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Part 1: Introduction



Rationale of the study

• Mutuals play an important role in Europe’s social economy

• In recent communications from the European Commission on the single 
market initiatives are announced to provide better quality legislation for 
organisations in the social economy (including mutuals). Also, the 
Commission stresses that mutuals should be enabled to operate across 
borders.

• The European Parliament adopted a written Declaration for the 
establishment of European statutes for mutual societies, associations 
and foundations.

• In this context, the EP Committee on Employment and Social Affairs plans 
to prepare a legislative own-initiative report entitled “Towards a 
European statute for a mutual society” based on Article 225 TFEU. 



Aims and goals of the study

1) Overview of the different features of mutuals in 
the EU and the role they play in the framework 
of different social protection systems  

2) Relevant EU legislation applicable to mutuals, 
the need/added value of a statute for European 
mutuals and alternative solutions proposed

3) The way mutuals were affected by and respond 
to the crisis

4) Challenges for mutual enterprises in a changing 
socio-economic context and contribution to the 
EU2020 strategy 



Research activities

• Desk research: more than 300 
documents were studied, available
statistics were gathered;

• Quick scan in 27 Member States;

• In-depth study in 6 Member States (BE, 
FR, UK, SI, SE, IT)



Part 2: Research outcomes



Characteristics of mutuals in Europe

• Long history
• Large variation across Europe
• Main distinction between mutual 

insurance and mutual benefit 
societies

• Covered by insurance legislation 
or specific legislation

• Provide services to many 
European citizens

• Approximately 350 thousand 
people are employed by a mutual

Aim: Describe how mutuals are defined and embedded in national 
legal frameworks



Mutuals and social protection systems

Aim: Describe the role mutuals play in social protection systems

• Historically, mutuals stand at the basis of modern welfare states

• In some MS, mutuals are involved in statutory health systems

• Mutuals are mostly involved in voluntary (supplementary) health
insurance and secondly in (private) pension schemes

• There are common elements in countries where mutuals have a 
large role in SPS

• The lack of public/ governmental provision of needed services
• A long and uninterrupted tradition of mutualism
• Special position for mutuals in legislation
• Preferential treatment for organisations providing services on a

mutualist basis



European policies in relation to mutuals

Aim: Describe the European policies affecting mutuals and assess
their effects on mutuals.

• The activities mutuals conduct are to a large extent regulated by 
European rules on the internal market and competition
Exception: social services of general interest of a non-economic
nature

• Solvency II could have significant consequences for many mutuals

• The insurance and financial directives tend to direct the financial
market towards more uniformity



European policies in relation to mutuals
Aim: assess the need/added value of a statute for European 

mutuals and alternative solutions proposed by European 
federations of mutuals

• 20 years debate on a Statute for European Mutuals
• Opinions on the necessity for a Statute for European Mutuals vary

• Practical use
• Recognition
• Legal / political

• The arguments in favour of the statute appear to have credibility
• provide opportunities for mutuals to create economies of scale
• increase recognition of the value of mutuals within European policy making
• European Parliament, European Economic and Social Committee and the 

European Commission recently expressed their willingness to re-table the 
statute for European mutuals. 

• If initiatives are taken to establish a Statute for European Mutuals, 
the issue of practical usability needs to be put firmly on the agenda 
and needs to be studied



Mutuals in a changing economic context
Aim: Describe how mutuals react/adjust to a changing economic

context

• The main competitors of mutuals are joint-stock companies active in life 
and non-life insurance markets

• Within the same market both mutuals and joint-stock companies have 
their raison d’être.

• Access to (risk) capital is more difficult for mutuals than for joint-stock 
companies. 

• Mutuals and joint-stock companies are comparable in terms of 
effectiveness

• There is some evidence that mutual undertakings are more resilient to 
the current crisis than their joint-stock peers

• A mixed sector containing both mutuals and joint-stock companies
creates a systematic advantage



Current and future role of mutuals (1)

Aim: depict trends in SPS and identify possible developments in 
the role of mutuals

Developments:

• Public expenditure on social protection is likely to be put under
pressure due to demographic change (ageing society). 

• This might lead to a shift of coverage from the statutory, compulsory 
part of social protection, to the supplementary part.

• Due to competition and increased converging pressure from EU 
internal market and financial directives, mutuals may progressively 
take over characteristics from their joint-stock competitors, to 
maintain healthy and sustainable businesses.



Current and future role of mutuals (2)

Outcomes:
• SPS: Shift in coverage to supplementary 

insurances, increased costs for those at risk 
insufficient coverage for these groups

• Mutuals: by uniformity of the market (towards 
joint-stock), market concentration (larger 
organisations) or movement towards niche 
markets 

• There are economic, cultural and political 
arguments to foster mutualism in the future 
European economy and society



Part 3: Conclusions & 
Recommendations



Key conclusions (1)

Current and future position of mutuals
• mutuals are strongly embedded in several Member States, while at

the same time, their forms and role differ
• their organisational form and mutualist values are under severe 

pressure in some Member States and in the EU in general 
• increasing competition with joint-stock companies and more 

stringent conditions for financial institutions will lead to more 
uniformity of the market, market concentration, and mutuals moving 
towards niche markets

BUT:
• plea for diversification in the insurance sector 
• strong business case for mutuals 
• future need for economic operators having social responsibility 

deeply rooted in their organisation 



Key conclusions (2)
But how to make sure that the principles of mutuality 

are safeguarded in the future? 

• Mutuals should continue to improve their products and 
spread the core values of their organisation, and 
convince future members that this is a cost-effective 
and sustainable option

• Legal and administrative constraints hampering mutuals
should be investigated and removed, to create a real 
level playing field for all operators 

• On a European level, mutuals should be better 
recognised as a distinct and important actor within the 
European economy and society
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