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Risto Raivio (European Commission) opened the plenary meeting1 by reiterating that the 
upcoming ESF Social Innovation+ initiative will provide a framework for social innovation 
and transnational projects and cooperation at EU level. The Commission sees the creation 
of competence centres in the Member States and at European level as a game-changer in 
the expansion of social innovation for the entire community of stakeholders. 

 

ESF Social Innovation+: entrusted tasks to the ESF Agency in Lithuania 

Stephen Barnett (Lead thematic expert) and Asta Jurgutė (European Social Fund Agency, 
Lithuania) discussed the dual role of Lithuania’s ESFA as i) being the national competence 
centre for social innovation, and ii) as the entrusted entity for the ESF Social Innovation+ 
initiative. The Agency has nearly 20 years of experience in managing the ESF in Lithuania 
and in supporting transnational learning and cooperation. 

Stephen Barnett (SB): Could you tell us about your experience of the ESF since Lithuania’s 
accession?  

Asta Jurgutė (AJ): We successfully managed more than EUR 2.2 billion of ESF contributions 
to assist in a broad spectrum of social needs. Originally, we administered the pre-accession 
instruments, then, after joining EU 2004, implemented EQUAL initiative, the largest social 
innovation support programme in the whole of Europe until now. So, we have developed 
a strong passion and experience for social innovation. 

SB: What are your plans for programming social innovation in Lithuania? 

AJ: We will have a 6th priority axis “Innovative solutions” of which the main focus is still 
under negotiation but we anticipate it will enable us to support the development and 
testing of social innovations, the creation of social impact bonds, capacity-building and 
implementation of quality standards relating to social innovation. We want to use our joint 
position as the EaSI national contact point and ESF competence centre to support the 
spread of innovative solutions.  

SB: How will you approach the transnational calls for proposals under ESF Social 
Innovation+? 

AJ: These calls will aim at supporting transnational projects that facilitate the transfer 
and/or scaling up of social innovations in three different ways: 

• Some will conceptualise and validate tested approaches, considering the results of 
relevant projects and actions across Europe and other available evidence, 

 
1 The online event, organised by the Transnationality Team on behalf of the European Commission, was attended 
by 62 participants who represented ESF managing authorities, audit authorities, intermediate bodies, line 
ministries, NGOs and competence centres for social innovation from 17 countries: AT, BE, BG, EL, FR, HU, IE, 
IT, LT, LV, NL, PL, RO, SI, SK. In addition, the European Commission officers and Stephen J. Barnett (Lead 
Thematic Expert) also attended the event. 
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• Some will help to roll out proven social innovations, 

• And others will help social innovation support organisations  

The thematic focus of the calls in 2022 will be the integration of young people into work 
and society. 

SJ: What about the European Competence Centre? What are the principles that guide you 
in setting it up?  

AJ: We would like to build on four principles: 1) bottom-up, 2) empowerment, 3) 
partnership and 4) collective learning. The Centre will offer mutual learning, capacity 
building and networking activities for ESF+ Managing Authorities and other relevant 
stakeholders. It will collect, assess, develop, validate and disseminate suitable tools and 
methods for social innovation, such as the Social Innovation Database. The Centre will 
work in close cooperation with the National Competence Centres for Social Innovation, 
and will continue the work of the Communities of Practice on employment, education and 
skills, social inclusion and social innovation. Based on the key principles, we envision the 
Centre as a: 

• Resource centre for social innovation practitioners, 

• Learning Platform for social innovation, 

• Cooperation exchange platform, 

• And a policy lab and observatory for social innovation. 

SJ: How will you engage with the other Managing Authorities, Intermediate Bodies and all 
ESF stakeholders over the coming year? 

AJ: We are working closely with the European Commission on our description of actions. 
There are certain things we have to do and would like to do within the Social Innovation+ 
initiative, but there is also significant space and flexibility within the framework to respond 
to the interests and needs of the ESF stakeholders across Europe. 

ICF is currently gathering evidence through interviews from the communities of practice 
and then at the EU-level conference (on 31 May – 1 June) about what Community of 
Practice (CoP) members think they will need over the next year or so, especially to 
progress in setting up national competence centres by mid-2023 on the one hand. On the 
other hand, feedback is also being gathered to finalise the ESF programmes for each 
Member States and to launch the first calls for proposals.  

 

Social innovation in ESF+ Programmes 

Laura Mangeng provided an overview of programming social innovation in the ESF+ across 
Member States, informing that as per Article 14.4 of the ESF+ Regulation,  
every Member State is asked to address social innovation within the ESF+. According to 
the current state of play: 

• Most Member States foresee a dedicated priority on social innovation  
in one ESF+ programme, 

• Four Member States indicate that more than one ESF+ programme will have a 
dedicated priority on social innovation: France and Italy foresee two, Belgium 
foresees three and eight are expected in Germany, 

• Austria, Croatia, France, Italy, Slovenia and Sweden indicate that their respective 
ESF+ programmes mention social innovation also outside the dedicated 
priority/priorities. 

Member States are free to link their dedicated social innovation priority to any objectives 
of the ESF+, thus there are measures supporting active inclusion, education and training, 
integration of marginalised communities or employment and activation measures among 
others.  
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Regarding the budget allocation, Member States are programming their dedicated social 
innovation priority between the range of 0-5% in proportion of their respective initial 2021-
2027 ESF+ allocations.  

Spotlight on Slovenia: mainstreaming social innovation 

Nena Dokuzov (Ministry of Economic Development and Technology, Slovenia) explained in 
broad terms how different elements of social innovation are supported through the ESF 
programming in Slovenia, where the Ministry of Economic Development and Technology 
is an important part of the social innovation ecosystem. 

During the 2014-2020 period, social impact was prescribed as a key criterion in most 
measures financed by the ESF and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), 
whereas social sustainability was the selection criteria for the R&D industrial projects in 
Slovenia. The country has a focus on digital social innovation and works on integrating 
social innovation in into all relevant measures in their Programme, such as into research 
and development, and industrial projects. They have at least three main orientations for 
the next programming period, including 1) establishing a platform for connecting 
knowledge and people, 2) continuing with the integration of social innovation in the 
majority of measures, 3) creating an upgraded Digital Social Innovation Lab as a digital 
presentation of the national competence centre for social innovation – which is included in 
the SEED project. Slovenia is also developing social impact bonds for the next 
programming period. 

Finally, the blockchain technology – which some consider as a social innovation itself – 
was mentioned as a key enabler of sustainability through social innovation. The blockchain 
can act as a safety net for social innovators, as well as a marketplace for smaller social 
innovators, offering also social return on investment thanks to the integrity (through 
authentication and authorisation) and traceability inherent in this technology. 

Spotlight on Bulgaria 

The Human Resources Development Programme (HRDP) is one of three ESF+ Programmes 
planned in Bulgaria for the programming period 2021-2027. The HRDP will be supporting 
the wider use of innovative approaches that were tested on a small scale and developed 
under European programmes. Social economy enterprises can play a key role in achieving 
social innovation and contributing to economic and social sustainability. Therefore, the 
HRDP supports: 

1) New approaches for sustainable green and white jobs or creating social innovations 
through Corporate Social Responsibility; 

2) The introduction of new tools and models to improve home and community-based 
services for people with disabilities or older people. 

Synergies can be explored between the various instruments and projects: the HRDP, the 
Recovery and resilience plan (RRP) as well as the Employment and Social 
Innovation (EaSI) programme. The RRP funds the modernisation of social protection 
systems through social innovation via two planned investments. The HRDP could support 
the establishment of competence centre for social innovation – currently piloted under the 
ESF and EaSI funded project – through the larger-scale application of identified social 
innovations. 

There are two separate consortia in Bulgaria supporting the creation of the national 
competence centre, which is currently being developed. Its main activities are foreseen to 
be capacity building, research and development for new solutions, mutual learning and 
networking, and exchange of experiences. The aim is to learn from the projects with a 
view of establishing one recognised social innovation competence centre. 

  

https://www.seedeuproject.eu/activities/slovenia/
https://www.seedeuproject.eu/activities/slovenia/
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Connecting ecosystems to ESF programming 

The main findings in Austria were reported by Barbara Willsberger (L&R SocialResearch, 
SI PLUS project) who explained that social innovation is not structurally embedded in 
Austria, instead, it often belongs to NGOs, social enterprises or individuals on the regional 
level. The existing possibilities of financing social innovation projects supported not one 
social innovation ecosystem, but the development of different microsystems in Austrian, 
including 1) experienced ESF actors, 2) the LEADER community and 3) the social 
entrepreneurship scene. Unfortunately, though, there is not much connection among these 
different microsystems yet. 

Giulia Ganugi from Italy’s University of Bologna (SEED project) shared that projects in 
Italy tackle similar thematic areas, such as circular economy, digital transformation, smart 
cities, health, welfare and work. The stakeholders range from the citizens to the social 
economy actors: while social enterprises, social cooperatives, voluntary associations have 
a vital role in Italy, the role of the private sector, public institutions, as well as universities 
and research institutions is also increasingly important. 

A common aspect shown by the mappings is that there are differences between the rural 
areas and cities when it comes to social innovation, and different regions also tend to have 
distinct characteristics. In Austria, social innovation often comes from the regions. Within 
the ESF the nine Länder as Intermediate Bodies act on regional challenges and have their 
ESF-budgets for the priority axe “Social Innovation”. But there are differences in the know-
how about social innovation.  

Whereas the competence centre needs to work on creating a common understanding of 
social innovation, it is also necessary to work on the cooperation between the Länder. In 
two pilot regions in Austria – Salzburg and a rural district of Styria – an in-depth mapping 
process is carried out for the development of participatory approaches for upscaling 
projects. The result of this mapping process will be brought to other regions in Austria.  

In Italy, there are more and more events organised between the different regions to share 
tools, methodologies and practices. There is also an increase in online webinars for best 
practice sharing, and it could be useful to develop the concept of regional consultants who 
could share experiences between the Italian regions. The public institutions and the third 
sector of different regions have different political and administrative traditions, which 
influence the development of their activities. 

Learning between the Member States and within regions is key. Since solely national 
labour markets do not exist in Europe anymore, transnational cooperation is crucial, and 
partners need to exchange among themselves to build a qualified European labour force. 
The cooperation within both consortia works well and proved very useful. At the same 
time, it would be important to identify the common needs and challenges requiring a 
common European response. One of the key problems is also, that there is no connection 
between the different funds when it comes to social innovation. 

Representing the FUSE project, Mario Vottero (Rethink Ireland) picked up the baton of 
transnational cooperation by outlining a transnational capacity-building programme 
covering such relevant and challenging topics as: venture philanthropy on 12 May; public 
policies for impact on 23 May; and measuring outcomes on 2 June. Initially, the capacity 
building plan was going to be open only to FUSE partners, but an interest emerged so it 
was then turned into an open learning environment – everyone’s welcome to these 
workshops. 

 

Next steps  

• In his update on the reporting procedure, Risto Raivio (European Commission) 
shared that project coordinators are invited to submit a technical progress 
report to the EC on the implementation of their projects within 60 calendar days 
after the end of the first reporting period (1-12 months). 

https://www.fuseproject.eu/capacitybuildingprogramme
https://www.fuseproject.eu/capacitybuildingprogramme
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• The valuable feedback of the participants provided on the Scaling-up social 
innovation Toolkit have contributed to a final draft due for publication in May 
alongside a twin guide to social experimentation under EaSI. 

• CoP members are invited to share their feedback about the past months of 
collaboration and regarding future areas of cooperation through interviews 
conducted by ICF throughout May. 

• A report of the joint workshop on Simplified Cost Options in social 
innovation, which took place on 5 May 2022, will soon follow. 

• The final conference of the ESF Transnational Cooperation Platform will be 
organised between 31 May – 1 June 2022. The European Commission will 
introduce the new setting to support transnational cooperation between 2021-
2027. 

Other resources and opportunities for mutual learning:  

• Background note on Social innovation – Note on monitoring social innovation 
(available in the MS Teams space to Members of the Community on Social 
Innovation) 

• Simplified Cost Options – A practitioners’ manual  

• Capacity building events planned by FUSE 

• Supporting social innovation - Sharing European best practices – Event by 
BuiCaSuS on 24 May 

https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fund-plus/en/publications/simplified-cost-options-practitioners-manual
https://ec.europa.eu/european-social-fund-plus/en/publications/simplified-cost-options-practitioners-manual
https://www.fuseproject.eu/capacity-building-events
https://www.fuseproject.eu/capacity-building-events
https://buicasus-webinar.confetti.events/
https://buicasus-webinar.confetti.events/

