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Introduction
For some 25 years, we have been rediscovering the existence of private organizations with two main specificities: their main purpose is not the search for the maximum rate of returns on invested capital, and their mode of governance is based on voluntary participation and democratic operation. These organizations usually take the form of cooperative societies, mutual societies, non-profit organizations (associations) or foundations. They are all encompassed in what is termed the "social economy" and are increasingly the focus of attention of decision-makers and academics alike.
The interest demonstrated (inter alia in Europe) for these forms of organization can probably be accounted for by three reasons. First, they have demonstrated a particular ability to provide original answers to needs which would otherwise be left unmet, both by public action and by the "traditional" private for-profit sector. Secondly, they contribute to the improvement of markets’ operation in two ways: they innovate in terms of modes of ensuring the funding of social demands; and they demonstrate concern for helping excluded groups gain access to some markets (e.g. jobseekers excluded from the labour market, persons with no access to health care or financial institutions, producers with no access to export markets etc.). Finally, in the current context of globalisation, which increases requirements of profitability at the expense of social or ecological concerns, social economy organizations offer the demonstration that "another economy" is possible. From this point of view, they constitute a field of experimentation for the development of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
.
However, although these organizations are often in the limelight, experts agree on the fact that the set they constitute remains to some extent unknown and above all little or inaccurately quantified, inter alia by official entities in charge of collecting and producing statistical data. 

This lack of statistical data raises several problems. It deprives decision-makers of information which would be useful for the elaboration and evaluation of economic and social policies. It prevents scientists from improving their comprehension of the operation and roles of this sector. More simply, it prevents the general public from becoming aware of the real importance of the social economy in our societies' structure. The need for statistics on the social economy is thus felt both at the scientific and at the political level.
Efforts to improve the statistical knowledge of the social economy, most often made by university teams, allowed to highlight the importance of the sector in economic terms as well as some of its specificities. Many research teams worldwide have e.g. been involved, for several years, in the collection of comparable statistical data on the social economy in their country
. Most have been associated to the effort of statistical data collection called for by the European Commission or by their national authorities
, or they have taken part in the International Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project, which has been coordinated by the Johns Hopkins University for more than 15 years
.

But these important efforts are expensive because they are isolated. This characteristic, combined with the lack of a rigorous conceptual link between these statistical data collection efforts and the existing official statistical systems, makes it difficult to carry out relevant analyses and artificially isolates the social economy sector from the rest of the economy. Improving statistics on the social economy now requires to make the process recurrent and to include it in the official macroeconomic statistical information systems. 
The central role of national accounts
National accounts play a central role in the statistical information system of each country. Indeed, national accounts aim to collect and process data on all the economic operators of each nation. They must thus also cover the economic activity of organizations belonging to the social economy.
National accounts constitute a precious tool of economic analysis and support to decision-making, as well as a conceptual and statistical framework of reference; as an accounting structure, they ensure the coherence of information from various sources. In order to build a statistical system of the social economy, relevant from a macroeconomic point of view, it thus seems appropriate to base our work on the conventions and practices of the national accounts.
Beyond their capacity to coordinate economic statistics, national accounts also have the significant advantage to be based on international conventions which allow relevant comparisons among countries. The System of National Accounts (SNA) is the system of national accounting which serves as a reference at the global level for the elaboration of national accounts. In EU countries, the system used is the European System of Accounts (ESA). The ESA, which is based on the SNA, is totally coherent with global directives. This system is considered as a European regulation; it is thus obligatory and directly applicable in all the member states of the European Union
.
The framework provided by national accounts seems to guarantee rigour and coherence for organizing the collection and production of statistical data on the social economy, but the conventions constituting this framework appear to a certain extent inadequate (i.e. they lack the appropriate tools) to describe in an accurate way the economic reality of social economy organizations.
Without going into technical details, we should mention the four main limits encountered by national accounts when trying to apprehend these organizations
. First, national accounts do not consider the social economy or its main components (cooperative societies, mutual societies, non-profit organizations and foundations) as relevant categories of analysis. Data about these organizations are included in much larger sets and it is impossible to isolate them. Secondly, the "non-market" production of NPOs and foundations is sometimes underestimated, namely when they also develop an important market production. Thirdly, voluntary work, which constitutes an important specificity of the social economy, is not valued. And finally, the ISIC system of classification (i.e. the classification system that is applied to economic activities in the SNA) is not sufficiently detailed to apprehend the diversity of the social economy.
The solution of satellite accounts
Two solutions exist to meet the need for quantitative data on the social economy while maintaining the link to national accounts. The first possible solution would consist in modifying the conventions of the System of National Accounts until it appears adapted to the reality to be described. This first solution, however, is not realistic. It would entail a risk of increasing the complexity of the existing system, of breaking down the coherence of the latter and of generating high adjustment costs, since it would require discontinuities in the data processing procedures.

When the national accounts appear ill-suited to apprehend an economic reality, the experts rather recommend the setting up of a satellite account. This solution consists in remaining as close as possible to the methodology of national accounts while freeing oneself from some constraints.
A satellite account is thus presented as a system of structured data on a specific area, designed for decision-makers and managers of such area and for specialists studying it. However, this account remains articulated with the central framework of national accounts. It organises data in such a way as to make it possible to replace them in the general framework of macroeconomic statistics.
Before building a satellite account of the social economy, it is worthwhile reminding three important recommendations whose respect increases the chances of success of such a project.
First, the elaboration of a satellite account must be considered as a progressive process. Several stages can be conceived within this process, and one should accept the idea that a satellite account is first of all "a framework for organising data that will have to evolve"
. The satellite account must, to a certain extent, respect the priorities set by its users. In this regard, it must first seek to answer the questions which constitute priorities for the latter. The system of the satellite account can also evolve over time to adapt to the availability of data, changes in the reality it aims to describe and the conceptual and methodological evolution of the system of national accounts.
The second recommendation nuances the first one. The satellite account is an accounting system which revolves around a reference system. To this extent, it is thus desirable that the system allow international comparisons and produce long-term statistical series. Innovations put forward must be relevant for a sufficiently extended period of time and be compatible with international systems. Only the respect of this condition can guarantee the comparability of data among countries and over time.
Finally, the achievement of such a project requires to combine competences in the area of national accounts with a good knowledge of the social economy field. A synergy among national accountants, academic experts and representatives of social economy organizations appears as absolutely necessary, both at the national and at the international level. 
Methodological developments at the international level
Following these recommendations naturally and necessarily implies to base the setting up of a satellite account of the social economy on the two important methodological advances recently achieved at the international level.
The UN Nonprofit Handbook (Johns Hopkins University)

First, the great work carried out at the level of the United Nations, under the direction of the Johns Hopkins University (Lester Salamon and Helen Tice), should be a direct source of inspiration. This work led to the publication of a methodological handbook: the Handbook on Nonprofit Institutions in the System of National Accounts
. This Handbook, published in 2003, is of crucial importance. It aims to establish a common way to collect data on nonprofit institutions within the general framework of national accounts. It consists of a set of conventions and recommendations which have been elaborated, discussed and tested by a group of experts of the nonprofit sector and of the area of national accounting. It undoubtedly constitutes the common methodological support on which to base the progressive setting up of a system of statistical data on the social economy. 
Main contributions

Like the central framework of the national accounts, the NPI Satellite Account provides data on the composition of expenditures (wage bill and other expenditures) and sources of revenues (sales, fees, grants, gifts), on value added and other significant traditional monetary variables. These data are detailed by industries. The satellite account also includes data on employment (on both paid and voluntary work) and offers the possibility to link monetary data to other physical data (such as indicators of the volume of production or data linked to the number of members or beneficiaries). Finally, it has to be underlined that some tables of the satellite account are conceived to be read in an integrated perspective. They allow to consider data about the nonprofit sector within the broader perspective of the country’s macroeconomic statistics, and to situate this sector with respect to the other main categories of economic agents (households, government or corporations). 

From the methodological point of view, the major contributions of the Handbook can be summarized in five points.

First, it clarifies the definition of the nonprofit sector, by specifying that it consists of "(a) organizations; that (b) are not-for-profit and, by law or custom, do not distribute any surplus they may generate to those who own or control them; (c) are institutionally separate from government; (d) are self-governing; and (e) are not compulsory"
. This definition is more accurate than the definition of nonprofit institutions provided by the SNA. The criteria of the Handbook definition are sufficiently accurate so as to make it possible for statisticians from various countries to delimit in a rigorous way the population of organizations to be included in the satellite account. 
Second, it provides guidelines to group all nonprofit units into one single nonprofit sector. In other words, the Handbook allows to overcome one of the important weaknesses of the treatment applied by national accounts to nonprofit organizations, namely the splitting up of the nonprofit sector among various categories. Indeed, under the SNA, NPOs are allocated among different institutional sectors based mainly on their principal source of income. Since sales and government support are the major sources of non-profit revenue in most countries, the majority of the economic activity of nonprofits gets lumped together in existing statistics with that of corporations or governments. The sector of NPISH (nonprofit institutions serving households) is the only one bringing together NPOs only, but it only covers a minute part of the whole set of NPOs.
Third, the Handbook recommends the use of the International Classification of Nonprofit Organisations (ICNPO, see table 1), which is currently better adapted to describe the economic activities of NPOs than the ISIC. Indeed, the ICNPO was developed initially by an international team of nonprofit sector experts mainly because the level of detail available in the ISIC was not sufficient to differentiate important types and activities of NPOs. However, the creators of the Handbook saw to it that a strong connection was maintained to the standard classification system used in the national accounts, and the Hanbook acknowledges that, as the ISIC evolves and better takes into consideration the activities of NPOs, "the need for a separate ICNPO classification system will decline"
. 

Table 1 – ICNPO Groups

	1. Culture and recreation

2. Education and research

3. Health

4. Social services

5. Environment

6. Development and housing

7. Law, advocacy and politics

8. Philanthropic intermediaries and voluntarism promotion

9. International

10. Religion

11. Business and professional associations, unions

12. Not elsewhere classified


Source: NPI-Handbook

Fourth, the Hanbook calls for coverage of volunteer work (which is a common and important feature of NPOs activities) and provides a recommended way to value it. This fourth contribution is of utmost importance, as the production of NPOs, both in qualitative and quantitative terms, depends significantly on the work carried out by volunteers. Recognising the value of this work and valuing it on a monetary basis allows more accurate comparisons of input structure and cost structure between nonprofit producers and other producers engaged in the same activities
. 

Finally, it extends the production boundary of the national accounts to include the non-market output of market NPOs. This last contribution is technically more complex. It refers to an important convention of national accounts which states that the evaluation of the production of market organizations is solely based on their sales. Many NPOs are considered as market producers because their sales cover most of their costs. But part of their costs is not covered by their sales, thus revealing that they also produce non-market goods and services, whose funding is ensured by other means (public support, gifts etc.). This non-market production is not valued in the central system of national accounts
. The Handbook provides for the publication of accounting tables valuing this production as well.
Implementation process
In order to encourage the elaboration of NPI Satellite Accounts throughout the world, a technical assistance unit has been established at the Johns Hopkins Center for Civil Society Studies. Its missions are to disseminate the Handbook, to work with national statistical agencies on its implementation, and to assemble and analyse the resulting data. 

Since December 2003, 26 countries have committed to implementing this UN NPI Handbook
. Among them, eight countries (Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Italy, Japan, New Zealand and the United States) have already produced some version of the NPI Satellite Accounts called for in the Handbook and at least three countries (Belgium, Canada and the United States) have already produced updates
. 

Among the countries which have launched the implementation process of the Handbook, some have underlined the fact that the definition of the population covered seemed to them restrictive, compared to their conception of the third sector. Indeed, by excluding organizations which do not meet the criteria of the definition of the nonprofit sector, the Handbook excludes de facto, from the population covered by the satellite account, some components of the social economy.
There is no common definition of the social economy institutionally accepted at the international level, but many agree on the fact that social economy organizations all share at least three important characteristics: (1) their first aim is not the maximization of profit for their shareholders but rather the wish to offer a service to their members or to a larger community, (2) their operation is based on a democratic process (of the "one-member-one-vote-principle" type) and (3) their management is autonomous, independent from public authorities
.

As it clearly appears, the notion of nonprofit sector and that of social economy are very close to each other. Their fundamental difference lies first in the central role played by the non-distribution constraint in the definition of the concept of nonprofit sector and, secondly, in the central role played by economic democracy in the definition of the concept of social economy
.
This difference can be accounted for mainly by contextual elements. The non-distribution constraint does not have the same importance in organizations seeking to offer a service to their members as in organizations serving a larger community
. Now, historically, the social economy often developed first as a movement of mutual-interest organizations
. Consequently, the difference with the capitalistic mode of operation mainly expressed, within social economy organizations, through the implementation of a democratic mode of management or a limit on the distribution of profits, rather than through an absolute non-distribution constraint. New refinements of nonprofit sector theories by non-US experts nowadays highlight the fact that the comparative advantages of third sector organizations lie, to a significant extent, in the capital of trust they are able to generate, and that the building up of this capital mainly depends on the involvement of various groups of stakeholders (involvement which is encouraged by a democratic decision-making structure) and on the limits set on the distribution of profits (but the non-distribution constraint needs not necessarily be total). 

Whereas the concept of nonprofit sector excludes mutual societies and cooperatives (mainly because they are allowed to distribute part of their profits to their members), the concept of social economy recognizes them as fully fledged components of the third sector.
This latter concept allows, inter alia, not to exclude organizations aiming to the personal development and integration into society of some categories of persons (long-term unemployed persons, handicapped persons etc.), while using a form of commercial company. One indeed observes that, throughout the European Union, the new collective forms of entrepreneurship initiated by the civil society sometimes use cooperative frameworks, and sometimes nonprofit (associative) frameworks; national laws even begin to adapt to this situation by creating new forms of commercial company with a social purpose.
Despite this important "coverage limit", it nevertheless seems reasonable to envisage the elaboration of a satellite account of nonprofit institutions as a first stage whose success will condition the possibility to build up a system of statistical data collection on the social economy as a whole.
Indeed, the redaction of a Handbook for the setting up of a satellite account of nonprofit institutions and the actual implementation of such a satellite account provide solutions to the two main problems encountered when attempting to build up such a system. 
First, the satellite account of nonprofit institutions covers (alongside foundations) the associative component of the social economy, which has repeatedly proved the most difficult one to apprehend, whenever efforts have been made in the past to elaborate macroeconomic statistics on this sector; it is obviously less easy to find official data on nonprofit organizations (associations) than on cooperatives, mutual societies or foundations. This is probably linked to the fact that the associative component of the social economy is also the less structured one. It brings together very diverse organisations and this heterogeneity appears at all levels: in terms of size, fields of activity, goals (mutual interest vs. general interest goals) etc. Moreover, these organizations are usually not submitted to the same rules of accounting publicity as cooperatives or mutual societies. 
Secondly, beyond the difficulty to collect statistical data on nonprofit organisations, it should also be acknowledged that the latter are the component of the social economy for which national accounting conventions are most problematic. The treatment of cooperatives in national accounts does not raise any specific problem beside the possibility to distinguish them from other forms of company. The treatment of mutual societies is a little more ticklish, in particular when they play an active role in the management of the social security system. But generally speaking, the problems encountered in the treatment of nonprofit organizations are far trickier. In terms of methodological innovations, one can thus put forward the hypothesis that the Handbook of the United Nations already solves most of the problems raised by the treatment of social economy organizations in national accounts.
The European Commission Manual (CIRIEC)

Given these facts, the European Commission recently demonstrated its commitment to complementing the dynamics initiated by the NPI Handbook. The Commission entrusted the CIRIEC (International Centre of Research and Information on the Public, Social and Co-operative Economy) with the redaction of a manual aiming to provide assistance in drawing up a satellite account for social economy organizations which are not covered by the UN NPI Handbook (mainly co-operatives and mutual societies). 

The "Manual for Drawing up the Satellite Accounts of Companies in the Social Economy" was published in December 2006; it parallels a process which has already proved itself, namely in the United Nations Handbook. As a matter of fact, the authors (J. Barea and J.L. Monzon-Campos) provide two tools which are necessary for the elaboration of any satellite account: (1) a definition of the satellite account population (i.e. companies in the social economy) and (2) a methodology that will allow the satellite account to be drawn up in a manner that is coherent with the central framework of the national accounts
.

Main contributions
The structure of the "Satellite Accounts of Companies in the Social Economy" envisaged by the authors of the Manual closely parallels the structure of the national accounts by industries or by institutional sectors. As a matter of fact, the proposed tables adopt a traditional layout (institutional sector accounts, supply tables by industries, social accounting matrix). The CIRIEC did not claim to be highly original in the way it organised the data collected on companies in the social economy; it rather focused on fighting the so-called "institutional invisibility" of those companies. In order to do so, it implemented two significant advances.
First, the Manual synthesizes the important delimitation work carried out by its authors, in cooperation with the cooperative and mutualist sectors in Europe. It succeeds in defining, in a rather rigorous way, what can be understood by "social economy companies", i.e. "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 distributions of profits or surpluses among the members are not directly linked to the capital or fees distributed by each member, each of whom has one vote"
. Although this definition is inspired to a large extent by the practices of cooperatives or mutual societies, it is sufficiently broad to include other social economy companies as well (business groups managed and controlled by cooperatives or mutual societies, social enterprises, non-financial corporations controlled and owned by their workers, nonprofit institutions serving social economy entities). The conceptual construction carried out highlights the common specificities of social economy companies and shows in what they differ from other categories of producers. By so doing, it justifies their gathering within one single satellite account. 
Secondly, the authors – who have a good empirical knowledge of national accounting and can rely upon a strong embeddedness in the reality of social economy companies – were especially careful to guarantee the practical feasibility of the satellite account. They identified the main difficulties which can be encountered when one has to elaborate a register of companies bringing together the whole population and to subsequently build up macroeconomic data on the basis of individual data from companies’ accounts or surveys. The Manual provides accurate means to overcome these difficulties and provides a clear articulation between company accounting and national accounting. 

Implementation and limits

The Manual, which was officially presented in Brussels in February 2007, raised much interest and enthusiasm, both from political decision-makers and from social economy representatives. However, no country undertook to implement the Manual in a near future. In the current state of affairs, it is thus impossible to assess its applicability. However, one can however already point out the main limit of this second methodological work at the international level: it did not attach enough importance to the creation of a link between the "NPI Satellite Account" and the "Satellite Accounts of Companies in the Social Economy". 
In particular, the CIRIEC Manual does not allow to avoid the partial overlaps between the realities covered by these two accounts. When using simultaneously these two methodological tools, it will thus not be possible to avoid double-counting. Moreover, it is regrettable that the tables provided for by the CIRIEC are not harmonised with those recommended for the elaboration of the NPI Satellite Account. This second obstacle could however be easily overcome by those mastering the tools and conventions of national accounts who could provide harmonised data on the social economy as a whole under a form which would be accessible to the main users of satellite accounts.
Contributions and perspectives

At this point, four important contributions can be expected from the dynamics of satellite accounts initiated by these two initiatives.
First, by positioning the social economy (or its associative component) within the larger context of the national economy, the satellite accounts confer credibility on the model of a three-sector economy (private for-profit sector, public sector and third sector). By so doing, they do justice to the specificities of third sector organisations and implicitly recognise the roles that the latter can play within our economies.
Second, the satellite accounts contribute to the refinement of the methods used by national accountants to account for the reality of the social economy and to the improvement of the conventions of national accounting. As a matter of fact, the specific perspective offered by the satellite accounts on this reality allows to underline the biases introduced by some methods used in the central framework. For example, the NPI satellite account highlighted the undervaluation of the production of market NPOs. It can be expected that, in the middle or long term, the satellite account will bring into question the central framework and will cause the defenders of the latter to state their position on this question.

A third important contribution lies in the support that can be provided by satellite accounts’ tables with a view to structuring some economic and social policy debates. The satellite accounts aim to constitute tools at the disposal of policy-makers. They offer a macroeconomic vision of the role played by social economy organizations in the satisfaction of some needs expressed by society and describe their costs and resources by using the familiar framework of national accounting. Policy-makers can find therein elements likely to fuel economic and social policy debates (budgetary data, employment data, production indicators etc.). 

Finally, satellite accounts contribute to structuring available data and to organizing the collection of complementary data on the field they aim to describe. This new way of organising data provides researchers with series of macroeconomic data which are comparable over time and among countries and which will allow to test some of the arguments put forward by nonprofit theories and, more generally, by third sector theories (mainly the relations between the level of public expenses and the importance of the associative sector, the presence of the social economy in some industries, the distribution of activities among types of organizations, the importance of ideological and religious motives etc.). In a first stage, the privileged analyses will be mainly those among countries (comparisons of third sector models in the different countries involved)
, but the production of temporal series will also strengthen analysis capacities. It has to be noted that the demand already exists for comparative statistical analyses of employment in the social economy. 

Generally speaking, through the data they provide on the size and structure of the third sector, the satellite accounts offer a good way of measuring what theories identify as the "dependent variable"
. Complementary data should however be collected, both at the microeconomic and at the macroeconomic level, to improve the comprehension of the role of social economy organizations, highlight their specificities and assess the results of their actions. The satellite accounts only constitute the first stage – necessary but not sufficient – to meet this challenge awaiting the scientific community.
An example allows to illustrate this. True, it will now be possible to compare the market share and the cost structures of various types of providers (nonprofit/associative, cooperative, public or other private for-profit providers) in an industry (for example childcare); but the satellite accounts do not solve the question of the evaluation, in terms of volume (and of quality), of a (partly) non-market production. From the point of view of a cost-benefit analysis of the various types of providers, complementary data will have to be collected by the research teams on the quality of services, the externalities generated etc. Indeed, without these complementary researches, the data provided by the satellite accounts would incur the risk of being interpreted in a too simplistic way. The accounts will nevertheless have provided the first data necessary to the structuration of the collection of missing data.
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