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I n t r o d u c t i o n  

The last decade has been rather turbulent for Europe. 
Over ten years ago, shortly after the ‘Housing Bubble’ 
collapse in the USA in 2007, we witnessed the start of a 
deep and long-lasting Economic Crisis in several Europe-
an countries. Although economic conditions started im-
proving from 2013 onwards, several countries in Europe 
(e.g. Spain and Greece) still experienced high unemploy-
ment levels and low GDP growth. Furthermore, the 
overall economic climate had been improving for merely 
a couple of years when the so-called Migration (or Refu-
gee) Crisis emerged in Europe in 2015. This was particu-
larly challenging because some of the countries hardest 
hit by the economic crisis –such as Italy and Greece –
were among the countries that witnessed the largest 
influx of migrants. 

Both the economic crisis and the migration crisis have put enormous pressure on European solidarity. 
As a result, important questions have arose such as: how far citizens are willing to go to help their 
neighbours (i.e. other European countries) in times of great challenges? Such questions of transna-
tional solidarity are increasingly paramount for dealing with some of the most important challenges 
faced by the EU today.  

Additionally both the economic crisis in itself, the austerity responses of national governments and the 
resulting economic hardships in the countries in question have reinforced the need for solidarity within 
countries. This has become important directly through civil society initiatives, citizen acts of solidarity 
and the collective efforts that press for the re-building of institutionalized forms of solidarity.  

Such actions of solidarity have been proven to be extremely 
flexible in responding to exogenous shocks, such as the re-
cent crises. Several researchers have argued that as a re-
sponse to social and economic inequalities, civil social reac-
tions, based on solidarity, have been created with the aim of 
achieving a better society for all. In many instances, local 
civil society initiatives were faster than the state in amelio-
rating harms and in gaining a better understanding of the 
primary sources of social difficulty. They also promoted a 
hands-on, bottom up approach to dilemmas that gave bene-
ficiaries greater ownership over the process (as opposed to 
more hierarchical, state-imposed solutions). As such, this 
then raises the question:  
What are the most important barriers to and facilitators 
for solidarity in post- crisis Europe?  
 

Anti-austerity protests, Greece, 2010 (Copyright Free) 

Syrian reguess strike at the platform of Budapest 

Keleti railway station, Hungary (Copyright Free) 

 

Proactiva open arms, Barcelona (Copyright Free) 

Trussell Trust, UK (Copyright Free) 
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The project SOLIDUS - Solidarity in Europe-
an societies: empowerment, social justice 
and citizenship, is a three year European 
Commission funded research project (2015
-2018) led by a consortium of 14 research 
centres from 12 European countries. 
Throughout the whole project, the consor-
tium has developed extensive theoretical 
and empirical research, exploring solidarity 
in different domains such as specific litera-
ture revisions and case studies of solidarity 
actions. 

Originating from the findings of the SOLI-
DUS project, the overall aim of this hand-
book is to act as a useful guide to foster 
solidarity, with a focused target audience 
being Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), as 
well as to provide examples and raise is-
sues related to solidarity in Europe. The 
handbook serves to shed light to new ways 
for CSOs to promote successful experienc-
es and strategies based on acts of solidari-
ty to overcome social inequalities. Ulti-
mately, this handbook is oriented to pro-
vide support and tools, helping CSOs to 
promote effective approaches to achieve 
and sustain solidarity across Europe. 
 

 

 
We would like to thank all the organisations that have collabora-
tion in the entirety of the SOLIDUS project. Their assistance and 
inside knowledge has been invaluable for the production of the 
research results. 

Presentation of SOLIDUS results with civil society representatives,  

Barcelona, May 2017 

Yuri Borgmann-Prebil (European Commission)  and Marta Soler 

(Lead SOLIDUS researcher) at the SOLIDUS final conference, 

May 2018, Brussels 
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T h e  S o l i d u s  r e s e a r c h  

a p p r o a c h  

SOLIDUS has focused on successful actions which are combating the crisis through acts of solidarity. 
These acts are thus contributing to construct more inclusive and prosperous societies, by influencing 
at the macro-level (social inequalities) and micro-level (psychological wellbeing). In this regard, SOLI-
DUS identifies common elements among these acts in order to examine their transferability to differ-
ent contexts. To cover this objective, effects of these actions in five social areas are studied in depth: 
housing, education, employment, engagement and health. 

SOLIDUS elaborated different Background National 
Papers in each country involved in the project. These 
Policy Papers have been developed to explore the 
basic socioeconomic, institutional and public policy in 
European countries in order to highlight how nation-
al and European societies are overcoming geograph-
ical inequalities and exclusion for identity identifica-
tion (in terms of age, ethnicity, religion, gender, and 
other identity group factors) through acts of solidari-
ty.  

 

Furthermore, SOLIDUS identified more than 170 civil 
society initiatives based on solidarity across Europe 
which are achieving significant social improvements. 
In order to understand their social impact and to 
identify common elements among these acts, SOLI-
DUS analysed 107 case studies in-depth that 
achieved substantial social impact. Furthermore, 
SOLIDUS designed a quantitative study 
‘Transnational European Solidarity Survey’ (TESS), to 
measure and analyse attitudes of European citizens 
of participating countries toward solidarity, social 
justice and transnational social policy. See www.solidush2020.com for an interactive map 

of case studies found throughout Europe. 

The methodology 

Map of countries of SOLIDUS partners 
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SOLIDUS findings illustrate the success of solidarity actions across a variety of policy domains, particu-
larly in terms of foodbanks, migrant assistance, local education and housing initiatives, health clinics, 
employment campaigns, and debt assistance, which all emerged within multiple countries. Solidarity 
actions were shown to be crucial sites of positive social engagement with several social benefits. 

Solidarity initiatives were spaces of poverty alleviation 

Actions frequently arose as gaps in welfare state provision occurred, and provided 
direct material assistance, social guidance and support to communities. In this re-
gard, investment in civil society infrastructure can save money.  

Solidarity initiatives were spaces of democratic renewal 

Actions demonstrated that legitimacy was often established by the democratic in-
volvement of beneficiaries. If the EU to greater extent provided financial support 
for such actions, this would buttress the democratic credentials of EU institutions. 
This can, in turn, enhance the desire for further EU integration.  

Solidarity initiatives were spaces of social interaction and cohesion 

Both providers and beneficiaries of solidarity actions held that involvement com-
batted social exclusion and fostered capacity building and a sense of community 
and comradery. These effects can attend to the aspects of civic fracturing wit-
nessed during the financial crisis. It also helps to combat feelings of alienation and 

These findings highlight the importance of the need for ongoing, established funding to ensure soli-
darity initiatives are sustainable. In times of welfare state retrenchment and polarisation of issues like 
refugee policy and European solidarity, there is an urgent necessity to build a robust ‘civil society in-
frastructure’.        

                                                                                                                      

Evidence from SOLIDUS shows that virtually all initiatives identified had a strong educational dimen-
sion running through them, and providers and beneficiaries saw this as both increasing the durability 
of CSO engagement and having a positive social impact in and of itself. 
 

If Europe is to nurture greater civic awareness among the public, support democratic engagement, 
and promote socio-economic dynamism, it must find ways of engendering critical reflection e.g. 
through national and local training courses, online programmes, schooling (curriculum) reform, media 
regulation, among other means. As recent xenophobic upsurges demonstrate, governance dilemmas 
can be exploited for cynical and dangerous purposes. Critical education assists in unpacking ideologies 
and formulating constructive responses to social pressures. Similarly, it can help citizens to be more 
discriminatory regarding information claims and prevent against (social) media manipulation. Finally, 
critical thinking is not only a powerful tool for protecting democracy; it is an essential feature to of in-
novative thinking in the new knowledge economy that can bring employment and increased level of 
development.  

The findings 
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Finally, SOLIDUS was interested in analysing the success of the solidarity initatives in terms of im-
provements in peoples’ living conditions in relation to employment, housing, health, education and 
civic participation. Along these lines, the research identifies some common elements that explain 
the social impact achieved by the initiatives and organizations based on solidarity that were stud-
ied across Europe. We have defined these elements as factors that foster solidarity with social 
impact. These findings are presented within this handbook with the aim of helping such organisa-
tions further their social impact. 

 

 

Participants involved in the solidarity actions in the SOLIDUS case studies, show that they are 
fundamentally concerned with providing social security and social support in various ways: 
reducing unemployment, challenging prejudice and discrimination, combatting social exclusion 
and isolation, relieving precariousness (especially in employment and housing), reducing gen-
der-based harms, etc. Making security a focal point of attention helps to ensure that future pol-
icy innovations do not deviate from citizenry-based concerns.  

The TESS survey on transnational solidari-
ty shows overwhelming levels of approval 
among all countries for welfare support at 
both a nation state level, but also an EU 
level, and even majority support for a Eu-
ropean Welfare System. If integration is a 
crucial goal of EU institutions, multiple 
forms of social security need to be a cen-
tral axis upon which it is based, and a se-
curity-centred narrative would be an 
effective and popular legitimating strate-
gy. Accordingly, Throughout a large selec-
tion of cases, the provision of time, effort, 
and skills by professionals was cited as a 
key variable helping in the delivery of soli-
darity and the success of the action.  

Initiatives should be introduced that maximise these normative tendencies within the European 
citizenry. Furthermore, the TESS survey results also strongly indicate that EU citizens see solidari-
ty as an ethical and moral issue, and the documented role of professional CSO engagement with-
in the case studies bear this out in practise.  

Findings from the TESS survey. For more information 
please see D2.3 available on the Solidus website. 
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A b o u t  s o l i d a r i t y  

SOLIDUS elaborated an in depth conceptual framework 
about solidarity, considering multiple disciplines to gain a 
better understanding of the concept. Of course, defining 
Solidary can be a challenge, due to different simultaneous 
interpretations of what it is: i) an object or goal of politics, 
ii) a set of socio-political practices realizing such politics, and 
iii) a disposition towards practice. However, as a concept, 
solidarity on the whole has clear links with the ability to 
achieve societal greater good. Solidarity can be defined as 
the willingness to promote the well-being of other people, 
acting as a tool and result of social cohesion, social trust, 
social capital and the redistribution of resources through 
welfare arrangements (Paskov and Dewilde, 2012). This im-
pact is not isolated to one particular field, rather it is some-
thing that is found in all scientific disciplines, applicable to 
various policy measures (Friedman and Gostin, 2017).  

Inclusive solidarity 
Importantly, a distinction between ‘exclusive’ and ‘inclusive solidarity’ has been made: Exclusive soli-
darity refers, on the one hand, to a common response among people who see themselves as facing a 
common threat or risk, aiming at avoiding, protecting against or mitigating the consequences of this 
threat or risk. It may be seen as a form of mutual self-help among these, rejecting otherness. On the 
other hand, exclusive solidarity also refers to helping a sector of population in need– not all people 
with the same need– according to a particular feature such as nationality, ethnicity, religion, sexual 
orientation, to mention some, thus excluding others. Inclusive solidarity refers to the emerging rela-
tionship between people who suffer and people who seek to diminish this suffering, regardless of 
origin, language, culture, sexuality, life style or religion, creating a community of interest between the 
two. It is built on concern and compassion, rather than pity, with grounds in universalistic values of 
justice. It is this type of solidarity that is the focus of the SOLIDUS project. 

The concept of ‘inclusive solidarity’ is thought to be complementary to the concept of “inclusive citi-
zenship”. Inclusive citizenship is thought to be closely linked to the values “Justice ..., recognition ..., 
self-determination ... and. solidarity, that is, “the capacity to identify with others and to act in unity 
with them in their claims for justice and recognition” Lister (2007, p. 3) Kabeer (2005) . It is thought 
to be ungendered (Knjin and Kremer, 1997), and can be linked to a government policy for integra-
tion of migrants that is non-coercive and promoting equal participation of in society, but show also 
how implementation embedded in policy contexts informed by other goals may undermine the actu-
al inclusiveness (Muriel and Gatti 2014; Foerster 2015). 

Solidarity’s scope 

Solidarity— SOLIDUS logo 
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While it is important to identify the many forms solidarity takes, the norms and values underpinning 
it, the conditions on which it is given and the purposes it serves, it is also important to investigate the 
politico-economic and ideological institutions and practices through which it is lived and mapped 
throughout Europe. 
 
Solidarity is seen as a sets of values, and the attitudes and/or practices embodying these –as well as 
forms of active social citizenship supporting or expressing such solidarity –are contingent. This means 
that solidarity and active citizenship are more likely to emerge under some conditions than under 
other conditions. Moreover, expressions of solidarity are oriented towards something (e.g. the en-
hancing of certain values or goals, dealing with a specific issue or situation, etc.) or somebody (e.g. 
from one’s closest or a particular and limited group to total humankind, members of both current 
and future generations, etc.). From this perspective, solidarity is contextual and relational (Ter Meu-
len, 2016) and thus solidarity is either enabled, facilitated or undermined. It is a socio-political and 
cultural creation not an inevitable feature of social life.  
 
What may promote or undermine solidarity varies by politics (Taylor-Gooby 2005), by individual 
attributes (Mau and Burkhardt 2009), including gender (Finseraas 2009), and by the kinds of ideals 
and values people hold (Ciornei and Recchi 2017; Jaime Castillo 2013) Cultural openness and having 
egalitarian values, in contrast to holding libertarian values, are strongly associated with both transna-
tional and international solidarity. This is true independent of individual transnational experiences 
including experience of spending time or working in another country (Ciornei and Recchi 2017). In 
addition, there is evidence that social cohesion and solidarity is better in societies that promote val-
ues of equality and inclusion in practice (Chuang, Chuang and Yang 2013). Societies that are more 
equal economically produce healthier people and can increase the overall sense of well-being 
(Wilkinson and Pickett 2009).  
 
Whether the object is to promote solidarity at micro, meso and macro levels, the conditions that 
make this possible need to be recognised, including the legal protections, the political and economic 
required, because ‘without a more public conception of care it is impossible to maintain a democratic 
society’ (Tronto (2013)  

Solidarities facilitators 
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R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  c i v i l  

s o c i e t y  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  

An analysis of 107 case studies of successful acts of solidarity in the European territories was con-
ducted. Based on this work, the SOLIDUS Consortium was able to elaborate a set of conclusions and 
policy recommendations to contribute towards strengthening the social impact of solidarity initia-
tives across Europe.  
 
The analysis of drivers and barriers of these solidarity actions clearly defined seven categories found 
in common in most actions of solidarity that achieve social impact. These categories are: democracy; 
pluralism / diversity; transparency /accountability; recognition; awareness/ preparedness, creation of 
meaning and scalability (or potential for growth of the organization). The analysis also found that 
those solidarity actions which are achieving a greater social impact tend to accomplish these catego-
ries and become more sustainable in time.  As such, the following CSOs recommendations were es-
tablished: 

Democracy in decision-making, involving end-users in policy planning, design 
and monitoring (although the form of this may change depending on the histo-
ry and size of the organisation);  

01 
02 Transparency and accountability in its internal and external relations, in-

cluding financial transparency and activities undertaken;  

03 Diversity and pluralism among staff and/or volunteers, through reaching 
out and involving end-users and community members; 

04 Social recognition, by creating a public (credible) profile, through receiving 
awards and/or  positive media coverage or public attention in general; 

05 Performance legitimacy through demonstrating social and political impact visi-
bly and sustainably over time;  

06 Managing their scale successfully, whether it is small or large. 

 In what follows, we detail each one of these recommendations.  

07 
08 

Fostering feelings of preparedness to engage in solidarity acitvities and 
awareness of the Organization and social issue focused on 

Creating a sense of meaning in participation for all actors involved in the CSO 
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01 I n t e r n a l  d e m o c r a c y  i n  

d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g  

The participation of all members of an organization in governance and decision- making pro-
cesses is considered as organizational democracy (Cloke and Goldsmith, 2002; Manville and 
Oberm 2003). Democracy is a relevant factor because it influences both economic development 
and social improvements. Besides, a number of researchers from different disciplines have re-
marked that democracy protects the rights and freedoms of citizens (Sen, 2000). Thus, citizens 
can express their voice (Hirschman, 1970), increasing the success of their organizations, govern-
ments and States. 

 
Thus, CSOs can raise their internal democracy by involving end-users in policy planning, design 
and monitoring.  

Strategies to strengthen democracy for ensuring solidarity actions with social impact 

 To create egalitarian dialogue spaces with – not only for - end-users. This is to say that 
end-users should be able to participate in the decision-making spaces regarding their 
needs and they should also be empowered.  

This type of space based on egalitarian dialogue promotes a strong solidarity and well-being 
among volunteers, end-users and people involved in the initiative. For instance, in the case of 
Friendly Villagers in Denmark, spaces have been created where refugees and citizens are 
building social relationships, leading to involvement in the organization: 

It was really something that made a difference. To feel that nobody 
wants to communicate with you in this country, and now you feel that 
you have a social life and can have so many friends who care 
(Interview with a refugee. Solidus WP2 Case study on Denmark). 

This was also the case of Timon, a housing initiative in the Netherlands that brings together 
young people and volunteers to establish social support networks: 

When conflicts or problems arise within the initiative, conversa-
tions about it always take place in so called ‘3-meetings’, with the 
volunteer, the young person and a professional from Timon. The 
underlying principle is that one should talk with the young person, 
not about the young person. Within the housing initiatives, deci-
sion making is a democratic process (Interview with a professional) 
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Although the form of this egalitarian dialogue may change depending on the history and size of 
the organisation, some strategies that have been successfully implemented are as follows:  

There are solidarity actions that are led by end-users themselves or include end-
users in their board of management assemblies.  

There are other solidarity actions developed on the basis of respect towards end-users, where 
staff and volunteers share and are in agreement with this principle.  

 

Other solidarity actions are mainly institutions led by a management board but have estab-
lished mechanisms of dialogue oriented to include the opinion of end-users in their develop-
ment. 

Fishbowl discussion, SOLIDUS final conference, May 2018, Brussels 
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02 Tra n s p a r e n c y  a n d   

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  

The public's general loss of confidence in institutions means citizens now claim for more transparency 
and accountability and CSOs are not immune from this. As such, CSO transparency has acquired a prom-
inent role in recent years, especially after the economic crisis and specifically for CSOs which are work-
ing to reduce inequalities and to respond to social needs (García- Mainar & Marcuello, 2007; Baur & 
Schmitz, 2012). As a result, society is interested in the way in which funding, resource allocation and 
actions that these organizations engage in are carried out (Brown and Kalegaonkar 2002; Lee, 2004; Sal-
im Sadruddin and Zakus, 2011). Because these entities are mainly financed through contributions and 
donations from individuals, these were the most scrutinised in the functioning of the sector (Burger & 
Owens, 2010; Gugerty, 2010; Taylor & Doerfel, 2011). So transparency acts as a mechanism of institu-

Thus, CSOs should increase their transparency and accountability in their internal and external rela-
tions (including financial transparency). 

Strategies to strengthen transparency and accountability for ensuring solidarity actions with   
social impact: 

 To make public both the organisations financial situation as well as the list of activities 
carried out. 

As most of the solidarity actions that were analysed have confirmed, transparency in the sense of ac-
countability is a legal requirement in their countries, so its accomplishment is compulsory for them. 
However, solidarity actions also perceive its completion as a moral obligation towards society; i.e. there 
is a desired requirement to fulfil in order to be transparent with the work done in their institutions.  
 
Transparency is also a basic issue as a trust criterion for citizens. Considering the social context where 
corruption is seen as one of the problematic facts denounced by citizens around Europe, transparency is 
needed as evidence to gain their confidence towards the acts they are developing as solidarity action.  

Achieving transparency can be realized through different strategies, for instance:  
 Institutions can elaborate annual reports; 
 Institutions can opt for publishing the information on their website, or 
 Institutions can communicate this information in their regular meetings.  
 
 
 

For instance, in the case of RIO, an association composed by former substance abusers in Norway, 
transparency is achieved by making the annual report available to everyone:  

Their annual report is extremely detailed. It shows every single activity and con-
tact with public or private institutions, and the accounting is transparent. Ac-
cording to the leader the aim is to show all the various activities arranged by the 
organization. This is a way to demonstrate RIO is a professional organisation, 
and thus to increase its legitimacy. Moreover, he emphasises that RIO’s activi-
ties must be transparent both for the public and for RIO’s employees and volun-
teers (Interview leader of the organization) 
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03 P l u ra l i s m  

Diversity and pluralism in our societies is continuously growing, which means that cultural, ideological, 
religious, and other identity diversities are more and more frequent in a real heterogeneous society 
(Touraine, 2007). In terms of members’ composition of an organization, this diversity is considered as a 
competitive advantage. Actually, diversity together with democratic decision-making processes enriches 
the organization, accumulating more social capital and, consequently, more effective and successful ac-
tions (Putnam, 1993). Thus, diversity is a source of wealth. Furthermore, some researchers have noted 
that plurality should be recognised and promoted (Fraser, 2008). In this sense, pluralism encouraged the 
ability to open up new realities and understand the reality of our citizens in greater depth. As a conse-
quence, it allows citizens to intervene in the reality more consciously and successfully (Weir and Ganz, 
1997). 

Thus, CSOs can increase their diversity of backgrounds and pluralism among staff and/or volunteers 

Strategies for strengthening pluralism for ensuring solidarity actions with social impact  

 Foster inclusive spaces where people with diverse profiles work together to achieve a 
common goal.  

Diversity can be measured in terms of age, religion beliefs, cultural and professional background, educa-
tional level and socio economic origin. Another common point of fostering more pluralist initiatives is 
that they engage people with very different political opinions and this facilitates the creation of public 
spaces where people are able to discuss in a friendly and respectful way because all of them are duly 
respected. The initiative of The Trussell Trust, a charity Christian foodbank initiative addressing poverty 
in the UK, is an example of this pluralism among volunteers and users and the creation of these deliber-
ation spaces:  

There is an interesting story to be told about the geography of volunta-
rism. In some areas, where there is high unemployment and deprivation, 
such as the valleys in South Wales, the volunteers come from a different 
social background compared to the volunteers in Exeter. In Exeter, older, 
retired, more women than men, middle class, very few had been users... 
But elsewhere volunteers had been users of the food bank. In terms of 
politics of the volunteers there is a melting pot, card carrying conserva-
tives and socialists; religiously you have militant atheists to born again 
and devout Christians, a really interesting melting pot. How do people put 
aside ideological issues to work together in spaces of welfare? The con-
versations people have together about politics and issues are really inter-
esting because in the academic literature so often food banks, hostels, 
spaces of care, people talk of them as proxies for something else – food 
banks as proxy for food deserts or poverty and very few people try to dis-
cover what is actually going on inside these spaces. These are spaces of 
deliberation and so people’s ethics and politics are being negotiated, 
talked about and discussed. (Interview with volunteer)  
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There we talk about our children, about families’ prob-
lems, never about politics, we are different but we care 
about the same. (interview with family member volun-
teering)  

 Promote diversity in the composition of the management board of the solidarity action. 

 
The composition of volunteers and/or staff should be diverse and plural but this is not reflected in some 
of the managerial bodies, which tend to be composed mainly of people with higher educational levels, 
more men than women, or with a low representation of cultural minorities. For instance, the Learning 
Communities Project in Spain, which consists of the transformation of schools by involving families and 
community members in the implementation of successful educational actions, promotes the creation of 
mixed committees formed of teachers, volunteers, family members and pupils: 

Diversity, (Copyright Free) 
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04 S o c i a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  

The social recognition of a CSO, such as receiving an award or appearing in the media, enables them to 
obtain greater social visibility and can provide powerful incentives to continue their work, which in turn 
can generate a remarkable political impact. In addition, findings show that communities place trust in the 
results achieved by the solidarity action, when these are named, since they are developing actions in 
fields that sometimes public authorities has abandoned. Furthermore, social recognition often leads to 
institutional credibility and thus possibility to maximise social impact accordingly.  

 
Thus, CSOs can increase their social recognition through promoting a (credible) public profile, which in-
cludes receiving awards, positive media coverage or public attention by diverse means of dissemination 
for the impact of their work. 

Strategies to strengthen recognition (i.e. institutional credibility) for ensuring solidarity        
actions with social impact 

 Foster and increase social recognition via the various means available. E.g. submitting pro-
posals to obtain awards  from public administrations  and/or private foundations, con-
tacting traditional media with results, disseminating periodically about activity and 
achievements through social media. In any case, sharing the social impact achieved by the 
organization facilitates attention and recognition and social media to publicize the work 
done and results achieved to a wider public audience.  

As a consequence, there is a twofold effect: this recognition reaffirms a CSOs presence in the field in 
which they are working, on the one hand, and consolidates the task they are carrying out, on the other, 
converting them in actors of reference within their own communities, regions or countries; which gen-
erates even further recognition. This is the case of the Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipteca, a mort-
gage victim platform in Spain:  

In 2013 we received recognition at international level when we got the Citizen of 
the European Parliament Award, showing the illegality of several clauses of the 
Spanish mortgage law including the subsequent alterations to the sentence of 
the European Justice Court… This was crucial for our struggle in Spain (Interview 
with member) 
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A barrier to recognition is the existence of legal barriers that makes their solidarity action overall 
difficult when moving to the transnational level. In these cases, the solidarity initiative should ad-
dress legal contradictions where a common framework is the most needed. This was found to be 
particularly significant is the cases of help for refugees and medical care. For instance, in the case 
study from Medical Aid for People in Need in Germany, they faced barriers in trying to provide aid to 
people from different nationalities in Germany: 

 To achieve recognition, sometimes a CSO needs to address and overcome legal contradictions, 
often due to a transnational action of cooperation between  different countries.  

And that’s the Problem: How can you bring the people around to it and 
make it clear to them: ‘You’ve got to rethink. We are living in a time where 
we can help ourselves, but where we also have to create the legal founda-
tions for it. (Interview with professional)  
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05 P e r f o r m a n c e  l e g i t i m a c y  
( s o c i a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  i m p a c t )  

Thus, CSOs can increase their performance legitimacy through demonstrating their social and politi-
cal impact visibly over time 

Institutional legitimacy is not the only necessary legitimacy. However, demonstrating their achieve-
ments is the first step to show the legitimacy as an organization, resulting in the performance legitima-
cy (Lister, 2003). This legitimacy is actually demanded not only from institutions but also by citizens 
(Flecha, Soler, & Sordé, 2015). Therefore, social organizations and initiatives are increasingly required 
to demonstrate that they are improving the lives of the vulnerable groups they serve. Accordingly, so-
cial impact is understood as “the social improvements achieved as a consequence of implementing a 
particular project or action” (SIOR, 2016) and political impact as the institutional repercussions of this 
project or action. 

Strategies to strengthen performance legitimacy for ensuring solidarity actions with             
social impact 

 
 Make the specific results on how the action had an impact and improves people’s lives more 

available. This can attract attention for and from the target community. 

It is important to emphasize that those CSO case studies identified which make specific results availa-
ble on how their action impacts in improving end-users lives achieve more attention for and from the 
community. In this regard, it is based on both quantitative and qualitative evidence that illustrates 
the achievements of their actions. Quantitative evidence envisions impact in a robust way, whilst 
qualitative evidence allows a deeper understanding of the impact on individual lives.  
In the case of political impact, the Irish case study of housing, Focus Ireland, shows the need for 
building partnerships with policy makers in order to assess social and management issues:  

Focus Ireland have worked to assist policymakers in identifying the kinds 
of emergency accommodation that are suitable for families suddenly ex-
periencing homelessness; in how to deal with emotional and psychologi-
cal impact that homelessness has on children; in facilitating a child’s 
school commitments; in updating legislation to assist children, families 
and caseworkers; and in prioritising allocations of social houses to those 
who are homeless. (Interview with professional)  

 Ensure regular data collection (both quantitative and qualitative evidence) on the solidarity ac-
tion´s social impact. 

 
On the one hand, it could be that most solidarity initiatives with social impact do not collect data on 
their own social impact. On the other hand, there is also the case that public institutions do not ask or 
collect information about organizations’ social impacts. Either way, there is a strong recommendation 
to share the relevance for collecting specific quantitative and qualitative evidences of their social im-
pact.  
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The reality is that most of these initiatives are doing an excellent job in terms of reducing ine-
quality in different fields and promoting solidarity among citizens but need to pay greater 
attention to the collection and systematization of data in order to make their impact more vis-
ible. Also there is a task for researchers to push in this direction through their research work. 
In this regard, it is fostered to promote the expertise and support of researchers to support in 
the task of measuring the social and political impact of solidarity actions, becoming potential 
partners and establishing partnership alliances.  For instance, a member of the Platform  of 
Mortgage Victims in Spain highlighted this need in a focus group: 
 
 

We know we do a lot, but we do not collect enough data on our social impact, then 
the people, or ourselves, are not really aware of the magnitude of the work we do, 
or the public administration… to have data would surely help us more. (Focus 
group)  

 
 

 Emphasis and advocate the important of paying attention to solidarity initiatives that 
are achieving impact to policy makers, as well as find mechanisms to support and ex-
tend their practices, as these initiatives help them to achieve their policy goals, gener-
ating a win-win situation. 

For example, Europa Dona Cyprus is an initiative that belongs to a European Coalition focused 
on a network of solidarity among European women who have suffered breast cancer. This initia-
tive is an example of how European initiatives from civil society promote interchanges among 
citizens from different countries to help each other achieve common goals in a European and 
national level. This coalition focused on improving breast cancer education, providing appropri-
ate screening and optimal treatment, as well as more funding for breast cancer research. Thus, 
solidarity among women from different European countries has had a real impact on lives of 
many women in Europe. One of the specific cases is the organization Europa Dona Cyprus, 
which shows that being in contact with the coalition strengthens their voice in order to press 
politics from Cyprus for adopting control population and prevention programs:  

The fact that we participate in actions that take 
place on a European level; that we take part in 
European conferences made our voices strong-
er ... to be able to have consultations with politi-
cian’s members of national parliament to justify 
our demands for the rights of every woman… The 
fact that we are members of a European coalition 
the fact that we take part in European confer-
ences has strengthened our voice. (Interview with 
professional)  

In addition, women from this initiative value the relevance of directives of European Parliament 
adopted related to breast cancer. They assume that approving this type of directives is crucial 
also for pressing national parliaments to adopt these measures:  

The 2 directives by the European Parliament the directive of 2003 and 2006 were a 
sharp weapon in our hands when demanding the opening of breast centre and popu-
lation control. (Interview with professional) 
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In terms of political impact, barriers found suggest how important it is that policy makers pay atten-
tion to those initiatives that are achieving impact, as well as find mechanisms to support and ex-
tend their practices instead of putting up obstacles, because at the same time these initiatives help 
them to achieve their policy goals, generating a win-win situation.  
 
For instance in Denmark one user from The Headspace, an advocacy organisation for mental health 
issues, claims that public spending should be addressed to the implementation of those initiatives 
that are obtaining successful results among youngsters of all ages, as well as policies to reduce the 
number of young admissions to psychiatric hospitals:  

Another general political barrier is reduced public spending. “I 
think it's important that Headspace is here, for those who are 
not totally out there. At the same time, now it gets really po-
litical - as the government wants fewer admissions to psychi-
atric wards among young people they want to make cutbacks 
on initiatives like Headspace. It doesn’t make sense when 
there's a young person who might just have a heart ache age 
14, but at 20 she might have been hospitalized three times at 
the psychiatric ward (Interview with professional). 

Representative of Alencop  Cooperative presenting at the SOLIDUS final conference, May 2018, Brussels 
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06 S c a l a b i l i t y  

CSOs can increase the successful management of their scale, whether it is small or large. 

The scope of the organization, as well as the reach of the solidarity action should be analysed. Many 
organizations start local, through a targeted community based action, and later grow to different 
territories. Others start big, across territories and contexts, often as an institutional initiative. The 
relationship between success (in terms of social improvements of peoples’ lives) and scalability has 
also been addressed. 
It is also important to emphasise that solidarity actions need to be economically sustainable in order 
to carry out their aims and tasks and that in many cases such actions cannot work without the finan-
cial support of public institutions. 

Strategies to strengthen scalability for ensuring solidarity actions with social impact 

 Develop/conduct an assessment of the potential for growth of the solidarity action, this 
should include the scope of the organization, as well as the reach of the solidarity action. 

 
 Foster the previously mentioned areas - Democracy, Transparency and accountability, Plurali-

ty, and Performance legitimacy within the solidarity action – this can support more effective 
management, which in turn can support scalability.  

  
 Demonstrate effective management, as this can support the economic sustainability of an ini-

tiative in order to carry out aims and tasks. 
 
 Promote a constant recruitment and replacement of their members to reduce the risk of dis-

appearing or limiting their solidarity action to a particular territory.  
 
 Involve a wide range of people constantly in order to avoid feeling that the solidarity action 

depends on specific people.  

Furthermore, there are some case studies that began by addressing city-divisions, but due to their im-
pact are now being extended to rural areas. Finally, there are also four case studies that are contrib-
uting to the extension of solidarity between countries in transnational solidarity acts in terms of citi-
zens’ networking and which are introduced in a section below.  
Scalability is achieved because, based on initial successes, wider recognition results in an increase in 
the demand for their activity, and so the initiative searches for ways to extend their solidarity action 

The SUWN is trying “to spread the method of work rather than the organisation”, 
suggesting to other groups in other cities how to act and organise. Some of the 
respondents stated that they have been approached by groups in other countries, 
such as Austria, Germany, Greece, and Canada. (Interviews with members) 
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07 A w a r e n e s s  /  P r e p a r e d n e s s  

The awareness of a social problem is often in itself a main aim of CSOs. However, it also acts as a mecha-
nism for support, sustained operation and thus increases the potential to achieve social and political im-
pact. As Simon and Klandermans (2001) suggest, change requires the ear and (active) involvement of the 
“silent majority”, a decisive factor in altering the “authorities” values and interests. In order to wake this 
silent majority, influence needs to be applied, moving their alliances away from the authorities and stimu-
lating their involvement in minority-issues. It is therefore important to develop the issues focused on at a 
human level, leading to greater support and preparedness for involvement. By pointing out sameness on 
a human level, or in experienced risk, motivation generally increases for citizens to become solidaristic.  

 

Thus, CSOs should focus on generating public and institutional awareness of a problem within society 
and the possible solutions that could aid it. 

Strategies to strengthen awareness / preparedness  

 Foster feelings of empathy with others or realisation of sameness in terms of risks.  

CSOs that focused on developing feelings of empathy with others tended to experience increased 
levels of support in terms of membership and support for their cause. This can be found in areas such 
as attending at speaking at public events, media presence and running public events. Many of the 
CSOs studied benefited when they promoted the improvement of personal autonomy in all actives of 
life. This can be the autonomy of certain vulnerable groups in society, with organisations making the 
public aware of the strains individuals may face in this respect. Success has been found in organisa-
tions that utilise particular tools to connect the public with the issue at a human level, for example 
using personal stories and essentially, giving a face to the issue. Evidence of this is found in the Hun-
garian Shelter Foundation; 

The Shelter Foundation has several regular and long-
standing research and outreach activities, which ulti-
mately serve to inform the general public, professional 
categories and policy makers about people that are 
homeless and the conditions that cause that. Most im-
portantly, every year on February 3rd, the Shelter Foun-
dation is the leading organisation behind a shelter and 
street based survey which, in its aggregated form, gives 
an impression of the characteristics of the homeless and 
the conditions they live with. (Interview with a Volun-
teer) 
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08 C r e a t i o n  o f  a  s e n s e                 
o f  m e a n i n g  

By creating a sense of meaning in participation, volunteers can see their involvement as valuable and 
the experiences they have with a solidarity initiative as something meaningful, thus increasing sus-
tained participation levels. 

 

In order to expand social impact, it is important that solidarity initiatives do not forget their initial mem-
bers. The continued commitment of such actors is vital for continued operation. In this respect, the cre-
ation of meaning in participation is key. If this is sustained, it acts as a preventative mechanism, stop-
ping disenchantment and decreasing involvement levels of volunteers and members.  

Stategies to strengthen the creation of a sense of meaning 

 Ensuring the happiness and welfare of all actors involved. 

CSOs have been found to be successful in sustaining high levels of membership if they focus on en-
suring the happiness and welfare of all actors involved (volunteers, end users...). As mentioned earli-
er evidence of this can be found when members have the ability to be involved in decision making 
processes and the ability to reach higher positions within the organisation.  

 

 Continued assessment of the wellbeing of all actors involved, assessing happiness levels and 
finding means of improvement. 

Success is often found when CSOs focus on measuring the welfare levels of  members, highlighting 
potential problems. An example of this is found in the Debt Aid Companion initative in the Nether-
lands. Here, a specific focus is put on volunteer well-being, with regular training and Meeting ses-
sions of volunteer buddies with local coordinators being utilized to ensure volunteers are motivated 
and don’t experience burn out; 

“Moreover, the DAC volunteers are not just ‘pouring coffee’ but get trained 
into handling the subjects of finances and debts... The training, and the 
meetings of volunteer buddies with local coordinators, are also a way of 
DAC to keep people motivated and to prevent ‘burn out’ among the bud-
dies: Working with people in debt and poverty can be a tough job in which 
volunteers encounter many complicated and highly problematic situa-
tions” (Interview with a volunteer) 

 Keep the aims of the CSO consistent and concise  

Evidence for the creation of meaning is found within the purpose of the CSO. The studies of various cases 
show that success often arises when all activities carried out by the Organization are consistent with the 
initial aim. This has been found to ensure continued commitment.  
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A n n e x  1 –  L i s t  o f  t h e          
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  m e n t i o n e d  

Friendly Villagers (Venligboerne) is a platform of support to refugees entirely run by volunteers across 
Denmark. Very grassroots and decentralized in their organizational structure, groups share certain rules 
that stem from their value: meeting people in friendliness and trying to make their lives in Denmark as 
meaningful as possible; avoiding the mistakes of past integration policy; setting a counter-example to 
the currently dominating anti-refugee public discourse. The other important founding principle is that 
refugees and non-refugees meet as equals, and not as helpers and those receiving charity. Groups differ 
in size and rage of activities, depending on local context and people involved. https://
www.facebook.com/groups/1496153803995409/. 
 
RIO was established in 1996 by former substance abusers in Norway. They wanted to influence the Nor-
wegian drug policy and work for better treatment of substance abusers. Their vision was a society 
where everyone gets an organised way out of drug-related problems. Today, RIO is a nationwide user 
organisation. Its mission is to exert influence so drug addicts and alcoholics can get adapted back into 
the community through diverse treatment options and an individually facilitated integration process. All 
RIOs representatives are former addicts who in various ways have come out of their addiction. Conse-
quently, RIO has organised representatives who have experience of public institutions as former ad-
dicts. https://rio.no/. 
 
Timon is a large care- and welfare organization for children and youth in which care professionals and 
volunteers work together to offer help to young people, most specifically in all kinds of housing initia-
tives. Timon particularly targets young adults (18-23 years), who due to their age are no longer eligible 
for youth care, but who are also not fully prepared to live independently. Timon offers them a place in a 
living arrangement and helps them, via professionals and via volunteers, to get their independence 
(Netherlands). http://solink.nl/welkom/inleiding/. 
 
The Trussell Trust (the TT) is a UK-based Christian charity established in 1997 to address ‘hidden hun-
ger’ and poverty in the UK. The initiative was launched by a British couple in the context of their work 
on international feeding projects in Bulgaria and in response to a local incident of hunger that they en-
countered in one of the more affluent cities in the UK. In practice, the TT provides a ready available 
foodbank model for community activists. The Trust opened its first foodbank in Salisbury in 2000. In 
2004, it launched the UK Foodbank Network that operates as social franchise. The Trust collaborates 
with churches and communities nation-wide, helping them to set up and run their own foodbanks. 
https://www.trusselltrust.org/ 
 
Mortgage Victim Platform (Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca - PAH) was created in 2009 in Bar-
celona, and it was registered as an association in 2011. This movement was created as a result of the 
recession that appeared in 2008. PAH is a network that is working across Spain, mainly using the social 
nets, to promote activism and citizens’ solidarity to stop home evictions, as well as providing legal sup-
port to the families at risk of social exclusion. http://afectadosporlahipoteca.com/ 
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Medical Aid for People in Need is a project that collects, sorts and distributes medication among peo-
ple in need all around the world. The project itself can be seen as a successful example of a solidary 
project in the field of health with a worldwide focus. The spatial scope is of importance, since it start-
ed on an international base with a focus on countries with special distresses like wars or natural disas-
ters before expanding to regional projects in its country of origin, Germany. https://medeor.de/en/ 
Focus, is a non-profit organisation based in Dublin, Republic of Ireland that provides services for 
homeless people. It is the largest national voluntary association in Ireland https://
www.focusireland.ie/ 
 
Europa Donna Cyprus founded in 2000 as part of the Europa Donna European Breast Cancer Coalition 
that aims to create awareness for breast cancer and support women. There are 47 country members 
in the coalition. http://europadonna.com.cy/ 
 
European Parliament based in Brussels, Belgium, is the directly elected parliamentary institution of 
the European Union. Together with the Council of the European Union and the European Commission, 
it exercises the legislative function of the European Union. http://www.europarl.europa.eu 
 
Headspace is a mental well-being counselling service for young people between the age of 12 and 25 
years. Headspace was founded in Denmark in 2013 and today we are 18 headspaces nationwide. More 
than 29,000 young people been in contact with a headspace since the opening in 2013. A handful of 
employees and a big workforce of dedicated volunteers of all ages and backgrounds carry out the daily 
service in the headspaces. The mission of headspace is to help young people and to prevent that men-
tal problems grow too big in silence. Headspace aims to be a safe space for help and guidance and to 
work preventative against mental problems and all the struggles that comes along with being young in 
today’s society. https://www.headspace.dk/en 

 
The Scottish Unemployed Workers Network (SUWN) was established in Scotland in 2011 as an organ-
isation by and for unemployed people. At the very beginning, the aim of the network was to 
“campaign against the very deliberate demonization of the unemployed”. Overtime, the mission of the 
SUWN has become much broader and coupled campaigning with the advocacy activity. In this sense, 
the SUWN has a two-fold objective. On the one hand, a practical, bottom-up assistance to unem-
ployed benefits claimants. On the other, SUWN activists campaign for welfare reforms. https://
scottishunemployedworkers.net/ 
 
Schools as learning communities is a project based upon a group of successful educational actions ad-
dressed to achieve social and educational transformation. At the moment there are more than 300 
learning communities in Europe and Latin America. http://comunidadesdeaprendizaje.net/ 
 
 
The shelter foundation is one of the largest and oldest organisations in Hungary dealing with home-
lessness and providing support to people experiencing difficulties in finding short-term or long-term 
housing solutions http://www.menhely.hu/ 
 
Debt aid companion is a religiously inspired organisation that helps people in debt, or at risk of be-
coming in debt, by teaching them basic skills in financial administration, and by helping them get ac-
cess to welfare benefits and other resources to deal with financial strains. https://
schuldhulpmaatje.nl/contact/ 


