
CHAPTER 3

Social Participation and Non-Profit 
Organisations

Stella Volturo and Nicola De Luigi 

Abstract This chapter examines the relationship between social participa
tion and social capital in Italy, focusing on the role of non-profit institutions 
as infrastructures of civic engagement. Social capital is understood here as a 
relational resource grounded in networks of trust, reciprocity, and shared 
norms, which facilitate cooperation and contribute to social cohesion. Non- 
profit institutions are conceptualised as organisational arenas that may gen
erate both bonding and bridging forms of social capital, although this 
potential is neither automatic nor uniform across contexts. The chapter 
highlights three key dimensions of complexity: (a) the coexistence of formal 
and informal modes of participation; (b) the partial decoupling between 
formal membership and feelings of belonging; and (c) the increasing prox
imity between non-profit and market-oriented logics. Empirically, the chap
ter analyses longitudinal and spatial data on the diffusion of non-profit 
organisations at national, regional, and provincial levels (2011–2021), draw
ing on ISTAT sources. The findings reveal persistent territorial disparities, 
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particularly between Northern and Southern regions, while also document
ing significant growth in several Southern provinces. These patterns suggest 
that non-profit development reflects broader socio-economic and institu
tional ecosystems rather than inherent civic dispositions. The chapter argues 
that understanding such dynamics is crucial for interpreting contemporary 
transformations in civic cultures. 

Keywords Social capital · Civic engagement · Non-profit organisations · 
Social participation · Territorial disparities

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Social participation is a key element in the construction of social capital in 
our societies (Putnam, 2000). It manifests in various forms of commit
ment and cooperation between individuals and groups, contributing to 
social cohesion and collective well-being. In this context, the non-profit 
sector plays a crucial role, providing fertile ground for organised social 
action and for individual contributions to improving the conditions of 
community life.

This chapter focuses on the role of non-profit organisations in this 
action in an articulated perspective based on theoretical and empirical 
analysis.

We first outline the main conceptual intersections between associative 
participation and social capital. We then concentrate on a diachronic 
interpretation of the distribution of non-profit organisations in Italy, 
based on data from the historical series 2011–2021. This longitudinal 
perspective allows us to show the main growth trends of the sector and 
territorial divergence between regions and macro-areas.

We then look more closely at the territorial dimension with a specific 
focus on the scale of the province. This approach enables us to capture 
variations within regions, offering a more detailed view of associative 
dynamics. We analyse the provinces with the highest and lowest densities 
of non-profit organisations, highlighting persisting disparities, and we 
postulate factors that influence their geographical distribution.
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3.2 PARTICIPATING IN NON-PROFIT ORGANISATIONS

The end of the twentieth century marked a significant re-discovery of 
Tocqueville’s ideas on civil society in the United States of America. 
According to Edwards et al. (2001), these ideas concentrate on a “strong 
and vibrant civil society”, featuring articulated social infrastructure com
posed of dense relational networks that transcend traditional social divi
sions, whether due to race, class, sexual orientation or gender, and sustain 
well-participated democratic government.

In such a scenario, reciprocity and trust find concrete expression 
through networks of civic associations. Scholars such as Sirianni and 
Friedland (2001) see these interpersonal and inter-associative networks 
as a motor of major social, cultural and political innovation in the US 
context. They link the future of American democracy to the capacity of 
these networks to constantly modernise. This view is confirmed by the 
work of other pioneering scholars of social capital, including Putnam 
(2000), who links them to community vibrancy, and Fukuyama (1995), 
who links them more explicitly to economic prosperity.

Putnam et al. (1993) deepened the theoretical approach of Alexis de 
Tocqueville, expressed in Democracy in America, who attributed a crucial 
positive role to free associations that form in various spheres of social life, 
from politics and professions to schools and religion. Tocqueville consid
ered them the “lymph of democracy” (Sciolla & Maraviglia, 2017). Trust 
is seen as a major element of the social capital of a community, capable of 
infusing civic spirit and solidarity through associative networks. These 
networks function as genuine civic training grounds where individuals, 
otherwise separate and weak, find the collective strength to influence 
public decisions that concern them. In these associations, the attitude of 
pursuing common objectives is transmitted and is reinforced by mutual 
support, continuous involvement of new actors and construction of 
a dense relational network. The fundamental principle that inspired 
Tocqueville was that by learning to trust and collaborate with one’s 
neighbour, one gradually develops the capacity to cooperate with more 
distant groups, triggering a process of progressive social cohesion.

According to Putnam’s types of social capital (Chap. 2), non-profit 
associations play a double role: they act as a cohesion device for members 
with similar interests (bonding social capital) and at the same time as an 
inclusive mechanism open to different community groups (bridging social 
capital) (Anheier & Toepler, 2023). The most recent international studies 
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tend to confirm this link between the non-profit sector and the generation 
of community social capital (Moulton & Eckerd, 2012; Lim et al., 2024). 
The key lies in the capacity to activate civic commitment based on shared 
social values and on genuine altruism.

Research using Putnam’s approach in the Italian context has adopted 
indicators aggregated geographically to study social capital and its distri
bution (Cartocci, 2007; Cartocci & Vanelli, 2015). Territorial differences 
emerge as significantly “frozen in time”: while areas of the centre-north 
show high civicness, southern areas, especially Campania, show much 
lower levels (Sciolla & Maraviglia, 2017). However, more recent research 
shows that, especially in recent years, the non-profit sector, in particular 
the so-called third sector, has also grown in the southern regions (Memo, 
2023; Memo & Moro, 2023).

3.3 THE NON-PROFIT SECTOR AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

The non-profit sector is a complex, variegated organisational ecosystem 
that includes many diversified situations and experiences. It is therefore 
difficult to define its heterogeneity. Nevertheless, various scholars agree 
that although these organisations may differ in legal form, size and fields of 
action, they converge in a common objective, namely that of pursuing 
collective well-being outside the realm of financial gain (Della Queva et 
al., 2023; DiMaggio & Anheier, 1990).

In Italy, non-profit organisations (NPOs) operate in strategic sectors 
that have profound effects on the country’s economic and social develop
ment. These range from health to social services, education, research, 
international cooperation, culture, sport and defence of rights. Their 
range of action is increasing to include the valorisation of commons, 
environmental protection, animal protection and the promotion of social 
cohesion of local communities (ISTAT, 2024).

With regard to the welfare state, NPOs play many, sometimes ambiva
lent, roles that may be in synergy with the public body, or critical and even 
conflictual (e.g. Busso & De Luigi, 2019).

The capacity of NPOs to help individuals and communities by offering 
a model of sustainable socio-economic development centred on people 
and regional potential has often been underlined (Barbetta, 1996; 
Stoppiello et al., 2022). However, various scholars sound a note of 
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caution, warning against acritical ideological support of the non-profit 
sector. Although it champions giving, gratuitousness and altruism, this 
should not hide its organisational complexity and the power relations 
implied (Busso & Gargiulo, 2016; Moro, 2014).

Any analysis must therefore capture the nuances and contradictions with
in the world of NPOs. It is useful to recall some elements of this variegated 
world in order to pinpoint certain dynamics that may escape a simplified 
interpretation of the relationship between this sector and social capital.

A first crucial element is the tension between formality and informality. 
The use of an indicator of the distribution of NPOs (section 4) is a 
practical choice to capture the phenomenon at the provincial level, al
though it does not fully reflect the dynamics of the more informal forms of 
collective action and cooperation (Einolf et al., 2016; Eliasoph, 2013). As 
shown by recent studies, informality can be a distinctive trait of social 
participation, particularly significant not only among young people (Pitti 
et al., 2023). This dimension has important implications at a practical 
level, since it intertwines with territorial characteristics and those of the 
social contexts in which it develops. In some cases, informality can be an 
adaptive and strategic mode of action to obtain participation in contexts 
characterised by limited resources or by antagonistic approaches to formal 
systems or to regulation (Cooper, 2014).

A second element of complexity emerges from an analysis of the rela
tion between the formal act of joining an association (membership) and the 
sense of belonging to the same (belonging). In associative practice, these 
dimensions do not necessarily coincide (Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003). 
Acquiring the status of member is determined by regulations and recogni
tion procedures embedded in power relations that govern interactions 
between individuals, communities and associations. Membership commits 
subjects to the aims of the organisation and tends to be associated with the 
dimension of belonging. However, unlike the formal status, the sense of 
belonging emerges from deeper social relations and practices. According 
to Yuval-Davis (2006), it is expressed by emotional attachment and the 
sharing of ethical and political values. This affective and ethical/value- 
based dimension concerns the desire to be part of an association, irrespec
tive of the formal status of a member. It follows that an individual can be 
formally enrolled in an organisation without feeling bound to it, just as he 
can feel a strong sense of belonging without being officially a member 
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(Claridge, 2020; Drezner & Pizmony-Levy, 2021). This imbalance sug
gests that the role of NPOs as a social connecting infrastructure can have 
different configurations according to the way in which membership and 
sense of belonging are articulated. Thus, the relation between density of 
associations and social capital is not necessarily linear, but depends on the 
relational dynamics and meanings attributed to participation.

A third question concerns the increasingly nuanced borders between 
the non-profit and profit sectors. There is a gradual drift of NPOs 
towards the market model, with a progressive reduction in the differ
ences with respect to firms that operate for economic gain (Busso & 
Gargiulo, 2016). Already in the early 2000s, some scholars raised these 
questions. For example, Marcon (2002) drew attention to this transfor
mation, especially in big international NPOs, whereas de Leonardis (de 
Leonardis, 2002, p. 51) warned about “privatistic appropriation and 
removal of the public statute” of goods and corresponding interactions, 
also in the third sector. More recently, Moro (2014) demonstrated that 
being an NPO did not necessarily mean renouncing the accumulation 
of resources. With the transition from non-profit to low-profit in the 
reform of social enterprises, the new regulations made it necessary to be 
wary of acritically conceiving the non-profit sector as a world driven 
exclusively by altruism and gratuitousness, a point also raised by 
Cartocci (2007).

The results of research conducted by Segre and Zamaro (2016) offer 
further insights. The authors showed that the density and economic 
performance of NPOs are closely linked to specific contextual factors. A 
key element is the so-called territorial soft carrying capacity or the capacity 
of an area to generate new organisational initiatives through the availabili
ty of existing skills, examples and experience. Urban and territorial con
texts with higher demographic density, an articulated entrepreneurial 
fabric and positive economic indicators such as high income and employ
ment rates generate structural conditions beyond mere civic propensity, 
configuring as institutional and socio-economic ecosystems, particularly 
fertile for the emergence of new organisational initiatives.

Thus, the proliferation of NPOs should be interpreted as a phenomenon 
that responds to articulated systemic logic, not only an expression of partic
ipative vocation but the result of territorial configurations that foster specific 
forms of collective organisation (Memo, 2023; Memo & Moro, 2023).
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3.4 A GEOGRAPHY OF NON-PROFIT ORGANISATIONS IN ITALY

The data source used for the diachronic territorial reconstruction of the 
distribution of NPOs was ISTAT’s Registro degli Istituti Non Profit1 (years 
2011, 2015, 2018 and 2021), which since 2016 has adopted ISTAT’s 
permanent census strategy.2 Specifically, the indicator “Share of non-profit 
organisations” per 10,000 of population at the province level was used, 
drawing from the ISTAT database “Bes dei Territori” (BesT).3

It seems important to mention two points before commenting on the 
national, regional and provincial trends. The first regards the partial divergence 
between NPOs in the ISTAT data (the former cover a variegated range of 
situations in terms of vocation, field of operation and legal form) with respect 
to the institutions referred to in the laws on the third sector, which have 
undergone major changes in recent years. Here, we do not intend to enter the 
debate on these aspects, except to recall the difference between NPOs, which 
also contemplate political parties, unions, trade/industry/professional asso
ciations and ecclesiastical bodies, and the third sector as defined by Enabling 
Act 106/2016, which paved the way for a more complete reform of the third 
sector. A second consideration of a methodological nature concerns the choice 
of using the overall indicator of the distribution of NPOs without differentiat
ing their sectors. Although it would have been interesting to concentrate, for 
example, on voluntary organisations more directly linked to the themes of civic 
participation and social capital, this would have prevented the possibility of a 
detailed diachronic analysis at the province level due to a lack of disaggregated 
data. Regarding the study period, we concentrate on the years 2011, 2015, 

1 The population of interest is composed on NPOs, defined as “legally-constituted eco
nomic units of a private nature, with or without legal personality, that produce goods and 
services for sale or otherwise, and that on the basis of the laws in force or the organisations’ 
statutes, cannot directly or indirectly distribute profits or other gains apart from the remu
neration of work done for the founders of the organisations or their members”. According to 
this definition, examples of NPO are: recognised and non-recognised associations, founda
tions, social cooperatives and committees. Non-government organisations, voluntary orga
nisations, non-lucrative organisations of social utility (ONLUS), political parties, trade 
unions, trade/industry/professional associations, civilly recognised socially active ecclesiasti
cal bodies and social enterprises are also considered NPOs.

2 The information in the statistical records of NPOs was supplemented with data deducible 
from taxation sources, enabling us to delve further into the dynamics of the revenue of major 
NPOs as well as 5 × 1000 received.

3 https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/istat.istituto.nazionale.di.statistica/viz/ 
BES2023/ Bes2023?publish = yes.
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Table 3.1 Non-profit organisations (NPOs) per 10,000 of population at nation
al and regional level. Data for the years 2011, 2015, 2018 and 2021. Authors’ 
analysis Source BesT ISTAT

2011 2015 2018 2021 Difference 
2021–2011

Total number of NPOs 
by year

301.191 336.225 359.574 360.225 +59.034

Number of NPOs per 
10,000 of population

50 56 61 61 +11

Standard deviation of 
provinces from national 
mean

16 16 16 16 –

Highest number 
of NPOs per 
10,000 of provincial 
population

104 111 119 120 +16

Lowest number of 
NPOs per 
10,000 of provincial 
population

18 29 32 32 +14

Area Region Mean number of NPOs per 10,000 
of population

Mean 
difference 
2021–2011

North 
West

Aosta Valley 104 105 112 110 +6
Piedmont 68 73 78 78 +10
Lombardy 53 57 62 62 +9
Liguria 62 67 74 74 +12

North 
East 
(former 
white 
area)

Trentino-South 
Tyrol

100 107 113 113 +13

Friuli-Venezia 
Giulia

83 86 93 93 +10

Veneto 63 65 68 67 +4
Centre- 
North 
(former 
red area)

Emilia- Romagna 58 62 63 62 +4
Tuscany 63 70 74 72 +9
Marche 69 74 76 77 +8
Umbria 69 75 79 81 +12

Centre- 
South

Lazio 50 57 62 63 +13
Molise 57 57 66 71 +14
Abruzzo 55 59 62 65 +10
Sardinia 62 67 71 73 +11

South Campania 31 37 42 44 +13

(continued)
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2018 and 2021, chosen on the basis of data availability and data proximity to 
certain key moments in the recent history of Italy, moments that marked 
major socio-economic and political transformations that influenced the dy
namics of civic participation.4

Regarding the numbers of the non-profit sector, a first consideration is that 
significant growth occurred in the decade between censuses 2001–2011, 
accompanied by a decrease in the public sector. At the end of 2011, there 
were 12,183 (−21.8%) public organisations and 301,191 (+28,0%) NPOs.5

In 2015 and 2021, the number of NPOs continued to grow, reaching 
336,275 and 360,225, respectively.

This trend is clearly reflected in the analysis of the distribution of NPOs 
per 10,000 of population in Italy, which showed a significant positive 
trend. There were 50 NPOs per 10,000 of the population in 2011, 56 
in 2015, 61 in 2018, and 61 in 2021.

Table 3.1 shows the evolution of NPOs in Italy, including significant 
regional variations in the period 2011–2021. Examination of the main 
geographical areas reveals some noteworthy internal trends and 
divergences.

Comparison of the highest values of the provinces in 2011 and 2021 
showed an increase of 16 units. Between the regions with the highest 
densities in 2011, Trentino-Alto Adige remained in top position, though 
growth slowed. Similar trends with lower growth were shown by Friuli- 
Venezia Giulia and Piemonte, while Veneto and Lombardy maintained 
mean values above the mean of 2011.

Table 3.1 (continued)

Area Region Mean number of NPOs per 10,000 
of population

Mean 
difference 
2021–2011

Apulia 38 41 46 48 +10
Basilicata 55 57 66 66 +11
Calabria 41 43 51 54 +13
Sicily 42 43 47 49 +7

4 For more details on the reasons for this choice, see Chap. 7.
5 In 2001, they numbered 235,232.
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Fig. 3.1 Non-profit organisations (NPOs) by province. Mean number per 
10,000 of population for the years 2011, 2015, 2018 and 2021. Authors’ analysis. 
Source BesT ISTAT. Map of provinces with names: see Appendix, Sect. A
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Although there was a significant increase in the density of NPOs in the 
centre and south of Italy with respect to 2011, in 2021, some southern 
regions continued to have lower values than the northern areas.

Observing the overall temporal trend, all macro-areas recorded an 
increase in the number of NPOs per unit of population between 2011 
and 2021, albeit at different rates. The north-east continued to be the area 
with the highest mean values in all four years, followed by the north-west. 
The centre-north showed good growth, though slightly less than the 
north, whereas the centre-south and south, that were initially in lower 
positions, nevertheless improved over the period.

Focusing on the provinces (Fig. 3.1), the panorama of NPOs in Italy 
showed an intricate pattern, featuring significant differences between dif
ferent areas of the country. Analysis of the data for the ten-year period 
showed some consolidated patterns as well as some interesting changes. 
The northern provinces, especially the alpine and prealpine ones, were 
distinguished by a particularly consolidated non-profit ecosystem. Trento 
remained in top position, recording an increase from 101.8 to 120 NPOs 
in the period 2011–2021. Provinces such as Aosta, Bolzano and Gorizia 
showed a similar trend, with more significant growth in the first years of 
the decade, followed by a levelling off.

The southern provinces showed different dynamics. Naples, Caserta, 
Barletta-Andria-Trani, Foggia, Taranto and Agrigento were stably in 
the lowest positions. However, read diachronically from 2011 to 2021, 
an increment was also evident in these provinces (e.g. NPOs in the 
province of Naples increased from a mean of 18 to 32 per 10,000 of 
population).

Interestingly, Monza and Brianza—a province in northern Italy—entered 
the group of provinces with the lowest numbers of NPOs in 2021. This 
“anomaly” partly defies the consolidated pattern of exclusively southern 
provinces in the lowest positions, introducing an element of complexity for 
the interpretation of the data.

3.5 CONCLUSIONS

Analysis of the distribution of NPOs in Italy confirmed their role as an 
indicator of civic participation and of social cooperation networks. In line 
with the literature (Memo & Moro, 2023; Segre & Zamaro, 2016), the 
data showed that the non-profit sector developed more intensely in con
texts where public intervention was strong and socio-economic well-being 
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was widespread. This link helped explain the lower development of the 
non-profit sector in southern Italy, where institutions are historically 
weaker and the socio-economic context less favourable.

Territorial differences in the distribution of NPOs should not be inter
preted as a simple north-south divide, but as a reflection of organisational 
ecosystems shaped by different institutional and socio-economic settings. 
In this view, the signs of growth of NPOs in southern regions suggest the 
emergence of new participation and civic commitment that call for further 
empirical research, possibly using diversified methods.
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