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Executive summary 

 

The social economy, and therefore the social enterprises that are an expression of it, are 

becoming increasingly important, due to the important role they play in addressing the major 

challenges our societies are facing. Just as for-profit enterprises, social enterprises also need 

certain policies, economic support and structures to help them develop, both in start-up and 

within development phases of their activities; therefore, social incubators play an important 

role in this field. 

The aim of this document is to present the criticalities of the social incubator system in Italy, 

the existing policies and those that could better support their development, and in the end to 

propose incubation models and recommendations that can support the development of social 

incubators/ incubators for social businesses. The policy brief proposes a number of key 

recommendations for policy makers to support the development of social enterprises and the 

social economy as drivers of inclusive and effective economic growth through incubation 

process. 

 

Introduction 

 

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 newer targeted objectives, such as the solution 

for the refugee crisis or the environmental degradation, 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. The sectors in which Italian social enterprises are most 

involved are: 
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1. culture, sport and recreation sector (64.5%); 

2. social assistance and civil protection (9.2%); 

3. union relations and interest representation (6.5%); 

4. religion (4.8%); 

5. education and research (4.0%); 

6. health (3.5%). 

 

This has been facilitated by the recent reform of the third sector1, 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 organizations and 

philanthropic associations, under the legislative and financial umbrella of SOCIAL ENTERPRISES. 

 

The problem 

 

The emergence of social enterprises in Italy has clearly been a bottom-up phenomenon. This 

makes the Italian experience unique in comparison to what has happened in other European 

countries, where social enterprises have often been developed through a top-down process. In 

other words, social enterprises and Italian social business arise from spontaneous initiatives of 

groups of citizens supported by widespread social participation and civic engagement. 

The socio-economic change in which the third sector has become a protagonist in Italy has been 

increasingly characterized by contradictory relations with local public administrations; very 

often, these social enterprises are in competition with the services offered by the public 

welfare system in Italy (which we know is one of the most well-structured in terms of services 

offered throughout Europe), creating competition between public authorities and social 

enterprises. 

In addition to these, however, the social entrepreneur has to cope with other criticalities in the 

process of setting up, launching and developing the business initiative, such as the lack of 

                                                           
1
DECRETO LEGISLATIVO 3 luglio 2017, n. 117  http://www.normattiva.it/uri-

res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legislativo:2017-07-03;117!vig= 
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attention paid to the entrepreneurial component (it is commonly thought that social 

enterprises are unproductive in terms of added value). But, the latest ISTAT2 census published 

in 2019 but relating to 2017 data, shows that in Italy there are around 350,000 third sector 

organizations (compared to 235,000 at the beginning of the century) and around 850,000 

workers. In short, we are talking about non-profit institutions, but not without an economic 

impact. 

In this scenario, the role played by the public sector as an agent promoting initiatives linked to 

the transfer of financial resources (by means of subsidized finance instruments, concessions of 

direct transfers), provision of services (in terms of logistics, transfer of know-how, complex local 

development initiatives), and as a node in the network of a plurality of actors (public, private 

profit and non-profit) appears strategic and indispensable. 

Among the instruments implemented by public administration – particularly at local level – the 

social enterprise incubator is certainly innovative: not so much by the instrument itself, but due 

to its orientation towards targets that are not yet fully defined, but recognized as productive 

realities capable of affecting the modus operandi of the production and commercial system, 

and the modus vivendi of the local area. 

Moreover, social enterprises can be a factor in local development, as well as an actor in welfare 

policies, so it is desirable that public policies facilitate their development by funding the 

services that SEs provide, but also by supporting private demand and strengthening the 

propensity of SEs to innovate and invest. 

 

Study report on social incubator 

 

The study was based on qualitative research and in-depth interviews covering the landscape of 

Italian social enterprises and the role played by social incubators in Italy. The size of our sample 

was suitable and appropriate, providing us with unique insights into the reality of Italian social 

                                                           
2
 Struttura e profili del settore non profit, 11 Ottobre 2019, Istat, https://www.istat.it/it/files//2019/10/Struttura-

e-profili-settore-non-profit-2017.pdf 
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entrepreneurship, and gives us interesting starting data to understand the context and to make 

recommendations to the Italian system. 

According to the SIM3 report on the impact of Italian incubators and accelerators, in 2019 there 

were 197 incubators in Italy, of which 35 were certified and 27 were university-based. As of 

August 2020, the number of certified incubators in Italy has risen by five, recording 40 certified 

incubators across Italy. The vast majority of incubators are located in northern Italy, divided 

between 37.1% in the north-west and 21.8% in the north-east. The region hosting the largest 

number of incubators is Lombardy (52 incubators), followed by Emilia-Romagna (25 incubators) 

and Lazio (17 incubators). The legal nature of these is mostly private (123 incubators out of a 

population of 197 incubators), plus mixed (44 incubators) and public (30 incubators managed 

exclusively by administrations or public bodies). 

 

Source: SIM 

As mentioned above, in Italy, little weight is still given to the economic contribution that social 

enterprises can make to society. There are a large number of incubators in Italy, mostly located 

in the North of Italy; out of the total 197, only 30 are public incubators and only a few of these 

deal with social enterprises. 

                                                           
3
 Report on the impact of Incubators/Accelerators in Europe, Social Innovator Monitor, 

https://socialinnovationmonitor.com/report-incubatori/ 
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Access to finance is one of the main obstacles to the growth of social enterprises. In this 

scenario, the role played by the public sector as an agent promoting initiatives linked to the 

transfer of financial resources (by means of subsidized finance instruments, concessions of 

direct transfers), provision of services (in terms of logistics, transfer of know-how, complex local 

development initiatives), and as a node in the network of a plurality of actors (public, private 

profit and non-profit) appears strategic and indispensable. 

Access to credit and financial inclusion are key tools for promoting the economic development 

and social cohesion of a community and a territory. However, another main problem faced by 

the Italian social enterprises is access to credit. 

In such a context, as far as the category of companies and startups with a social vocation is 

concerned, a fundamental role could be played by public incubators dealing with social 

impact. 

 

Challenge and lesson learned 
 

The result shows that 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 institutionalization of public social incubators, given the great importance of the social 

business sector in Italy. 

There is a need to design new multi-functional and multi-service social infrastructures with a 

high community value; stimulate new forms of neo-mutualism to accelerate processes of 

management and use of energy resources and common goods; promote a new generation of 

digital platforms (to contrast with those of extractive capitalism) between citizens and 

institutions; activate business networks and supply chains capable of integrating social 

inclusion in local production; promote regeneration paths in the innermost areas of the 

country; expand the spectrum of job opportunities for young people by relaunching the 

enterprise in the fields of culture, the environment, caretaking and social tourism. 
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Recommendations 

 

1. Development of a business environment that enables the social economy and social 
enterprises to access funding. 

 

The recommendations made in this respect relate to the capacity-building needs, financing and 
capacity-building needs, financing and infrastructure needs of social enterprises. In particular, it 
is recommended that more resources be allocated to training programmes, incubators and 
create new PUBLIC SOCIAL incubators to help social enterprises develop their management 
skills and achieve financial sustainability. 

Actions: 

● awareness-raising interventions aimed at the wider community of lenders on how to 
finance social enterprises, the improvement of the adequacy of social investments, the 
reduction of regulatory obstacles, and the mapping of existing tax incentives for 
investments in social enterprises, in order to disseminate best practices; 

● public funding should continue to be direct to social enterprises and also be used to 
mobilize private capital, through investments in social enterprises and risk mitigation 
actions for social enterprise funders, as well as to establish adequate governance 
structures; 

● financing of social enterprise incubators/ accelerators and specialized intermediaries, 
which and specialized intermediaries providing training and capacity building to social 
enterprises. 

 
2. Effectively increase the visibility and recognition of social enterprises and promote a 

better understanding of the concept of 'social enterprise'. 
 

We recommend a communication strategy valid throughout Italy and Europe, the sharing of 
know-how and tools for social impact management, and the strengthening of capacities on how 
to communicate the social value generated by social enterprises. 

In addition, in order to cultivate a more assertive and coordinated social community, the report 
recommends creating diversified and inclusive representation networks, allowing synergies to 
be exploited while promoting mutual learning. 

Social incubators should therefore contribute to this field by promoting the following actions: 

● systematic data collection and prioritization of research projects on the economic and 
social importance, including employment potential, and dynamics of social enterprises; 
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● sharing know-how and tools on social added value, including tools on social impact 
management 

● strengthening the capacity to communicate the value generated at social level. 
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