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The financialization of the Italian welfare system: 
the case of Fondazione Cariplo 

 
Cecilia Ficcadenti1 
Sapienza – University of Rome 
 
 

Since the global financial crisis, the importance of financial resources, instruments and 
actors in the Italian welfare system has intensified. In the national academic debate, this 
change has been mostly interpreted as a sign of social innovation. This paper argues, on the 
contrary, that it might be better understood as an empirical evidence of the financialization 
of welfare. The concept of financialization is related, on one side, to a finance-led growth 
regime of capital accumulation and, on the other, to a comprehensive reshaping of both the 
public sector and individual lives. While scholars have explored a variety of financial 
instruments applied to public finance, less attention has been paid to the modalities by which 
financial relationships are embedded in the provision and consumption of welfare services. 
The following analysis of Fondazione Cariplo in Italy aims to fill this gap. The results show 
that the conditional grants offered by Fondazione Cariplo to non-profit organizations play 
a role in the normalization of financial relationships in the Italian welfare system.  

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Over the last two decades the concept of financialization has acquired an increasing importance in 
social sciences, becoming a shorthand for describing «how an increasingly autonomous realm of 
global finance has altered the underlying logics of the industrial economy and the inner workings of 
democratic society» (van der Zwan 2014:100). This research asks if financialization is a useful 
heuristic tool for explaining the greater involvement of private actors — both financial and non-
financial — in the Italian welfare system. The research thus hypothesizes that the involvement of 
private actors in the provision of welfare services is related to the capability of financial relationships 
to expand into non-financial sectors.  
At the global level, welfare systems have been incorporating new financial instruments, such as social 
impact bonds, social risk insurances and grants made by large philanthropic organizations. Italy has 
a specific, historic conduit for the financialization of welfare, namely grantmaking by banking 
foundations (Fondazioni di Origine Bancaria — FOBs)2 to non-profit organizations (NPOs). The 
research analyses the case of Fondazione Cariplo, the largest FOB in Italy, combining documental 

                                                             
1 cecilia.ficcadenti@uniroma1.it 
2 They originated in the 1990s, after a comprehensive reform of the Italian banking system. Public banks were turned into 
private companies and floated on the market, while the former public supervision (by local political and economic interest 
groups) was concentrated in the newly established banking foundations, pursuing philanthropic activities. Over the first 
decade after privatization, FOBs remained the majority shareholders of the new banking groups. FOBs evolved into quasi-
independent financial actors (yet deeply intertwined with the banking sector), carrying out financial operations and 
allocating a share of their revenues to projects for local economic and social development (see inter alia Pastori and 
Zagrebelsky 2011; Turati, Piacenza and Segre 2008). 
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and statistical data on grantmaking to NPOs. The research aims to shed light on how the Italian 
welfare system is being financialized, identifying the actors, instruments and contextual specificities, 
thus reflecting on the spatial and institutional differentiation of financialization, an issue often 
overlooked in the scholarly debate (French, Leyson and Wainwright 2011).  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
In the aftermath of 2008 financial crisis, the Italian welfare system was subjected yet again to state 
retrenchment. New actors entered the system of provision of welfare services, and new programmes 
were devised to cope with decreasing public expenditures. The notion of a second pillar of welfare 
provision (Secondo Welfare — SW) captures the main features of the new approach: the wider 
involvement of private and financial actors, adopting innovative instruments and introducing new 
normative and cognitive ideas into Italian welfare.  
It is not easy to find a common denominator between SW experiences. Some are related primarily to 
corporate governance and stakeholder management (Ambra 2016) and to the creation of a market for 
human services where buyers and sellers are corporations (Santoni 2017). Others have a distinctive 
financial character, as in the cases of social impact investments (Bandera 2013), social housing 
investment funds (Lodi Rizzini 2013), health insurances and private pension funds (Barazzetta 2017). 
Nonetheless, SW is here tentatively defined as a transformation of the welfare system, which gears it 
towards the twofold aim of accelerating economic and territorial development while enhancing social 
cohesion (Maino 2017; Ferrera 2013).  
The diverse SW strategies are discursively framed by the concept of social innovation. This category 
refers to a new governance of the welfare system (Howaldt and Schwarz 2016), where private and 
public actors and local communities develop unconventional means to meet social demands 
unsatisfied by public provision (Cavalletto 2015; Moulaert et al. 2014; Mulgan 2006). The concept 
has been criticized for describing a loosely connected set of phenomena and for lacking explanatory 
power. Some scholars have dismissed it as a potentially misleading quasi-concept, unlikely to be 
operationalized in empirical research (Marques, Morgan and Richardson 2018; Nicholls, Simon and 
Gabriel 2015).  
Besides these problems of definition, social innovation is subjected to another relevant conceptual 
limit. By emphasizing the role of private and financial actors as equal partners in the design and 
provision of welfare services, it conceals the (increasingly) unequal distribution of social and 
economic power found in current social systems. The wider involvement of these actors, touted as a 
cure to the fiscal crisis of the state, risks modifying the underlying logic of welfare schemes, turning 
them from tools for redistributing resources throughout society to means of capital accumulation.  
The current transformation of the Italian welfare system is embedded in a wider historical change of 
global capitalism, which is captured by the notion of financialization. The term refers to «the 
increasing importance of financial markets, financial motives, financial institutions, and financial 
elites in the operation of the economy and its governing institutions, both at the national and 
international level» (Epstein 2005:3). The fragility of a finance-led accumulation regime — based on 
the proliferation of financial instruments and the growth of private indebtedness — was dramatically 
revealed in 2008 with the mortgage subprime crisis in USA and its spillovers in the global non-
financial sectors.  
Thus, the expansion of financial markets and the growing relevance of financial actors in the global 
economy is seemingly «placing more aspects of economic and social life at the risk of volatility from 
financial instability» (Fine 2009:6).  
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The rise of financialization is not a recent phenomenon; it dates back at least to the stagflation of the 
mid-70s, when financial investments began to increase in corporate balance sheets (Stockhammer 
2012; Kotz 2008; Dumenil and Levy 2005). Interpretative approaches inspired by the regulation 
school and international political economy address financialization as a new stage of capitalist 
development, replacing the Fordist regime of accumulation. A financial-led growth regime is thus «a 
pattern of accumulation in which profits accrue primarily through financial channels rather than 
through trade and commodity production» (Krippner 2005:174).  
This new regime of accumulation entails increasing inequalities within societies, due to wage 
stagnation and revenue polarization between workers and shareholders (including top executives 
receiving stock-options and other forms of financial compensation) (Stockhammer 2012; Fligstein 
and Shin 2004; Foster 2007). The unbalanced power relations among social classes in developed 
countries are compounded by the widening gap between advanced and developing countries 
(Lapavistas 2011).  
Literature focusing on so-called shareholder value maximization examined corporate behavior, at first 
in USA and UK and then in continental Europe (Aglietta 2000; Froud et al. 2000; Lazonick and 
O’Sullivan 2000), to identify the changes in the ownership structure and business practices of 
enterprises in response to the 70s structural crisis. Since the stock rallies of the 1980s, the stock market 
began to be seen as a profitable sector on its own for productive firms (Clark 2009; Crotty 2005). 
Accordingly, corporations — far from being exclusively interested in the production and 
commercialization of goods and services — turned into a «device oriented to the maximization of the 
invested capital, which is profit production through [financial] yields3» (Salento 2013:97).  
The lens of shareholder value helps to understand how the process of financialization is dependent 
upon a material and cultural change of both the corporate sector and of the broader socio-economic 
life. The former has been theoretically and empirically surveyed, for example by the well-established 
approach focusing on managers’ behavior, stemming from principal-agent theory (Dobbin and Jung 
2010). The latter has proved more elusive to empirical testing; however, one may turn to studies on 
so-called philanthrocapitalism for evidences of these practical and cultural changes in social realms 
different from corporate governance and management. 
To quote the inventor of the term, the Business Editor of The Economist, philanthrocapitalism 
«encompasses not just the application of modern business techniques to giving but also the effort by 
a new generation of entrepreneurial philanthropists and business leaders to drive social and 
environmental progress by changing how business and government operate» (Bishop 2013:472). In 
this new era of philanthropy, donors are considered hyperagents (Bishop and Green 2008). 
Hyperagency refers to the capacity of individual wealth-holders to determine the general conditions 
under which agency is exercised by social actors (Schervish 2008). In a nutshell, «if agents are finders 
of the most desirable or fitting place for themselves within a limited range of possibilities, 
hyperagents are founders of those possibilities for themselves, as well as for others» (Schervish 
2003:2). Hyperagency is a matter of fact, since philanthrocapitalists are not restricted by election 
cycles (as politicians), by chasing shareholder value (as corporations) or by pursuing fundraising 
activities (as NPOs).  Philanthrocapitalism has consistently increased in the past decade. For example, 
in the USA from 2002 to 2015 activities from foundations have doubled, reaching a total of almost 
63 billion dollars4. Philanthropic initiatives cover a wide range of social issues: educational systems, 
global health, democratic practices, inequality and so on. To a more fundamental level, 
philantrocapitalism is an enabler of the long-term profitability of capitalism system, tempering the 
                                                             
3 Author’s translation from Italian.  
4 http://data.foundationcenter.org/#/foundations/all/nationwide/total/list/2015. 
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short-termism of financialized corporations (Bishop 2013; Bishop and Green 2008; Brammer and 
Millington 2005). Moreover, philanthrocapitalist organizations are engaged in the governance of 
public policies, often as repositories of expert knowledge. This privileged position allows them to 
exert a considerable influence over the ideation and implementation of policy programs — e.g. the 
success of their own “quantiphilia doctrine” based on impact measuring (Bosworth 2011) — and over 
the definition of what counts as a desirable social outcome.  
Philanthrocapitalism can thus be understood as «the glue in a new social contract between the rich 
and the rest» (Bishop and Green 2015:548), to make «society as a whole a major winner, while 
creating only those losers who deserve to lose» (Bishop 2013:490). This moral undertone (McGoey 
2012), coupled with data-driven socio-political changes (Bosworth 2011), renders 
philanthrocapitalism a crucial component of the ideological construct that allows the financial-led 
growth regime to reproduce, notwithstanding the rising inequalities and systemic fragility it 
engendered (Wilson 2014), and the weak and localized results of philanthropic initiatives (Edwards 
2010). 
Another component of financialization it is useful to consider is the penetration of finance into 
everyday life, epitomized by the proliferation of financial products targeting low-income individuals 
and households (Martin 2002). The expansion of financial relationships to lower social classes has 
concerned retirement funds and health insurances (Dore 2008; Waine 2006), mortgages (Aalbers 
2008; Langley 2006), consumer credit (Montgomerie 2006) and microcredit (Lavinas 2016). This 
“democratization of finance” (Erturk et al. 2007) or “popular finance” (Aitken 2007) is sustained by 
discourses on self-reliance and risk taking, and complements the (neoliberal) strategy of state 
retrenchment and privatization of crucial social goods such as pension funds, healthcare and public 
housing (Fumagalli and Lucarelli 2015). The rise of an “investor subject” (Aitken 2007), responsible 
for a share of social risks through ownership, debt and financial investments, is not only a cultural 
change. It evokes an equalization of financial inclusion and social inclusion. This entails that the 
redistribution of resources between social classes is reduced to the individual capability to access — 
upon payment of an interest or a service fee — instruments financing the consumption of basic social 
goods (Caselli and Dagnes 2018). Financial exclusion might thus foster new forms of social 
exclusion, related to the non-affordability of financial products (prices exclusion), personal solvency 
records (condition exclusion) and to biases against marginal (e.g. riskiest) consumers (marketing 
exclusion) (Kempson and Whyley 1999). Social inclusion might increasingly be dependent upon 
financial inclusion and, conversely, financialization can be enforced by the means of the financial 
inclusion of citizens in need. For example, cash support provided by the state can be turned into a 
collateral for private indebtedness (Lavinas 2018). Thus, public polices ensuring a greater 
involvement of individuals in financial markets reinforce an asset-based welfare5 (Doling and Ronald 
2010), dismissing the universalistic traits of western welfare systems. 
This brief review of the literature on the extension of finance in sectors in which it was previously 
absent, like the welfare system, suggests that new financial actors and instruments do not just transfer 
savings for social purposes. On the contrary, they are creating the conditions for profitable capital 
investments in the provision of basic social goods, previously granted by the public sector as part of 
social citizenship rights (Fine 2014; Lapavitsas 1997).   
  
 
 

                                                             
5 The term refers to a general shift from welfare services ensured by the State to the individual capability to meet one’s 
own needs by leveraging personal assets as collaterals for financial instruments providing welfare coverage (see inter alia 
Doling and Elsinga 2013) 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
To empirically detect how financialization is gaining ground in Italy, the study focuses on the role of 
the FOBs, a distinctive component of the Italian welfare system. The research analyses the case of 
Fondazione Cariplo (FC), operating mainly in the Region Lombardy. In 2018, FC was the FOB with 
the highest asset base, totaling circa 7 billion euros6. FC conducts a variety of financial investments 
in, among the other, shareholdings (especially in the banking sector), private equity, venture capital 
funds and social impact investing.  
Philanthropic initiatives of FC encompass several areas, such as environmental conservation, arts and 
culture, research and technology, welfare services. This research analyses in some detail the grants 
provided by FC to welfare services. Documental and statistical data by FC have been combined with 
countrywide data for NPOs. This allowed to explore the meso-level of financialization processes, 
rather than the better-known global aspects and local impacts of the phenomenon. 
 
DATA ANALYSIS  
 
Data on total grants provided by FOBs in all the sectors of activities show a pro-cyclical trend, 
decreasing at the time of Italian recessions in 2007, 2008, 2012 and 20137. Every FOB has different 
modalities to aggregate data and it is often quite hard to disaggregate them. Therefore, data on grants 
given to welfare services is not easy to compute, and this holds true for FC as well.  
 

 
Figure 1 Author elaboration on ACRI (2004; 2018) 
 
Data in figure 1 are aggregated accordingly to the definition provided by ACRI8. The area “social 
services” includes all the actions, projects and services aimed at removing or reducing social 
exclusion and helping people in disadvantage conditions. The label “Philanthropy, volunteering and 
charity” stands instead for activities involving charities such as volunteer associations and 
philanthropic intermediaries. FC adopts this categorisation only partially. For instance, the sharp rise 
of grants in the “social services” area from 2015 to 2016 (circa 52 million euros) might be due to the 
inclusion in the category of the “Fund against child educational poverty” (circa 24 million euros in 
2016), which has been disaggregated in the following years. In any case, the figure highlights the 
magnitude of FC transfers to welfare services.  
                                                             
6 https://acri.it/_upload/Rapporto/24RAPP.pdf 
7 Respectively the real GDP growth rates were: -1,10%, -5,50%; -2,80%; -1,70% (Eurostat 2019). 
8 Acronym for Associazione di Fondazioni e Casse di Risparmio Spa, which advocates for FOBs and savings banks and 
promotes coordination among them; 83 out of 88 FOBs are part of ACRI.  
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Despite the large commitment of resources, grants originate by FC do not fare well if compared to 
public expenditures in social services. In 2016, social expenditures of all the municipalities of the 
Region Lombardy have been circa 1.3 billion euros9.  
FC provides has several types of grant; the most relevant for the welfare sector are: call for bids (with 
or without deadline), territorial grants (for small projects in the province of Milan10) and symbolic 
actions (projects with a relevant impact on the territory co-financed with public actors and NPOs).  
One example of the actions financed is the project “Welfare in azione”, a yearly call for bids collecting 
proposals for community-based social innovation centered on participatory governance and co-
production of welfare services. Within the framework of this project, FC has financed, among the 
others,  the “Milano 2035” plan, aiming at meeting housing needs of young people by providing them 
accommodation at below-market prices in exchange for their voluntary work in servicing other 
residents of the social housing, e.g. elderly people or households with children. 
FC philanthropic initiatives are based on a co-financing model. In the application phase, applicants 
must specify all the revenues, other than the grant itself, they may employ for the implementation of 
the project. In other words, the evaluation process takes into account the different financial resources 
the proponent can mobilizes: deposits on the current account of the organization, real estate or bonds 
sales, bank loans, profit realized by the project itself, other grants provided by public and private 
partners.  
The criteria adopted for selecting the projects reflect not only a concern about their quality and 
expected impact, but also their financial and economic sustainability. Once the applicant gets the 
grant, the transfer is conditional to the achievement of performance targets. FC can withdraw the 
whole grant if the implementation does not follow the blueprint presented in the proposal, or if after 
18 months from the starting date the project has not been implemented yet.  
The case of the partial withdrawal of a grant is quite interesting as an example of mechanisms 
expanding financial relationships of NPOs. It may occur after the completion of a project, when the 
recipient presents the financial statement to FC and it reports total expenditures below the costs 
initially established in the project application. When the savings concern the other sources of 
financing that the NPOs planned to tap into (e.g. loans, other grants, etc.), according to the logic of 
matching-grant, FC recovers part of the cost of its grant. The value to return to FC is calculated as 
the percentage of the other financial costs saved over the total funding granted by FC for the 
implementation of the project.  
The types of project financed and the procedures for evaluating and monitoring them reflect the 
position, intentionally assumed by FC, of kick-starter of social innovation. The foundation 
emphasizes the need to devise new responses to social demands, and the essential role of 
philanthropic donations in financing the welfare system vis-à-vis decreasing public resources.  
FOBs are surely contributing to building a new public-private welfare system, despite the relatively 
small magnitude of the financial resources committed. More interestingly, however, FC and the other 
FOBs are reshaping the normative and cognitive content of welfare programs, by the means of the 
conditionalities attached to their grants.  
This steering capacity is exercised, first and foremost, on NPOs, which are incentivised to tighten 
their relationship with the private sector and to diversify their financial sources. This in turn deepens 
the embeddedness of NPOs in the market for services, from which they obtain a growing share of 
their financial resources. 

                                                             
9 https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/225648   
10 Since 2019 these grants are provided from “Fondazione di Comunità di Milano - Città, Sud Ovest, Sud Est e Adda 
Martesana ONLUS”, recently created by FC. 
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In 2015, private financial resources11 directed to NPOs operating in the “social services and civil 
protection”12 sector stood at about 6 billion euros, effectively matching public ones13 (ISTAT 2019). 
It is useful to compare the public resources allocated through agreements or outsourcing contract, 
around 5.5 billion euros, with the revenues from services and goods sales to the private sector, around 
3.8 billion euros. As figure 2 shows, at the national level the 47,7% of the total NPOs financing is 
coming from the private sector, and more than a half of NPOs depend mainly on private resources14. 
In Lombardy, the percent of NPOs relies mainly on private financing rises to 78%.  
 

 
Figure 2 Author's elaboration on ISTAT 2019  
 
Grants provided by FC are, then, part of a broader system of welfare financing, characterized 
markedly by private investments. Furthermore, the institutional framework regulating the third sector 
has been subjected to innovations directed towards increasing the financial viability of NPOs. 
After the 2017 reform of the third sector (law n. 117/2017), for example, NPOs are incentivized to 
take advantage of the several new financial instruments, such as the “solidarity bonds”15 issued by 
banks, the “social lending”, designed to incentivize the usage of online platforms for financing social 
projects16. Finally, NPOs are now required to provide a social impact assessment for their activities, 
which can be added to the annual financial statement. In a similar vein, the 2017 reform mandates 
public administrations to conduct systematic reviews of the social impact assessments for services 
they outsource, for contracts of more than 1 million euro and at least 18 months of duration. This may 
prove to be a key turning point for the Italian welfare system. Social impact assessments might help 
establishing a ranking of NPOs, where a high or low positioning affects the reputation and the 
reliability of the organizations. Indeed, lower social impact ranking might prevent the organization 
from accessing public resources and private credit. 
The design of the grants provided by FC are a steppingstone to NPOs’ engagement in financial 
markets. They try to prevent NPOs’ dependency from philanthropic grants, and to turn NPOs into 

                                                             
11 They include services and goods sale, annual contributions by participants, bequests, donations, revenues from financial 
and asset management and others forms of private revenues.  
12 Using aggregate data on social services and civil protection is a second-best solution to the lack of disaggregated data. 
Social services represent the 80,9 % of the 30878 NPOs of the sector in 2015. They supply a wide range of services such 
as, among the others, nurseries, residential facilities, home care, social help desks, refugees’ services.  
13 Public resources include subsidies and revenues due to contracts and agreements from national and international public 
institutions. 
14 If more than 50% of the total revenues are private, the organization is classified as dependent on private resources.  
15 Bonds or other securities and certificates of deposit issued by banks in order to collect financial resources earmarked 
for investments in the third sector. These financial instruments are provided free of any fee or commission for the issuer, 
yet banks benefit from a 50% tax credit calculated on the amount transferred to NPOs. If over the period of 12 months 
the recipient does not use all the resources collected, they are reinvested to buy government bonds.   
16 It refers to online loans through funding platform, allegedly decreasing transaction costs between donors, investors and 
NPOs. The tax regime is the same as for government bonds (12,5%). The interest rate is determined according to the risk 
exposure of the applicant.  
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players directly operating in the market for capitals. This broad aim is exemplified by the decision of 
FC to preclude a recipient to receive grants higher than 30.000 euros for more than two consecutive 
years. In this way, FC tries to nudge NPOs into be financially independent, thus «chang[ing] how 
others spend their money» (Bishop 2013:480). FC is not financializing the Italian welfare in a direct 
manner, but by building up the infrastructures for the financial inclusion of NPOs.  
 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
This paper shows how financialization, despite being global in nature, has a geo-institutional 
variegation. The case study represents a tiny portion of the process of financialization of the Italian 
welfare. However, the focus on one of the main actors of financial philanthropy helped to highlight 
the importance of the design and implementation of policy instruments, such as grants, for reinforcing 
and expanding financial relationships. Researchers interested in the effect of financialization on 
welfare service may benefit from studying the effect of financial inclusion on NPOs. This may help 
to understand the consequences of financialization on operative decision, such as diversifying revenue 
streams to meet increasing financial payments. Moreover, NPOs may be good proxies for better 
understanding the penetration of finance into everyday life. Low-income households rely on NPOs 
for the supply of essential services outsourced by the public sector, and a wider engagement of the 
third sector with finance may alter its role in redistributing resources and socio-economic power. 
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