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Have your say: Social economy action plan — mid-term review
Response submitted by the GRASS CEILING Project (Horizon Europe GA no. 101083408)

ANNEX

GRASS CEILING Horizon Europe project (www.grassceiling.eu) welcomes the opportunity to
contribute to the preparation of the mid-term review of the Social Economy Action Plan (SEAP).

The SEAP has made important strides in recognising the role of the social economy in delivering
inclusive, sustainable, and community-based solutions across Europe. The mid-term review
provides an opportunity to update the framework for action at EU level in a context which has
changed significantly since 2021, involving national and regional and local authorities as well as
stakeholders, to identify remaining challenges, propose measures to address them and maximise
the positive impact of the action plan.

However, to fully realise its transformative potential, the mid-term review of the SEAP must
embed gender as a cross-cutting element.

1. Place the action plan in the context of the new Commission’s priorities

A prosperous and competitive Europe must also be inclusive and gender-equal. The review
should assess whether SEAP contributes to closing the gender gap in entrepreneurship,
leadership, and access to finance, particularly in underrepresented sectors such as agri-food,
care services, circular economy, and community-based innovation, highly relevant and
predominant in our European rural areas/territories. The evolving geopolitical context and EU
budgetary pressures should not overshadow commitments to gender equality. Instead, they
reinforce the need to harness the full potential of women-led social innovation to drive resilience
and territorial cohesion.

We urge the Commission to adopt stronger binding commitments on gender equality within
SEAP instruments, moving beyond soft law principles. This includes the development of gender-
specific indicators, mandatory gender impact assessments for SEAP-related funding, and
targeted funding streams to support women-led social enterprises and cooperatives, and in
particular those in rural areas.

2. Assess the progress the Commission has made in implementing the 63 actions

A gender lens should be applied systematically across all actions to assess:
e Whether actions have reached women and gender-diverse entrepreneurs equally;
e Whether gender-disaggregated data is available for impact measurement;
e If gender-specific or intersectional objectives have been operationalised;

e Whether SEAP actions have strengthened women's leadership in governance and
finance.

A full set of Evaluation Questions have been sent as Annex.
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3. Assess the results achieved in the Member States and link them to the action plan’s key
objectives

The review should evaluate:

Member State-level gender-responsive implementation of SEAP actions;

Uptake of SEAP tools and funding by women and gender-diverse entrepreneurs;
Progress toward gender equality in employment, social inclusion, and innovation;
Alignment with national gender equality strategies and rural development plans.

In addition to the planned targeted consultations listed in the Call for Evidence in this
consultation, we suggest:

o Take into consideration the inputs received in the EC call for pledges among
public and private actors and stakeholders in the EU proximity and social
economy ecosystem to encourage a green and digital transition opened until 1
June 2025.

o Conduct case studies has it was done in the mid-term revaluation of the EU
Gender Action Plan IlI

o Design evaluation questions for this review that integrate gender. In an Annex,
GRASS CEILING provides a list of EQs.

4. Identify new developments in the social economy ecosystem since the action plan was
adopted

Women'’s roles in care-based, ecological, and community-driven innovation;
The need for inclusive digital transformation and work-life balance;
Persistent structural barriers in finance, representation, and infrastructure access.

The cooperatives’ role through inclusive leadership, entrepreneurship support, and
shared services, cooperatives help producers continue the activity as well as remain in
or return to rural areas. Particularly, women’s cooperatives now play a central role in
territorial cohesion, sustaining population levels and creating wealth. Their
contributions must be made more visible and better supported.

The review should map how these developments—particularly in the context of demographic
shifts and rural depopulation—affect gender dynamics in the social economy and how SEAP can
adapt accordingly.

5. Address the challenges faced in implementing the action plan and make recommendations

Key gender-related challenges include:

Lack of sex-disaggregated data and impact indicators;
Lack of targeted funding and financial instruments for women-led enterprises;

Underrepresentation of women in policy-making and governance structures;
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e Limited gender expertise in managing authorities and delivery partners.
6. Identify follow-up, complementary, or new actions for 2026-2030
Future SEAP actions should:

e Institutionalise gender mainstreaming across all SEAP funding and governance
frameworks;

e The SEAP should more explicitly align with other EU policies and strategies;

e Ensure rural-proofing and gender-proofing of social economy initiatives.

ANNEX

Social economy enterprises are a vital component of local economies and inclusive, resilient
societies. Across the EU, the social economy comprises approximately 2.8 million enterprises,
employing around 13.6 million people, reflecting its significant role in job creation, social
innovation, and territorial cohesion.

The social economy remains unevenly developed across EU Member States, making it difficult to
assess the full spectrum of country-specific impacts. In several cases, comprehensive national
strategies to recognise and support the social economy are still lacking, resulting in fragmented
or inconsistent implementation of policies at national, regional, and local levels. These disparities
limit the ecosystem’s potential to contribute to inclusive, place-based development. In response,
the Council Recommendation of 27 November 2023 acknowledges the transformative potential
of new social economy enterprises, particularly as vehicles for job creation and inclusive growth
among underrepresented groups, including women and young people. The Recommendation
highlights the sector’s pivotal role in reducing gender inequalities—not only by employing a high
proportion of women, but also by delivering services (e.g. care work) that enable more women
to enter or remain in the labour market. It encourages Member States to adopt gender-sensitive
social economy policies, including efforts to challenge stereotypes, ensure equal pay and
leadership, and provide tailored mentoring for women entrepreneurs.

In this context, the GRASS CEILING project contributes to the mid-term review of the Social
Economy Action Plan (SEAP) by proposing a set of evaluation questions and gender-sensitive
indicators that address these very gaps.

1. Relevance

e To what extent does the Action Plan address the current challenges and needs of social
economy actors across EU Member States?

e To what extent does the Action Plan demonstrate adaptability to emerging crises and
unforeseen socio-economic impacts (e.g., pandemics, conflicts, climate-related shocks),
and support resilience among social economy actors across different regions and
sectors?
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How well does the SEAP reflect the diversity of the social economy across sectors,
territories (including rural areas), and population groups (e.g., women, youth, migrants)?

Are the objectives and planned actions still aligned with EU priorities (e.g. Green Deal,
Social Pillar, Long-Term Vision for Rural Areas, Gender Equality Strategy, Vision for
Agriculture and Food, EU Startup and Scaleup Strategy and EU upcoming Generational
Renewal Strategy)?

2. Effectiveness

To what extent have the planned measures been implemented as intended by mid-term?
What progress has been made toward the three key objectives of the SEAP:

1. Creating enabling conditions for the social economy

2. Opening opportunities (especially access to markets and finance)

3. Improving recognition and visibility
What are the main barriers or facilitators influencing the delivery of expected outputs?

How effectively are gender equality and inclusion being mainstreamed across the Action
Plan's implementation?

What progress has been made in increasing participation and leadership of women and
young people in social economy initiatives, especially in underrepresented sectors such
as agri-food and circular economy?

To what extent have SEAP-supported initiatives enhanced gender equality in access to
finance, business support, and digital tools for social economy actors?

3. Efficiency

Are the financial and administrative resources used proportionate to the outcomes
achieved so far?

Have synergies been created between the SEAP and other EU instruments (e.g., ESF+,
InvestEU, CAP, Horizon Europe)?

Are there opportunities to simplify implementation procedures or improve coordination
among implementing bodies?

Are SEAP funding mechanisms (e.g., ESF+, InvestEU, Horizon Europe) effectively reaching
and supporting women-led or gender-equal social economy organisations?

Have targeted communication and capacity-building measures been efficient in
improving gender balance in SEAP-related calls, networks, and pilot actions?

4, Coherence

To what extent is the SEAP coherent with related EU and national policies (e.g. cohesion
policy, SME strategy, social inclusion policies)?

Are there overlaps or inconsistencies with other EU strategies that support social
enterprises or community-led initiatives?
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How well is the SEAP integrated with national or regional strategies for the social
economy?

Is the SEAP coherent with EU and national gender equality frameworks in terms of
monitoring, impact assessment, and accountability?

5. EU Added Value

What has been the added value of implementing the SEAP at the EU level compared to
Member State-level initiatives alone?

Has the SEAP contributed to promoting a common understanding and visibility of the
social economy across the EU?

How has the SEAP contributed to promoting a gender-responsive social economy across
the EU—beyond what national initiatives could achieve alone?

Has the SEAP contributed to enhancing visibility, promotion and support for women and
youth as social innovators in agriculture, food, and rural services?

6. Impact and Inclusion (Cross-Cutting)

What early signs are there of impact on employment, inclusion, and social innovation
outcomes in different regions?

Is the SEAP contributing to the empowerment of underrepresented groups in the social
economy (e.g. women, youth, migrants, people in rural or disadvantaged areas)?

To what extent do the monitoring indicators capture the diversity, intersectionality, and
qualitative dimensions of empowerment, particularly for women and other
underrepresented groups, within the social economy?

Are the actions in the SEAP relevant for promoting women- and youth-led startups in
the social economy, particularly in farming, food systems, and care services?

To what extent does the SEAP address structural gender inequalities in access to social
entrepreneurship, especially in rural areas and agriculture?

About GRASS CEILING

GRASS CEILING is funded by Horizon Europe. Professor Sally Shortall, Duke of Northumberland
Chair of Rural Economy at Newcastle University, coordinates the project from South East
Technological University (SETU).

AEIDL leads Work Package 5 on policy and knowledge co-creation for inclusive rural
development. The project aims to strengthen the role of women and youth in sustainable

agriculture and innovation. For more information, please contact: Blanca Casares Guillén
(AEIDL), Expert in Rural and Territorial Development — bca@aeidl.eu
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