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Skills and digitalisation

The Social Economy Intergroup online hearing on Skills and Digitalisation: Investing in Social Economy and

Tomorrow´s Economy, took place on Thursday 18 February 2021 from 11.00 to 13.00h. The full video of the

hearing is available here. 

With 11 high level speakers and over 370 participants, this online event was extremely useful to all those

who listened and enabled the social economy’s message to emanate far beyond its usual sphere. The event

was the result of a close cooperation between the European Parliament’s Social Economy Intergroup and

Social Economy Europe (SEE). Discussions were centred around the needs of upskilling and reskilling in order

to adapt to the inevitable and accelerating digital transition. The importance of identifying skills gaps, the

added value of the social economy in addressing these skills needs compared to traditional business models

and the policy actions of the EU, such as the Pact for Skills were identified and debated.

The event was presented and moderated by Heather Roy, Secretary General of Eurodiaconia, and opened by

the Co-Chairs of the Social Economy Intergroup Patrizia Toia MEP (S&D, IT), Sven Giegold MEP (Greens/EFA,

DE) and an important introductory message was given by Nicolas Schmit, European Commissioner for Jobs

and Social Rights.

Heather Roy introduced the public hearing, presenting the Intergroup, welcoming participants and giving

information on the interpretation and the importance of the topics. She explained that digital skills are high on

the European agenda and that this is a digital transition in which no one can be left behind. She stated that

Europe will only be fit for a digital age if its people are fit for a digital age. Working to ensure people are

included, filling gaps that need to be filled means that upskilling and reskilling are of upmost importance. She

explained that the social economy enterprises and organisations are ahead of the game, already providing

training, education, apprenticeships in this fast an inevitable digital transition.

She continued by saying that together in this hearing we would hear the challenges and opportunities we face,

as well as the policy instruments needed to address them.

Opening Remarks

The opening speech was given by Patrizia Toia, MEP and co-chair of the Social Economy Intergroup. She began

by thanking all the participants for their contribution to an important path taken by the Intergoup and the social

economy with the support of Commissioner Schmit.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lC01G7V9410


Sven Giegold, MEP and co-chair of the Social Economy Intergroup then began by explaining that we see the

advantages of digitalisation in many forms, for example gathering many more people together than would

otherwise be possible in events such as this. He said that It is easy to say that social economy has a role to

play in education and in opening the route to the digital road for everyone; however, we can be even more

ambitious. The cooperative economy has always been strong and would be stronger if “economic rents” could

be administered in an alternative way. He gave the example of housing and banking where, in traditional

business forms, some people can get very rich from owning a piece of land or property or any other “economic

rent”. If these are owned as cooperatives, then access to everybody is ensured. He explained that there are

also “economic rents” in the digital world; for example, controlling certain ideas like and algorithm, or a platform

can enable some few people to get incredibly wealthy. It is therefore good that the EU is putting more control

and supervision on this area. The social economy would ensure the fairer spread and use of these. He

continued that the social economy improves “trust” in a server. Trust is generated if there is some control

behind certain processes (for example an algorithm) and that transparency is a trait of the social economy. Mr.

Giegold said that public markets should be used more to buy open software, not based on proprietary systems.

He also gave the example of Wikipedia as a social enterprise, which has outcompeted all traditional forms of

encyclopaedia thanks to its cooperative model. He stated that we have the technology for distributed leger

technology (such as the technology behind Bitcoin), which allows many people based on a leger to cooperate

to provide a public good. The principles behind the social economy to put the user first rather than the earning

of profit could build an interesting alliance with these new technologies. He concluded by saying that the

digital agenda and social economy should favour open software, fair market rules by all platform operations

and cyber security. Modern technology can allow new forms of cooperative economics and Europe can do more

to support this.

Ms. Toia remarked that the social economy is stepping up on this path thanks to the decisions taken by the

Institutions in the last months. Specifically, the Next Generation EU is an opportunity to rebuild and change the

economy through digitalisation and green transitions. In this framework, Ms. Toia said that there is a spot for

the social economy which has already been able to bring forward some changes, such as the social inclusion

restoring territorial balance. She added that now it is time for the social economy to play a role in digital

transition seizing its opportunities in terms of new services, new business models, and personnel training.

Regarding the first aspect she mentioned, she gave the example of the role that cooperatives could play in

personal data management and in data intermediation as clarified by the Digital Governance Act. About the

personnel trainings, Ms. Toia explained that there is still a lot to do since financial sources have a decisive

influence on this matter; for this reason, it is necessary to carve out a niche for social economy in national

implementations of the Pact for Skills. She concluded saying that the road ahead to give the social economy

the central role it deserves is still long. It is crucial that people and governments recognise the innovative core

of the social economy and the benefits it brings to workers and citizens through solidary and inclusion.

The final opening statement was given by European Commissioner for Jobs and Social Rights, Nicolas Schmit,

who explained his insights on the social economy model on how it can aid in the fair digital transition, and how

the EU Commission plans to support the upskilling of social economy workers and entrepreneurs. 



Mr. Schmit commented that we have seen accelerated evolutions due to the pandemic and the digital world is

now affecting every sector of society. He explained that this Commission is very committed to develop and

support the social economy, which is stressed by the Action Plan for the Social Economy coming at the end

of the year. Additionally, the Industrial Ecosystems, of which there are 14, include social economy and social

enterprises. Mr. Schmit said that we need the input of a strong social sector, as there are many demands

which are better supplied by the cooperative economics than by other forms. He is convinced that we should

give the social economy the means, tools and resources to be a part of this new digital economy. There

are new opportunities for the social economy to use the form of “platforms” to create a new model of platform

to be used for social purposes. This would differ from the traditional platforms and the negative working

impacts they can have. Resources means skills, and skilled people to make it attractive for those in the digital

sphere to further develop new kinds of business models based on digital technology. He continued that we

need social economy in the digital context because, the digital evolution has enormous digital divides and skills

gaps. Some people are not following the digital trend and we must invest a lot in training and upskilling. He

explained that we must therefore minimise the risk of exclusion through age and ensure access to e-health;

that we must democratise and open digital training to the people to overcome this digital divide. Social

economy enterprises and organisations have an important role to play to overcome this divide. Mr. Schmit

continued to explain that we need to strengthen the social economy in the overall economy, stating that we

need to offer social enterprises as an equal model for making business, which is not just for profit. We will not

be able to handle the green transition with only companies seeking stock market maximalisation.

Importantly, he added that The Action Plan for the Social Economy will aim to help the social enterprises fully

integrate the technological change. This will also aid in the green transition, meaning more investment in

technology, skills, people and their capacities. You can find Social Economy Europe´s proposals for The Social

Economy Action Plan here.

Keynote Speech

The Key note speech for the event was given by Juan Antonio Pedreño, president of Social Economy Europe

on his insights on the added value of the SE to improve skills of workers and entrepreneurs, to help in this

transition.

Mr. Pedreño explained that he has experience working with cooperative schools which teach thousands of

students students the values of democratic governance, and the principles of the social economy through the

cooperative structure. He believes that this has contributed to Murcia being the premier region of creation of

cooperatives. Mr. Pedreño said that he has helped organise an educational innovation congress, in order to

train teachers to adapt teaching models to technological and social changes. In this education model, in

addition to values of teamwork, empathy, motivation, he said that they are including technological and digital

skill changes. He explained that he totally agrees with the quote from Nelson Mandela “Education is the most

powerful weapon which you can use to change the world”. He explained that in the same way, the social

economy is a transformative entity in the socio-economic sphere.

https://www.socialeconomy.eu.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/SEE_Policy-Paper_SE-ACTION-PLAN_2021_EN.pdf


Mr. Pedreño reminded us that workers in the social economy are also members and owners of the

businesses, meaning that entrepreneurs must understand the diversity of business forms, taking daily

decisions in the management of the cooperative organisations.

Digitalisation is something transversal for all forms of work and types of employment. Therefore, in Spain, he

said that they have an agreement with the government of the region to provide digital training to 2,000

members and workers, and for all the organisations that form a part of the social economy.

He continued to explain that collective and democratic entrepreneurship is growing. Cooperatives formed of

delivery riders, taxi drivers or other types of professionals, who have decided to free themselves from the

large platforms and create their own. They go from being “false self-employed” to entrepreneurs and

employees, promoting a European platform economy characterized by being at the service of people.

From the point of view of Spain, Mr Pedreño explained that they would present a project as a part of the Next

Generation EU program for the adaptation and digitalisation of the cooperative movement in Spain and its

adaptation to the digital economy. Moreover, a centre of excellence amplified to the EU to create the first

network of entrepreneurship focussed on the cooperative employment of young people. He explained that

there are many examples of associations and different organisations of collective services, such as for

sharing electric devices, housing, knowledge, or to simply consume together foods or other ethical products.

He gave more examples such as:

In Canada, specifically in the Québec region -which is a whole laboratory of ideas for the social economy at a

global level-, there is the world's largest group of independent videogame creation studios, which is a

cooperative: the Québec video game cooperative that brings together 245 members who employ 13,500

people in the region. An entity that helps these studies to internationalize, receive training (also to

undertake), or interact with public administrations

Another fundamental area for the SE, in which we also offer answers and solutions, is that of a new vision

for social services of general interest; also linked to the demographic challenge. The question is how, by

allying ourselves with technology we can increase the quality of user services (telemedicine, monitoring,

preventive health, etc.), while guaranteeing high-quality employment for professionals in a traditionally

precarious sector?

Mr. Pedreño also highlighted the use of technology as an ally to energize the rural and most depopulated areas

of the EU. In this area, due to its strong territorial anchorage and presence in the rural world, the social

economy is the key player to revitalize these areas of our territories. The rise of telework, as a consequence of

the pandemic, is already acting as an accelerator of this process, in which the social economy offers a

complete ecosystem: 

o Schools

o Social services

o Co-housing or cooperative housing

o The renewable energy cooperative

o Collective consumption and sustainable agriculture



Mr. Pedreño mentioned that the week before this event, the European Parliament, when approving the

Recovery and Resilience Mechanism, included social economy projects as one of the funding priorities. We are

an economy at the service of people and the planet, we must mobilize to attract investments in innovative

projects and of collective interest. 

He continued that we have a lot of expectations set by the Pact for Skills, launched in October by

commissioners Schmit and Breton, which placed the social economy as one of the 14 key industrial

ecosystems for recovery. Mr. Predreño said that we at SEE, together with our partners, have adhered to this

Pact for Skills and that we look forward to the development of this initiative. He finished by explaining that at

the end of the year the Commission will present the long-awaited Social Economy Action Plan . You can find

SEE´s policy proposals here.

Roundtable
Giuseppe Guerini, President of CECOP, outlined issues related to ethical work in the era of the platform

economy and the role of cooperatives in investing on upskilling and reskilling employees. Mr. Guerini started by

remarking that the ongoing phenomenon of platform economy is wide, and it touches different aspects of

people’s lives including the working dimension. In these terms, cooperatives are the perfect candidate to play

a significant role of employers in the digital transition. He pinpointed that platform economy, seen as a new

infrastructure of the digital economy, can be considered as a double-edged sword: on a side, platforms

represent a larger range of choices for consumers; but from workers’ perspective, it can turn into a risk of

uncertainty and alienation, depersonalisation, and exploitation. He continued saying that cooperatives are the

breeding ground for granting workers a central role based on entrepreneurial spirit as well as on solidarity and

mutualism. With this regard, Mr. Guerini considered digital tools as an asset to enhance social cooperation and

it can be employed by cooperatives to boost a collective participation and a horizontal power distribution,

centered on people. He added then that people-centered means also supporting workers in adapting to digital

transition and in shaping a new work mindset. He concluded by quoting Ms. Toia’s statement on the

importance of data management. Mr. Guerini asserted that it is necessary that social economy entities take

the opportunity displayed in the Data Governance Act with reference to “data cooperatives”: in this way,

cooperatives will keep playing a crucial role in making the digital economy democratic.

Laura Peracaula, Co-Director General of Suara Cooperativa- A new vision for a quality and fair caring economy

spoke next. She explained about how Suara cooperative was formed from thee non profit social cooperatives,

which decided to stop competing, and cooperate in 2008. This large social initiative worker cooperative

employs 5,000 people of which 1,200 are work partners, 90% of which are women. Services of care are varied

and include childcare, people at risk of social exclusion, families, education and a wide package of elderly care

services. From residential services to homecare services. All this is with an ethical, transparent business

management in line with the SDGs. Ms. Peracaula, explained that there is a great challenge; historically,

homecare service was provided as a public service, with strict legal framework, with laws, protecting

homecare as a universal right for citizens; but where the public service does not reach, families must look to

the private solutions for care for the elders.

https://www.socialeconomy.eu.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/SEE_Policy-Paper_SE-ACTION-PLAN_2021_EN.pdf


Ms. Peracaula explained that now this framework seems likely to change, as the aging population will require

more carers which will strain the public budget and families who find it difficult to pay. Therefore, she

questioned how the homecare model can be sustainable in the future & how we can combine a decent job with

an accessible service for the public administrations and the families when the payer is private. This is a

societal challenge, where technological solutions are being found. She continued that we need a solution

which addresses the person who needs care and the care giver at the same time. Suara has found a “global”

solution, taking both into account. 

This is through the social lab, which is a space funded with the aim of responding to social challenges. It offers

better conditions to carers, while offering better services to clients. Ms. Peracaula then explained how, stating

that the homecare service is broken up into four light stages of activity, each requiring different solutions.

 

The other key element is how professionals work. Professionals can also suffer great loneliness, with a lack of

opportunity to share their experiences with others. The important work that carers do needs to be more highly

valued. Suara, are therefore exploring shared governance models to work from the 15 minute city model,

where people work together to create neighbourhood models of management. This requires redefining

professional skills profiles, they are not only caregivers, but also require basic technical skills. Suara´s

proposals require a cooperative approach where professionals can join as members and organise their own

work though a coop digital platform. This will be a highly complex solution requiring multiple stakeholder

cooperation: public and private sectors, legislators, the tech sector and social economy organisations.

This is a radical transformation of the homecare sector. She hopes that the Resilience and Recovery Facility

will help to accelerate this. This should be sensible with real possibilities of co-financing by cooperatives and

reducing bureaucracy.

1) Professional care, where they provide the value of the professionals caring for

and assisting and empowering dependent people for maximum autonomy. 

 

2) Follow up, to know that the person in need is safe at home and in good

conditions. This can be largely, but non totally replaced by technology, incorporating

surveillance cameras, sensors to reduce the professional presence needed.

 

3) Make life easier, e.g., running small errands like going to the shop. There are

more efficient ways to do this. This needs to be done from a community

perspective, adding value to the assisted person, but also to the community.

 

4) Company for the elderly who are alone. Loneliness is an important issue and

often television is used as a means to feel accompanied for the elderly. Suara

believes that TV can be the meeting point for all the technologies that can help

elderly people in their home. For example, from the TV monitoring and supervision,

news, communications with family can be accessed. Specific content and channels

of a person´s interest can be created, with the plan of turning TV into a hub.



The next speaker was Sibylle Reichert, Executive Director of AIM (International Association of Mutual Benefit

Societies), who explained how Mutuals have reacted to the COVID pandemic and how digitalisation and

technology have been used maintain permanent contact with users and to foster preventative healthcare. She

explained that AIM have 55 members in 28 countries, including EU, Africa and Latin America. The objectives of

AIM are the cost-efficient affordable health and social care, strengthened Mutual benefit societies in health

and social services, and that they are recognised as social economy sector. She explained that Aim´s

members needed to adapt as payers of the healthcare system by teleworking, allowing people to work from

home. They also adapted their trainings, with talk groups to help people better cope with the pandemic. Aim

has done an impact survey, of members which showed that there was a financial impact from many

postponed operations, meaning that in the future, there may be rising costs due to a financial crisis. She also

explained that the continuity of care is a challenge. People with long term sickness it was very difficult to

ensure continued care. Moreover, members had to quickly adapt to the digitalisation which was so

accelerated.

Ms. Reichert explained that new roles of tracking and tracing was important along with information campaigns

about the pandemic. There was a lack of solidarity at the beginning of the pandemic, but this has quickly been

improved by the EU, where patients have gone to other Member States to be treated where this was not

possible in their own country. She explained that we need to ensure everybody gets access to the vaccine.

Internationally, the impacts on members were the same. Inequities is also a huge challenge, so we must

promote Mutual healthcare societies in all parts of the world.

Ms. Reichert then confirmed the importance of digital adaptation to maintain contact with users. We are racing

towards digitalisation, where e-health and e-subscription is coming up fast, including the use of A.I. in

healthcare. This needs to make sure there is an ethical framework and a network of trust here. The for-profit

industry is racing to obtain data. She emphasised that we, as mutuals and social economy actors must do

this ethically. She explained that services have been digitalised rapidly, for example, telemedicine treatments

and sick leave by email. What is needed is that the patients are at the centre of all the developments. We

must promote the digital literacy of the patients with respect to these transitions to ensure access and

understanding.

She continued that the reskilling and upskilling of the workforce is also extremely important. Aim members

already adapt the curricula for training, Data modelling, business analytics and is being adapted

including training of e-services for patients. She also explained that we need to make Mutuals on

healthcare are at the frontlines of EU policies on skilling.

Ms. Reichert explained that Mutuals are part of the civil society, part of the social economy and everything to

promote access to promote access to healthcare is based on solidarity. They also act and provide services on

the social determinants of health; they are not for profit and put the patient at the centre. They are clear

allies of the governments during COVID and in the recovery. Heath is one of the ecosystems at EU level

that represents a growth potential. This needs to be a stakeholder economy model, which is not for profit, but

where profits are used to improve services and not to pay shareholders. Health is global and we need to make

sure that everybody has access. She ended by saying that health systems are national, but the pandemic is

global. We need solidarity-based health systems, that are resilient. She then mentioned SDG 16, where SE

organisations are strong institutions and can advance us and should be a part of the new economy after and

during the recovery. We must prepare our workforce for the future and must improve health literacy of all

people. We must fight for universal access to healthcare.



Patrizia Bussi, Director of ENSIE (European Network of Social Integration Enterprises), spoke on how WISEs

(Work Integration Social Enterprises) offer training and work for people at risk of exclusion, the B wise project

and the needs in terms of skills required by disadvantaged workers. She explained that there are 2 million

social economy enterprises in the EU and WISES  are a subset of these, which employ and train those excluded

from the labour market by facilitating integration through training and offering job opportunities. Ms. Bussi

then explained how the B-WISE project is a blueprint for sectorial cooperation on skills in WISEs. It is funded by

the ERASMUS+ programme and follows the EU education agenda & the Pact for Skills initiatives to provide a

partnership to answer the skills needs in the sector. B-WISE is led by EASPD and ENSIE with 28 partners from

13 countries and explained about the partners:

The three targets of the B-WISE project are: Disadvantaged employees (persons with disabilities, long-term

unemployed, migrants and NEETS (Persons not in education, Employment or Training), Supporters (job

coaches, tutors and trainers, and Enablers (managers and engineers). Ms. Bussi then explained that the

purpose is to cover the skills shortages and mismatches for disadvantaged groups. This will ty to cover the

needs in basic skills, to soft skills and the digital skills. Additionally, to discover the skills needs of the other

two groups (the supporters and enablers).

Ms. Bussi then alluded to the INNO-WISE project which has some preliminary results for skills gaps in EU

countries which include:



Ms. Bussi ended by explaining that digitalisation is a huge challenge for WISEs, and especially for

disadvantaged workers. It is a difficult transition for many vulnerable groups. She then underlined, that

although digitalisation is in general a good thing, we must not forget that some employees are replaced by

digital technologies and machines, so we need a balance to find how to leave nobody behind.

For the closing remarks we turned to Jordi Cañas, MEP and Vice-chair of the Social Economy Intergroup, who

thanked all the participants for such an interesting, important and informative debate. He took the perspective

of a legislator in his remarks and commented that Bob Dylan in 1963 sung that "times, they are a-changing",

but that now they are changing at a much faster pace. Mr. Cañas continued that we are facing challenges as

legislators and reaching the limits of the political and public reaction. We must therefore face these

challenges, since they can offer opportunities. We must try to ensure that the changes are oriented in a way

that benefits the most people. Sometimes the challenges are such that we must take them on at a large scale

and this might miss some details. In some cases these details are the people. Behind these changes and

challenges, we all face the risk of leaving people behind. Therefore, he continued, our great obligation is to

ensure these people are not left behind, and the social economy has a formidable role to play in this. This is

because it is in the nature of the social economy to put people at the centre of its actions. Mr. Cañas then

gave some examples of statistics such as 86% of jobs that will be available in 2030 don´t even exist yet,

more than 15 million employees can become victims of atomisation. Additionally, he added, there is a problem

of older people being excluded from work and people who will not be capable of being included in work.

Therefore, since the social economy has people at its core, we must be capable of endowing the social

economy key instruments to allow training, adaptation and knowledge. We must provide these capabilities to

the social economy to be able to adapt. It is already adapting, but it must persevere and this is essential, given

its social impact for a better future.

He concluded by saying if we really want a fairer, more inclusive more democratic future, we must be capable

of giving these possibilities and resources needed to meet the challenges, while minimalizing negative

consequences and create a just, fairer, united future. This depends on all of us as legislators. He ended with a

metaphor, that we must start by swimming to be able to surf the waves of change that are coming.

Closing Remarks

The final speaker was Lina Gálvez, MEP and member of the Social Economy Intergroup, who explained that this

topic is extremely close to her heart as the social economy was one of her competencies as regional Minister

and as her role as a professor in the economics department, she would fight to promote the social economy

and alternative business models. She explained that she was very happy to hear all the important proposals

from the speakers in the debate as she is totally convinced of the importance of the social economy in our

society and she is a fan of the cooperative model. She explained that we will never have a fair economy even in

non-crisis time if profit maximisation is the only objective. She insisted on two ideas:

1) The consideration of the ideas provided by the social economy based on social and solidarity

principles in the digital agenda

2) The urgency of incorporating a transversal social approach in the digital agenda



These, Ms.  Galvez continued, are both important to accelerate the upscaling of the recovery. She thinks these

are essential because the twin transition (green and digital) has been accelerated so fast with deep

consequences, which are accelerating inequalities (for example in gender, ethnic, regional, young people),

among people we cannot leave behind. She explained that we need digital literacy so that everybody can

benefit and participate in this new future. This will not happen if we do not adopt social business models

and more inclusive policies. Social economy is a great vehicle to better share profits, invest in capacities and

skills, and to fix wealth and employment to the territories in which they are created. This is essential, given the

already high inequality.

She then explained how social innovation is key to accelerate processes of sustainable and fair digitalisation.

This world is moving too fast for us to react as policy makers. Therefore, we must count on societies and

citizens to promote social innovation so we can transit to environmental and socially sustainable ideas. She

continued that we need to find the best solutions for our problems and challenges. She emphasised that the

best, does not mean only growth, but the best for the majority of society, not just the few. The social 

 economy is the best way for this to happen. Europe can only profit from this opportunity if we have the right

competencies with a clear digital literacy process. For this, our enterprises must adapt to this new reality. Ms.

Lopez finished by emphasizing that gender equality is essential for this fair change to happen. Studies show

that SE enterprises are a better place for women to be employed as they are a more horizontal business model. 

She stressed that this is our role as policy makers to help social enterprises to escalate in order to fully

answer the needs of the future. She finished by mentioning the Toledo Declaration, which states that the

social  economy is a key agent for an inclusive and sustainable future. 

Heather Roy concluded the event by summing it up in two words: transversal and transformational. We see

the need to ensure that upskilling is transversal across a multitude of sectors, in which the social economy 

 can play a leading role, and that it is transformational for people, workers, users of services, for all those in our

societies.

We look forward to seeing the impact that these interventions can have on

policy, especially in the co-designing of the Action Plan for the Social

Economy to be released in the fall of 2021.

https://www.socialeconomy.eu.org/2021/01/12/19-eu-member-states-adopt-toledo-declaration-on-social-and-solidarity-economy/
https://www.socialeconomy.eu.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/SEE_Policy-Paper_SE-ACTION-PLAN_2021_EN.pdf

