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1. Introduction  1 

Labor markets worldwide are undergoing significant changes due to demographic, techno-2 

logical, globalization, and other factors. Solutions are being sought at global and national levels 3 

to contribute to sustainable development and equitable transformation (ILO, 2022). In this con-4 

text, the social economy is attracting increasing attention from public policymakers due to its 5 

potential in employment, social inclusion, public service provision, and local development 6 

(OECD, 2023a, 2024). The concept encompasses a variety of organizations, including coope-7 

ratives, non-profit organizations, mutuals, and social enterprises, which aim to solve social, 8 

economic, and environmental problems by combining social objectives with economic activi-9 

ties. For more than two decades, the role of this group of actors in filling the gaps created by 10 

both the public and private sectors has been increasing, as recognized in different worlds (Com-11 

père et al., 2021; OECD, 2023b, 2024). 12 

The literature identifies various functions that social economy actors play in the economy 13 

and society. One of the functions commonly attributed to the social economy is job creation. 14 

P. Sałustowicz describes this function as a 'jobmachine' referring to the expectations of social 15 

economy actors to create new jobs, especially for groups marginalized or at risk of social 16 

marginalization, as well as to provide vocational training services and enable the transition 17 

to the so-called 'first labor market' (Sałustowicz, 2007). In turn, Chaves and Monzón (2012), 18 

about the socio-economic approach to the social economy, indicate that three functions are rea-19 

lized: labor market regulation, regulation of the supply of goods and services, and capital market 20 

regulation. The regulatory function of the social economy in the labor market is to increase the 21 

resilience of social enterprises in difficult times, helping to maintain jobs and facilitating 22 

the integration of the unemployed and other excluded people. The social economy has also 23 

played a key role in mitigating economic crises, such as the 2008 financial crisis in Europe, by 24 

providing stable employment opportunities (Lambin, 2014). 25 

The contribution of the social economy to employment is multifaceted. It creates jobs 26 

through direct employment in social economy organizations, supporting inclusive labor mar-27 

kets, and promoting the integration of vulnerable groups such as young people, the long-term 28 

unemployed, migrants, people with disabilities, and other missing entrepreneurs. Social 29 

enterprises, in particular, are increasingly recognized for their ability to offer stable and mean-30 

ingful employment, prioritizing social benefits over profit maximization, and meeting econo-31 

mic and social needs. In addition, social economy actors often emphasize quality employment 32 

practices, such as fair wages, decent working conditions, and worker empowerment, essential 33 

to promoting social justice and reducing inequality (Yi et al., 2023). As mentioned above, social 34 

economy actors create and sustain employment in traditional sectors and promote decent work 35 

by providing quality and stable jobs, facilitating women's access to the labor market, integrating 36 

workers from disadvantaged groups, and supporting the transition from informal to formal 37 
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work. In this context, social economy entities are seen as a source of new jobs, "employment-1 

oriented" enterprises, and "employment infrastructure" in emerging jobs and sectors (Borzaga 2 

et al., 2017).  3 

OECD data indicate that at least 11.5 million people from the European Union, or about 4 

6.3% of the workforce, work in the social economy. The most significant numbers employed 5 

in the social economy are Germany (3.4 million), France (almost 2.6 million), Italy (over 1.5 6 

million), and Spain (almost 1.4 million). This is followed by Belgium (over 592,000), Poland 7 

(around 250,000), and Portugal (almost 245,000). Among economic actors in the EU, associa-8 

tions are the most employable, employing 6.2 million people (54.1%) and cooperatives (3.3 9 

million; 29%). Social enterprises employ at least 3.9 million people (33.7% of those employed 10 

in social economy organizations) (OECD, 2024). 11 

In Poland, the social economy has become an important element of social and labor market 12 

policies, a factor of social development, including a source of innovation, fostering the achieve-13 

ment of strategic goals (Krajowy Program…, 2022; Małecka-Łyszczek, 2017). The activity 14 

of social economy organizations is placed in the context of public policies on sustainable and 15 

balanced development, socio-economic cohesion, combating social exclusion, and, in particu-16 

lar, job creation. 17 

The main objective of this article is to analyze the role of social economy actors in the labor 18 

market in Poland. The study highlights the employment function of social economy entities 19 

as a key aspect, underlining their impact on socio-economic development and the inclusion 20 

of marginalized groups. By examining the participation of social economy organizations in the 21 

Polish labor market, this research offers valuable insights into their contributions to social 22 

cohesion and the measurable outcomes of reintegration initiatives of social economy.  23 

The article is structured into four parts. The first section offers a comprehensive review 24 

of the literature on the social economy, emphasizing its employment function. The second part 25 

details the data sources and research methodology employed. The third section presents an 26 

analysis of findings based on data from Statistics Poland. Finally, the conclusion synthesizes 27 

the results, offers policy recommendations, and identifies avenues for future research on 28 

the role of the social economy in Poland. 29 

2. Literature review  30 

2.1.  Social economy – conceptual frameworks  31 

The social economy (SE) is a global phenomenon recognized under various names and defi-32 

nitions (OECD, 2023c). The literature on SE presents different approaches to understanding it, 33 

including normative, institutional and legal perspectives (Defourny, Develtere, 1999). There 34 
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are also different views on the scope of the social economy, with some taking a narrow and 1 

others a broader perspective (Moulaert, Ailenei, 2005). The bibliometric review by Macías 2 

Ruano et al. (2021) offers a comprehensive analysis of the topic, integrating various terms and 3 

perspectives related to SE. Broadly, the social economy is an umbrella term encompassing 4 

diverse concepts that prioritize social and environmental needs over profit and wealth genera-5 

tion, adhering to principles that diverge from those associated with capitalist and individualistic 6 

ideologies (Macías Ruano et al., 2021; Utting, 2023; Yi et al., 2023). 7 

SE is defined by a range of non-market (redistribution) and non-monetary (reciprocity) 8 

initiatives, which emphasize a diverse set of market behaviors that extend beyond the mere 9 

maximization of individual utility (Moulaert, Ailenei, 2005). SE organizations are established 10 

for the collective or general interest. They are guided by principles such as the primacy of social 11 

purpose over capital, voluntary and open membership, democratic control by members, inde-12 

pendence and autonomy, and limited or prohibited distribution of profits (Social Economy 13 

Charter, 2015). The values espoused by this organization prioritize care for people and the pla-14 

net, promote equality and justice, emphasize interdependence, uphold self-governance, and en-15 

sure transparency and accountability. The objective is to achieve decent work and sustainable 16 

livelihoods. These include using diverse resources, sustainable practices, inclusive governance, 17 

local engagement, and cooperation (OECD, 2020). 18 

The term SE is also interpreted as a constellation of diverse organizations united by common 19 

attribute, that distinguishes them from the traditional private and public sectors. Although the 20 

concept of the social economy is new, it encompasses a wide range of pre-existing organizations 21 

that have been regulated for a long time. The family of organizations recognized as SEs is large 22 

and includes: cooperatives, mutual societies, associations and foundations (Defourny, Monzón, 23 

1992). Social enterprises are also considered an integral part of the social economy (Borzaga, 24 

Defourny, 2004). Following the specific circumstances prevailing in each national context, the 25 

SE may encompass other informal or registered entities that comply with the relevant statutes 26 

or laws and the SE values and principles set forth above (Bouchard, 2023). Hence, SE 27 

organizations are characterized by considerable diversity in terms of their legal status, size, 28 

scope, sectors, and roles (OECD, 2020). This approach to the social economy is of considerable 29 

utility in the design and implementation of policies, the collection of statistics and the conduct 30 

of research (Compère et al., 2021).  31 

Social economy terminology and explanations can vary according to national traditions and 32 

cultural norms (OECD, 2023b, 2024). From a global perspective, SE is a multifaceted concept 33 

encompassing many practices and ideas. However, the concept is widely recognized and 34 

understood globally and in society. The growing interest in the term 'social economy' is eviden-35 

ced by data from the Internet using Google Trends (Figure 1).  36 

Google Trends is a novel big data source that analyzes user interests across various fields. 37 

It is an open online tool that examines the popularity of search terms on Google over time, 38 

offering insights into public interest and search behavior (Mavragani et al., 2018). A study by 39 
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Jun et al. (2018) revealed that the utilization of Google Trends has increased over the past 1 

decade among academics specializing in various subjects. Furthermore, there has been a notable 2 

shift in how this tool is employed, moving from a descriptive and diagnostic approach to one 3 

that enables forecasting changes. The methodological framework established by Mavragani 4 

et al. (2018) was utilized with Google Trends to present global interest in social economy. 5 

The results demonstrate a growing trend in interest in social economy, indicating the presence 6 

of this topic on all continents in the last five years. 7 

 8 

 9 

 Figure 1. Global interest in the concept of 'social economy'.  10 

Source: own elaboration using Google Trends. 11 

2.2.  The employment function of the social economy  12 

The social economy plays an important role in developing the labor market by fostering 13 

professional activation and promoting inclusive, stable forms of employment. Its importance 14 

lies in its multidimensional approach to employment issues, balancing economic objectives 15 

with social needs. 16 

The social economy contributes to job creation directly through social enterprises, coope-17 

ratives, and non-profit organizations and indirectly by promoting inclusive labor markets. 18 

By tackling structural barriers to employment, these organizations help to integrate socially and 19 

professionally excluded people, such as the long-term unemployed, migrants, and young people 20 

(ILO, 2017; OECD, 2020, 2024). Their efforts highlight the sector's ability to address systemic 21 

inequalities and create opportunities for vulnerable groups. 22 

A distinctive feature of the social economy is its ability to provide stable and meaningful 23 

employment that meets economic and social needs. Unlike traditional businesses, which focus 24 
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primarily on profit maximization, social economy organizations (including social enterprises) 1 

prioritize social benefits. This is evident in their promotion of fair wages, decent working condi-2 

tions, and worker empowerment. Such practices enhance social justice and contribute to reduc-3 

ing labor market inequalities. In addition, social economy organizations often support gender 4 

equality by facilitating women's entry into the labor market, thereby strengthening their econo-5 

mic and social position (ILO, 2017; OECD, 2024).  6 

The social economy demonstrates adaptability to modern labor market challenges such 7 

as automation, technological advances, and demographic changes. In sectors that are less su-8 

sceptible to automation, such as personal services, social economy organizations provide alter-9 

native employment models that meet the evolving needs of the workforce. These organizations 10 

are critical in emerging areas such as the 'silver economy,' providing secure and stable em-11 

ployment frameworks. This adaptability positions the social economy as a viable response to 12 

the growing gig economy and the erosion of traditional employment structures (Borzaga et al., 13 

2017). 14 

Moreover, the social economy contributes to the formalization of work by supporting the 15 

transition from informal to formal work arrangements. This stabilizes labor markets and promo-16 

tes sustainable development by addressing the challenges of precarious employment. In doing 17 

so, the social economy promotes inclusiveness, fairness, and resilience in the labor market, 18 

making it a cornerstone of equitable economic development.  19 

2.3. Social economy in Poland  20 

The term social economy appeared and gained importance in Poland at the time of accession 21 

to the European Union in 2004, even though practices in this area were known earlier (Ciepie-22 

lewska-Kowalik, 2020). It became the subject of interest of practitioners and theoreticians 23 

(Pacut, 2022, pp. 73–87) and public administration, which for ten years processed the issues 24 

of regulating this topic in the law (Bohdziewicz-Lulewicz et al., 2022). In 2022, the Act 25 

on Social Economy in Poland was adopted (Ustawa, 2022). The social economy has become 26 

part of the policy capacity in Poland (Kruk, 2022; Zybała, 2022) and the subject of strategic 27 

documents such as the National Program for the Development of the Social Economy (to 2030), 28 

the Strategy for the Development of Social Services (to 2030), the National Program for 29 

Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion (2021-27) and the Action Plan for Social Inclusion 30 

and Integration (2021-2027). 31 

Following the Act, the social economy includes the activities of social economy entities for 32 

the benefit of the local community in the field of social and professional reintegration, creating 33 

jobs for people at risk of social exclusion and providing social services, carried out in the form 34 

of economic activity, public benefit activity and other paid activities. Social economy entities 35 

comprise three distinct categories: cooperatives, social and professional reintegration units, 36 

non-governmental organizations, and certain related institutions/similar organizations (Table 1) 37 

(Małecka-Łyszczek et al., 2023).  38 
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Table 1.  1 

Categories of social economy entities in Poland according to the Act on Social Economy 2 

Social economy entities in Poland  

Non-governmental organizations 

and related institutions 

Socio-professional  

reintegration units 
Cooperatives 

Association 

Foundations 

Non-profit companies 

Church entities 

Association of local government units 

Rural Housewives' Circles 

Social Integration Centers  

Social Integration Clubs  

Occupational Therapy Workshops 

Vocational Activity Centers 

Workers' cooperatives 

Cooperatives for the 

disabled and blind 

Social cooperatives 

Agricultural production 

cooperative 

Source: own elaboration. 3 

3. Materials and methods  4 

The article employs desk research analysis, underpinned by secondary data sources, and 5 

incorporates a narrative review of pertinent literature. Peer-reviewed texts published in Scopus 6 

and bazekon were included in the analysis, and the literature review was used to develop 7 

a theoretical introduction. Statistical data on social economy entities from Statistics Poland 8 

(Główny Urząd Statystyczny, GUS) was utilised for the analysis. Since 2009, the social 9 

economy has been officially included in public statistics and is the subject of regular, cyclical 10 

and representative surveys conducted in Poland by the Social Economy Research Centre of Sta-11 

tistics Poland (Ośrodek Badania Gospodarki Społecznej GUS) (Pacut, 2024). These seconddary 12 

sources of information were used to illustrate the phenomenon under study in Poland.  13 

4. Results  14 

Employment function in the social economy in Poland - selected aspects 15 

4.1.  Structure of the Social Economy Sector in Poland  16 

The number of social economy organizations in Poland has grown steadily over the last 17 

decade (GUS, 2024)). In 2023, the social economy sector comprised 106.2 thousand organiza-18 

tions (Figure 2), the majority of which were non-profit organizations (105 thousand, 98.8%). 19 

Cooperatives meeting the definition of social economy units numbered 1.2 thousand, of which 20 

the most significant group was social cooperatives (67.4%), followed by labor cooperatives 21 

(24.3%), and the smallest group was cooperatives of the disabled and blind (8.2%) (GUS, 22 

2024a). In 2023, there were 1,246 socio-occupational reintegration units, of which 863 were set 23 
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up by non-profit organizations, including associations, foundations, and social-religious entities 1 

(GUS, 2024b). In 2023, there were 0.7 thousand social enterprises among the social economy 2 

units, of which 47.6% were non-profit organizations and 52.4% were cooperatives (GUS, 3 

2024a). 4 

Statistics Poland data from 2017-2020 show growth in the social economy sector, parti-5 

cularly in non-profit organizations, which increased the number of entities, employment, and 6 

revenue. Over the same period, worker cooperatives saw a decrease in the number of active 7 

entities and their employment and financial potential, mainly due to the closure of large coope-8 

ratives. Although social cooperatives increased their capacity, they did not compensate 9 

for the decline in worker cooperatives (GUS, 2021b, 2023). 10 

 11 

Figure 2. Number of active social economy enterprises by type of organisation in 2023 (in thousands).  12 

Source: Author's compilation based on (GUS, 2024a). 13 

4.2.  Labour resources in the social economy sector  14 

Social economy enterprises achieve their objectives by using a variety of resources. 15 

The labor resources used by the social economy sector consist of workers employed based on 16 

civil law contracts and employment relationships and volunteers working on an unpaid basis. 17 

In 2018, paid work in the social economy sector corresponded to 323.2 thousand full-time equi-18 

valents. On the other hand, considering work performed in the context of volunteering, 19 

the dimension of this work increased threefold to 867.9 thousand full-time equivalents. 20 

According to the statistics of Poland, direct voluntary work accounted for the largest share 21 

of work in the social economy sector (47.6%) (GUS, 2024a). 22 

Statistics Poland compared the labor resources generated by social economy enterprises 23 

(excluding volunteering) with the total labor resources in the economy and, on this basis, 24 

indicated the sectors in which the social economy plays the most significant role. The analysis, 25 

carried out using the Polish Classification of Economic Activities (Polska Klasyfkacja Działal-26 

ności), allows the activity of social economy entities to be allocated to specific sectors. In 2018, 27 
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the largest share of the social economy was in section R - Activities related to culture, enter-1 

tainment, and recreation, where it generated more than a third (34.2%) of labor resources 2 

in relation to the national economy. It also played an important role in section S - Other service 3 

activities, accounting for 28.7% of the labor resources, indicating its importance in community 4 

support services. Furthermore, in sectors Q - Health and Social Work (12.5%) and P - Education 5 

(8.9%), the social economy was an important element in supporting the provision of essential 6 

social services such as education and social work (GUS, 2024a). 7 

Gross value added produced by the social economy stood at 1.94% compared to the GDP 8 

(GUS, 2021a). 9 

In 2023, non-profit organizations employed 187,600 people, and cooperatives 23,400 (Figu-10 

re 3). NPOs employed an average of 12 employees, and cooperatives 21 employees. The highest 11 

employment rate was characterized by cooperatives for the disabled and blind (91 persons). 12 

 13 

Figure 3. Number of persons employed on a contract of employment in social economy entities (in 14 
thousands).  15 

Source: (GUS, 2024a). 16 

The dynamics of change in the number of full-time employees looked different in the com-17 

munities of non-profit organizations and cooperatives. In all the years analyzed, more than 4/5 18 

of the employees worked in non-profit organizations. The number of people employed in this 19 

group increased by 12% in 2023 compared to 2019. In cooperatives, on the other hand, there 20 

was a decrease in the number of employees by 26.% from 2023 to 2019. This situation was due 21 

to the successive decrease in the number of workers' cooperatives and of invalids and blind 22 

people, and therefore, in employment in this group of entities.  23 

Compared to the number of persons employed based on an employment relationship in 24 

the national economy, employment in social economy entities in 2023 accounted for 1.5%, and 25 

about the total number of employees - 1.2%. 26 

80,8

6,1

0,1

0,5

35,4

41

0

3,4

6,7

12,2

12,9

83,9

6,2

0,1

0,5

40,4

46,7

0

3,1

6,4

9,3

11,1

84,8

6,5

0,2

0,5

48,1

44,2

0

3,3

6,1

8,2

9,0

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

associations and social organisations

sports associations

volunteer fire brigades

hunting clubs

foundations

religious societies

rural housewives' associations

business and professional associations

social cooperatives

work cooperatives

cooperatives of the disabled and the blind 2023

2021

2019



392 A. Pacut 

4.3. Reintegration dimension of employment in the social economy  1 

Vocational reintegration is an important objective of social economy entities. In 2023, social 2 

economy entities in Poland employed 27.2 thousand persons belonging to groups at risk of so-3 

cial exclusion, which accounted for 12.8% of their total workforce. 4 

Between 2017 and 2023, social cooperatives and cooperatives of the disabled and blind had 5 

a much higher proportion of people at risk of social exclusion among full-time employees than 6 

non-profit organizations (Figure 4). In the case of cooperative organizations, changes 7 

in the percentage of people at risk of social exclusion are relatively small (e.g., in social 8 

cooperatives, a change of 2.4% over 6 years). On the other hand, non-profit organizations have 9 

an apparent increase in this percentage (e.g., in foundations and sports associations, an increase 10 

of several percentage points over 6 years). 11 

 12 

Figure 4. Percentage of people from groups at risk of social exclusion among contracted employees in 13 
social economy entities (%).  14 

Source: Own study based on (GUS, 2023, 2024a). 15 

In 2021, the structure of employed persons from groups at risk of social exclusion was do-16 
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in the number of people with disabilities (from 86.2% in 2017 to 81.8% in 2021) which can 19 

be linked, among other things, to a significant decrease in the number of disability and blind 20 

cooperatives (GUS, 2023). 21 

In 2023, employees' social or professional reintegration activities were carried out by 7.9% 22 
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ratives (GUS, 2024a). 24 
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5. Discussion  1 

An analysis of selected aspects of the employment function of the social economy in Poland 2 

leads to a reflection on its effectiveness.  3 

On the one hand, social economy organizations represent only a fraction of employers 4 

of people from excluded groups. Moreover, the employment rate of the social economy sector 5 

in Poland (1.5% of total employment) can be considered low compared to countries such as Ca-6 

nada (3%), Belgium (12.1%) or France (10%) (OECD, 2024). However, taking into account 7 

the historical and socio-political circumstances of Poland, which has been transforming its 8 

social sector since the 1990s, this indicator is similar to the results in other CEE countries such 9 

as Latvia (1.6%), Slovenia (2.7%) or Hungary (3%). This points to a specific context for the 10 

development of the social economy in the region, as highlighted by numerous studies (Ciepie-11 

lewska-Kowalik et al., 2021; Defourny, Nyssens, 2021). The social economy sector in Poland 12 

is growing, with non-profit organizations playing a dominant role, accounting for more than 13 

98% of the sector's entities. They are the ones that create the most jobs and have a significant 14 

impact on the development of reintegration units and social enterprises. At the same time, social 15 

cooperatives and cooperatives of disabled and blind people play a key role in the professional 16 

reintegration of people at risk of social exclusion, offering employment to people in difficult 17 

situations. Despite their importance, the role of these entities is underestimated in public poli-18 

cies, which indicates the need for better support and research on their needs and challenges 19 

in the context of further development. 20 

On the other hand, data from the experimental satellite account of the social economy 21 

in Poland (GUS, 2021a) show the importance of the activities of social economy entities 22 

in areas of high social relevance, such as culture, social services, education, and health care. 23 

The social economy plays an important role in filling market gaps and supporting communities, 24 

which is crucial for social and economic sustainability. It is worthwhile to continue and develop 25 

research on satellite accounts to obtain a more complete picture of the opportunities and 26 

outcomes of the social economy sector, which could help support it more effectively. 27 

6. Conclusions  28 

In conclusion, the social economy sector in Poland, while still developing and shaped by its 29 

historical and social context, plays a significant role in job creation, vocational reintegration, 30 

and addressing market gaps in socially critical areas. The growth and dominance of non-profit 31 

organizations underscore their potential in fostering an inclusive labor market and supporting 32 

local community development. Simultaneously, the cooperative sector continues to serve 33 
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as a vital mechanism for the professional reintegration of individuals at risk of social exclusion, 1 

despite limited institutional support. Research findings and the experimental satellite account 2 

of the social economy highlight the sector's importance for sustainable development, emphasi-3 

zing the need for targeted policies and a deeper understanding of its societal and economic 4 

contributions. 5 

Future growth of the social economy sector necessitates a cohesive strategy that prioritizes 6 

the inclusion of socially excluded individuals. Tailored support programs, with a focus on finan-7 

cial and organizational assistance, are essential for enhancing initiatives aimed at professional 8 

reintegration. Policymakers should focus on strengthening support for social economy entities, 9 

particularly in sectors like health, education, and social services, where their impact is most 10 

pronounced. Increased collaboration between the social economy and these sectors can improve 11 

its capacity to integrate excluded groups into the workforce and broader society. Additionally, 12 

expanding and promoting volunteering within the social economy is crucial, as it not only 13 

fosters social engagement but also provides pathways for professional development and in-14 

clusion for those facing employment barriers. Future policies should place greater emphasis 15 

on the value of volunteerism, recognizing its transformative role in advancing social and 16 

economic integration.  17 

Future research should focus on examining the specific mechanisms through which social 18 

economy entities influence labor market dynamics, including their role in reducing unemploy-19 

ment, fostering vocational reintegration, and creating stable employment opportunities for mar-20 

ginalized groups. Studies should also investigate the long-term economic and social effects 21 

of social economy initiatives on workforce inclusion. Additionally, research should explore 22 

how policy interventions and financial support can enhance the effectiveness of social economy 23 

organizations in addressing labor market challenges and promoting sustainable employment 24 

growth. 25 
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