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Abstract 

In many countries, the economic crisis has contributed to the increase of already-existing economic 
and social inequalities. These circumstances have contributed to the questioning of knowledge and 
conventional values, accelerating the need to rethink the roles of the different actors within the 
production system and to combine new forms of organization and interaction among the public 
sector, civil society organizations, private enterprises and citizens. In this context, researchers, 
politicians and society in the broader sense have focused on the role played by organizations, which 
by their nature mainly pursue social purposes and are characterized by systems of participative 
governance. The term “social economy” is often used to identify the universe of private 
organizations that pursue goals other than profit. This concept is increasingly supplanting other 
concepts that are used for the same purpose. While this sector has long constituted an important 
component of the economy in many European countries, the interest in quantifying its presence and 
importance is more recent, partly because of the lack of comprehensive data on all the different 
organizational forms it comprises. The Italian Institute of Statistics (Istat) sought to overcome this 
issue with its 9th Industry and Services Census. Given these premises, by analyzing the data of the 
Census, this study explores the size of the social economy in Italy in terms of organizations, 
employment and revenues, while taking into account the market/non-market orientation of the 
organizations. 
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1. Introduction 

Among the various concepts proposed in recent years to define the set of private organizations that 
pursue goals other than profit—voluntary, third sector, nonprofit sector, etc.—that of “social 
economy” is the most inclusive of several organizational forms. The inclusivity of the term is 
certainly one of the reasons explaining the increase of its use, particularly at a European level. This 
concept also has the advantage of better indicating the recruitment of new rules by these 
organizations. 

The last two decades have been characterized, in almost all countries, first by an increasing number 
of organizations that can be counted in the social economy and, secondly, by the passage of an 
increasing proportion of nonprofit organizations, both previously and newly created, from functions 
of advocacy, promotion and support of civil participation towards an increasing involvement in the 
production of goods and services of social or public interest. This step, which is still ongoing, has 
already led to the emergence and consolidation, both in the literature and among policy makers, of 
the new concept of social enterprise and, in several countries, to their legal recognition. These 
achievements have contributed to increasing the visibility of the whole sector and have led to a shift 
from one way of thinking about the social economy, based mainly on management of organizations 
(such as democratic governance and the prevalence of the interests of labor over those of capital), to 
one closer to the final aims of the activities and the ability to respond to unmet social needs. This 
has resulted in the progressive inclusion of organizational and legal forms previously excluded, 
such as foundations and other forms of social enterprise that follow the model of a capital company 
subject to limitations on the distribution of profits. 

Compared to other concepts used to identify the same types of organizations, the concept of social 
economy has some advantages. In particular, as currently defined, it is more inclusive, therefore 
representing all private organizations that do not operate for profit but instead pursue social goals. 
Also, social economy is not characterized in a negative way, as sometimes happens with the 
concept of nonprofit, and does not express an implicit evaluation of a marginal relevance, as in the 
case of the concept of the third sector. However, it is also limited, because it also includes all forms 
of associations and foundations that are not devoted to the production of goods and services that the 
term “economy” would imply. The concept of social economy seems to argue that the benefits 
exceed the limits, especially if, in addition to the social value of the organizations that make up the 
sector, it wants to also assess economic and employment size. 

The transition from the identification of organizational forms making up the social economy to the 
assessment of the economy and employment is not a simple task. Until now, it has not been 
attempted. The only figures available (CIRIEC, 2012) relate to individual types of organizations (in 
particular, subgroups of cooperatives), or provide only certain information, such as the number 
(often an estimate) of organizations or labor force employed, and almost always for only a specific 
date. There are several obstacles that have so far prevented the realization of a complete mapping of 
the economic and employment situation in the sector. Until now, the national statistical institutes 
have rarely and only occasionally included organizations in their surveys that do not have a 
recognized entrepreneurial nature, and they have not paid particular attention to the different legal 
statuses of the organizations or companies. These limitations of official data add to the difficulty of 
defining the boundaries of the sector, especially when, as in many cooperative sectors, realizing that 
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some activities or functions are used in instrumental ways (thereby keeping the typical targets of the 
organizations’ constituents) and in legal forms other than those typical of the social economy (as a 
joint stock company or limited liability). In these cases, the classification of legal forms is 
insufficient. 

Exceeding the limits of official statistics is sometimes made possible using data from administrative 
sources. However, these sources sometimes have problems related to the limited coverage of the 
phenomena to which they refer and the type of data collected, so they cannot always be used to 
estimate the dimensions of economic and employment size of the sector as well as the dynamic over 
time. They can, therefore, be especially useful for the analysis of specific groups of organizations or 
for a particular case. 

Until recently, all these difficulties were present in Italy too. However, since the end of the last 
century, the Italian Institute of Statistics (Istat) began to pay attention to the world of nonprofit, 
with a first census, and to the social cooperatives to which Istat devoted three surveys during the 
first years of the new century. In 2011, Istat conducted a new census of the nonprofit sector, 
covering mainly associations, foundations, religious organizations and social cooperatives. At the 
same time, it is possible to obtain data on cooperatives from the 9th Industry and Services Census.  

On this basis, this paper (using data from the 9th Industry and Services Census) has two objectives. 

First, we aim at assessing, as precisely as possible, the employment, economic size and relevance in 
2011 of the several organizational forms of the social economy in Italy, both in absolute terms and 
in relation to the economy as a whole, and analyzing (where possible) their evolution compared to 
2001. In addition, we intend to provide some early insights about the economic sustainability of 
such organizations by analyzing in more detail the nature of the business organizations to identify 
their market (or non-market) orientations by focusing the analysis on those organizations classically 
traced to the nonprofit sector (social cooperatives, associations, foundations, religious institutions, 
etc.); because they are fully market oriented, traditional cooperatives are not included in this last 
analysis.  

The paper is structured as follows: the next section presents the size and the main characteristics of 
the social economy organizations and the statistical techniques used for the analysis. The following 
section presents the main results of the analysis. Finally, the last section articulates the conclusions 
of the research. 

 

 

2. Research design 

2.1 The population under study 

The study refers to all 350,000 nonprofit institutions and cooperatives surveyed during the 9th 
Industry and Services Census conducted by Istat, which provides a clear picture of the situation for 
the for-profit enterprises, the cooperatives and the nonprofit organizations5 active in Italy, as well as 
deepens an understanding of the economic and social dimensions, organizational characteristics, 

                                                         

5 The 9th Census was articulated in three different surveys involving for-profit companies, nonprofit institutions 
and public institutions. For more information, see http://censimentoindustriaeservizi.istat.it/istatcens/il-censimento/ 
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networks of relationships, human resources and communication tools regarding nonprofit 
organizations and methods of fundraising. 

With respect to individual families of the social economy, census data revealed about 50,000 
cooperatives (excluding social cooperatives). In addition, there are more than 300,000 nonprofit 
institutions, among which 201,004 are non-recognized associations, 68,349 are recognized 
associations, 11,264 are social cooperatives and 6,220 are foundations. 

 
Table 1 - Social economy organizations by legal form 

 n % 

Cooperatives - excl. social cooperatives 50,134 14.3 
Social cooperatives 11,264 3.2 
Non-recognized associations 201,004 57.2 
Recognized associations 68,349 19.4 
Foundations 6,220 1.8 
Other nonprofit organizations 14,354 4.1 
Total 351,325 100.0 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 

 
 
2.1 Analysis of the data 

The proposed analysis starts with the presentation of some descriptive statistics for the population 
under study with regard to employment relevance and economic size of organizations belonging to 
the social economy, as well as the market/non-market orientation of the nonprofit organizations. 

Additionally, to provide more elements of assessment on the market or non-market orientation of 
nonprofit organizations, we will present the results of a statistical analysis, based on a multiple 
regression (the term was first used by Pearson & Lee, 1908), which has been performed to 
investigate the relationship, if any, between the quote of market-oriented nonprofit organizations, 
taken as a dependent variable, and a set of explanatory variables to assess which determinants most 
often appear significant across market orientation.  

The multiple linear regression model adopted attempts to model the relationship between such 
explanatory variables and a response variable by fitting a linear equation to observed data. In the 
model, every value of the independent variable x is associated with a value of the dependent 
variable y. Formally (Fox, 1997) multiple regression procedures will estimate a linear equation of 
the form: 

+ε 

where Y represents the quote of market-oriented organizations; xi represent the explanatory 
variables. In this equation; β0 is the intercept parameter; β1,…,βk represent the regression 
coefficients (or β coefficients), which means the independent contributions of each independent 
variable to the prediction of the dependent variable; and ε represents the error term of the model. 

The explanatory variables considered in the model are: 
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− Geographical area in which the organization operates. We considered the five Italian socio-
economic regions defined in level 1 of the Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics 
(NUTS) 2013 classification6; 

− The main sector of activity of the organization. The analysis of the nonprofit organizations 
is classified into 12 different sectors based on the International Classification of Non Profit 
Organizations (ICNPO) classification7; 

− The legal form of the organizations; 

− The revenues of the organizations in 2011. Revenues have been classified into 8 classes: less 
than 5,000 EUR; 5,000-10,000 EUR; 10,000-30,000 EUR; 30,000-60,000 EUR; 60,000-
100,000 EUR; 100,000-250,000 EUR; 250,000-500,000 EUR; 500,000 EUR and more. 

 
 

3. Findings 

3.1 Business demography and dynamics 2001-2011 

The first result that emerges from the data of the 9th Industry and Services Census is that social 
economy organizations make up a significant proportion of all the public and private organizations 
operating in Italy. In 2011, Istat accounted for more than 350,000 nonprofit institutions and 
cooperatives, 7.4% of the organizations active that year in Italy8.  

The second result was that between 2001 and 2011, social economy organizations showed a 
dynamic greater than that of all other public and private organizations: an increase of 70,000 units 
(+24.2%; Table 2), a growth higher than that of private enterprises, which grew only by 8.4%, and 
also of public institutions, which have declined by 21.8% (Giovannetti & Moreschi, 2014). Going 
into the details of individual families of the social economy, census data revealed an increase 
between 2001 and 2011 in the number both of cooperatives (+5.1%) and nonprofit organizations: 
non-recognized associations (+28.7%), recognized associations (+9.8%), social cooperatives 
(+98.5%) and foundations (+102.1%). 

 
Table 2 - Social economy organizations by legal form – changes during 2001-2011 

 % 

Cooperatives - excl. social cooperatives +5.1 
Social cooperatives +98.5 
Non-recognized associations +28.7 
Recognized associations +9.8 
Foundations +102.1 
Other nonprofit organizations +76.8 
Total +24.2 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 

                                                         

6 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/overview  
7 http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/seriesf/seriesf_91e.pdf  
8 To complete the picture, we should also include 2,522 enterprises established in the form of for-profit 

organizations but controlled by one or more cooperatives (Borzaga & Carpita, 2014). Such companies, although not 
incorporated as cooperative or nonprofit institutions, are instrumental to owners; therefore, objectives and operating 
procedures are very similar to those of the parent company. 
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As highlighted in Table 3, 42.4% of the organizations operate in the high spread of association 
sectors, such as arts, sports and entertainment, and 27.9% are active in “other service activities”. 
Foundations and cooperatives, as well as associations, make up 10.8% of organizations engaged in 
health and social assistance and 4.9% that work in education. Cooperatives almost exclusively 
comprise the more than 4,000 organizations involved in agriculture and the almost 8,000 operating 
in transport and storage, as well as in rental, travel and business support services.  

 
Table 3 - Social economy organizations by sector of activity 

 2011 Change % of 

 
n % 2001 - 

2011 (%) 
total n of private 

organizations 
Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 4,176 1.2 16.5 16.6 
Industry 4,756 1.3 -7.8 1.1 
Construction 9,282 2.6 -16.5 1.6 
Services 333,111 94.9 26.6 9.1 

Wholesale 3,434 1.0 -2.4 0.3 
Transportation and storage 7,717 2.2 41.9 5.8 
Accommodation and food services 1,988 0.6 20.3 0.7 
ICT services 2,300 0.7 -17.1 2.4 
Financial and insurance activities 1,292 0.4 -25.0 1.4 
Real estate activities 1,092 0.3 44.6 0.5 
Professional, scientific and technical activities 5,724 1.6 19.9 0.8 
Rental, travel agencies, business support services 7,728 2.2 39.0 5.4 
Education 17,287 4.9 75.4 42.1 
Health and social care 37,795 10.8 36.2 13.4 
Artistic, sporting, entertainment activities 148,860 42.4 52.2 71.4 
Other services 97,894 27.9 -3.6 33.2 

Total 351,325 100.0 24.2 7.4 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 

 
Finally, the analysis of data by region shows that 50% of social economy organizations operates in 
northern regions; more specifically, 26.6% in the northwest and 23.4% in the northeast, 21.7% in 
the central regions, 17.9% in the south and, finally, 10.4% in the islands. In general, the increase in 
the number of organizations between 2001 and 2011 affected all the five macro-regions, with values 
ranging between +15.9% of the islands and 27.5% of the northwest. Regionally, Lombardy has the 
highest number of organizations (53,201; +32.2% compared to 2001); followed by Veneto (31,325; 
+33.2%), Lazio (31,013; +33.2%), and Emilia-Romagna (28,947; +21.7%). 

 

3.2 Employment size of social economy 

Census data indicates that in 2011, social economy organizations directly employed nearly 1.8 
million people, with an increase of more than 300,000 employees (+27%) more than those counted 
in 2001, compared with a much more modest increase of those employed in private companies 
(+3.3%) and a decrease of the same in public institutions (-10.6%).  

As shown in Table 4, employees in social economy organizations accounted for 8.6% of total 
employment (compared with 6.9% in 2001) and 13.2% of employment in private companies, with 
the exception of individual entrepreneurs, freelancers and the self-employed. In addition to 
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employees, social economy organizations also counted 4,827,423 volunteers9, an increase again of 
45.1% as compared to the data recorded in the 2001 census.  

 
Table 4 - Employment in social economy organizations – 2001-2011 

% Employees in the social economy on ... 2001 2011 

 
Employees in private businesses (excluding individual entrepreneurs 
and the self-employed) 

11.1 13.2 

 
Employees in private businesses (including individual entrepreneurs 
and the self-employed) 

8.3 10.0 

 Employees in public institutions 42.5 60.4 

 Total economy 6.9 8.6 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 

 

In 2011, the total number of employees in cooperatives was 1,200,585 (Table 5), equal to 67% of 
the total employment of the social economy organizations, and with an increase of 22.7% compared 
to the previous census data, an increase driven mainly by the growth in employment in social 
cooperatives. It followed, at a distance, that the voluntary sector, including both recognized and 
non-recognized associations, occupied just over 341,000 people, representing 19% of employees 
overall and showing an increase of 26.3% over 2001. 

 
Table 5 - Employees in social economy organizations by legal form 

 2011 Change 
 n % 2001-2011 (%) 

Cooperatives - excl. social cooperatives 835,579 46.6 2.0 

Social cooperatives 365,006 20.4 129.4 

Non-recognized associations 228,270 12.7 46.3 

Recognized associations 113,416 6.3 -0.9 

Foundations 109,956 6.1 131.3 

Other nonprofit organizations 140,476 7.8 21.5 

Total 1,792,703 100.0 27.0 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 

 

As for the sector of activity, data in Table 6 show that the largest number of employees in the social 
economy organizations is counted in the sector of health and social assistance (25.8% of total 
employees in the social economy in 2011) and education (13.2%). These areas, together with the 
sector of artistic activities, sports and entertainment, are also those with the most weight in total 
employment in private enterprises of the same industry, and those that were the most dynamic 
between 2001 and 2011. A positive dynamic involved also the sectors of transportation and storage, 
the rental business and business services, as well as that of other services. 

 

                                                         

9 Those who lend their work, even occasionally, without receiving any compensation, with a public or nonprofit 
institution. The volunteer cannot be paid for those services in any way, even by the person receiving benefits. The 
nature of voluntary work is, in fact, incompatible with any form of paid employment or self-employment, or with any 
other relationship involving the assets with the institution of which the volunteer is a part. 
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Table 6 - Employees in social economy organizations by sector of activity 

 2011 Change % 

 
n % 2001 - 2011 

(%) 
on private 
companies 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 23,819 1.3 -45.7 36.2 

Industry 63,847 3.6 -29.4 1.5 

Construction 40,684 2.3 -33.3 2.5 

Services 1,664,353 92.8 36.8 14.0 

Wholesale 91,570 5.1 20.2 2.6 

Transportation and storage 199,858 11.1 27.7 17.9 

Accommodation and food services 37,118 2.1 30.3 3.0 

ICT services 12,591 0.7 -35.6 2.2 

Financial and insurance activities 95,181 5.3 8.3 15.5 

Real estate activities 1,124 0.1 -39.4 0.4 

Professional, scientific and technical activities 33,735 1.9 7.0 2.7 

Rental, travel agencies, business support services 207,376 11.6 14.1 18.3 

Education 236,253 13.2 76.3 73.8 

Health and social care 462,043 25.8 51.7 47.5 

Artistic, sporting, entertainment activities 167,079 9.3 125.5 51.8 

Other services 120,425 6.7 0.1 22.2 

Total 1,792,703 100.0 27.0 10.0 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 
 

 

3.3 Economic size of social economy 

Census data allow estimation, with a certain approximation, of the economic size of all the 
organizations of the social economy.  

In 2011, social economy organizations as a whole have been able to count on a total revenue 
estimated at approximately 170 billion EUR: 63.9 billion EUR from nonprofit organizations and 
105 billion EUR from cooperatives (Carini et al., 2013).  

Half of the revenues of nonprofit organizations (49.5%) were generated by the associations; more 
precisely, 26.4% were from non-recognized associations and 23.1% were from recognized 
associations. This was followed by foundations and social cooperatives (both with 17.4%) and 
religious institutions (9%). 

Looking at the economic size by sector of activity, it emerges that social economy organizations 
operate especially in areas where the need to protect the users of services is greater, where the work 
is the key production factor and, in the case of cooperatives, where the combination of 
manufacturers allows you to make better use of economies of scale and, at the same time, maintain 
a high flexibility in the production processes at the base of the value chain. 

Cooperatives—other than social cooperatives—contributed significantly to the formation of the 
turnover in agriculture and in some service sectors, such as trade and transport.  
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3.4 Market and non-market institutions 

From the analytical perspective of the System of National Accounts10, the social economy sector 
can be divided into two groups by considering the distinction between market and non-market 
institutions. In short, the former is based on organizations that survive according to market 
mechanisms like competition, while the latter do not produce goods or services, as they are engaged 
in advocacy or supply goods and services without following the market price principle. According 
to this distinction, cooperatives are, in general, classified as market oriented. Nonprofit institutions 
can be either market or non-market oriented11. Nonprofit Institutions engaged in non-market 
production rely principally on funds other than revenues from sales to cover their costs of 
production or other activities. Therefore, from the perspective of the System of National Accounts, 
nonprofit institutions can assume two different organizational forms, which are characterized in 
Table 7 below12. The non-market institutions represent 69.4% of the Italian nonprofit sector and are 
mostly widespread in the northwestern and the northeastern regions (respectively, 24.8% and 
25.9%) and less common in the geographical areas of the south and the islands (below 17%). 
Therefore, the percentage of market institution is correlated with the rate of entrepreneurship in 
Italy. 

In regard to the legal form, market nonprofit institutions are mainly social cooperatives (87.9%), 
foundations and religious institutions (about 35%). 

 
Table 7 - Nonprofit institutions by market and non-market orientation, legal form, and local area – 2011 

 Market  Non-market  Total 

Local Area    

Northwest 32.3 67.7 100.0 

Northeast 33.2 66.8 100.0 

Center 32.0 68.0 100.0 

South 25.0 75.0 100.0 

Islands 25.6 74.4 100.0 

Italy 30.6 69.4 100.0 

    

Legal form    

Recognized associations 29.1 70.9 100.0 

Non-recognized associations 27.6 72.4 100.0 

Social cooperatives 87.9 12.1 100.0 

Ecclesiastical institution 35.5 64.5 100.0 

Foundations 34.9 65.1 100.0 

Other nonprofit organizations 30.1 69.9 100.0 

Total 30.6 69.4 100.0 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 

                                                         

10 European system of accounts (ESA 2010, European Commission, Luxembourg, 2013). 
11 In order to determine the type of producer and the sector for the private NPIs, a 50% criterion should be 

applied: a) if more than 50% of the production costs are covered by sales, the institutional unit is a market-oriented 
institution; b) if less than 50% of the production costs are covered by sales, the institutional unit is considered a non-
market-oriented organization. 

12 Please note that the analysis presented in this and in the next paragraphs does not take into account 
cooperatives but only the nonprofit organizations (including social cooperatives). 



 11 

The difference between the organizational forms of market and non-market organizations is most 
evident when considering their human and economic resources structure. Indeed, market 
organizations tend to employ paid workers, particularly employees (six workers in median value), 
and they are generally bigger than the others, which rely heavily on voluntary work. Concerning 
economic and financial resources, it is remarkable that market institutions rely mostly on public 
funding (51.6%, with a national value of approximately 30%) and that their percentage increases as 
the revenue grows, reaching 54.9% of the institutions receiving an amount over 100,000 EUR. In 
detail, internal distribution of revenues of market nonprofit institutions show that the higher mean 
values result from contracts or conventions with national or international public institutions 
(195,967 EUR) and from selling goods and services (122,160 EUR). Members’ yearly contributions 
and other contributions, gifts and donations prevail in non-market institutions. 

 
Table 8 - Employees, outworkers, volunteer of nonprofit institutions by market and non-market orientation 

(absolute and median value) – 2011 

Market Non-Market Total 
  

Absolute value Median Absolute value Median Absolute value Median 

Employees 570,237 6 110,574 1 110,574 3 

Outworkers 1,643,912 18 3,114,710 15 3,114,710 16 

Volunteers 146,834 2 123,935 1 123,935 1 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 
 
 

Table 9 - Nonprofit institutions by prevalent type of financing and by revenue class – 2011 

  Market Non-Market Total 

Class of revenues    

0 to 5,000 EUR 14.9 85.1 100.0 

5,001 to 10,000 EUR 25.8 74.2 100.0 

10,001 to 30,000 EUR 32.9 67.1 100.0 

30,001 to 60,000 EUR 38.6 61.4 100.0 

60,001 to 100,000 EUR 42.2 57.8 100.0 

100,000 EUR and over 54.9 45.1 100.0 

Total 30.6 69.4 100.0 

    

Prevalent type of financing    
Public funding 51.6 48.4 100.0 

Private funding 27.2 72.8 100.0 

Total 30.6 69.4 100.0 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Census Industry and Services Census (2011) 
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Table 10 - Revenues by item in the balance sheet and by market and non-market orientation  

(EUR, mean value) 

  Market Non-Market  Total 

Grants and contributions free of charge from national and/or international 
public institutions 

9,697 11,320 10,823 

Proceeds/revenue from contracts and/or conventions with national and/or 
international public organizations 

195,967 2,827 61,907 

Members’ yearly contributions 83,399 43,654 55,812 

Proceeds/revenue from selling goods and services to private clients 122,160 3,256 39,628 

Contributions, gifts, donations and bequests 10,084 17,486 15,221 

Proceeds/revenue from financial assets and real estate 35,210 5,204 14,383 

Other proceeds/revenue from private source 24,127 10,281 14,516 

Total revenues 480,643 94,027 212,290 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Census Industry and Services Census (2011) 

 
In relation to the sector of activity, the market/non-market distinction introduces further insights 
into the analysis of the nonprofit sector. In effect, market mechanisms seem to work better in some 
sectors than in others. The percentage of market institutions is higher among development and 
housing, social services, education and research sectors. On the contrary, non-market institutions 
are widespread in philanthropy and advocacy, as well as in politics, culture, sports, and recreation 
sectors. 

 
Table 11 - Nonprofit institutions by prevalent type of financing and by sector of activity – year 2011 

  Market Non-Market Total 

Culture and recreation 27.0 73.0 100.0 

Education and research 40.8 59.2 100.0 

Health 50.6 49.4 100.0 

Social services and emergency prevention 43.6 56.4 100.0 

Environment  29.4 70.6 100.0 

Development and housing 58.0 42.0 100.0 

Law, advocacy and politics  15.1 84.9 100.0 

Philanthropic intermediaries and voluntarism promotion 20.0 80.0 100.0 

International co-operation 26.5 73.5 100.0 

Religion 12.3 87.7 100.0 

Business and professional associations, unions 36.3 63.7 100.0 

Other activities 36.5 63.5 100.0 

Total 30.6 69.4 100.0 

Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 
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3.5 The determinants of market/non-market orientation 

The results of the linear regression confirm what has already been partially revealed in descriptive 
statistics presented in the previous section. 

The base profile regards 10,092 non-recognized associations located in the south of Italy as active 
in the sector of culture and recreation, with total revenues in 2011 less than 5,000 EUR. The aim of 
the analysis is to explore how its quote of market-oriented institutions changes when explanatory 
variables (region, sector of activity, legal form and revenues) change. 

The results of the linear model are summarized in Figure 1 and confirm what has already been 
partially revealed by the descriptive statistics discussed in the previous paragraph. 

 
Figure 1 - Beta coefficients of the explanatory variables 

 

Source: Our analysis on data of the Italian National Institute of Statistics - 9th Industry and Services Census (2011) 

 

 

From the data shown in the figure, it is evident that there is a relationship between the number of 
market-oriented organizations and the four variables examined. 
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A relationship is particularly evident for the variable “legal form”, among which is found the strong 
relationship between the dependent variable and the legal form “social cooperatives”, which shows 
that they are much more market oriented than the profile taken as base (non-recognized 
associations), while foundations and mutual societies were less market oriented than the basic 
model13. 

As for geographic area, being in the central and northern regions of Italy seems to affect market 
orientation more, as well as does being active in certain sectors such as the health sector, education, 
and social services, where the public subsidies are more important. 

Finally, with regard to the economic size, it is evident that there is a strong link between the 
marked-oriented organization and its size in terms of revenues. This last consideration would be an 
in-depth investigation of the relationship between the two variables (i.e., if the size of the company 
influences the market-oriented nature of the organization or whether, on the contrary, market-
oriented organizations generates higher revenues). 

 

 

4. Conclusions  

The analysis proposed in this paper shows that when looking at the Italian social economy as a 
whole instead of at each individual organizational component, interesting results emerge.  

The analysis first shows that the social economy contributes significantly to the Italian economy 
and society. A contribution stands out clearly in certain areas, areas where the need to protect the 
users of services is greater, where the work is the key factor and, in the case of cooperatives, where 
the combination of manufacturers allows them to make better use of economies of scale and, at the 
same time, maintain a high flexibility in the production processes at the base of the value chain. It 
follows that the contribution to employment is particularly significant. There are nearly 2 million 
employees and, contrary to what is often claimed, employment is largely regular and stable. 

The second important result is that the analysis highlights the dynamism of the sector between 2001 
and 2011. The particular dynamism shown by the social economy organizations before the crisis is 
linked to the increase of both public and private demand, the types of services for which these 
organizations are specialized. The spread of modes of production and consumption is based on 
various forms of voluntary cooperation—from joint purchasing groups to the sharing economy—
which are naturally inclined to take legal forms typical of the social economy. 

Finally, the analysis of the market/non-market orientation of the social economy organizations, 
which are different from traditional cooperatives, shows that many of them have a market 
orientation; as highlighted by the proposed model, this is strongly influenced by the sector of 
activity, by the legal form and by the size of the organization. 

The proposed analysis is widely preliminary and far from conclusive. However, it is more than 
enough to prove that the social economy deserves much more attention from academics and 
economic policy authorities than what so far has been observed. 

 

                                                         

13 In reading the model results, please keep in mind that revenues of mutual organizations come mainly from 
members’ fees. 
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