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Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to discuss the role that endogenous and exog-
enous factors play in the constitution of a contemporary national sector 
of social enterprise (SE). More precisely, we will contrast nationally spe-
cific and historically rooted drivers with global, internationally diffusive 
drivers in order to assess their specific value for the development of social 
enterprise in a country. By endogenous factors, we mean authentic forms 
of SE-like organisations that have a history of functioning in a country, 
national laws and regulations rooted in that history as well as a nation-
ally constituted institutional framework. By exogenous factors, we refer 
to policy initiatives, financial incentives, knowledge and management 
forms coming from the broader surroundings (the European Commis-
sion or EU member countries, the US, various international organisations 
and networks).

In our approach, two important observations underline the relevance 
of the topic:

•	 Most of the empirical evidence proves that social enterprises play 
significant roles in modern economies and, especially, in com-
pensating for the weakening of the welfare state (Borzaga and 
Defourny 2001: 3–5; Graefe 2005: 11). Social enterprises employ 
a significant number of people, generate an important share of 
GDP and prove to be sustainable, even in periods of economic 
crisis (Monzón Campos and Chaves 2007, 2012, 2016; European 
Commission 2018).

•	 In many countries, social enterprises act within an organised “sub-
system” that could be considered as a separate sector of economy. 
This subsystem is regulated by specific legal acts, involves numerous 
actors (public institutions, private businesses, academia, civil-sector 
organisations), has access to funding sources, etc. (European Com-
mission 2015; Monzón Campos and Chaves 2007, 2012, 2016).
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If we consider social enterprises as part of the social economy,1 we can 
refer to Defourny and his co-authors, who state that

[N]eed is an insufficient explanation for the social mobilisation that 
lays behind its manifestations. The collective identity, the belonging 
to a group whose members were aware that they shared a common 
destiny, is a second rung of the explanation already developed by De 
Tocqueville.

Defourny et al. (2001: 14)

We presume that conditions for the sustainable growth of the SE sector 
are met only when the inevitable global diffusion of SE goals and models 
meets authentic needs and historically developed, culturally conditioned 
practices in a country.

Based on the earlier, we hope to contribute to a better understanding 
of the SE sector in the countries presented and to shed more light on the 
possible “spots” for future policy intervention in this regard.

With a view to singling out, to the largest possible extent, the respective 
effects of endogenous and exogenous factors, we chose to focus on three 
European countries that are all characterised by their late modernisation. 
Indeed, in these countries, exogenous factors play a particularly impor-
tant role in the development of social enterprise and can be more clearly 
distinguished from endogenous factors than in countries that underwent 
an early modernisation.

The analysis will be based, as just mentioned, on data from three 
countries—namely Armenia, Greece and Serbia; these countries entered 
modernisation after the liberation from the Ottoman rule, in the mid-
19th century, and they have since followed different paths of economic, 
political and social development. Indeed, although these three countries 
started with similar social and economic structures (predominance of 
rural population, underdeveloped economies, weak institutions), their 
subsequent paths of development were marked, respectively, by Soviet-
type socialism in Armenia, “liberal” socialism in Serbia and capitalism in 
Greece. These facts provide favourable ground for a comparative analy-
sis. Our aim is to find how endogenous and exogenous drivers combine 
to support the development of the SE sector.

1. � How Does an SE Sector Develop?

A recent research report reveals that, in European countries, the SE sec-
tor has reached different levels of development in terms of number and 
activities of social enterprises; legal and institutional framework; net-
working/partnerships; financial instruments/incentives; and awareness 
of social entrepreneurship (European Commission 2015). In addition to 
some common characteristics of the sector, each European country shows 
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certain peculiarities, which proves that the development of a national sec-
tor of social enterprise is “authentic” to a certain extent.

The development path of the SE sector can generally be split into 
three stages: (1) the initial stage; (2) the institutionalisation stage; and 
(3) the sustainability stage. At each stage, different actors and processes 
exist and/or are developed to a certain extent, achieving higher func-
tionality and better integration of the various elements cited earlier—
which then leads to a higher stage of development (Shrestha 2014).2 In 
the initial stage of development of social enterprise, all factors (initia-
tives, legal/institutional framework, networking . . .) are only emerging 
and gradually evolving. The main feature of this phase is the fact that 
all factors appear, though they do not necessarily emerge at the same 
time and they usually develop at different paces. Since the various fac-
tors develop relatively independently, an important issue is the moment 
at which the whole sector transits from the initial into the institutional 
stage. For this to happen, not all factors need to be equally developed 
but all of them need to have developed at least to some extent. Accord-
ing to Shrestha:

At a certain stage of development, these factors come into synergy, 
all components institutionalise, gain their foothold in the society (in 
normative acts—laws, in value terms—in the public, policies of pub-
lic actors, among homologous and heterologous actors), legitimise 
and develop further with the support of social groups and structures.

Shrestha (2014: 26)

In the sustainability stage of the sector, social enterprises are accepted 
and integrated into the economic and political system of a contemporary 
society. At this stage, the purpose and operation of social enterprises can-
not be affected by changes in the political and economic system (except 
for radical changes in economic relations) (Shrestha 2014: 31).3

The transition from the initial to the institutional stage is very much 
based on the capacity of the actors involved, and primarily that of social 
entrepreneurs. Since the effect of their action depends on their activity 
as well as on the obstacles they have to face and the incentives (different 
types of resources) they can use, it is important to assess all these aspects. 
That is why, in presenting the development of social enterprise in Arme-
nia, Greece and Serbia, we describe the following factors:

•	 actors in the field of social entrepreneurship: primarily not only social 
enterprises, social and other cooperatives and social entrepreneurs 
but also civil-society organisations, governments and state institu-
tions, corporate sector and financial institutions;

•	 networking and partnerships among different actors on various bases 
and at different levels;
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•	 legislative frameworks (laws and other legal regulations that define 
legal forms and operations of social enterprises);

•	 financial mechanisms, instruments and incentives for the develop-
ment of social entrepreneurship (donations, loans, investments, tax 
exemptions, etc.);

•	 role of social enterprises in social policy and social care;
•	 awareness of social entrepreneurship among citizens (best examples 

of social enterprises known to the public, citizens informed about 
social entrepreneurship, etc.).

The rise of social enterprise has occurred in a globalised world, and it has 
largely been boosted through the diffusion of ideas, resources, organi-
sational patterns, networks, as much as it is influenced by the national 
legacy of—broadly speaking—the social economy. To explain the devel-
opment of social enterprise in the three countries analysed, we borrow 
elements from the path-dependency theory (Stark 1994; Granovetter 
2002; Ebbinghaus 2005). On such a basis, we may state that the devel-
opment path of the SE sector in each country is marked by historical 
specificities, and that the combination of endogenous and exogenous 
factors shapes specific steps of development for each country’s social 
enterprises. It appears that the degree of importance of each of these 
groups of factors depends not only on the level of resources and organi-
sational capacity of social enterprises but also on the prevalence of soli-
darity, philanthropic and collectivistic values and their manifestation in 
the interplay between bottom–up and top–down dynamics. The latter 
are “strongly intertwined with the development of the welfare state sys-
tems” (European Commission 2020: 42). This fact emphasises the role of 
political culture in explaining the development path of social enterprises. 
Generally speaking, we expect countries with a tradition of political free-
doms, market economy and entrepreneurship, civic activism and “hori-
zontally arranged” (flexible, adaptable) institutions to be more in favour 
of the institutionalisation of social entrepreneurship than those countries 
that have a long history of authoritarian rule, command economy and 
dominance of an etatist and paternalist political culture. But institutional 
legacy matters as well. The development path of social enterprises is not 
the same in countries that were modernised earlier in history and have 
a long tradition of humanitarian, civic and social-economic activism, as 
well as recognised patterns of social entrepreneurship, as in countries 
that experienced belated modernisation and where social enterprises are 
emerging mostly ab novo. In the latter case, exogenous factors and the 
diffusion of external organisational and institutional models play a much 
stronger role than in the former. This is why we have chosen three coun-
tries that are all characterised by belated modernisation but which differ 
from one another in that they have taken different paths in terms of social 
and economic development.
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2. � Country Profiles

Our intention is to analyse how, in Armenia, Greece and Serbia, the inter-
play between the forms of social enterprise that have historically been 
present, responding to the needs of the community, on the one hand, and 
the incentives for SE development and models of social enterprise imple-
mented through international cooperation, on the other hand, leads to 
the development of the SE sector.

2.1. � Armenia

Different dimensions and elements of social entrepreneurship, as well as 
different types of association and foundation, have been present in Arme-
nia for a long time. However, the number of social enterprises in Armenia 
today remains small, and these organisations do not have their origins in 
traditional forms of the social economy. Throughout Armenian history, 
state- and market-failure problems have generally induced the creation of 
farmer groups and cooperatives, consumer cooperatives and other volun-
tary associations. The aim of these initiatives was to solve their members’ 
common problems and to take care of social problems in their surround-
ing communities. These organisations were in line with the “mutual” and 
“community” purposes of the SE typology developed by Gordon (2015). 
However, during the time of socialism, which started in Armenia at the 
very beginning of the communist revolution in Russia, the state, which 
was omnipresent, suppressed all civic and communitarian initiatives and 
granted itself the exclusive formal right to entrepreneurship.

After the severe earthquake that hit the country in 1988 and the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, the consequences of the ensuing economic cri-
sis and the war in Nagorno-Karabakh induced the creation of charity 
and philanthropic organisations concerned with the rehabilitation of the 
earthquake zone and the development of health, education and welfare 
systems in the country, which was in a post-socialist transition. These 
charities were family foundations established by the Armenian diaspora 
as well as branches of international charity organisations.4 The found-
ers of these initiatives brought solid experience in business and finance 
management, and strengthened values of solidarity in Armenia; moreo-
ver, these foundations were able to invite other rich Armenians from the 
diaspora to join them and thus scale up their activities and extend their 
scope of operations.

The diaspora effect might be regarded as a key element in the develop-
ment of an authentic Armenian stream of social enterprise, but the SE 
concept itself became known in Armenia only in the mid-2000s, through 
international development organisations, charities and donors. The first 
wide-scale SE development programme was introduced by the Eurasia 
Partnership Foundation (EPF) in 2009.5 In 2010, the programme granted 
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financial support to several NGOs to initiate commercial activities and 
improve their financial sustainability. EPF suggested using the SE model 
to increase civil-society organisations’ (CSOs’) financial sustainability and 
recommended that these organisations create a separate for-profit entity 
(a spin-off) in order to do so, since NGOs could not, at that time, engage 
in commercial activities. Experts who subsequently analysed this experi-
ence considered that the social-entrepreneurship concept had been left 
vague; the programme concentrated on business development, without 
developing mechanisms for reinvesting the revenues back into non-profit 
organisations, and the majority of the commercial entities that had been 
created with the support of the programme drifted apart from their par-
ent CSOs and disappeared from the SE sector (British Council 2015). 
A British Council study shows that, according to the 2014 State Business 
Registry, only 205 CSOs were associated with registered commercial enti-
ties (limited-liability companies), and it is unlikely that all these 205 LLCs 
were social enterprises. For example, only seven out of these LLCs associ-
ated with a CSO were dealing with persons with disabilities (PWDs).

So far, the concept of social enterprise has not been used by public 
institutions in Armenia. There is neither a definition of social enterprise 
in policy papers and ministry documents, nor a specific legal framework 
for social enterprises and social entrepreneurship. There is also a huge 
misunderstanding of the concept of social enterprise in the country; 
indeed, some organisations think that any effort to achieve financial sus-
tainability would turn them into a social enterprise. However, thanks 
to continuous promotion by international donors, the concept of social 
enterprise is gaining popularity, becoming better known and discussed, 
being more frequently included in public-policy papers and gaining an 
increasing development potential.

We can conclude that endogenous drivers of social entrepreneurship 
in Armenia are currently very weak. There is a lack/interruption of the 
country’s social-economy historical tradition, and authentic national ini-
tiatives have been emerging only thanks to a relatively recent impact of 
Armenian diaspora-financed foundations. Consequently, the increasing 
inflow of international models and incentives has not yet produced a sig-
nificant effect on the consolidation of social enterprises’ operations. Not 
only due to the absence of a national legislative and institutional frame-
work that might support initiatives’ sustainability, but also, above all, 
due to a very low level of awareness, among all actors, of the importance 
and value of social enterprises for sustainable development, we can say 
that the SE sector is still in its initial stage in Armenia.

2.2. � Greece

Although the concept of social enterprise is still rather new in Greece, its 
development is based on a long-lasting interaction between top–down 
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(state- and public-policy-led) and bottom–up (civil-society and grass-
roots initiatives) traditions. On the other hand, the European Commis-
sion’s policies and funding mechanisms for social enterprises (Huliaras 
2014: 11–12) are important exogenous factors, channelling social- 
entrepreneurial activities of the civil society and triggering the devel-
opment of legal frameworks for social enterprises. The European  
Commission explicitly encouraged further policy development for the 
sector, specifically through the Outline Strategy and Priorities for Action 
to Develop the Social Economy and Social Entrepreneurship in Greece, 
which was conducted by an independent steering group of experts in 
2013, as well as through the European support schemes for social enter-
prise supported by the Social Business Initiative and the Group of Experts 
for Social Entrepreneurship (GECES) of the European Commission.

As regards the bottom–up tradition, several actors and factors have 
contributed to the development of social enterprise in Greece: the church; 
the philanthropic tradition; the cooperative tradition, including social 
cooperatives; and grassroots and social movements.

As is the case in many European countries, the role of the church and 
of its organisations in Greece is closely linked to the provision of welfare 
services. The Orthodox Church provides social services, especially to vul-
nerable groups of the population. This role of the church goes back to the 
Greek Revolution of 1821 and still continues today.

Philanthropic foundations—both grant-making and non-grant-making 
ones—have been playing an important role in Greek society since the 
19th century. Today, their activities are oriented towards developing, 
improving and providing social services, either on their own or through 
public and private organisations, thereby contributing to poverty allevia-
tion and social cohesion.

In 1999, the legal form of limited-liability social cooperative (Koinon-
ikoi Synetairismoi Periorismenis Evthinis, or KoiSPE), a type of work-
integration social enterprise (WISE), was established.6 KoiSPEs aimed at 
reforming the mental-health sector by involving patients as active citizens 
in society; this evolution marked an important milestone in Greek legisla-
tion. This legal form was subsequently further developed under the 2011 
law on the social economy and social entrepreneurship and then under its 
2016 amendment law on the social and solidarity economy.

Bottom–up traditions, represented by actors in the field who contrib-
uted to the development of social enterprise, come from the social move-
ments and the wider civil society and form the ecosystem around Greek 
social enterprises. This ecosystem is made of regional and local net-
works, such as the Association of Limited-Liability Social Cooperatives, 
the Network of Social-Cooperative Enterprises in Central Macedonia, 
Social-Cooperative Enterprises in Eastern Macedonia and Thrace, the 
Network of Social-Cooperative Enterprises in Crete, the Coordination 
of Social- and Solidarity-Economy Organisations in Attica and the Greek 
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Social Entrepreneurship Forum.7 There is also a plethora of grassroots 
organisations that have focused their efforts—and still do—on tackling 
the social and economic challenges resulting from the 2010 financial cri-
sis. Finally, international networks have been active in contributing to 
awareness-raising and capacity-building activities, and these activities are 
not restricted to specific legal or organisational forms of social enterprise.

As for top–down traditions related to SE development, they have 
included, since the 1980s onwards, a wide variety of laws regarding coop-
eratives. The aforementioned laws from 2011 to 2016 clearly referred to 
the challenges brought about by the economic crisis and saw the SE sector 
as a way to address these challenges and generate positive impacts. These 
laws did not refer explicitly to the term “social enterprise”, though, but 
only to social cooperatives, and there is neither a dedicated legal frame-
work nor a specific policy for social enterprise as such in Greece. As for 
the cooperative sector, it remains rather small to this day.

The role of public authorities in the development of the SE sector should 
also be highlighted. The attempts at implementing legislative regulation 
and public policies have contributed to a higher level of awareness and 
recognition of the sector, based on the definitions used by policymakers. 
At the national level, the portfolio for social enterprises falls within the 
competence of the Ministry of Labour, Social Insurance and Social Soli-
darity. In some cases, as far as policies are concerned, and especially for 
the legal form of (civic) cooperative, this competence is shared with/held 
by the Ministry of Economy and Development. At the local level, some 
cities support social enterprises. Such support is not limited to organisa-
tions that are incorporated and/or operating under law 4430/2016 on 
the social and solidarity economy; initiatives operating under other legal 
forms are also entitled to it, provided they meet specific criteria. Munici-
palities run those support programmes mostly through their municipal 
development agencies. Finally, there was also an initiative at the regional 
level in 2018, namely a regional multidisciplinary team aiming to develop 
an assisted bottom–up strategic and operational planning and an accred-
ited training programme for social enterprises.

The interplay between the top–down, state-led approach, on the one 
hand, and the bottom–up, actors-led one, on the other, has not always 
resulted in efficient or adequately developed support measures or mecha-
nisms, able to improve the environment for social enterprises (Zoehrer 
2017). Challenges for the future development of social enterprise in 
Greece lie in characteristics of the political and economic environment, 
such as bureaucracy, a dysfunctional state, institutional reforms and 
overregulation. As Greece is facing a high unemployment rate, social 
enterprises, and especially social cooperatives, are often related to the 
public discourse on (work) integration. There are no dedicated public 
grants or support schemes for social enterprises, and grants from philan-
thropic foundations are limited, as these can only be granted to applicant 
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organisations that have been recognised as non-profit by the foundations’ 
legal departments. Social enterprises thus generate their income mainly 
through their economic activities, and European funds if applicable. They 
can also use financial tools developed by cooperative banks.

Despite the restrictions rooted in the broader political and economic 
status quo, the presence of social enterprise in the public dialogue has 
increased, which is evident from articles in the media, events and work-
shops dedicated to the subject. This contributes to a further institution-
alisation of the SE sector and should in turn facilitate the increase of 
education and financing opportunities. Another, promising trend is the 
development of local SE ecosystems.

However, there is more to be done for the Greek SE sector to reach the 
sustainability stage. First, the terms and concepts of “social economy”, 
“social and solidarity economy”, “social entrepreneurship” and “social 
enterprise” are often used interchangeably, and the meaning of these var-
ious notions should be clarified. Secondly, from the perspective of pub-
lic authorities or policymakers, “social enterprises” are not recognised 
as such, as there is no specific/dedicated legal form for social enterprise 
or recognition by a set of criteria. They register under the legal form 
of social cooperative or other social-economy types of organisation and 
have to meet specific legally binding criteria in order to be recognised as 
such organisations and gain access to public procurement and supporting 
mechanisms. This process does not include all bottom–up initiatives and 
sometimes excludes traditional social-economy or cooperative entities. 
Therefore, the various organisational forms and actors need to find a 
common voice in order to advance the institutionalisation process of the 
SE sector and bring it to the sustainability stage.

2.3. � Serbia

Social enterprise is a rather new phenomenon in the Serbian economy 
and policy, in both conceptual and practical terms. Its roots are to be 
found in two streams of development. One stream consists of coopera-
tives and WISEs for people with disabilities, which are the forms tradi-
tionally recognised by the Serbian legal system. The other stream consists 
of new organisational forms that can be used to run a social enterprise: 
non-profit organisations (associations of citizens and foundations) and 
business companies operating as CSOs’ spin-offs, development agen-
cies and business incubators. These forms have been established in the 
context of the recent, post-socialist transformation of the economic and 
social-protection systems—which emerged late in Serbia, in comparison 
to other post-socialist countries.

The roots of social enterprise that can be traced back to the first stream 
are rather weak. Although the Kingdom of Serbia was one of the eleven 
founders of the International Cooperative Alliance in London in 1895, 
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two peculiarities in the development of cooperatives in Serbia reduced 
the impact of this historical legacy. First, cooperatives were mostly devel-
oped in villages; they were producer and/or credit cooperatives (agri-
cultural credit cooperatives), serving as a tool to protect small farmers 
jeopardised by the modernisation of agriculture in the early 20th century. 
Due to the prevalence of agriculture in the Serbian economy until the 
end of World War II, the cooperative spirit only spread to other spheres 
of the economy to a negligible extent.8 The second factor that weakened 
the historical legacy of the cooperative movement in Serbia was the fact 
that, during the time of socialism (1945–1990) and the “blocked post-
socialist transformation” (1990–2000) (Lazić and Cvejić 2007), coopera-
tives were under the strong political influence of the state; they decreased 
in number and lost their democratic character. As a result, with the rapid 
urbanisation that occurred after World War II, the political, institutional, 
historical and cultural preconditions for the development of cooperative 
movements in cities were quite unfavourable, while the economic and 
social role of cooperatives in rural areas decreased significantly.

As regards WISEs, they emerged in significant numbers during the time 
of socialism, based on strong egalitarian values and an inclusive social 
policy, but they suffered from significant economic inefficiency and low 
productivity. In most of the cases, WISEs performed even worse than the 
majority of poorly performing enterprises in the declining socialist econ-
omy. For these reasons, most of the WISEs from the socialist time could 
not withstand the increased competitiveness within the newly established 
market economy.

Both cooperatives and WISEs went through significant legal and 
organisational changes after 2000 and, together with non-profit organi-
sations (NPOs), they paved the way for the emergence of social enter-
prises. However, exogenous factors were also crucial for the introduction 
of the concept and the establishment of the SE sector in Serbia. The con-
cept of social enterprise came into wider use through a couple of research 
projects financed by the Swedish International Development Coopera-
tion Agency (SIDA) and the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and conducted in the mid-2000s by the European Movement in 
Serbia (EMinS), a Belgrade-based CSO (Parun Kolin and Petrušić 2007), 
and by SeConS, a Belgrade-based think tank and development initia-
tive group (Cvejić et al. 2008). After a couple of years, the concept of 
social enterprise became widespread and even appeared in a strategic 
document, the National Employment Strategy 2011–2020, and in a legal 
act—the 2009 Act on the Professional Rehabilitation and Employment 
of Persons with Disability. Also worth noting is the fact that an Act on 
Social Enterprises was drafted in 2014. The Ministry of Labour, Employ-
ment, War Veterans and Social Affairs expressed the intention to estab-
lish a permanent team to monitor the sector and coordinate the policies 
relevant for social enterprises. But despite the growing role that public 
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institutions have played in recent years in the development of the SE 
ecosystem in Serbia, civil society remains a major promoter and booster 
of such development. There are also notable examples of networking in 
the sector. The Coalition for the Development of Social Entrepreneur-
ship, which is a network of advocacy organisations, has been very active 
in promoting the concept among different stakeholders, analysing the 
environment and the legal framework, advocating for an enabling envi-
ronment and offering direct support to social enterprises. Another net-
work in the field, the Social Economy Network Serbia (SENS),9 is the 
only national network that brings together social enterprises; it provides 
promotion tools, networking and market access for its members, and it 
also raises general awareness of SE models and success stories. The SENS 
currently has 40 members from all over Serbia, including CSOs, WISEs, 
business companies and cooperatives.

Since there is no separate registry of entities with SE characteristics 
in Serbia, we learned about social enterprise in the country from the 
research projects on the topic carried out so far (one in 2007 and another 
in 2013). Although the SE sector in Serbia is rather small, there was a 
visible increase as well as a change in the structure of the sector between 
2007 and 2012. The number of social enterprises grew from 264 to 411 
over this period, primarily thanks to the increase in the number of social 
enterprises operating under the form of CSO.

The development of social enterprises in Serbia reflects social-policy 
transformation (Žarkovic et al. 2017). Their growth is based on two 
major factors. The first factor refers to the authentic social needs of citi-
zens, coupled with high social consciousness and entrepreneurial skills of 
civic activists who serve those needs: social enterprises address the needs 
that public providers are unable to meet. The other factor is the influence 
of foreign donors who raise awareness of different actors and provide 
financial and other support to social enterprises. As stated in the recent 
Smart Kolektiv’s10 report, “international donors have played a significant 
role in supporting the development of the social enterprise ecosystem so 
far and are expected to continue to provide support, even if to a lesser 
degree” (Smart Kolektiv 2017: 2).

There is no formal institutional framework designed to support social 
enterprises, but there are initiatives by public bodies—in particular the 
Ministry of Labour, Employment, War Veterans and Social Affairs; the 
Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction Unit of the Government; and 
the Office for Cooperation with Civil Society—to bring some order into 
the approach to this sector. These are all signs that social enterprises in 
Serbia have moved from the initial stage of development to the stage 
of institutionalisation. This statement is based on the characteristics of 
social enterprises and their ecosystem in Serbia. The sector is small, but 
active; there are inspiring experiences of social enterprises as well as con-
crete support from the surroundings (through different programmes and 
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projects), and there are authentic new experiences that operate under 
various legal forms. Civil-society organisations show awareness of the 
role and capacities of different actors in reaching social cohesion as well 
as maturity and inventiveness in profiling their activities in that direc-
tion. In the period of severe crisis (2008–2012), the number of social 
enterprises grew, thus sustaining the number of employees. Furthermore, 
examples of good cooperation between the administration, the private 
sector and social enterprises at the local level are more prominent than 
before, which shows that social enterprises, as a form of social-economy 
organisations, can play a significant role in inclusive local development. 
The progress of the SE sector, from the initial stage to the institutional 
one, was achieved thanks to the interplay between endogenous and 
exogenous drivers. Foreign models and donations were crucial to rais-
ing awareness and initiating networking and institutional change, but 
they also fell on fertile ground: SE-like practices already existed—one 
of them (WISEs) with strong historical roots and another (NPOs and/or 
their spin-offs) with a more recent success in merging civic activism with 
economic performance.

3. � Comparative Analysis

The brief analysis of the development of social enterprise in Armenia, 
Greece and Serbia presented in this chapter shows that these three coun-
tries started from similar historical circumstances in the mid-19th cen-
tury but have currently reached different levels of SE development. We 
could say that, in Armenia, social enterprises have only entered the initial 
stage, since not all of the elements needed to form a system are present. 
The number of social enterprises is small, and initiatives emerge mostly 
through the projects of international donors, including the Armenian 
diaspora. Institutional and legislative settings are non-existent, financial 
incentives are scarce and networking is weak. Serbia is one step further 
than Armenia. Indeed, in Serbia, almost all the elements of the system are 
present: there are several forms of social enterprise, a few laws that intro-
duce the concept, and an Act on Social Enterprises is to be drafted. Still, 
the legislative framework is not complete and the topic is not present in 
education and training institutions. All the actors involved and the wider 
public are familiar with the term and the practice of social enterprise; 
there are networks that advocate for social enterprises and certain public 
institutions have this topic on their agenda. We can consequently con-
sider that Serbia has made considerable advancement in the institution-
alisation stage, that is, in constituting an SE sector. Greece has gone still 
one step further than Serbia towards completing the institutionalisation 
stage. Work-integration social cooperatives and social cooperatives in 
general are the most prominent forms of social enterprise in the country 
(it should incidentally be mentioned, though, that the legal form of social 
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cooperative is also used by ventures that do not have an explicit social 
aim). Social cooperative has been the most established form of social 
enterprise in Greek society for a long time, responding to different needs 
of citizens and communities; they have their roots in the social economy 
and cooperative tradition. Social cooperatives in Greece are numerous 
and are connected through networks, not only at the national but also 
at the regional level, which provides a solid backbone for a collective 
identity of the sector. Although there is a bottom–up development of the 
sector, to which the state has responded by reforming and diversifying the 
respective legal frameworks, the capacity of the SE sector in Greece has 
not yet unleashed its full growth potential. Nevertheless, the ecosystem 
of actors contributes to the sector’s further development and to its transi-
tion from a rather early stage of institutionalisation to its completion.

In two of the three countries, namely Greece and Serbia, we can see 
that social enterprises play an important role in solving some problems 
linked to the sustainable and inclusive development of local commu-
nities. In both countries, public institutions respond to the initiatives 
launched by social entrepreneurs by trying to regulate the field, and to 
a lesser extent by providing incentives for and cooperating with social 
enterprises. It seems that the SE sector in both countries is at a cross-
roads where its own capacity for networking within the sector, coupled 
with the action of other actors in the surroundings (primarily civil-society 
organisations), will be crucial for the development of more favourable 
conditions for the sector to grow and enter the sustainability stage. This 
capacity for networking is a little greater in Greece than in Serbia, owing 
not only to the need to respond to increasing social needs during the 
austerity period but also thanks to a stronger, uninterrupted tradition of 
social cooperative and a longer history of democratic pluralism. Unlike 
what is the case in Serbia and Armenia, the roots of social-economic 
activities in Greece developed further based on the fact that humanitar-
ian activities of the church, philanthropic activities of the business sec-
tor and, most importantly, authentic forms of social cooperativism have 
been slowly transformed in accordance with changes in the broader eco-
nomic surroundings. In Serbia, these roots are shallower; they encom-
pass work-integration social enterprises, established some 50 years ago, 
and non-profit organisations that perform economic activities in order to 
employ or economically empower their members, which is a more recent 
phenomenon (they have been developing since the mid-1990s). This com-
parison shows that the development path of the SE sector has a strong 
influence on its performance.

Finally, in the comparative analysis of the three national cases, it is 
also worth noting that the three countries have another common fea-
ture, besides sharing very similar historical starting points in terms of 
modernisation. Indeed, all three have experienced a significant influx of 
exogenous drivers of social entrepreneurship: funds, trainings, lobbying 
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and networking. Greece left the door wide open to the European Com-
mission’s funds and initiatives; the other two countries find good oppor-
tunities, beyond European funds, in attracting non-European funds and 
establishing bilateral projects with European countries. Although a more 
specific and quantitative approach would be needed for a more nuanced 
analysis to examine how this access to external funds has concretely con-
tributed to the development of social enterprise in each of the three coun-
tries, from a macro perspective, it seems that exogenous drivers have not 
achieved the same outcome in all of them. Our assumption is that the key 
lies in the interplay between endogenous and exogenous factors. Where 
an inflow of funds, knowledge and experience is streamed into a well-
consolidated domestic ecosystem, the results are more effective, contrib-
uting thus to a sustainable SE sector; and when social entrepreneurs are 
skilful at recognising opportunities and directing the inflow to important 
social goals, the efficiency of investment increases.

Conclusion

The comparative analysis presented earlier indicates that without strong 
endogenous drivers, exogenous factors only produce short-term and 
often vague effects, which contributes to the development of the myth of 
social enterprises and social entrepreneurship.11 This is a major reason 
why a top–down approach in constituting an SE sector will fail if it does 
not meet genuine social entrepreneurial initiatives and a collective iden-
tity in the field—and the latter is something that takes time and a lot of 
effort to build and maintain. For the same reason, more detailed research 
on the effects of the transfer of funds, knowledge and experience from 
more developed SE ecosystems to less developed ones is needed. It is also 
evident that local networking should be supported and advocacy contin-
ued in order to empower collective identity and solidarity culture in the 
field of social enterprises.
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Notes
	 1.	We consider here the social economy as a sector that is distinct from the pri-

vate for-profit sector and from the public sector, yet is interlinked with them 
in an economic system.

	 2.	Shrestha refers to the third stage as the “developed” stage, but we find the 
term “sustainability” more appropriate.

	 3.	Shrestha mentions Italy and Anglo-Saxon states as those having sustainable 
social enterprises, thanks not only to a highly valued and developed concept 
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of entrepreneurship but also owing to a high level of awareness among citi-
zens, who buy products and services offered by social enterprises.

	 4.	Several diasporan Armenians initiated various successful projects and foun-
dations that are managed as social enterprises; examples include the TUMO 
Centre for Creative technologies, run by the Simonian Educational Founda-
tion (an important US-based benefactor), and the Tatev Revival Project or 
the UWC College, run by the IDeA Foundation (an important Russian-based 
benefactor).

	 5.	See www.epfarmenia.am/en/program-portfolio/other/social-enterprise/.
	 6.	Several legal acts, passed in the 1990s and building upon each other, are 

linked to the establishment of the KoiSPE legal form: Law 1667/1986 (On 
Civil Cooperatives and other clauses), Law 2716/1999 (establishing the legal 
form of limited-liability social cooperative properly speaking), and Law on 
the Development and Reform of Mental-Health Services and Other Provi-
sions (Gazette A’ 96/17–5–1999).

	 7.	While the aforementioned networks operate at the regional level and/or focus 
on specific organisational forms, the Social Entrepreneurship Forum operates 
at the national level and is a platform bringing together all types of social 
enterprise and their supporting organisations.

	 8.	The first Law on Economic Cooperatives, regulating cooperatives other than 
agricultural ones, was only introduced in 1937.

	 9.	See www.sens.rs/.
	10.	Smart Kolektiv is a Belgrade-based NGO that plays a major role in the devel-

opment of social entrepreneurship in Serbia. The report was commissioned 
by the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD).

	11.	See more on myth and the demystification of social entrepreneurship in 
Andersson (2011) and Dey and Steyaert (2012, 2018).
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