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Civil Society Activism in Italy Across 

Different Fields: A Multifaceted Picture 
of Solidarity in Hard Times

Nicola Maggini and Veronica Federico

 Introduction

In Italy, the global economic crisis had a devastating impact on fragile 
populations. It created new important waves of unemployed and wors-
ened the conditions of those who were already suffering from unemploy-
ment. Especially during the 2010–2013 period, it led to severe cuts in 
welfare services, which negatively affected the most vulnerable sectors of 
society, such as people with disabilities. Furthermore, since 2014 the 
refugee crisis has dramatically and suddenly raised the number of 
migrants, thus increasing the areas of intervention, especially in the field 
of political asylum. Despite this difficult context, a web of civic 
engagement sustained by civil society organisations has been working on 
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a daily basis to mitigate the impact of economic breakdown and austerity 
policies, taking the form of both advocacy and a service provision. 
Therefore, civil society engagement has been functioning to complement 
the welfare state, a most essential role for the most vulnerable people 
(Baglioni and Giugni 2014).

Austerity and cuts led not only to anti-austerity protests but also to 
resilience and social ingenuity, deployed through a range of civil society 
organisations, social movements and social innovations according to 
empirical studies on solidarity initiatives both in Italy and in Europe 
(Andretta and Guidi 2014; Forno and Graziano 2014; Grasseni 2014; 
Kousis and Paschou 2017; Oliveri 2015; Kousis et  al. 2018; Lahusen 
et al. 2016). Furthermore, as stressed by some of these studies (Forno and 
Graziano 2014; Bosi and Zamponi 2015), during the crisis many Italian 
social movement organisations and activists altered their repertoire of 
actions at the local level in order to achieve social change. They seem to 
have abandoned the tactics of large protest events, as they did in previous 
years, and started to focus on small-scale everyday solidarity activities in 
order to transform society from below.

Moreover, the refugee crisis has accentuated the importance and 
growth of transnational solidarity organisations (TSOs) (Ataç et  al. 
2016). Older movements, such as the disability movement or the unem-
ployment/labour movements, also illustrate the importance of transna-
tional solidarity and the impact of the economic crisis. Indeed, the 
increasing importance of transnationalism has been noted by the devel-
opment of transnational-focused disability critical literature (Shildrick 
2009; McRuer 2010; Soldatic and Grech 2014).

Against this backdrop, this chapter is devoted to monitoring, analysing 
and assessing practices of Italian transnational solidarity organisations, 
such as citizens’ initiatives and networks of cooperation among civil soci-
ety actors (for instance, NGOs, churches, voluntary associations and 
cooperatives), in response to the crises, focusing on three fields of activity: 
disability, unemployment and migrants. The aim is to investigate the 
relationship between the organisational field and its environment (the 
crises), and the level of contentiousness, innovativeness and transnation-
alism of each issue-field. In this regard, we focus on differences and simi-
larities among migration, disability and unemployment TSOs in terms of 
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approaches followed (such as top-down vs. bottom-up) and type of soli-
darity provided (e.g., help/service-oriented TSOs vs. protest/policy- 
oriented TSOs), aims and perceptions of the economic crisis and the 
spread of international linkages.

Our main hypothesis is that solidarity in the three policy domains is 
strongly determined by the very field of activity, since policy domains 
influence TSOs’ perceptions of the economic crisis, their approaches and 
their level of contentiousness and transnationalism. Solidarity is domain- 
bounded (Warren 2001). Secondly, we postulate that the economic crisis 
may represent a vector of innovation (Bosi and Zamponi 2015) and of 
transnationalism, pushing Italian TSOs to look for new strategies, 
approaches, collaborations and geographical perspectives. Prior literature 
has discussed whether unexpected events, such as a crisis, are opportuni-
ties for organisational learning (Carley and Harrald 1997). In this regard, 
a study concerning the impact of the crisis on civil society organisations 
in the European Union (EU) (Shahin et al. 2013) has shown how the 
crisis implied particularly severe financial constraints for civil society 
organisations in Southern Europe. Indeed, the huge cuts in government 
spending have affected them directly, given that they were traditionally 
dependent on government funds. As a reaction to this changing environ-
ment, Southern European civil society organisations have expanded their 
collaborative networks (particularly in the field of social services) or 
acceded to EU funds (by participating in projects) as a means of ensuring 
steady funding.

The chapter elaborates on the data gathered through 30 in-depth inter-
views (10 from each target group) with representatives of innovative, 
informal Transnational Solidarity Organisations (TSOs) (Kousis et  al. 
2018) in Italy, carried out mostly in September–October 2016, under the 
TransSOL project (TransSOL 2016).1 When compiling the sample,2 we 
sought to take into account regional variety across the country. However, 
it transpired that mostly TSOs from the centre and the north of Italy 
were willing to participate in this study, while TSOs from the south of 

1 This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innova-
tion programme under grant agreement No. 649435.
2 For more information on sampling, see https://blogs.uni-siegen.de/transsol/files/2016/12/
Integrated-Report-on-Reflective-Forms-of-Transnational-Solidarity.pdf
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Italy were very difficult to convince.3 As regards the type of TSOs selected, 
most of our interviewees belong to voluntary, non-profit organisations 
with no or very few paid staff, followed by local or regional branches of 
religious organisations, and (mainly (un)employment-oriented) coopera-
tives and a trade union. Finally, we also interviewed a representative of an 
informal grassroots movement and an alternative media network (see also 
Maggini and Federico 2016).

The chapter will first provide a general overview of a variety of chal-
lenges TSOs have had to face in Italy as a consequence of the economic 
and refugee crises, looking at how the TSOs describe the legal and policy 
context in which they are embedded. Secondly, it will investigate TSOs’ 
activities, focusing on TSOs’ approach, missions and target groups, inno-
vativeness, type of solidarity provided, detecting differences and similari-
ties between policy domains. Thirdly, it will explore forms, reasons and 
rationales of TSOs’ cooperation with other civil society organisations, 
with public authorities and, finally, with foreign or international actors. 
In conclusion, we will discuss the two assumptions the present chapter is 
based on through the lens of our analysis.

 TSOs’ Descriptions of the National Context 
with Its Core Challenges

The economic and refugee crises have had a tremendous impact on Italian 
TSOs’ activities across the three fields. All interviewees highlighted the 
difficulties created or exacerbated by the economic crisis. Reflecting on 
the consequences of the crisis for both the beneficiaries and the organisa-
tions themselves, they mentioned welfare cuts, a reduction in public 
funds and donations, a reduction in employment levels and so on, but 
some added interesting insights, unveiling less patent implications4:

3 We could postulate that the reluctance of Southern Italian TSOs might be due to the fact that 
Southern Italy may be described as a typical low trust society, where the scarce presence of social 
capital engenders a low level of “trust in others” (Banfield 1967).
4 Several interviewees mentioned the cuts to the “National Fund for the Non-Self-Sufficient” (in 
2011 this fund was reduced by 75% due to budget cuts and only in 2015 was the fund brought 
back to its original 400 million euros).
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Independence and autonomy are linked to the economic situation … The 
disabled person has daily needs. The life of a disabled person’s family is also 
affected economically. Disability may create difficulties also from a profes-
sional standpoint … In addition, the disabled often have to buy new 
houses for their needs … The disability or illness in itself has a differenti-
ated impact depending on the economic situation of the disabled person’s 
family. The crisis broadens these inequalities. (Disab5 10/2016)

Austerity policies enacted in the EU are generally strongly criticised:

In Europe, the contradictions between countries have led to the wrong 
policy of austerity, unlike the US whose economy has grown. 
(Unemp2 09/2016)

The rigour of the EU has failed. (Unemp6 10/2016)

The Italian approach presents critical aspects, too, for instance, with 
regard to the lack of provision of a basic income5 and the absence of a 
“serious, robust industrial policy”.6 Moreover, the pursuit of flexibility, 
the fragmentation of the labour market and the dearth of investments to 
boost research were also pointed out as Italian weaknesses.7 To sum up:

The measures were not sufficient enough to cover the surge of new forms 
of poverty generated by the crisis. The interventions are too sectoral, and 
we lack a systematic approach. (Unemp7 10/2016)

Nonetheless, some interviewees mentioned the positive effects brought 
about by the enforcement of new policies and legislation like agribusiness 
protection, the reduction of taxes on social cooperatives and the part of 
the “Jobs Act”8 that fiscally favours permanent contracts.

5 Unemp10 10/2016.
6 Unemp6 10/2016.
7 Unemp2 09/2016.
8 The Jobs Act is the name of the labour market reform undertaken to face the crisis. It consists of 
two framework pieces of legislation (Law Decree no. 34 of 2014 and Law no. 183 of 2014) and a 
number of additional law decrees have radically redefined the legal framework of the labour market 
with the purpose of simplifying, revising the regulation of employment contracts and improving 
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Against the backdrop of a generalised, obvious perception of the eco-
nomic crisis as the cause of worsening socio-economic conditions, TSOs’ 
understanding of the context they are embedded in varies largely along 
the policy domain they are active in. Disability TSOs stressed the coher-
ence of the legal and policy framework, but they highlighted that the 
economic crisis had aggravated policy and law implementation and con-
tributed to a decrease in available funds and the related capacity to deliver 
services for disabled people. In this field, very few were the voices claim-
ing the crisis as a challenge to innovate and induce positive transforma-
tions. In recent years, some new and important legislation has been 
enforced. Of particular relevance is the law dopo di noi- after us, taking 
care of severely disabled persons after the death of their family members, 
and the reorganisation of the third sector, which has an indirect but 
strong impact on services. However, all the TSOs asserted that the prob-
lem does not lie with legislation’s deficiencies but mainly lies with its 
sound implementation.9 Interestingly, some assert that Italian devolution 
in the health sector has produced inequality of treatment:

The Region of Tuscany recognises twice as many rare diseases than the rest 
of Italy. We are lucky. But those who live in other regions, especially the 
poorest ones, are disadvantaged. (Disab4 10/2016)

Some interviewees also highlight a specific failure by the Italian legal 
framework to guarantee job placement for disadvantaged workers:

the work-life balance. Among other things, passive and active labour market policies have been 
reformed, a new form of a permanent contract with increasing protection levels has been launched 
and a new unemployment benefit scheme has been put in place. Article 18 of the Workers’ Statute, 
imposing restrictive conditions for workers’ dismissal, has been radically reviewed, eliminating the 
system of compulsory reintegration in case of unjustified dismissal for workers employed under the 
new contract system. Increased levels of job protection depend on seniority and are based on mon-
etary compensation (instead of compulsory reintegration). Opinions on the Jobs Act are, however, 
controversial: Some (especially the cooperatives) accept flexibility if accompanied by social protec-
tion and active labour market policies, while for others (specifically the unions), the flexibility is 
absolutely negative, as it leads to dismantling workers’ rights.
9 Disab5 10/2016.
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It is an outdated law, ill-suited to favour and guarantee the employment of 
disadvantaged people. It is based on a medical definition of ‘disadvantage’, 
certified by health services, and this is a very resizing approach. 
(Unemp3 09/2016)

In comparison, TSOs active in the unemployment field severely criti-
cise both a fragile and inadequate legal and policy framework and a weak 
industrial and economic infrastructure. However, in contrast to disability 
TSOs, many interviewees from unemployment TSOs also perceive the 
crisis as an opportunity to innovate the welfare system and to develop a 
solidarity-based local economy. And this was perceived as a positive leg-
acy of the crisis:

Many people have rediscovered agricultural and handicraft activities, with 
the effect of making the economic system stronger at the local level. 
(Unemp5 10/2016)

I am not pessimistic. Not everything depends on us, but a good deal! 
(Unemp6 10/2016)

At the same time, it is within the unemployment TSOs that there is 
the highest variance in the perception of the Italian government’s policy 
responses, with a clear contraposition between cooperatives and social 
enterprises more open to consider some positive aspects of policy reform, 
and trade unions and left-wing organisations fiercely against those same 
measures. In fact, optimism is not shared by everyone. Reflecting on 
rights protection and enforcement, especially socio-economic rights, one 
interviewee from a more critical TSO observed that: “Crises always lead 
to regressive phenomena” (Unemp2 09/2016).

In the immigration/refugee domain, our interviewees underline that 
the crises, and especially the “refugee crisis”, brought to the forefront the 
legal weaknesses of a very fragmented, fast-changing legal framework. At 
the same time, the “refugee crisis” altered the funding opportunities for 
TSOs. Since the beginning of 2016, there has been a significant increase 
in both the number and the funding of projects and tenders, mainly con-
cerning services for immigrants and refugees. In fact, the creation of the 
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Italian Agency for development aid in 2016 and the increased funds for 
international cooperation were also mentioned as important innova-
tions.10 Nevertheless, most interviewees emphasise that the Italian legal 
framework in this field is deficient. There is no clarity on quotas and 
regulations, and laws are often not enforced. Legally entering the country 
is difficult; thus, many migrants turn to criminal organisations, and asy-
lum applications are often abused as they are perceived as the sole mea-
sure to enter Italy legally.

In particular, interviewees strongly criticise the EU-Turkey Agreement 
on refugees with no guarantee of human rights’ respect,11 the prohibition 
of monitoring the hotspots’ system by activists to oversee the procedural 
correctness,12 the lack of a real common migration policy at an EU level 
and the lack of solidarity among member states as regards the relocation 
of refugees.13 Conversely, some judgements of the European Court on 
Human Rights are considered as positive (for instance, the prohibition of 
collective expulsions of aliens has been extended to migrants intercepted 
at sea). The problem highlighted by the interviewees is that often courts’ 
judgements remain on paper and are not implemented. The attitude of 
the then centre-left Italian government under Matteo Renzi is perceived 
as more positive than that of Eastern European governments. Particularly 
appreciated is the operation of migrants’ sea-rescue.14 However, inter-
viewees denounce the lack of a strategic and coherent plan to receive 
migrants and the slowness of the asylum proceedings.

In terms of public opinion attitudes, our interviewees generally do not 
perceive hostility towards immigrants in their local contexts,15 except in a 
northern city:

10 Migr6 10/2016.
11 Migr6 10/2016 and Migr8 10/2016.
12 Migr8 10/2016.
13 All interviewees.
14 These considerations pertain to the government of the time of the interviews. The entering into 
force of a new executive, after March 2018 general elections, radically changed the migration pol-
icy. The closure of ports for non-governmental organisations’ rescue missions and push backs 
became the flagship measure of the new government immigration policy under the coalition of the 
Five Star Movement and the right-wing party The League of the time.
15 It is crucial to point out here that since the interviews, the political and public opinion climate 
has changed dramatically. The large consensus obtained by the xenophobic party The League in the 
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Here, there is hostility towards immigrants. And after the terrorist attacks, 
even fear. (Migr5 09/2016)

Some also emphasise the importance of breaking down the walls of 
distrust and promoting solidarity, to mobilise local communities and to 
build a multi-ethnic society. In comparison, others highlight the risk that 
the weakness of the Italian welfare state could trigger a struggle among 
the poor.

In contrast to these field-specific context conditions, some important 
similarities of the three fields have emerged from our interviews. Beyond 
the criticism and the dire socio-economic conditions, the economic crisis 
is depicted by several interviewees in all three domains also as an oppor-
tunity, in particular as an opportunity to reconsider their views and to 
retrain and increase cooperation between associations. For instance, in 
the disability field, many interviewees say the crisis pushed them to 
develop new strategies based on networks of solidarity and to overcome 
the excessive particularism and parochialism that has long characterised 
the field dominated by highly disability/disease-specialised organisa-
tions.16 In fact, it was exactly the lack of funding that triggered many 
TSOs to collaborate with other civil society organisations in their field in 
order to share resources. Similarly, the crisis opened the door for unem-
ployment and refugee TSOs towards new horizontal relationships among 
TSOs, driving them to engage in tighter and more effective cooperation 
in order to face the new challenges in times of crisis. In addition to inter- 
organisational coalition building, the crisis has also forced associations 
and public authorities into tighter cooperation to compensate for the 
lack of resources and to minimise costs. However, these new  opportunities 
are not easy to grasp, and state intervention is still considered necessary:

Where there is a vacuum, there is always an opportunity, but it is difficult 
in practice. NGOs should not replace the state. (Migr6 10/2016)

2018 general elections and in the 2019 European elections on a political platform based on “Italian 
First” policy is a clear marker of this change in public opinion.
16 Disab9 10/2016 and Disab10 10/2016.
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Our motto is: We are born to die. Our aim is to oblige the institutions to 
do what we do today. (Migr4 09/2016)

In this regard, some interviewees in both the unemployment and the 
disability fields stress the importance of subsidiarity. This does not mean 
that civil society organisations should replace the state. Instead, TSOs 
advocate for a fruitful collaboration between the state and the third sec-
tor, especially in welfare services’ delivery:

The future is subsidiarity, however, the state must implement measures to 
promote job placement. (Unemp3 09/2016)

In other words, a new civil society activism should not be an excuse for 
public authorities to negate their responsibility by not providing welfare 
services. Moreover, “if the state has less money, you could activate solidar-
ity from below. But this happens only where there is a favourable cultural 
substratum” (Disab5 10/2016).

 Activities: Missions and Target Groups

Against the backdrop of common overarching, broad goals of the inter-
viewed TSOs in the three fields under review (combating discrimination, 
helping others and promoting social integration), we have observed a 
certain variation in terms of the type of solidarity provided and approach 
followed depending on the policy domains, detecting differences and 
similarities. The pattern of differences and similarities is neither regular 
nor homogeneous across the fields.

 TSOs’ Approach

In both the unemployment and the disability fields, most of the TSOs 
choose the top-down approach of providing goods and services to their 
beneficiaries, but at the same time, they offer solidarity activities based on 
mutual help and support between groups (especially in the disability 
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field). Indeed, almost all TSOs in the disability sector are formed of dis-
abled people and their families (and one of them was originally a self-help 
group which turned into a non-profit organisation). Thus, many inter-
viewees either are disabled people or are relatives of people with 
disabilities:

I decided to join the association to seek answers. My daughter is afflicted 
by multiple sclerosis. (Disab3 09/2016)

I joined 26 years ago for personal reasons: my son has spina bifida. The 
association has filled an absolute void that we as parents experience […] It 
provides real opportunities that allow us to work not only for our child, but 
also for others, and this is gratifying. It is a healthy selfishness. 
(Disab4 10/2016)

Similarly, mutual help characterises many TSOs within the unemploy-
ment field, especially cooperatives and trade unions. Conversely, only 
one of the migration TSOs provides solidarity activities based on mutual 
help, a migrants’ association that pursues the promotion of Arab culture 
and intercultural exchanges to raise awareness of Moroccan culture 
among the second generation of immigrants and to defend women’s 
rights. This difference with respect to the other fields can be explained by 
the fact that most of the TSOs in the migration field that have been inter-
viewed are formed by Italians, not by immigrants. In this regard, scholars 
have stressed the contentious and thus political nature of many solidarity 
movements across the globe that address refugee and migrant needs (Ataç 
et al. 2016). Thus, it is unsurprising that belonging to migration TSOs is 
driven, above all, by political-ideal motivations rather than by mutual 
help between people of the same ethnic background.

 TSOs’ Mission

A large majority of interviewed TSOs tend to combine services providing 
and advocacy and public awareness raising, but the level of engagement 
in the two activities, the kind of services and the type of advocacy are dif-
ferent in the three policy domains.
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Predictably, the picture of services offered to their beneficiaries is quite 
diverse among and within each issue-field. As regards migration TSOs, 
they offer services of first and second reception, legal advice, medical care, 
training and job placement, Italian language courses, Arabic courses for 
second-generation speakers, information activities (conferences, semi-
nars, reports, videos, radio) and activities to increase public awareness of 
migrants’ rights, lobbying and influencing, projects promoting fair trade 
and international cooperation, social communication projects, training 
for lawyers and social workers, intercultural dialogue and exchanges, and 
so forth.

Similarly, disability TSOs provide a rather diverse range of services: 
personal services (home support, counselling, home physiotherapy, sports 
and Shiatsu massages for the disabled), information activities (confer-
ences, seminars, magazines, websites) and activities to increase public 
awareness, training of volunteers, conferences and seminars for doctors, 
donations to research, specialist training, specialised libraries and disabil-
ity resource centres, school and job placement, selection of technological 
aids, fiscal services, calculation of pensions, legal/medical advice, support 
for the aggravation of a disease and its legal recognition, information 
points in hospitals, and so forth.

Finally, the typical activities and services provided by unemployment 
TSOs are disadvantaged people’s work placement (e.g., through the col-
lection and supply of medical mobility devices, the production and sale 
of organic fruit and vegetables), political and union workers’ representa-
tion, political and union cooperatives’ representation, business services 
(such as legal and financial services), staff retraining, job training, infor-
mation campaigns and political mobilisation through the radio, and 
the like.

When the analysis moves to the balance between service providing and 
advocacy activities, an interesting difference emerges between disability- 
related TSOs on the one hand and TSOs within the unemployment field 
on the other. While in the disability field TSOs are focused more or less 
equally on both service delivery and lobbying, in the unemployment field 
there is a clearer distinction between organisations that prioritise either 
help and service orientation (religious organisations and social coopera-
tives) or protest and policy orientation (e.g., an alternative radio network, 
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a trade union and a league of cooperatives). The former are more inter-
ested in providing services to their beneficiaries, whereas the latter are 
more concerned with lobbying and political issues, having also more gen-
eral aims linked to social change, economic democracy and social justice.

Between these two poles, there is the migration field, where some 
organisations are more help-oriented (especially religious organisations 
and social cooperatives), whereas others are more policy-oriented and 
reflect a more contentious approach (especially the informal grassroots 
group and, to a certain extent, some non-profit organisations). However, 
even those more help-oriented organisations are interested in lobbying 
and advocacy, and those more policy-oriented ones also provide concrete 
help to migrants and refugees.

Here again, the field of activity does not simply influence the kind of 
services provided by TSOs (and this is predictable), but it also influences 
the blend of services and advocacy and, finally, their approach to lobby-
ing and advocating.

 Beneficiaries

Across the three issue-fields, TSOs’ beneficiaries are mainly local and 
regional residents and, to a smaller extent, national ones, even in the 
migration field, with the exception of a few TSOs that are also very active 
abroad, caring for migrants and refugees in other countries (or in their 
country of origin).

Unsurprisingly, TSOs’ solidarity actions are oriented towards benefi-
ciaries belonging to their issue-field: For unemployment TSOs, the target 
groups are the unemployed (both in general terms and within special 
groups of unemployed), workers and (in one case) cooperatives; within 
the migration field, the target groups are, obviously, migrants, refugees, 
asylum seekers and persons in need of international protection, and 
finally for disability TSOs, the target groups are disabled people and their 
families.

Nevertheless, there are some beneficiaries crosscutting issue-fields. 
This especially affects TSOs within the unemployment field: Among the 
disadvantaged unemployed, there are physically and mentally disabled, 
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drug addicts and detainees. Moreover, most of the interviewed TSOs in 
the unemployment field have foreign people among their beneficiaries, 
and a local chapter of a religious organisation deals with migrant job 
orientation and training. Within the migration field, some organisations 
also deal with victims of torture, female victims of trafficking, unaccom-
panied minors and ethnic minorities (Roma and Sinti). Most of the 
TSOs are not focused on a specific ethnicity, with the exception of the 
aforementioned migrants’ association founded by Moroccan women. In 
short, its solidarity actions are not exclusively directed towards members 
of the association:

We are open to everybody: men and women, both Italian and of Arab cul-
ture. (Migr9 10/2016)

Conversely, in the disability field the target groups are only the dis-
abled and their families. Nonetheless, (almost) all the TSOs of our sam-
ple have foreigners as beneficiaries, members or volunteers. Foreign 
people with disabilities face additional problems and difficulties (such as 
claiming for family reunification). Interviewees recognise that disabled 
migrants come to Italy because in their country their right to health and 
to a decent life is not guaranteed. This is particularly true for migrants 
afflicted with rare diseases. Many interviewees also stressed that foreign-
ers are often single women showing an untrusting and diffident attitude, 
revealing an instrumental approach towards the association:

They take everything they need and then disappear. They hardly take part 
in the life of the association [...] This is because they think that one day we 
can ask back what we have offered […] They are not aware of their rights. 
(Disab4 10/2016)

Very interestingly, only a few TSOs are involved in solidarity activities 
towards disabled people as such, whereas most of TSOs are focused on 
specific disabilities: the blind, people with hydrocephalus and spina 
bifida, people affected by multiple sclerosis, people with SLA, maimed 
people. This reveals a strong specialisation and sectorialisation, increasing 
the risk of the fragmentation of disabled people’s interests. Harsh 
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competition for private and public financial resources is another serious 
consequence of this fragmentation. Many activists are conscious of these 
dangers:

In Italy associations in the field of disability are still highly fractioned along 
pathologies and forms of disability. This is quite obvious on the one hand, 
but problematic on the other because it tends to prevent the establishment 
of a strong group of interest, whose voice could be louder in the public 
sphere. If we were less divided, we could achieve more strategic goals. 
(Disab1 09/2016)

There is the risk that everyone just thinks of his/her own backyard with a 
war among the poor. (Disab6 10/2016)

There is the danger of particularism and ‘trends’, if each association focuses 
on its own benefits and backyard […]. This is a problem for true solidarity. 
(Disab4 10/2016)

In terms of solidarity, what is interesting, however, is that the sectori-
alisation of disability TSOs does not match with a chauvinistic “pro- 
members” attitude: In most cases, these solidarity actions towards people 
with (specific) disabilities are not exclusively restricted to the association’s 
membership (although members sometimes receive special treatment).17 
Membership is not very important in terms of financing (membership 
fees are often nothing more than symbolic). Membership remains rele-
vant, nonetheless: “The members’ weight is of crucial importance in lob-
bying and campaigning” (Disab3 09/2016). Moreover, “membership is 
important to develop a sense of belonging to the group” (Disab4 
10/2016). But “some members instrumentally join the association for 
individual goals rather than for collective ones” (Disab2 09/2016).

 Innovativeness

Regardless of the issue-field, the majority of interviewed TSOs developed 
innovative practices as a response to societal challenges such as the 

17 Disab2 09/2016.
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economic and refugee crisis, austerity measures and welfare retrench-
ment. Most of our interviewees across the three fields say that they have 
produced innovative solutions to meet the increasing needs of their ben-
eficiaries in terms of content, communication and kind of help offered, 
as highlighted by several interviewees in the unemployment field:

Our organisation was created around the innovative idea of providing 
medical mobility devices at a controlled price meeting a local need. 
(Unemp3 09/2016)

The most innovative project is a business project of local farming products 
that are marketed on a web portal […] It works pretty well. 
(Unemp5 10/2016)

In response to the crisis, we support the transformation of workers from 
companies in financial crisis into co-operators, that is, into collective entre-
preneurs. (Unemp6 10/2016)

Innovativeness in solidarity activities has been fostered by the crisis 
also in the disability field. Only two interviewees explicitly affirmed that 
their activities do not present any innovativeness, whereas another inter-
viewee maintained that innovative activities occur at the national level 
(for instance, the organisation’s headquarters elaborated very detailed 
reports on the disease and the related rights), but not at the local level.

Innovativeness is perceived either in terms of content or in terms of 
communication: petitions, videos, awareness campaigns with the support 
of national newspapers and social networks, promotional tours and the-
atre performances for children and so forth. Among the innovative prac-
tices: a “wheelchair tour” visiting the places where major accidents at 
work took place was organised by a victim of an accident at work to raise 
awareness of safety; the Ice Bucket Challenge largely adopted as a fundrais-
ing and awareness campaign; and a new approach to services for disabled 
people based not on what can be offered but on the real needs of the 
person. Sometimes, innovation lies in the methodology: The disabled are 
not simply beneficiaries, but they actively participate in every aspect of 
the association’s life. This entails no asymmetry between helper and 
receiver according to a rights-based approach to foster empowerment and 

 N. Maggini and V. Federico



77

capacity building. Moreover, in one case, the very association rooted its 
origins in innovativeness, namely the idea of creating a documentation 
centre on disability 30 years ago when there were no documentation cen-
tres on disability:

Three guys thought: What can we do for society? … and not just: What 
can society do for us? (Disab6 10/2016)

Most of the interviewees within the migration field also stated that 
their group produced innovative solutions to meet the increasing needs 
of their beneficiaries in terms of content, communication, kind of help 
offered, capacities (expressly, the launch of new practices and the devel-
opment of transnational ties) and processes (especially non-institutional 
means). Among the most interesting and original examples are a system 
of diffused hospitality, where migrants are hosted in small apartments 
with the purpose of reducing the impact on local communities and 
encouraging dialogue and social inclusion, and counter-information 
campaigns to document the dramatic dis-homogeneity of the reception 
centres.

Moreover, a TSO has an interesting project to encourage entrepre-
neurship among migrant women in the wake of a fair trade project 
already developed in Morocco with the collaboration of an Italian univer-
sity. The idea is to create a cooperative of women based in an Italian city 
that will run a “Moroccan-style Hamman” using cosmetics (especially the 
famous Argan oil) produced by a partner women’s cooperative in 
Morocco. Finally, a group of independent journalists and activists 
launched an innovative political and social campaign along the migratory 
routes in the Balkans and in Greece (for instance, in the refugee camp of 
Idomeni) to install parables providing access to Wi-Fi for migrants to 
communicate with their families, submit asylum demands and mobilise 
from below.

From past experience, we have understood the importance of communicat-
ing for migrants. […] Surely this campaign has been a novelty. […] We 
want to build a policy agenda from below to advocate for the enforcement 
of fundamental rights for everyone. (Migr8 10/2016)
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This campaign is a clear example of how actions can assume differ-
ent features in terms of innovativeness: as new activities resulting from 
a learning process, as new supporting communication and networking 
activities, as new activities geared to empowering, activating and inte-
grating target groups to enable self-initiative, self-representation, 
self-reliance.

 Cooperation: Forms, Reasons and Rationales

 Cooperation with Other Civil Society Organisations

Interviewed TSOs are active at the local and regional level/s or are local 
branches of national organisations. In the local context, they have devel-
oped collaborative relationships with a variety of other organisations: 
non-profit/NGO/voluntary organisations, trade unions, cooperatives, 
religious organisations, grassroots movements and activists. In general, 
our interviewees recognise the importance and benefits of cooperation: 
“It is useful to work in a network perspective” (Unemp7 10/2016).

Interviewed TSOs collaborate mostly with other organisations that 
operate in the same policy domain. The specificity of migration TSOs 
emerges here: Most of these associations deal with migrants, but there are 
also interlinkages with other organisations like Emergency18 and trade 
unions, with international cooperation NGOs and with associations 
focusing on battered women and minors (namely Save the Children). 
Here, a clear difference between charity/practical help/service TSOs and 
protest/social movement/policy-oriented TSOs emerges. The latter cooper-
ate regularly with informal groups, grassroots movements and squats, 
whereas the former cooperate primarily with formal voluntary organisa-
tions and NGOs, trade unions, cooperatives and religious organisations. 
This distinction relies on the fact that policy-oriented TSOs have a more 
contentious and political approach than charities and “practical 
help” TSOs.

18 One of the most famous Italian independent organisations providing medical treatment to the 
victims of wars, landmines and poverty worldwide.
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Most of the disability TSOs are local branches of national organisa-
tions, and their collaborations often involve associations caring for simi-
lar disabilities. This seems to confirm the trend of the thematic 
specialisation of disability organisations that we discussed earlier and its 
inherent risk of particularism. Rarely do these associations develop col-
laborative relationships with organisations active in different policy 
domains, that being so, only one respondent disclosed their collaboration 
with migrant associations: “We share the theme of diversity” (Disab6 
10/2016).

The exceptionality of this association is not accidental: It is one of the 
few organisations working on disability in general, boosted by a robust 
and broad understanding of solidarity, based on rights and not on charity, 
which may justify the interest in collaborating with entities active in dif-
ferent policy domains.19

 Cooperation with Public Authorities

Our respondents, regardless of the issue-field, are also inclined to collabo-
rate with public authorities, primarily municipalities and regions, as these 
are the government levels primarily responsible for either service delivery 
or policy-making in the relevant policy domains. For instance, they par-
ticipate in tenders funded by local authorities aimed at providing social 
services, training, and job placement, and they are part of local discussion 
fora, bargaining tables, community services and training of caregivers 
and so forth. Furthermore, some migration TSOs are involved in the 
System of Protection for Asylum Seekers and Refugees (SPRAR) that 
ensures “integrated reception” activities to asylum seekers and people 
entitled to international protection. The SPRAR Central Service was 

19 We might be tempted to assume that a broader scope mission would entail a larger organisation’s 
network and more frequent collaborations with partner organisations. However, we learn from 
literature (Alexander 1995: 317) that the relationship between mission scope and network charac-
teristics is more complicated than a simple observation, since the way the mission scale and type 
affect the collaboration network in both quantity and quality is complex and multifaceted. Our 
sample is too small to inquire into such complexity, and further, a more in-depth research is 
required to draw reasonable conclusions. Yet we cannot abstain from observing that this seems an 
interesting analytical perspective.
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established by the Ministry of Interior—Department of Immigration 
and Civil Liberties—entrusting the National Association of Italian 
Municipalities (ANCI) with its management.

In general, our interviewees claim to have good relations with the local 
institutions (“They need us because they cannot meet all the needs they 
should care for, and we want to be part of the game to try and change the 
status quo”20) with a few interesting exceptions, especially regarding the 
migration area. Here, there is a clear cleavage between help-oriented 
TSOs, which show a more collaborative approach towards public institu-
tions, and protest and policy-oriented TSOs, which have more confron-
tational and conflictual relations.

The quality of the relationship with public authorities heavily depends 
on the authorities’ political connotation, and this is easily understand-
able. The most political TSOs tend to have very conflictual relations with 
right-wing authorities.

Having good relations with public institutions is not surprising as for 
TSOs within the disability and unemployment area. In these two policy 
domains, the cleavage between help-oriented and policy-oriented is not 
very relevant. In both cases, TSOs are involved in lobbying and advocacy 
campaigns and are not heavily politicised (with the exception of the alter-
native radio network that has a radical and contentious approach, based 
on communist ideals) and have a pragmatic and collaborative approach:

Our association is not only assertive, but also proactive. It is important to 
cooperate with the institutions. (Disab5 10/2016)

Interestingly, the trade union has both collaborative and conflictual 
relationships with political institutions, and this is in line with the typical 
approach of this specific union (which is a “traditional” trade union with 
a clear left-wing political vision) at both national and local levels.

Beyond factual collaboration, the interdependence with public author-
ities lies also in the fact that across the three fields, most of the inter-
viewed organisations are financed by public money through income-tax 
donations (a specific measure of the Italian fiscal system designed to 

20 Migr1 07/2016.
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support civil society and religious organisations). Noticeably, however, 
public funds are not exclusive and in several cases not even the most rel-
evant forms of financing, such as banking foundations’ donations, mem-
bership fees, fundraising events (in the disability and migration area), 
crowdfunding and participation in public tenders (in the migration field, 
with the exception of one interviewee who stated that they refuse to be 
funded by public authorities, preferring to maintain their independence) 
are concurrent sources of funds and resources. Finally, most of the TSOs 
in the unemployment area (especially cooperatives) support their activi-
ties through the market.

 Transnational Cooperation

Systematically collaborating with foreign or international entities is quite 
rare among the interviewees. Indeed, few TSOs have stable international 
linkages (except those in the migration field), but most have participated 
in ad hoc European/international projects or have indirect linkages to 
European/supranational networks through national organisations to 
which they belong. Small TSOs have more difficulties in developing 
international activities. The most important factor for supranational con-
nections seems to lie in the TSOs’ size and not their institutionalisation: 
Indeed, one of the most active TSOs at the international level is a large 
informal grassroots group. Curiously, despite their inability to maintain 
stable transnational collaborations, all the TSOs acknowledge the impor-
tance of transnational solidarity (especially in the migration field).21

As was the case for the large majority of the analysed aspects, each 
issue-field shows its specificity for transnational engagement. TSOs in the 
migration area are those that have more stable international linkages: 
Most of the organisations cooperate in a structured way with organisa-
tions based abroad; they participate in projects in other European or non- 
European countries, or they belong to transnational organisations. The 
international collaborations are developed with diverse foreign partners: 

21 “The problem is European and it is important to create European networks to exchange informa-
tion and best practices, to share responsibilities […]. Although sometimes there is no unity in terms 
of claims and political vision” (Migr8 10/2016).

3 Civil Society Activism in Italy Across Different Fields… 



82

NGOs, cooperatives and Caritas, transnational NGOs such as “Doctors 
Without Borders”, grassroots informal groups and platforms like 
“Welcome to Europe”.

Conversely, small voluntary non-profit organisations have only occa-
sional exchanges with foreign partners (or some of their members partici-
pate individually in international activities), or they are included in 
international networks through umbrella organisations of which they are 
members.

Solidarity in itself is conceived in international terms in the field of 
migration, as the European level is perceived crucial for any policy- 
oriented mission.22

The local level is important because integration takes place at the local 
level. The European level is important for orientation, information 
exchange, advocacy, exchange of good practices. (Migr7 10/2016)

We have to start from the local level, but then we need to take action on 
several levels […] Solidarity must be transnational […] Freedom of move-
ment for all. (Migr4 09/2016)

TSOs in both disability and unemployment areas do not cooperate in 
a structured manner with foreign organisations. Occasionally, they par-
ticipate in ad hoc projects in other countries or, in the case of the most 
institutionalised organisations, have indirect international linkages 
through national organisations to which they belong.

Those who have directly participated in European projects stress the 
importance of transnational solidarity interlinkages:

The idea of exiting the ‘already known’ is important. It was positive to capi-
talise on our experience by creating partnerships with foreign experiences. 
(Disab6 10/2016)

Even if most of these TSOs are not directly active abroad, they recog-
nise the importance of transnational cooperation, claiming that solidarity 

22 “The sole local and national levels are not sufficient. European campaigns on migrants are 
needed” (Migr6 10/2016).
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with disabled people or with the unemployed and workers should not be 
restrained to local or national levels, but should also take place at the 
European and international levels. In the two domains, the supranational 
dimension as an arena for policy advocating is much less relevant than in 
the migration field.23 For disability and unemployment TSOs, having 
transnational networks represents, first of all, a source of exchange and 
lesson-learning occasion:

Through comparison with other countries, it is possible to improve what is 
done locally … for example, what concerns the architectural barriers… 
(Disab5 10/2016)

It would be better to develop international collaboration to have better 
knowledge of neighbouring regions and to share information on best prac-
tices. (Disab7 10/2016)

It is important to create networks of solidarity and action at an interna-
tional level […]. The cooperative movement is grounded in the value of 
solidarity. (Unemp6 10/2016)

However, many TSOs are small associations and this is a problem for 
the development of strong transnational solidarity networks:

A transnational network would be useful, but our cooperative is too small. 
(Unemp5 10/2016)

They all, regardless of their policy domain, emphasise that the path to 
international solidarity is still very long and hard (and some maintain 
that this is the case at the national level, too).

23 But with some interesting exceptions, as “Unity is strength. ‘A nut in a bag does not make noise’” 
(Disab8 10/2016), and “National policies are fundamental, but it is necessary to have more and 
more transnational regulatory mechanisms” (Unemp2 09/2016).
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 Conclusions: Main Findings and Implications

The disability TSOs we spoke with are more help/service-oriented; even 
though many of them are also interested in lobbying and advocacy, they 
mainly follow a top-down approach of providing services to their benefi-
ciaries while creating solidarity relations based on mutual help and sup-
port. In this policy domain, the internal variability is lower than in the 
other two fields and especially, if compared to the unemployment field, 
where there is a clearer distinction between help/service-oriented TSOs 
and protest/policy-oriented TSOs. In the unemployment area, unions (of 
workers or cooperatives) are focused more on lobbying than on help, 
whereas social cooperatives and religious organisations are help/
service-oriented.

Contentious TSOs are present in the field of both unemployment and 
migration but absent in the field of disability, where a more pragmatic, 
non-politicised approach prevails. A clear left-wing orientation emerges, 
conversely, among some TSOs in the unemployment and migration 
fields. In the former, some TSOs explicitly aim at social justice, intergen-
erational mutualism, equal opportunities, economic democracy and 
labour empowerment. In the latter, many TSOs present a universalistic 
conception of solidarity—“solidarity for all human beings” (Arendt 1972; 
Brunkhorst 2005)—based on social justice and rights vindication.

All our interviewees stress the negative consequences of the crisis in 
terms of cuts to the welfare state, reduction of funds (also from private 
donors) and increasing inequality. Most of the interviewees strongly criti-
cise the austerity measures enacted to face the crisis, with severe conse-
quences, especially for disadvantaged people. Furthermore, the crisis 
resulted in cuts in public investments and investments in innovation: 
Entrepreneurs were not willing to take the risk of innovation and this had 
a devastating impact on the labour market. Moreover, the crisis has led to 
short-term political intervention for reasons of consensus, at the expense 
of longer-term goals:

But innovation requires a longer time-span than the five year mandate of 
the mayor! The crisis could have been the occasion for a radical re- 
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foundation of our society, but unfortunately, it has not happened. 
(Migr3 09/2016)

And yet, most of the TSOs perceive the crisis as an opportunity to 
reconsider their views, to innovate and to increase cooperation between 
associations. As regards the latter aspect, the crisis incentivised, for 
instance, TSOs in the disability field, to collaborate and share resources, 
thus overcoming the excessive parochialism that has long characterised 
the field dominated by highly disability/disease-specialised organisations. 
Services offered to disabled persons have also become much more ori-
ented towards their actual needs. Moreover, in several disability TSOs, 
the disabled are no longer treated as passive beneficiaries. Instead, they 
are increasingly involved as active participants in the various aspects of 
the association’s life. This development suggests a shift from a top-down 
charity perspective to more equality- and empowerment-oriented rela-
tions “at eye-level”. Sometimes, the crisis also led to solidarity-based prac-
tice innovations, like the “pact” between some Italian and Greek social 
movements: material support and help in exchange for a new repertoire 
of actions and fresh information. The crisis, to a certain extent, has been 
a trigger and an opportunity for organisational learning and for expand-
ing collaborative networks between civil society organisations (also Carley 
and Harrald 1997; Shahin et al. 2013).

The in-depth interviews confirm, therefore, our principal assumption 
that solidarity attitudes, practices, discourses and actions are strongly 
influenced by the policy domain in which the TSOs are active. Despite a 
number of similarities, our data suggest that the field of activity strongly 
determines TSOs nature and activities (see also Warren 2001). These 
field-specific differences might be explained in a threefold way. Firstly, 
the type of vulnerabilities and beneficiaries is important in itself: It makes 
a difference whether one is disabled (with a specific deficiency) or unem-
ployed or a migrant in terms of approach and type of actions that TSOs 
have to adopt to deal with specific needs and differentiated demands for 
social protection. Secondly, field-specific differences are shaped by the 
historic legacies of TSOs within different organisational fields. For 
instance, path-dependency is clear as regards the more fractionalised his-
tory of disability TSOs, or the higher degree of politicisation of 
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unemployed TSOs: The former potentially stems from the tradition of 
disabled self-help groups, whereas for the latter, the role played by union-
isation is key. Thirdly, across-field (and sometimes within-field) fragmen-
tation is strengthened by public policies framing fields of activity 
externally. In this regard, political opportunity structure literature (Kriesi 
2004; Tilly and Tarrow 2006; Cinalli and Giugni 2011, 2014) has 
stressed how civil society organisations’ activities do not occur in a vac-
uum; conversely, they are likely to be influenced by specific characteris-
tics of the context (including public policies) in which they operate.

In contrast, our findings provide a more mixed picture as regards the 
second hypothesis about the crisis being a vector of both innovation and 
transnationalism. According to the insights we gained, these two aspects 
have to be treated in a more differentiated way. As previously mentioned, 
the research results clearly show that the crisis has obliged the TSOs we 
spoke with to change: either extending their range of action or increasing 
the number of their beneficiaries, either searching for different solutions 
to new needs or modifying their repertory of actions, as stressed also by 
other studies (Forno and Graziano 2014; Bosi and Zamponi 2015). Our 
interlocutors have defined these changes in terms of innovation; there-
fore, we shall conclude that the crisis led TSOs to search for new strate-
gies and new approaches, even though innovation does not necessarily lie 
at the centre of all our TSOs’ interests. Discussing whether these new 
strategies and approaches are truly innovative per se is more complex, and 
it is beyond the scope of our research at this stage. In any case, our results 
are in line with those of several empirical studies on solidarity initiatives 
both in Italy and in Europe that have stressed how austerity and cuts led 
not only to anti-austerity protests but also to resilience, social ingenuity 
and social innovations (Andretta and Guidi 2014; Forno and Graziano 
2014; Grasseni 2014; Kousis and Paschou 2017; Oliveri 2015; Kousis 
et al. 2018; Lahusen et al. 2016).

In comparison, effective transnational solidarity actions remain mar-
ginal, even if transnationalism is recognised as the appropriate dimension 
for solidarity strategies, practices and policy-making. In fact, very few 
interviewees affirm that they regularly collaborate with foreign partners. 
The large majority of interviewed TSOs lacks the resources and skills to 
develop international partnerships and does not go beyond mentioning 
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the theoretical importance of transnational solidarity and supranational 
responsibilities. In times of multiple domestic crises, responding to local 
and regional needs and demands has top priority, leaving little room for 
engaging in more far-reaching transnational activities. From this perspec-
tive, our study suggests that the crisis was not an effective vector of trans-
nationalisation of Italian civil society activism in the three analysed fields 
of vulnerability.
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