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ORIGINAL ARTICLE Open Access

Understanding the purpose of benefit
corporations: an empirical study on the
Italian case
Giorgio Mion1* and Cristian R. Loza Adaui2

Abstract

Rethinking the traditional understanding of organizational purpose appears to be necessary. A teleological
paradigm shift seems to be on its way, changing the focus of attention from considering business organizations as
instruments used to generate profits toward a more comprehensive understanding of their purpose and of the
benefit they can create for society. Recently, new organizational entities have emerged, accompanied by the
renewal of institutional frameworks, among them are benefit corporations. Italy was the first European country to
introduce a legal framework to define the benefit corporation as a particular legal entity. The Italian law on the
benefit corporations proposes the promotion of firms that pursue the generation of benefit in a responsible,
sustainable, and transparent way and considering diverse stakeholders. This paper explores and describes the
multidimensional understanding of benefit and purpose of Italian benefit corporations, utilizing qualitative and
quantitative content analysis of 94 Italian benefit corporations’ purpose declarations, and providing a deep insight
into the purpose declared by benefit corporations. The research highlights a certain vagueness in public
declarations of the purpose of benefit corporations, even though it is clear that they attempt to differentiate
themselves from traditional businesses by focusing on social objectives more than on economic ones. Furthermore,
normative compliance emerged, but further normative requirements seem to be needed to make more effective
the transformative potentiality of benefit corporations and to avoid risks of opportunistic behaviors.

Keywords: Benefit corporations, Purpose of the firm, Organizational purpose, Purpose-driven organizations

Introduction
Business organizations have seen their power rapidly in-
crease during the twentieth century, not only about he-
gemony in economic and financial resources but also
concerning their social and political role. This role offers
the opportunity for business organizations to contribute
to solving global economic and socioenvironmental issues.
Over the past decades, dominant research narratives have
employed a monocausal approach to examining the
organizational purpose (e.g., Jensen, 2002). This single-
objective in the context of businesses has been often

identified as profit creation that favors shareholders, with-
out the assumption of any other responsibility except
complying with relevant laws (Friedman, 1970).
The single-objective perspective has been criticized as re-

ductionist (Koslowski, 2000, 2001; Naughton, Alford, &
Brady, 1995; Stout, 2012), and it has been more intensively
contested in the aftermath of the financial crisis, which
started in 2008 (e.g., Moore, 2012; Stiglitz, 2010) and gen-
erated a profound decline of public trust in business orga-
nizations. Thus, the need to rethink the univocal manner
in which organizational purpose has been traditionally
understood has become more pressing. A teleological para-
digm shift seems to be on its way, and it is changing the
focus of attention from a single-objective approach that
considers business organizations as mere instruments used
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to generate profits, toward a multiple-objective approach
that embraces a comprehensive understanding of the
organizational purpose and the benefit business organiza-
tions can create for society (Loza Adaui & Mion, 2016;
Pies, Schreck, & Hoffmann, 2018; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008).
There is no standard definition of organizational purpose,

and scholars provided different notions. In detail, some au-
thors described the purpose as the motive of being of an
organization or the reason for its creation (e.g., Hollensbe,
Wookey, Hickey, George, & Nichols, 2014; Pascarella &
Frohman, 1989; Reyes & Kleiner, 1990; Warriner, 1965).
Other scholars choose a definition of organizational pur-
pose that emphasizes the role of the purpose beyond other
business goals, first all the profit (Basu, 1999; Henderson &
Van den Steen, 2015; Hurth, 2017).
The increasing awareness of long-term sustainability is-

sues in society (e.g., climate change, increasing social in-
equality) and a more interconnected global civil society
have become the drivers of renewed attention to rethink-
ing business’ organizational purposes (EY Beacon Insti-
tute, 2016), as demonstrated by empirical observations
(Harvard Business Review Analytics Services, 2015).
Despite the dominant paradigm of profit maintaining

its pervasiveness as the principal goal of firms, new
organizational entities that emphasize the role of
organizational purpose have emerged, including benefit
corporations (BCs). After the emergence of BCs in the
United States (US), a broad diffusion of new regulatory
arrangements occurred in several states of the US. In
Europe, Italy was the first European country to intro-
duce a legal framework that defines a BC as a particular
legal entity and to formally regulate some aspects of the
existence of this type of corporation. Italian Law 28-12-
2015 n. 208 §376–384, which came into force toward
January 2016, proposed the promotion of firms that pur-
sue the generation of benefit in a responsible, sustain-
able, and transparent manner that considers diverse
stakeholders, such as employees, customers, suppliers,
and civil society. Even though there is an established
Italian tradition about social-oriented organizations, the
newly introduced legal framework for BCs (in Italian,
“società benefit”) calls for a new step of evolution of
business organizations and their purpose.
Given that Italian law is generic in terms of the purpose

of BCs, and empirical evidence about the organizational
purpose of BCs is still scarce, this paper aims to provide
empirical evidence and contribute to the debate by explor-
ing the organizational purpose of Italian BCs. The paper
adopts a qualitative research design and applies a content
analysis to the public declaration of 94 Italian BCs. In de-
tail, the research question is twofold: first, what is the de-
clared purpose of Italian BCs?, and second, how do Italian
BCs declare the operationalization of their benefit goals in
terms of benefit creation and delivery to stakeholders?

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. The
following section addresses the literature on the purpose
of the firm and the research on BCs, first at a global
level and then in the particular case of Italy. Then, we
describe the research methodology and present the char-
acteristics of the analyzed sample of Italian BCs. In the
subsequent section, we present and discuss the results.
Finally, we present conclusions and propose further
research.

Literature review
The development of benefit corporations as purpose-
driven organizations
The relevance of the discussion of organizational pur-
pose is reinforced by the existence of organizational en-
tities that reveal a combined (or complex) purpose and
that are labeled in different ways such as social enter-
prises (Borzaga & Defourny, 2001; Elkington & Hartigan,
2008; Mair, Battilana, & Cardenas, 2012) or hybrid orga-
nizations (Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Battilana, Lee,
Walker, & Dorsey, 2012; Haigh & Hoffman, 2012).
These new business entities are often identified as

“purpose-driven” or “purposeful” in contrast to the
market-driven organizations and emphasizing their
blended mission (Bull & Ridley-Duff, 2019). Indeed the
term “purpose” assumes a specific connotation that not
only identifies that a firm has a clear mission that can be
expressed merely as profit-seeking (Quinn & Thakor,
2018), but that it also explicitly adopts a blended mission
that combines economic, social, and environmental goals
(Muñoz, Cacciotti, & Cohen, 2018).
One challenge faced by these organizations is the

choice of a legal status that fit to their blended purpose.
In some cases, these organizations develop independ-
ently from a specific institutional framework, while in
other cases, new regulations have been introduced to
foster the development of these new organizations and
to safeguard stakeholders from possible greenwashing
practices (Stecker, 2016). Indeed, in many countries,
there are efforts to develop legal frameworks that are
capable of embracing the complexity of new
organizational entities that are oriented toward blended
ends such as BCs (André, 2015; Hiller, 2013; Robson,
2015) or low-profit limited-liability companies (L3Cs)
(Artz, Gramlich, & Porter, 2012; Lang & Minnigh, 2010;
Tyler, 2010), the latter with lower success (Callison &
Vestal, 2010). As empirically observed by Cooney,
Koushyar, Lee, and Murray (2014), several years after
the promulgation of legislation for new organizational
entities in many states of the US, an increasing number
of companies is choosing to operate under these two
new legal forms, with very rapid growth in the number
of BCs.
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As Robson (2015, p. 521) reports, BCs represent a legal
form that was legislated in most of the states of the US.
The legislation for BCs introduces a series of innova-
tions, one of them directly relating to the purpose of or-
ganizations and their governance. According to Robson
(2015), the purpose of a BC extends beyond the
maximization of shareholder benefits toward the creation
of public benefit, understood as a “material positive im-
pact on society and the environment, taken as a whole,
[and] assessed against a third party standard” (p. 522).
From this perspective, it becomes clear that a favorable

institutional framework is required to encourage and en-
able the development of purpose-driven organizations.
Currently, legislation for BCs has been passed in more
than half the states of the US, and outside the US, there
is legislation in Puerto Rico and Italy.
The introduction of the legal form of BCs was forestal-

led by the Benefit Corporation Movement, which was
triggered by B Lab in the US in 2006 (Roth & Winkler,
2018, p. 14). According to Roth and Winkler (2018), the
role of the B Lab was critical in the creation of the fol-
lowing three initiatives that had the goal of providing
the “needed infrastructure and support” (p. 14) to de-
velop organizations with a purpose: first, building a com-
munity of companies certified as “B Corps”; second,
creating a legal infrastructure; and third, developing and
providing a global rating system called the “Global Im-
pact Investing Rating System”.
The most substantial amount of literature focuses on

the societal arrangements realized to promote the exist-
ence of BCs, for example, changes in regulatory frame-
works or the creation of new laws (for reviews, see Cao,
Gehman, & Grimes, 2017; Grimes, Gehman, & Cao,
2018). Gehman, Grimes, and Cao (2019) identified 226
academic articles and book chapters on BCs published
in the past 10 years (2009–2018), and 137 of these are
devoted to the legal aspects of BCs.
Further, research has explored the social role played by

BCs at a macro-level by examining areas such as the im-
plications of BCs’ movement for public policy (Vaughan &
Arsneault, 2018); the role of BCs in promoting a circular
economy (Poponi, Colantoni, Cividino, & Mosconi, 2019);
and the role of BCs in introducing more significant social
commitment in critical economic sectors such as the
pharmaceutical industry (e.g., Eiser & Field, 2016; Frood,
2017). BCs have also been recognized as a factor that can
drive change in the economic system from the perspective
of conceptual innovation (Wolf, 2018).
Nonetheless, there is an entire stream of research fo-

cused on the organizational and managerial levels of
BCs. For example, from a theoretical perspective, Sabeti
(2011) presents the primary and secondary characteris-
tics of BCs. Further, Gehman and Grimes (2017) exam-
ine the particularities of belonging to this category of

organization and the reasons why some organizations
will (or will not) take the opportunity to promote their
membership in this category of organization. At this
same level of analysis, at least three studies are connect-
ing BCs to corporate social responsibility (André, 2012;
Hiller, 2013; Winkler, Brown, & Finegold, 2019). André
(2012) suggests that BCs allow the implementation of
corporate social responsibility more effectively, and this
output can be considered partially confirmed by Winkler
et al. (2019), who explicitly addressed the role of em-
ployee ownership and employee involvement in BCs,
finding that mainly employee ownership contributes to
external-stakeholder engagement.
Perhaps one of the more extended groups of literature

related to BCs is the research examining BCs in connec-
tion with sustainable entrepreneurship (Stubbs, 2017a).
The novelty of this category of organizations has been
researched from the perspective of considering these or-
ganizations hybrid organizations (Baudot, Dillard, &
Pencle, 2020; Rawhouser, Cummings, & Crane, 2015;
Stubbs, 2017a, 2017b) and as social enterprises (Hemp-
hill & Cullari, 2014; Kimbrell, 2013; Murray, 2012).
Given that the number of BCs and social enterprises
continues to grow, research providing an in-depth un-
derstanding of the motivation that compels entrepre-
neurs to choose these new forms of business and to
commit their firms to a blended purpose emerged and
grew faster.
Another crucial literature stream concerns BCs’ busi-

ness model that was presented as a possible way to re-
new the dominant business models, as in the case of
Hawaii (Rawhouser et al., 2015). In this line, Sabeti
(2011) identified a possible fourth-sector business model
based on the integration of economic, social, and envir-
onmental goals. Wilburn and Wilburn (2014) defined
this business model as the “double bottom line.” Despite
this optimistic view, previous literature is not unanimous
about the existence of a BCs’ business model. While
some studies faced this issue successfully referring to B-
Corps, the need for further research persists about BCs.
Stubbs studied Australian B-Corps’ business model and
detected it as the response to the need for a new sustain-
able business model (Stubbs, 2017a, 2019), capable of in-
tegrating economic and social objectives with
environmental concerns. On the contrary, Nigri and Del
Baldo (2018) focused the business model of Italian BCs
and identified three different approaches.
Based on institutional theory, Cetindamar (2018) per-

formed an analysis of US BCs’ level of compliance with
the law and highlighted that a large portion of the sam-
ple did not declare its commitment to public benefit and
did not publish a report on social impact. Collins and
Kahn (2016) found that the US model of BCs and the re-
lated notion of public benefit are affected by the US’s
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neoliberal political rationality. Empirical evidence from
other countries could be useful to better understanding
whether the purpose of BCs means they have a different
business model from traditional corporations founded
on a shareholders’ perspective. O’Toole (2019) is
skeptical about the reality of entrepreneurs’ benefit com-
mitment and describes entrepreneurs as a “bit too self-
congratulatory in [their] habit of [crowing] about their
do-goodism and commitment to ‘make the world a bet-
ter place’” (p. 81). In contrast, Clark and Babson (2012)
and Smith and Rönnegard (2016) interpret BCs as a
regulatory attempt to overcome narrow shareholders’
perspectives on organizational purpose. Furthermore, in
an attempt to define the purpose of BCs, Jonsen (2016)
focused on the need to operationalize their
organizational purpose as a benefit or common good to
reduce the conflict between business owners’ expecta-
tions and their social commitment.
In any case, the organizational purpose of BCs is not

univocal and requires a more profound understanding
that overtakes the perspective of compliance with legal
requirements and focuses on the organizational purpose
of BCs.

Purpose-driven organizations and benefit corporations in
Italy
The organizational purpose was traditionally an essential
issue for Italian managerial studies that pertain to “Econ-
omia Aziendale”. Several authors contributed to
highlighting the blended objectives of businesses that
cannot be reduced to profit-making. Since the birth of
the Economia Aziendale, businesses were understood as
instruments of satisfaction of multiple human needs, not
limited to economic ones (Azzini, 1982; Masini, 1968;
Onida, 1954; Zappa, 1927, 1957). Under this perspective,
the organizational purpose is blended because businesses
– even though they assume a for-profit form – also aim
to contribute to social development, by sharing value
with different stakeholders.
The debate about organizational objectives enlarged

during the XX century and focused on the role of busi-
nesses in society and the contribution that firms give to
the common good (Corticelli, 1995). Catturi (1971) de-
fined the organizational purpose by adopting a tridimen-
sional approach: a business systematically combines an
economic, societal, and political role, and its purpose
cannot be reduced to profit-seeking (Catturi, 1971 p.
1820). Coda (1986) focused business strategy as a com-
bined action on economic, social, and competitive per-
spectives: business cannot reach success without
integrating social concerns into its purpose, but it can-
not contribute to social development without pursuing
economic goals. In this line, Molteni (2004) introduced
the notion of “sintesi sociocompetitiva” (socio-

competitive synthesis) that contributes to define the
organizational purpose as a combination of different –
but not divergent– economic, social, and environmental
goals.
Furthermore, a large body of literature about coopera-

tive forms of business (e.g. Lipari, 1989; Matacena, 1990;
Tessitore, 1968; Vermiglio, 1990; Zan, 1990), based on
the important experiences of cooperatives developed
during the XX century in Italy. Italian cooperatives –
born from different idealistic origins, such as the Cath-
olic Social Teaching and the socialist ideal– expanded
their activities on the markets by maintaining various
objectives, not limited to profit-making, also because
their legal status sharply restricts profit distribution.
Also the largely spread experience of social cooperatives
–that operate in specific social and educational indus-
tries, but do not distribute profits– contributed to en-
large the attention to social business in Italy during the
last three decades (Broglia, Corsi, Farinon, & Mion,
2017; Lionzo, 2002; Thomas, 2004; Travaglini, 1997).
In summary, Italian Economia Aziendale already of-

fered a broad vision of organizational purpose from a
long time ago, even though not all businesses can be
considered as purpose-driven, and scholars are now de-
fining this notion.
Under the institutional perspective, Italian business

law did not offer specific legal forms to purpose-driven
organizations out of the nonprofit sector. Apart from
the cooperative form, two specific legal forms were de-
veloped: social cooperative (Law 8-11-1991 n. 381) and
social enterprise (Legislative Decree 24-03-2006 n. 155).
Even though both these institutional forms allow operat-
ing into the markets, they established the complete pro-
hibition to distribute profits to shareholders and
classified themselves as actual nonprofit organizations.
On the contrary, the BC (società benefit in Italian) is a

juridical form introduced in Italy by Law 28-12-2015 n.
208 art. 1 §§376–384; Italy was the first European coun-
try to regulate formally some aspects of BCs lives, and
similar legislative initiatives are developing in other
European countries, e.g., in Belgium, Luxemburg, and
France (Dutheil, 2019).
As openly declared by Italian law, the policy of the

Italian Government and the clear commitment of the
Italian Parliament is to proliferate sustainable behavior
in all industrial sectors.
The BC is a legal model that firms can adopt when

they are first established, or at any time by changing
their statute or constitutive act. Firms that want to be-
come BCs in Italy have to provide a determination of a
specific benefit impact in their corporate objective. The
Italian law proposes a definition of “benefit” – beneficio
comune in Italian – that is wide and rather vague, similar
to the definition in US legislations.
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By adopting the legal status of BC, in Italy firms do not
obtain any fiscal or financial advantage, so we can con-
sider this adoption as a voluntary choice that is motivated
by nonfinancial aims such as the desire to create social
benefit, acquire reputational advantage, or demonstrate an
ethical approach to conducting business. The Italian law
assigns managers the responsibility for the pursuit of
benefit as declared in the statute of the corporations.
Similar to what has occurred in research in the context

of the US, Italian researchers have generally focused the
juridical aspects of the legal form of BC (e.g., Bertarini,
2016; Corso, 2016; Palmieri, 2017; Riolfo, 2019; Siclari,
2016; Ventura, 1996) and the aspects of policy related to
the new legislation on BCs (e.g., Testi, Bellucci, Franchi,
& Biggeri, 2017; Venturi & Rago, 2015). There is a lack
of empirical evidence on the institutional and managerial
aspects of Italian BCs, despite some first studies having
focused on specific issues such as performance measure-
ment of BCs (Nigri & Del Baldo, 2018) or the analysis of
pioneering cases (Del Baldo, 2019).
There is no public governmental register of BCs in

Italy because this specific juridical status is not a differ-
ent firm format, but must be associated with one of the
traditional forms of corporations such as limited liability
companies or cooperatives. Therefore, there are no offi-
cial data for the number of BCs founded or transformed
during the first 2 years of enforcement of the Law 28-
12-2015 n. 208 §376–384. Nonetheless, Italian law intro-
duces some duties about transparency and accountabil-
ity: on the one hand, BCs have to declare their benefit
goals in their statute; on the other hand, they have to
publish an annual report that provides evidence of BC’s
performances about benefit goals.
In June 2018, according to the public and voluntary

register managed by Nativa (an Italian Benefit Corpor-
ation that is a licensee of B Corp Certification for Italy)
to which BCs can subscribe and provide information,
there were 166 BCs in Italy. Besides, at the same time,
there were 129 Italian BCs with available data on the
AIDA Bureau van Dijk database.
The most substantial portion of BCs included on the

AIDA Bureau van Dijk database are new companies (93
out of the 129 BCs); these are constituted as limited-
liability companies, and very few BCs are constituted as
cooperatives.

Research methods
Research design
The present research aims to investigate the understand-
ing of the benefit and purpose of Italian BCs by analyz-
ing how these BCs publicly declare their mission.
Moreover, the research explores how Italian BCs
operationalize and communicate their understanding of
benefit.

Given that there is no previous empirical evidence re-
lating to the research questions, we adopted a grounded
theory approach to content analysis, which is appropri-
ate for investigating an unexplored area (Krippendorff,
2019). The grounded theory approach allowed us to
draw out the purpose from a heterogeneous material
that BCs published on their websites and Nativa’s
website.

Sample description and data collection
We built the sample of analysis by crossing data from
two sources and assigning a code to each corporation:
the Nativa database and the AIDA Bureau van Dijk data-
base, both consulted on June 4, 2018. The sample counts
98 Italian BCs, 70 of which have a working website and
86 of which have published information about their
benefit objectives on the Nativa database. Therefore, we
obtained valid information for analysis with 94 cases
(Table 1).
Although there are BCs in almost all Italian regions

except Valle d’Aosta, Trentino Alto Adige, Umbria, Mo-
lise and Calabria, the distribution is unequal because
more than two-thirds of Italy’s BCs are located in North-
ern Italy, the most developed part of the country where
the number of firms is higher (Table 2).
Among the 94 analyzed firms, 62 were established as

BCs after Law 28-12-2015 n. 208 §376–384 entered into
force, while 32 were transformed from being generic for-
profit corporations to being BCs, some of which are
long-lived companies. The majority of the BCs in the
sample are organized as limited liability companies
(94%), with only five opting for a cooperative legal
structure.
It is also interesting to note that only 17 of these BCs

are certified B Corp, which means having demonstrated
their benefit orientation by submitting themselves to the
judgment of the certification organization and obtaining
a satisfactory score on the assessment scale. Few BCs
have declared an intention to certify themselves as B
Corp, meaning that the vast majority of the sample has
adopted only the juridical attributes of BCs, without sub-
mitting themselves to an assessment process. Italian BCs
operate in several industrial sectors (e.g., manufacturing,
finance, administrative services, healthcare), none of
which has prevalent representation among BCs.

Data analysis
To achieve the research aims, we performed a qualitative
content analysis to create an original coding system that
emerged during the analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
We began the data analysis applying open coding to
identify the key themes in the first-order analysis and
continued the process of code building by relating cat-
egories and subcategories through their properties (axial
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Table 1 Sample of analysis and main characteristics of BCs

Code Sector (NAICS 2017 description) Geographical
area

Age
of BC

Certified
B-Corp

Source of declaration

Nativa database Website

SB003 Administrative and Support and Waste Management South & Isles 13 No 1 0

SB004 Wholesale Trade North 2 No 1 1

SB005 Manufacturing North 6 No 1 1

SB008 Manufacturing Center 10 Yes 1 1

SB009 Real Estate Rental and Leasing Center 2 No 1 0

SB013 Finance and Insurance Center 2 No 1 0

SB014 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 1 No 0 1

SB019 Information North 1 No 1 1

SB020 Information North 1 No 1 1

SB021 Manufacturing South & Isles 2 Yes 1 1

SB023 Construction South & Isles 7 No 0 0

SB025 Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting North 2 No 1 1

SB027 Health Care and Social Assistance North 2 No 1 1

SB030 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 1 0

SB031 Construction North 17 No 1 0

SB032 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 1 No 1 0

SB033 Health Care and Social Assistance North 2 No 1 1

SB034 Information Center 3 Yes 1 1

SB036 Wholesale Trade North 25 Yes 1 1

SB037 Health Care and Social Assistance South & Isles 1 No 1 0

SB039 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services Center 17 No 1 1

SB040 Manufacturing North 1 No 1 0

SB043 Wholesale Trade North 3 Yes 1 1

SB044 Administrative and Support and Waste Management Center 3 No 1 1

SB045 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 18 No 1 0

SB046 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 1 0

SB047 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 1 No 1 1

SB049 Administrative and Support and Waste Management South & Isles 2 No 1 0

SB050 Educational Services South & Isles 2 No 1 0

SB051 Information North 30 Yes 1 1

SB052 Wholesale Trade North 2 No 1 1

SB053 Information North 1 No 1 1

SB055 Accommodation and Food Services Center 18 No 1 0

SB056 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 3 No 1 1

SB057 Finance and Insurance North 2 No 1 0

SB058 Utilities North 2 No 1 0

SB059 Administrative and Support and Waste Management South & Isles 2 No 1 1

SB060 Educational Services North 1 No 0 1

SB062 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services Center 2 No 1 0

SB063 Wholesale Trade North 2 No 1 1

SB064 Wholesale Trade North 1 No 1 0

SB065 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services Center 6 Yes 1 0

SB069 Health Care and Social Assistance North 2 No 1 1
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Table 1 Sample of analysis and main characteristics of BCs (Continued)

Code Sector (NAICS 2017 description) Geographical
area

Age
of BC

Certified
B-Corp

Source of declaration

Nativa database Website

SB071 Health Care and Social Assistance North 2 No 1 0

SB073 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 1 0

SB074 Real Estate Rental and Leasing North 1 No 1 0

SB081 Wholesale Trade North 8 Yes 1 1

SB082 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 0 0

SB083 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 0 1

SB089 Real Estate Rental and Leasing North 3 No 0 0

SB090 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 18 No 0 0

SB093 Educational Services Center 14 Yes 1 1

SB096 Health Care and Social Assistance Center 2 No 1 1

SB097 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services South & Isles 5 No 1 1

SB098 Manufacturing North 5 Yes 1 0

SB099 Other Services (except Public Administration) North 1 No 1 1

SB100 Health Care and Social Assistance South & Isles 2 No 1 0

SB102 Manufacturing South & Isles 2 No 1 1

SB104 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 16 Yes 1 0

SB105 Real Estate Rental and Leasing North 1 No 1 0

SB107 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 6 Yes 1 1

SB110 Utilities Center 4 Yes 1 1

SB111 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 1 No 1 0

SB112 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services Center 2 No 1 0

SB113 Accommodation and Food Services South & Isles 2 No 1 0

SB116 Accommodation and Food Services North 46 Yes 1 0

SB117 Educational Services Center 1 No 0 0

SB119 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 2 No 1 0

SB121 Wholesale Trade North 2 No 1 1

SB123 Accommodation and Food Services South & Isles 2 No 1 0

SB124 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 2 No 1 0

SB125 Wholesale Trade North 2 No 1 0

SB126 Real Estate Rental and Leasing South & Isles 1 No 1 0

SB127 Health Care and Social Assistance North 2 Yes 1 0

SB128 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 1 1

SB130 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 1 1

SB132 Wholesale Trade North 3 No 0 0

SB133 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 27 No 1 0

SB135 Health Care and Social Assistance Center 2 No 1 0

SB136 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 1 No 0 0

SB138 Educational Services Center 8 No 1 0

SB139 Health Care and Social Assistance Center 60 No 1 1

SB140 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 3 No 1 1

SB141 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 2 No 1 1

SB142 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 0 0

SB145 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 1 No 1 1

Mion and Loza Adaui International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility             (2020) 5:4 Page 7 of 15



coding) (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) and by identifying the
second-order themes and the aggregate dimensions as
suggested by Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton (2012). Finally,
the selective phase of coding allowed us to form theoret-
ical conclusions.
The content analysis was based on objective hermeneut-

ics, which aims to highlight the deep significance of the
text, to avoid the risk of bias caused by the promotional
dimension of declaration (Oevermann, Allert, Konau, &
Krambeck, 1979; Reichertz, 2004). The data analysis was
conducted over two stages, which were completed by the
first author and double-checked by the second author.
The results of the coding construction –presented in

Fig. 1– came from the abovementioned protocol of ana-
lysis, typical of grounded theory: the categories emerged
during the analysis and the coding derived from a recur-
rent process aimed to identify units of sense and catego-
rized them in main themes and aggregate dimensions.
For the drivers of purpose, based on existing literature

(e.g., Jeurissen, 1997), we choose to classify them in three
levels (micro/individual, meso/organizational, and macro/
market) to understand the origins of these drivers better.

Findings
Drivers of purpose
First, the content analysis recognized the drivers of the
purpose of BCs, that is, the motivations that impelled
the choice of the firms to become a BC. Several

companies (51) do not declare why they chose to be-
come BCs, but quite a large part of them (43) explains
the reasons for their choice. Based on the analysis of the
purpose descriptions of the BCs, the drivers were catego-
rized into three levels: micro-level (individual), meso-
level (organizational), and macro-level (societal).
At the micro-level, some drivers are primarily connected

to individuals inside BCs. Especially the drivers connected
to factors like the fulfillment of a personal passion or goal,
the practice of their religion or spirituality, and the expres-
sion of their ethics and values. For example, SB098 defines
the choice to become a BCs as “a nonconformist and vi-
sionary choice,” while SB047 declares this choice as arising
from the desire to create “an innovative startup born from
the passion and the dream of ten newly graduated young
people.” Also, spiritual experiences and particular religious
belief can affect the choice to create a BC or transform a
business into a BC, for example, SB019 originates from
the Economy of Communion and understands job “as an
opportunity for growth not only on the professionally but
also in consideration of the spiritual and ethical dimension
of working.”
At the organizational level, there are drivers relating to

the self-comprehension of the organizational community
and its consolidated practices. Some BCs refer to their
historical heritage as long-lived companies, while others
identify their purpose as acknowledged social responsi-
bility. SB102 describes its historical birth as follows: “a

Table 1 Sample of analysis and main characteristics of BCs (Continued)

Code Sector (NAICS 2017 description) Geographical
area

Age
of BC

Certified
B-Corp

Source of declaration

Nativa database Website

SB148 Administrative and Support and Waste Management North 5 No 1 1

SB149 Real Estate Rental and Leasing North 8 No 0 0

SB150 Accommodation and Food Services North 2 No 1 0

SB151 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 3 No 1 1

SB152 Retail Trade North 15 Yes 1 0

SB153 Administrative and Support and Waste Management Center 2 No 1 0

SB157 Wholesale Trade North 1 No 1 0

SB160 Educational Services Center 1 No 1 1

SB161 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 1 No 1 1

SB162 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 1 No 1 0

SB163 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services North 2 No 1 0

SB166 Manufacturing North 29 Yes 1 0

Table 2 Geographical distribution of BCs

Geographical area Number of BCs Percentage of BCs Percentage of active firms

North 62 66% 50%

Central 19 20% 22%

South & Isles 13 14% 28%
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thread that passes across continuous research and heri-
tage of traditions typical of productive microcosms.”
It is also possible to identify drivers that have a macro-

level orientation about the organizational benefit, for ex-
ample, the promotion of critical consumption. SB009
shows its commitment to critical consumption as fol-
lows: “sensitizing, spreading and promoting […] the cul-
ture of respect for environmental ecosystems, for the
biodiversity of products and cultivations, for the
valorization of the territory, for environmental sustain-
ability, for food safety and quality, for recycling and en-
ergy saving.”

Contents of purpose declarations
The content analysis of the public declarations of the
purpose of Italian BCs produced four categories that de-
scribe the content of the purpose declaration: law con-
formity, sustainability, the common good, and profit
creation. However, it should be noted here that none of

the previously mentioned categories are exclusive: more-
over, the outcome of the analysis demonstrates that the
understanding of purpose by BCs is multidimensional.
In the contents of purpose declarations, one element

emerging from the analysis is that many organizations
use a reference to the law as part of the purpose declar-
ation, in many cases, even without making an effort to
concretize or operationalize how the organizations pur-
sue the benefit. All BCs must be compliant with the law,
but some BCs have chosen to limit their declaration to
regulatory requirements without explaining the specific
understanding they have of “benefit” that has led to
them creating the firm as a BC. For example, the SB157
described its mission as follows:

“As a benefit corporation, the firm wants to pursue
one or more goals of common benefit and operates in
a responsible, sustainable and transparent way to-
wards people, communities, territories and the

Fig. 1 Coding structure
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environment, cultural and social assets and
activities, organizations and associations and other
stakeholders paying particular attention to sustaining
pharmaceutical research in spreading and promoting
innovative pharmaceutical use that is beneficial to
common health.”

More than 80% of this declaration is taken from the law
(in italics), and there is only a general reference to the
pharmaceutical industry and no information about the
expected effect of the firm’s activity. Therefore, the real
social benefit that can be expected from these corpora-
tions’ activities remains unclear.
Other BCs declare that sustainability is at the core of

their purpose, with a particular focus on the environ-
mental dimension of this broad category. They under-
stand their purpose as a contribution to sustainable
development, above all, by making an effort to ensure
clean production and to reduce waste according to the
logic of the circular economy. For example, SB019, a BC
that operates in the chemical industry, declares the fol-
lowing on its purpose declaration: “The commitment
carries on to sustainable development, that is, the cap-
acity of people to live decently and fairly, without
destroying natural systems from which all people draw
the resources necessary to live, and without overcoming
the capacity of these natural systems to absorb the waste
derived from industrial production.”
In some declarations, sustainability is viewed more

broadly and vaguely and is matched with other categor-
ies such as social responsibility, solidarity, ethics, or wel-
fare. In these cases, it is more challenging to understand
whether the BCs have a clear idea about their purpose,
as in the case of SB043, which makes the following gen-
eral declaration: “We want to operate ethically, integrat-
ing sustainable and responsible practices in all our
actions.”
Other BCs define their purpose about the common

good and service of society; in these cases, the compan-
ies acknowledge their role as a fundamental part of local
and global communities and declare to assume their re-
sponsibility through creating shared value. The vocation
to the common good is sometimes related to the par-
ticular local context, as in the case of SB021, which rec-
ognizes the importance of responsible entrepreneurship
in a particular territory:

“We want to be an entity and a presence—starting
from Southern Italy—that shows the need to come
back to a participatory society and not to betray the
original purpose of doing business: to fell a healthy
part of a complex system, preserving economic
independence.”

The notion of the common good is broad and is inter-
preted in different ways by the sample BCs. In some
cases, the BCs understand the common good as the cap-
acity of the company to contribute positively to societal
change, as in the case of SB047, which declares that “In-
novative corporations are bearers of societal improve-
ment, and for this motive, B Corps are proud to have
the motto: ‘Business as a force of (common) good.’”
The final purpose encoded in the BCs’ declarations is

profit creation. Some BCs understand their purpose as en-
suring they can create economic value that can contribute
to the development of the community. These BCs see
profit-making as the best instrument through which a
company can reach its economic sustainability and con-
tribute positively to society. This purpose interprets the
societal role of businesses in a very traditional manner
that does not identify a specific role for BCs, but rather,
assumes the same responsibility as any other company.

Operationalizing benefit: creation and delivery
The content analysis allowed an understanding of how
BCs operationalize their purpose about benefit creation
and benefit delivery. It is impossible to generalize our
findings given the vast differences between many of the
sample BCs’ declarations, but we were able to come to a
general understanding of the transfer of a general-
purpose to concrete managerial action.
Some BCs declare they pursue their mission by creating

different forms of economic benefit such as creating a
good reputation, improving the quality of products and
services, and contributing to economic development.
The promotion of quality is seen as a driver that cre-

ates benefits for all people involved in the economic
process. For example, SB059 describes its commitment
as follows: our company “promotes a European cam-
paign against the mistreatment of laborers in agriculture
by supporting the creation of a participatory supply
chain of high-quality tomatoes, and building a social alli-
ance between migrant laborers, farmers, consumers,
temporary workers, and artists.”
BCs also state the intention to create opportunities for

local economic development, above all, if they operate in
a critical context such as in poor territories or geograph-
ical contexts that limit the development of industrial ac-
tivities (e.g., SB019 and SB111).
Another way to operationalize benefit is through inte-

grating ethical values into economic practice. In particu-
lar, several BCs declare social inclusion as a priority of
their corporate activities, sometimes by choosing specific
categories of people as beneficiaries of corporate activ-
ities (e.g., migrants, poor people, or people with disabil-
ities), sometimes by adopting inclusive commercial
politics that allow all types of consumers to access their
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products or services regardless of a personal budget.
SB037, which operates in the healthcare sector declares
the following: “The company was born from the resolute
belief that the concrete and sustainable development of
our community need to promote projects and activities
that allow as many people as possible access to health-
care and treatments that guarantee the respect of princi-
ples of solidarity and human dignity together with
efficiency and high service quality.”
Other ethical values declared by BCs’ as driving their

activities are solidarity, trust, and legality. This last value
has great importance in local contexts where criminal
organizations are powerful and greatly influence social,
political, and economic activities. The emphasis on legal-
ity is particularly relevant to some of the BCs operating
in Southern Italy, where the Mafia has control of many
businesses and limits independent and legal initiatives.
For these BCs, legality is not only a prerequisite for op-
eration but also a way to create and proliferate benefits.
For example, SB141 declares the aim “to promote, enact,
and sustain […] the culture of legality, of transparency
towards public administration and community, of pro-
tection of rights, and social responsibility”.
Our content analysis demonstrated that some BCs

operationalize their vocation to benefit creation by gen-
erating measurable social effects about social cohesion
or social transformation. Sometimes, BCs choose a spe-
cific sector of activities such as impact finance for SB005
and SB039 or financial education for SB044, and other
BCs declare a commitment to measuring and assessing
their social impact. For example, SB059 declares the fol-
lowing: “The company commits to measuring and to be-
ing evaluated on the impact generated by its activity by
using an external evaluation standard with characteris-
tics described by the law and choosing as standard the
Common Good Balance Sheet standard.”
Other BCs operationalize their purpose by pursuing

human development or promoting the integrity of the
human person as a worker, consumer, and citizen. The
importance of human labor is at the center of several
BCs’ declarations, who understand business as the locus
where individuals can improve not only their profes-
sional and economic situation, but also improve the rela-
tional, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of their lives.
For example, SB098 states the following on its website:
“To consider the job for the Human Person. The job as
an instrument for creating and promoting wellbeing in
the biopsychosocial dimension. The job is to elevate hu-
man dignity.”
Partially related to the issue of human wellbeing is the

idea of benefit delivery by local anchorage that promotes
the wellbeing of communities. Local anchorage emerged
in several BC declarations, despite there being different
nuances of meaning in the use of the term “local

anchorage” emerging from the content analysis. Some
BCs understand their mission as creating economic op-
portunities for other businesses in their local context,
for example, in the field of agricultural and food special-
ties or of artisanal products (the so-called “made in
Italy”). Other BCs pursue benefit creation and delivery
by promoting cultural, social, or political opportunities.
SB105 declares that it will achieve its benefit by promot-
ing music and art in its territory, stating that its mission
is “to spread and establish roots for the love of music,
theater, and dance, understood as forms of artistic and
cultural performance, principally among citizens of Ivrea
and Canavese.” Still, other BCs understand their mission
as promoting innovation and creativity. These BCs iden-
tify benefits in creating favorable conditions to dissemin-
ate innovative ideas and enable individual freedom to
express creativity.
Moreover, our content analysis demonstrated that

several BCs define their benefit operationalization as a
new business model, in line with some contemporary
economic trends that involve all types of firms world-
wide and are not explicitly related to BCs. Some BCs
adopt the model of the circular and green economy as
an instrument for creating benefits, for example, by
operating in the field of waste recycling and building a
sustainable supply chain. Other BCs declare they adopt
the managerial approach of “shared value,” promoting
mutual relations that allow the creation of economic
value by sharing voluntary resources and competences.
In the Nativa database, SB034 wrote that it “builds
local communities of people, encouraging and support-
ing exchange and sharing of time and talents to create
social and economic value and to regenerate human
relations.”
The creation of relational capital is also another busi-

ness model chosen by BCs to operationalize their bene-
fit, a goal they aim to reach by promoting happiness and
wellbeing among worker communities. In some BCs’
declaration, relational capital is not considered a driver
of economic value, but an autonomous goal, which by
changing job conditions, allows the delivery of the pro-
posed social benefit. For these BCs, value measurement
is also centered on happiness, which takes precedence
over economic value indicators, for example, SB116 de-
clares that “Promoting workers’ happiness is a key per-
formance indicator, in harmony with celebration and the
value of joy represented by the products for the
customers.”
Some BCs understand their benefit mission as the cap-

acity to spread good practices among markets. In this
sense, benefiting the corporation is an objective itself be-
cause it allows delivering a model of business in which
economic, social, and environmental dimensions are
integrated.

Mion and Loza Adaui International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility             (2020) 5:4 Page 11 of 15



Finally, some of the BCs identify benefit creation with
transparency. Identifying benefit as transparency repre-
sents a narrow vision of benefit that recognizes the opa-
city of markets and information asymmetries as the
main problems of the contemporary economy and as-
signs to BCs the role of making markets more transpar-
ent. Even if this goal is coherent with a more inclusive
and democratic vision of the economy, it is not only re-
lated to BCs but rather includes all businesses in the
realization of a positive transformation in corporate cul-
ture and economic activity.

Discussion
The research about BCs and their purpose seems to be
in an early stage, and the findings of our study can con-
tribute to enlarge the discussion. The major contribution
of our study is explorative in nature, because it allowed
making a first attempt in understanding the content of
purpose declaration of Italian BCs and the idea of bene-
fit that these BCs pursue.
BCs formally define themselves as “hybrid organiza-

tions” by adopting a legal status that imposes the simul-
taneous pursuit of different economic, social, and
environmental goals. In this sense, our findings confirm
a large body of literature that identified BCs as hybrid
organizations (e.g., Rawhouser et al., 2015) characterized
by a hybrid purpose (Baudot et al., 2020).
Nevertheless, some doubts persist about the effective-

ness of formal compliance as a guarantee of BCs’ fulfill-
ment to their multidimensional purpose in their
practice. While Cetindamar (2018) demonstrated that
US BCs do not comply with the law, our study demon-
strated that BCs’ purpose declarations could be vague
despite the BCs complying with the Italian law. This sort
of haziness calls for an attentive control on the effective-
ness of the benefit objectives of BCs to avoid the risk of
greenwashing already highlighted for the US case
(Stecker, 2016).
While from a formal perspective, BCs are unambigu-

ously purpose-driven, the findings of our research
showed that Italian BCs do not form a homogeneous
group in their understanding (and declaration) of spe-
cific benefits and purposes, such as Nigri and Del Baldo
(2018) highlighted in reference to BCs’ business models.
There is great diversity among the sampled BCs; thus, it
can be concluded that the perception of “benefit” is un-
clear, and organizational purpose can be understood
very differently by different BCs. For example, there are
BCs that define themselves as representing a new busi-
ness model, but other BCs seem to follow traditional
business models that assume corporate social responsi-
bility as the main objective of their strategy. Conse-
quently, our results confirm the findings of previous
studies (e.g., Clark & Babson, 2012; Smith & Rönnegard,

2016) comparing BCs to traditional firms. Besides, when
BCs use widely adopted notions such as “sustainability”
to define their purpose, their stated purpose specifically
as a BC is unclear, and the boundaries of their social
and environmental activities are not clearly defined.
The content analysis demonstrated that some BCs de-

clare no specific purpose but present themselves as be-
ing witnesses of a new economic paradigm. In this sense,
they do not understand themselves as particular firms,
but only as organizations that declare their social and
environmental responsibility and can transform markets
simply by their presence. This vague narrative seems to
confirm the validity of the skeptical approach to BCs
expressed by O’Toole (2019) in order of the real capacity
of this new form of business to renew the dominant eco-
nomic paradigms.
However, many BCs in the sample stated their capacity

to integrate social and environmental aspects in their
mission, alongside value creation, so confirming Stubbs’
(2017b) previous findings about B-Corps. Such BCs
make a clear effort to define their benefit purpose differ-
ently from traditional businesses. The novelty of BCs is
sometimes a new type of product or service, or some-
times an alternative model adopted for the internal
organization through aspects of business such as human
resource management.
BCs understand themselves as change agents, and

some of them emphasize the social dimension of their
activities. On the contrary, other ones consider crucial
reaffirming their vocation to economic value creation.
Therefore, some BCs describe themselves more like not-
for-profit or third-sector organizations, while others use
a narrative that is similar to traditional corporations,
even if expressing a clear perception of their social
responsibility.
In several of the sampled BCs, the relationship be-

tween the purpose and the developed activities was not
clear, meaning that for these BCs, the operationalization
of benefit is unclear and does not identify a specific way
in which the BC realizes its social vocation. Conse-
quently, it remains unclear if the Italian tradition of
Economia Aziendale, is providing fertile ground for the
development of BCs beyond their anchorage in the law.

Conclusions
This paper aimed to enlarge the discussion about the
content of the purpose of purpose-driven organizations
through an analysis of Italian BCs. Despite the explora-
tory nature of the study, the contribution of our paper is
twofold. First, the paper contributes to filling the gap in
empirical evidence about the purpose of Italian BCs. Ac-
cordingly, the results of our analysis contribute to the
understanding of BCs purpose’s contents confirming its
multidimensional feature, and implications. Second, the
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paper offers interesting points for reflection on the ef-
fects of introducing new legal forms oriented to the sup-
port of social entrepreneurs and the role that
policymakers can play. The practical implications of the
study concern the opportunity to create a clearly defined
purpose to avoid reputational risk; this definition can be
voluntarily disclosed by each BC but can also be fostered
by more precise legal requirements, and above all, by ex-
plicit requirements related to disclosure of purpose and
performance.
Our paper has the following three significant limita-

tions: first, the object of the content analysis relates to
self-declared information of the companies. Second, the
short life history of Italian BCs. Third, it was not pos-
sible to compare the declarations of the purpose of certi-
fied B Corps with non-certified BCs, because the
number of certified B Corps in our sample was too small
at the time of sample closure.
Furthermore, to enlarge the observations and support

our conclusions, further analysis should be conducted
on concrete business practices through which BCs
realize their purpose, and practices related to long-term
performances and development can be measured.
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