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INTRODUCTION

The following report analyses the state of the art of the Social Economy in Italy, 

        in order to understand which organisational forms, policies and tools 

can foster the birth and growth of enterprises operating in

 the social economy macro-sector.

The aim is to identify which are the best models able to promote the spread of these

organizations, as it is believed that their contribution

 is fundamental for the achievement of the sustainable development goals

 set by the 2030 Agenda

 and for tackling the numerous challenges of our societies such as 

climate change, social inequalities, urbanisation and digital transformation.

 

 
 



 
 
 

     After a comprehensive analysis of the Italian context, i.e. the types of enterprises

operating in the social economy, their geographical coverage and the policies

regulating  this macro-sector,

 social incubators were considered and studied as an innovative tools to foster and

strengthen the Italian social economy ecosystem.

 The result of the report shows that the list of  'pure' social impact incubators in Italy

is rather short, numbering no more than 10. 

However, they are rapidly increasing and the business ideas born thanks to the

support of social incubators seem to be characterised 

by a strong link with the community in which

 they operate and a solid basis of  sustainability in economic aspects. 

 



 
SOCIAL BUSINESS IN ITALY

 

The social economy and social enterprises are a fundamentally new way of doing business and

therefore have the potential to profoundly transform the socio-economic landscape.The social

economy and social enterprises play a role of growing importance, due in large part to their ability to

face some of the main challenges that European states and therefore Italy are facing, in particular the

need to promote sustainable and socially inclusive economic growth and to create new jobs. At the same

time, they have more new targeted objectives, such as the solution for the refugee crisis or the

environmental degradation and the need to promote greater gender equality, and so on.

In Italy, the social economy is continuously growing and expanding, and many enterprises have decided

to work in the social sector. 

 



culture, sport and recreation sector (64.5%)

social assistance and civil protection (9.2%)

union relations and interest representation (6.5%)

religion (4.8%)

education and research (4.0%)

health (3.5%)

 
 
 

SOCIAL BUSINESS IN ITALY
 
 

The sectors in which Italian social enterprises are most involved are:

This has been facilitated by the recent reform of the third sector, which has brought together all the

different entities present on the Italian territory, such as cooperatives, social cooperatives, voluntary and

social promotion associations, mutual aid organisations and philanthropic associations, under the legislative

and financial umbrella of SOCIAL ENTERPRISES. 
 

 



At European level: 1. EU Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI), 2. Fund for

Strategic Investments (EFSI) 3. European Social Fund.

At national level: The Ministry of Economic Development finances the dissemination and

strengthening of the social economy at national level. 

At regional level: many regions open calls for proposals for social enterprises.

Banking and non-banking foundations, such as Cariplo, Intesa San Paolo Group, Fondazione con il

Sud

 
FUNDS FOR SOCIAL BUSINESS IN ITALY

 
Social enterprises in Italy have access to different forms of funding, which come from different levels:

1.

2.

3.

4.

Another funding opportunity is possible through crowdfunding, the practice of 'finding funds through

the crowd', i.e. a form of bottom-up microfinancing based on the help of benefactors who choose to

invest freely, inspired by the project and the proposed idea.



 
SOCIAL INCUBATION PATTERNS IN ITALY

 
 

SOCIAL ENTERPRISE INCUBATOR is an instrument able to support both the start-up of new social

entrepreneurship initiatives and the consolidation and development of existing ones by offering

consultancy services, training activities and tools for knowledge of the territory.

The social enterprise incubator is a tool for the support and development of the third sector, home to

services and activities for the development of a solidarity-based economy and can represent the formula

for the development of non-profit enterprises by providing a range of integrated services to support the

conception support to the conception, birth and development.

In Italy, the law governing incubators was introduced by Article 25, paragraph 5 of DL 179/2012 and is

defined in detail by the Ministerial Decree of 22 December 2016. 



to experiment with innovative ways of promoting local development and promoting the social integration of

people through accompanying the creation of autonomous business activities;

 to disseminate a business culture oriented towards sustainable development and disseminate a business culture

geared towards sustainable development and the emergence of new productive entities;

strengthen the territorial system through the enhancement of local local identity and vocations, institutions,

culture and traditions, local production traditions and human resources;

promote virtuous networks between social and small enterprises, responsible companies, supply chains and

production ecosystems capable of generating positive externalities for the territories of reference.

raise the skill level of new social entrepreneurs and operators of incubated social enterprises;

positive externalities for the territories of reference.

systematise and organise the collection of data and information on the local third sector for a full knowledge of

the territory by the incubatees and the promoters of the incubator (e.g.: local authorities);

facilitate access to credit and other forms of financing - including mutual

disseminate the concept of social enterprise and the incubator model to 

 
SOCIAL INCUBATION MODELS

Purpose of the social enterprise incubator:
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

various categories of local stakeholders



SOCIAL INCUBATION MODELS
 

Incubators provide start-ups with offices, premises, furniture, access to infrastructure, the Internet and

computer labs. For some incubators, giving incubated enterprises the possibility to operate within their

premises is the only real service provided. As far as the provision of physical resources is concerned,

incubators compete with science and technology parks and sometimes with real estate agencies. In addition

to infrastructure, incubators may also offer secretarial services, reception, mail, IT support, etc., as well as a

range of other services. Although these organisational and administrative services are not complex or

technologically advanced, they allow young entrepreneurs to focus their resources on developing the value

proposition.

Also incubators then offer resources of a financial nature allowing entry to venture capital, either through

their own funds or through real estate agencies funds or through co-investments set up with contributions

from external investors. In general, the target of incubators are companies that require funds to ensure

continuity in the very early stages of their development (seed capital). 



Business incubators - 0% of incubates with significant social impact compared to the total

Mixed incubators - from 1 to 50% of incubated companies with significant social impact compared to the

total number of companies

Social incubators - More than 50% of incubated companies with significant social impact compared to

the total

 
Geographical coverage

 
Nearly 60% of the incubator population is located in northern Italy, in particular the 38,9 % in the

North-West regions. Lombardy is the region that hosts the greater number of incubators, 25,3 % total,

followed by Tuscany 9,9 % and Emilia Romagna 9,3 % The southern and insular area represents the

area where the number of incubators is 

 
 

Type of social businesses incubated 
 

 
 
 
 



Lessons learned and Challenges
 

The result of this report shows that the list of 'pure' social impact incubators in Italy is rather short; there

are no more than 10 of them; most of them are hybrids, and between 1 and 50 percent of enterprises with a

significant social impact have been incubated as part of the total. Therefore, in general there is a lack of a

specific programme for the development and support of social business, especially in the start-up phase. 

From our experience there is sometimes a lack of awareness of what social innovation is and how to achieve

it through new participatory and bottom-up models and methodologies; co-design processes and tools.

Therefore, incubation paths tailored to get social impact start-ups off the ground should include capacity

building on methodological approaches and tools before even starting to design the business model.

According to the latest Social Impact Outlook report released by Tiresia – the research centre of Politecnico

di Milano – impact investing in Italy is currently characterized by a strong and curious asymmetry: more

capital than demand. Against an impact capital of 210.5 million euros – which could rise to 400 in three

years – there should be only 627 social businesses ready to receive investments. These include social

cooperatives, statutory social enterprises, social startups and benefit companies.

 
 
 
 



Development of a business environment that enables the social economy and social enterprises to

access funding.

Effectively increase the visibility and recognition of social enterprises and promote a better

understanding of the concept of 'social enterprise'.

Main conclusions and recommendations
 

Among the instruments put in place by public administration and private actors - particularly at local

level - the social enterprise incubator is certainly innovative. Not only as an effective tool to support

social enterprises, but also in its orientation towards targets that are not yet fully defined (such as

hybrid- social enterprise), which are recognised as productive realities capable of influencing the

modus operandi of the production and commercial system and the modus vivendi of the reference

territory.

The list of 'pure' social impact incubators in Italy is rather short; there are no more than 10 of them;

and part of public investment could be oriented to cover this lack, with the institutionalisation of

public social incubators, given the great importance of the social business sector in Italy.

After the study our main recommendations collect are two:

1.

2.

 
 

 



 
 Main conclusions and recommendations

 
The local social incubator accompanies future social enterprises as they become 'enterprises' and

identify themselves as structurally oriented to rehabilitate, manage and democratically distribute

resources, in an efficient and innovative way for the common good. Once stabilised in the local

economy, the social enterprises themselves have the opportunity to make a significant

contribution to the creation of external networks, encouraging a multiplier effect and at the same

time increasing the turnover of incubated enterprises.

The incubator is therefore a candidate as an employment incentive tool, as one of the institutional

solutions in the provision of public services, and as a promoter of participatory and inclusive

processes for public and private actors. The experiences of social enterprise incubators can be a

real opportunity for the construction of real, circumscribed development ecosystems, poles of

attraction for all local players who aim to raise the quality of life in their area.
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