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Abstract 

The social economy is an alternative business model, which focuses strictly on 

maximizing profit, but also has a social component, the labor market 

integration of persons belonging to vulnerable groups. The theme of this study 

is to identify the identity profile of social economy organizations in Timisoara, 

the field size, target groups benefiting from the services, processes and 

organizational structure, economic performance indicators (economic purpose) 

social performance indicators (social purpose), partnerships with business, 

government, community and educational environment. The research is 

exploratory, empirical and descriptive, the research instrument used was a 

standardized questionnaire (adapted from -Survey of Social Enterprises in 

Alberta and British Columbia CANADA, 2010) BC-Alberta Social Economy 

Research Alliance (Romanian BALTA). Among the main results we include poor 

self-identification in the self-perception of credit mutual aid unions with social 

economy, these ones tending to maximize the economic and financial 

dimension of their work to the detriment of social organizations like bank 

financial loan. 
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 Introduction and analysis of the legal framework 

The social economy is a dynamic sector whose structure changes 
based on meeting specific needs. This dynamics is influenced by political, 
economic and social aspects, but primarily is determined by specific 
entities that arose due to collective processes in which individuals, 
groups and communities work to meet needs that public and private 
entities do not meet. Our objective is to highlight the importance of these 
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needs in a social context and the fact that they are satisfied by the actions 
and activities of individuals and communities, for various reasons, 
having limited resources or rather have limited access to resources to be 
put together (here is included the capital too) in order to achieve the 
objectives, namely the implementation of projects (Shaw, Shaw & 
Wilson, 2001). Evolution and diverse nature of these needs over time are 
due to unequal economic and social developments that have experienced 
various communities historically, reaching a hierarchy in their 
importance. 

A trend that we identify during the contemporary period in 
Europe is a parallel developing of traditional and innovative initiatives. 
Addressing initiatives and innovative ideas is experienced at European 
and national level although they cannot be placed in historical action 
paradigm of social economy. This approach emphasizes the use of 
innovative elements in relation to various fields but has obvious 
implications in the organizational and management areas (Borzaga and 
Defourny 2001), also by highlighting women managers performance 
(Vasiluță Ștefănescu & Vasiluță Ștefănescu, 2012). 

Various regulations focus on supporting the small and medium 
entreprises and social economy entities were adopted at the European 
level starting with 2003 (Stănescu, Luca, & Rusu, 2012, p. 14-15).  

Entities generally called social enterprises are the most recent 
and innovative social economy structures at European and national level. 
Their entrepreneurial profile is defined by the dimensions and indicators 
such as production of goods and services in the context of a high degree 
of autonomy, financial risk taking and the presence of labor employed 
and a sharp structure of organizational processes reflected in the way of 
division of labor. All these aspects can be combined in a new and original 
reporting on the social objective of economic initiatives. The social 
dimension can be identified by characteristics such as entrepreneurial 
initiative when character is the result of a group, when the power of 
decision is not influenced by the division of property and capital 
structure, limited distribution of profit and stated aim of producing 
goods and services needed by the community (Defourny & Monzón, 
1992). 

In the following we will refer to a number of elements that 
highlight the role of a particular type of social economic structures that 
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combine traditional forms of innovation, gaining ground both at 
European and national level. The case study we present, without 
generalizing, is a starting point of sociological analysis of the realities of 
the west sector. One aspect that we want to highlight refers to the 
relational character of experiences in the field of social economy, linking 
the various actors, individual or organizational, as well as the overcome 
institutional boundaries (Fairbairn, Lou Hammond, & Krebs, 1997). 
These new forms of traditional structures of social economy are 
manifested in the development of strategic options where the relational 
way (often through the establishment of networks) (Goian & Vasiluță 
Ștefănescu, 2013) is based on the characteristics of the actors involved, 
namely the nature of resources and objectives (Salamon & Anheier, 
1996). 

The first explicit legal reference to mutual aid mutual aid unions 
(MAU) is performed on employees, in Decree 358/1949 for organizing 
mutual aid in addition to unions. Decree 204/1951 on the organization 
of mutual aid associations for retirees (MAUR) applies to those belonging 
to the state social insurance system. Structures established under this 
decree were assessed in the explanatory memorandum to Law 13/1972 
regarding mutual aid unions of retirees as useful. (Research Report on 
social economy in Romania, 2010). 

National Union of Employees Credit Union of Romania (NUECUR) 
includes Credit Mutual Aid Unions of Employees in Romania which dates 
back about 100 years. At first they were known as the "union of the 
economy" and accounted for credit mutual aid unions set up by special 
laws in certain ministries, churches and where members deposited their 
savings together. Subsequently they were subordinate to mutual aid 
unions, each union having a mutual aid association, based on mutuality 
principles, principles that still exist today. By the law 122/1996, credit 
mutual aid unions were registered by judges and the central bank 
through the "Record Book". (Research Report on the Social Economy in 
Romania 2010). 

Recalling the legislative context of the draft law on social 
economy (2011-2012), which proposes regulation of the sector in our 
country, we identify several types of structures among which 
associations and foundations, cooperatives of first degree, companies, 
credit mutual aid unions, groups of social initiative, voluntary 
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organizations, employee mutual aid unions, mutual aid unions of retirees 
etc.  

Nonprofit organizations organized into Mutual aid unions (MAU) 
in Romania can have two variations, Credit mutual aid unions of 
employees (CMAE) and Credit mutual aid unions for retirees (MAUR). 

Credit mutual aid unions for retirees are organized under the 
legal framework provided by GUO 26/2000 on associations and 
foundations, with subsequent amendments and a special regulatory 
action: the Law 540/2002 on mutual aid unions of retirees. Credit 
mutual aid unions of retirees are civic organizations, private legal 
persons of patrimonial nature, non-governmental, non-political, with 
charitable purpose, mutual self-help and social assistance. (Art. 1 Law 
540/2002). Law 122/1996, art. 1 paragraph 1 provides that members of 
mutual aid unions of employees may be only employed individuals. The 
objective of MAUR is to support members by providing financial loans 
with interest and pursuit of social, cultural, tourist and other types. 
MAUR members can be retirees, welfare recipients and family members 
of these categories. National legal regulations within this organizational 
form in the social economy through social objective stated support for 
vulnerable people, observing all the general characteristics of the area 
and having a historical continuity, a traditional one (Research Report on 
the Social Economy in Romania 2010). 

In 2009, at the national level, MAUR ensured 2724 jobs in 193 
organizations with over 1,300,000 members (Constantinescu, 2011). 

Credit mutual aid unions are non-profit organizations of 
employees who are organized, as the structures mentioned above, the 
legal framework provided by GUO 26/2000 on associations and 
foundations and by the Law 122/1996 on the legal regime of the credit 
union for employees and their mutual aid unions. Employees' Credit 
mutual aid unions are non-profit associations organized based on free 
will of employees to support their members and financial mutual aid. 
(Art. 1 paragraph 1 Law 122/1996). The purpose of these structures is to 
support members by providing financial loans with interest. By 
establishing and operating measures, MAUE fall in social economy as a 
specific form nationally widespread. As regards the sources of funding 
mutual aid unions, they are calling on common funds through 
participation of members, according to participative schemes 
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undertaken by democratic vote by all members (Research Report on the 
Social Economy in Romania 2010). 

A comparative analysis of SE organisations in Romania 
emphasised their efficiency from the point of view of economic 
profitability (Stănescu, Asiminei, Rusu, & Vîrjan, 2012, p. 65). 

In 2009, at the national level, MAUE assured 16,275 jobs in 702 
organizations with over 942,381 members (Constantinescu, 2011). 

For setting up MAUE the minimum number of members must be 
30, the funding being made of  members’ funds, of own funds or from 
funds union associations, each house having freely chosen its program 
management. The unions are a protected category in terms of legislation, 
not being subject to taxation. The unions also established a risk fund, 
loans reaching values of 3.4 times the social fund. 
 

Methodology 

The research objective is to identify dimensions of identity of the 
MAU profile as SE institutions. The research instrument used is the 
standardized questionnaire (adapted from -Survey of Social Enterprises 
in Alberta and British Columbia CANADA, 2010) BC-Alberta Social 
Economy Research Alliance (Romanian BALTA). 

The questionnaire, containing open and closed questions 
(Chelcea, Margo, & Cauc, 1998) included the following dimensions: field, 
target groups benefiting from the services, processes and organizational 
structure, economic performance indicators (economic purpose) social 
performance indicators (social purpose). Sample: Given the type of 
research (explorative) we chose a sample of convenience (Păşcuţă, 
2001) (Zamfir & Vlăsceanu, 1993). Specifically, based on a sampling 
frame that included 52 MAUE and 120 Associations / Foundations of 
Timisoara there were selected (randomly associations / foundations) 50 
organizational units of each type at a time. Following successive visits we 
obtained responses from 43 MAUE and 38 Associations / Foundations. 
 

Results 

About 90% of the total MAUE affiliated to NAMAUER (National 
Association of the Mutual Aid Unions of Employees in Romania), 
exception being the County Timis and Satu-Mare. Institutionally, 
NAMAUER BNR (National Romanian Bank) cooperates with the Ministry 
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of Finance and the Ministry of Labor. NAMAUER has 39 affiliated local 
mutual aid unions that comprise 2377 MAUE, on non-financial 
institutions. NAMAUER presents, protects, sustains and defends specific 
interests of non-financial institutions MAUE, their members and the local 
mutual aid unions in their relations with the central bodies of state 
administration, financial institutions, businesses and other organizations 
in Romania (Research Report on the Social Economy in Romania, 2010). 

The first aspect aimed is the one of the establishment of the 
organization. Thus, we have associations and foundations 15.8% (1990-
1995), 28.9% (1996-2000), 26.3% (2001-2005) on the other hand, 
67.4% MAU (before 1990). Associations and foundations are created 
after 1990 (Law no 21 / 1924 and GO 26/2000), naturally in the context 
of legislative limitations of the communist period. MAUE are established 
(MAU-Law 122/1996, MAUE-Law. 135/2003, MAUR- Law.540 / 2002), 
especially before 1989, 67%, which makes them more credible for 
generations that began to practice in the communist period or in the 
near future. 

Another recorded aspect aimed the sector of the organizations. 
Thus, in the case of associations and foundations, 10.5% culture, 15.8% 
health, 23.7% education, 23.7% social. On the other hand, in the case of 
the MAUE, 83.7% FINANCE. Foundations and associations are open to 
almost all areas of activity while MAUE assumes the role of financial 
institutions competing with the savings / loans offered by banks. Thus 
over 80% of the investigated MAUs circumscribe their main activity to 
finances. 

The activity of credit mutual aid unions of employees is to grant 
loans with interests to their members. (Art. 2 paragraph 1 Law 
122/1996). Credit mutual aid unions for retirees may be established by 
exercising the right to freedom of association of the following categories 
of persons, retirees, welfare recipients, family members. 

In terms of geographical area deserved, for associations and 
foundations we talk about 47.4% local, 28.9% regional, 13.2% national, 
and 10.5% international. Concerning the MAUE, the geographical area 
deserved has a share of 83.7% local and 11.6% regional. Associations 
and foundations do not just resume to the local area, but they try to 
deserve also the regional, national and even international ones. On the 
other hand MAUEs are mainly institutions serving a local market, at most 
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regional. So over 83% of MAUEs are auto defined as local organizational 
actors and about 12% reported that the work they perform has regional 
echoes. 

The main beneficiary group of business associations and 
foundations has a share of 5.3% represented by persons with physical 
disabilities, 39.5% children and youth, 15.8% elderly, 7.9% persons with 
mental disabilities, 2.6% ethnic minorities. For the NGOs the largest 
share registered is of 83.7% employees. NGOs address a wide variety of 
beneficiaries; from people with physical and mental disabilities to ethnic 
minorities and people from single parent families. In other words NGOs 
identify vulnerable groups and support their activities in order to 
identify their needs and seek to meet them. At this point it is noted the 
idea of return that frames the activity of MAUEs by the fact that they are 
addressed to employees (83%) or other categories which, although by 
definition can be considered vulnerable, are, in this case, contributors 
and beneficiaries of MAUE. 

An indicator of belonging to the considered social economy 
organizations is the number of members in leadership. Thus, for 
associations and foundations we record a share of 65.8% (2-5 persons), 
15.8% (6-10 people) and for credit mutual aid unions 93% (2-5 
persons). Thus, both NGOs and MAUEs are managed by a management 
team also due to social goals that motivate the existence of two entities. 
Data analysis transpires the idea of similarity in this respect between the 
two types of organizational units. 

The General Assembly is the governing body, composed of all 
members. (Paragraph 1). The organization and functioning of the general 
meeting shall be determined by statute. (Paragraph 5), the GUO 
26/2000, art. 21 Paragraph 1 and 5, the board council ensures the 
enforcement of decisions of the general assembly. It can be also made by 
people outside the association, up to a maximum of one quarter of its 
composition. (Paragraph 1). General rules on the organization and 
functioning of the board of directors are established by statute. Board 
can develop internal rules of operation. (Paragraph 3), OUG 26/2000, 
art. 24 paragraphs 1 and 3, the constitutive act may stipulate the 
appointment of an auditor or of an auditing committee. If the number is 
greater than 15 members, the appointment of an auditor is required. It 
can be a person outside the association. (Art. 27). For associations with 
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more than 100 members enrolled until the last general assembly, 
internal financial control is exercised by a board of censors. (GUO 
26/2000, art. 271 paragraphs 1). 

Another indicator of belonging to the social economy area is the 
percentage of members / clients / management organization (50%) 
showing membership of a vulnerable group (people with physical 
disabilities, people with mental disabilities, children and young people, 
old people, groups with low income, ethnic minorities, the homeless, 
women at risk, people receiving social assistance cf. Law no 416 / 2001, 
people from large families, those from single parent families, people over 
50 who do not benefit from the Law no 416 / 2001, people in isolated 
communities, Romani people, people released from detention, long-term 
unemployed, employees, etc. ). 
 

Are the majority of members, customers, of the management part 
of one or more vulnerable groups? 

 

Figure 1 (Source: own research data) 
 
Most beneficiaries, contributing members in MAUE are 

employees, to mention a rate of over 90%. In the case of foundations and 
associations members do not fully identify with the beneficiaries of 
programs, or actions of organization. In our sample the situation of NGO 
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members not coming from the group of beneficiaries was very common, 
about 50%. 

An indicator we aimed in our research which may reveal a 
characteristic of social economy activities is the ratio of paid and 
volunteers staff working for the organization. Thus, for associations and 
foundations we register a score of 7.9% in terms of credit mutual aid 
unions accounted for 41.9%. There is a significant difference between 
NGOs and MAUE when we look through the involvement of volunteers in 
achieving organizational objectives. On the one hand we have a small 
number of associations / foundations which do not "work" with 
volunteers (8%) and on the other hand a large number of MAUE which 
do not use this resource. There is a difference between the two 
organizational types and when referring to the total number of members 
involved in activities of the organization, the MAUE tends to have fewer 
people involved in activities than NGOs. 

Regarding the dynamics of the members belonging to the 
organization, for associations and foundations the number of members 
will grow, with over 42.1% of them showing this trend. For credit mutual 
aid unions, growth is expected with a lower intensity, only 11.6% of 
them showing this trend. Representatives of NGOs expected to increase 
the number of members, in other words 42% of organizations in this 
category foresee an increase in the importance of the NGO sector and 
hence the number of people who are involved in actions in this sector. 
MAUE stipulate a not very good future of this organizational form 
because only 12% believe in a development of this sector. 

Among the main reasons put forward by associations and 
foundations in increasing the number of members, we remember: the 
increase of the work volume, willingness to be involved in social projects 
and in the community as volunteers, changing of generations, and project 
implementation with the help of some volunteers, the need to make 
more. For credit mutual aid unions, the main reasons given are the need 
of money returned to relatively low interest, or advantage of lower 
interest rates on loans in relation to other financial institutions with 
offers services like banking. 

One aspect researched in our investigation is that of integration in 
the organization as paid members of persons belonging to vulnerable 
groups (people with physical disabilities, people with mental disabilities, 
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children and youth, elderly, low-income groups, ethnic minorities, 
homeless , women at risk, people receiving social assistance cf. Law 416 
/ 2001, people from large families, those from single parent families, 
people over 50 who do not benefit from the Law 416 / 2001,  people in 
isolated communities, Romani people, people released from detention, 
long-term unemployed, employees etc.), emphasizing the social nature of 
activities of the organization. Thus, for associations and foundations, the 
score recorded is of 21%, high enough to argue their affiliation to the 
specific sector of the social economy. For credit mutual aid unions, 
unexpectedly due to the character of the activities managed by the 
organizations, which approach them rather to the competitive private 
economic zone, over 67% having more than half of the membership 
belonging to the vulnerable group mentioned above paid. It is a feature 
of the social character of the activity of this kind of organization 
indicating membership to the social economy. 

Perception of the fulfillment of the social purpose is present in the 
case of associations and foundations present in a proportion of 89.5% 
and for credit mutual aid unions with an intensity of 58.1%. In other 
words, NGOs assume greater social purposes than MAUE. Almost all 
investigated associations declare the social role of the organization 
(90%) while the percentage of MAUE identifying such a mission is of 
approximately 60%. The main social purposes specified by associations 
and foundations include support for Romani women, migrants, covering 
multiple needs for people in crisis, helping the underprivileged, help 
children, social projects, counseling and support for children and parents 
of children with increased quality of life disabilities and their families, 
increasing the quality of life of people in situations of social risk, dropout 
prevention, social support and educational courses, social enterprise 
development, education of the Timisoara community for creating eco-
friendly environment, social integration, professional development etc.  
For credit mutual aid unions, the main goals invoked are the social aids 
for employees in times of crisis, for loans in the event of temporary 
needs, financial aid if necessary, in case of death, for divorced women 
with children, etc. NGOs provide increased development to meet the 
range of needs the NGO sector will meet. MAUEs rely on meeting single 
needs, namely, financial need, of cash loan on favorable terms. 
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Credit mutual aid unions for retirees can perform other activities 
and services than those set by the main purpose: 

a) Organizing cultural, artistic, leisure and tourism; 
b) Provision of services, for a reduced payments to members of 

the credit union of retirees and family members dependent on them, 
using the work of retired members of that house;  

c) Organization of shops for selling food at prices of production, 
management and treatment of boarding houses, organizing centers for 
the repair of household appliances, clothing, footwear;  

d) Conduct funeral services for deceased members of credit 
mutual aid unions: making coffins and transportation; 

e) Other actions and forms of social assistance. (Art. 8 Law 
540/2002) 

Financial reward for employees is lower for associations and 
foundations, accounting for over 52% of net income less than 1,000 RON 
per employee by difference to credit mutual aid unions where only 44% 
of employees register an income of less than 1000 RON per month, 51% 
having an income between  1000-1500 RON to 31% for employees of 
NGOs. 

Following the financial dimension of the activities of 
organizations considered, we identified the weights where they have a 
positive exercise. We were also interested in how to use the surplus 
which may arise between revenue and expenses in order to develop the 
social dimension of the organization. Thus, for associations and 
foundations, 60.5% of the respondents surveyed say that there is no 
surplus, while only 28.9% say that it is reinvested in the organization. As 
regards credit mutual aid unions, only 2.3% state there is no surplus, 
over 86% saying that the surplus is redistributed or returned to 
members of the community.  

The incomes of retirees’ credit mutual aid unions consist of: 
a) Registration fees; 
b) Monthly dues and contributions from members; 
c) Interests arising from investments in the law; 
d) Income from service; 
e) Interests on amounts borrowed; 
f) Income from organizing cultural, artistic and leisure; 
g) Donations and sponsorships; 
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h) Other revenues provided by law (Art. 11, Law 540/2002) 
We have to mention that NGOs cannot make a profit in the strict 

sense, legislation preventing this. So it reinvestment in some form is 
mandatory, the answer for the lack of surplus can be interpreted in this 
register. 

 

How are the profit / surplus distributed in your organization? 

 

Figure 2 (Source: own research) 
 
Given that 28.9% of NGOs who have made a surplus directed it 

towards achieving the objectives of the organization (60.5% said they 
had no profit) and 86.1% of MAUEs distribute profits earned to their 
members, so we can say that economic activity results of products and 
services in support of specific social dimension of organizations claiming 
their membership in social economy. 

Current legislation provides certain tax incentives for credit 
mutual aid unions. Thus, acts and operations of MAU employees, made in 
connection with the activity of these, shall be exempt from all taxes. (Art. 
8 Law 122/1996). Local and county councils and the General Council of 
Bucharest will support the operation of MAUR by renting the necessary 
locations, where possible, to conduct their activities and reducing the 
rental charges by 75%. (Art.16 Law 540/2002). 

The main income sources of the considered associations and 
foundations are of 26.3% donations from other organizations, 31.6% 
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donations from individuals, 13.2% European funds and 15.8% come 
from membership fees. 

Submission to MAUR is subject to the payment of a registration 
fee of a fixed amount or percentage of the value of the pension or social 
assistance, determined by the status of each case. (Art. 9, Law 
540/2002). MAUR members are required to pay monthly dues and 
monthly contributions, the amount of which percentage or fixed amount 
shall be determined by the board of the respective house within the 
limits and under the conditions set by statute. Upon termination of 
membership of the credit union retirees, for whatever reason, the 
amounts secured by way of monthly dues shall be returned to the holder 
or his successors, as applicable. Contribution to help fund the member's 
death is returned to the dead’s successors. (Art. 10, Law 540/2002) 

We note the low share in total budget revenue sources from 
European funds, which emphasizes the low level of fructification of these 
opportunities and reduced ability to access these resources by the non-
governmental organizations. On the other hand, the main sources of 
income for credit mutual aid unions are represented in proportion of 
53.5% of loans and 37.2% share of membership fees. Associations and 
foundations use multiple sources of funding for activities in variable 
percentages. What is specific to this organizational type is the perpetual 
seeking for funds to finance. On the other hand MAUEs operate on the 
principle of financial institutions, and hence the most important part of 
their income. 
 

Conclusions 

The main research questions that the research attempted to give 
answers to by analyzing data collected were the identification of the  
identity profile of social economic organizations in Timisoara, based on 
the field size of the activity, target groups benefiting from the services, 
organizational processes and structure, economic performance 
indicators (economic purposes) social performance indicators (social 
purpose), partnerships with business, government, communities and 
educational environment (university especially) (Buzărnescu, 2007), 
objectives that we consider to have achieved, given the exploratory 
nature of this research. 



JOURNAL OF SOCIAL ECONOMY 

Vol. V • Nr. 1/2015 107

We note a superficial knowledge and a low self-identification with 
the social economy by the actors indicated as relevant entities in the field 
of social economy bill from 2012, especially MAUEs that tend to 
maximize the size of the economic and financial dimension of their 
activity to the detriment of the social one, outlining a course of 
development at the level of financial products and services specific to 
commercial financial loan of organizations. 
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