
 

SOCIAL ECONOMY: 
 A SHIFTING PARADIGM 

Romeo Asiminei [1] Conţiu Tiberiu Şoitu [2] 
Abstract The article aims to assess the extent in which the social economy paradigm was influenced by the socio-economical evolutions and challenges. The article makes a comparative analysis of the “classical” definitions of social economy in relation with the self-definitions given by the representatives of the Romanian social economy entities. To this end, the article presents the results provided by a quality research of focus group type. The research was carried out in the month of November 2011 within the project Social economy model in Romania POSDRU/69/6.1/S/33490, co-financed by the Social European Fund through the Sector Operational Program “Development of Human Resources 2007 – 2013” – Invest in People, Priority axis 6 Promotion of social inclusion. The major intervention field 6.1 Development of social economy. Within the research, eight focus groups sessions were carried out, one session in each Romanian development region. The main conclusion of the article is that, at least in Romania, social economy is a paradigm that finds itself in a full process of change, change that is recorded also in the social economy draft laws. 
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sociology of knowledge, paradigm shift, Law of Social Economy  Currently there are no global unanimously accepted definitions for social economy (Asiminei, 2012). In fact, the European Economical and Social Committee (2000) recognizes the difficulty to elaborate a common definition for social economy at European level. The diffi-culties are generated by, first of all, the economical, social and legal contexts that differ from one country to another, difficulties that have 
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marked the development of the social economy field. The identified solution had in view to provide a definition for social economy through the basic principles of social economy and of the entities carrying out activities in this field. Starting from these elements that describe social economy, we shall analyze to what extent they are congruent with the current representations within the Romanian space. The analysis starts from the assumption that social economy is a true social paradigm, recognized as such by the European Parliament (2009). The aim of the article is to evaluate to what extent is the social economy model stable and how much was it influenced by the evolution of the socio-econo-mical context. 
Scientific knowledge A paradigm means “a set of concepts, phrases, investigation methods that have a high normative character, developed to guide the research within a certain specialized field” (Zamfir and Vlăsceanu, 1993, p. 420). In other words, it is the sum of assumptions, laws and methods describing the perception that the scientific community has on a certain field. In fact, Kuhn (2008), in 1962, has provided the term paradigm a contemporary meaning, within his work named The structure of 

scientific revolutions. Kuhn (2008) analyzes the way in which the scientific subject matters are organized based on certain structures (paradigms) shared by the members of the scientific community during a clearly marked period of time. The core concept of Kuhn's study is the term we are analyzing in this study. For Kuhn (2008), the scientific paradigm is what must be observed and analyzed within the area of a subject matter, the questions that must be asked and the way in which we need to interpret the answers. Basically, “paradigms are universally recognized scientific achievements which, for a period of time, provide problems and model solutions to a community of practitioners” (Urse, 2009, p. 41).  Kuhn (2008) was one of the first theoreticians that have described science not as being stable and linear, but subject to changes. To this end, Kuhn operates with a set of concepts such as normal science, puzzles* problems, anomaly, crisis, extraordinary science and scientific 
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revolutions. The development of any science knows two distinct phases (Urse, 2009, p. 41-42). Within the first phase, science is characterized by normal research or research based on the model recognized by the scientific community, which is a cumulative activity that resolves puzzles problems and preserves the foundations of science without aiming to produce major novelties of conceptual or phenomenal type. Beyond the puzzles type problems, normal science can also record, at a certain time, anomalies, meaning that the problems had in view do not longer comply with the expectations generated by the paradigm. That moment triggers a wide exploration of the anomaly area aiming to adjust the explanatory model in such way that the anomaly ends up aligned with the expected limits. In the second phase, science is facing a revolution that represents a disruption of continuity, having a non-cumulative character. When an anomaly cannot be resolved by adjusting the paradigm, science is faced with a crisis that generates a new interpretative model. The transition process towards a new, extraordinary science incubates an integral or partial replacement of the old paradigm with a new one. This is incompatible with the old one. The consecutive transition from the old one to the new one through a scientific revolution describes, from Kuhn's perspective, the develop-ment of a mature science. Another important aspect Kuhn (2008) points out is that the paradigms are immeasurable, meaning that two paradigms cannot be compared one with the other. The paradigm that replaces the old one is not necessarily better, because the criteria measures are not the same. This happens because, in their turn, the criteria measures are generated by the interpretation model. The examples used by Kuhn in his study have in view the key moment in the development of physics, linked to personalities like Copernic, Newton, Lavoisier, Einstein or Bohr. In fact, Kuhn was indicat-ing, in his book's introduction, the concept of paradigm as inapplicable to social sciences. Nevertheless, the Structure of scientific revolutions has enjoyed a circulation greater than Kuhn could have guessed, generating live debates and leading to applications also in this field. Dogan and Pahre (1991) develop Kuhn's perspective to the direction of the social. First of all, the authors emphasize the heterogeneity of 
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social sciences and also the several meanings of the concepts used in these sciences, the intentional mutual neglect of the scientists and also the development of several thinking schools, specialized and ultra-specialized, within the fields. For Dogan and Pahre (1991), the core element of science development within the social field is social innova-tion, understood as a gradual contribution of novelty to the scientific research. The authors describe the innovation process as commencing from the specialization of researchers in areas that are outside the field. In the second phase, occurs a “hybridization” process between the different specialized areas of two or several fields. The hybrid fields appear as a necessity to complete the empty space between the different fields of social knowledge. The result of this innovation process is the build-up of wide patrimonies in all the social sciences fields and a continuous process of their fragmentation. Dogan and Pahre (1991) review of a series of factors that can generate innovation: the trans-disciplinary change of theories, transformations of concepts, borrowing methods, technology and interaction between paradigms. Unlike Kuhn and also unlike Dogan and Pahre, Handa recognizes the existence of paradigms within the social sciences field as well. Handa (1986) introduces the concept “social paradigm” emphasizing the importance of the social context that influences the way in which reality is perceived. Also, Handa (1986) analyzes the paradigm shift process from a social perspective. To this end, the author has focused on the evolution of the social context, which is able to generate a change of interpretation. Social paradigm describes that set of experiences, beliefs and values that influence the way in which the members of a community perceive reality and adopt behaviors and responses according to the perception of reality. As a consequence, the paradigm shift shows a conversion of the way in which community members perceive reality. Within a social context, we shall refer to a “prevalent paradigm”, more precisely that set of values and thinking mechanisms that are most largely accepted by the members of a community at a given time. The prevalent social paradigm is determined by the cultural and social background of that society and by the historical circumstances. 
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We can mark of a series of agents that determine a paradigm to become prevalent at the level of a community: private organizations and bodies or public authorities that identify it; leaders that support it. The prevalent paradigm is imposed through different communication channels: mass-media, both by scientific journals and also populariza-tion magazines, conferences, financing certain researches, the educatio-nal system and legal initiatives. For sure, the actions of different agents to implement and support a certain prevailing model of social inter-pretation and explanation must not be regarded as isolated actions, but as conjugated, having influences and interdependencies between them. In order to stress out the roles of public authorities and of the mechanisms used to implement and support a prevalent social para-digm, we could discuss also Hall's perspective (1993) who introduces the concept of “public political paradigm”. The continuity of public policies, hence of the public political paradigm, indicates holding on to the prevalent social paradigm, while conversion and adjustment of public policies indicates changing it. 
The social economy concept Although the social economy concept is a reality present in various forms in most human communities and has known a natural develop-ment starting with the 18th century in the context of the industrial capitalism development (Cace and others, 2010, p. 14), there is no global unanimously accepted definition. Analyzing specialized literature and official documents, we can mark of two sets of definitions for the social economy concept which feature either social economy entities (organization forms), either principles that represent the base of the social economy organization (MMFPS, 2010, p. 20) or definitions combining both dimensions. The principles on which social economy is based on can be found especially in the theories of the utopist sociologists (Owen, Saint Simon and Fourier), of the anarchy sociologists (Proudhon) or of some economists (Gide). These ideas emerge at the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th century, a period that is synonym with the commencement of industrial revolution and of the French revolution. 
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The two revolutions deeply mark the socio-economical context, favoring the emergence of a social economy paradigm. In the same time, they generate a series of negative effects at social level: the polarization of society, difficult labor conditions, delinquency, but also the aware-ness of some modern values such as freedom, equality, solidarity, social rights. In the context of the industrial revolution and of the society's polarization, economy detaches from society and functions on its own. The ideas of Owen, Saint Simon, Fourier, Proudhon and Gide pro-mote forms that organize communities or even states based on solidarity and participation. The authors suggest models that maximize the welfare of individuals and of the community as a whole, calling on principles such as the equality of members, the right to get involved in economical, social and political activities. The first definitions of social economy, starting with the Charta of Social Economy adopted in France, 1980 by representatives of the cooperatives, mutual and associative sectors (MMFPS, 2010, p. 20) capitalize the ideas formulated by the utopist sociologists, but the socio-economical context leads to the situation where they are applied on a smaller scale, at the level of some private initiatives. For example, the European Council has considered in 1989 that the basic principles of social economy are “solidarity and the participation of the members (one member, one vote), and the producers, beneficiaries or consumers are animated by the feeling of independence and by civic aim.” (Com-mission of the European Communities, 1989, p. 4). To the same end, the European Economic and Social Committee states that the organizations that activate in the social economy sector are not primary profit driven, but “must be efficient from economical point of view so they are able to use the financial exceeding in order to achieve their objectives” of mutual self-help (Economic and Social Committee, 2000, p. 4).  One of the most frequently used definitions of social economy was elaborated by the International Center of Research and Information on Public, Social Economy and Cooperatives (CIRIEC). According to this definition, social economy is “the set of private organizations that are formally organized, own decisional autonomy and the freedom to associate, are created to meet the needs of the members through the market by introducing goods and services supply, insurances and 
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financing, where the decision making process and any distribution of the profits or of the exceeding between the members is not directly linked to the contribution of capital or to the fees paid by the members, each of them having one vote. Social economy includes also private organizations that are formally organized, own decisional autonomy and the freedom to associate, that provide non-commercial services for households and whose exceeding, if any, cannot be assimilated by the economical agents that set up, control or finance them.” (CIRIEC, 2007, p. 5). Moreover, the European Parliament (2009) has adopted a Resolution stating that social economy is based on a social paradigm that complies with the fundamental principles of the social and welfare European model. In fact, the European Union supports this paradigm by financing projects that aim the development of social economy (Social European Fund through the Sector Operational Program “Development of Human Resources 2007 – 2013” – Invest in People, Priority axis 6 Promotion of social inclusion. The major intervention field 6.1 Develop-ment of social economy). The Opening Report regarding Social Economy in Romania: Profit for 
people defines social economy as “the type of economy that efficiently combines individual responsibility with collective responsibility in order to produce goods and/or services supply and whose main objective is social benefit.” Social economy is based on a private, voluntary and solidarity initiative, with a high level of autonomy and responsibility, it implies an economical risk and a limited distribution of the profit” (Stănescu (coord.) and others, 2012, p. 13). 

Representations of social economy  Understanding a paradigm implies not just analyzing the definitions that are more or less scholar but also analyzing the representations of the community members. In this instance, we shall analyze the repre-sentations of the persons who are directly involved in the sector of social economy towards this paradigm. The analysis of the represen-tations is based on the data generated by a quality research of focus group type, carried out within the project Model of social economy in 
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Romania POSDRU/69/6.1/S/33490, co-financed by the Social European Fund through the Sector Operational Program “Development of Human Resources 2007 – 2013” – Invest in People, Priority axis 6 Promotion of social inclusion. The major intervention field 6.1: Development of social economy. The quality research was carried out during the month of November 2011. The project organized eight focus group sessions. In order to cover the entire geographical area of Romania, each development region was assigned one focus group. For each development region was selected a location to carry out the focus group session. The group discussions included representatives of social economy entities, of civil society organizations and of local public authorities that carry out activities in the field of social economy.  
Table Nr. 1. Geographical distribution 

 of the de focus group sessions 
 

Nr. crt. Development region Selected location 1. Region South Alexandria 2. Region Bucharest-Ilfov Bucharest 3. Region North - West Cluj 4. Region Center Alba Iulia 5. Region North - East Bacău 6. Region South - East Constanţa 7. Region South - Vest Craiova 8. Region West Timişoara  The focus groups has aimed to gather and to verify information regarding the characteristics of the Romanian organizations that carry out social economy activities, self-definitions, their relationships with the authorities, their opinion towards the legislation in the field, aiming to make a research – diagnosis on the models of entities that belong to Romanian social economy. From now on we shall analyze the way in which the persons directly involved in social economy are defining this sector. The quality research was carried out with the aid of informatics application NVivo 
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9.2. From the transcripts of the eight focus group sessions were extracted the text parts that refer to the definition of social economy and were loaded in the analysis program. By going through a deductive type process, a set of codes was elaborated (”nodes”, in the NVivo language, Saldana, 2009). A set of four main codes was built (”parent nodes”): principles of social economy, social economy entities, dimen-sions of social economy and communication means for the social eco-nomy concept.  
Table Nr. 2. Structure of codes 

 
”Parent node” ”Child node” 

Principles of social economy  
Organizational and operational forms  Objectives  Values Social economy entities   Social economy dimensions Economical dimension Social dimension Communication means for the social economy concept   The definitions provided by the respondents do not clearly indicate the private initiative character of the social economy entities. In fact, one of the respondents believes that social economy entities are at the intersection of three sector “private, public and social”. Nevertheless, the participants of the study describe the operational principle of social economy as being “an economical activity whose profit is invested for a social aim”. In most cases, the respondents believe the objective of social eco-nomy entities is to create jobs that are intended – especially – for vulnerable persons. Thus, we observe a reduction in the action area of the social economy paradigm. If the definitions previously presented view “the economical and social development of a community” (Stă-
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nescu (coord.) and other 2012, p. 13), through social economy entities that, according to several definitions, emerge with the aim to “meet the needs of their members through the market” (CIRIEC, 2007, p. 5), the self-definitions of the respondents are especially restricted to social insertion mechanism intended for vulnerable groups. Moreover, “social economy is characterized by the principle of double quality: the organization members are producers and beneficiaries of the produced goods. Therefore, the collective interest of the members matters” (Netedu, 2013, p. 10).  This research study states that the respondents rather seem to identify social economy entities with complementary social services mechanisms to be used by vulnerable adults (Şoitu, 2013, p. 7) and not so much with an individual empowerment process. (Şoitu, 2013; Gîrlea-nu-Şoitu, 2004).  From the perspective of the respondents, the values associated with the social economy paradigm are solidarity, responsibility, social inclusion and the entrepreneurial spirit. For some of the focus group participants social economy is a “life philosophy” or, in other words a way of relating to social reality. Despite the fact that “according to the social economy principles recognized at European level but also to the national enforced regulations, Romanian social economy entities are: associations and foundations; non-profit organizations organized as employees' mutual aid funds (CARS) and retired persons' mutual aid funds (CARP); credit cooperatives and rank 1 cooperative companies” (Stănescu and others 2013, p. 6), the respondents identify almost all non-governmental organizations as being social economy entities.  From the view point of economical dimension, the respondents believe that social economy entities are “an alternative economy form”, and the profit they obtain is socially driven. Although the respondents talk about driving the profit towards social aims and/or profit re-distribution, they believe that, in the case of social economy entities, “at the end of a financial exercise is not important if you are losing. It is normal to be losing (…)” Social dimension, is represented, as shown already, by activities that integrate vulnerable persons. This dimension, characterized by the principle of mutual aid provided by the social economy entities' members and beneficiaries, seem to suffer a series of 
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mutations: the activity to create a space of integration and support for the vulnerable persons is primary. The beneficiaries of this activity are rather represented by a small group of people within the social economy entities, vulnerable persons having the employee status. As shown above, there are several ways to promote a social para-digm. One of these is to finance the research and development activities within a certain field. The conclusion of the focus groups was that social economy has become known in Romania especially due to the finan-cings provided by the European Union through the Social European Fund through the Sector Operational Program “Development of Human Resources 2007 – 2013” – Invest in People, Priority axis 6 Promotion of social inclusion. The major intervention field 6.1 Development of social economy. 
Conclusions: Social economy – a shifting paradigm Making a comparative analysis of the theoretical definitions of social economy and of the self-definitions made by the representatives of this sector, we believe we are in full process of paradigm shift. As we have argued, the social context, the practices and experiences can generate a shift of the social paradigm. In this instance, the representations of the “social economy community” members are far away from what we might call “the old” paradigm of social economy, described in various definitions (CIRIEC, 2007, p. 5; Stănescu (coord.) and others, 2012,  p. 13). In fact, this shifting process is emphasized also by the recent legislative and social policies developments that took place in Romania. To this end, we especially refer to the fact that the Romanian Govern-ment has approved the Bill regarding social economy on the 11th of December 2013 (Social Economy Institute, 2014). The Recommendations report for social economy. Romania 2013 (Stănescu (coord.) and others 2013) suggests two scenarios for the development of social economy, both “failing into a strategic view on social economy of the decision makers” (Stănescu and others, 2013, p. 10). In a first scenario, social enterprises enjoy the same regime as any other economical agent, having easy access to institutional and financial resources. In the second scenario, these structures are promoted 
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through specific support mechanisms. In its turn, this second scenario can follow two strategic options: a) supporting social enterprises inde-pendent of vulnerable groups' employment; b) promoting, alongside with social enterprises, the social insertion enterprises that aim to employ vulnerable groups. (Stănescu (coord.) and others, 2013; Stănes-cu and others, 2013, p. 10). From our perspective the second scenario is the one that marks the paradigm shift and is undertaken in the social economy draft law. The draft law promotes social economy through a series of mecha-nisms and tries to integrate both strategic options that we have pre-sented. The document makes the distinction between two major forms of social economy: social enterprise (any legal person of private law that carries out activities in the social economy field and respects the social economy principles) and social insertion enterprise. The social insertion enterprise is the organizational form of social economy that has at least 30% of the employed personnel part of a vulnerable group, so that the cumulated working time of these employees represents at least 30% of the total working time, and that reinvests 60% of the profit value or, depending on the case, of the financial exceeding, for their minimum development. We must mention that the most consistent facilities aim social insertion enterprises, which are very close to the perspective of the “social economy community” members.  In conclusion, the social economy paradigm is in a changing process, which is not final yet, and is emphasized both by the self-definitions provided by the persons directly involved in this sector and also by the legislative developments. The socio-economical evolutions and challenges of the last few years that have marked the Romanian space and beyond and have determined the necessity to identify some solutions for social and economical problems. One of the answers given was social economy, with a series of amendments brought to the classic paradigm. The emphasis is moved from the level of an entity that is economically sustainable aiming to ensure the welfare of all members, to entities supported through different financial mechanisms aiming to socially integrate vulnerable groups. 
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