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Abstract: This paper explores the role that the social economy, and the social business within it, have
in terms of the strategies deployed to tackle Sustainable Development challenges. This paper proposes
a New Sustainable Recovery Approach (NSRA) leveraging the strengths of the social economy and
social business to guide policymakers to rethink socio-economic actions for a post-COVID-19 world
aimed at sustainable human development. The NSRA is based on three, self-reinforcing, components:
the promotion of Sustainable Human Development (SHD) for everyone; a transformative approach
to Education and Research for individual and collective learning processes; and a strong emphasis
on a recovery driven by an “enhanced social and environmental consciousness and behavior”. The
paper analyzes the role of the social economy and social business in the implementation of the NSRA.
At the end of the paper, policy implications and final remarks are provided to policy makers.
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1. Introduction

Right now, the whole world is discussing about how to face two global problems [1,2]:
the health, economic and human crisis generated by the COVID-19 and how to restart
the economy in a post-COVID-19 scenario whilst also addressing the larger issue of
climate change.

Even before COVID-19 the world had many economic, social and environmental
problems. Climate change threatens to destroy many of the planet’s natural resources.
Mass unemployment looms which might be alleviated in the short–medium term by
artificial intelligence and technological advances, yet if these are not properly managed and
geared towards benefiting humanity then the problems will continue. Wealth concentration
is rapidly approaching explosive levels [3,4]. In recent years, we have frequently been
obliged to remind ourselves that the current decade is, in fact, the decade of the last chance.
The world is rapidly approaching a tipping point if we continue walking on the same path
reaching the boundary in terms of environment and in terms of social wellbeing [5].

COVID-19 has quickly changed the context and trajectories of the world, exacerbated
existing problems but also opened new possibilities which could not have existed before.
In other words, we have a real opportunity to encourage a genuine change in how we live,
produce, and consume. The responsibility for the latter to materialize is on all of us, citizens,
governments, and companies. In theory, people and societies have tremendous freedom
and capacities to turn our economies and societies towards a better world. However, this
freedom does not lead to a sufficient effort to change things due to a lack of consciousness
and sense of responsibility for the public good. Before restarting the economy, we should
first reflect on what kind of economy and society we want, with respect to the distinction
between means and goals [6] and between a “market society” [7] or a society where
exchanges are regulated also by reciprocity and redistribution. First and foremost, the
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economy is a means to achieve the goals we set up. Hence, we should not allow the economy
to transform us into passive subjects [6]. Conversely, we must continue designing and
redesigning the economy until no one is left behind [8]. Therefore, the economy should
be considered a mean to achieve the highest collective material as well as immaterial
wellbeing. More broadly, we should ask ourselves: what vision of development should we
pursue in a post-COVID-19 scenario? At the same time, however, if we want to challenge
the pandemic impact in the short and the long run and move towards more sustainable
development models, we should ask ourselves: how?

The Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development represents a universal and overar-
ching policy framework to address sustainable development from a multidimensional
perspective, i.e., social, economic and environmental, and tackle all societal challenges.
Indeed, the integrated and indivisible vision of sustainable development underlying the
Agenda 2030, its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the relative targets have been
translated into supranational, national and local strategies and policy initiatives for a better
future. The sustainability transition requires a complementary perspective based on the
role of local and territorial communities, extending the ecological conceptualization of
resilience to socioecological systems [9]. This helps us to recognize as central concerns
of transformative resilience (i) the evolving interaction between human beings and their
environments and (ii) the relation between multidimensional vulnerabilities and economic,
social and environmental shocks.

The objective of this paper is therefore to provide to policy makers a new perspective
to follow, based on Social Economy and Social Business (SE&SB) when drafting policies
aimed at getting out of the crisis created by the COVID-19, but more generally, to steer
our development path towards a more sustainable one. We are aware that the issue
of sustainable development and policies to achieve it are complex and cannot be fully
addressed in a single paper. That is why, when proposing our New Sustainable Recovery
Approach (NSRA), we limit our work to the components of the approach we believe
represent the main cornerstones of a sustainable development. In particular, we will
explore how the SE&SB can contribute to Sustainable Human Development (SHD) via an
integrated approach. In doing so, we rely on literature coming from diverse fields and
disciplines, from economics to behavioral sciences and psychology. In fact, we believe
that the complexity of problems and their analysis and solution, cannot be addressed
only relying on one discipline. The paper is structured into four main sections. The
second section presents the NSRA and its three components: (a) SHD; (b) Transformative
Education and Research for individual and collective learning processes; and (c) enhanced
environmental and social consciousness and behavior (ESECB). The third section introduces
the role that SE&SB play in creating, enhancing, and reproducing the three components of
the NSRA. In the fourth section, policy implications on how to support the role of SE&SB in
the NSRA, and promote the NSRA itself, are provided. In the last section the final remarks
highlight the need and urgency for adopting the NSRA.

It is not the aim of this paper to get into definitional debates over the terms Social
Economy, Social Enterprises and how these relate to Social Business. To navigate the
different definitions and approaches we suggest the contributions of authors such as
Defourny and Nyssens [10] and Bull and Ridley-Duff [11]. Hereafter we will clarify the
definitions we use in the present work. When mentioning Social Economy, we refer to
all economic activities conducted by enterprises, primarily cooperatives, associations and
mutual benefit societies, whose ethics convey the following principles: 1. placing service
to its members or to the community ahead of profit; 2. autonomous management; 3. a
democratic decision-making process; 4. the primacy of people and work over capital in the
distribution of revenues”. [12] (p. 19). We adopt Prof. Yunus’ definition of Social Business
that sets precise criteria for a company to be considered as such “companies that focus
on providing a social benefit rather than on maximizing profit for the owners, and that
are owned by investors who seek social benefits such as poverty reduction, health care for
the poor, social justice, global sustainability, and so on, seeking psychological, emotional,
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and spiritual satisfaction rather than financial reward” [13]. Most importantly, any profit
made by a Social Business stays within the company for further expansion or to make work
conditions better for the workers, while investors get back only the funds they invested
and cannot claim any dividends [14]. Social Businesses can be owned by anyone and adopt
any governance structure if they are set up as market-based companies that have a social
objective, are non-loss and non-dividend.

2. The Main Components of a New Sustainable Recovery Approach

In this challenging time, undoubtedly governments must continue with the recovery
actions they had to undertake, such as taking care of the destitute and unemployed through
traditional welfare programs, reviving healthcare and education systems, rejuvenating
essential services, and supporting all possible actions to reduce the negative impact of
the pandemic. So far, however, the separation of the ‘economic’ from the ‘social’ and
from the ‘environmental’ discourse is inherent in the leader-follower hierarchy model
of the orthodox economic policy recommendations. In these circumstances, social and
environmental funds and education, health and environmental ministries are often left
to take care of the consequences of economic policy mistakes—essentially to pick up the
pieces [15,16]. In other words, we propose to focus on the opportunities of living and
the collective processes that generate these socio-economic developments rather than
on the means of living. In this respect, the essential idea is that social, economic and
environmental arrangements should aim to expand people’s capabilities (their freedom to
promote and achieve valuable beings and doings) endorsing a sustainability perspective
and generating transformative socioecological systems [9]. Moreover, Sen’s [6] emphasis on
what a person “has reason to value” opens up space for a democratic and non-paternalistic
discourse on development visions, choices and strategies [17], with people conceived
as active citizens rather than simply as consumers/beneficiaries. In Sen’s [6] (p. 53)
words, ‘people have to be seen, in this perspective, as being actively involved—given the
opportunity—in shaping their own destiny, and not just as passive recipients of the fruits of
cunning development programs. Therefore, a new and more integrated and participatory
approach might be necessary to change how we address societal challenges in the future.
For this reason, we propose a NSRA to reach a higher level of sustainable development.
The first component of the NSRA is SHD [16–18]. SHD can be defined as a process of
promotion and expansion of valuable human capabilities (opportunities) where the term
‘sustainable’ refers to environmental and social sustainability [16]. SHD is both the end
objective policy makers should aim for, and an approach that should be adopted by all
actors involved in the development process (governments, businesses, citizens etc.). The
second component, “Transformative Education and Research for individual and collective
learning processes” can be defined as Education and Research that are aimed at socio-
technical systems transformation, meeting social needs and promoting sustainable and
inclusive societies generating learning among and between different types of stakeholders.
This component represents one of the main levers for transformative change in a post-
COVID-19 world and in reaching the aims of SHD. It serves SHD both by educating
citizens to understand sustainable development challenges and overcome them as well
as removing challenges through the output of scientific research (a good example of this
can be new materials that substitute plastic). The third component ESECB can be defined
as a situation in which people are both knowledgeable about social and environmental
issues and adopt prosocial and proenvironmental behaviors. It is the basis for, reinforces
and provides direction to, the other two components. Without this component we would
not have enough choices and behaviors that support SHD processes or a transformative
research and education. All three components have positive feedback loops between them,
which means that reaching a higher level in one component positively affects the other
two components, conversely, a diminished level in one component negatively affects the
other two components. For example, a drop in social and environmental consciousness
and behavior would entail that a higher number of people do not care of the environment
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and society. They could therefore adopt consumption habits that totally disregard social
and environmental issues, which in turn could advantage companies that do not respect
worker’s rights and pollute. At the end, this will negatively affect SHD. As will be later
shown in the paper, SE&SB play a key role in reinforcing the overall structure of the NSRA
and the feedback loops between the different components. This key role of SE&SB is
represented in Figure 1 where SE&SB are in the middle of the wider triangle made by the
three main components and serve as a connection between the three.

Figure 1. The components of the New Sustainable Recovery Approach.

2.1. Sustainable Human Development

In line with the Agenda 2030 and the SDGs, the first component for a NSRA is the
necessity to adopt a SHD vision. Human well-being, participation and freedom must be
the central economic and social goal [6] as ‘the basic objective of development is to create
an enabling environment for people to enjoy long, healthy and creative lives’ [19] (p. 9).

The SHD approach is based on four pillars [18]:

• Equity for all, in terms of political, economic, social and cultural opportunities, as well
as distribution, inclusion and cohesion;

• Participation and empowerment of citizens, conceived as being active individual
and collective agents of their own future(s), placing human beings and communities
at the core of development processes through citizenship, solidarity, respect and
responsibility;

• Sustainability, concerning equal intergenerational opportunities in environmental,
social and economic terms, and conceived not as a cost but rather as an essential
feature of sustainable and environmentally friendly development;

• Productivity, pursuing an efficient use of local resources within production systems
necessary for societal objectives.

In a world shocked by the COVID-19 pandemic, an appropriate and effective recovery
strategy must be based on both the stronger involvement and deeper commitment of
individuals, embedded in local communities (i.e., the “participation” principle of SHD),
nurtured by relations with proximate others and integrated in systems of solidarity (i.e.,
the “equity” principle). It also involves recognizing that the economic and production
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systems (i.e., the “productivity” principle) must be reoriented to serve social well-being
(as it has been, for example, to address health and education issues in recent startling
times). Ultimately, this involves recognizing that investments in basic social services and
environmental protection are not primarily costs but, instead, fundamental contributions
to protect our lives (i.e., the “sustainability” principle). On top, this component requires an
alliance towards this vision at all levels. Adopting a SHD approach in policy making means
to address the inherent differences of individuals, in terms of their needs, preferences and
capabilities by providing as much as possible tailored solutions. This means building
welfare systems that can be easily adapted to changing preferences and needs and react
to new challenges (such as the one that arose with COVID-19). Such an objective is
challenging since it entails moving from a rigid welfare system usually aiming at reaching
economies of scale by providing standardized answers to problems, to a system that is
efficient, effective as well as flexible. There is therefore a need to rethink how policies
are drafted by effectively operationalizing all SHD principles while achieving a greater
system’s flexibility. To achieve this, policy makers could, for example, leverage the power
of new technologies to increase access to services and facilitate citizens’ participation in the
public sphere, favor the democratization of production processes by promoting a shared
ownership of the companies and their benefits, find more sustainable solutions to human
activities, and raise the productivity of local resources. It is important to underline that
some elements of SHD, such as education and health, are at the same time the final objective
to be reached but have also an instrumental value and can be means to reach a higher
level of SHD. In the NSRA, for example, SHD contributes to reaching higher levels of
the other two components. In the case of “Transformative Education and Research for
Individual and Collective Learning Processes” a higher level of SHD in a society increases
the society’s capacity to further educate its citizens and perform R&I activities whilst also
making access to education more equitable. This also means creating the condition for a
larger participation of different stakeholders to R&I activities and their capacity to use R&I
results. SHD can also contribute to an ESECB. SHD in a society is positively related to the
capacity of its citizens to understand and interpret reality and understand which behaviors,
actions and policies are harmful for the society and the environment. This consciousness
could increase pro-social behaviors at all levels of society.

2.2. Transformative Education and Research for Individual and Collective Learning Processes

Fostering a common effort involves, first, starting with individuals’ capabilities by
promoting consciousness and responsibility, then, building active citizenship and partic-
ipation at the community level. This can be achieved through new education systems
fostering critical, creative thinking among the ‘new’ citizens [20] as well as entrepreneurial
thinking [21]. Indeed: “The development of a democratic society implies the promotion of
critical, creative and caring thinking in its citizens. This will enhance their autonomy and, at
the same time, open their minds to confrontation with different perspectives and points of
view” [22] (p. 374). This component requires re-thinking, in most countries, the Education
and Research systems and how they engage with individuals and communities to bring to
individual and collective learning processes aimed at facing changes and challenges and at
facilitating transformative resilience. New framings and creative solutions are needed for
recovering and enhancing education systems. On the one hand, we should work on access
to education, especially in poor communities living in remote areas and urban slums, for
example by taking advantage of current and future technical opportunities (e.g., distant
learning). On the other, the education process not only involves education institutions, such
as schools and universities, but also the community. Therefore, education efforts should
also be targeted to the community. An educated community can more easily support
and reinforce institutional education processes. Once given the possibility to children,
youth and communities, to access learning and education, it is not just a question of going
back to a pre-pandemic educational system using new technological tools. We should
also redefine the end results of the education system. Already Durkheim [23] declared
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that the ‘aim of public education is not ‘a matter of training workers for the factory or
accountants for the warehouse but citizens for society” or as Noddings says [24] (p. 27) “to
encourage the growth of competent, caring, loving, and lovable people”, or in the words
of Cochran-Smith [25] (p. 116) individuals mindful of ‘social responsibility, social change,
and social justice’ (see also [26]). Even nowadays, given we have more advanced societies,
we should aim to produce capable agents and communities and new competences and
skills which are, indeed, needed to face future challenges and the speed with which these
challenges will occur. These skills and competencies should include not only the acquisi-
tion of new technical skills such as informatics or relational competencies (communicative
competences—[27] but also competencies such as ‘complex thinking’—indeed, preparing
students to navigate complexity in this turbulent world—[28–30], encompassing dialogical
and argumentative attitudes and practice as well as fostering their “Locus of control” that
represents an individual’s perception of whether he or she has the ability to bring about
change through his or her own behavior [31]. The locus of control is directly connected to
the third component of the NSRA approach ESECB; a shift towards a learning-centered
approach in which children and youth (and learners in general), are considered active,
aware, and responsible builders of their own understanding, knowing and growing [32].
In particular, promoting children’s and youth active participation in society, starting from
when they first get into the education system, means on one side socializing them towards
an understanding of their own competencies and an understanding of the reality, and
problems, that surround them. On the other side, it means also fostering responsibility and
an entrepreneurial attitude by enhancing skills in planning, designing, monitoring and
managing social contexts. On the research and innovation (R&I) side, there is the need to
promote R&I policies that adopt a “transformative change framework” as proposed by
Schot and Steinmueller [33]. In this framework R&I should be aimed at socio-technical
systems transformation. Science, technology, and innovation should be geared towards
meeting the social needs while promoting sustainable and inclusive societies. This doesn’t
mean just innovating with the assumption that all research and technological innovation
will be good for sustainability, but it means questioning how research and innovation
can contribute to sustainability and under which conditions (this could be the case, for
example, of artificial intelligence and the changes it might bring to the labor market). It
means also shifting from a focus on technical innovation to social innovation [34] and con-
sidering that innovations and solutions to social problems, especially in the case of social
entrepreneurship, can be the result of the actions of individuals and groups embedded
in supportive networks and communities [35,36]. This implies widening the perspective
not only to the direct “generators” of the innovation but to the ecosystem as a whole. As
Schot and Steinmueller point out, there is the need for inclusive deliberation processes
and basing policies on new knowledge bases not dominated by economics and innova-
tion studies but more interdisciplinary including governance, history of technology and
other fields [33] (p. 1564). Therefore, a transformative and change framework should
promote participation of different stakeholders, an interdisciplinary approach and a focus
on socio-technical system transformation to reach the SDGs. A structured participation of
different stakeholders (for-profit companies, social businesses, public authorities) into R&I
as well as in the education system could improve collective learning processes and bridge
the gap that often arises between the research and education system and the productive
one [37–40]. Moreover, since direct experience has a higher influence in changing peoples’
behavior [41], the participation of stakeholders involved in some of the many challenges
we are facing could also lead to an increase of learning approaches based on first-hand
experiences geared towards the enhancing of social and environmental consciousness
and behavior.

2.3. Enhanced Social and Environmental Consciousness and Behavior

The literature on psychology and behavioral economics have delved deep into altru-
ism, empathy compassion and attitudes, intentions, and prosocial behaviors [42–46]. It is
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beyond the scope of this paper to provide an exhaustive literature review of the relations
between these elements. For the sake of our discussion, we will therefore oversimplify the
topic by defining ESECB, as a situation in which people are knowledgeable about social
and environmental issues, show great altruism, empathy, compassion, and tend to adopt
prosocial and proenvironmental behaviors. This ‘inner’ component of the NSRA is at the
same time a prerequisite for reaching the other two components and is also dependent
upon them. For example, in relation to the SHD component, ESECB makes people act
following the SHD principles but at the same time a higher level of SHD could influence
the ESECB via a more educated citizenry. An ESECB is necessary for the education system
to redefine its end results, but also in redesigning the education system itself by “ensuring
inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all” as
stated in Goal 4 of the Global Goals. Concerning R&I, ESECB can help in gearing the
efforts towards social and environmental objectives but also in critically questioning if
the innovation process is bringing the intended benefits to the environment and society
and a higher attention to the immaterial aspects of our lives. ESECB could also represent
a common ground of understanding between experts of different disciplines and thus
contribute to a transformative R&I framework. To fully reach the first two components and
reinforce and nurture them over time, it is therefore necessary that our society acquires,
and maintains over time, this ESECB at all levels (policy makers, businesses, citizens).
Studies like the one from Kollmuss and Agyeman [47] show that knowledge of social and
environmental issues is only one of the many factors influencing peoples’ behavior. Our
society needs therefore not only to educate citizens but also create institutions, incentives
and a culture that promote and reward prosocial and proenvironmental behaviors.

3. The Role of the Social Economy and Social Business in the NSRA

Hereafter we explore the relation between SE&SB and each component of the NSRA.

3.1. SE&SB and SHD

The distinctive features of SE&SB lie in their potential to equally embrace in their
vision, model and operational mechanism the four principles of SHD. In fact, SE&SB can
contribute to SHD [48,49] and in reaching the SDGs [50] via the services and products
they offer and through the production and consumption processes they enable. Since
the focus of their activity is not on profit maximization, efficiency and effectiveness are
achieved mainly by considering the social impact they produce. For this reason, their
inputs, activities and outputs (products and services) focus on accessibility, inclusiveness
and environmental sustainability, often generating higher benefits to the community and
the environment compared to the same services/products delivered by other types of
organizations. Moreover, due to limits to profit redistribution, in most cases profits and
surpluses directly benefit the members or the beneficiaries of the organization. A relevant
aspect for SHD of SE&SB organizations is their multi-stakeholder and participatory gover-
nance processes and redistributive function [51]. For this reason, SE&SB organizations are
more efficient and equitable collectors, organizers and distributors of resources to solve
social or environmental problems than other organizations. In fact, SE&SB, as per their
business model, need to engage with different stakeholders with whom they can share
information, cooperate on delivering services and products, start advocacy campaigns etc.
Adopting a multi-stakeholder and participatory approach makes them inherently more
capable of building relations with, and among, different stakeholders, as well as creating
a shared view of development and thus contributing, for example, to localize the SDGs
in a territory. In fact, participation gives to stakeholders the possibility to express their
intentions and preferences and facilitates coordination among various interest groups [52]
(an interesting example of an organization adopting a multistakeholder approach is the
Fondazione di Comunità di Messina (Community Foundation of Messina) in Sicily, Italy.
The Foundation collects and organizes national and local resources for strategic invest-
ments aimed at supporting local programs, projects and entrepreneurial activities. The
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Foundation moreover provides them with the opportunities, means and funding to become
self-sustainable and of generating, in turn, social and environmental impact.). SE&SB
organizations can effectively complement the traditional welfare systems by supplying
the tailored services, which cannot be provided by the larger and standardized public
providers. This can be possible due to the proximity of SE&SB organizations to local
communities, their higher flexibility and capacity to experiment, if compared to public
authorities, and their need to be more capable of answering to the client/beneficiaries’ prob-
lems. Creating a formalized role of SE&SB in the welfare system does not mean privatizing
the system but, rather, incentivize public–private partnership between public authorities
and SE&SB organizations to co-produce certain services (e.g., elderly care, transport for
people with disabilities etc.). However, for this to be successful, it is important that policy
makers create a system that does not create monopolistic or oligopolistic advantages for
SE&SB, promotes a competition based on social value and not on lower prices and gives to
SE&SB the legal instruments to co-create services with public authorities.

3.2. SE&SB and R&I and Education

The relation between SE&SB organizations with the education system is twofold. On
one side, SE&SB organizations can have a primary role in increasing access to education
(for example many A-type Social Cooperatives in Italy work on education complementing
the offer provided by the education system and reaching particular target groups (young
people with disabilities, immigrant students at high risk of an early drop-out etc.)) of
underprivileged communities or in filling in some of the gaps of the country’s education
system using innovative approaches in teaching. On the other side, the education system
can use SE&SB education to promote the ESECB (This is for example the final aim of
the educational program “Youth and Social Business” adopted in some high schools in
Pistoia (Italy) in the framework of the Social Business City Program implemented by the
Yunus Social Business Centre University of Florence, Fondazione Cassa di Risparmio di
Pistoia e Pescia and Fondazione Un Raggio di Luce). Li and Yuan [53] state that social
entrepreneurship education for high school students in China could “reshape the morality
of college students”, “promote innovative thinking of students” and “cultivate conscious-
ness of high school students of sustainable human development”. Hockerts [54] reveals
that social entrepreneurship education increases self-efficacy, perceived social support
and social entrepreneurial intentions of master-level elective courses students but has no
significant effect on empathy and moral obligations. Moreover, Kedmenec et al. [55] show
how teaching SE&SB can have a positive impact in social entrepreneurial intentions. This
could lead, on the long term, to a higher number of SE&SB organizations. The relation
between SE&SB organizations and R&I depends on the overall ecosystem in which R&I
organizations and SE&SB organizations are set. In particular, on how the information
is shared between the different actors of the system and the degree of coordination and
cooperation among them. SE&SB usually operate at the local level and therefore maintain
a strong connection with the locality in which they are embedded, both in terms of positive
contribution to the locality [56,57], as well as in terms of the resources they use in their
activities [58–62]. Their proximity to problems makes them understand what works and
what doesn’t in the local context, and thus are particularly well-suited to respond quickly
to issues that arise in their local areas [63]. This feature is particularly valuable for creating
and maintaining transformative R&I and Education systems since it can provide first-hand
knowledge on social and environmental issue to R&I actors such as public authorities or
Universities. Moreover, the connection with the locality and the innovative approach to
solving problems of some SE&SB organizations can further stimulate innovation in the
R&I system, for example by giving the possibility to research institutions to pilot test new
products and services for the benefit of the community or the environment. For this to
happen there is the need to create systems that promote information sharing and coordi-
nating and cooperating mechanisms. Under this regard, the current experiments in Italy of
public service co-planning between social economy organizations and public authorities,
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with the occasional participation of other organizations such as research institutions, could
represent one of the possible models for information sharing, coordination and cooperation
between actors of the system.

3.3. SE&SB and Enhanced Social and Environmental Consciousness and Behavior

The relation between SE&SB and the ESECB is twofold. On one side the ESECB con-
tributes to the birth and growth of SE&SB organizations, on the other side SE&SB are useful
in fostering and keeping a higher level of ESECB in a territory. SE&SB are usually founded
by single or groups of social entrepreneurs. The research on the motivations of social
entrepreneurs to start such organizations [64–70] shows that most of these motivations
fall into the ESECB. Motivations to start SE&SB are positively influenced by the ESECB.
For example, a study from Sana et al. [71], shows that students with higher “compassion”
and “loving-kindness meditation” are more motivated towards social entrepreneurship.
SE&SB can also positively influence the ESECB in a society. This can be achieved through
public agency and advocacy [72]; by influencing peoples’ “locus of control” for example
by providing real-life examples of how problems can be successfully addressed by people;
by including disadvantaged people into the labor market and increasing the perception of
social issues and diversity among workers and clients. Most importantly, in areas where
SE&SB organization that compete on the market with traditional for-profit enterprises,
have enough market share, there could be a shift from a competition based on price to one
based on social value or the access offered to different types of wealth [73]. In this field,
an important role is played by public authorities when they set the criteria for awarding
public tenders and could therefore favor social value rather than price [74], and by actions,
such as communication campaigns, that aim at changing the preferences of consumers
towards products and services with a higher social value [75].

4. Policy Implications and Recommendations

So far, we have explored the contribution of SE&SB to the NSRA. We now present
the policy recommendations to support SE&SB development whilst creating synergies
to generate a transformative process. A first set of policies has the aim of increasing the
number of SE&SB organizations in the country by creating an enabling system for SE&SB.
The rationale for this can be found in the following aspects. A higher number of SE&SB
organizations can: have a positive effect on the ESECB, shift competition more on social
value rather than price, contribute to advocate for social issues and change consumers’
perspectives, need support services and create a rich support ecosystem that increases
their birth, growth and survival rates. We are aware that policies to increase the number of
SE&SB organizations depend on the country, its legal framework, the resources and the
level of development of the SE&SB ecosystem. We therefore propose a series of actions
that do not have the objective to cover all possible cases but can be applicable in almost
all countries. These actions contribute to create an enabling eco-system for SE&SB and
complement each other by creating positive synergies [49,75]. First, it is important to create
a comprehensive and flexible set of financing options such as grants, investment, social
impact bonds, to cover the different development stages and sectors of activity of SE&SB
organizations [49]. Second, there should be a focus on creating legal frameworks that
recognize SE&SB organizations. The history of social cooperatives in Italy that have been
legally recognized in 1991 but had already been operating in the previous 20 years [75],
shows that legal frameworks are not fundamental for SE&SB organizations to exist, as
they will using existing legal forms. However legal frameworks are important to create
targeted policies such as fiscal reliefs, specific clauses in public procurement [10,76], for
the sector’s recognition but also to avoid the shortfalls of having to use legal forms that
do not completely fit in the SE&SB scope and objectives [77] [10,78]. Third, encourage
traditional companies to become SE&SB themselves or take in SE&SB partners or create
their own SE&SB for example for managing corporate’s welfare. This process could be
incentivized by providing tax reliefs for the investment in setting up a SE&SB organization
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or for corporate restructuring. In the case of companies that are being closed by the owners,
for example, because they are not deemed being profitable enough, governments should
finance the buyout from workers at the condition that those companies will become SE&SB
organizations. This could also reduce the problem of unemployment. Fourth, create new
markets for SE&SB. This can be achieved by increasing the types of tenders to which SE&SB
can take part to, as well as in promoting sustainable consumption models among companies
and the overall population. Finally, establish courses at all levels of the education system
in which the topics of SE&SB are thought also through experiential learning approaches at
community and collective level.

Another set of policy advice concerns how policy makers can make the most of SE&SB
organizations in their territory. In fact, as discussed by Testi et al. [74] the presence of
SE&SB in a territory does not automatically mean that they are producing as much social
or environmental value as they could. This can be the result of a plethora of factors such as
competition, capacity of social entrepreneurs, non-favorable legal framework on SE&SB
activities etc. The following policies are targeted to reduce or remove such hindering factors.
First, public authorities at all levels should promote multilevel governance processes and
legal frameworks in which SE&SB are formally included in sharing information and co-
planning services and solutions with public actors. This will improve the understanding
of problems at all levels and among stakeholders and increase the possibilities to find
and provide innovative and tailored solutions. Second, keep competition among SE&SB
organizations and between SE&SB and traditional for-profit companies on a fair level by
offering incentives (these could be in terms of award criteria in tenders, fiscal advantages
etc.) to social and environmental value creation. Third, ease the legal framework in areas
related to SE&SB activities. This does not concern the legal framework of SE&SB per se
(as seen above) but, for example, the rules to employ disadvantaged people, or easing
the administrative burden connected to obtain certain resources or to implement certain
activities etc. Fourth, co-fund or de-tax investments of SE&SB, for example in terms of
marketing or technological advances, for these organizations to grow faster. Finally, co-fund
education and capacity building for human resources working in SE&SB organizations in
order for them to be more efficient and effective in their work.

The last set of policies are directly aimed at reinforcing the role of SE&SB inside the
NSRA or one specific component of the NSRA are linked to the government role and
the willingness of policymakers. Governments should not only promote education on
SE&SB at all education levels, but they should also improve connections between R&I
institutions and SE&SB. This could be achieved through special research grants that have
as a prerequisite the involvement of SE&SB organizations, or conversely, by including in
tenders to which SE&SB organizations apply, the need to have a R&I institution inside the
partnership. Governments should also create incentives for prosocial and proenvironmental
behaviors in all daily activities conducted by citizens. For this, behavioral economists,
anthropologist, psychologist, experts in service design, communication experts and all other
relevant experts, should be consulted before planning new initiatives. All new services,
activities, projects, and policies should integrate features that promote prosocial and
proenvironmental behaviors among the population so that, in the long run, prosocial and
proenvironmental behaviors become the norm. Governments should promote multilevel
governance processes aimed at sustaining SDGs localization including different actors.
This could entail for instance creating easily accessible participatory platforms (also digital
ones) for different stakeholders to actively take part in policy making and not only have a
consultative role. Lastly, government should also open R&I policy to stakeholders involved
in social and environmental issues to focus R&I on solving the most pressing societal and
environmental problems [79].

5. Final Remarks

Global citizens should be assured that the next development strategies will be different
from the past ones. Re-establishing businesses-as-usual will not be a true recovery strategy.
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Instead, a recovery oriented towards people and the planet is seriously needed. Following
the Agenda 2030, governments should guarantee that all resources will bring the maximum
social and environmental benefit to society. All the recovery actions must lead to the
creation of a socially and environmentally conscious economy for the country, as well as for
the world. Out of the desperation and urgency of the COVID-19 situation a right call from
governments can create a surge of activities the likes of which have never been known
before. A test of leadership will be to show how a world can be inspired to be re-born in
completely unknown ways, coming from the youths, the middle-aged, and the elderly,
men, and women. If we fail to undertake social and environmental consciousness driven
post-COVID-19 recovery programs we will be heading (if present trends continue), for far
worse forms of catastrophe than the current pandemic has bestowed upon us. Most of us,
at least those lucky enough to have the opportunity to do it, have been hiding in our homes
from coronavirus, but if we fail to address deteriorating global issues, we will no longer
have any place to hide from the biggest problems such as climate change. We are aware
that when discussing how to develop our societies in a more sustainable way there could be
many entry points and strategies. In our approach, we therefore tried to consider the main
components, the cornerstones, that are necessary to move on a sustainable development
path. For this reason, in this paper we proposed a NSRA based on three components: SHD
for everyone; a transformative approach to Education and Research for individual and
collective learning processes to face changes and challenges; and a strong emphasis on a
recovery driven by an ESECB. We also highlighted how SE&SB organizations can play a
central role in such approach and what concrete policies can be drafted to reinforce both
their role and the single components of the NSRA. The alternative is within our reach and
requires only the courage to relentlessly pursue the goal of human flourishing, thus turning
the future into a new renaissance for our people, our communities and our planet.

“ . . . things are never as complicated as they seem. It is only our arrogance that prompts
us to find unnecessarily complicated answers to simple problems”. —Muhammad Yunus
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