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1. Introduction 

This background paper has been prepared in the framework of the final workshop of the 
mutual learning series on social economy data and statistics organised by ICF under a 
framework contract with the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL). As the concluding contribution to the series, it 
builds on the analytical work developed throughout the previous workshops and extends 
the discussion to a broader international perspective. 

The first workshop focused on the state of play of social economy statistics in the European 
Union (EU). It examined the availability, scope and characteristics of existing data, 
highlighting the role of statistics in supporting policy design, sector recognition and 
evidence-based decision-making. The discussion also identified a number of barriers 
affecting statistical production across Member States, including conceptual fragmentation, 
institutional and legal heterogeneity, technical and methodological constraints, resource 
limitations and capacity gaps.  

The second workshop focused on national statistical practices currently implemented 
across the EU. It reviewed selected country experiences, with reference to the development 
of social economy satellite accounts and the establishment of permanent social economy 
observatories. These institutional arrangements were analysed in terms of their 
methodological foundations, data sources, governance structures and operational 
challenges, including issues related to statistical perimeter delineation, data integration and 
long-term sustainability. The discussion also underscored the importance of institutional 
coordination among national statistical offices, public authorities and sector stakeholders in 
consolidating statistical production processes. 

Building on these earlier discussions, the present paper explores international statistical 
approaches and ongoing initiatives aimed at strengthening the production, harmonisation 
and comparability of social economy data. By extending the perspective beyond the EU, it 
complements the evidence reviewed in previous workshops with additional experiences and 
methodological references emerging at global level. In doing so, the paper situates 
European developments within a wider international landscape characterised by diverse 
institutional arrangements, statistical traditions and conceptual approaches to the 
measurement of the social economy. 

From this perspective, rather than providing an exhaustive mapping, the paper outlines 
selected international experiences and methodological developments relevant to the third 
mutual learning workshop. It is designed to support and guide the discussion of the final 
workshop by offering a basis for reflection on the further development and harmonisation of 
statistics on the social economy. 

2. Selected non-European national experiences in 
measuring the social economy 

At national level, a limited number of non-European countries have developed statistical 
initiatives aimed at improving the measurement and visibility of the social economy. These 
initiatives adopt different methodological approaches, reflecting different institutional 
contexts and data infrastructures. 

The three cases presented in this section — Mexico, Québec (Canada) and Costa Rica — 
provide illustrative examples of distinct strategies currently in use. Mexico represents an 
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experience grounded in the development of satellite accounts within the national accounting 
system. Québec offers an example based on dedicated statistical surveys targeting social 
economy organisations. Costa Rica provides a case of an observatory model integrating 
administrative and statistical data sources. 

 

2.1. Mexico 

Mexico’s pilot edition of the Satellite Account of the Social Economy was published in 2022 
(INEGI, 2022). It provides a statistical overview of the social economy for the reference 
years 2013 and 2018 and was developed through collaboration between the National 
Institute for Statistics and Geography (Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía 
(INEGI)) and the National Institute for Social Economy (Instituto Nacional de la Economía 
Social (INAES)), an agency operating under the Ministry of Welfare.  

The development of this initiative builds on the broader institutionalisation of the social 
economy in Mexico, following the adoption of the Law on Social and Solidarity Economy in 
2012 and the establishment of INAES. Within this framework, the Programme for the 
Promotion of the Social Economy 2015–2018 identified the generation of statistics as a 
strategic priority, including cooperation between INAES and INEGI to improve the 
measurement and visibility of the sector. The project subsequently developed in two 
phases. In 2018, a first case study was carried out, producing monetary and non-monetary 
indicators for the sector, including estimates of GDP and employment for the reference year 
2013. A subsequent phase extended the analysis to the year 2018. Together, these results 
form the basis of the case study published in 2022 (INEGI, 2022). 

The development of the account was guided by three core references: Mexico’s Law on 
Social and Solidarity Economy (México, 2019), the 2008 United Nations (UN) System of 
National Accounts (European Commission et al., 2009) and the Manual for drawing up the 
satellite accounts of companies in the social economy: cooperatives and mutual societies 
(CIRIEC, 2006). 

In order to screen in-scope units, the satellite account relies on the legal forms listed in the 
INAES catalogue, which was developed under the Law on Social and Solidarity Economy 
(INAES, 2022). The catalogue also sets out the criteria that organisations must fulfil in 
accordance with the law, including democratic governance that is not tied to capital 
ownership, social or collective ownership of productive assets and the allocation of 
surpluses to social purposes or to member compensation that is not linked to capital 
contributions. Although the catalogue defines the broader legal scope of the social 
economy, some organisational forms included in it are explicitly excluded from the satellite 
account due to the lack of data necessary to verify their social character and to avoid 
potentially overestimating the size of the sector. These include commercial companies with 
majority ownership (51% or more) by social economy entities, informal entities without legal 
recognition, and unregulated financial entities operated by ejidatarios1 or community 
members (INEGI, 2022). 

2.2. Québec 

Two statistical reports provide an overview of the social economy in Québec through the 
Statistical portrait of the social economy (Portrait statistique de l’économie sociale), 

 
1 Ejidatarios are Mexican farmers who possess land-use rights within collective farming communities called ejidos, which 

originated from the agrarian reforms following the Mexican Revolution. 
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published by the Québec’s Statistics Institute (Institut de la statistique du Québec), with 
financial support from the Ministry of Economy and Innovation. The first report, released in 
2019 (Institut de la statistique du Québec, 2019), is based on data referring to 2016, while 
the second, published in 2025, provides updated results based on 2022 data (Institut de la 
statistique du Québec, 2025a). 

This statistical portrait aims to quantify the contribution of the social economy to Québec 
economy by providing data on enterprises, revenues, turnover, employment and wages, as 
well as indicators related to the social role and mission of these organisations. 

The data are drawn from the Survey of Non-Profit Organisations, Cooperatives, and 
Mutuals (Enquête auprès des organismes à but non lucratif, des coopératives et des 
mutuelles), conducted twice: first in 2018 (based on 2016 data) and again in 2023 (based 
on 2022 data). The survey’s reference population includes all cooperatives and mutual 
societies. Moreover, it covers non-profit organisations engaged in the sale or exchange of 
goods or services and meeting the six core principles defined in the Québec’s Social 
Economy Act (Institut de la statistique du Québec, 2025b): 

• The organisation’s purpose is to meet the needs of its members or the community; 
• It operates independently from the decision-making control of public bodies; 
• It is governed democratically by its members; 
• It aims for economic sustainability; 
• It does not distribute profits, or does so only in proportion to members’ 

transactions; 
• In the event of dissolution, its assets must be transferred to another organisation 

with similar objectives. 

To identify in-scope non-profit organisations, the Québec’s Statistics Institute 
operationalised the first four principles into measurable criteria to determine which 
organisations should be included in the statistical perimeter. The fifth principle, relating to 
profit distribution, was already ensured through the legal and statutory requirements 
governing the organisational forms included in the survey, while principle 6 was not 
operationalised due to difficulties in verifying it reliably through self-administered 
questionnaires. Moreover, some categories of non-profit organisations were excluded from 
the survey scope because, either for historical reasons or by institutional consensus, they 
were not considered part of Québec’s social economy, even where they may formally meet 
the Act’s criteria. 

2.3. Costa Rica 

The Statistical Observatory on the Social and Solidarity Economy of Costa Rica2 represents 
a recent initiative launched in 2025 to  strengthen the production of data on the social 
economy. Established under the leadership of the Ministry of Labour and Social Security, 
in collaboration with the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), the observatory was created to measure the size, structure and socio-economic 
contribution of the sector3. The Observatory currently provides statistical information on a 
range of key variables, including the number and typology of social and solidarity economy 
organisations, employment and membership, economic activities and territorial distribution 
(Ministerio de Trabajo y Seguridad Social, n.d.). 

 
2 https://www.mtss.go.cr/observatorio/ 

3 https://www.mtss.go.cr/prensa/comunicados/2025/julio/cp_034_2025.html  

https://www.mtss.go.cr/prensa/comunicados/2025/julio/cp_034_2025.html
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3. International mapping and surveys 

At the international level, a number of initiatives have been undertaken to collect and 
consolidate statistical information on the social economy. Alongside the benchmarking 
study promoted by the European Commission (2024), which gathered baseline statistics on 
the size of the social economy across the 27 EU Member States, other organisations have 
also contributed to mapping the social economy internationally. 

Recent mapping exercises undertaken by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), including the production of country factsheets on the social and 
solidarity economy (SSE), provide insights into the current state of social economy data at 
the international level. While not constituting an international statistical standard, this work 
offers a comparative overview of how countries identify and define the social economy and, 
where possible, provides estimates of its size in practice (OECD, 2023; OECD, 2024). 

The factsheets, available for 34 countries, provide an overview of social and solidarity 
economy ecosystems by summarising key information on whether an official definition of 
the SSE (or similar concepts) exists in each country, as well as estimates of the sector’s 
size, employment patterns and economic contribution where available. They also describe 
relevant legal and institutional frameworks, fiscal arrangements and existing initiatives 
related to social impact measurement. 

Overall, these factsheets highlight the uneven and fragmented availability of data across 
countries. Differences in national statistical approaches, legal frameworks and conceptual 
boundaries often affect the scope and comparability of available statistics. In many cases, 
data refer only to selected organisational forms — such as cooperatives or social 
enterprises — rather than the full spectrum of SSE entities. Variations in legal recognition 
and data sources further influence the completeness of available information, while overlaps 
between data sources may complicate efforts to avoid double counting and to conduct 
cross-country comparisons. 

Beyond these mapping exercises, other international initiatives have contributed to 
expanding the broader knowledge base on the social economy, including comparative and 
research work undertaken by organisations such as the United Nations Research Institute 
for Social Development (UNRISD) (Bouchard and Salathé Beaulieu, 2021; Compère, Sak 
and Schoenmaeckers, 2021), alongside contributions from academic research (Bouchard, 
2023). 

Within this broader field, several initiatives have also focused more specifically on social 
enterprises. Notably, the mapping of social enterprises promoted by the European 
Commission (European Commission, 2020) and the International Comparative Social 
Enterprise Models (ICSEM) project (Defourny et al., 2021) have contributed to expanding 
comparative knowledge on the diversity of social enterprise models, governance 
arrangements and institutional environments across national contexts, while also providing 
indicative estimates of the size of the phenomenon. 

From a different perspective, the World Economic Forum, in partnership with the Schwab 
Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship, has promoted initiatives aimed at improving the 
availability and alignment of data on social enterprises. For instance, the report The State 
of Social Enterprise: A Review of Global Data 2013–2023 provides a synthesis of existing 
evidence on the scale and characteristics of social enterprises drawing on data from more 
than 80 countries (Schwab Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship and World Economic 
Forum, 2024). The report also highlights significant gaps in the availability and comparability 
of data on the sector, pointing to the need for stronger data infrastructures. In this context, 
the report Collecting Data on Social Enterprises: A Playbook for Practitioners (Schwab 
Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship and World Economic Forum, 2025) proposes a set 
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of standardised survey questions intended to support organisations collecting data on social 
enterprises through survey-based exercises. 

4. International standards and ongoing discussions 
promoted by international organisations  

The diversity of approaches, data sources, and statistical perimeters emerging from the 
previous sections provides a useful backdrop for reviewing the main international statistical 
frameworks developed to support the measurement of the SSE. Over the past two decades, 
international organisations have produced a range of conceptual references, 
methodological tools, and statistical guidance aimed at improving the visibility and 
comparability of the sector. Taken together, these initiatives offer reference points for 
understanding current statistical approaches while also highlighting conceptual and 
methodological questions that may inform discussion and exchange during the mutual 
learning workshop. 

A first step in this field was the UN Handbook on Non-Profit Institutions in the System of 
National Accounts (UNSD, 2003), which established an internationally recognised statistical 
framework for identifying and measuring non-profit institutions within national accounts 
systems. The handbook introduced operational definitions, delineated the statistical 
boundaries of the sector and promoted the use of satellite accounts as a tool to capture its 
economic contribution. 

From this initial statistical perimeter centred on non-profit institutions, subsequent work 
moved in different directions to broaden the measurement of the social economy.  

The Manual for drawing up the satellite accounts of companies in the social economy: 
cooperatives and mutual societies (CIRIEC, 2006) extended the analytical scope towards 
the market-oriented segment of the social economy by providing operational guidance for 
identifying and measuring cooperatives, mutual societies, and other similar companies 
defined as:  

“the set of private, formally organised enterprises with autonomy of decision and 
freedom of membership, created to meet their members’ needs through the market 
by producing goods or providing services, insurance or finance, where decision-
making and any distribution of profits or surpluses among the members are not 
directly linked to the capital or fees contributed by each member, each of whom has 
one vote” (CIRIEC, 2006). 

The scope of the UN 2003 Handbook was also broadened through the publication of the 
UN Handbook on Satellite Accounts on Non-profit and Related Institutions and Volunteer 
Work (UNSD, 2018). This updated framework extended the analytical perimeter beyond 
non-profit institutions to include related institutions, as well as volunteer work. In doing so, 
it introduced the concept of the Third/Social Economy (TSE) sector and established an 
operational statistical definition based on a set of institutional features. Indeed: 

“In order to fall within the scope of the TSE sector, an institution must possess all 
five features:  

(a) It must be an organization (institutionalized to some extent, although not 
necessarily legally registered or constituted);  

(b) It must be self-governing (fully responsible for the economic risks and rewards 
of the organization’s operations);  
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(c) It must be non-compulsory in nature (involving a meaningful degree of free choice 
on the part of individuals working for it or participating in its activities);  

(d) It must be significantly limited in its distribution of surplus (profit), meaning 
prohibited by law, governing document or set social custom from distributing any (in 
the case of NPIs) or more than half (in the case of related institutions) of any surplus 
it generates to its directors, employees, investors or stakeholders;8 and  

(e) It must be private (not controlled by government).” (UNSD, 2018, para. 3.5) 

This framework has been further reflected in the most recent revision of the System of 
National Accounts (SNA 2025) (European Commission et al., 2025), which incorporates the 
TSE sector framework and provides guidance for compiling thematic satellite accounts on 
non-profit and related social economy institutions. 

From a social and solidarity economy (SSE) perspective, some elements continue to be 
explored in ongoing technical discussions. In particular, the UN Handbook on Satellite 
Accounts on Non-profit and Related Institutions and Volunteer Work (2018) was developed 
prior to the adoption of the definition of the SSE by the International Labour Conference 
(ICL) (International Labour Organization, 2022), which was subsequently recognised at  UN 
level (UN, 2023). This temporal sequencing has led to reflections on the extent to which the 
statistical perimeter outlined in the UN 2018 Handbook aligns with the range of entities 
encompassed by the ILC SSE definition. It has also prompted reflections on how 
characteristics recognised by the ICL definition are operationalised within existing statistical 
frameworks. For example, democratic and participatory governance, a core element in the 
ICL SSE definition, is not systematically operationalised as a cross-cutting statistical 
criterion within the SNA framework.  

Taking this into account, recent international efforts have sought to further advance 
statistical work on the  SSE. The 2022 International Labour Organization (ILO) Resolution 
concerning decent work and the SSE recognises the importance of improving statistical 
visibility as a condition for integrating SSE into national and international policy agendas 
(ILO, 2022). It calls on Member States to strengthen data collection efforts, including 
through satellite accounts and enhanced cooperation between national statistical offices 
and SSE stakeholders. 

The International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) has served as the main 
institutional forum for advancing this work. During its 2023 session, discussions addressed 
a roadmap for developing international guidelines on SSE statistics, identifying several 
outstanding challenges, including the diversity of national definitions, differences in data 
sources and the absence of a shared international measurement framework (ICLS, 2023). 
Moreover, complementary work has been carried out within the United Nations Inter-Agency 
Task Force on Social and Solidarity Economy (UNTFSSE), where improving SSE statistics 
has been identified as a strategic priority.  

Within this framework, the establishment of a Technical Working Group on SSE Statistics 
has been promoted, bringing together international organisations, national statistical offices, 
researchers and sector representatives to support methodological reflection and the 
exchange of practices (Carini, Esim and Eum, 2025). A key issue emerging from these 
discussions concerns the translation of policy or institutional definitions of the SSE into 
operational statistical criteria. While there is broad consensus on the need for harmonised 
frameworks, it has also been recognised that statistical standards must remain sufficiently 
flexible to accommodate national institutional and legal specificities.  
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5. Capacity-building initiatives 

In parallel, the ILO project also includes capacity-building activities aimed at supporting 
countries in developing and testing statistical methodologies for measuring the social and 
solidarity economy (SSE). These activities combine technical experimentation, stakeholder 
consultations and peer learning, with the objective of strengthening national statistical 
capacities and facilitating the progressive integration of SSE within official statistical 
systems. 

At the European level, related initiatives have also been undertaken to explore the 
development of statistical tools for measuring the social economy. In 2018, the European 
Commission, in cooperation with Eurostat, launched grant schemes to support experimental 
exercises aimed at testing the feasibility of Social Economy Satellite Accounts at national 
level. These activities were complemented by the establishment in 2020 of a Eurostat task 
force on Third Sector and Social Economy Satellite Accounts, intended to facilitate 
methodological exchanges between participating countries.  

Further work is expected to continue in this area, as Eurostat plans to include a call for 
proposals on Social Economy Satellite Accounts in a 2026  addressed to National Statistical 
Authorities in EU and EFTA countries. 

6. Concluding reflections and questions for 
discussion 

As this mutual learning series comes to an end, the presentations and discussions held 
during the three workshops confirm the importance of having robust and reliable data and 
statistics to support policymakers in the design of public policies, as well as the sector itself, 
as highlighted during the first workshop, which focused on the main challenges, gaps and 
obstacles in the production of social economy statistics. 

The case studies presented in this paper — as well as the European experiences discussed 
during the second workshop — together with international mapping exercises and ongoing 
methodological discussions, show that different approaches to producing statistics on the 
social economy currently coexist. These experiences also provide an opportunity to reflect 
on the role that different stakeholders can play in the process of generating and 
consolidating such data. 

The work promoted by international organisations highlights the importance of developing 
international statistical standards in order to ensure greater comparability of data across 
countries. At the same time, these discussions also draw attention to the challenges and 
complexity involved in translating institutional definitions and concepts into operational 
statistical criteria. 

In this context, European experiences can be considered alongside initiatives developed in 
other regions, contributing to a broader process of exchange and mutual learning. 

Against this background, the final workshop offers an opportunity to reflect collectively and 
to explore possible directions for future work. The following questions are proposed to 
support the discussion: 

− Which elements of national initiatives for measuring the social economy appear 
most transferable across countries? 
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− What lessons from European experiences could contribute to the development of 
emerging international statistical frameworks for the social and solidarity 
economy? 

− How is Europe currently positioning itself within the international debate on social 
economy statistics? 

− What priorities should guide future efforts to improve the measurement and 
statistical visibility of the social economy? 
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GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE EU 

In person 

All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct information 
centres. You can find the address of the centre nearest you at: 
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en 

On the phone or by email 

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European 
Union. You can contact this service: 

– by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for 
these calls), 

– at the following standard number: +32 22999696 or  
– by email via: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en 

FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE EU 

Online 

Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is 
available on the Europa website at: https://europa.eu/european-
union/index_en 

EU publications 

You can download or order free and priced EU publications at: 
https://op.europa.eu/en/publications. Multiple copies of free publications may 
be obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local information centre (see 
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en). 

EU law and related documents 

For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1952 
in all the official language versions, go to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu 

Open data from the EU 

The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en) provides access to 
datasets from the EU. Data can be downloaded and reused for free, for both 
commercial and non-commercial purposes. 
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