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Abstract 

The article provides an overview on the alternatives offered by the social economy 
towards socio-professional integration of people with disabilities. It is analyze an 
institution which has developed social economy structures, focusing on the 
functioning of protected units under its management. It provides information on 
gender differences in terms of employability of persons with mental disabilities and 
highlighted the impact of services provided by the institution on becoming and 
remaining at job by its beneficiaries. 
The utility of this study is given by the nature of the information supplied, being 
captured models of good practice on socio-professional integration of people with 
disabilities. 

Keywords: social economy, protected unit, integration,  

people with disabilities, employability 
 
 
Introducere 
 
At the European level, the social and professional integration of 

people with disabilities represents a concern of utmost importance. In 
Romania, the issue of employability of people with disabilities is a 
priority for both public strategies that relate to employment in general 
and the strategy on the integration of people with disabilities. At the 
national level, the priority of the specialists working in the social area is 
the observance of the rights of people belonging to vulnerable groups 
and the improvement of their quality of life. In this way, the 
preoccupation of social stakeholders for the social and professional 
integration of people with disabilities can be noticed. Ensuring their 
access to the labor market and adapting the workplaces to their needs 
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are the objectives of the public social institutions and the non-
governmental organizations addressing this category of beneficiaries. 

The national legislation provides facilities for the employers 
hiring disabled people and financial penalties for those who refuse to 
hire people with disabilities. And yet, in Romania only 4.17% of the 
people with special needs were professionally active in 2015 
(MMFPSPV, 2015). The access of people with disabilities to the labor 
market is still very limited and real increase in the number of disabled 
people economically active has not been ascertained.  

In this context, the social economy is a response to the 
difficulties of the duty bearers regarding the employability of this 
category, offering concrete solutions by creating jobs in areas accessible 
to people with disabilities.  

 
1. Theoretical framework for the analysis of social economy 
The concept of “social economy” defines the activities 

undertaken to fulfill a social purpose and to sustain the communities 
targeted. The social economy emerged in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, when its initiators, the French liberal economists, considered 
that the economy needed a moral purposeful leading to social and 
collective welfare in addition to the individual one (Barna, Ionescu, 
Mişu, 2012:7). Referring to the purpose of social economy, specialists 
(Larionescu, 2013:11) state that it does not relate to the generation of 
profit, and the purpose of this concept refers to serving the members of 
a vulnerable community, to their benefit.  

The social economy is seen as a non-profit sector, being 
generically called "the third sector”. It is situated between the public 
and the private sector, as an intermediate place between the state and 
the market (CIRIEC, 2007, European Parliament, 2009). The social 
economy is seen as a mediator covering those tasks of the public sector 
which cannot be delegated to the private one, regarding the equitable 
and fair distribution of resources and benefits, by providing universal 
services. 

Other approaches compare the concept of social economy with 
the "social entrepreneurship" term, being placed between the public, 
private and social sector. The social entrepreneurship is presented as a 
way to address the social problems, by identifying new opportunities 
and innovative solutions, being focused on creating social value rather 
than financial value (Brouard, Larivet 2010). In other words, it 
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represents an initiative to convert the social problems into business 
opportunities, aimed to achieve social results and not to generate profit 
(Crisan, 2012). Synthetically, the social entrepreneurial activity is 
specifically guided by a social mission and the success is not measured 
in terms of profit, but in terms of social value. Therefore, the social 
entrepreneurs are acting as agents of change in the social sector. Their 
mission is being oriented towards a sustainable social development, by 
identifying new opportunities. The social entrepreneurs act confidently 
and without limitations, exploiting a wide range of resources, from 
philanthropy to the commercial methods of the business sector (Dees 
and Economy 2001). 

A review of the national specialized literature allows 
synthesizing three main characteristics of the social economy entities: 
they have a social mission, they carry out a commercial activity and do 
not distribute the profit to entrepreneurs. The social economy 
structures have the autonomy of decision and freedom of association, 
appropriate the surpluses taking into account the work performed, and 
carry out economic activities to meet the needs of disadvantaged 
people. The mission of these social economy entities is to provide 
benefits to their members or to a community, prioritizing peoples and 
not the financial aspects (Cace S. (coord.) 2010, Crişan, 2012, Barna, 
Ionescu, Mişu, 2012, Buzducea, 2013).  

Several authors (Cace, 2010: 31-41, Barna, Ionescu, Mişu, 
2012:12-13) itemize the main organizational forms of the social 
economy enterprises: the cooperatives, the mutual societies, the social 
enterprises, the associations and the foundations. Some of the 
objectives of a foundation aim at: representing the interests of its 
members, strengthening social cohesion, growing the independence 
level of people, promoting equity by overcoming the social 
disadvantages or those in the labor market (Society at a Glance: OECD 
Social Indicators, in Cace, Nicolăescu, Scoican, 2010:106), redistributing 
the financial flows and providing goods and services through economic 
activities (Barna, Ionescu, Mişu, 2012:13). 

The social economy institutions activate in areas such as: social 
protection, social services, healthcare, insurance, agricultural 
production, education and training, culture, sports and recreational 
activities.  
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2. Social economy from the perspective of the social and 
professional integration of people with disabilities.   

The concept of social economy is closely linked to the social 
protection of marginalized people and it is based on the idea of 
guaranteeing benefits for the disadvantaged communities, for their 
development. Some of the categories of people being addressed by the 
social economy are: unemployed persons, disabled persons, former 
prisoners, ethnic minorities, single parent families, children and youth 
in difficult situations, drug users, refugees. Thus, it can be noted that the 
value of the social economy is reflected in areas related to the welfare of 
vulnerable people, through the development of social cohesion and 
their active participation in society. By hiring people in their own 
organizations, the social economy enterprises such as associations, 
cooperatives, foundations and recently the social insertion entities (see 
Act 219/2015), contribute directly to increasing the level of the 
employment rate.  

The social economy has been developed as a way to overcome 
social problems such as the lack of jobs. It has a strong positive effect on 
the growth of the social cohesion and employment, offering “new 
employment opportunities for the social categories being excluded by a 
heartless economic competition” (Cace, 2010:9). 

People with disabilities are one of the categories on which the 
concept of social economy has been focused. They are often facing 
physical, social or cultural barriers, limiting or impeding their access to 
social services and other activities. According to the Ministry of Labor, 
Family, Social Protection and Elderly (2015), there were 759,019 
persons with disabilities in Romania in 2015, and only 31,691 of them 
were employed.  

Many of the employment integration problems of people with 
special needs are related to: the lack of preschool integration services, 
an inadequate communication between teachers and parents, the 
improper functioning of the school and vocational guidance, limited 
choices regarding the career opportunities, the small number of 
protected workshops and other professional integration forms, the 
reluctance of some employers because of the idea that these people 
cannot fulfill their requirements. Furthermore, once employed, these 
people can face problems such as: the inaccessibility of the workplace, 
an unadjusted schedule or inappropriate attitudes from their colleagues 
(The “Alternativa” Association, 2003:13-14).  
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The social economy represents a viable alternative to reducing 
or addressing the challenges listed below. The social economy 
programs can eliminate the physical, economic or social barriers faced 
by disabled people trying to get and keep a job. These programs should 
be aimed at the inclusion in the labor market and at monitoring the 
professional evolution of people with disabilities.  

The protected units represent one of the social economy entities 
ensuring the employment of people with disabilities. The specialized 
literature (Barna, Ionescu, Mişu, 2012:61) classifies the protected units 
into the category of social insertion entities, which offer temporary or 
permanent jobs for their beneficiaries and other different professional 
qualification programs. The protected units aim at the social and 
professional integration of people with disabilities, enabling them for 
independent living. A protected unit`s activity involves the 
commercialization of its own products and services.  

The protected unit is defined by Law 448/2006 on the 
protection and promotion of the rights of people with disabilities (art. 
5.29) as a public or private economic operator, with its own 
management in which at least 30% of the total number of employees 
with individual employment contract are disabled, being set up by any 
individual or legal entity. Its activities can be undertaken by the 
authorized person with disabilities or in different structures 
(workshops, departments) of the economic agents, public institutions 
or non-governmental organizations (Art. 81.1.2).  

The main areas of activity of the protected units are: clothing 
production, stationery products manufacturing, sewing brooms and 
brushes, the manufacture of handmade products, cleaning services, pest 
control, disinfection services, bakery services, printing services, mental 
health activities, leisure services (CNAS, MMFPSPV, 2012). 

Taking into account the importance of the socio-professional 
integration of people with disabilities, this study suggests the analysis 
of the ways in which the protected unit, as a social economy entity, 
contributes to the employment of this category. It highlights the impact 
of social economy on the professional employability of the beneficiaries 
with special needs and provides information on gender differences in 
terms of employability of people with disabilities. The study offers a 
best practice model on the professional integration of disabled people, 
by an institutional analysis of a foundation that has developed social 
economy structures.  
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3. The institutional analysis of a foundation that has 

developed social economy structures  
This analytical approach frames the institution`s activities in the 

principles of social economy and evaluates its protected units. In order 
to achieve the institutional analysis of the two protected units 
functioning within the foundation, a grid analysis was used, covering 
issues related to: the protected unit`s working area, the service 
provision, the location, the production, the used resources, people with 
disabilities being employed, the financing mechanisms, the clients and 
sales market, the partners, the marketing and the sustainability. The 
information regarding these aspects was obtained through the 
interaction with the institution`s employees, by studying the annual 
activity reports of the foundation and by accessing its website.  

With over 23 years experience, the foundation works especially 
with disabled children and adults, working towards ensuring their 
welfare. The institution has developed early intervention services for 
infants, psychosocial integration services for special needs 
beneficiaries, home care services for children with disabilities, 
counseling services, vocational orientation and support for adults with 
disabilities, charity services for people facing poverty and social 
economy activities through its protected units.  

The analysis of the socio-economic activities undertaken within 
the foundation, shows that the institution is meeting the common 
characteristics of the social economy sub-sectors, as they are presented 
the international and national frameworks regarding the social 
economy.  

These characteristics of the foundation are synthetically listed 
below: 

• Being private and having a legal identity, without being controlled 
by the public sector: the foundation has a self-management and 
collaborates with the local public authorities to ensure the welfare of 
the community members; 
• Having the decision-making autonomy and full capacity to choose: 
the Board makes decisions, by taking into account the opinion of all 
members, aiming at providing quality services to its beneficiaries; 
• Having the freedom of membership: the foundation fulfills this 
condition by trying to meet the needs of all members, who 
voluntarily joined the institution; 
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• The distribution of surpluses among the members is proportional 
to their activities inside the foundation, and not to the capital or to 
the fees paid: the economic activity of the foundation provides the 
financial support to its social programs, highlighting its non-profit 
character; 
• Having a social mission and being an organization of people, not of 
capital: the purpose of the foundation is to meet the social needs of a 
group of disadvantaged people. The institution undertakes economic 
activities in order support its beneficiaries and to finance its own 
projects. 

Inside the foundation, social economy activities are carried out. 
Through these social economy activities, the institution intends to 
finance its social initiatives and to ensure the stability and quality of its 
programs.  

The economic activities undertaken by the foundation are: the 
management of two protected units, the rent of the conference room 
situated inside the building, the sale of some second hand products 
received from foreign donors, the sale of the products made by the 
beneficiaries inside the day center of the foundation.  

According to the 2013 annual report of the foundation, most of 
the institution`s income was obtained through the economic activities 
listed above. Furthermore, the two protected units will be analyzed and 
evaluated through the institutional grid analysis.  

3.1. The protected unit no. 1 
The first protected unit operates inside the institution`s building. 

The information regarding it is synthetically presented in the following 
table: 

Variables Indicators Findings 
The working 
area 

The undertaken 
activities 

Preparing and serving food 
products for immediate 
consumption 

The service 
provision 

Types of services 
being offered 

Organizing special events 
meals 
Catering services 
Dining services inside the 
foundation 

The location The registered place 
of the institution 

Inside the foundation 

The production Types of products Cooked food supplies 
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being offered Pastries and sandwiches 
The used 
resources 

-human resources 
-machines and 
equipments  
 
 
-raw materials 

- 4 employees 
-a dining room suited for up to 
50 people 
- automated machines 
-storage rooms for raw 
materials 
- cooking products 

People with 
disabilities 

Number of disabled 
employees 
Occupations 

One person 
Under-cook 

Financial 
mechanisms 

The income sources 
The destination of 
the profit 
 

The sale of the cooked 
products 
The partial payment of the 
administrative salaries 

Clients and 
sales market 

The targeted market 
(People to whom the 
products are being 
intended) 

- the foundation`s employees 
and beneficiaries 
- the beneficiaries of the 
Town`s Hall social canteen 
- Individuals or legal entities, 
through catering services or 
dinning services inside the 
institution. 

Partners The name of the 
partner institutions 

The Town Hall through its 
social canteen 
Schools: catering services for 
3 schools and dinning services 
for 1 school. 

Marketing  Promotion channels Media: the protected unit`s 
website 
Direct communication with 
clients such as companies and 
educational institutions 

Sustainability Future activities - identifying new clients and 
keeping the existing clients 
- developing new products 

Table 1. The institutional analysis of the protected unit no. 1 (Table 
compiled based on the authors’ individual research). 
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The protected unit has four employees, including one disabled 
person working as a cook assistant. The entity provides preparing and 
serving cooked food supplies services. Given the advantage of the 
location, the protected unit has the possibility to serve the meal for 
pupils of a school inside its dining room. Its products are also served by 
other pupils in after-school programs, through the catering services. 
Besides students, the foundation’s beneficiaries and employees, the 
people facing poverty and other individuals are also clients of the 
protected unit.  

The income obtained from selling the cooked food supplies and 
pastries are used to partially pay the administrative salaries. The 
institution`s partners, the Town Hall through its social canteen and 4 
schools, are supporting the protected unit. Its services are promoted on 
the foundation`s website and through the direct communication with 
different companies and educational institutions. For the sustainability 
of the protected unit, the experts working in the foundation plan to 
identify new clients and to keep the existing ones, but also to develop 
new products.  

3.2 The protected unit no. 2 
The second protected unit is a limited liability company, having 

the foundation as a principal partner. It was founded in 2003 by the 
institution and its foreign collaborators, and it works as a protected unit 
since 2006. The information below were obtained by the interaction 
with the director of programs of the foundation and through the 
institution`s website. 

 
Variables Indicators Findings 

The working 
area 

The undertaken 
activities 

- the production and distribution 
of wood items for children  
- the production and 
commercialization of urban 
furniture.  

The service 
provision 

Types of services 
being offered 

- the production and 
commercialization of: 
educational toys for children, 
furniture for children, movement 
education supplies, urban and 
playgrounds furniture.  
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The location The registered 
place of the 
institution 

An own building situated in a 
village near the city. 
An automotive industry 
company- leased employees 

The 
production 

Types of products 
being offered 

- toys for children 
- wooden furniture 

The used 
resources 

-human resources 
-machines and 
equipments  
 
-raw materials 

- 12 employees 
- 14 woodworking machines and 
other equipments 
- wood  

People with 
disabilities 

Number of disabled 
employees 
 
 
Occupations 

- 2 people at the headquarters 
- 6 people at the partner 
company (leased employees) 
- wood-worker, wiring-worker, 
binder 

Financial 
mechanisms 

The income sources 
 
The destination of 
the profit 
 

The sale of its products 
Donations and sponsorships 
The partial payment of the salary 
of an employee working in one of 
the foundation`s programs 
Financing one of the foundation`s 
programs.  

Clients and 
sales market 

The targeted 
market (People to 
whom the products 
are being intended) 

- the Town Hall (urban and 
playground furniture) 
- public institutions, especially 
the educative ones 
(kindergartens) 
-legal entities and companies 
-other individuals 

Partners The name of the 
partner institutions 

Foreign partners 
The Town Hall, by furnishing the 
kindergartens and the 
playgrounds. 

Marketing  Promotion 
channels 

Media: the protected unit`s 
website 
The social economy trade fairs 
In the business environment 

Sustainability Future activities Carrying out economic activities 
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required in the market 
Highlighting the benefits of using 
the disability fund. 
Employees acquiring some basic 
economic knowledge to maintain 
the quality of products and the 
trading position.  

Table 2. The institutional analysis of the protected unit no. 2 (Table 
compiled based on the authors’ individual research)  

 
The second protected unit is working in the area of wooden 

products, especially for children. Its activities are undertaken by 12 
employees, including eight people with disabilities who are also the 
foundation`s beneficiaries.  

Two of the eight disabled employees are working inside the 
unit`s building, which is situated in a village near the city. The other six 
beneficiaries are leased employees at the partner company. These 
people are working with wood and wires. 

The sale of products and the donations are the main income 
sources of this social economy entity. The earned money are used for 
the partial payment of salaries for the foundation`s implemented 
programs. 

Despite the fact that the profit is not high, the coordinator of the 
program speaks about the satisfaction of offering jobs for its 
beneficiaries. The progress made by this protected unit represents an 
example for the managers interested in hiring people with special 
needs. 

The products are sold to individuals, but also to public and 
private legal entities. The promotion channels used by the protected 
unit are its website, the social economy trade fairs and the business 
environment. In the future, the entity will focus on adapting the 
products to the market`s requirements, but also on promoting and 
maintaining the quality of products by applying the employees` 
economic knowledge.  

 
4. Gender differences in terms of employability of people 

with disabilities 
As being mentioned before, the social programs of the 

foundation are mainly focused on people with special needs. One of 



JOURNAL OF SOCIAL ECONOMY 

Vol. VI • Nr. 2/2016 59 

these programs offers socio-professional integration services for 
beneficiaries facing a mental disability, by sustaining their employment 
and mediating their relationship with the employer.  

The activities undertaken within the program are related to: 
assessing the working skills of the beneficiaries, offering vocational 
orientation and counseling services, identifying potential jobs, 
sustaining and monitoring the professional progress of the 
beneficiaries, mediating the employer-employee relationship, 
organizing training courses for jobs such as “cleaning worker”, 
“landscape gardener”, “florist”, “binder”, “carpenter”.  

Through these activities, the foundation`s male and female 
beneficiaries receive a suitable support in getting and keeping their 
jobs. Taking into account the direct interaction with the institution`s 
beneficiaries and employees, it can be argued that the gender of people 
with disabilities has an influence on the type of jobs they have. While 
most of the men with mental disorders work as” wires-worker”, 
“materials controller”, “cargo handler”, “packer”, “machinist”, 
“computer technician” or “carpenter”, a specific job for women is that of 
“cleaning-worker”. On the other hand, it was observed that some jobs 
such as “binder”, “trade worker” or “wood-worker” are being practiced 
by both women and men.  

A female beneficiary of the foundation, who received the support 
in getting a job, works in a wood factory outside the city. Even if she has 
to commute, the beneficiary is happy with her job. Moreover, despite of 
the physical effort of polishing the wood, she is thankful for the 
opportunity to provide financial support for her family.  

Another male beneficiary works as a machinist in a company 
near the city. He is thankful for the support received by the institution`s 
employees, which helped him to get a job and to integrate into the team.  

Regardless of their gender, it is important to mention that people 
with disabilities have the ability to perform repetitive tasks. Their 
capacity to carry out monotonous working steps such as testing, sorting 
or packing represents an argument for hiring this category of people. 
Likewise, people with mental disabilities have the necessary patience 
for manual labor in different non-automatic production stages.  

Despite these facts, some of the Romanian employers are still 
reluctant on hiring people with special needs, because of the perception 
that this category is prone to a lower productivity, a higher number of 
absences due to health problems or in need of closer supervision. 
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Nevertheless, some of the researches conducted in this direction are 
optimistic. Nechita, (2010:15-18,111-112) states that once the 
employers are aware of the working potential of the disabled 
employees, their interest in providing assistance and keeping them in 
the company grows. Gherguţ (2015) concludes that people with special 
needs have an equal or a higher productivity compared to their 
colleagues without disabilities, less work accidents, they pay more 
attention to the work schedule and have a positive impact on the 
working environment. 

 
5. Final remarks 
One of the aims of social economy is the professional integration 

of people with disabilities. The limitations faced by this category while 
trying to access the labor market can definitely be overcome by 
considering their special abilities in the working environment.  

The activities undertaken in the area of social economy are using 
the resources and the professional potential of people with special 
needs, within an organized environment. In Romania, the most 
representative social economy entities for disabled people are the 
protected units, where the payment of people`s work and their financial 
independence is obtained from the sale of goods and services. 
Moreover, the profit is reinvested within the protected unit, to improve 
the quality of the products and services and to develop new jobs for 
their beneficiaries. 

It can be concluded that the social economy represents a 
complement to the activities undertaken by the duty bearers for the 
professional integration of people with disabilities. It ensures their 
access to the labor market, by adapting the workplaces to their needs 
and abilities.  

In other words, the social economy “does not just see people in 
need as the passive beneficiaries of social philanthropy, it also raises 
citizens to the status of active protagonists of their own destiny” 
(CIRIEC, 2007, cited in MMFPSPV, 2010:17). It is a way of growing the 
potential of the vulnerable categories of people, also helping to increase 
the long term socio-economical cohesion of a society. 
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