance of social economy for social policy on the central 
and regional level

It is estimated that in Europe nearly 160 million people are members of various 
social economy entities, engaged in 2 million social enterprises of various legal 
and organizational structure. Over 11 million people are employed in the sector 
of social economy, which constitutes 6% of all the employed in the European 
Union (European Commission, 2019). Nowadays, in Poland there are ca. 94 
thou. social economy entities employing 354 thou. people, which constitutes ca. 
2.3% of the employed in the entire economy in Poland (Ministry of Family, La-
bour and Social Policy, 2019b, p. 12). The data taking into account the number 
of entities and people employed divided by particular forms of activity of social 
economy entities is presented in table 1.

It should be noted that nearly 60% of social economy entities (PES) operate 
on a local and regional scale responding to current social issues in a given place, 
which confirms significant impact of social economy on regional development. 
The scale of activities of social economy organizations in the social and geo-
graphic area reads as follows (Stowarzyszenie Klon/Jawor, 2019, p. 10):

	– 31% gminas and poviats;
	– 31% whole country;
	– 25% voivodships and regions;
	– 9% other countries;
	– 4% closest vicinity.

The studies conducted in 2018 by Stowarzyszenie Klon/Jawor aimed at defining 
social economy target groups also indicated that one of the largest groups of re-
cipients regarding activities of social economy entities were local and regional 
communities — 62% recipients.

The social economy entities fulfil in the regions different functions most often 
related to the regional strategy and government policy for Responsible Growth. 
The most general division of objectives was presented in the previously men-
tioned National program for social economy development until 2023: social solidarity 
economy underlying the role of social economy in sustainable economic growth 
based on knowledge and organizational improvement within small and medium 
sized enterprises, and in socially sensitive and territorially sustainable develop-
ment within the areas of social cohesion, active family support policy, improve-
ment in service availability, in particular social and health services, support 
of groups threatened with exclusion and assurance of cohesion in actions for 
social integration. The strategy on national level is supported and coordinated 
on regional level. Such actions are sanctioned by law (Act on social assistance 
(2004) as one of the tasks of provincial local government). The act specifies de-
tailed objectives including (Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy, 2018b, 
p. 45):
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	– development of activation service infrastructure, integration and social 
and professional re-integration for people and families threatened with so-
cial exclusion;

	– inspiration and promotion of new methods of activities in the area of activa-
tion, integration as well as social and professional re-integration;

	– support for the development of partnership cooperation between local gov-
ernments and entities providing activation, integration as well as social 
and professional re-integration services;

	– monitoring the development of local social entrepreneurship enhancing so-
cial and professional activity;

	– increased competence of services managing activation, integration 
and re-integration.
Studies prove that the most frequently selected areas of activity of social 

economy entities include sport and tourism managed by 35% of organizations, 
culture and art (14%), education (13%), health protection (8%), social services 
(7%) and local development (6%) (Stowarzyszenie Klon/Jawor, 2019, p. 10). 
Data related to the area of activity and number of social economy entities is 
presented in table 2.

In the light of above studies it should be noted that social economy focuses its 
activities within the so-called area of social and professional re-integration. In 
this area the leading social economy entities include Social Integration Centres 
(CIS), Social Integration Clubs (KIS), Professional Activation Centres (ZAZ) 
and Occupational Therapy Workshops (WTZ) which provided assistance 
to more than 43 thou. of people threatened with social exclusion in 2017. The 
social economy support provided to groups of people undeserved on the labour 
market is growing and in 2017 compared to 2016 the support increased by 4.9% 
(GUS, 2018, p. 1). The trend is visible in the long-term perspective, and studies 
indicate that within 5 years, increase has been observed in each of the defined 
forms of re-integration activity, which is presented in chart 1.

When presenting the level of involvement of social economy in the regional 
development, the scale of support for the inhabitants in particular regions 
should also be presented, indicating each of the forms of social and professional 
re-integration entities.

In 2017, in Poland there were 166 CIS centres which provided support for 
ca. 11.5 thou. people (increase on the previous year by 11.4%). On average, there 
were 69 people who received support per one CIS. The largest number of CIS 
centres was situated in the following voivodships: Opole Province — 24, Po-
merania — 21, Lubusz Province — 20 (GUS, 2018, p. 1). The CIS centres ex-
erted the largest impact on people with long-term history of unemployment. 
This support group constituted 49% of the reported. The disabled, living in par-
ticular regions constituted 11.7% of the reported. People addicted to alcohol 
constituted 11.2% of all reported. Other undeserved groups constituted in total 
2.1%, and they experienced various addictions to narcotic drugs, mental diseases 
and problems affecting refugees.
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The social economy entities, operating within the WTZ constitute the largest 
group supporting regional communities, which is proved by statistics; in 2017, 
there were 715 of such organizations in Poland. The WTZ support was pro-
vided for 27.1 thou. of the disabled. The average for the whole country totals 
38 people per one WTZ. Compared to the previous year, there was an increase 
in provided support by 0.6 thou. people. The regions where WTZ entities were 
most active include: Greater Poland — 87 entities, Masovia — 83 and Lesser 
Poland  — 67 (GUS, 2018, p. 1). The development of Occupational Therapy 
Workshops in particular regions in Poland is important taking into account lo-
cal impact on the activation of the disabled who are less mobile than other peo-
ple and therefore, it is more difficult for them to be begin any activity related 
to moving e.g. to other regions or support centres for people with disabilities.

In 2017, in Poland there were 109 ZAZ; they also increased in number com-
pared to the previous year and 6 more centres were established. ZAZ centres 
employed ca. 6 thou. people. This group of entities is most frequent in Subcar-
pathia and Silesia regions  — there were 13 ZAZ centres in each region. The 
third region was Lesser Poland, with 10 such forms of social economy entities 
(GUS, 2018, p. 1). The Professional Activation Centres, just as WTZ entities, 
offer their support mainly to the disabled and people with moderate disabilities. 
Among the employed, this undeserved group constituted 4453 people, includ-
ing 2707 people with significant disabilities, 1716 people with moderate disabil-
ities and 28 people with minor disabilities (Urząd Marszałkowski Województwa 
Zachodniopomorskiego, 2017, p. 21).

KIS operate most frequently at territorial local governments, and there were 
219 of them in 2017. They provide various services for the integration of local 
communities. They are social economy entities operating at social welfare cen-
tres or social welfare homes, and they constitute 66% of all KIS clubs, the other 
are managed by non-profit organizations. The largest number of KIS clubs was 
recorded in the following voivodships: Warmia-Masuria  — 36, Silesia  — 35 
and Lesser Poland — 30 (GUS, 2018, p. 1). Social Integration Clubs represent 
the smallest growth in number among all social economy entities; only two 
more KIS clubs were established. The consolidated data on the activity of social 
economy entities regarding professional activation is presented in chart 2.

The above analysis proves that social economy entities play an important role 
in the regional communities in Poland, and are invaluable instruments in solv-
ing social problems in local and regional areas. Their effectiveness results from 
the fact that they are established locally, react to social issues within their area 
of activity, offering support to people in local communities, and are developed 
in places where the excluded groups reside. It particularly refers to activities 
related to professional activation which, in turn, has significant impact on re-
gional development in Poland.
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4. Conclusion

The impact of social economy on development, in particular with regard to so-
cial and economic aspect can be defined as significant and is gaining popularity. 
The grassroots activities of initiative groups reacting to current issues existing 
in various regions in Poland become instruments supporting the national policy, 
which is proven by development programmes with social economy as an impor-
tant component. The results of activities of social economy entities, presented 
in this article, in particular in combating unemployment among the disabled, 
the excluded, people with long-term history of unemployment or the addicted 
prove that such activities become important elements in the regional policy 
of all voivodships. Nowadays, social economy is perceived as a bridge between 
free market economic activities and state interventionism, reducing deficien-
cies of both areas. It is estimated that social economy will play increasing more 
important role in activities supporting the economic development in Poland 
in the coming years, similar to the situation in Western Europe. It is reflected 
in the government’s expectations indicating social economy as an important in-
strument in the implementation of public policy objectives regarding employ-
ment and reintegration, social services and local development. Experts indicate 
that the labour shortages in Poland until 2040 are estimated at 4.5 million people 
(Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy, 2019a, p. 8). In the light of such 
forecast, social economy will focus on supporting the government’s policy ob-
jectives, such as activation of people previously inactive professionally on the la-
bour market, activation of the unemployed who are the furthest from the labour 
market and who nowadays represent over 818,000 people (Ministry of Family, 
Labour and Social Policy, 2018a), and support for actions related to managing 
the migration policy providing favourable labour conditions for foreigners.
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Appendix

Table 1.
Number of social economy entities and their employees in Poland in 2017 (in thousands)

Type of entity Number of active entities Number of employees
associations 23.4 85.4
foundations 13.6 28.3
social religious entities 1.9 40.4
self-regulatory entities 0.8 2.7
agricultural associations 1.2 0.2
worker cooperatives 0.5 16.0
disabled cooperatives 0.2 17.3
social cooperatives 0.9 4.2
supported employment 1 147.5
enterprises – –
social integration centres 0.2 1.2
social integration clubs 0.2 –
professional activation centres 0.1 1.5
occupational therapy workshops 0.7 9.9
total 94.7 354.6

Source: Own preparation based on Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy (2019b, p. 13).

Table 2.
Areas of human activity most frequently supported by social economy entities 
(in thousands)

Area of activity Number of social economy entities
sport, tourism, recreation and hobby 28
culture and art 1
education and upbringing 10
health protection 6
social services, social assistance 5
local development 4
other –

Source: Own preparation based on Stowarzyszenie Klon/Jawor (2019, p. 10).
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Scheme 1.
Areas of social economy

SOCIAL
ECONOMY

CHANGES
�ey naturally result 
om social

innova�on and involve long-term
ac�vi�es. Ac�vi�es within social

en�epreneurship should always take
into account e�ects 
om a long-term

perspec�ve.

MISSION
Social mission is a crucial element in

social economy, related to solving
social problems, including e.g.:

pover�, unemployment, degrada�on
of natural environment.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP
Social economy de�ned as percep�on of

opportuni�es and abili� to use them as well as
taking risks.

INNOVATION
De�ning new methods for solving long-term

problems may refer to social innova�on, being
an indispensable part of social economy.

OBJECTIVES
Social economy develops within social and economic objec�ves. In social economy the hierarchy
of these objec�ves is important. Social objec�ves are superior. Economic objec�ves are inferior

and are used to ful�l social objec�ves.

Source: Own preparation based on Janowski (2019, p. 14).

Scheme 2.
Types of social economy entities

NGO
associa�ons, founda�ons, social religious

en��es, self-regulatory organiza�ons,
agricultural associa�ons

COOPERATIVES IN TOTAL
work coopera�ves, social coopera�ves,

the disabled coopera�ves, worker coopera�ves

COUNTRY HOUSEWIVES'
ASSOCIATIONS

all �pes of organiza�ons without legal
personali�

PROFESSIONAL ACTIVATION ENTITIES
Centers for Social Integra�on, Social

Integra�on Clubs, Pro�esional Ac�va�on
Centers, Occupa�onal �erapy Workshops

Source: Own preparation.
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Chart 1.
Number of active social and professional re-integration entities between 2012 
and 2017 in Poland
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Source: Own preparation based on GUS (2018, pp. 2–6).

Chart 2.
KIS, WTZ, ZAZ and CIS per voivodships in Poland in 2017
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