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It is the intent of this report to begin to better 
understand the process of worker-initiated 
business recuperations and conversions by 
homing in on Italy’s worker buyout 
phenomenon. 
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Given the rise of the conversions of businesses 
in crises by their employees in recent years in 
regions and countries particularly hard-hit by 
economic crises, and given the possibilities they 
offer for helping local economies overcome 
economic difficulties and for saving jobs, it 
behoves researchers, cooperative federations, 
unions, and policymakers at all levels to 
understand the worker buyout process better. 
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This report focuses on the political and macro-
economic contexts, the legislational and 
financial frameworks, the demographic and 
territorial dimensions, and the organizational 
dynamics of worker buyouts in Italy. 

 
This worker/state/cooperative sector framework 
for WBOs in Italy contributes a unique set of 
business restructuring policies, financing 
mechanisms, and cooperative enabling 
environment. It is the goal of this report to map 
out the Legge Marcora framework and the 
broader enabling environment within which it is 
grounded, as well as the particularities of the 
WBO-generated cooperative businesses that 
emerge because of them. 
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Given the rise of conversions of troubled 
businesses by their employees in recent years 
in regions and countries particularly hard-hit by 
economic crises, we believe that workers and 
their representatives, the cooperative 
movement, researchers, and policymakers at all 
levels should strive to better understand the 
processes and possibilities of business 
conversions into labour-managed firms and 
their potential for starting up new collective 
enterprises. 
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This report strives to contribute to bridging 
these knowledge gaps by more fully and 
systematically documenting the history and 
continued emergence of WBOs in Italy, their 
territorial extent, their survival rates, their 
makeup as new cooperative firms, the specifics 
of the legal and financial framework that support 
them, and for ultimately establishing a research 
context and agenda for securing their early 
diagnosis and long-term potential. 



� �� �

�������.
����
�����
������
���
#����3
'������&���
� ���
&&(������������	�
������I�
���D�)�����
��
(��
�����#��$����

���
��#�����
���
���&������
��
����� ���������"����
�����/0����
���.
&�����$
��
�
��
$
���
��*�
�"-��1������
��
�
�
�����
������
$� ��
�#����
���
��'����&
����
���'�������
���'"�
����� ���
�� ��
&�$
�+� ��
�� ��&��
�� ���������� ���� =
� �
����� �J���� �)� IG�)�  �� ���� �
&�� ��&��� 
(��
�&��������(�#�"�
����
�����(�"�$
�+������
$������
� ��
&��/0������*�
�"�
��(�������
�
��
����
&�

����� 
�� 
����� /0��)� ��� ���� 
����� �
���� �
�� 
� ��$� & 
��� ������� 
��� �
���
�� $
�+��� �
+�
#���
���(
��
��� ���+����
��
&��
��*�
�"-������%��
����� � 
��
��&
#�&����� 
��� �
&&(���"%'
���� ��
����"�

��(�
��
�����������.�����(�����
������
����������� �
��%�(��
�����1������
��
�
�
���
����
��+�����
���&���
&��
���������
��������
������
����(��
���&� ��
���&�������	�
�����I�)��

�
��� 
�� ���� ��
�
�� �
�� ����� ���
��������� (������
�� ���� 
�� *�
�"-�� /0�� ����
&��
�� 
��� ����
������
��
�� 
��� �(������ ���
(����� ��
�� �(��
��� ���& � ��� ��
�� ������ �
�� �
�� '���� �
� �
��� 
�
�
&��������#��� ����
���
��"� ��
(������ 
��� �('���
�� "� 
������'��� 
��
(������ 
�� *�
�"-�� /0��)�<
��
�
�� ������ '���� 
� �������� 
�
�"���� 
�� $����� *�
�"-�� /0��� �
#�� �&������ 
��� 
��� �
�
���)�
;(�����&
�����
��$
�+�����
��	�
�����!��
�(&������� ���1������
��
�
���
&�$
�+��
��'�������
��
�
&�$�
�� �
&���.� 
��� �
��(������ ������$����� 
�� ��� � �� $���� *�
��
�� �
�����(��
�
��� �

���
��#���
�
'
(��� 
��� '(������� �
$� 
��� ���� 	�#��� 	
��7� �.��(� �#�� 
��� &��������
�� �������7� 
� �����
�
� 
��
�(������ �
(����7� 
��� �

���
��#�� 
��� '(������� ��
�� ������ 
��� 
�� $����� &
"� '�� ����&��
����� �
�
$
�+���������
��"��
����������
�/0�)�

 �
���� ����� ���
��� ����#��� �
� �
����'(��� �
� '������ �� ������ +�
$������ �
��� '"� &
��� �(��"� 
���
�"���&
���
��"��
�(&���������������
�"�
����
����(� ���&��������
��/0������*�
�"��������������
��
��
�.������ ������ �(�#�#
�� �
����� ������&
+�(�� 
�� ��$� � 

���
��#�� ���&��� ���� ���������� 
�� ���� ���
�� 
���
���
���
�� ��
&�$
�+� ��
�� �(��
��� ���&�� 
��� �
�� (��� &
���"� ���
'�������� 
� ����
���� �
���.�� 
���

����
��
�����(������������
��"���
��
����
����
��% ���&��
�����
�)�

�
��:� 
0%��'#"3%�)� �"�(2�� ��)4!2�3%�� �%2'#()5� �*3�"�* %)�7� �%!2'()5�&'!()%!!%!7� �)4� �#"3"!��!�
+"#�&'!()%!!�
#�)!+%#!��"��"#$%#!�

�
6������
������'������*�
�"-��/0����
&�$
�+���
(���
 ��
�'��
���&�
��
�����
�5(�
��
���
���"�

��������� 
���������� 
� �
��%����� ��������� ��� '(����� �� ��
������� 
��� ���� ���
��
�� 
�� ��$� $
�+���
�

���
��#��� 
&
����� 
� �
���(�� 
��
��&'��� ��
���� 
��� 
� ��
$���� ��
(�� 
��
�
���"&
+����� �
��(��
����� 
���
����
������� ���
(��
(�� 5(�
��)� 6����� ����
�
��� ��$�"�
���� �
$�#���� ������ �
�� '���� 
�
����
���
�� �
�+� 
�� �(��� 
��� ����(��
�����
�
+�%(�� 
�� ���� /0�� �
�(��
�� '"� 56�
�
���"&
+����� �������� ���� 5(�
��
��
�
���
&���� 
��� 	
&&����
�-�� ��
�
�
���

��� ���
�(��
��� �
�� '�

���� 5(�
��
��
�
���"� �
�(����� 
�� '(������� ��
������)� ,���� �(����� �� ��
�� ������ ��� ������ &
��� $
�+� ��� +�
$������
&
'����
��
����
���������
�
��(��$�������������
��� ����
�
&����
�����
��
��/0����������
��"��(�����
��&���
����������	5	��%	*	�� ���J��
���J��'7��J�!�) ��

,
������� $���� 
� ��
$���� ��
(�� 
�� ����
�������� �

�� �
��#�� ��
&
������ 
��� �
���"&
+�����$��
'����#�� *�
�"-�� $
�+��P��
��P�

���
��#�� ����
�� �
� ��
���
��
�� 
��� �(��
��� ����&�� �
�� ��$�
�

���
��#��� 
��� /0��� �����#��� �
� '�� '������ (������ 

�� 
��� �
���'�"� �&(�
���� ��� 
�����
3(��������
��)� ,���� ��� ���� �
���� 
�� 
������ �
#�� 
�� 
� 
��(���� '��
(��� �
��
�
�� �

���
��#��
��#��
�&���� �����
��#��� �(��� 
�� *�
�"-�� 1����� �
��
 �
� ��
&�$
�+� �
����'(��� ��
#��� 
���
���
#
��#�� '(������� �����(��(����� 
��� �

���
��#�� � �
'����� �
���"� 
��� �(��
���)� /�� 
��
�

 
Together with a growing group of researchers, 
cooperative promoters, and policymakers, we 
believe Italy’s worker/state/cooperative sector 
capitalization and support scheme for new 
cooperatives and WBOs is deserving of better 
understanding and possible emulation in other 
jurisdictions. 
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The lack of definitional precision of “business 
transfers” has in part contributed to a watering 
down of Europe-wide policies for WBOs. It is 
among the goals of this report to more precisely 
delineate what could be meant by transferring 
businesses (failing or not) to employees, delve 
into how and why workers can (and do) recover 
troubled firms or those with succession issues, 
and explore the mechanisms of worker buyouts. 
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“Careful and gradual preparation of transfers to 
employees organized in the form of worker co-
operatives can improve survival rates” of the 
“approximately one-third of enterprises in 
Europe [that] will transfer ownership in the next 
10 years” (EC COM, 2004, p. 10). This report’s 
survival and longevity rate findings for Italian 
WBOs support this claim. 
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It is our hypothesis from the readiness of 
workers to assume entrepreneurial roles in 
Spain, France, Italy, and in Latin America, for 
example, that many employees are more than 
prepared to take on entrepreneurial projects, 
take over the firms that employ them, and that 
less “transition taboo” might exist among 
workers than is currently assumed. 

 
We believe that the promotion of more transfers 
to employees as WBOs throughout Europe’s 
Member States – linked to improved education 
initiatives regards this possibility geared to 
shareholders, business owners, entrepreneurs, 
employees, and national cooperative 
movements – could help save more of the 
150,000 firms with 600,000 employees that are 
not being transferred due to inefficiencies. 
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“The Commission has invited Member States to 
develop a framework for business transfers to 
employees based on best practices to avoid 
closure. As for example the single payment in 
Spain (pago único) and Legge Marcora in Italy, 
which allow unemployment benefits to finance 
new cooperative start-ups”. (EC COM, 2012, p. 
6) 
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With the lingering effects of the crisis and the 
paucity of viable alternatives to it in much-tried 
and failed orthodox interventions and austerity 
policies, there is now a growing flurry of 
proposals for new research and promotional 
activities focusing on business transfers to 
workers and buyouts of troubled businesses by 
workers. 
 
It is in the precise spirit of the European 
Parliament’s 2 July 2013 and 14 January 2014 
resolutions, the “Taking Action” conference, and 
the June 2015 Pilot Project call for proposals 
that we have also decided to embark on this 
research, to write and make public this report, 
to detail the Legge Marcora framework, and to 
complement it with the publically accessible and 
emergent database of Italian WBOs. 
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Worker-recuperated enterprises: former 
investor-owned, sole proprietary, or other forms 
of firms that have subsequently been occupied, 
taken over, or bought out by employees and 
reopened by them as worker cooperatives or 
some other type of labour-managed enterprise. 
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A worker buyout (WBO) is an employee-led 
business rescue, restructuring, and conversion 
process whereby employees purchase an 
ownership stake in the entire business that 
employs them, or in a division or subsidiary of 
the business. 
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Four possible routes to a worker buyout: (1) 
Employees form a newco that then buys some 
or all of the assets of the target company in 
what is known as an “asset sale” via share 
capital contributions. (2) Employees purchase 
some or all of the assets of a target company 
via debt financing. (3) Employees first negotiate 
the transference of a failing company or a 
company with succession issues with the 
appropriate authorities. (4) Any combination of 
the above three scenarios, including co-
ownership and co-administrative models 
between employees and owners or employees 
and managers of the target company. 
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Three general types of worker buyouts : (1) 
the “labour conflict WBO”; (2) the “ESOP 
WBO”; and (3) the “negotiated WBO”.  
Italy’s WBOs are in general (but not 
exclusively) the third type - a negotiated 
WBO arrangement between exiting business 
owners, employees desiring to save their 
jobs, their organized labour representatives, 
the state, and the cooperative sector, going 
far in saving or creating at least 9,500 jobs 
and the 257 firms across Italy in our 
database. Italy’s worker/state/cooperative 
sector capitalization and support mechanisms 
for WBOs - rooted in a strong policy 
framework - in essence contribute to a unique 
business conversion enabling environment. 
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Institutional financing entities, in collaboration 
with numerous other national and local 
cooperative development agencies, are thus 
entrusted to carry out the objectives of Legge 
Marcora. The task of these institutional 
investors is not only to provide financing to 
employment generating cooperative societies in 
the form of share or debt capital, but also to 
ensure the sustainability of the investments in 
new cooperative projects and, additionally, to 
carry out technical, economic, and financial 
consulting and oversight. 
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The surge in unemployment, labour strife, and 
the continued recessions of the 1970s and 
1980s, and the rise of the first WBOs of the 
1980s would ultimately lead to the passing of 
the Legge Marcora (L. 49/1985), promoted by 
Italian Minister of Industry Giovanni Marcora, 
national legislators, and the cooperative and 
labour movements as a way to stimulate local 
economic revival, prevent further business 
closures, and promote workers’ sense of 
entrepreneurialism. 
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[T]he general decline of economic 
circumstances, merging with the country’s 
history and traditions of cooperativism, long-
held practices of shop-floor labour organizing 
and workers’ self-activity, and its legislated 
support mechanisms under the Legge Marcora 
framework, has made Italy ripe for WBOs. 
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Given the rise of the conversions of businesses 
in trouble by their employees in recent years in 
Italy, lingering economic crisis, and the promise 
offered by its multistakeholder and collaborative 
Legge Marcora framework as an exemplar 
worker buyout and business conversion model, 
it is important, we believe, for researchers, 
cooperative federations, unions, and 
policymakers at all levels and within and outside 
of Italy and Europe to understand better the 
intricacies of the Italian WBO model. 
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Three explicit notions entrenched in legislation 
and carried out in practice underscore Italy’s 
process of WBO formation: 
1. A right-of-first refusal for employees seeking 
to buy out companies in crisis. 
2. The use of workers’ own entrepreneurial 
initiative and resources for investing in new 
cooperatives, including the possible use of 
lump-sum payments of appropriate 
unemployment benefits. 
3. Saving jobs and productive capacity via the 
formation of cooperatives while minimizing 
undue burdens to the state’s budget. 
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From our research to date and the literature on 
labour-managed firms and workplace 
democracy, we can assert that, while a difficult 
path, creating new worker cooperatives from 
out of the ashes of troubled firms can be viable 
responses to ongoing macro- and micro-
economic crises that otherwise lead to lockouts, 
layoffs, unemployment, and failed businesses. 
The “Italian road to recuperating enterprises” is 
made possible by close collaborations between 
workers, the cooperative sector, and the state, 
regulated by existing Italian cooperative 
legislation, which includes the Legge Marcora 
framework. 
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The Legge Marcora funding scheme has been 
used widely for the financing, consolidation, and 
support of WBOs and for de novo and 
established cooperatives focused on work-
generation. To do so, the law provisions two 
publically funded pools of money: Foncooper, a 
rotating soft-interest loan fund, and the “Special 
Fund” for share-based risk capital financing. For 
WBOs, the Legge Marcora framework promotes 
the formation of cooperatives among workers 
who are laid off or otherwise unemployed due to 
company crisis, business bankruptcies, or 
closures to assist them in forming a 
cooperative, avoid structural unemployment, 
and save productive entities.  
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Cooperazione Finanza Impresa (CFI) is Italy’s 
vanguard institution for promoting and financing 
WBOs. CFI’s interventions in WBO projects and 
its involvement with operationalizing the Legge 
Marcora provisions have gone a long way to 
addressing the traditional undercapitalization 
challenges of new worker cooperatives and, 
moreover, promoting the WBO solution over the 
years. 
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The modifications to L. 49/1985 in 2001 were, 
apart from making it adequate to EU 
competition norms, implemented with a view to: 
(1) better delineate the features and functions of 
the stakeholders involved in the financial 
intervention process with cooperatives, (2) draw 
up new and more effective forms of 
interventions, (3) support the creation and 
consolidation of established, start-up, and 
WBO-generated cooperative firms born from 
the cooperation of workers, and (4) minimize 
undue burdens to the state budget. 
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The spirit of the Italian cooperative movement’s 
fondo mutualistico is ultimately rooted in the 
centrality of the principle of “mutuality” in Italian 
cooperative legislation and practice. 
Cooperatives that emerge from WBOs are also 
bound by this principle. 
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The principles of indivisibilità and indisponibilità 
help guarantee the mutualistic and non-
speculative characteristic of Italian 
cooperatives, protect the cooperative 
movement against demutualization, and directly 
address the issue of the undercapitalization of 
cooperatives. 
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In Italy there are numerous financial tools that 
facilitate the establishment of a cooperative, 
including those emerging from WBOs. This 
hybrid legislation and cooperative movement 
combination - rooted in the strong Legge 
Marcora framework, the availability of multiple 
forms of financial support mechanisms, and 
cooperative law - goes a long way to promoting 
the possibilities for the emergence of new 
WBOs. 
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Legend: ATECO2007 Economic Activity Code  
 

C. Manufacturing.  
F. Construction  
G. Commercial (wholesale and retail) 
H. Transport and storage 
J. Information and communication 
M. Professional, scientific, and technical activities 
N. Business support services (rental, travel, and other support  
 services)  
Q. Healthcare and social assistance 
S. Other service activities 
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Following the main objectives of the Legge 
Marcora framework, the start-up funds received 
from institutional investors and other support 
organizations were used mainly for the 
purchase or repair of machinery, for securing 
the assets of the former firm, or for the general 
creation of the foundational share capital of the 
cooperative. 
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A majority of the surveyed WBO-initiated 
cooperatives have changed some aspect of 
previous production processes, most tend to 
keep the same target-customer base, and those 
cooperatives that emerged from companies with 
substantial economic problems focus on 
forming production and marketing partnerships 
with other companies in their sector. In general, 
Italian WBOs go a long way to not only 
salvaging but at minimum somewhat improving 
on the productive capacities of these firms, 
while more than half markedly improved on the 
productive capacities of the previous firm. 
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More than half of surveyed cooperatives 
achieved profits over the three years previous 
to the survey. This attests to the resilience and 
flexibility of these converted worker 
cooperatives as they seem to have been able to 
ride out the crisis by investing in new machinery 
and production processes while keeping labour 
costs at bay by adjusting salaries and member 
dividends rather than laying off workers. 
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Our findings point to the tendency of 
cooperatives emerging from WBO processes to 
not create further unemployment once the 
cooperative is formed. Over time and on 
aggregate, Italian WBOs experience net 
employment stability after recuperation and 
even some job growth when they enter the 
expansionary stages of their development. 
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The evolution of the surveyed WBOs over time 
and their overall stable economic situations 
have had positive impacts on workers: job 
satisfaction is high, job contracts are stable, and 
WBO-generated cooperatives tend to grow 
significantly over time. Moreover, the tendency 
is to either increase wages when compared to 
the previous firm or to keep them the same, 
and, at times, when significant profits permit it, 
cooperative members tap into supplemental 
salaries in the form of bonuses, dividends, or 
patronage refunds (ristorni). 
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New, more participative firms seem to emerge 
out of the WBO process. A promising number of 
WBO-generated cooperatives have included a 
double- or even triple-bottom line reporting 
mechanisms. In addiiton, most of our surveyed 
co-ops report that communication with 
employees is clear, open, and democratic; that 
WBO co-ops hold numerous company-wide 
assemblies with an average of three per year; 
and that they practice company-wide decision-
making open to the entire membership of the 
cooperative. Moreover, members, our 
respondents report, have full ability to take up 
administrative positions or take seats on the 
cooperative’s administrative board, while 
managers and professionals are mostly 
identified and recruited from the worker 
cooperative’s membership base. 
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