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m CONTEXT AND PROBLEM

Over the past decade, there has been
significant progress in the recognition and
development of social innovation (Sl), both at
the European Union level and within EU
member states (Mulgan, 2023). Initiatives such

as the European Social Innovation Competition'

and the promotion of the social economy” have
helped embed Sl into broader policy agendas.

More recently, there appears to be a shift in
emphasis within the European Commission’s
agenda, with less explicit focus on Sl and the
social economy as standalone priorities. There
isin turn a stronger focus on deep tech
innovation® and an approach of social economy
through the lens of employment.” While this
may signal shifting policy priorities, research
on Sl has been growing across various
disciplines, from innovation research to
sustainable development and other adjacent
fields, highlighting its relevance and its
capacity to spark meaningful debate (Howaldt
& Kaletka, 2023).

In this context, this brief emphasizes the
continued need to support Sl as a practical
and impactful approach, regardless of the
terminology used to define it. Sl should be
understood as a set of concrete initiatives that
contribute to innovative ways of doing
business, strengthening communities,
fostering cross-sectoral cooperation, and
enhancing the sustainability and resilience

of enterprises.

Yet significant barriers remain, and the
specific needs of social innovators are still
insufficiently understood (Audretsch et al.,
2022). Research shows that, beyond

The CRAFT project

CRAFT promotes social innovation and
amplifies impact-driven initiatives by
fostering collaboration through events—two
policy summits and a final conference—and a
digital platform, the Active Peer-to-Peer
Academy (APPA). APPA empowers
entrepreneurs and support organizations by
facilitating peer learning and capacity-building
with curated tools for social entrepreneurship.

Between January 2024 and June 2025, CRAFT’s
experimental phase in Latvia, Romania and
Croatia demonstrated measurable gains in
participants’ capacities, the effectiveness and
usefulness of tailored entrepreneurship tools,
and new connections valued by stakeholders.
The concluding phase of the CRAFT project
focuses on strengthening Europe’s social
innovation ecosystem, through commmunity
growth and the dissemination of best practices.
This effort is reinforced by comprehensive
policy recommendations and guidelines
targeting all levels of government, designed to
improve support frameworks for social
innovation.

stakeholder collaboration, SI ecosystems
rely on political and normative
frameworks guiding initiatives, cultural
contexts shaping their development,
supportive institutional conditions and
networks, and expanding infrastructures
—such as Sl labs and centres—that help
interpret and shape the ecosystem
(Domanski, Kaletka, & Kruger, 2023). These
elements are critical for creating an
enabling environment that fosters
innovation and meets the additional
requirements of S| ecosystems, which differ
from those of traditional entrepreneurial
ecosystems (Audretsch et al., 2022).

[1] European Innovation Council. The European Social Innovation Competition. https/eic.ec.europa.eu/eic-prizes/european-social-innovation-competition_en [18/03/2026]

[2] In particular through the Social Economy Action Plan, and the transition pathway for the proximity and social economy ecosystems, cf. EU Social Economy Gateway, European Commission.
Social Economy Action Plan. https:/social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/eu-initiatives/seap_en [18/03/2026]

[3] Research and innovation, European Commission. The New European Innovation Agenda. https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/support-policy-making/shaping-eu-
research-and-innovation-policy/new-european-innovation-agenda_en [18/03/2026]

[4] As of September 2025, responsibility for the social economy remains with DG EMPL and is no longer under DG GROW.
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= ANALYSIS

Within the broader theme of policy for SI
promotion, findings from the CRAFT project
point to several key enabling factors.

Results indicate that entrepreneurship
support organizations play a central role in S|
ecosystems, even when not initially specialized,
suggesting that targeted capacity building in
Sl and entrepreneurship can strengthen
support quality and systemic impact.

A second factor is about Sl support
ecosystems more broadly. The European
Social Enterprise Monitor Report 2023-2024
indicates that only 4% of surveyed social
enterprises across Europe consider their
local support ecosystem “very strong” and
14% as “strong” (Gazeley et al., 2025), pointing
to the continued need for stronger ecosystem-
building in Europe. Effective ecosystems
connect social innovators with networks,
research, procurement, and EU programmes,
enabling collaboration, resource access, and
policy co-design.

Third, the visibility of impact-driven models
appears to be an important lever for fostering
the diffusion of Sl practices and this can be
achieved with strategic public communication.
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Under the category of building skills and
competencies in SI, the analysis highlights
structural conditions shaping the
effectiveness of support services. Mapping
existing support offers emerges as a
necessary step to ensure that social
entrepreneurs can access coherent and
comprehensive assistance.

Beyond availability, the findings stress the
importance of aligning support services
with entrepreneurs’ actual needs,
particularly those linked to organizational
and management excellence. The study
identifies persistent competency gaps across
target countries, notably in investment
readiness, sales, impact measurement and
finance—areas that remain insufficiently
addressed by existing services and where
support organizations themselves often lack
expertise (cf. Chart below).

Access to networks and cooperation
appears as a critical enabling factor, as it
facilitates knowledge transfer, business
development, and coordination among
actors, contributing to more efficient and
integrated S| support ecosystems.
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Chart: Levels of expertise of the 30 support organizations (SIMs) and 61 entrepreneurs
(Sl1As) part of CRAFT’s study in 2025 (1-no knowledge - 5-we are experts)
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Within the access to tools category, a key
contribution of the CRAFT project, the
analysis underscores the strategic role of
practical instruments in strengthening SI.

,and can influence how business
models are designed and governed.
Findings show that well-designed tools
can deliver immediate capacity gains for
both social entrepreneurs and support
organizations, especially in areas where
support gaps persist, notably finance and
impact assessment. At the same time,
barriers to uptake persist, including
complexity, time, language, and insufficient
adaptability.

The right tools can strengthen the
capacity of social enterprises to deliver
effective, sustainable, and widely
beneficial solutions, proving their value as
key partners in addressing societal
challenges. Impact measurement and

management in particular emerges as a core
yet under-resourced domain of social
enterprise development. Effective support
depends on combining accessible tools with
targeted capacity-building to ensure
meaningful and sustained use.

Within the funding and financing of Sl
category, the analysis highlights structural
constraints affecting the effectiveness of
support ecosystems. Survey data indicate that
access to financial resources is the most
pressing challenge faced by support
organizations, followed by limitations in
internal staff capacity.

These constraints directly affect the continuity
and quality of services provided to Sl actors.
The findings suggest that stable and
targeted funding is a critical enabling
condition, as it allows support organizations
to professionalize their operations, strengthen
collaboration across ecosystems, and extend
support more consistently to underserved
entrepreneurs and regions.

m DESCRIPTION OF POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The second Policy Summit, held in June 2025, highlighted 4 cross-cutting themes that

shape the priorities for European policy.’

Partnerships for Sl. Foster partnerships within innovation and sectoral ecosystems, including
through ecosystem mapping and cross-regional collaboration. (Recommendations 3, 7)

Strengthening innovation ecosystems. Develop S| ecosystems and clusters, and invest in
impact measurement to support their development and improve their visibility.

(Recommendations 3, 18)

Empowering support organizations. Support intermediary organizations that assist social
enterprises through funding, data, and visibility. This requires:
o Better access to EU and national funding for entrepreneurship support organizations

o |Improved data collection

o Greater public awareness (Recommendations 2, 10, 11, 7, 20, 4)

Driving transformative scaling and visibility in social entrepreneurship. Promote scaling
strategies that drive transformative impact, moving beyond linear growth, and highlight
success through strategic public communication. (Recommendation 4)

[S] Priorities respectively put forward by Magdalena Cymerys, Policy Officer at the Directorate-General Research and Innovation, European Commission, Marta Bruschi, Network and
Community Manager at DIESIS Network, Toby Gazeley, Policy Lead at Euclid Network, and Kai Hockerts, Professor of Social Entrepreneurship at Copenhagen Business School.
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The full list of the summarized policy recommendations is exposed below. In the full
document, recommendations are supported by concrete actions targeting Europe as well

as national and local levels of government.

# Summarized recommendation

1

Train local authorities in S|

Train entrepreneurship support organizations in Sl

Build S| ecosystems and communities of practice

Promote exemplary impact-driven models and S| through strategic public communication

Promote a self-assessment of impact for enterprises

Foster the legal recognition of social economy and enterprises

Social innovation promotion
n

Gather data on the social economy and social enterprises

Reward committed entrepreneurs who address social needs

Lead an ambitious shift towards a responsible and sustainable economy

10

Map support services and fill gaps

1

Support capacity-building within support organizations

services

12

& skills

Build capacity in digital skills and support tech-driven Sl

13

Support

Map financing options and investors and facilitate connections

14

Facilitate access to networks and cooperation

15

Invest in an accessible Sl toolkit

16

Provide access to practical tools in key strategic areas

Tools

17

Foster public debate on impact measurement and reporting

18

Build capacity in impact measurement, management and commmunication

19

|

Make EU funds (especially ESF+) more accessible

20

Secure public and EU funding for support organizations

Funding &
nancing

fi

21

Fund social research and innovation (R&l)
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= METHODOLOGY AND REFERENCES

CRAFT Policy recommendations have emerged from a comprehensive investigation
process implemented along the project, including the following research material.

Results from two surveys

Quantitative and qualitative data has been
analyzed regarding the needs and practices of

Two Policy Summits

The two Policy Summits, held on July 4, 2024
and June 11, 2025, were designed to present and

30 support organizations and 60 entrepreneurs. discuss CRAFT analyses, and engage diverse
stakeholders in diversified panel discussions
The data was collected through pre- and post- about social entrepreneurship and Si, tools, and
guestionnaires, which also measured the impact policy.

of the CRAFT project following the co-creation
and use of entrepreneurship tools. The Summits were recorded and transcripted in
detailed notes. Relevant contributions were

used as supporting findings.
Interviews with key stakeholders

Semi-structured interviews were conducted
with key stakeholders in Toulouse, France,
Belgium and more largely in Europe.®

Document analysis

Several reports and position papers from the
European Commission and key European
stakeholders have been studied to understand
and refer to the wider European policy context.

The interviews were coded according to
emerging policy categories and crossed with
results from registrations and Policy Summits.

The findings from these different sources were listed in a table along the way and classified
into thematic categories and policy scale. The proposed policy recommendations draw
directly from these findings. A first version of the full recommmendations was discussed at the
second Policy Summit on June 11, 2025, and subsequently enriched. We sincerely thank our
expert contributors for reviewing and commenting on the first draft, helping us refine what
we aim to offer as practical and actionable levers for Sl
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[6] The sample interestingly covers the local, national and European scales, although it is not considered representative of the European Sl ecosystem. The selection of geographies can be
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[7] Special thanks to Magdalena Cymerys (RTD, European Commission), Toby Gazeley (Euclid Network), Antonius Schréder (TU Dortmund), and Karina Maldonado-Mariscal (TU Dortmund).
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