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Introduction  

 

In March 2014, when I took over as Minister of Economic Development, I inherited a wide range 
of challenges, opportunities and emergencies from previous administrations. Recalling the 
process of exploration and fast learning that I experienced in my first week in office, I remember 
with pleasure that one of the acts with which I started my term in office was the submission to 
the Italian Parliament of the first annual report on the implementation of the policy on 
innovative startups.  

Based on an express provision of the law, I was required to report on regulatory developments 
and the first impact analyses of legislation that at the time resembled nothing so much as a large 
building site. Faced with a legislative package that was starting to take off, about a subject, that 
of promoting new innovative business ventures, which I thought was essential for strengthening 
the competitiveness of the national economic fabric, I favoured a gradual approach based on 
continuity with ongoing actions. The months that followed the submission of the first report 
were characterised both by a consolidation of existing initiatives as well as by a growing 
expansion of the range of measures to support new innovative business ventures.  

With regard to the former, there was a continuation of hidden but vital work based on 
monitoring the signals coming from the ecosystem. This included discussions with market 
participants and replies to requests for information from citizens and companies. It was possible 
to resolve interpretative doubts raised by a number of parties in relation to the legislation ɀ 
through the drafting of circulars, guides and explanatory documents and the development of 
procedural simplifications. This was a natural result of legislation characterised by strong 
innovative elements and its widespread communication throughout the regions, often in 
collaboration with the Chambers of Commerce. Solid, meticulous, comprehensive and continuous 
work. 

However, we needed to implement new initiatives to raise the level of ambition, to accelerate the 
process of catching up with our international competitors that our ecosystem has undertaken in 
recent years, and to implement its own original features.  

The Italia Startup Visa and Italia Startup Hub programmes date back to June and December 
2014 respectively. These programmes revolutionised ɀ by simplifying, accelerating and putting 
them online ɀ the procedures that allow the attraction and retention of talent from outside 
Europe to our country. Those who choose our country to start their innovative enterprises can 
open up and enrich our ecosystem. 

Then, the "Investment Compact" Decree-Law, which was converted into a law in March 2015, 
introduced the new procedure that allows entrepreneurs to establish innovative startups online. 
This can be done without the need to use external professionals, with lower costs and digitally  
signed articles of incorporation. The same measure also enhanced the programme on innovative 
startups, bringing the period for which the subsidies are applicable up to five years. 

However, it was through another provision of the Investment Compact that public action to 
strengthen the innovations ecosystem achieved the most significant breakthrough since the 
Growth Decree 2.0 at the end of 2012. This was the provision related to innovative SMEs. This 
provision extended a large part of the measures already provided for the benefit of innovative 
startups to a potentially much broader target, comprising all small and medium-sized 
companies operating in the field of innovation, regardless of their  date of establishment, 
formulation of corporate purpose or level of development. With this sort of legislation aimed at 
stimulating new businesses, startups and innovative SMEs are just two evolutionary stages of a 
sequential and coherent process. Through it, the Government wishes not only to facilitate the 
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starting phase but also, after two years, to accelerate the strengthening and growth in size of all 
companies with a strong focus on innovation among the SMEs, which form the backbone of our 
economy. 

Having reached the second edition of this report, I am therefore firmly convinced that in recent 
months, public actions in favour of the national ecosystem of innovative business ventures have 
gained further strength and effectiveness. The rapid and sustained growth of innovative 
startups, of which ample evidence is given in the following pages, will allow the reader to assess 
this evaluation objectively and scientifically . 

At the end of August 2015, there were 4,511 innovative startups, 1,391 more than at the end of 
2014 and 2,792 more than the number recorded at the end of February 2014 in the previous 
report to Parliament. Figures like these illustrate the high level of attention that the innovation 
ecosystem is paying to the policy, its increasing appearance in public discussions about 
innovation, and its gradual dissemination through the regulatory instruments used to promote 
investment in innovations.  

This is a growing recognition, which is clearly perceptible all over Italy, when one considers that, 
on average, 40 new innovative companies are set up each week from Milan to Palermo, which 
further expand the number of companies in the special section of the Registry that gives access to 
the incentives system. Eight provinces are now giving a permanent home to over 100 innovative 
startups. The figures show three particular  areas of concentration, in the cities of Turin, Rome 
and Milan, the latter now being able to proudly stand up to competition with major European 
cities. There is also a significant presence of innovative startups in the South, where the province 
of Naples ranks fifth among the provinces of Italy in terms of startup numbers. 

This phenomenon, it should be added, has started to show figures that are significant, including 
those for employment trends and, more generally, in terms of size as well. According to data 
from the Chamber of Commerce, on 30 June 2015, innovative startups employed 20,800 workers 
(16,861 shareholders ɀ one may assume that the shareholders are directly involved in their 
companies ɀ and 3,924 employees). This was about 2,900 more than in the previous quarter and 
over 5,800 more when compared to late 2014.  

Between 2013 and 2014, we have also witnessed an increase in the number of companies with 
employees (from 634 to 1,010), accompanied by an increase in the average number of employees 
(3.2 to 3.4).  

Also as at mid-2015, 461 startups were able to attract bank loans using the simplified and free 
procedure provided by the Guarantee Fund for SMEs, for a total amount of Α198 million. This 
was an average of Α306,000 per loan, a particularly high figure considering that they are high-
risk companies and that traditional companies are having continuing difficulties in accessing 
credit. 

Encouraging signs also came from the data on tax incentives for investments in startup equity. In 
2013, the first year of operation, 844 taxpayers (individuals and companies), directly or 
indirectly, invested resources amounting to Α28.2 million. This data shows a good start for one of 
the main tools of the "startup package". I am confident that the next report, which will analyse 
the transactions in 2014 (the period when the number of startups achieved higher figures), will  
confirm a significant impact on the equity investment market. Further impetus will also be 
offered by the enhancing of the rules about incentives, with a broadening of the range of 
investments eligible for subsidy and a simplification of procedures. This development was made 
possible by the new European Commission guidelines on state aid, which were published in the 
summer of 2014. 
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Despite the great efforts that have been made and these very encouraging figures, many 
challenges persist. Three challenges remain above all: 

1. To internationalise the Italian ecosystem of innovative entrepreneurship, make it more 
att ractive to the international flow of human and financial capital, and improve its 
recognition globally. I have already mentioned the Italia Startup Visa and Hub programmes, 
which revolutionised the procedures for granting visas and residence permits for self-
employment to the advantage of talented people from outside Europe who want to start 
high-tech companies in our country, but that is far from all. The recent launch of a 
collaboration between the Italian Investment Fund and the European Investment Bank, the 
agreement signed with France in May 2015 for the submission of joint investment projects 
under the Juncker Plan, the Italian contribution towards creating a Single Digital Market for 
the European Union, membership of initiatives such as the Policy Tracker Startup Manifesto, 
a valuable mapping of national strategies on innovation, and the Startup Europe 
Partnership, to encourage cooperation between large companies and innovative startups, 
are the most vivid examples of the international drive that increasingly characterises 
Government action in the field of innovation.   
However, in order to move faster, team spirit and commitment from everyone is required to 
enhance recognition of the good progress that Italian innovative entrepreneurship has made 
in the last three years, both in Italy and overseas. Although the Italian innovation ecosystem 
has now gained self-awareness and the many scattered centres of excellence are finding 
cohesion thanks to the policies implemented in the last three years, some media debates 
about startups continue to view the phenomenon as a passing fad. On the contrary, in a 
world where value chains are increasingly global, Á ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅ ÎÅ× 
companies and push them towards the frontier of innovation is bound to be one of the main 
determinants of competitiveness.  

2. Strengthening the venture capital investment market. Although tax incentives for 
investment are showing slightly encouraging signs, despite the intensification of the action 
in terms of venture capital by the Italian Investment Fund, despite Italy being one of the first 
movers with equity crowdfunding legislation, the figures for equity investment in new 
innovative companies are not yet up to standard for a large industrialised country. So many 
of the talented people who create innovative companies are not able to attract the capital 
that would allow their companies to grow, and are forced to lower their ambitions. At a 
regulatory level, the strengthening of tax incentives for investment in startups and measures 
to ease the regulations on equity crowdfunding are currently underway. The recent creation 
of a Α50 million venture capital fund, managed by Invitalia and able to mobilise the same 
amount of resources from the private sector, testifies to our commitment to achieve our 
goal. However, even in this case, we need a strong commitment from everyone, especially 
from the private sector, which is called upon to have a greater tolerance of risk and to 
devote more attention to productive investments in research, development and innovation.  

3. To multiply and improve the links between research and industry, and between traditional 
companies and innovative companies. This is not a leitmotif or empty rhetoric, but a 
commitment that the Ministry of Economic Development has been pursuing via tangible 
steps. I refer not only to the aforementioned investment incentives for venture capital, which 
also affect companies, but also to the new tax credit system for research and development 
launched by the Stability Law of 2015, which provides significant tax benefits for companies 
doing research and innovation by cooperating with research centres, laboratories and 
startups. Large companies, which could innovate entire supply chains by drawing from the 
pool of innovations contained in startups, continue to view the latter with indifference, if not 
suspicion. We need a paradigm shift that would be able to create a dynamic synergy 
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between mature companies and a new generation of startups, and to promote acquisition 
and acqui-hiring processes. 

To conclude, a great deal of work has been carried out since March 2014, and the path that has 
brought us this far has been arduous but continuous. Our commitment to supporting and  
strengthening the entrepreneurship of a new generation is unchanged. Strong public investment 
and regulatory effort is not only justified for economic reasons ɀ such as  the pursuit of 
sustainable development, strengthening the competitiveness of the economy and the creation of 
new jobs based on the centrality of innovation, which is unanimously recognised by international 
economic experts as a fundamental driver of economic growth ɀ but also in terms of meta-
objectives of a social and cultural nature.  

The very publication of this report signals a change in attitude compared with the past. The 
Government's intention is not only to "claim victory" when things are going well, but above all, to 
allow transparency in relation to the effects of the policies it is pursuing, to make data and facts 
available to the public, to judge and be judged. I believe that this trend toward decisions that are 
as evidence-based as possible is essential for identifying errors, correcting and learning from 
them. Only in this way, can the use of public resources ɀ not only financial but also in terms of 
"political capital" for the benefit of a cluster of enterprises we think it is our duty to believe in ɀ 
be truly responsible.  

To identify the meta-objectives underlying our policy effort, we will briefly remind you of the 
salient features of the startup phenomenon. A startup is a new innovative company that, by 
definition, aspires to grow rapidly and is not content with a local market. Instead, it is driven by 
a strong international ambition, is based on a team with diverse skills, has a strong drive 
towards innovation and grows not by improvisation but through a structured and continuous 
planning process.  

Thus, startups metaphorically embody a change that is very desirable, not only in business but 
also, in a broader sense, at the cultural and social level.  

The ambition to face the toughest challenges, awareness of what is happening in the world and 
one's own role in it , the ability to bring together talent and build on collective intelligence to 
pursue common objectives, the willingness to find new solutions to old problems and the ability 
to take decisions that are planned, not improvised. Are not these characteristics that we want for 
Italy? 

 

 

The Minister 

Federica Guidi 
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Alessia Marchione (Comitato Leonardo); Maurizio Cuppone, Eleonora Egalini, Alberto Pela 
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1 The public authority responsible for regulating the Italian financial markets. 
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Summary of the report  

 

Now in its second edition, this report aims to show the regulatory changes that have been part 
of the Government's strategy to support the ecosystem of innovative companies from March 
2014 to date (Chapter 1). It describes the "demographic" dynamics of innovative startups, 
which form the main focus of this edition, as well as of the certified incubators and innovative 
SMEs registered in the special sections of the Register of Companies (Chapter 2). It also 
analyses the initial results generated by the policy instruments that make up the Italian 
"Startup Act" (Chapter 3), and highlights additional initiatives for the ecosystem that were 
introduced after the Growth Decree 2.0 (Decreto crescita 2.0) (Chapter 4).  

In this period, the Government's commitment to supporting innovative businesses reached an 
important turning point with the enactment of the "Investment Compact" decree-law, which 
extended some of the support measures provided to innovative startups to a new range of 
enterprises, that is, innovative SMEs. This covers all small and medium-sized businesses 
operating in the field of technological innovation, regardless of their  date of incorporation and 
their  corporate purposes. 

The relatively short time that has passed since the start of Growth Decree 2.0 (whose 
conversion into law dates back to December 2012, while the establishment of the special 
section of the register dates to February 2013) does not allow a thorough assessment of the 
impact of the various measures. However, the figures that will be presented highlight the 
emergence and gradual consolidation of a national innovation ecosystem that can stand up to 
international competition and provide an inspiration for the modernisation of the Italian 
entrepreneurial model.  

As of 30 June 2015, there were 4,206 innovative startups registered in the special section of 
the Companies Register of the Chambers of Commerce, including over 3,000 created after the 
Growth Decree 2.0 came into force: 18% in 2015, 35% in 2014, 23% in 2013 and only 24% 
before 2013. Each week, from Milan to Palermo, on average, 40 new innovative businesses are 
established and added to the special section of the Register that gives access to the system of 
supports. Eight provinces now have, on a stable basis, a quota of at least 100 innovative 
startups (Milan, Rome, Turin, Bologna, Naples, Modena, Florence and Trento). Startups all fall 
ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ Ȭsmallȭ and Ȭvery smallȭ size categories.  In fact, only 1,275 startups have any 
employees, and of these, 95.7% are micro-companies (belonging to the 1-9 employees size 
category).  

The phenomenon is also having a noteworthy  effect in terms of employment. According to 
data from the Chambers of Commerce, again on 30 June 2015, innovative startups employed 
nearly 20,800 workers (16,861 shareholders ɀ presumably directly involved in the company 
as partner-workers ɀ and 3,924 employees), about 2,900 more than in the previous quarter 
and 5,800 more than at the end of 2014, when there were 14,862 shareholders and 3,025 
employees.  

By analysing the human capital factor more deeply, we can see that a quarter of the overall 
number of startups on the register are made up of businesses controlled by young people  
(aged under 35). This is more than double the percentage for all businesses (12%) and four 
times the figure for joint-stock companies (7%). This gap is significantly greater if we take 
into account all the companies in which there is at least one young person amongst the 
shareholders or on the Board of Directors (41% for startups vs. 13.6% for joint-stock 
companies). 
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Amongst the innovative startups, a significant number of (782) of companies declared that 
they possess a means of protecting intellectual property. 

The geographical distribution of innovative startups reflects a balance that, on a larger scale, 
characterises the national economy. The South of Italy is now home to 22.3% of the 
innovative startups in the country, the Central regions have 21.4%, and there are 56.3% in the 
North (30.7% in the North-West, 25.6% in the North-East). The Italian region that forms a 
home to the highest proportion of innovative startups is Lombardy (21.8%), followed by 
Emilia-Romagna (11.9%), Lazio (9.8%), Veneto (7.5%) and Piedmont (7.1%). Amongst the 
regions in the South, Campania and Sicily stand out, respectively in seventh and eighth place 
in the national rankings, with 5.8% and 4.3% of the total number of startups.  

By analysing data relating to registration trends, it emerges that ɀ excluding the initial peak in 
early 2013, shortly after the start of policy ɀ there has been an almost linear growth over the 
last two years, although these have been characterised by a severe and widespread recession. 
The upsurge of startup companies therefore appears to contrast with the overall figures for 
new registrations of Italian companies, which in recent times has seen a slow but steady 
decline. Since the policy came into force, the average number of innovative startup 
registrations has risen from 79 per month in 2013 to 122.7 in 2014 and 127 in the first half of 
2015.  

A second pillar of the legislation aims to promote the creation of certified incubators. These 
are businesses that host, support and accompany the development of entrepreneurial 
startups from conception through to early development, by offering training, operational 
support and management. They provide tools and workplaces and facilitate contacts between 
investors and business ideas that are believed to have a high potential for financial return, but 
which are, as yet, not attractive to market capital.  

At the end of June 2015, 30 certified incubators were registered, almost three-quarters of 
which were located in the North, about 25% in the Centre and only one in the South (in 
Sardinia). These employed a total of 322 employees, an average of 11 per company, with the 
largest having 71 employees .  

Last year's value of production (the 2013 or 2014 figures, depending on the case) shows that 
the certified incubators have an average turnover of Ό1.6 million, with a maximum of nearly 
Ό7 million. The share capital of these companies is Ό1.9 million on average, with a maximum 
capitalization of nearly Ό10 million. 

On the regulatory front, the last 18 months has been marked by important innovations that 
have boosted the number of  measures aimed at supporting the emergence and expansion of 
innovative startups. A second generation of incentives was added to the legal instruments 
introduced in late 2012 with Growth Decree 2.0, including a reduction in costs for business 
startups, simplified, direct and free access to the Guarantee Fund for SMEs, and an equity 
crowdfunding tool for the online raising of broadly held capital and incentives for capital 
investment in startups. These new incentives were aimed at completing the subsidy 
framework aimed at growing the national innovative entrepreneurship ecosystem. The Italia 
Startup Visa and Italia Startup  Hub programmes are aimed at facilitating the attraction and 
retention of talented people from outside Europe that are interested in starting an innovative 
business in Italy. The following elements were added to their programmes: soft  loans with 
interest subsidies awarded by Invitalia under the Smart&Start programme, a new and free-of-
charge online procedure for establishing innovative startups using standard articles of 
incorporation and articles of association with a digital signature, and a time extension, from 4 
to 5 years, for innovative startup status. 
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As already mentioned, the benefits for innovative startups provide for lower initial costs 
related to starting companies and the formalities required by the Registrar of Companies, 
with a tangible impact on the costs of setting up businesses. Once they are registered in the 
special section of the Register, innovative startups and certified incubators"... are exempt from 
the payment of stamp duty and administrative fees for obligations concerning registration in the 
trade register, as well as payment of the annual fee to the Chambers of Commerce" (Article 26, 
Section (8) of Decree-Law 179/2012, as converted by Law 221/2012). These benefits result 
in appreciable savings, particularly for companies that are generally very small. If we examine 
the 888 companies already in existence on 18 December 2012 and that were only self-
certified as innovative startup s after the special section of the Register was established 
(February 2013), it is estimated that if these businesses could have benefitted from such 
exemptions from the time they were founded, they would have achieved average savings of 
Ό525 each in the first year of registration on the Register of Companies, and Ό435 for the 
following four years. 

The Guarantee Fund for SMEs is also showing figures that are particularly encouraging.  

This fund was created to facilitate access to credit and the development of micro, small and 
medium businesses by granting a public guarantee in relation to loans granted by banks. 

With reference to innovative startups and certified incubators, the Fund intervenes without 
charge, covering 80% of the loans issued by banks, without performing creditworthiness 
checks additional to those already performed by lenders. This preferential access is resulting 
in very solid figures. 

646 applications for support from the Fund in favour of innovative startups were approved 
between 26 July 2013 and 30 June 2015. In this context, the Fund has granted nearly Ό156 
million in guarantees, which in turn have generated about Ό198 million in credit. 461 
innovative startups have had access to these benefits, of which 110 (24% of the total) were 
for more than one financing agreement.  

The level of funding granted amounted, on average, to Ό306,000 per transaction, a much 
higher value than that recorded in 2014 for all SMEs (Ό134,000). 

The most representative category size, for the entire period under review, is the category for 
loans with a monetary value of between Ό100,000 and Ό300,000 (32.2% of the total). Loans 
exceeding Ό500,000 represent 13% of the overall loans guaranteed by the Fund, and 7% are 
for more than Ό1 million.  

To strengthen the venture capital investment market, Article 29 of Growth Decree 2.0 
provides that individuals investing in innovative startups with cash contributions are entitled 
to a deduction from the gross tax on their income of 19% of the amount invested, up to a 
maximum amount of Ό500,000. Companies are granted a deduction from taxable income of 
20% of the amount invested in share capital, subject to a maximum of Ό1.8 million. The 
deduction rate for natural persons increases to 25% and the rate for companies increases to 
27% for investments in innovative startups with social goals, or those that exclusively 
develop and market innovative high technology products or services for the energy sector. 

The figures for the first year of operation are showing encouraging signs: in 2013, when the 
number of innovative startups was still very small, there were 844 taxpayers, both individuals 
and businesses, who had made investments of Ό28.2 million, directly or indirectly, in relation 
to 463 innovative startups.  

In particular, investments by individuals amounted to Ό14.5 million (of which Ό0.9 million 
was as indirect investments) and involved 338 innovative startups. Deductions from taxable 
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income for income tax of almost Ό2.9 million were granted. Investments by companies that 
were eligible for tax concessions reached the sum of Ό13.7 million (Ό1.5 million as indirect 
investments) and involved 126 innovative startups. Deductions from taxable income for IRES 
corporation tax of almost Ό3 million were granted. 

Furthermore, according to AIFI2 data for 2013, Ȭearly stageȭ investments amounted to Ό81 
million . The share of investments subsidised by this measure was almost a third of the 
market's total. 

With regard to angel investment, the latest IBAN3 Survey calculated a total amount invested in 
startups of Ό46 million for 2014, up 45% compared to 2013. These figures give a glimpse of a 
dense undergrowth of different investors emerging, and we expect a strong increase in 
subsidised investments from 2014 onwards. 

Equity crowdfunding is an innovative system for raising widely-held capital using online 
platforms, and it  is showing signs of some vitality. By 31 August 2015, 17 portals had been 
entered onto the register managed by Consob, of which 16 were authorised by the latter and 
one was operating as an investment firm with prior authorisation to provide investment 
services. 8 of the registered portals are currently operational. 

The range of offers available via online portals is still quite limited. Up to 31 August 2015, a 
total of 25 offers had been made available on these portals. On average, the capital requested 
amounted to approximately Ό342,000 per project, with a minimum of Ό80,000 and a 
maximum of Ό750,000. The average share of venture capital on offer was 23.74%. 

Of the 25 available services, 8 ended up operating successfully (36.4%), whilst of the other 17, 
14 were shut down without success and 3 were still in progress. The total funds requested by 
the startups that have published their offers via these portals amounted to Ό8,545,976, whilst 
the amount actually subscribed, which is a first estimate of the potential for raising capital 
through online portals, amounts to little more than Ό2.3 million, equal to 33.3% of the overall 
targeted capital raising for the completed offers. 

In addition to the provisions of Growth Decree 2.0, the Ministry of Economic Development has 
committed itself to other programmes in support of the innovations ecosystem. In particular, 
in collaboration with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Policies, it has started a visa policy aimed at innovative entrepreneurs 
from outside the EU, as a strategic lever for attr acting and retaining highly qualified human 
resources to our country.  

Launched by the Ministry of Economic Development on 24 June 2014, the Italia Startup Visa 
programme introduced a centralised fast-track mechanism, with a minimum of bureaucracy, 
for granting entry visas for the self-employed to applicants who intend to establish an 
innovative startup in our country.  

On 23 December 2014 the Italian Startup Hub was launched, based on the blueprint for the 
Italia Startup Visa, which extended the fast-track procedure to non-EU citizens who already 
have a valid residence permit (obtained, for example, for study purposes) who want to remain 
in the country after expiry of the permit in order to establish an innovative startup. In this 
way, they could convert a residence permit to a "self-employment startup permit" without 
having to leave Italy, as well as benefitting from the same simplified procedures that are 
applicable to the granting of startup visas. 
                                                           
2 Italian Private Equity and Venture Capital Association 

3 Italian Business Angels Network 

http://www.mise.gov.it/index.php/it/per-i-media/notizie/2032014-nasce-italia-startup-hub-permesso-di-soggiorno-per-creare-imprese-innovative
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As of 31 August 2015, 37 applications had been received in relation to the Italia Startup Visa 
programme (18 of which arrived in 2014, and the remaining 19 in 2015). There were 15 
countries of origin: mainly Russia, with 10 applications, followed by Ukraine (5), Pakistan (4) 
and Japan (3). Of the 37 applications, 24 were successful (65%), 11 were rejected due to the 
weakness of the business plan or lack of innovation and 2 were considered inadmissible due 
to the requirements not being met. 

With regard to the Italia Startup Hub programme, again as of 31 August 2015, a joint 
application from two Koreans citizens, and an application from an Iranian citizen already 
resident in Italy for study purposes had been received (all of whom had obtained 5-year 
university degrees). 

Another subsidy instrument showing consistent results has been the Smart&Start measure, 
which provides for the granting of zero-interest loans by Invitalia. The first wave of subsidies 
(between 16 February 2015 and 29 July 2015) involved 131 innovative startups at a total of 
Ό65.8 million of benefits provided. It is expected that the startups will trigger investments 
exceeding Ό63.2 million, of which nearly 75% will be for companies located in the Centre-
North of the country.  

More recently, further initiatives have given even stronger support for the development of the 
national innovation ecosystem. 

In particular, to support venture capital investments in firms with a high growth potential, the 
Decree of the Minister of Economic Development of 29 January 2015 allocated a share of the 
resources in the Fund for Sustainable Growth of Ό50 million to a fund named "Italia Venture 
I", which is managed by Invitalia Ventures SGR S.p.A. 

At the same time, activities carried out by the Chambers of Commerce all around Italy, aimed 
at supporting innovative startups have been significant; in particular, a roadshow of 7 
meetings was held in the final months of last year, coordinated with the Ministry of Economic 
Development, to publicise the whole structure of regulations in favour of innovative startups 
at a local level.  

The need to organise these meetings was linked to an appreciation that many businesses 
knew very little  about the industrial policy measures recently implemented by the 
Government. 

This information gap was also reflected in a survey carried out in May 2015 by the Ministry of 
Economic Development, on a sample of 1,000 "excellent SMEs", defined based on a number of 
parameters including their investments in R&D and innovations.  

The primary purpose of the survey was to measure the performance of innovative Italian 
companies and facilitate the emergence of a niche of "excellent" businesses, with potential for 
playing a strategic role in reviving the national productive system.  

Research shows signs of a significant recovery in the economy, with particular reference to 
the forecasts for 2015 for turnover and employment, and a degree of computerisation that, on 
the whole, is satisfactory.  

There was a significant commitment by the vast majority of excellent businesses to make 
investments, that were mainly innovative in nature. In particular, just over 80% declared they 
had made investments in 2014 and intended to do so in 2015 as well. In addition, 96.7% and 
95.4% of the sample indicated, for 2014 and 2015 respectively, that they supported or would 
support investments in product, process and organisational innovation. These data are 
especially important after many years when investment ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÂÅÅÎ ȰÏÎ 
ÓÔÒÉËÅȱ. 

http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/atto/serie_generale/caricaDettaglioAtto/originario?atto.dataPubblicazioneGazzetta=2015-05-16&atto.codiceRedazionale=15A03574&elenco30giorni=false
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Finally, a high proportion of excellent SMEs (just over 56%) reported that they had carried 
out overseas transactions in the period 2012-2014, which bears witness to the fact that, quite 
often, innovation and internationalisation strategies go hand-in-hand. 

The survey by the Ministry of Economic Development confirmed the results of many other 
studies and research highlighting the fact that innovative businesses perform better than 
those that are not particularly innovative, above all in regard to the main company indicators 
(turnover, employment and investment).  

Therefore, targeted support of this group of successful companies may be a further stimulus 
for economic growth.  

Bringing on models of excellence and success and triggering positive emulation processes are 
two key challenges in the context of industrial policy, concerning which the Ministry of 
Economic Development intends to step up its efforts in the coming year. 
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1. The Investment Compact and other regulatory developments  
 

WHY PROMOTING INNOVATIVE ENTREPRENEURSHIP MATTERS 

The promotion of innovative entrepreneurship is one of the main objectives of the Ministry of 
Economic Development's industrial policy.  

Before discussing the regulatory changes that have occurred since the previous edition of this 
report , we would like to recall the main theoretical paradigms that underlie them. 

That technological innovation is a harbinger of better performance at a macro level is an 
assumption recognised in literature as early as Solow, who in his 1957 classic ɀ "Technical 
Change and the Aggregate Production Function" ɀ calculated how much technological 
advances had contributed to the 87.5% growth of the US economy from 1909 to 1947.4 

The most recent economic literature also attributes to new innovative companies, compared 
to existing ones, a greater impact on overall levels of output and employment (Enrico Moretti, 
"The new geography of work", 2013) and emphasises the importance of public intervention in 
support of innovation (Mariana Mazzucato, "The Entrepreneurial State", 2013.) 

The views of economic theorists on the central role of innovation in development processes is 
therefore a major source of inspiration for the policy on innovative startups. The economic 
literature , which emphasises the role of new businesses in the dynamics of growth and job 
creation, runs parallel to this line of research. 

)Î Ȱ3ÃÉÅÎÃÅ, Technology and Industry Scoreboard 2013", the OECD, in focusing on 15 major 
world economies, estimated that over the past decade, excluding the financial sector, recent 
businesses (established in the last 5 years), while only employing 20% of the overall work 
force, generated almost half of the new jobs. Moreover, during the last recession, there was a 
greater loss of employment from companies that had been running for over 5 years, whilst net 
employment growth remained positive in recently established businesses. 

Furthermore, a study by the Kauffman Foundation in 2010 showed how, from 1977 to 2005, 
the net growth in employment in the US occurred only through companies that had only been 
in business for less than a year. The study revealed that, on average, existing companies had 
lost about a million net jobs each year. In contrast, new companies had added an average of 
three million jobs. The study also highlighted that trends in the expansion of both startups 
and existing companies were pro-cyclical, but while the ability of startups to create jobs 
remained more or less stable during recession years, the net loss of jobs in existing businesses 
was very significant and sensitive to the intensity of the economic cycle.5 

The above helps explain why, in the regulatory process undertaken by the Ministry of 

Economic Development since 2012, attention has focused on innovative new or newly 

established businesses -  innovative startups. However, certain statistics on the structure of 

the national economic fabric show why, through the Investment Compact (2015), the 

Government's strategy has aimed to extend the scope of assistance to all small and medium 

companies with clearly innovative characteristics, including those that were not recently 

                                                           
4 The endogenous growth models: [Romer (1986), Romer (1990), Aghion and Howitt (1992)] follow the 
Solowian model. 

5 The studies on this topic included, of note: Haltiwanger et al. (2013), Kauffman Foundation (2010), OECD 
(2013). 
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established and have a more consolidated turnover than startups, these are the innovative 

SMEs.  

First, SMEs are the backbone of the Italian economic system.  

According to the latest official data provided by Istat on nearly 4.4 million SMEs, medium-
sized companies are only 0.5% of the total number of businesses, whilst large businesses 
account for only 0.1%. 

The contribution towards generating overall added-value by the three main size segments of 
businesses is quite balanced: 30.8% by micro-companies (with fewer than 10 employees), 
37.7% by small and medium sized companies (10-249 employees) and 31.5% from large 
companies (250 or more employees). 

 

Table 1.1 Structure of industrial companies and services  ɀ 2012 data  

The size  
of companies 

Number of 
companies  
currently 
trading 

% of total 
companies 

%of the 
value 

added 

1-9 employees (Micro) 4,140,639 95.2 30.8 

10-49 (Small) 185,852 4.3 
37.7 

50-249 (Medium) 21,134 0.5 

SMEs 4,347,625 99.9 68.5 

> 250 (Large) 3,393 0.1 31.5 

Total 4,351,018 100.0 100.0 

Source: based on ISTAT data 

 

The significant role of SMEs in the Italian economy is also shown by their contribution in 
terms of exports. About 54% of total exports involve this segment, and of the 211,000 Italian 
companies that export, almost two-thirds have fewer than 10 employees. 

Moreover, 80.6% of employees are employed in SMEs, 47.5% in the micro companies. It is a 
segment that, even during the most acute phases of the recent recession, has "held" better in 
terms of employment levels than that of large companies.  64% of new jobs created in Italy in 
the decade from 2001 to 2011, net of public authorities and agriculture, is attributable to 
micro, small and medium size businesses. Thus, they have played not only an economic role 
but a social one for our country too, in the longest and deepest period of recession since the 
economic recession of the 1930s.  

Second, within the Italian SME sector, there is a sub-set of innovative businesses with better 
performance in terms of turnover, employment and investment, etc. compared to non-
innovative businesses. Supporting excellent businesses with more developed innovation and 
internationalisation strategies can therefore be a further stimulus to economic growth. 

A large amount of research and numerous analyses confirm the existence of this "qualitati ve 
difference" in the Italian and European business world, and support the concept of the 
strategic importance of excellent businesses. 

For example, according to the European Commission's European Competitiveness Report 
2014, companies that produce innovations create more jobs than non-innovating companies 
do, at all stages of the business cycle. More specifically, the study showed that companies 
involved in product innovation create more jobs than companies that innovate in other fields. 
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In addition, product innovation contributes to employment growth, particularly during the 
phases of expansion, whilst in times of recession it contributes to maintaining employment at 
relatively stable levels. Finally, the research underscored the importance of supporting 
investment in innovation activities, especially during recessions, since this trend tends to 
decrease when companies anticipate stagnant demand. 

The report presented by Intesa Sanpaolo at the last Small Industry Forum of Confindustria, 
based on a survey of about 43,000 companies, confirmed that SMEs that innovate are able to 
mitigate the negative effects of a recession. Between 2008 and 2013, the decrease in net sales 
was 9% for companies that did not take out patents and only 3% for those that innovated. 
There were about 4,000 companies that innovated and had at least one patent application 
during the reporting period. These companies were able to promote the development of their 
subcontractors through the transfer of knowledge, technologies and the exchange of 
personnel and technicians. In addition, companies that developed new products and services 
in 2013 hired more young people up to 29 years of age (10.3% in construction, 13.6% in 
services, 15% in industry, excluding construction, 5.5% in agriculture and 37% in public 
utilities) compared to non-innovative companies.  

A recent survey conducted by the MET economic policy research centre based in Rome on a 
sample of 25,000 companies showed that, between the pre-recession period and 2012, the 
difference in performance increased between two extreme types of businesses. The first 
included excellent businesses, with an export share of turnover exceeding 25% and an 
investment in R&D and innovations; the second included businesses geared to the domestic 
market, which lacked innovation or internationalisation strategies. More specifically, the 
"excellent" segment fared better economically, with a widening gap compared to static 
companies over the aforementioned period. In addition, an analysis of 2012 profitability 
levels, showed Ȱa trend that was generally in favour of the most dynamic segment". 

Innovation, promotion of new entrepreneurship, enhancement of excellent companies and the 
diffusion of excellent SME models are of central importance. These are the policy objectives 
forming the background to the changes in legislation that have continued over the last 
eighteen months, and which are explained in more detail in the next section. 
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SYNOPSIS OF REGULATORY CHANGES FROM MARCH 2014  TO SEPTEMBER 2015  

 

Table 1.2 Overview  

 Date of Regulation: Description 

1 20 March 2014 Publication in the Official Gazette of the Ministerial Decree of 30 January 2014 
concerning tax concessions for investment in innovative startups. 

2 11 June 2014 Publication of Circular 16/E by the Italian Revenue Agency, giving details about the tax 
aspects of the "startup package". 

3 24 June 2014 Launch of the Italia Startup Visa programme. 

4 11 December 2014 Launch of the Decreto Flussi (Flows Decree) 2014, whose explanatory circular introduces 
the Italia Startup Hub programme. 

5 13 November 2014 Publication in the Official Gazette of the Ministerial Decree of 24 September 2014 
refinancing, as well as changing certain structural features, of the Smart & Start 
programme. 

6 24 March 2015 Approval of Law 33/2015 converting Decree-Law No. 3 of 24 January 2015 (Investment 
Compact), introducing new benefits for innovative startups (6.a.), launching the policy on 
innovative SMEs (6.b) and other measures applicable to both categories (6.c.). 

7 27 May 2015 A decree from the Minister of Economic Development introduced the Technical 
Committee for the monitoring and evaluation of policies in favour of startups and 
innovative SMEs. 

8 22 June 2015 A decree of the Directorate General for Market Competition, the Consumer, Supervision 
and the Technical Regulations of the Ministry of Economic Development changed the 
registration procedures for companies by introducing the special section of the Register 
of Companies dedicated to innovative SMEs and a new simplified mechanism for 
converting innovative startups into innovative SMEs. 

 

 

An exhaustive and detailed analysis of the eight regulatory steps listed in the table is given 
below. 

1. With the Ministerial Decree of 30 January 2014, published in the Official Gazette of 20 
March 2014, the Minister of Economy and Finance in collaboration with the Minister of 
Economic Development, established the method for implementing tax concessions for 
investments in innovative startups (Article 29 of Decree-Law 179/2012) . This identified the 
stakeholders, types of investment and the nature and means for benefitting from the tax 
subsidies, providing important details on the subject. This implementing act was approved 
following a Community notification procedure, which was adopted pursuant to Article 29, 
Section (9) of Decree-Law 179/2012. This concluded with the European Commission's 
decision of 5 December 2013 C (2013) 8827, which considered the aid measure compatible 
with the internal market pursuant to Article 107, Section (3) c) of the Treaty on the 
Functioning of the European Union. 

2. In addition to providing some clarification about tax incentives on investments in the equity 
of startups cited in the above section, Circular 16/E from the Agenzia delle Entrate (Italian 
Revenue Agency) of 11 June 2014 reiterated that innovative startups are not subject to the 
rules that apply to shell companies (both those that are trading and those systematically 
generating losses). Throughout the period in which a company is eligible to qualify as an 
innovative startup it is therefore not necessary to undergo a test to show it is trading. In 

http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2014/03/20/14A02246/sg
http://www.agenziaentrate.gov.it/wps/file/Nsilib/Nsi/Documentazione/Provvedimenti+circolari+e+risoluzioni/Circolari/Archivio+circolari/Circolari+2014/Giugno+2014/Circolare+n16E+del+11+giugno+2014/Circolare+n++16+dell'11+giugno+2014.pdf
http://www.agenziaentrate.gov.it/wps/file/Nsilib/Nsi/Documentazione/Provvedimenti+circolari+e+risoluzioni/Circolari/Archivio+circolari/Circolari+2014/Giugno+2014/Circolare+n16E+del+11+giugno+2014/Circolare+n++16+dell'11+giugno+2014.pdf
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addition, for the purposes of applying the rules for companies making systematic losses, the 
"three-year period of observation" takes effect from the tax year following the year in which 
they cease to qualify as innovative startups. 

Another prerogative of startups concerns the ability to allocate shares of equity capital as an 
additional form of remuneration, in order to encourage retention and provide incentives to 
management teams, employees and suppliers, startups and incubators. The income arising 
from allocating these financial instruments does not contribute towards formation of the tax 
base, for either tax or social security payment purposes.6 

In this regard, the circular specified that casual workers are not eligible for this tax 
concession, because they are income earners who do not comply with the provisions of Article 
67, Section (1) l) of the Income Tax Code. 

In other words, innovative startups and certified incubators are permitted to use tools such as 
stock options and Ȭwork for equityȭ under even more favourable terms than larger listed 
businesses. 

The circular clarified in particular, that there are significant differences compared with the 
provisions of Article 51 of the Income Tax Code, in terms of requirements and applicable 
conditions, and specified that the incentives applied to financial instruments granted after 19 
December 2012, the date Law 221/2012, converting Decree-Law 179/2012, came into force. 

Professional services provided by the directors of innovative startups or certified incubators 
also fall within the scope of Article 27, Section (4), that is, the consideration for these, which 
income is regarded as self-employment income. However, this does not include services 
rendered by people whose remuneration falls within the scope of income from employment 
or similar. 

The Ministry of Economic Development has prepared a concise guide to the use of 
shareholder and Ȭwork for equityȭ plans and a commented model of the equity-based incentive 
plan. 

Finally, the circular favours a broad interpretation of exemption from tax charges relating to 
the registration of documents with Chambers of Commerce. This will be referred to in section 
3.1. 

3. Article 3 of the Decree of the President of the Council of Ministers of 25 November 2013 
regarding the "Temporary planning of entry flows of non-EU workers for non-seasonal work 
in the State for the year 2013" (the "Flows Decree 2013") introduced a new category for entry 
in Italy for reasons of self-employment, in other words, "foreign nationals who set up 
innovative startup businesses". On 24 June 2014, the Ministry of Economic Development, 
together with the Ministry  of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Policies, presented the Guidelines and a website outlining the procedures, 
documentation and requirements needed for a new visa to be issued. Compared to ordinary 
visas for self-employment, as part of the Italia Startup Visa programme, this process is focused 
on a single organisation ɀ the Ministry of Economic Development ɀ is completed online and is 
significantly simpler, which leads to a definite outcome for the applicant within 30 days.  

4. In order to transform Italy into a true global hub for innovation, the subsequent "Flows 
Decree 2014" of 11 December 2014 facilitated residence permits in our country for talented 
individuals from outside of Europe who want to start a new innovative business. In particular, 
the Circular  of 11 December 2014 from the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Labour 

                                                           
6Article 27, Sections (1) to (3) of Decree-Law 179/2012. 

http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/documenti/Guida_piani_azionari_e_work_for_equity.pdf
http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/documenti/Guida_piani_azionari_e_work_for_equity.pdf
http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/documenti/Modello_piano_incentivazione_equity_startup_10_marzo_2015%20(3).pdf
http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/documenti/Modello_piano_incentivazione_equity_startup_10_marzo_2015%20(3).pdf
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2013/12/19/13A10359/sg;jsessionid=TiHloUQlbqfX0a6JZzc55Q__.ntc-as2-guri2a
http://www.esteri.it/mae/visti/linee%20guida%20italia%20startup%20visa.pdf
http://italiastartupvisa.mise.gov.it/
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2014/12/29/14A09970/sg
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2014/12/29/14A09970/sg
http://www.integrazionemigranti.gov.it/Attualita/News/Documents/FLUSSI%20NON%20STAGIONALI%20DPCM%2011%20DICEMBRE%202014.pdf
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and Social Policies introduced the ability to obtain the conversion of a residence permit (for 
example for reasons of study) into a self-employment permit to found an innovative startup, 
by following the same simplified procedures used for the Italia Startup Visa programme. 

5. The Ministerial Decree of 24 September 2014 from the Minister of Economic Development 
launched the new Smart&Start programme. The new Smart&Start programme is based on a 
budget of about Ό200 million for subsidised loans. The subsidies are extended to all Italian 
regions and not, as was the case in the previous edition, only to southern regions and areas of 
the Aquila earthquake zone. The instrument is intended for innovative startups ɀ registered in 
the special section of the Register of Companies ɀ established not more than 4 years ago, or 
for individuals who wish to establish an innovative startup. It is no longer possible to apply 
for the benefits of the previous Smart&Start programme (Ministerial Decree of 6 March 2013). 

6. Decree-Law 3/2015 (the so-called "Investment Compact"), amended and converted into 
Law 33/2015 of 24 March, is certainly the most important new law in the field of innovative 
companies since the launch of Growth Decree 2.0, which concerned measures relating to 
startups.  

In Article 4, the decree introduces important new measures for innovative startups and 
introduces the concept of the Ȭinnovative SMEȭ. 

6.a. Here are the main developments in favour of innovative startups: 

V Extension of the status to 5 years (section 11-ter) 

A company can maintain its innovative startup status for the first 5 years after its 
establishment, instead of the first four years as previously permitted . The applicability 
of the benefits associated with these special arrangements was therefore extended by 
one year. 

V Establishment and statutory changes according to standard models, with digital 
signatures (section 10-bis) 

The Investment Compact gives the opportunity to establish a company using the digital 
signature of the legal representative following an online process focused on a standard 
form and articles of association. In fact, this procedure eliminates the involvement of a 
notary. In the light of this development, a ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ deed of incorporation and its 
amendments can be made in two ways: the traditional way with a public document, 
and an innovative way, using a document with a digital signature, pursuant to Article 
24 of Legislative Decree 82 of 7 March 2005 (Digital Management Code). Its 
implementing decree is currently awaiting the signature of the Minister of Economic 
Development.  

V Changes in the procedures for the reimbursement of VAT credits (section 11-novies) 

With the introduction of the exemption from the obligation to affix the compliance visa 
for the clearing of tax credits of up to Ό50,000, compared with the ordinary threshold 
of Ό15,000, startups will receive significant benefits in terms of liquidity during what is 
usually a lean innovation phase for innovation investments. 

Over the years, the institution of horizontal ly offsetting VAT credits has been used 
extensively by companies wishing to acquire liquidity quickly. However, the law that 
prescribes affixing the compliance visa for compensation on the F24 VAT credit forms 
for more than Ό15,000 has hampered the use of this institution, especially by 
companies that are consistently in a credit position. This situation is typical for 
innovative startups that are faced with initial investments that can be enormous (and 
related costs, which tend to generate VAT credits) and still have very low turnovers. 

http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2014/11/13/14A08693/sg
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2013/06/10/13A05022/sg
http://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2015-01-24;3!vig=
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V Admission of European innovative startups 

In accordance with the new EU rules on state aid in respect of risk capital, a change has 
also been made to the requirement relating to a ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ registered offices. This 
clarifies that the scope of the legislation is not limited to companies resident in Italy, 
but extends to companies resident in another Member State of the European Union or 
the European Economic Area, providing they have a production site or branch located 
in Italy (section 11). 

 

6.b. Article 4 of Decree-Law 3/2015, concerning urgent measures for the banking and 
investment system (the "Investment Compact"), amended and converted into Law 3/2015, 
introduced the new concept of Ȭinnovative SMEsȭ, to which many of the planned measures in 
favour of innovative startups were extended by Decree-Law No. 179 of 2012. 

The decree defines innovative SMEs as companies that:  

fall within the parameters established by Community recommendation 
2003/361/EC (less than 250 employees, annual turnover not exceeding Ό50 
million or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding Ό43 million);  

i. are resident in Italy or in one of the EU Member States (or in one of the States that 
are parties to the Agreement on the European Economic Area) provided at least 
one production site or branch office is located in Italy;  

ii. have had their  last financial statements and any consolidated financial statements 
have been certified by an auditor or an auditing firm entered in the register of 
auditors; 

iii.  are not listed on a regulated market;  

iv. are not listed in the special Companies Registry dedicated to innovative startups; 

v. are in possession of at least two out of the three innovation indicators: 

a. volume of spending on research, development and innovation is equal to or 
greater than 3% of the highest amount between the cost and total value of 
production;  

b. use of a highly skilled workforce. Thus means that at least 1/5 of staff are in 
possession of a doctorate or are studying for an Italian or foreign PhD, or hold a 
degree and have been involved, for at least three years, in research at certified 
public or private research institutes, in Italy or abroad, or a percentage of at 
least 1/3 of the staff hold a master's degree; 

c. ownership of industrial property rights or rights in regard to original software. 

The Investment Compact prevents an overlap between the two schemes, providing that 
innovative SMEs must not be registered in the special section of the Register of Companies 
dedicated to innovative startups.  

As already mentioned, companies meeting the legal requirements for innovative SMEs may 
benefit from many of the measures provided for by the innovative startups regulations, 
including:  

¶ exemption from the stamp duty payable to the State for entry in the Register of 
Companies;  
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¶ exemption from the regulations regarding shell  and dormant companies;  

¶ derogations from the corporate regulations regarding loss of share capital, 
intended to enable the company not to take into account losses that occur 
physiologically; 

¶ the possibility for innovative SMEs established as limited liability companies to 
create classes of shares that provide rights other than those provided by the 
general rules regarding this type of company, as well as the possibility of the shares 
being subject to an offer to the public of financial products and company 
transactions in regard to their own shareholdings;  

¶ the possibility of remunerating employees and contractors with equity incentive 
plans subject to favourable tax rules;  

¶ the possibility of free access with simplified procedures to the Guarantee Fund for 
SMEs for an amount equal to 80% of bank loans; 

¶ innovative SMEs trading for not more than seven years may also benefit from the 
tax incentives related to investments in innovative startups. For those that have 
been trading for more than seven years after their first commercial sale, these 
incentives may be applicable if they are able to submit a plan for development of 
new or substantially improved products, services or processes compared to the 
state-of-the-art in the area concerned; 

¶ the possibility of raising venture capital on the market through online portals 
(equity-crowdfunding); 

¶ reductions in the costs of assistance services provided by the Italian Trade Agency 
for the promotion abroad and internationalisation of Italian companies. 

For access to this system of benefits, innovative SMEs must register in the special section of 
the Register of Companies created specifically with the Chambers of Commerce 
(http:// startup.registroimprese.it/pminnovative/index.html ). Similar to the procedure for 
innovative startups, registration is recorded electronically on a local basis by sending a self-
certification form to the relevant Chamber of Commerce, declaring that the company meets 
the requirements set out above,.  

This "new" flexibility is balanced by three counterweights:  

¶ the checks carried out by the relevant authorities on the actual possession of the 
requirements 

¶ the obligation to annually update (deadline 30 June) the data required for registration 
in the special section, in order to facilitate widespread monitoring . This data mainly 
concerns the type of business conducted, with particular reference to the characteristic 
elements related to technological innovation;  

¶ wit hin 30 days of approval of the financial statements and in any case within six 
months after the close of each financial year, the legal representative of an innovative 
SME must certify that the requirements have been maintained, and file this declaration 
with the office of the Register of Companies, on pain of forfeiting their innovative 
startup status. 

In the same way as with the innovative startups, the special register of innovative SMEs is 
published in electronic format and updated on a weekly basis by the Chambers. This is in 
order to publicise and promote widespread monitoring and a qualified and objective debate 
on the impact the new legislation is having on economic growth, employment and innovation. 

http://startup.registroimprese.it/pminnovative/index.html
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The following table gives a summary, and allows comparison, of the regulatory requirements 
for innovative startup and innovative SME status. 

 

REQUIREMENTS INNOVATIVE STARTUPS 

(ARTICLE 25, SECTIONS (2) AND (3) OF 

DECREE-LAW 179/2012) 

INNOVATIVE SMES 

(ARTICLE 4, SECTION (1) OF DECREE-LAW 

3/2015) 

Limited companies, also established 
as cooperatives 

Yes Yes 

Resident in Italy, or in the EU or in a 
State party to the Agreement on the 
European Economic Area, with a 
production unit or branch in Italy 

Yes Yes 

Not quoted  Yes (it must not be listed on a 
regulated market or a multilateral 
trading facility) 

Yes (it must not be listed on a 
regulated market, but it may be 
listed in a multilateral trading facility) 

Time limits Yes (new or trading for less than five 
years; special system for established 
companies that at 18 December 
2012 had been incorporated less 
than 4 years ago) 

No (there are no time limits, but the 
company must have at least one 
certified balance sheet and therefore 
it is not applicable to newly 
incorporated companies) 

Size limits Less than ϵ5 million in annual 
turnover from the second trading 
year 

SMEs within the meaning of 
Recommendation 2003/361/EC (less 
than 250 employees and an annual 
turnover of less than ϵ50 million or 
balance sheet assets of less than ϵ43 
million) 

Prohibition regarding profit 
distribution 

Yes No 

Limits to the company purpose It must concern production, 
development and marketing of 
innovative goods or services of a 
high technological value 

No 

Optional criteria to identify the 
nature of technological innovation 

At least 1 out of 3 of the following: 

1. 15% of the greater amount 
between costs and total 
value in relation to R&D 
activities; 

2. team with 1/3 of the staff 
possessing a PhD, students 
studying for a PhD or 
researchers with three 
years' experience; or a team 
with 2/3 of the staff who 
hold a degree 

3. An owner or licensee of 
industrial property rights, or 
owner of registered 
software 

 

At least 2 out of 3 of the following: 

1. 15% of the highest figure 
between costs and total 
value in relation to R&D 
activities; 

2. team with 1/3 of the staff 
possessing a PhD, students 
studying for a PhD or 
researchers with three 
years' experience; or a team 
with 2/3 of the staff who 
hold a degree 

3. An owner or licensee of 
industrial property rights, or 
owner of registered 
software 
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The table below compares supportive measures applicable to the two categories. Article 4, 

Section (9) of Decree-Law 3/2015 constitutes "bridge legislation" which grants innovative 

SMEs many of the benefits already attributed to innovative startups with Decree-Law 

179/2012. This is why the relevant articles and sections in Decree-Law 179/2012 are 

indicated for each measure listed in the relevant table. 

It is important to emphasise that the subsidies provided for the benefit of innovative startups 
apply for 5 years from their establishment, while the benefits granted to innovative SMEs 
have no time limits .  

 

SUPPORTING MEASURE REFERENCE 

ARTICLE IN DECREE-
LAW 179/2012 

INNOVATIVE STARTUPS INNOVATIVE SMES 

Creation of a special section of 
the register of companies, 
accessible through self-
certification, subject to 
fulfilment of periodic 
requirements and a special 
advertising procedure to 
facilitate widespread 
monitoring and control 

 

Article 25, 
Sections (8) to 

(10) 

Yes 

startup.registroimprese.it 

Yes 

pminnovative.registroimprese.it 

Flexibility in applying the rules 
of the civil code on 
recapitalization for losses 

 

Article 26, 
Section (1) 

Yes Yes 

Possibility of creating 
asymmetric voting rights 

 

Article 26, 
Sections (2) and 

(3) 

Yes Yes 

Non-applicability of the rules 
governing shell companies 

 

Article 26, 
Section (4) 

Yes Yes 

Exemption from stamp duty 
and administrative fees for the 
obligations concerning entries 
in the Register and the annual 
fee due to the Chamber of 
Commerce 

 

Article 26, 
Section (8) 

Yes The exemption only applies to 
stamp duty. It does not apply to 
administrative fees in relation to 
registration obligations, or the 
annual fee due to the Chamber of 
Commerce 

Exemption from stamp duty 
and administrative fees for the 
filing of any document with 
the Chamber of Commerce 

Article 26, 
Section (8)  

Yes 

(broad interpretation 
provided by Italian 
Revenue Agency Circular 
16/E of 11 June 2014) 

 

 

No 

 

http://startup.registroimprese.it/
http://pminnovative.registroimprese.it/
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SUPPORTING MEASURE REFERENCE 

ARTICLE IN DECREE-
LAW 179/2012 

INNOVATIVE STARTUPS INNOVATIVE SMES 

option of remuneration with 
equity-based incentive plans 
with exemption from income 
tax (taxed as capital gains 
only) 

 

Article 27 Yes Yes 

Fast-track access and reserves 
in the limits for the tax credit 
for hiring highly qualified staff 
carried out in the 2012-2014 
three-year period 

 

Article 27a Yes No 

(the innovative SMEs regulations 
are subsequent to the temporal 

applicability of the measure) 

 

Regulations regarding fixed 
term employment (possibility 
of using temporary contracts 
lasting a minimum of six 
months and a maximum of 36 
months, renewable without a 
continuity option, for a 
maximum period of 48 
months; possibility of part of 
the salary being variable) 

 

Article 28 Yes No 

(although Decree-Law 34/2014 is 
applicable, not dissimilar to the 
regulations regarding fixed-term 
contracts applicable to innovative 

startups) 

Tax incentives for investments 
in equity 

Article 29 Yes Yes  

(In different ways depending on 
whether the innovative SME had 
its first commercial sale less or 

more than 7 years ago) 

 

Increase in investment 
incentives for companies with 
a social goal or in high tech 
energy industry 

 

Article 29, 
Section (7) 

Yes Yes 

Equity Crowdfunding 

 

 

Article 30, 
Sections (1) to 

(5) 

Yes Yes 

Access to the Guarantee Fund 
for SMEs (free guarantee 
granted under a simplified 
bank loan arrangement) 

 

Article 30, 
Section (6) 

Yes Yes  

Ad-hoc support of 
internationalisation processes 
by the Italian Trade Agency 
 

Article 30, 
Sections (7) and 

(8) 

Yes Yes 
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SUPPORTING MEASURE REFERENCE 

ARTICLE IN DECREE-
LAW 179/2012 

INNOVATIVE STARTUPS INNOVATIVE SMES 

 

Fail-fast (exemption from the 
ordinary bankruptcy rules) 

 

Article 31, 
Sections (1) to 

(3) 

Yes No 

Mechanism for monitoring and 
evaluation of policies, annual 
report to Parliament 

 

Article 32, 
Sections (2) to 

(7) 

Yes Yes 

 

All the above measures are already in place, and can be used by innovative SMEs entered in 
the special section of the register, with two exceptions.  

The intervention of the Guarantee Fund needs an implementation decree from the Minister of 
Economic Development, in consultation with the Minister of Economy and Finance: the 
measure is ready to be signed by the Ministers. 

The Investment Compact requires a decree from the Minister of Economy and Finance, in 
consultation with the Minister of Economic Development, to be published for the 
implementation of tax relief on investments in innovative SMEs. For companies operating on 
the market for less than seven years from their first commercial sale, this measure applies 
under the conditions and limitations provided for by Article 21 of Regulation no. 651/2014 of 
the European Commission dated 17 June 2014. However, innovative SMEs that have been 
trading for at least seven years require notification to the Commission for verification of 
compatibility wit h the Community rules on state aid. 

The following extra measures of Growth Decree 2.0 provided for startups are not applicable to 
innovative SMEs: 

¶ incorporation using a standard form with digital signature (Article 4, Section (10a) of 
the Investment Compact; the implementing decree is currently being defined); 

¶ exemption from the obligation to affix the compliance visa for compensation of tax 
credits up to Ό50,000 (Article 4, Section (11-novies) of the Investment Compact); 

¶ the new edition of the Smart&Start programme launched on 16 February 2015. To 
summarise, over Ό200,000 have been allocated for zero-rate financing and deadlines 
for the return of credit of up to eight years for up to 80% (of which 20% on a non-
recourse basis for startups from convergence regions) of investment plans ranging 
from Ό100,000 and Ό1.5 million realised by innovative startups located throughout 
Italy (Ministeria l Decree of 24 September 2014); 

¶ the Italia Startup Visa and Italia Startup Hub programmes that, by introducing a 
simplified, centralised and computerised process, are designed to attract and retain 
innovative and talented people from countries outside of the European Union who 
wish to establish an innovative startup in Italy. This treats visas and residence permits 
as tools for economic development. Using this procedure, even innovative startups that 
have already been incorporated can attract working partners within their team.  

6.c.  Equity Crowdfunding extended to investment companies and other specialised 
measures 

http://www.smartstart.invitalia.it/
http://italiastartupvisa.mise.gov.it/
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Article 4, Section (10) extends beyond innovative SMEs, it also applies to collective 
investment bodies (UCIs) and other companies that invest mainly (70%) in innovative 
startups and SMEs, giving them the opportunity to raise capital by equity crowdfunding 
campaigns using online portals.  

Moreover, subscriptions and sales of shares in companies offered on portals may be carried 
out, as an exception to the ordinary rules, in an electronic manner through intermediaries 
authorised to provide investment services. Authorised intermediaries complete the 
subscription or purchase of shares in their own name and on behalf of the subscribers or 
buyers who have accepted the offer through the portal, thereby reducing costs and 
simplifying the procedures. 

The Ministry of Economic Development will develop a portal dedicated to storing all the 
documents and information needed to access public and private tender notices in favour of 
startups and innovative SMEs. The portal will aim to collect all the rules that govern 
innovative startups, as well as a regional section, which will list  all the references to local and 
regional tender notices (sections 10-ter and 11-bis). 

Finally, the decree has postponed submission of the annual report from the Ministry of 
Economic Development to Parliament from March to September each year. This is to enable 
the monitoring Committee to assess the impact of the legislation, pursuant to Article 32, 
Section (2) of Decree-Law 179/2012, and to analyse information related to financial 
statements filed by companies in the previous year (section 11-7). 

7. Following the coming into force of the Investment Compact, and particularly  of the 
legislation in favour of innovative SMEs, with Ministerial Decree of 27 May 2015 issued by the 
Ministry of Economic Development, the Directorate General for Industrial Policy, 
Competitiveness and SMEs, launched the "Technical Committee for monitoring and evaluation 
of policies in favour of innovative startups and SMEs." This Committee will replace the 
"Technical Committee for monitoring and evaluation of policies in favour of the innovative 
startups ecosystem", established by the Ministerial Decree of 31 January 2014. 

In this way, policy on innovative SMEs will be combined with the "evidence-based" approach 
that inspired legislation on startups, in order to collect, through analysis, empirical data useful 
for correcting the impact of the measures, and thereby enhance them. 

8. The Directorial Decree of 22 June 2015, issued by the Directorate General for Market 
Competition, the Consumer, Monitoring and Technical Regulations in the Ministry of 
Economic Development, approved the new procedures introducing the special section of 
innovative SMEs and amended the information relating to innovative startups. In particular, a 
new code will be introduced that, in certain circumstances, allows deletion from the special 
section dedicated to innovative startups and simultaneous registration in the section reserved 
for innovative SMEs. This conversion will only be possible if the company loses one or more of 
the requirements for innovative startup status, but meets the requirements provided for 
innovative SMEs. In this way, since there are no continuity measures, maintenance of 
subsidies compatible with both systems is protected. 

  

http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/normativa/DM_27_05_2015_Comitato_monitoraggio_e_valutazione_policy_startup_e_PMI_innovative.pdf
http://www.sviluppoeconomico.gov.it/index.php/it/normativa/decreti-direttoriali/2032906-decreto-direttoriale-22-giugno-2015-specifiche-tecniche-per-la-realizzazione-della-modulistica-registro-delle-imprese-rea
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1.1 The Ministry of Economic Development survey about the investment 

strategies and innovation of "excellent" SMEs  
 

The strategy pursued in recent years by the Ministry of Economic Development (MiSE), which 
is expressed in a wide range of instruments such as the policy on startups and innovative 
SMEs, the tax credit for investment in R&D, the tax concessions on income from exploitation 
of forms of intellectual property (Patent Box),7 was founded on the assumption that 
innovative businesses make a greater contribution to economic development than traditional 
companies, as they display better performance in terms of turnover, employment and 
investment.  

To reinforce this theoretical framework, in May 2015, the Ministry of Economic Development 
conducted a survey on a representative sample of 1,000 "excellent" small and medium-sized 
companies ɀ oriented towards international markets and engaged in organised innovation 
strategies ɀ to highlight their  main characteristics and performance. Looking back over the 
last 10-15 years, there has been an intense process of economic restructuring in Italy, partly  
in response to the severe effects of the 2008 recession, which saw the gap between successful 
and unsuccessful companies increase. This was because the business activities of the latter 
are based on local markets, leaving them open to suffer the effects of sluggish domestic 
demand.  

The survey was undertaken by sampling companies from a population of about 61,000 (with 
between 10 and 250 employees) with a turnover of between Ό2.5 and Ό50 million . 1,000 
companies were selected with at least two of the following three requirements: having 
invested in R&D in the period 2012-2014, having a fair level of management skills (at least 
three executives/middle managers), and having carried out innovative investments in 2014 
or planned them for 2015. 

We summarise the preliminary results of the survey below.  

 

INVESTMENT STRATEGIES 

The commitment of the surveyed companies to investment strategies was significant: 83.7% 
of the companies stated they wanted to make investments during 2015. This proportion 
increased significantly for bigger companies, and was particularly high in manufacturing and 
personal services. 

The high propensity towards investment is worth highlighting since it has occurred after 
several years of an investment ȰÓÔÒÉËÅȱ.8 

Most of the investment consisted of the acquisition of machinery (64% of the sample; 74.2% 
for companies in the manufacturing sector), software and patents (37.9%), and training of 

                                                           
7 For a detailed analysis on the latest measures taken by the Government, see the report on the Small Business 
Act prepared by MiSE (August 2015). 

8 Between 2007 and 2014, the decline in accumulated investments amounted to about 30% and was attributable 
to the interplay of a number of factors including weakness of demand, uncertainty about the economic outlook, 
restrictions in the availability of credit (Bank of Italy, July 2015). There seem to be signs in the first half of 2015 
of a partial recovery in GDP and investments related to a series of favourable external factors and to a set of 
measures in support of technological innovation and investment spending, repeatedly mentioned in this report, 
including, in particular, the "New Sabatini" (CSC (Centro Studi ɀ Confindustria), August 2015 and Enterprise 
Foundation, August 2015).  
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staff (31.6%). The share of investment in product innovations and processes was about 30%, 
whilst the share of expenditure on capital goods aimed at achieving greater energy efficiency 
was about 11%. The ratio  of investment to turnover was about 8%. 

With regard to the main financing channels, a significant recourse to self-financing and 
medium-long term debt emerges. This last item has a significant impact on excellent SMEs 
compared to other companies, indicating better planning, and more balanced and forward-
looking financial strategies.  

75.5% of the sample of companies surveyed did not use any kind of public incentive to finance 
their investments (this share tends to fall with an increase in the size of companies). The 
possible causes include a lack of awareness about existing subsidies, the lack of a need to use 
them, a negative outcome in regard to checks and a lack of State and/or regional financial 
resources. About 9% stated they used subsidies of a fiscal and financial nature (low interest 
loans and/or grants with no obligation to repay the funds). 

Assuming that public sources were more efficient and/or available, 47.7% of excellent SMEs 
declared they would prefer to continue not using them, whilst a proportion of companies of a 
certain size (31.8%) indicated they would tend mainly to use financing with  no obligation to 
repay the funds. 

 

INNOVATION STRATEGIES 

Almost all of the companies surveyed (96.7%) made innovative investments in 2014 and 
indicated they planned to make investments in 2015 (95.4%).9 

Most innovations seem to focus on processes (62.1%; 73.9% for manufacturing businesses), 
followed by products (54.4%; 64.1% in manufacturing), and finally organisational innovations 
(50.5%).10 

The companies that intended to make process innovations were mainly focussed on the 
acquisition of new machinery, process automation and improved management of orders. A 
certain level of attention also emerged for interventions aimed at reducing consumption in 
terms of environmental impact. 

With regard to product innovation, the majority of the replies focussed on strategies aimed at 
improving the quality of existing products; a significant level of "effort" by companies to 
change their production lines (aimed at manufacturing products already on the market) and 
to create innovative products to be marketed also emerged. 

Organisational innovations seemed mainly to involve changes concerning organisational 
structures and marketing activities. 

                                                           
9 A comprehensive analysis on recent innovation strategies adopted by Italian companies is contained in the SBA 
(Small Business Act) report prepared by the MiSE (August 2015). This analysis shows, also based on other 
surveys (Eurostat, 2012 and January 2015), studies and research, that there is a certain recent "technological 
awakening" by many Italian companies. 

10 A recent survey conducted by Eurostat on innovation strategies implemented by European companies in the 
years 2010-2012, shows that in Italy, rather similar percentages of companies achieved product and process 
innovations: respectively, 29.1% and 30.4%. What seems to emerge from the MiSE survey is instead a prevalence 
of companies focused on process rather than product innovation. Individual results are not yet comparable since 
the Eurostat survey was of a representative sample of SMEs, while the MiSE survey was based on a sample of 
1,000 excellent SMEs. 
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When making innovations, almost 90% of excellent SMEs did not resort to any public financial 
support. Public resources came mainly from local or regional authorities; the role of central 
government appeared to be more modest. 

Significant administrative burdens and red tape were the main obstacle to innovation. This is 
followed by difficulties in accessing credit and the lack of non-banking financial resources to 
invest in entrepreneurship. Just over ¼ of the sample also declared that no obstacles were 
encountered.  

The survey showed another element of weakness regarding the high degree of isolation that 
seems to accompany many companies in their innovation activities: in particular, 79.6% of the 
sample reported that it did not collaborate with other "parties" (this share dropped to 76% 
amongst companies with 50-249 employees and 60.1% among those who provide services to 
people). The low degree of collaboration in our innovative companies was confirmed by a 
recent OECD study (2014), which emphasised the need, in Italy, to strengthen types of 
collaborative research (businesses ɀ universities - research centres) that are widely used in 
the main European countries. 

As regards businesses that do collaborate, a greater degree of involvement particularly 
related to competitors or other companies in the same industry, universities and companies 
within the same group. The use of network agreements appeared modest, despite the 
enhancements in this new industrial policy instrument in recent years. 

It is also worth noting that 27.1% of the sample reported not having encountered any 
obstacles to innovation. 

 

EXPENDITURE ON R&D 

The survey allowed the extraction of interesting information about the expenditure of 
excellent SMEs in research and development. First, it emerged that in the period 2012-2014, 
almost 65% of the sample (with a peak of just below 82% in manufacturing) made this kind of 
investment. Almost a quarter of the companies also reported that such expenditure exceeded 
3% of turnover. This percentage increased with company size. 

On average, the number of people working full time, or almost full time, in research and 
development, amounted to 2.4. In this case, the size of the companies also was an important 
factor. 

The main reasons leading companies to invest in research are attributable mainly to the need 
to follow technological changes in their industry (60.8% of replies) and the mission that 
characterises their business activities (31%), this seems to play a particularly prominent role 
among medium-sized companies (43.7%). These were followed ɀ at some distance ɀ by 
seeking the most profitable market segments and exploiting occasional opportunities. 

Approximately 58% of the sample also reported having invested in the training for staff 
engaged in R&D, at levels ranging from just over 48% for companies with 10-19 employees to 
63.2% for medium-sized companies (50- 249 employees). 

Expenditure in research was also accompanied by patent activity, though this was a less 
pronounced feature. More specifically, 8.6% of the companies filed patents in the 2012-2014 
period, with greater commitment among the larger companies, while the figures were slightly 
more modest for the companies that established brands (7.5%; 10.3% among medium-sized 
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companies) and, above all, drawings and models (just 1.2%, 2.6% among those with 50 to 249 
employees).11 

The survey also allowed comparisons to be made between companies that had registered 
patents in the 2012-2014 period and those, on the other hand, which did not register any. The 
comparison showed that the former type of company appears to be characterised in general 
by better economic performance and more developed strategies for R&D, technological 
innovation and internationalisation.12 

Table 1.3 Cluster s of companies: performance comparison ( in %)  

 companies that 
registered patents  

companies that 
did not register 

patents  

Total 
companies 

% of companies that achieved a rise in turnover in 2014 43.1 29.7 30.9 

% of companies that expect an increase in turnover in 2015 45.1 24.2 26.0 

% of companies that hired more staff in 2014 22.0 19.5 19.7 

% of companies that expect an increase in the number of staff in 2015 17.3 14.0 14.3 

% of companies that has never been in recession 24.4 26.3 26.1 

% of companies whose expenditure in R&D was more than 3% of 
turnover 

28.4 24.7 25.2 

Number of people (on average) dedicated to R&D (full-time or almost) 4.6 2.1 2.4 

% of companies that believe that they are very competitive (more 
than adequate) 

30.1 28.3 28.4 

% of companies that increased investment in 2014 84.8 84.5 84.5 

% of companies that expect to increase investment in 2015 94.1 82.7 83.7 

% of turnover represented by investment 9.9 7.8 8.0 

% of innovative investment compared with overall investment (2014) 97.4 89.0 96.7 

% of innovative investment compared with overall investment (2015) 87.7 96.2 95.4 

% of companies that had received public support for innovation 
activities 

22.0 10.3 11.3 

% of companies that invest in training their R&D staff 64.1 56.9 57.8 

% of companies that have been involved in overseas activities in the 
2012-2014 period  

82.5 53.8 56.3 

% of exports compared with sales revenue in the period 2012 ς 2014  46.4 33.2 34.8 

% of companies that exported to new markets in the 2012-2014 period 46.5 37.2 38.3 

of which: EU Area 42.3 60.8 57.9 

of which: non-EU Area 100.0 78.7 82.0 

Source: MiSE survey, May 2015  

                                                           
11 Based on the most recent data from the Ministry of Economic Development (MiSE), 2014 saw an increase in 
patent applications for the first time in three years (of 2.8% compared to 2013). The figures are lower in the 
South (only 412 applications), but there registrations have accelerated by 10.5%. 

12 The better performance of companies with patents compared with those without patents (in terms of labour 
productivity, employment, wages, etc.) was confirmed by a recent extensive study of to the European production 
system (Office for Harmonization in the Internal Market, June 2015). 



Annual Report on Innovative Startups and SMEs ɀ 2015 

 Italian Ministry of Economic Development  34 

References 

 

P. Aghion and P. Howitt, A Model of Growth Through Creative Destruction, Econometrics, Vol. 
60, No. 2, pp. 323-351, March 1992. 

Ambrosetti Club, Finance for growth, March 2015. 

"ÁÎÃÁ Äȭ)ÔÁÌÉÁ, Investment dynamics in Italy: financing constraints, demand and uncertainty 
Quaderni di Economia e Finanza: Occasional Paper, No. 283, July 2015. 

CSC, Dopo il crollo nella crisi, gli investimenti ripartono. Cruciale sostenerli per avere una 
crescita più robusta, August 2015. 

Eurostat, Community Innovation Survey, 2012. 

Eurostat news release, The proportion of innovative companies fell below 50% in the EU in 2010 
to 2,012, January 2015. 

Fondazione Impresa, )ÎÄÁÇÉÎÅ ÓÕÌÌȭÉÎÎÏÖÁÚÉÏÎÅ ÎÅÌÌÁ ÐÉÃÃÏÌÁ ÉÍÐÒÅÓÁ ÍÁÎÉÆÁÔÔÕÒÉÅÒÁ, August 
2015. 

Global Strategy, Osservatorio PMI ɀ ,ȭÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÚÁ ÄÅÌ ÆÁÔÔÏÒÅ ÕÍÁÎÏ, 15 June 2015. 

J. Haltiwanger, R.S. Jarmin and J. Miranda, Who creates jobs? Small versus Large versus Young, 
Review of Economics and Statistics, Vol 95 (2), pp. 347-361, 2013. 

Intesa Sanpaolo, L'innovazione, un fattore di crescita durante la crisi, 2014. 

Kauffman Foundation Research Series, Firm Formation and Economic Growth, the Importance 
of Startups in Job Creation and Job Destruction, July 2010. 

M. Mazzucato, The Entrepreneurial State, Anthem Press, 2013. 

MET, Le strategie per la crescita - Imprese, mercati, Stato, Meridiana Libri, 2015. 

Ministry of Economic Development, Small Business Act. Support initiatives for micro, small and 
medium enterprises implemented in Italy in 2014 and in the first half of 2015, August 2015. 

E. Moretti, The new geography of jobs, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 2012. 

OECD, Science, Technology and Industry Scoreboard 2013. 

OECD, Studies on SMEs and Entrepreneurship, Italy, key issues and policies, 2014. 

P.M. Romer, Increasing Returns and Long-Run Growth, The Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 
94, No. 5, pp. 1002-1037, October 1986. 

P.M. Romer, Endogenous Technological Change, The Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 98, No. 
5, Part 2: The Problem of Development: A Conference of the Institute for the Study of Free 
Enterprise Systems, pp. S71-S102, October 1990. 

R.M. Solow, Technical Change and the Aggregate Production Function, The Review of 
Economics and Statistics, Vol. 39, No. 3, p. 312-320, August 1957. 

 

  



Annual Report on Innovative Startups and SMEs ɀ 2015 

 Italian Ministry of Economic Development  35 

2. Innovative startup s, certified incubators and innovative SMEs: the main 
evidence 

 

This edition of the report focuses on the analysis of innovative startups, for which support 
policy has now become relatively consistent. The conversion into law of Growth Decree 2.0 
dates back to December 2012 and the special section of the register was established in 
February 2013.  

In the coming months, studies of this subject will acquire further depth with the conduct of a 
survey which aims to shed light on aspects like the academic and professional background of 
"startuppers", the presence of entrepreneurs in their family environment, fluctuations in the 
level of income following the start of entrepreneurial activities, their level of knowledge of the 
support policy, their assessment of the quality of the various measures, etc. 

For their part, certified incubators will be the subject of a study aimed at measuring their  
impact on the growth process of startups, to classify types according to the services provided 
and to formulate recommendations to the legislature about possible further support 
measures. 

Finally, innovative SMEs currently represent a very limited area of investigation because of 
the brief period of the time that has elapsed since the introduction of the policy.  

 

2.1 Innovative startup s 

 

2.1.1 Human capital, enterprise data , geographical  and sectoral  
breakdown  

 

THE STARTUPS CATEGORY: DATE OF ESTABLISHMENT AND TYPES OF COMPANY 

As of 30 June 2015 there were 4,206 innovative startups registered in the special section of 
the Register of Companies of the Chambers of Commerce, including over 3,000 after the entry 
into force of Decree-Law 179/2012 (20 October 2012). In particular, 18% were established in 
2015, 35% in 2014, 23% in 2013, and the remaining 24% before 2013.  

Taking into consideration the innovative startups formed after the conversion of the decree, 
the average lead-time between the date of establishment and registration in the special 
section of the register was 103 days (the median value was 0 days). 

The prevailing type of company is that of a limited liability company (Srl): almost 80% of 
innovative startups are this type of company; a further 16.7% chose to become simplified 
limited companies, including those with a sole shareholder and reduced capital, 2.1% as 
cooperatives and, finally, 1.4% as public limited companies (SpA). There is also a company 
incorporated as a limited company in accordance with the laws of the United Kingdom. 

 

  

http://startup.registroimprese.it/report/startup.zip
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Table 2.1 Innovative startup s by type of company  

TYPE OF COMPANY NUMBER % 

LIMITED LIABILITY COMPANY (Srl) 3,349 79.6% 

SIMPLIFIED LIMITED LIABILITY COMPANY 555 13.2% 

LIMITED LIABILITY COMPANIES WITH A SOLE SHAREHOLDER 129 3.1% 

COOPERATIVES 90 2.1% 

PUBLIC LIMITED COMPANIES (SpA) 58 1.4% 

 LIMITED LIABILITY COMPANIES WITH REDUCED CAPITAL 16 0.4% 

LIMITED LIABILITY CONSORTIA 6 0.1% 

JOINT-STOCK COMPANIES WITH A SOLE SHAREHOLDER 1 0.0% 

SOCIAL COOPERATIVES 1 0.0% 

COMPANY INCORPORATED UNDER THE LAWS OF ANOTHER STATE 1 0.0% 

TOTAL 4,206 100.0% 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

HUMAN CAPITAL AND NUMBERS AT WORK 

One of the key factors for this type of company is the quality of the human capital of the 
founding members. This refers to all the personal characteristics of the partners, such as 
gender and chronological age, the type of education received in connection with the 
possession of certain qualifications (degree, second-level masters, doctorate) and previous 
work experience, general or specific (e.g. academic, research assignment positions, 
researcher, associate or ordinary professors, also researchers at national research 
institutions). Mastering adequate skills and knowledge may on the one hand, ensure the 
success and survival of the startup. On the other hand, it may attract potential investors who 
consider the human capital of the founding team as much a key asset as the innovative idea 
itself. Thus, by trying to trace the profile of the new entrepreneur, we note that it concerns 
people who are, on average, 40 years old and are mainly graduates with primary degrees. 
However, there are also many startuppers with a doctorate, although intuitively one might 
suspect that those with a high-level educational background may be more likely to share such 
information publicly.  

As is clear from a recent survey conducted by the University of Padua,13 the founders of 
startups are people with previous management experience in 46% of cases, and of these, 41% 
have gained at least 10 years' management experience. In 31% of cases, there was also 
previous entrepreneurial experience.  

A survey conducted in 2015 by Milan Polytechnic University,14 limited however to the 
manufacturing sector, shows that the founders of startups are highly educated (37% have a 
research PhD), mainly in technical areas (58% have a technical-scientific ÍÁÓÔÅÒȭÓ degree) 
and, on average, have already gained considerable experience working in fields related to that 
of the startups (11 years on average). This figure is very reassuring, considering the close ties 
highlighted by the scientific literature between the human capital of founders and the 
performance of innovative startups.15 

                                                           
13 Muffatto and Sheriff (2015). 

14 Sesana (2015). 

15 See, for example, Colombo and Grilli (2005) for the Italian context and Grilli (2014) for a review of the main 
evidence at European level. 
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For a complete picture of Italian innovative startups, we observe, with reference to the data 
published by the Chambers in the report on the second quarter 2015, that about a quarter of 
the overall number of startups in the registry was composed of enterprises controlled by 
young people (under 35). This is more than double the percentage for all enterprises (12%) 
and four times the figure for joint-stock companies (7%). This gap is significantly greater if we 
take into account all the companies in which there is at least one young person among the 
shareholders or on the Board of Directors (41% for startups vs. 13.6% for joint-stock 
companies). 

As for the presence of females and foreigners, the values in relation to innovative startups are 
lower than that for joint -stock companies.  

The percentage of females in the organisational structures of innovative startups is 
approximately 13%, compared to 16% in joint-stock companies; 1,883 companies employed 
at least one woman (44.3% of the total startups, a lower level but not far from that of joint-
stock companies, which is 50.1%). 

As for businesses controlled by foreigners, they are about 2.5% in startups, against 3.9% for 
joint -stock companies. 533 innovative startups have at least one foreigner among the 
shareholders, 12.6% of the total, and the percentage is higher than that of joint-stock 
companies in which there are less foreigners (10.2%).  

From an employment perspective, the 1,363 startups with employees recorded at 30 June 
2015 employ a total of 3,924 people (an increase of 899 employees compared to the end of 
March, up 29.7%), an average of 2.9 employees per company, while at least half of startups 
with employees have no more than two employees.  

At the same point in time, there were 16,861 shareholders in the 4,144 innovative startups 
with at least one shareholder (an increase of 1,999 shareholders compared to the end of 
March, up 13.5%). It can be assumed that the shareholders are directly involved in their 
companies. On average, every startup has 4.1 shareholders; half of them have no more than 
three. These figures are higher overall than those of joint-stock companies. 

 

VALUE OF PRODUCTION AND SHARE CAPITAL 

The average value of production confirms the small size of Italian startups, with about 
Ό122,000 per company, compared with about 3 million on average in joint-stock companies. 
Half of the innovative startups produce less than Ό27,000. The cumulative production for the 
2,281 companies for which figures are available is approximately Ό280 million. 

The 44 companies with a share capital that exceeds Όρ million are located in the Centre and 
North, especially in Lazio, Emilia-Romagna, Lombardy, Liguria and Veneto. 64% of Italian 
startups had an initial investment of no more than Ό10,000. This type, by far the most 
widespread in Italy, is distributed fairly evenly over all the regions in Italy. The aggregate 
value of the share capital for the 4,118 companies for which data is available is just under 
Ό210 million. 

 

SECTORAL BREAKDOWN 

From a sectoral perspective, the majority of innovative startups (over 80%) work in the 
sector of private services to households and companies. 

Excluding the sectors of tourism and trade, it emerges that 76% of Italian startups provide 
services to companies. In particular, the activities that are clearly the main ones are those 

http://startup.registroimprese.it/report/2_trimestre_2015.pdf
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related to consultancy and software production (about 42% of the total number of startups). 
Scientific research and development and professional and technical activities are next (28%). 
Only 18% of innovative startups operate in the manufacturing and construction industries. 
Finally, trade accounts for only 4% of the total. 

Within the manufacturing sector, the main activities are the manufacturing of computers and 
electronic and optical products, machinery and equipment and electrical and non-electrical 
equipment for domestic use. 

 

Chart 2.1 Innovative startup s in the key economic sectors  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION AND INCIDENCE OF TOTAL NUMBER OF COMPANIES 

The South is home to 22.3% of the innovative startups in the country, the Central regions have 
21.4% and the North has 56.3% (30.7% North-West, 25.6% North-East). 

The Italian region with the highest percentage of innovative startups is Lombardy (21.8%), 
which is also where the biggest number of companies currently trading are located (18.3% of 
the total), followed by the Emilia-Romagna region, with 11.9% of startups (8.5% of the total 
number of companies that are trading), Lazio, with 9.8% of startups (9.4% of companies that 
are trading) and Veneto with 7.5% (9.1%). 

Among the southern regions, Campania and Sicily lie in seventh and eighth place in the 
national rankings with 5.8% of the total number of startups (and 7.8% of companies currently 
trading) and with 4.3% of startups (and 6.1% of the number of companies), respectively. In 
particular, three regions in South Italy (Sicily, Sardinia and Apulia) have some of the largest 
startups in terms of the number of employees (in Italy, there are only 11 startups in the 20-45 
employees category). Other innovative startups in this size category are located in two central 
regions (Lazio and Marche) and in three northern regions (Lombardy, Piedmont and Friuli 
Venezia Giulia).  
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Chart 2.2 Ranking of Italian regions by percentage of the total number of innovative 
startup s 

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

It is interesting to note that the geographical distribution of innovative startups in relation to 
the total number of companies currently trading in the Italian regions reflects, at least in part, 
the distribution of graduates in technical and scientific subjects per thousand young residents 
between 20 and 29 years of age.  

The phenomenon seems to indicate, in line with the results of the surveys described above, 
how the type of degree obtained by young people can be correlated with the ability of 
graduates between 20 and 29 years of age to set up an innovative company.  

In most regions ɀ with the exception of Trentino Alto Adige and Valle d'Aosta ɀ the figures for 
the two indicators are on a par. In particular, the figures were significantly lower than the 
average for Italy ɀ for both indicators that were used ɀ in the southern parts of the Adriatic 
coast and in Sardinia.  
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Chart 2.3 Innovative startup s per thousand currently trading  companies  (Italy index = 
100)  
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Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

  

Fonte:  (http://www.istat.it)
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Chart 2.4 Graduates in technical and scientific subjects per thou sand inhabitants aged 
20-29 years (Italy index = 100)  
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A study of the provincial distribution of Italian innovative startups shows that Milan is, in 
absolute terms, the province with the largest number of startups: 609, accounting for 14.5% 
of the total. Rome is next with 362 (8.6%), Turin 226 (5.4%), Bologna 135 (3.2%) and Naples 
125 (3%). Modena, Florence and Trento also have more than 100 startups.16 

 

Chart 2.5 Ranking of the top twenty Italian provinces by number of innovative startup s 

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

The map below shows that high-tech startups are mainly concentrated in the larger Italian 
cities, particularly in those reached by the high-speed railway. 

  

                                                           
16 The complete provincial statistics are attached to this report. 
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Chart 2.6 The number of innovative startup s in each Italian province  

 

Note: the territorial breakdown does not take into account the following provincial boundaries: Barletta-Andria-

Trani, Carbonia-Iglesias, Medio Campidano, Ogliastra, Olbia-Tempio. 

Source: based on Infocamere data 
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After analysis of the indicators related to innovative startups in absolute terms and in relation 
to all the companies currently trading in the Italian regions, the ratio to the total number of 
joint -stock companies was analysed, which essentially represents their reference point.  

The distribution thus obtained shows a significantly diversified picture. At the level of the 
geographical areas, there is not that much variation. The nationwide average of the indicator  
is 27.8 startups for every ten thousand joint-stock companies. This is higher in the North-East 
(40.8) and the North-West (30.8), slightly lower in the Centre and South.  

The rankings for the individual regions, however, show wide variations. Trentino-Alto Adige 
is the region with the highest ratio of startups relative to joint-stock companies, with 78.9 
startups per ten thousand companies. This is followed, but with a wider gap, by Friuli Venezia 
Giulia, with 50.9, Valle d'Aosta with 48.7, Marche with 47.7, and Emilia-Romagna with 45.9. 
The leading southern region is Sardinia with only 37.2 startups per ten thousand companies. 

Lombardy ranks only in ninth place, with a ratio of 29.1, while Lazio is last in the rankings, 
with a ratio of only 16.3. 

 

Chart 2.7 Ranking of Italian regions relative  to the number of innovative startup s per 
ten thousand joint -stock companies  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

If the provincial data is considered, Trento is in first place with 107.7 startups per ten 
thousand companies, followed by Trieste with 102.1, Ancona with 73.9, Ascoli with 57. The 
highest-ranking southern province is Cagliari, in 7th place with 54.9. Milan and Rome are not 
among the top twenty provinces: the former is in 25th place with 37, and the capital is in 73rd 
place with 16.8. 
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Chart 2.8 Ranking of the top twenty provinces for innovative startup s per  ten thousand 
joint -stock companies  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

Apart from the particularly positive performance of some smaller territories, the data 
regarding the major metropolitan cities shows that these vital areas of the country still have 
substantial potential for the creation of new innovative companies. 
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Chart 2.9 The number of innovative startup s per  ten thousand joint -stock companies  by 
Italian province  

 

Note: the territorial breakdown does not take into account the following provincial boundaries: Barletta-Andria-

Trani, Carbonia-Iglesias, Medio Campidano, Ogliastra, Olbia-Tempio. 

Source: based on Infocamere data 
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CORRELATION BETWEEN THE DISTRIBUTION OF INNOVATIVE STARTUPS AND PATENTS 

An analysis of the degree of technological innovation conducted at regional level with the 
most recent data confirms the persistence of an innovation gap between the Centre-North and 
the South. It also allows an analysis to be made as to whether there is a correlation with the 
location of innovative startups. 

Lombardy in particular , with 172 patents and trademarks per 100,000 inhabitants, is in first 
place in the rankings, followed by Emilia-Romagna (about 145 patents and trademarks), Lazio 
(140) and Piedmont (about 138). There is a significant gap compared to with the southern 
regions, with Calabria having just 20 patents and trademarks per 100,000 inhabitants, the 
lowest region in the ranking. 

The comparison between 2003 and 2013, however, shows a widespread innovative effort, 
especially by the southern regions. The indicator on patents and trademarks in all the 
southern regions shows a significant increase while two northern regions (Lombardy and 
Piedmont) have seen a decrease in the ratio of patents compared with the number of 
inhabitants.  

Considering three other indicators regarding the degree of competitiveness/innovation of a 
country (exports as a percentage of GDP, ratio of companies using services with their website 
over the total number of companies with more than 10 employees, and finally graduates in 
science and technology per thousand inhabitants), significant and widespread improvements 
at regional level can be seen during the period specified above. The latest data confirms the 
gap between the northern and southern area although it is worth noting the effort made by 
the southern regions that, with the exception of Molise and Calabria, have an increased 
propensity to export, and all of them show an increase in the number of computerised 
companies and science and technology graduates. 

 

  



Annual Report on Innovative Startups and SMEs ɀ 2015 

 Italian Ministry of Economic Development  48 

Table 2.2 The degree of innovation in the Italian regions  

 

2003 2013 2003 2013 2003 2013 2003 2013 2015 

Patents and 
Trademarks (per 

100,000 
inhabitants) 

Exports over GDP ratio 
Services 

companies with a 
website 

Graduates in science 
and technology (per 

thousand inhabitants) 

Total 
number of 
Innovative 
Startups 

Percentage 
of total 

innovative 
startups 

compared 
with the 
total for 

Italy 

North-West 
          

Liguria  21.9 59.4 9.6 15.5 41.8 54.3 10.2 16.4 60 2.29 

Lombardy  288.1 172.1 27.5 32.6 48.6 75.4 8.2 16.6 865 18.3 

Piedmont 214.1 137.8 27.0 31.9 54.7 64.6 8.6 16.7 285 7.06 

Valle D'Aosta 5.8 28.9 10.6 13.4 47.5 59.6 0.1 2.4 11 0.3 

North-East 
          

Emilia-Romagna 62.4 144.7 27.0 35.1 49.7 72.3 11.3 18.8 476 8.5 

Friuli Venezia Giulia 39.2 100.1 26.7 31.9 48.9 70.6 8.1 16.5 115 1.9 

Trentino Alto Adige 26.8 84.6 16.7 19.5 56.8 83.1 9.7 9.3 133 1.9 

Veneto 75.5 118.5 30.5 34.9 47.4 71.2 7.7 11.8 293 9.1 

Centre 
          

Lazio  233.7 139.6 7.4 10.6 46.2 57.9 9.2 18.4 381 9.4 

Marche 35.0 121.9 25.0 25.7 42.2 65.3 7.2 15.2 166 3.0 

Tuscany  25.9 105.8 23.0 30.6. 47.0 70.1 12.1 18.0 246 7.5 

Umbria 8.6 78.1 12.9 18.3 43.7 62.5 6.1 13.2 51 1.6 

South 
          

Abruzzo 9.1 53.5 21.6 23.0 39.1 59.2 6.5 10.7 76 2.3 

Basilicata 1.3 30.5 16.3 11.0 34.8 53.2 3.1 5.3 25 0.8 

Calabria 3.5 20.2 1.1 1.1 29.7 50.1 4.8 10.9 94 2.5 

Campania 10.3 42.9 8.1 9.9 43.3 55.3 6.1 10.7 232 7.8 

Molise 1.9 32.6 9.2 5.9 24.1 57.9 0.6 4.5 16 0.5 

Apulia 11.4 43.6 9.1 12.6 46.4 59.8 3.7 6.9 158 5.8 

Sardinia 5.7 28.8 8.7 19.3 35.9 62.9 5.5 8.8 113 2.4 

Sicily 2.3 27.4 6.8 15.4 32.8 53.6 4.7 8.0 168 6.1 

Source: based on Infocamere, Istat and MiSE data 

 

  



Annual Report on Innovative Startups and SMEs ɀ 2015 

 Italian Ministry of Economic Development  49 

When data related to innovative startups (in terms of regional startups as a percentage of the 
total) is cross-referenced with t hat for patents and trademarks per 100,000 inhabitants, a 
high correlation is observed (the correlation coefficient is equal to 0.69). The startup 
phenomenon is especially focused on the more "innovation-oriented" regions (Lombardy, 
Lazio, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna) confirming that good infrastructural facilities and technology 
tends to facilitate the creation of new and highly innovative entrepreneurial companies. In 
addition, cross-referencing the ratio of innovative startups over the total number of startups 
with the other variables confirms a high degree of correlation. 

There are, however, two exceptions regarding the regions of Campania and Sicily, which are 
characterised by a moderate incidence of innovative startups in a production system that, 
despite the changes between 2003 and 2013, is still modest in terms of innovation. 

 

Chart 2.10 Correlation between the incidence of innovative startup s and patents and 

trademarks  

 

Source: based on Infocamere, Istat and MiSE data 

 

TRENDS IN REGISTRATIONS 

Turning, finally, to the analysis of data on the trend of innovative startup registrations, we 
note that ɀ excluding the initial peak of early 2013 shortly after the law came into force ɀ an 
almost linear growth has been recorded during the last two years, which were marked by a 
serious and widespread recession.  

The phenomenon of growth of startup companies thus appears in contrast to the overall 
establishment of Italian companies, which in recent times has seen a slow but steady 
decrease. Since the policy came into force, the average number of registrations has passed 
from 79 per month in 2013 to 122.7 in 2014 and 127 in the first half of 2015.   
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Chart 2.11 Monthly registration trends  in r espect of innovative startup s (January 2013 
ɀ June 2015) 

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

If this rate of growth continues in the second half of 2016, the number of Italian innovative 
startups could exceed 6,000 units. 

 

Chart 2.12 Total n umber of innovative startup s at the end of each quarter (March 2013  
ɀ June 2015) 

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 
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2.1.2 Startup s ɀ Registrations and Closures 
 

REGISTRATIONS AND CLOSURES IN 2014  

An essential component of the analysis of the startup phenomenon regards the measurement 
of the trend in closures, which may be a significant indicator of the rate of innovation in 
companies and their appetite for risk. 

The population of innovative startups increased appreciably in 2014. The positive balance 
between registrations and closures was 1,643 units and the growth rate in the number of 
registered companies is 111.2% compared to 2013.  

In 2014, there were 1,699 new registrations, a result that was higher than that of the previous 
year. Of these, 1,180 (70%) were firms established in 2014.  

There were just 56 deletions from the special section of the register, of which 25 were due to 
the cessation of trading (45%). The rest of the companies lost the requirements for innovative 
startups as defined by Decree-Law 179/2012. 

The number of companies at year-end stood at 3,120 units compared to 1,477 in December 
2013. Of these, 1,421 confirmed their registration of the previous year (46% of the total). 

In 2014, all areas of the country showed a positive balance compared to 2013, the largest in 
absolute terms was the North-West (511 more), followed by the South (411 more). The 
highest growth rate in startups was recorded in the South (154.3%). The rate was slightly 
above average in the North-West (114.1%). The figures for the North-East and Centre were 
below the national average.  

The sectors that, more than others, contributed to the growth of the number of startups 
concerned services. In absolute terms, the biggest increases were, in fact, related to services 
(1,241 more), followed at a considerable distance by industry (304 more). The growth rate of 
startups, however, was higher than average in other sectors, such as agriculture and tourism 
(225%), trade (135.8%) and industry (113.3%). 
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Table 2.3-Innovative startup s - Registrations and Closures ɀ 2014  
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NUMBER OF STARTUPS 
AT THE END OF 2013 

1,477 447 425 340 265 264 1,148 53 12 

REGISTERED 1,699 523 412 346 418 303 1,292 77 27 

 - ESTABLISHED IN 2014 1,180 345 290 247 298 195 912 51 22 

 - ESTABLISHED 
EARLIER 

519 178 122 99 120 108 380 26 5 

DELETED FROM THE 
SPECIAL SECTION 

56 13 26 8 9 4 47 5 0 

 - CLOSED 25 4 17 1 3 0 22 3 0 

 - LOSS OF THE 
REQUIREMENTS 

31 9 9 7 6 4 25 2 0 

NUMBER OF STARTUPS 
AT THE END OF 2014 

3,120 958 809 677 676 568 2,389 122 41 

DIFFERENCE 1.643 511 384 337 411 304 1241 69 29 

GROWTH RATE (*) 111.2% 114.1% 90.8% 99.4% 154.3% 113.3% 108.4% 135.8% 225 

CONFIRMED 1,421 435 397 331 258 260 1,101 48 12 

(*) The growth rate is the ratio between the difference between registrations and closures recorded in the period 

and the number of startups on the register at the beginning of the period considered. 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

STARTUPS ESTABLISHED AND CLOSED IN THE FIRST HALF OF 2015  

The innovative startups system continued growing at great speed in the first six months of 
2015. Compared to the end of 2014 the positive difference between startups established and 
closed was 1,086 units, representing a growth rate in the number of registered companies of 
34.8%.  

In the first half of 2015, there were 1,249 new registrations in the special section of the 
Register, of these 748 (60%) were established from January to June 2015.  

There were 163 deletions from the special section of the Register, although only 34 were due 
to a cessation of business (21%). The rest of the companies lost the requirements for 
innovative startups defined by Decree-Law 179/2012.In particular, 77 companies established 
between 20 October 2008 and 19 October 2009 were deleted from the lists held by the 
Chambers of Commerce. 

There were 4,206 startups as of 30 June 2015 compared with 3,120 in December 2014, of 
these, 2,957 confirmed their registration. 

In the first half of this year all the areas of the country registered a positive difference 
compared to 2014, the largest in absolute terms was in the North-West (318), followed by the 
North-East (284). The highest growth rate for startups was recorded in the South (38.6%). 
The rate was slightly above average in the North-East (35.5%). The figures for the North-West 
and Centre were below the national average.  
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The service sector was the sector that contributed most to the growth of the number of 
startups. The biggest differences in absolute terms were in the services sector (817), followed 
at a considerable distance by industry (195 units). The growth rate of startups, however, was 
higher than the overall average in the trade sector (54.1%) and in other sectors such as 
agriculture and tourism (51.2%). 

Table 2.4 - Innovative startups - Registrations and Closures ɀ First half of 2015  
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NUMBER OF STARTUPS 
AT THE END OF 2014 3,120 958 809 677 676 568 2,389 122 41 

REGISTERED 1.249 360 338 260 291 221 933 72 23 

 - ESTABLISHED IN 2015 748 216 206 158 168 132 565 35 16 

 - ESTABLISHED EARLIER 501 144 132 102 123 89 368 37 7 

DELETED FROM THE 
SPECIAL SECTION 163 45 51 37 30 32 123 6 2 

 - CLOSED 34 6 10 10 8 2 30 1 1 

 - LOSS OF THE 
REQUIREMENTS 129 39 41 27 22 30 93 5 1 

NUMBER OF STARTUPS 
AT 30 June 2015 4,206 1,276 1,093 900 937 763 3,206 183 54 

DIFFERENCE 1,086 318 284 223 261 195 817 61 13 

GROWTH RATE (*) 34.8% 32.9% 35.5% 32.9% 38.6% 33.3% 33.9% 54.1% 51.2% 

CONFIRMED 2,957 916 755 640 646 536 2,266 116 39 

(*) The growth rate is the ratio between the difference between registrations and closures recorded in the period 

and the number of startups on the register at the beginning of the period considered. 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

The number of innovative startups that have been closed down appears to be modest: just 59 
in the last year and a half. This is in sharp contrast with the indications in the literature 
(Kauffman Foundation) and a recent survey conducted by Confindustria and Cerved 
(Southern SMEs Report 2015, June 2015) which shows that, three years from establishment 
(between 2009 and 2012), the survival rate of companies in Italy is equal to 44.2% (48.3% in 
the South).  

The low number of innovative startup closures could be attributable, in addition to the 
influence of the policy, to the fact that many of these companies are establishing their various 
lines of business without having yet actually entered the market. It could also be understood 
as an indicator of reduced propensity to innovation and risk. The recent nature of the policy 
and its empirical manifestations do not, at present, allow an unequivocal conclusion. These 
aspects will be discussed further  in a qualitative survey on innovative startups that will be 
carried out in the coming months and whose main results will be presented in the Minister's 
report to Parliament next year.  
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2.1.3 Alternative innovation requirements  
 

To be classified as an innovative startup, as well as satisfying a number of cumulative 
conditions (Article 25, Section (2) b) to g) of Decree-Law 179/2012), a company must also 
meet at least one of the following "Alternative" requirements, aimed at specifically identifying 
how innovative the company's activities are (Article 25, Section (2) h): 

a. a minimum of 15% of expenditure on R&D on the greater figure between turnover and 
total annual costs;  

b. 1/3 of the workforce (employees in any capacity) composed of PhD students, post-docs 
and researchers with at least three yearsȭ research experience or 2/3 of the workforce 
composed of people in possession of 5-year degrees; 

c. a company that is the proprietor, custodian or licensee of a patent or industrial 
property  rights or the proprietor of registered software. 

Analysing the data from Infocamere updated at the end of June 2015 relating to self-
certifications submitted by innovative startups, 86% stated that they complied with one 
requirement, 12% two requirements and only 2% comply with all three innovation 
requirements. 

The number of companies with at least two of the three innovation requirements may be 
lower than expected. For example, a corresponding presence of highly educated staff would 
be expected in companies that have a substantial investment in R&D. The results do not 
support this assumption, even if, on the other hand, the fact that the legislation has 
established the possession of one of the requirements as a sufficient threshold for recognition 
may have prompted employers not to select a higher number. 

 

Chart 2.13 Innovative startup s per number of requirements  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

The distribution by number of requirements has no significant differences based on macro-
economic sectors and geographical areas. 
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Chart 2.14 Innovative startup s per number of requirements, industry and geographical 
area  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

Of the companies that only satisfied one requirement, in 63% of cases, these spend over 15% 
of their turnover or total costs on R&D, 23% employ sufficiently highly qualified staff to 
exceed the thresholds set by the legislation. In 14% of cases, they possess industrial property 
rights or registered original software. 

 

Chart 15.2 Innovative startup s that satisfy one requirement  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

The ratio of companies in possession of industrial property rights or software is relatively 
higher in industry and commerce, and, at regional level, in the North-East, where the 
incidence of the companies investing more than 15% of turnover in R&D is lower than in the 
rest of Italy. 
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Chart 2.16 Innovative startup s that satisfy one requirement per sector and 
geographical area  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

Of the companies indicating they satisfied two requirements, 59% spend over 15% of 
turnover on R&D and also employ highly skilled staff. 30% exceed the thresholds of 
expenditure on research and are in possession of industrial property rights or registered 
original software. The remaining 11% of cases have qualified staff and at least one industrial 
property right.  

In 90% of cases, these companies exceed the minimum requirement for spending on research, 
70% comply with the thresholds for qualified personnel, and 40% have at least one industrial 
property  right  or registration of original software. 

 

Chart 2.17 Innovative startup s satisfying  two requirements  

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 
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At the sectoral level, the percentage of companies that spend over 15% of turnover on R&D 
and at the same time employ highly qualified staff is higher in the trading sector, while the 
ratio of companies that have significant research expenditure and are in possession of an 
industrial property right or original software is significantly lower.  

At national level, the percentage of companies that spend over 15% of turnover on R&D and at 
the same time employ highly qualified staff is relatively higher in central Italy, where there is 
a slightly lower ratio of companies with qualified staff and at least one industrial property 
right.  

 

Chart 2.18 Innovative startup s satisfying two requirements per sector and geographical 
area 

 

Source: based on Infocamere data 

 

Finally, 69 companies have self-certified possession of all the above innovation requirements. 
52% of these are located in the North (25% in the North-West, 28% in the North-East), 29% 
in the South and 19% in the Centre of Italy. 80% are involved in the services market, 19% in 
industry.  

A study recently conducted by the Office for Harmonisation in the Internal Market ɀ the EU 
agency responsible for administering the Community trade mark and Community registered 
designs and models ɀ highlights how, in Europe, companies with patents perform better than 
companies without patents in terms of labour productivity, employment and wage levels.17 

It is therefore worth pointing out that among the 4,206 innovative startups registered up to 
June 30 there is a large number of companies (782) that declared ownership or licenses of 
tools to protect intellectual property, selecting the third requirement exclusively or combined 
with one or two of the other alternative innovation requirements. 

 

  

                                                           
17

Office for Harmonisation in the Internal Market, "Intellectual property rights and firm performance in Europe: an 

economic analysis", June 2015. 
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2.1.4 Innovative startup s with a social goal or  high technological value in 

the energy sector  
 

The definition of innovative startups Decree-Law 179/2012 (Article 25, Section (2) does not 
provide for limitations related to business sectors, because the main aim of the scheme is to 
promote technological innovation in all productive sectors. 

The only prescribed differentiation in the definition covers innovative startups with a "social 
goal" (SIAVS). Pursuant to Article 25, Section (4), SIAVS have the same requirements as other 
innovative startups, but they operate in certain specific areas that Article 2, Section (1) of 
Legislative Decree 155/2006, which governs social enterprise, considers to have significant 
social value.  

Since SIAVS by definition pursue goals related to the welfare of the community, as well as 
having a business logic, they may be less "attractive" on the market, which results in a return 
on investment that is lower than that generated by other companies. To correct this 
asymmetry, Article 29 of Decree-Law 179/2012 has awarded increased tax benefits for 
operators investing in this particular type of innovative startup.  

Together with innovative startups with a social goal, another type of innovative startup is 
provided with the same particularly advantageous tax benefits. These are the companies that 
exclusively develop and market innovative products or services of a high technological value 
in the energy industry.  

While this second type of startup is identified by checking whether its main and secondary 
activities are included in a restricted list of relevant Ateco 2007 codes (Italian version of the 
European nomenclature, NACE Rev. 2),18 recognising SIAVS requires a more flexible 
procedure, adapted to the needs of businesses that are taking on a double feature: they 
undertake activities which not only make use of technological innovation, but also pursue 
social goals. 

 

WHY ESTABLISH AN AD-HOC PROCEDURE TO IDENTIFY INNOVATIVE STARTUPS WITH A SOCIAL GOAL? 

Circular 3677/C issued by the Ministry of Economic Development on 20 January 2015 
introduced a new structured procedure for recognition of SIAVS. 

Technology is often associated with impersonality, with indifference to the effects produced 
on individuals and the community. The encouragement of recognition of innovative startups 
with a social goal is aimed at weakening this old cultural stratification and highlighting that 
even new high-tech companies can positively impact on the welfare of a community, or by 
examining the issue from another perspective, that social enterprises do not have a monopoly 
on activities with a social impact.  

Indeed, it should be stressed that, although they refer to the list of sectors drawn from 
legislation on social enterprises, the legal concept of SIAVS does not also require registration 
in the register of social enterprises. However, their connection to the world of social 

                                                           
18 The Decree of 30 January 2014 of the Ministry of Economy and Finance, in consultation with the Ministry of 
Economic Development, defined the scope of application of the increases in favour of innovative startups that 
develop and market innovative products or services exclusively with a high technological value in the energy 
industry, with an attached list of Ateco 2007 codes. 

http://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legge:2012-10-18;179
http://www.normattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:decreto.legislativo:2006;155
http://www.mise.gov.it/images/stories/normativa/circolare3677C.pdf
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2014/03/20/14A02246/sg
http://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2014/03/20/14A02246/sg
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entrepreneurship is clear, and the new procedure was also designed to inspire the 
Legislature, which is currently engaged in redefining the regulations for social enterprises. 

It is necessary to ensure that SIAVS and operators who decide to invest in their activities can 
benefit from an adequate level of certainty about the presence or omission of this special 
status. However, as mentioned above, a recognition system based on correspondence with a 
given list of Ateco 2007 codes, as it is the case for high technology innovative startups 
operating in the energy sector, does not seem the most appropriate solution. Not surprisingly, 
the implementing decree on incentives for startups does not provide a list of strict Ateco 
codes for SIAVS: in fact, these enterprises often operate across the board, ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ȰÈÙÂÒÉÄ" 
activities that focus on different areas, defying rigid classifications. 

For example, "Pedius", an innovative startup which provided the first example of how to of 
complete the "Social impact description document" in compliance with the new procedures 
(see the last pages of the completion guide), has the following Ateco code: "J61 
Telecommunications". This codification, which is not in any of the areas listed in Art icle 2, 
Section (1) of Legislative Decree 155/2006, would have excluded the applicability of its status 
as a SIAV. However, when the activities carried out by Pedius are examined in more detail, it 
turns out that they relate to a mobile application that allows deaf people to make normal 
telephone calls. By using vocal synthesis and recognition technology, which converts text to 
speech and speech to text, the company in question operates in the field of technological 
innovation, like all innovative startups, and at the same time has an impact on the community.  

The procedure created in January 2015 may help to bring to light many other possible "false 
negatives" hidden in the special section of innovative startups. They can then give an account 
of their own identity as companies that generate a social impact by operating in one of the 
areas covered by legislation on social enterprises, adherence to which, as we have seen, is a 
requirement inherent in the legal concept of SIAVS. 

At the same time, the completion by the enterprise of a document describing the expected or 
actual social impact may facilitate the activities pursued under Art icle 31, Section (5) of 
Decree-Law 179/2012  in relation to the checking of the requirement to operate in one or 
more of the fields covered by Legislative Decree 155/2006. This is necessary for the 
attribution of SIAV status and for the lawfulness of any increased benefits granted to the 
investors. 

As is obvious, the procedure aims to lubricate the mechanisms of interaction that develop 
between companies entitled to benefits and the authorities involved in supervisory functions 
concerning the legality of these benefits, using a simple and flexible communication tool like 
the one described below. 

Simple: since it is not too burdensome for the company called upon to comply with it. 

Flexible: by being adaptable to the specific case, not subject to rigid and unchanging 
parameters. 

 

A FLEXIBLE PROCEDURE, BASED ON A DESCRIPTION OF THE SOCIAL IMPACT 

Going into detail on the new procedures for recognising SIAV status, this consists first of all of 
a self-certification , through which the enterprise:  

1. declares that it is operating exclusively in one or more of the sectors listed in Article 2, 
Section (1) of Legislative Decree 155 of 24 March 2006; 

2. identifies the sector or sectors in question; 

http://startup.registroimprese.it/startup/document/Guida_Startup_Innovative_Vocazione_Sociale_21_01_2015.pdf
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3. declares that it is pursuing, whilst working in that area/those areas, an aim that is in 
the public interest; 

4. undertakes to provide evidence of the social impact that it generates. 

This last point is embodied in the drafting, once a year, of a "Social impact description 
document", to be completed in accordance with the guidelines provided in the 
aforementioned guide. 

SIAVS are required to draft and electronically transmit, to the competent Chamber of 
Commerce, the "Social impact description document", upon submission of the self-
certification  referred to and, in subsequent years, on the occasion of the annual confirmation 
of the requirements of Art icle 25(15) of Decree-Law 179/2012.  

The "Social impact description document" covers:  

¶ an expected impact in the case of startups or in any case not yet achieved at the time 
the first financial statements are filed;  

¶ an impact generated in the case of enterprises that have already filed their first 
financial statements. 

It needs to be clarified that, in any case, what is required is accountability and measurement, 
not a performance obligation. 

The procedure thus constructed is therefore able to associate flexibility ɀ a self-certification 
mechanism that leaves the entrepreneur to illustrate the social impact generated ɀ and 
solvency ɀ the authorities can count on a documentary basis to verify the existence of the 
requirement. Companies are strongly encouraged to publish the document produced on their 
official websites. 

Describing the social impact of an organisation means assigning wider and long-term effects 
in relation to the activities undertaken, effects meaning the potential benefits or changes that 
the intervention generates in the community in terms of knowledge, attitudes, status, life-
style conditions and values. At the same time, these results must be provided in measurable 
terms.19 

The impact is the last step of what is called the impact value chain, and that is a methodology 
to analyse the activity of an organisation by identifying the resources used (input), the 
products or services provided (output) the results (outcome) and, finally, the impact, that is, 
the broader and long-term change. By breaking the work down into its individual 
components, it is easier to clarify the fundamental distinction between the immediate results 
of an intervention (such as the number of participants in a vocational training event) and its 
ability to trigger lasting change, the impact (increased level of "employability" of the 
beneficiaries).  

The operator called upon to draft the Social Impact Description Document should always be 
guided by the ultimate purpose of this statement, or give an account of the activities 
conducted by the company and their impact on the various stakeholders, which legitimates its 
SIAV status.  

In view of the foregoing, the information provided by the guide for drafting the social impact 
description document, drafted in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and the main 

                                                           
19 A definition adapted from the work carried out by EVPA, GECES Sub-group on Impact Measurement and 

others. 

http://startup.registroimprese.it/startup/document/Guida_Startup_Innovative_Vocazione_Sociale_21_01_2015.pdf
http://startup.registroimprese.it/startup/document/Guida_Startup_Innovative_Vocazione_Sociale_21_01_2015.pdf
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Italian social entrepreneurship players, is intended to be illustrative and not prescriptive, 
because mandatory imposition of the use of a single procedure would not lead to an effective 
outcome. 

 

STATISTICAL DATA 

The new procedure for recognising SIAVS has so far been held back by the delayed adjustment 
of procedures for data transmission from the Chamber of Commerce system peripheral to the 
special section of the register at central level, so that at 30 June 2015 there were only 5 SIAVS.  

The decree of the General Director for the market, competition, the consumer, monitoring and 
the Technical Regulations of the Ministry of Economic Development of 22 June 2015, 
"Technical specifications for the implementation of procedures for the register of companies 
(REA)", will overcome this problem allowing a rapid increase in the number of companies 
with an approved social goal. 

At the end of June 2015, there were 482 startups that develop and market innovative 
products or services exclusively of a high technological value in the energy industry (11.5% of 
total): almost 60% are located in the North, equally distributed between the west and east, 
21% in central Italy and 21% in the South. Almost 90% are involved in private services, the 
rest are instead involved in industry. 

  

http://www.sviluppoeconomico.gov.it/index.php/it/normativa/decreti-direttoriali/2032906-decreto-direttoriale-22-giugno-2015-specifiche-tecniche-per-la-realizzazione-della-modulistica-registro-delle-imprese-rea
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2.1.5 Analysis of the main economic indicators  
 

INTRODUCTION 

Development of the information system for startups identified a comprehensive list of all the 
undertakings, outlining the structural characteristics such as location, type of company and 
business sector. These attributes were presented for all innovative startups.  

The next step, presented in this section, is to enhance knowledge about startups considering 
their employment rates and their economic performance. This type of analysis must, however, 
take into account both the period of formation of startups ɀ for example, many were only 
established in 2014 ɀ and the frequency for updating economic information (see the section 
on the information system's data sources in the appendix). 

Generally, it was possible to obtain information related mainly in regard to the period 2012-
2013 for a subset of heterogeneous companies. An attempt was therefore made to present the 
results in a standardised format, compared, for example, to all joint-stock companies, in order 
to make the analysis interpretable from an economic point of view. In accordance with the 
time required to obtain data from the sources, for 2014 it was possible to present a study on 
the dynamics of the number of employees and of the number of shareholders. 

The results shown below indicate that the average size of business startups, in terms of 
employees, recorded an increase between 2013 and 2014.  

Startups also involve a significant number of shareholders on average, mostly natural persons 
but also legal persons (among the 1,369 where, with reference to the year 2014, it was 
possible to identif y the presence of shareholders, there were more than 5,500 shareholders 
who were natural persons and about 1,100 who were legal persons).  

Compared to the economic data, there are some macro-sectors (R&D, consultancy, 
management consultancy, architecture and engineering) where the startups maintain a 
certain level of competitiveness compared to companies already on the market, also in terms 
of turnover. Also, as expected, the average levels of profitability of startups are lower than 
those of companies already on the market, but at the same time the levels of solvency and 
liquidity are quite competitive.  

However, in relation to the latter, the dynamics (2013 compared to 2012) of startups shows 
that about half of the solvent and liquid companies tend to suffer a contraction (settling 
down) of solvency levels compared with the previous year, which is a less significant 
phenomenon for companies already on the market. 

 

EMPLOYMENT AND THE NUMBER OF SHAREHOLDERS 

For 2013, it was possible to reconstruct employment information regarding 1,443 out of 
1,486 companies registered at 31 December, for 2,630 employees in total (staff employed in 
any capacity, including self-employed workers). The breakdown by economic sector shows 
the importance of service activities and in particular software and research and development 
activities. 
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Table 2.5 Number of employees and innovative startup s by sector of economic activity  
ɀ 2013  

Business sectors 
number of 
companies 

number of 
staff 

% of the 
companies 

% 
staff 

B +C +D +E +F-Other Industry and 
Construction 

214 433.6 14.8 16.5 

C-Machinery; 58 92.3 4.0 3.5 

G +H +I-Trade, transport, accommodation, 
catering 

97 148.6 6.7 5.7 

OTHER SERVICES 133 204.2 9.2 7.8 

J-Software 425 941.7 29.5 35.8 

J-Data Processing 90 170.5 6.2 6.5 

M-Management consultancy 43 76.3 3.0 2.9 

M-Architects and engineers 52 81.2 3.6 3.1 

M-Research and development 224 322.9 15.5 12.3 

M-Specialised design 18 20.0 1.2 0.8 

M-Other consultancy activities 55 79.2 3.8 3.0 

N -Other business support services 34 59.4 2.4 2.3 

Total 1,443 2,629.8 100.0 100.0 

Source: Istat 

 

Of these companies, 634 included employees among its collaborators (1,554). In 2014, the 
number of companies with employees significantly increased: 2,725 staff were employed in 
1,010 of the 3,179 registered companies. 

The increase in the number of companies with employees was accompanied by an increase in 
the average number of employees from 3.2 to 3.4. 

 

Table 2.6 Average staff of innovative startup s by geographical area  ɀ 2013 -2014  

Breakdown 2013 2014 

North-West 3.3 3.8 

North-East 2.7 2.9 

Centre 2.7 3.2 

South 4.1 3.6 

Total 3.2 3.4 

Source: Istat 

 

The increase in the average size is nearly uniform throughout Italy and in relation to 
economic sector. The exception is the South, where the number of startup companies doubled 
over the period while growth in other areas was approximately 50%. The substantial increase 
recorded in the South was probably attributable to new companies that, in the initial stage, 
had a small number of employees.  

An increase in average size occurred in most business sectors. The reduction in the design 
sector was due to the small number of companies involved.  
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Table 2.7 Average size by sector 

Business sectors 2013 2014 

B +C +D +E +F-Other Industry and Construction 3.2 3.7 

C-Machinery; 2.6 3.4 

G +H +I-Trade, transport, accommodation, catering 2.7 3.5 

OTHER SERVICES 2.9 3.1 

J-Software 3.7 3.9 

J-Data Processing 3.2 2.8 

M-Management consultancy 3.8 4.0 

M-Architects and engineers 2.8 2.7 

M-Research and development 2.6 2.7 

M-Specialised design 2.4 1.4 

M-Other consultancy activities 2.1 3.1 

N -Other business support services 2.8 3.3 

Total 3.2 3.4 

Source: Istat 

 

The increase in average size is even more significant when viewed in relation to companies 
that had employees in both 2013 and2014. Of over 600 companies monitored, the average 
size increased from 3.2 to 4.5 employees. 

The composition of the number of shareholders, natural persons and legal persons was 
analysed for 2014. The startup companies (1,369 units) for which it was possible to 
reconstruct the number of partners had just over 6,600 shareholders, including 5,500 natural 
and 1,100 legal persons. In particular, startup companies are mainly composed of more than 4 
shareholders. In addition, more than 25% of the shareholders, whether they are natural or 
legal persons, are in companies with more than 10 shareholders. 
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Chart 2.19 Distribution of the number of shareholders per category  ɀ 2014  

 
Source: Istat 

 

 

PRODUCTIVITY ANALYSIS 

 

¶ Added value and production  

Of the indicators considered to be strategic, added value is the one that best summarises the 
data regarding company productivity levels. Obtained by deducting the negative items on the 
income statement from the positive ones, it expresses the company's ability to remunerate the 
factors of production.20 In 2013, the situation regarding innovative startups for which it was 
possible to obtain accounting data shows that: 

the average value added per enterprise was about Ό35,000, compared to about Ό280,000 for 
all joint -stock companies;21 

considering the value added per employee, in other words productivity, the differences are 
less, even if they remain in favour of joint-stock companies (Ό19,000 compared to Ό53,000); 

in regard to innovative startups, the sector with the highest level of productivity is 
architecture and engineering (Ό35,000 per employee), followed by the consultancy sector, 
with approximately Ό31,000 per employee; 

negative performance was recorded for the data processing sector, where overall, the added 
value of innovative startups was less than zero. 

Overall, startups have lower productivity levels than enterprises that have already been 
established for years. Indeed, in one case (the data processing sector) added value was below 
zero. 

                                                           
20 The value added at factor cost, including contributions, net of tax, is taken into account in this case. 

21 Joint-stock companies with up to 100 employees were considered in order to ensure a consistent comparison 
with innovative startups, made up of small businesses. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

1 1-2 2-3 4-6 7-10 oltre 10

Persone fisiche Persone giuridiche



Annual Report on Innovative Startups and SMEs ɀ 2015 

 Italian Ministry of Economic Development  66 

Encouraging data emerges from analysing productivity developments. By using the value of 
production22 for the years 2012 and 2013, the production value per employee ratio was 
calculated, both for startups and for joint-stock companies. 

 

Table 2.8 Dynamics of production per employee, in regard to startup s and joint -stock 
companies overall  ɀ 2012 and 2013  

Business sectors Joint-stock companies overall Innovative startups 

Innovative 
startups 

compared 
with joint -

stock 
companies 

overall 

 
2012 2013 

2013 
compared 
with 2012 

2012 2013 
2013 

compared 
with 2012 

2013 
compared 
with 2012 

Other industries and 
construction 

244,226 252,436 1.034 85,013 127,349 1.498 1.449 

Machinery 208,722 208,721 1.000 68,856 139,119 2.020 2.020 

Trading, transport, 
accommodation, catering 

329,093 320,963 0.975 103,847 121,642 1.171 1.201 

Software 141,075 144,456 1.024 56,910 79,665 1.400 1.367 

Data processing 91,587 90,009 0.983 32,606 54,941 1.685 1.715 

Management consultancy 179,470 193,237 1.077 42,684 68,549 1.606 1.492 

Architectural and engineering 
firms 

240,544 220,576 0.917 62,800 120,835 1.924 2.098 

Research and development 185,977 149,901 0.806 71,314 101,011 1.416 1.757 

Specialised design 142,431 130,110 0.913 54,063 63,325 1.171 1.282 

Other consultancy activities 166,415 156,988 0.943 71,128 93,648 1.317 1.396 

Other services 238,847 185,767 0.778 61,316 93,853 1.531 1.968 

Source: Istat 

 

The change in the value of production per employee (last column) is always greater than 1, 
indicating a higher value in startups compared with joint-stock companies. In particular, in 
some sectors, such as architecture and engineering, industry, and other services, the growth 
in the period 2012-2013 was double that of companies in the same sectors, if joint-stock 
companies are considered in overall terms. 

  

                                                           
22 The value of production is used as a proxy for value added, since the latter has negative values in some cases 
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¶ Economic and financial analysis of profitability, liquidity and solvency 

In order to highlight the level of competitiveness of innovative startups in relation to joint-
stock companies overall, economic performance for the years 2012 and 2013 were analysed 
using the key financial indicators.  

Particular emphasis was given to the study of three specific areas of performance, relative to 
the level of profitability, solvency and liquidity, for which a selected number of indicators 
were summarised: 

1. two indicators were summarised in regard to liquidity (which expresses the ability to 
cover short-term liabilities with current assets ɀ inventories, receivables and cash): 

¶ the liquidity ratio 23 = (cash + receivables) / current liabilities  

¶ the current ratio24 = (cash + inventory + receivables) / current liabilities  

¶ a summary liquidity indicator was then calculated using the following equation: 

liquidity summary = 0.5 * liquidity ratio + 0.5 * current ratio  

which it is considered satisfactory if greater than 1 (indicating full coverage of 
short-term liabilities).  

2. in regard to solvency (which expresses the quality of the company's sources of 
financing and the level of debt, indicating the ability to stay in business over time, even 
in adverse market situations), it was summarised by two indicators: 

¶ leverage25 = debt capital/equity  

¶ coverage of fixed assets with lasting sources26 = (own capital + non-current 
liabi lities)/assets 

¶ a summary solvency indicator was then calculated in accordance with the 
following equation: 

solvency summary = 0.5 * (1/leverage) + 0.5 * coverage of fixed assets with lasting 
sources 

which it is considered satisfactory if greater than 1 (indicating full coverage of 
short-term liabilities).  

3. In regard to profitability, both ROE and ROI were calculated. ROE summarises the 
financial results of Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ transactions and is given by either of the following 
equations: 

¶ ROE = net profit / equity 

¶ ROE = [overall ROI * LEVERAGE (ROI ɀ i)] * extraordinary items and taxes ratio 

ROI instead expresses the operating profit (revenue minus operating costs) over 
the overall capital invested: 

                                                           
23 A value equal to or greater than 0.8 is considered a normal value. 

24 A value equal to or greater than 1.2 is considered a normal average value. 

25 A value of less than 2 is considered a normal value; beyond this threshold, the level of exposure towards third 
parties is high. 

26 A value greater than 1 is considered a normal value, excluding the use of short-term borrowings to finance 
fixed assets. 



Annual Report on Innovative Startups and SMEs ɀ 2015 

 Italian Ministry of Economic Development  68 

¶ ROI = operating revenue / capital employed 

As a first analysis, the ratio between turnover and overall investment (sales turnover) was 
calculated for both startups and joint-stock companies, in order to identify access problems 
for companies that are getting involved in the market for the first time. 

In certain macro sectors (other consultancy activities, specialised design, research and 
development, management consultancy, architects and engineering firms and other services) 
the gap between newly established companies and those already on the market seems rather 
small, while in others (trading, transport, accommodation, catering, data processing, other 
industry and construction, machinery and software) it is more evident.  

This indicates that in return for an initial investment, the innovative startups of the first 
segment (other consultancy activities, specialised design, research and development, 
management consultancy, architects and engineering firms and other services) achieve a 
return in terms of sales in line with competitors already on the market, while in other areas 
the competitive advantage of companies already on the market is higher. 

 

Chart 2.20 Turnover of innovative startup s and of joint stock  companies overall (2012 
and 2013)  

  

Source: Istat 

 

In terms of performance, it is noted that the profitability of innovative startups is less than 
that of companies already on the market, although some macro-sectors such as other 
consultancy activities, research and development, management consultancy and architects 
and engineering firms, have positive profitability levels. In terms of solvency and liquidity, 
however, startups generally have good levels of performance, on average higher than those of 
existing companies do. It can be assumed that startups start from a rather low level of debt 
and fully able to deal with short-term liabilities, compared with a level of activity that is not 
fully operational. 
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Table 2.9 Performance in terms of profitability, liquidity and solvency in innovative 
startup s (average values, 2012 and 2013)  

Business sectors 

2012 2013 

ROI 
Summary 
Solvency 

Summary 
Liquidity 

ROI 
Summary 
Solvency 

Summary 
Liquidity 

Other industries and construction -5.34 0.80 1.10 -2.34 0.80 0.91 

Machinery -1.26 0.80 0.99 -7.34 0.93 1.11 

Trading, transport, accommodation, 
catering 

-14.92 1.17 1.29 
-

17.9
9 

0.97 1.22 

Software -2.66 1.05 1.29 -4.86 1.26 1.47 

Data processing -18.64 3.32 3.79 
-

18.7
1 

2.06 2.31 

Management consultancy 9.75 0.75 1.03 4.54 1.38 1.22 

Architectural and engineering firms 4.20 0.87 1.14 3.76 0.80 1.12 

Research and development 2.56 1.01 1.35 3.13 1.25 1.59 

Specialised design -17.35 0.96 1.22 -4.70 0.74 1.09 

Other consultancy activities 5.15 0.86 1.08 -1.38 1.17 1.36 

Other services -12.16 1.19 1.41 -8.15 1.18 1.42 

Total -3.96 1.01 1.29 -4.61 1.05 1.28 

Source: Istat 

 

Table 2.10 Performance in terms of profitability, solvency and liquidity of joint stock  
companies (average values, 2012 and 2013)  

Business sectors 

2012 2013 

ROI 
Summary 
Solvency 

Summary 
Liquidity 

ROI 
Summary 
Solvency 

Summary 
Liquidity 

Other industries and construction 11.10 0.94 1.07 3.31 0.97 1.10 

Machinery 4.91 1.02 1.06 5.40 1.03 1.07 

Trading, transport, accommodation, 
catering 

2.35 0.46 -0.01 3.22 0.82 1.00 

Software 8.20 0.97 1.18 7.57 0.93 1.16 

Data processing 7.22 0.98 1.28 6.58 1.00 1.30 

Management consultancy 8.45 0.76 0.94 8.14 0.91 0.90 

Architectural and engineering firms 7.19 1.10 1.12 6.06 1.05 1.09 

Research and development 2.58 0.96 1.19 2.48 0.97 1.18 

Specialised design 8.42 1.19 1.39 8.72 1.05 1.29 

Other consultancy activities 7.40 0.97 1.27 7.28 1.02 1.33 

Other services 3.49 0.99 1.05 -0.57 1.01 1.07 

Total 5.83 0.76 0.77 2.50 0.91 1.07 

Source: Istat 
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If the analysis of the average level of profitability shows a substantial gap between startups 
and companies already on the market, the analysis of the distribution of individual companies 
within the sample showed the presence of macro-sectors in which startup s manage to be 
more competitive. 

The following table shows the distribution of the companies with positive profitability (ROE) 
(i.e. companies making a profit) that showed an improvement or deterioration in 
performance in 2013 compared to 2012. The same distribution is indicated for companies 
making a loss. 

Table 2.11 Distribution of companies in terms of profitability (2012 and 2013)  

Business sectors 

Startups (%) with: Joint-stock companies (%) with:  

positive profit negative profit positive profit negative profit 

growth decrease growth decrease growth decrease growth Reduction 

Other consultancy activities 26.1 30.4 13.0 30.5 35.1 35.3 5.9 23.7 

Specialised design 40.0 20.0 0.0 40.0 35.8 35.4 5.6 23.2 

Research and development 37.1 30.5 9.5 22.9 36.1 31.9 7.3 24.7 

Other services 27.9 27.9 11.8 32.4 34.3 29.8 10.2 25.7 

Trading, transport, accommodation, 
catering 

26.3 23.7 13.2 36.8 35.1 34.5 7.7 22.7 

Management consultancy 34.8 34.8 8.7 21.7 35.6 35.9 5.9 22.6 

Data processing 25.0 9.4 12.5 53.1 34.2 41.7 4.7 19.4 

Other industries and construction 28.1 22.5 13.5 35.9 34.7 34.3 7.5 23.5 

Machinery 33.3 19.0 0.0 47.7 38.0 39.1 5.1 17.8 

Software 26.4 28.7 11.5 33.4 34.4 39.5 4.9 21.2 

Architectural and engineering firms 45.5 18.2 6.1 30.2 32.7 37.4 5.4 24.5 

Total 30.4 26.0 10.7 32.9 34.8 33.4 8.1 23.7 

Source: Istat 

 

The analysis shows that in some sectors like specialist design, research and development, 
management consultancy and architecture and engineering firms, the percentage of 
companies making a profit in 2013 increased compared to 2012. This percentage was higher 
in the startups than in the joint -stock companies already on the market (these sectors thus 
confirm a good level of competitiveness, already highlighted in the turnover analysis).   
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Table 2.12 Distribution of companies in terms of solvency (2012 and 2013)  

Business sectors 

Startups (%)with: Joint-stock companies (%) with: 

positive solvency negative solvency positive solvency negative solvency 

growth decrease growth decrease growth decrease growth decrease 

Other consultancy 
activities 

26.1 56.5 8.7 8.7 50.3 25.7 10.0 14.0 

Specialised design 40.0 40.0 20.0 0.0 48.8 27.5 9.5 14.2 

Research and development 43.8 25.7 8.6 21.9 47.5 26.0 9.9 16.6 

Other services 35.3 32.4 8.8 23.5 42.5 22.9 16.0 18.6 

Trading, transport, 
accommodation, catering 

26.3 28.9 7.9 36.9 44.3 22.6 14.5 18.6 

Management consultancy 39.1 21.7 13.0 26.2 49.6 26.0 9.6 14.8 

Data processing 34.4 31.3 6.3 28.0 52.2 24.1 9.6 14.1 

Other industries and 
construction 

18.0 32.6 15.7 33.7 44.4 23.4 13.8 18.4 

Machinery 28.6 19.0 14.3 38.1 46.3 25.4 11.9 16.4 

Software 43.1 35.1 6.3 15.5 46.2 26.4 10.6 16.8 

Architectural and 
engineering firms 

39.4 15.2 15.2 30.2 52.2 27.9 7.3 12.6 

Total 35.7 31.0 9.7 23.6 44.3 23.3 14.3 18.1 

Source: Istat 

 

Table 2.13 Distribution of companies in terms of liquidity (2012 and 2013)  

Macrosectors 

Startups (%) with: Joint-stock companies (%) with: 

positive liquidity negative liquidity positive liquidity  negative liquidity 

growth decrease growth decrease growth decrease growth decrease 

Other consultancy activities 39.1 43.5 4.3 13.1 43.9 33.9 8.5 13.7 

Specialised design 20.0 40.0 30.0 10.0 42.5 33.7 9.3 14.5 

Research and development 42.9 28.6 2.9 25.6 40.8 32.7 8.9 17.6 

Other services 38.2 27.9 8.8 25.1 35.4 25.4 17.2 22.0 

Trading, transport, accommodation, 
catering 

23.7 34.2 5.3 36.8 32.6 21.3 20.4 25.7 

Management consultancy 39.1 26.1 8.7 26.1 44.3 32.7 8.8 14.2 

Data processing 37.5 34.4 0.0 28.1 43.2 36.3 8.6 11.9 

Other industries and construction 20.2 29.2 18.0 32.6 35.1 24.6 16.8 23.5 

Machinery 19.0 19.0 33.3 28.7 34.5 23.3 17.7 24.5 

Software 42.0 38.5 5.7 13.8 41.2 33.6 10.2 15.0 

Architectural and engineering firms 24.2 36.4 9.1 30.3 44.3 35.0 7.8 12.9 

Total 34.9 32.8 8.6 23.7 35.1 24.6 17.3 23.0 

Source: Istat 
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Undertaking the same analysis for solvency and liquidity , it is evident that the overall ratio of 
startup companies with positive performance is in line with that of companies already on the 
market. The percentage of solvent companies is 67%, for both categories, while in regard to 
liquidity, the percentage of companies with liquidity is 67% in startups and 60% in companies 
already on the market. Moreover, in 2013 about half of the solvent and liquid startups show a 
decrease compared to their performance in 2012, indicating a reduction in performance that 
was much lower in existing companies. 

Ultimately, for the year 2013, the companies in the two categories were divided into three 
groups: 

¶ The "healthy" companies with a positive level of performance, both in terms of 
profitabil ity (a positive ROE) and solidari ty (a solvency summary ratio of more than 
0.75), as well as liquidity (a liquidity summary ratio of more than 1); 

¶ companies with positive profitability but solvency or liquidity problems;  

¶ companies with negative profitability and solvency or liquidity problems. 

The results show that in some areas like research and development, other consultancy 
activities, architectural and engineering firms, management consulting, the percentage of 
"healthy" companies, in other words those making a profit, is quite similar for both startups 
and joint-stock companies already on the market. On the contrary, in some sectors such as 
construction and other industries, trading, transport, accommodation, catering, equipment, 
specialised design, software and data processing, the percentage of "healthy" companies was 
much lower in startups than joint-stock companies already present on the market. In these 
sectors, in particular, the percentage of loss-making companies with solvency and liquidity 
problems was quite high for startups. 
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Chart 2.21 Distribution of healthy companie s and companies with problems in terms of 
profitability, solvency and liquidity per macro -sector (2013)  

 

Source: Istat 

  


















































































































































































