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Abstract 
Contemporary challenges, such as climate change and the 

digital transition, have highlighted the limitations of traditional 
governance models, often characterized by top-down decision-
making processes. This article argues that achieving a just transition 
requires a new quality of sustainable innovation, and that 
traditional top-down innovation models are inadequate to address 
contemporary social, environmental, and territorial challenges. 
Instead, sustainable innovation must be co-governed and co-
produced by public authorities, private actors, civil society, 
knowledge institutions, and communities. The article turns to the 
rise of sustainable impact finance and the growing emphasis on 
measurable, real-world impacts to show how this new focus can 
reshape incentives for both public and private actors. It then 
analyses how the European Union (EU) and Italian legal 
frameworks, governed by principles such as the partnership 
principle and the Italian principle of result, can be used to steer 
public administration toward impact-oriented, co-governance 
models, aligning policy and mechanisms. Cities emerge as 
important enablers of this transformation due to their 
connectedness to communities and institutional flexibility. Two 
case studies, Reggio Emilia and the Okobi initiative in Nigeria, 
illustrate how impact-driven multistakeholder partnerships can 
take form. The article concludes by identifying key challenges and 
outlining pathways to strengthen impact-based partnerships and 
advance a more inclusive, just and sustainable governance model 
of innovation. 
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1. Introduction  
Achieving a just transition requires both technological 

advancement and a new quality of sustainable innovation capable 
of generating equitable social, ecological, and territorial outcomes. 
Public institutions and private actors increasingly recognise that 
innovation alone is insufficient to address systemic challenges, and 
attention has turned toward how innovation is financed, governed, 
and embedded within communities. Today, two primary pathways 
for funding sustainable innovation projects exist: public 
investments and sustainable finance mechanisms. This article 
examines these two funding channels and the possibilities they 
constitute in term of steering innovation toward more inclusive and 
socially grounded outcomes. 

This article aims to demonstrate that collaborative 
governance models, in which public authorities, private actors, R&I 
actors, civil society, and local communities co-design and co-
manage interventions, yield a greater societal impact. It aims to 
show that the way innovation is governed, who participates, who 
decides, and who benefits, shape the quality, durability, 
distribution, and sustainability of its impact. Therefore, governance 
should be understood as an incremental and inseparable part of 
impact. Thus, as public and private financing mechanisms 
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increasingly adopt impact-oriented logics, embedding governance 
into impact considerations is key.  

Furthermore, the article shows that existing legal principles, 
most notably the partnership principle and the principle of result, can 
be leveraged to promote this new standard of governance.  

To support this argument, two case studies are conducted: 
Okobi in Nigeria and Reggio Emilia in Italy, both of which 
represent impact-based, community-centred ecosystems of 
innovation, where communities are active co-producers, not only 
beneficiaries. Together, they illustrate how co-governed innovation 
can emerge in both the Global North and the Global South, and why 
partnership-driven approaches can yield more just and sustainable 
outcomes.  
 The article proceeds as follows: Section I describes the 
evolution towards impact considerations in the fields of sustainable 
finance; Section 2 describes how the same considerations are 
gaining prominence in legal and policy frameworks and how legal 
principles can be leveraged to support such development; Section 
III underlines our argument that durable partnerships and co-
governance consolidate results by linking the partnership principle 
with the principle of results; Section IV reimagines the role of cities 
based on these findings; Section V and VI presents the two case 
studies; Section VII discusses the key institutional and operational 
challenges that may limit the adoption, scalability, and 
effectiveness of impact-based, partnership-driven innovation 
models; Section VIII summarises the article’s main findings and 
reflects on the broader implications for policy, governance, and 
future research on sustainable and just innovation. 
 
 

2. The emergence of sustainable impact finance 
The mechanisms through which resources are mobilised, 

whether through public programmes, private capital, or hybrid 
models, increasingly determine not only which projects are 
pursued but also how their impacts are defined, measured, and 
distributed. As funding frameworks evolve toward impact-
oriented logics, they shape the incentives for both public authorities 
and community actors. For this reason, it is necessary to examine 
the emerging landscape of sustainable impact finance.  
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Sustainable impact finance is an approach that prioritises 
measurable, real-world outcomes over mere compliance or risk 
avoidance. Scholars and practitioners in sustainable finance have 
begun to critique earlier ESG (environmental, social, governance) 
investing models for their limited effect on on-the-ground 
problems1. Consolandi et al. describe the present as entering a “new 
era” of sustainable finance, centred on the idea of double 
materiality. In this approach, investors and regulators focus not 
only on how sustainability issues impact financial outcomes, but 
also on how investments affect society and the environment2. In 
practice, this means moving beyond box-ticking ESG 
methodologies and toward mandated disclosure and analysis of 
externalities, such as carbon footprints or social impacts3. By 
integrating such metrics, traditional portfolio strategies are being 
reconsidered to account for systemic effects, “redefin[ing] what 
financial ‘materiality’ means” in light of sustainability goals4.  

However, recent research highlights that much of what is 
currently labelled as “sustainable” or “impact” investment still falls 
short of delivering genuine results. Scheitza and Busch, for 
example, examine funds marketed under the EU Sustainable 
Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR) and find that many fail to 
meet their impact claims. In an analysis of over 180 purported 
impact funds, they report that only about one-third meet the criteria 
for genuine impact investment, a proportion that remains 
consistent even among SFDR Article 9 funds (the category 
ostensibly intended for impact-oriented investments)5. 

The finding of widespread “impact-washing” underscores 
the need for a policy shift in defining or measuring this double 
materiality; the need for new methodologies, robust measurements, 
and common frameworks emerges as key facilitators to make sure, 

 
1 C. Consolandi, A. Roncella, Finance for Impact: the New Era of Sustainable Finance, 
in C. Busco, C. Consolandi, I. Malafronte, F. Sammarco, E. Scognamiglio (eds.), 
The Impact of Organizations Measurement, Management and Corporate Reporting 
(2023). 
2 Ibid.  
3 C. Consolandi, J. Hawley, From ESG to Sustainable Impact Finance: Moving Past 
the Current Confusion, in A. B. Schmidt (eds.), Sustainable Investing. Problems and 
Solutions (2024).  
4 Ibid.  
5 L. Scheitza, T. Busch, J. Metzler, The Impact of Impact Funds: A Global Analysis of 
Funds with an Impact Claim, 56 Journal of Financial Transformation 9 (2022). 
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as Busch et al. (2021) observe, that finance in this new paradigm can 
become a means to foster the transition to a sustainable economy, 
with impact investments explicitly aiming to solve social and 
environmental challenges rather than manage ESG risks. In 
“Impact: Reshaping Capitalism to Drive Real Change”, Cohen 
provides case studies showing how measurable impact metrics 
(such as verified carbon reductions, health outcomes, job creation, 
or educational attainment) actually can alter capital flows, with 
companies generating stronger social outcomes gaining a 
competitive advantage in financing and valuation.6 

In effect, George Serafeim and colleagues have suggested a 
methodological shift in corporate reporting through the 
development of impact-weighted accounting. In a series of 
empirical studies, they demonstrate that firms can be ranked not 
only by financial profitability but also by the positive and negative 
impacts they generate for workers, customers, the environment, 
and society. In “Impact-Weighted Accounts: The Missing Piece in 
Financial Statements” Serafeim, Zochowski, and Downing argue 
that standardised monetary valuation of impacts allows investors 
and regulators to identify firms that create (or destroy) public value 
while still being profitable7. In a later study, the authors construct 
large datasets converting environmental damages and product-
related harms into monetary values, finding that many firms that 
appear sustainable when measured through ESG disclosure 
actually create net negative environmental or product impacts 
when measured through impact-weighted accounting8.  

In summary, a results-based policy framework could be 
strengthened by incorporating impact finance principles, which 
link funding decisions to impact indicators. By doing so, private 
funding can help drive the EU’s climate and social objectives, rather 
than merely tracking financial inputs or outputs. The literature 
further supports the argument that markets increasingly reward 
measurable contributions to collective goals, such as the SDGs, but 

 
6 R. Cohen, Impact: Reshaping Capitalism to Drive Real Change (2020). 
7 G. Serafeim, T. R. Zochowski, J. Downing, Impact-Weighted Financial Accounts: 
The Missing Piece for an Impact Economy, White Paper Harvard Business School 
(2019). 
8 D. Freiberg, DG Park, G. Serafeim, T. R. Zochowski. Corporate Environmental 
Impact: Measurement, Data and Information, Working Paper Harvard Business 
School (2021). 
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only where reporting and verification frameworks are in place. In 
this sense, impact-weighted accounting and impact assessments 
offer a methodological necessity for the shift toward a results-based 
financial architecture in sustainable finance. 

Overall, the emergence of sustainable impact finance reflects 
a significant shift toward investment approaches that prioritise 
verified, real-world outcomes rather than formal compliance. This 
development challenges existing ESG paradigms and highlights the 
growing importance of robust methodologies, impact-weighted 
metrics, and transparent reporting frameworks. As these financial 
expectations increasingly shape the behaviour of both public and 
private actors, they necessitate governance and legal structures 
capable of producing and validating such an impact. The following 
section examines how EU and national legal frameworks are 
evolving to meet this demand. 

 
 

3. A quest for a new quality of sustainable innovation in 
legal and policy frameworks  

The complexities of contemporary challenges, such as 
climate change and the digital transition, have highlighted the 
limitations of traditional governance approaches, often 
characterized      by top-down decision-making processes.  

Current innovation policies, for instance, risk falling short in 
terms of both sustainability and justice, particularly as they often 
prioritize technological advancement without adequately 
addressing environmental, social, and spatial equity concerns. To 
enhance its legitimacy and effectiveness, the European Union is 
working on the engagement of vulnerable communities, through 
policies that      encourage shared systemic stewardship of common 
essential resources      and make the current twin transition fair and 
just9. The demand for impact-based co-governance policies is clear 
in at least three domains: Research and Innovation (R&I), Cohesion 
Policies, Sustainable Corporate Governance and Sustainable 
Finance. The growing focus by the EU on      these policy 

 
9 C. Iaione, Just Sustainable Innovation: Shared Systemic Stewardship as Governance 
Impact of Sustainable Investment?, 1 Munus 8 (2024). 
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frameworks underline the importance of the partnership 
principle10, with possible reflections at the national and local levels.  

For example, Horizon Europe, the most important European 
commitment to scientific innovation, guided by the principle of 
sustainable innovation11, seeks to advance not only scientific 
frontiers but also societal needs in a sustainable manner12. The aim 
is thus to deepen the relationship between science and society to 
maximize the benefits of their interaction. 

Among the areas of interventions of the European Institute 
of Innovation and Technology (EIT) this greater scope is explicitly 
mentioned in Regulation (EU) 2021/69513 at Recital 5114 and in the 
establishment of Pillar III ‘Innovative Europe’15.  

 
10 The partnership principle implies that local authorities and social 
representatives participate in the participate in the design, execution and 
evaluation of Cohesion Policy and European Structural and Investment Funds. 
See S. Pazos-Vidal, A legal perspective on the origins and evolution of the EU Cohesion 
Policy, in N. F. Dotti, I. Musiałkowska, S. De Gregorio Hurtado, J. Walczyk (eds.), 
EU Cohesion Policy (2024).  
11 The origin of this principle can be found in the "Right to Science," (Art. 27, 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights) which is understood as the right of 
everyone (not just scientists) to have access to it and its benefits, see A. Orsi 
Battaglini, Libertà scientifica, libertà accademica e valori costituzionali, in Nuove 
dimensioni dei diritti di libertà. Scritti in onore di Paolo Barile, (1990); the 
connection between City and Science has led to the diffusion of the concepts of 
Citizen Science — enabling citizens to participate in the process of scientific 
creation — and City Science - which considers science as a tool to address issues 
related to sustainable urban development, see C. Iaione, Città, scienza e 
innovazione. Il diritto alla scienza per la città come pietra angolare di una nuova 
governance urbana orientata allo sviluppo sostenibile e alla responsabilità 
intergenerazionale, 3 Munus 491 (2021). Therefore, the principle of sustainable 
innovation implies a specific type of progress that is considered sustainable 
because it is accessible and includes benefit-sharing mechanisms. 
12 M. Mazzucato, Mission-Oriented Innovation Policies: Challenges and Opportunities, 
27 Ind. Corp. Change 805 (2018).  
13 Regulation (EU) 2021/695 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 28 
April 2021 establishing Horizon Europe – the Framework Programme for 
Research and Innovation, laying down its rules for participation and 
dissemination, and repealing Regulations (EU) No 1290/2013 and (EU) No 
1291/2013.  
14 “(…) The Programme should also seek to remove barriers and boost synergies 
between science, technology, culture and the arts to obtain a new quality of 
sustainable innovation. (…)”.  
15 “Areas of intervention (defined in Annex II): sustainable innovation 
ecosystems across Europe (…)”. 
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     For the aforementioned reasons, the Horizon program 
has been designed to engage and involve different societal actors, 
including citizens and civil society organizations, in co-designing 
and co-creating research and innovation agendas, content, and 
processes. The program also seeks to remove barriers and foster 
synergies between science, technology, culture, and the arts, in 
order to achieve a “new quality of sustainable innovation”. 

In achieving this, the      partnership principle16 is a central 
component, guaranteeing not only the diffusion of the innovation 
but also a benefit-sharing mechanism with vulnerable 
communities, and consequently, as the doctrine  suggests17, a 
shared systemic stewardship.  

Secondly, the engagement of local communities is at the core 
of the Cohesion Policies. Based on Art. 174, par. 118, of the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European Union (hereinafter “TFEU”), the 
Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 adopting Common Provisions for the 
so-called structural funds embedded the partnership principle 
among its values19. This is particularly clear in Art. 31, 
“Community-led local development”. which operationalizes the 
principle mentioned in Art. 8, “Partnership and multi-level 
governance.”  

Cohesion policies have progressively assumed a broader 
role within European priorities, acting as a vehicle for achieving 
policy goals for which there is no clear competence elsewhere in the 
Treaties. Consequently, they have been described as playing 
somewhat the role of a “joker”20. For instance, Art. 175(3) TFEU 
served as the legal basis for the Recovery and Resilience Facility 
(hereinafter “RRF”), as the Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the 
European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021 

 
16 C. Iaione, Just Sustainable Innovation, cit. at 12, 35. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Art. 174, 1, TFEU: “In order to promote its overall harmonious development, the 
Union shall develop and pursue its actions leading to the strengthening of its economic, 
social and territorial cohesion”.  
19See Regulation (EU) 2021/1060, Recital 14: “The principle of partnership is a key 
feature in the implementation of the Funds, building on the multi-level governance 
approach and ensuring the involvement of regional, local, urban and other public 
authorities, civil society, economic and social partners and, where appropriate, research 
organisations and universities”.  
20 B.  De Witte, The European Union’s Covid-19 Recovery Plan: the Legal Engineering 
of an Economic Policy Shift, 58 Common Mkt. L. Rev. 655 (2021). 
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establishing the RRF was based on Art. 175(3) TFEU21. Accordingly, 
it is possible to advance the hypothesis that Cohesion Policies and 
structural funds are evolving from instruments of redistribution 
(based on the principle of solidarity) among European regions with 
different levels of development into tools able to guide the 
economic policies of Member States22. It is interesting to note that, 
according to this perspective, macroeconomic conditionalities in 
the Common Provisions Regulation (EU) 2021/1060, which govern 
the functioning and operation of structural funds, take on greater 
importance. Cohesion policy has become the basis for “money for 
reforms”23 but could also evolve into “money for impact”.  

The current debate on the alignment between the RRF and 
Cohesion Policies can reinforce this hypothesis. The idea of 
performance-based budgeting can link the results achieved to 
decisions on fund allocation24. Of course, this will be tied to the 
necessity of clarifying the indicators, which need to be determined 
in advance, and payments will be made only if these performance 
indicators are met25.  

In discussions about the post-2027 Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF), there is  an expectation of a more substantial 
shift towards result-based governance26. This change will be 
particularly relevant at local levels, as cities can ensure the 
coordination of the implementation of the results. 

 
21 N. Lupo, Next Generation EU e sviluppi costituzionali dell’integrazione europea: 
verso un nuovo metodo di governo, 3 Dir. Pubbl. 735 (2022).  
22 I. Ottaviano, Politica di coesione e governance economica europea: prospettive 
giuridiche di un’interazione in evoluzione, 4 Eurojus 106 (2023).  
23 P. Leino-Sandberg, P. Lindseth, How Cohesion Became the EU’s Vehicle for 
Economic Policy: Tracing the Hidden History of Article 175(3) TFEU , 
Verfassungsblog (2023). 
24 See M. Sapała, Performance-based delivery of the Recovery and Resilience Facility 
Blueprint for future EU spending instruments?, European Parliamentary Research 
Service (2024). 
25 Art. 125, Regulation (EU) 2018/1046: “1. Union contributions under direct, shared 
and indirect management shall help achieve a Union policy objective and the results 
specified and may take any of the following forms: 
(a) financing not linked to the costs of the relevant operations based on: (…) 
(ii) the achievement of results measured by reference to previously set milestones or 
through performance indicators”. 
26 See Performance framework for the EU budget Concepts and practices, Policy 
Department for Budgetary Affairs, DG IPOL, European Parliament (2024). 
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As the paper will analyse, this reasoning can be aligned with 
specific contracts whose remuneration will be based on the impact 
produced. Moreover, in 2017, an initial proposal for revising 
conditionality, put forward by the European Commission, aimed to 
complement macroeconomic conditionality with a social impact 
assessment of the policies adopted on this basis27. As will be 
discussed later, impact (not only social but multidimensional) 
assessments      are calling for local governments to enable 
(multistakeholder) partnerships, as it can influence the possibility 
to benefit from European funds. 

Finally, the involvement of local communities (rectius 
partnership principle) has also been considered by the EU in the 
field of sustainable finance and sustainable corporate governance. 
It is important to recall that the Principles for Responsible 
Investment (PRI) define stewardship as “the use of influence by 
institutional investors to maximize overall long-term value 
including the value of common economic, social and environmental 
assets, on which returns and clients’ and beneficiaries’ interests 
depend”. This is achieved through governance mechanisms that 
foster partnerships as a benefit-sharing mechanism with all 
relevant actors.  

The initiatives of the European Commission on sustainable 
finance and sustainable corporate governance show a growing 
recognition of the need to include a social dimension, interpreted 
by some scholars as entailing governance impacts rooted in 
stakeholder engagement28.   

 
27 C. Pinelli, I temi della condizionalità nel negoziato sul Quadro Finanziario Pluriennale 
2021-2027, IAI Documents (2018).  
28 This shift is evident in the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive 
(hereinafter “CSRD”), Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation the EU 
Taxonomy Regulation, the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive 
(hereinafter “CSDDD”). CSRD mandates sustainability report for a significant 
number of EU companies, introducing the notion of “double materiality”, 
according to which companies must show how their performance affects 
vulnerable communities. The Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) 2023/2772 
of 31 July 2023 supplementing Directive 2013/34/EU of the European Parliament 
and of the Council as regards sustainability reporting standards established at 
the ESRS S3 the notion of “Affected communities”.  Recently, the CSDDD 
addressed the debate. In fact, Recital 65 established that “particular attention 
should be paid to the needs of vulnerable stakeholders, and to overlapping vulnerabilities 
and intersecting factors, including by taking into account potentially affected groupings 
or communities, for example those protected under the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
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Consequently, the need to co-benefit or co-manage common 
economic, social, and environmental assets should be 
operationalized in new legal agreements. Urban Sustainable 
Development and Innovation Partnerships represent a set of new 
legal instruments to deliver this kind of public policy objectives29. 
The new agreements should thus empower and include vulnerable 
communities in the decision-making process, giving them shared 
responsibility for the positive impact to be produced on their 
territory. In this model, the role of the so-called enabling state is 
limited to the coordination of the efforts of all actors30. To co-
produce an impact, stakeholders must jointly define the objectives 
to be achieved. Accordingly, vulnerable communities should not 
merely be involved as passive recipients of requests; rather, they 
must actively participate in the decision-making process, 
contributing to the identification of targets and the management of 
common assets to achieve the agreed goals. In other words, it will 
be crucial to shift from a collaborative process in which all 
stakeholders contribute to the creation of the product and/or 
service (co-design) to a process where the stakeholders come 
together to define the objectives, priorities, and actions to be taken 
(co-programming). By doing so, each party will be accountable for 
achieving the targets.  

To summarise, EU policy developments indicate a shift 
toward integrating impact considerations and community 
engagement into the governance of innovation. The partnership 
principle in particular has emerged as a key mechanism for 
enabling co-programming, co-design, and co-governance. 
However, the practical realisation of these ambitions also depends 
on national administrative reforms, such as the Italian principle of 
result, which reframes how public administrations justify and 
evaluate spending. The following section explores how these two 

 
Indigenous People and those covered in the UN Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders”. See C. Iaione, Just Sustainable Innovation, cit. at 12, 23. 
29 C. Iaione, Urban Sustainable Development and Innovation Partnerships, 2 IJPL 605 
(2022).  
30 This role has been central for the networks of City Science Offices, established 
within the framework of the City Science Initiative. These units, established 
within local governments at the city level, have the responsibility to understand 
the role of science for sustainable urban development and to facilitate the 
exchange of good practices, see C. Iaione, Città, scienza e innovazione, cit. at 14, 
500. 
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principles intersect and how their combined logic can support a 
new generation of impact-based partnerships. 

 
 
4. The interlinkages between the principle of result and the 

partnership principle       
As described, the partnership principle is increasingly 

gaining prominence at the European level. Consequently, there is a 
need to consider whether and how this principle can be recognized 
or can influence the general activity of the Italian public 
administration31. While the Italian doctrine has historically devoted 
attention to the study of public-private partnerships, the 
implementation of the partnership principle in the light of a new 
quality of sustainable innovation necessitates a different approach. 
In fact, the analysis of public-private partnerships often lacks 
emphasis on the involvement of civic, social, non-profit and R&I 
actors. Conversely, as mentioned above, the EU is promoting the 
involvement of citizens, civil society, research organisations, and 
universities. Moreover, it is not only the possibility of selecting 
these actors based on overriding reasons of solidarity and 
budgetary efficiency that can justify this type of partnership.  

The added value of this type of partnership lies in its ability 
to better address issues of general interest32. In other words, public 

 
31 In the Italian legal context, this principle is often described as regulating the 
relationship between citizens and public administration, in accordance with the 
principle of horizontal subsidiarity enshrined in Article 118, last paragraph, of 
the Italian Constitution (ex multis M. Clarich, La collaborazione nel procedimento 
amministrativo, 3 Dir. Amm. (2024)). However, its origins should be interpreted 
as a foundational element of the Italian legal system, rooted in Article 2 of the 
Italian Constitution (see Constitutional Court, judgment of June 3, 1970, No. 89, 
which refers to the general principle of "civic collaboration," derived from Article 
2's emphasis on the observance of "duties of social solidarity"). 
32 One example of these partnerships can be represented by the Climate City 
Contract. The municipality of Rome recently closed the procedure to receive the 
interests of all the actors interested in the process of the ecological and digital 
transitions of the city (see : Avviso di Manifestazione di Interesse per aderire al Climate 
City Contract di Roma Capitale (EU Mission“100 Carbon Neutral and Smart Cities by 
2030”) attraverso la proposta di azioni di decarbonizzazione realizzate o in previsione 
available at https://www.comune.roma.it/web-
resources/cms/documents/Esecutiva_Determina_RA_270_2024.pdf). This 
initiative is part of the EU Mission 100 Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities by 2030, 
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administrations can justify the need to create such partnerships to 
achieve a more significant impact on society33. Accordingly, public-
private partnerships should strive to involve other actors in co-
producing public value34. A possible solution is a broader version 
of these partnerships, defined by the doctrine of public-private-
community partnerships or multistakeholder partnerships. These 
agreements involve not only public parties and businesses but also 
civil society, citizens, and R&I actors. In the Italian context, 
examples of these partnerships can already be found in the energy 
sector35, the health sector36, and the management of cultural 
heritage37.   

It is interesting to note that the decision by public 
administration to open procedures for activating multistakeholder 
partnerships may be encouraged by the introduction of the 
principle of result following the reform of the Italian Code of Public 
Contracts (Legislative Decree 31 March 2023, no. 36)38. This 
principle is not unfamiliar; it appears to be the culmination of 
decades of doctrinal reflections, encapsulated in the term 

 
see L. Kappler, La sostenibilità dei sistemi di trasporto e della mobilità nelle città, 3 
Munus 628 (2021). 
33 See “Linee guida sul rapporto tra pubbliche amministrazioni ed enti del terzo settore 
negli artt. 55-57 del d.lgs. n.117/2017 (Codice del Terzo settore)”, approved with 
decree n. 72/2021 of Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies. According to 
these guidelines, such procedures could also plan to regulate the social impact 
generated by the partnerships. 
34 A. Moliterni, Le prospettive del partenariato pubblico-privato nella stagione del 
PNRR, 2 Dir. Amm. 443 (2022). 
35 A. Aquili, Innovazione e sostenibilità nel settore energetico: nuove forme partenariali 
e contrattuali per le comunità energetiche, 1 Munus 238 (2024). 
36 C. Iaione, A. Coiante, Il partenariato per l’innovazione sostenibile nel settore 
sanitario, 6 Riv. giur. edil. (2022). 
37 G. Sciullo, Il partenariato pubblico-privato in tema di patrimonio culturale dopo il 
Codice dei contratti, 3 Aedon (2021); A. Contardi, Innovazione e sostenibilità nel 
settore culturale: i partenariati come strumento di innovazione sociale, 1 Munus 267 
(2024). Recently, this procedure has been opened for the enhancement of the 
“Castello Carlo V di Lecce”. The impact evaluation of the partnership will be 
assessed by Fondazione con il Sud (procedures available at: 
https://museipuglia.cultura.gov.it/avviso-pubblico-castello-carlo-v-di-lecce/) 
38 In any case Art. 6, Legislative Decree 31 March 2023, no. 36 can serve to 
incorporate these European policies.  
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“administration of results,” which stands in contrast to 
“administration by acts”39. 

In any case, the introduction of the “principle of result” as a 
Grundnorm of the overall reform implies that this principle should 
operate as a criterion for the interpretation and application of the 
provisions of the entire Code40. However, since the need to achieve 
a result was for a long time considered a corollary of the principle 
of good performance outlined in Article 97 of the Italian 
Constitution (and also the related principles of efficiency and 
effectiveness), the scope of this new principle is still unclear, and so 
is its value for the legitimacy of the action of the public 
administration. According to part of the doctrine, the principle of 
result should be interpreted as “principle in the mirror”, to 
understand the goal that the legislator wanted to achieve, in 
contrast to the previous applicable law41.  

Since the principle of sustainable innovation together with 
the partnership principle are increasingly influencing several fields 
of law42, the added value of the Italian reform that introduced the 
principle of result could be represented by the necessary attention 
that the impact produced should have in the execution of the 
contract and, therefore, in the decisions of how to spend public 

 
39 The debate was based on the need to assign a different meaning to the 
expression “administration of result” than what was already encompassed 
within Article 97 of the Italian Constitution. Among all, See 
M. Immordino, A. Police, Principio di legalità e amministrazione di risultati (2004). 
Against the expression “administration of result”, S. Cassese, Cosa vuol dire 
amministrazione di risultato?, Giorn. Dir. Amm. 941 (2004). 
40 A. Sandulli, Il principio del risultato quale criterio interpretativo e applicativo, 2 Dir. 
Pubbl. 353 (2024). 
41 Ibid. 
42 The nature of the principle of sustainable innovation is unclear under national 
law. It is crucial to affirm that a rule can be considered a principle. In fact, 
principles of law possess an expansive force that enables interpreters to 
transcend the boundaries of the discipline to which the principle belongs. 
Accordingly, they potentially lead to the introduction of quid novi; See Tar 
Sardegna, I, 9 May 2018, No. 410. This is what occurred with the principle of 
precaution, which, originating in the protection of health and the environment, 
has extended into other branches of the EU legal system. A similar dispute is 
relevant for the nature of the DNSH; See A. Bartolini, Green Deal europeo e il c.d. 
principio DNSH, 15 federalismi.it (2024).  
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money by the public administration43. In other words, the attention 
drawn by the principle of sustainable innovation to the impacts on 
all stakeholders involved in implementing public policies helps 
clarify the new significance of the principle of results and its 
relevance to public administration decision-making. Furthermore, 
it is essential to define the relevant dimensions of these impacts 
(including the indicators to be used). However, the result should 
not necessarily be of an economic nature44.  

In fact, the three classic dimensions of sustainability 
(Environmental, Social, and Economic) do not fully capture the 
complexities of urban dynamics. It is essential to consider 
additional dimensions of impact when implementing public 
policies and to assess all potential consequences. For instance, 
public administration may seek to measure the impact of a policy 
on human and other species' health (health impact); the exchange 
and growth of cultural, scientific, and knowledge resources 
(cultural impact); the protection of human, fundamental, civil, and 
social rights (rights impact); and the long-term effects on future 
generations (generational impact). 

The economic dimension can also encompass the 
improvement of institutional capacity and multistakeholder 
cooperation in managing essential common resources (governance 
impact) as well as the enhancement of market or societal 
competitiveness through innovation (technological impact). 
Finally, the environmental dimension can be considered closely 
linked to the conditions and quality of life of territorial, local, and 
urban communities (territorial impact)45. As explained, the relevant 

 
43 P. Cerqueira Gomes, EU Public Procurement and Innovation: The Innovation 
Partnership Procedure and Harmonization Challenges (2021). He highlights the 
importance of satisfying public needs, in particular through public procurement, 
as one of the most effective instruments to redirect innovation towards 
sustainability. He argues that innovation procurement is a key tool in the EU’s 
innovation policy. Innovation procurement can be seen as an important tool to 
urban sustainable development. In the case “CasArte”, the partnership for 
innovation has been used to generate new types of housing more sustainable and 
environmentally friendly; See S. Petricciuolo, G. Canelles, Housing innovativo e 
sostenibile: una nuova idea di casa e di città, 3 Munus 681 (2021). 
44 M.R. Spasiano, Dall’amministrazione di risultato al principio di risultato del Codice 
dei contratti pubblici: una storia da scrivere, 9 Federalismi.it 215 (2024). 
45 Thanks to the experience gained through the Horizon 2020 Project 
EUARENAS.EU, the Municipality of Reggio Emilia focused on measuring nine 
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dimensions of impact extend beyond the classic three, particularly 
in cities, where communities are becoming increasingly diverse and 
complex. 

In any case, this approach can influence discretionary 
decisions made by public contracting entities, which are often 
justified by the need to achieve substantive outcomes and positive 
externalities46. In this regard, multistakeholder partnerships can 
have a greater impact due to the new governance mechanisms 
involved. Therefore, the diffusion of this new category of contracts 
can be justified by the increased attention given to the impacts of 
the public administration's activity.  In any case, according to 
applicable law, the “result” intended by this principle is currently 
based on the awarding and execution of the contract (art. 1, c. 1, 
Legislative Decree 31 March 2023, no. 36)47. 

Additionally, it is worth noting that attention has also been 
drawn to the importance of measuring the generational impact of 
laws48. Even though introduced for a different purpose –laws 
express the general interest as determined by the National 

 
dimensions of impact: a) The impact on the territory and the local and urban 
context; b) The environmental impact; c) The economic impact; d) The social and 
health impact; e) The educational, cultural, and cognitive impact; f) The impact 
on civil and social rights; g) The technological and digital impact; h) The 
institutional impact; i) The generational impact. See Art. 80, c. 6, Regulation on 
Urban and Climate Justice Democracy and Justice in Reggio Emilia (available at: 
https://www.comune.re.it/amministrazione/documenti-e-dati/atti 
normativi/regolamenti/regolamento-sulla-democrazia-e-la-giustizia-urbana-e-
climati- ca-reggio-emilia.) 
46 E. Guarnieri, Il principio di risultato nei Contratti Pubblici: alcune possibili 
applicazioni, tra continuità e innovazioni, 4 Dir. Amm. 840 (2023). The author argues 
that even if public contracts are not explicitly aligned with the principle of 
sustainable development, still the administration must pursue sustainable 
objectives as provided by European law. Moreover, according to art. 3-quarter, c. 
2, Legislative Decree N. 152 of April 3, 2006, requires all public administrations 
to comply with the principle of sustainable development. Therefore, there is no 
need for a sector-specific (since public contracts can be considered a specific 
sector) provision. E. Frediani, Lo sviluppo sostenibile: da ossimoro a diritto umano, 3 
Quad. Cost. 629 (2017). 
47 The importance of the execution of the contract implies a shift to the detriment 
of the traditional phase of the selection of the contractor. See, M. Macchia, The 
new public procurement code, 16 1 IJPL 82 (2024). Still, the description of the 
execution of the contract seems to describe the notion of impact.   
48 L. Bartolucci, La valutazione di impatto generazionale delle leggi come forma di 
attuazione degli articoli 9 e 97 della Costituzione, 4 federalismi.it (2024).  
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Parliament, while the discretionary powers of the public 
administration guide how to pursue these goals – this shift is still 
important to reinforce the culture of evaluating public policies 
among public administrators and policymakers49.  

In this context, cities' role can be crucial for the 
empowerment of local communities. Impact, across all different 
dimensions50, ultimately necessitates that local public authorities 
facilitate or enable the co-governance of urban infrastructure and 
resources51. 

In essence, the principle of result and the partnership 
principle read in conjunction provide a foundation for 
multistakeholder partnerships focused on delivering broad 
positive impacts. By expanding the understanding of outcomes 
beyond traditional economic measures, these principles legitimise 
governance models that are also focused on societal value. Such 
partnerships’ full potential is most effectively realized when public 
authorities are close to citizens and capable of coordinating diverse 
actors, as in cities. The following section examines the growing role 
of cities as key enablers of impact-driven governance models. 
 

 
5. Impact-based multi-stakeholder partnerships: a new role 

for cities? 
The enabling state requires cities and local institutions to 

play a crucial role in facilitating collaboration and catalysing 
resources and knowledge to empower local communities. They are 
actors close to the community and, therefore, able to address the 
population's needs effectively52. At the same time, the city can 
measure the impacts produced and engage in project evaluation. 
As mentioned above, this can influence the discretionary power of 
local administrations to spend public money and amplify its effects 
(or outcomes). 

 
49 C. Caruso, M. Tomasi, E. Cavasino, Una introduzione al “Costituzionalismo 
numerico. Gli indicatori quantitativi tra norme, diritti e politiche pubbliche”, 3 
federalismi.it (2025). 
50 C. Iaione, Just Sustainable Innovation, cit. at 12, 7.  
51 S.R. Foster, C. Iaione, Co-cities: Innovative Transitions Toward Just and Self-
sustaining Communities, MIT Press (2022). 
52 Ibid.  
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 This assumption can be justified by the introduction of the 
principle of result (and trust53) in the Italian Code of Public 
Contracts, in light of interpreting this reform based on the principle 
of sustainable innovation. Moreover, the interpretation of the new 
version of the principle of result can also be strengthened by the 
principle of self-organization by public administration (art. 7, 
Legislative Decree 31 March 2023, no. 36).  
 In fact, the Italian doctrine argued that the need to achieve 
good results is not only grounded in the principles of efficiency, 
effectiveness, and cost-effectiveness but also in the necessity of 
adapting the methods and content of administrative actions to the 
inevitably diverse needs expressed by the community and the 
various socio-economic and territorial contexts54. Furthermore, 
addressing the need to critically analyse projects can shape the 
application of this principle and contribute to achieving better 
outcomes. For instance, the municipality of Reggio Emilia is taking 
action, as outlined in the work of its City Science Office55 and the 
introduction of community balance56. 
 The impact assessment will intersect with the public 
administration’s power to certify and will extend beyond the 
certificate of having produced (formal) results. In other words, the 
implementation of the partnership principle through the creation of 
multi-stakeholder partnerships can help public policies shift from 
focusing on achieving outputs to achieving outcomes57. In fact, 
these types of public policies are based on the circular nature of 
impact-assessment mechanisms, where identified limitations can 

 
53 The principle of trust in administrative action is intended to promote the 
freedom of assessment and the powers of initiative of the contracting authorities 
in order to prevent the phenomenon of defensive bureaucracy; see, M. Macchia, 
The new public procurement code, cit. at 50, 83.  
54 M. Cammelli, Amministrazione di risultato, in Studi in onore di Giorgio Berti, 650 
(2005).  
55 C. Iaione, Città, scienza e innovazione, cit. at 14, 500.  
56 See Art. 80, Regulation on Urban and Climate Justice Democracy and Justice in 
Reggio Emilia. 
57 According to the art. 74 of the Regulation on Urban and Climate Justice Democracy 
and Justice in Reggio Emilia this reasoning will be embedded in the structure of the 
“Contratto d’impatto”. The Outcome payer will pay the agreed amount based on 
the achievement of the impact objectives previously agreed upon by all parties. 
A similar structure is described within the Social Impact Bond, see C. Napolitano,  
Il Social Impact Bond: uno strumento innovativo alla ricerca del suo diritto, 3 Nuove 
Autonomie 568 (2018).  
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prompt modifications to the conditions of the partnerships to 
achieve better outcomes58. 
 Either way, it is essential to emphasise that the Italian 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan (hereinafter referred to as 
the “NRRP”) has not given significant attention to the roles that 
cities play in implementing reforms. However, a relevant exception 
is the recognition of the possibility of establishing new partnerships 
within the territories of metropolitan cities.  
 Mission 5 of the Italian NRRP identifies as central objectives 
the strengthening of inclusive urbanization and the ability to plan 
and manage the territory in a participatory way59. Integrated Urban 
Plans (see Mission 5, Component 2 of NRRP) are typically designed 
to make urban peripheries within metropolitan cities more 
sustainable, resilient, and inclusive, leveraging investments and 
reforms outlined in the recovery and resilience program. The NRRP 

has been described as a process where the legal framework placed 
greater emphasis on analyses of the impact of investment60. 
Consequently, the greater impact produced by this new type of 
partnership will align with potential new trends in the legal order, 
from the European level to the national level61. 
 The structure of the Integrated Urban Plans has been 
designed to involve not only public-private bodies but also other 
actors in these multistakeholder partnerships. In fact, the 
mechanism designed by the NRRP allows for the involvement of 
social, not-for-profit, and R&I actors, thanks to the procedures 
outlined in the Code of the Third  Sector (Legislative Decree No. 

 
58 See Consiglio di Stato, III, 27 May 2024, no. 4701, against an approach of a 
“static” result.  
59 A. Giusti, La rigenerazione urbana come strategia di ripresa e resilienza, 2 Munus 
329 (2021).  
60 N. Lupo, Il Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza (PNRR) e alcune prospettive di 
ricerca per i costituzionalisti, 1 federalismi.it (2022).   
61 It is interesting to note that in Investment 2.3 (still Mission 5, Component 2 of 
NRRP): “Programma Innovativo della Qualità dell’Abitare” the selection procedure 
is based on the impact generated. The objective of this investment is to create new 
public housing structures to reduce housing difficulties, with particular attention 
to existing public assets, focusing primarily on green innovation and 
sustainability. The selection of funding proposals will be carried out using 
indicators designed to evaluate the environmental, social, cultural, urban-
territorial, economic-financial, and technological-processual impact of the 
projects. 
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117 of July 3, 2017)62. Moreover, the possibility of borrowing from 
the European Investment Bank will enhance new types of 
partnerships. Once again, then, the need to evolve from the public-
private partnership to a broader public-private-community 
partnership (rectius multistakeholder partnerships) will be further 
emphasized by the opportunity to benefit from new impact-based 
funds.  
 As a result, the contrast between competition (reflected in 
the procedures for establishing agreements between public 
administration and private businesses, as regulated by the Code of 
Public Contracts) and collaboration (embodied in the relationship 
between public administration and NGOs, as regulated by the 
Code of Third Sector) can be mitigated.  
 In fact, these two fields of law should not be considered in 
an antithetical manner or to be mutually exclusive. The balance 
between competition and solidarity has led to the establishment, if 
certain conditions are met, of balanced organizational solutions that 
promote a new economy based on a social perspective. This 
approach, which seeks to harmonize different areas of law, is 
reflected in the combination of Article 6 of the Code of Public 
Contracts, Article 55 of the Code of Third Sector, and Article 18 of 
Legislative Decree no. 201/2022 concerning public services of 
economic relevance. 
 As stated above, public-private-community partnerships 
should meet specific conditions63. In particular, the public 
procedure to select different stakeholders must respect the 
principles of transparency, publicity, non-discrimination, equal 
treatment, universality, solidarity, and budgetary efficiency64. 
Moreover, the doctrine summarizes specific criteria that allow for 

 
62 According to the NRRP, Mission 5, Component 2, Integrated Urban Plans: “Gli 
interventi potranno anche avvalersi della co-progettazione con il Terzo settore ai sensi 
dell’art. 55 decreto legislativo 3 luglio 2017 n.117 (Codice del Terzo settore, a norma 
dell’art.1, comma 2, lettera b) legge 6 giugno 2016, n.106) e la partecipazione di 
investimenti privati nella misura fino al 30 per cento”. 
63 E. Caruso, L’Amministrazione pubblica condivisa: terzo settore, contratti, servizi, 14 
1 PA Persona e Amministrazione 227 (2024); E. Zampetti, Concorrenza e 
sussidiarietà orizzontale nella recente disciplina dei servizi pubblici locali di rilevanza 
economica, 3 Dir. Soc. 511 (2024). 
64 See Art. 18, par. 2, of Legislative Decree no. 201/2022; ANAC Guidelines No. 
17 titled 'Indications on the awarding of social services,' approved by the 
Authority's Council with Resolution No. 382 of July 27, 2022. 
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applying these partnerships also in the implementation of local 
public services of economic relevance65.  
 First of all, only specific subjects can be the object of these 
partnerships between public administration and NGOs. In this 
regard, the scope of activities is described in Article 5 of the Code 
of Third Sector and Article 18 of Legislative Decree no. 201/2022. 
They require that the projects concern services or interventions 
functionally linked or attributable to economically relevant local 
public services of general interest. Another essential element is the 
collaborative nature of the partnership, which excludes 
synallagmatic relations. This element can be inferred from Art. 18, 
par. 2, of Legislative Decree no. 201/202266. For instance, the 
collaborative nature can be presumed when NGOs provide their 
organizational capacity to the public administration, contribute 
their own economic and human resources to the realization of the 
service, and build a relationship of trust in the partnership's 
development67.  
 In conclusion, the principle of result, which is the basis of the 
new Code of Public Contracts, as explained above, justifies this new 
type of partnership for managing local public services of general 
interest, when the collaboration represents added value for the 
production of positive externalities in the services rendered68. Still, 
it is important to identify the actors needed to operationalize these 

 
65 E. Zampetti, Concorrenza e sussidiarietà orizzontale nella recente disciplina dei 
servizi pubblici locali di rilevanza economica, cit. at 66. He confirms that the 
implementation of these partnerships for the realization of a local public service 
of economic relevance cannot be excluded. See also S. Valaguzza, Pubblici servizi, 
privative, interessi generali e modelli concorrenti (anche alla luce del nuovo testo unico 
sui servizi pubblici locali) 2 Munus 307 (2022). 
66 “The decision (…) must be justified (…) with specific reference to the existence of 
circumstances that, in the specific case, establish the genuinely collaborative nature of the 
relationship and the actual benefits that such a solution entails for achieving the objectives 
of universality, solidarity, and budgetary balance, in compliance with the principles of 
transparency, impartiality, participation, and equal treatment”. 
67 E. Caruso, L’Amministrazione pubblica condivisa, cit. at 66, 231.  
68 See TAR. Liguria, I, 3 May 2024, no. 310. The Judge addressed the issue related 
to the relationship between the regulations contained in the Code of Public 
Contracts and the provisions on collaborative partnerships governed by the Code 
of Third Sector. In this case, the Public Administration did not justify as required 
the use of co-planning procedures; E. Frediani, Il buon governo della co-
progettazione, 5 Giorn. dir. amm. 709 (2024). 
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partnerships and activate the necessary expertise within vulnerable 
communities.  
 Taken together, cities possess the institutional flexibility, 
proximity to communities, and experimental capacity needed to 
advance concrete practices of sustainable and just innovation. 
Through collaborative governance models and impact-based 
planning, cities can act as catalysts of multistakeholder 
partnerships that yield tangible positive societal impact. To 
illustrate this in practice, the following section presents the cases of 
Reggio Emilia and Okobi.  
 
 

6. Reggio Emilia: a local laboratory for just sustainable 
innovation  

Amongst the leading cities in Italy, Reggio Emilia deserves 
special mention as the first city to have formalised a Climate City 
Contract69 through The Regulation on Democracy and Urban and 
Climate Justice70. The Regulation consolidates values and 
methodologies to facilitate participation and collaboration among 
urban innovators from various stakeholder groups in accordance 
with the quintuple helix paradigm71. This positions Reggio Emilia 
as a normative and experimental space where democratic 
innovation can be tested and evaluated at an urban scale. The 
initiative is situated within the context of the European Horizon 
2020 project EUARENAS, which addresses cities as arenas for 
political innovation in the enhancement of deliberative and 
participatory democracy, and the Regulation was developed 

 
69 Climate City Contracts (CCCs) are a key instrument of the European Union’s 
Mission for 100 Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities by 2030. They are co-created 
documents that outline a city’s commitments, strategies, and investment plans 
for achieving climate neutrality. Each CCC is developed collaboratively with 
local stakeholders, including citizens, businesses, and research institutions, and 
serves as both a governance tool and a roadmap for climate action. For more 
information, see NetZeroCities, “Climate City Contracts,” accessed March 31, 
2025, https://netzerocities.app/QR-CCC. 
70 This regulation compiles and updates all antecedent regulations pertaining to 
civic participation. 
71 The Quintuple Helix model evolved from the Triple Helix model, which 
emphasized university–industry–government interactions. See C. Iaione, The 
CO-City: Sharing, Collaborating, Cooperating, and Commoning in the City, 75 
American Journal of Economics and Sociology (2016). 
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through a collaborative effort involving the Municipality of Reggio 
Emilia, the Department of Law at Luiss Guido Carli University, the 
Laboratory for the Governance of Commons (LabGov ETS), and the 
City Science Office72 (CSO) of Reggio Emilia.  

The city has a long history of sustainable and 
environmentally friendly urban initiatives that prioritize civic 
engagement. Since 2015, the Quartiere Bene Comune program has 
acted as a foundation for a collaborative urban environment. In 
2016, the Reggio Collaboratory was established in collaboration 
with the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia, as well as 
Kilowatt. This project serves as a centre for incubating and 
accelerating social and technological innovations. The municipality 
has also conducted numerous open labs with citizens and created a 
Smart City Memorandum of Understanding to steer digital and 
innovative progress in the area.   

With the 2022 Regulation, which alters Reggio Emilia's 
institutional legal structure, Reggio Emilia seeks to create a new 
governance framework that emphasizes participation and co-
governance in all stages of public policy. The objective is to achieve 
participatory administrative planning that meets actual territorial 
needs and fosters a sustainable, just and inclusive model of urban 
development. In accordance with this, the city was divided into 
nine areas, each represented by a Council (the “Consulte”). These 
Councils gather input on local needs and challenges before 
engaging in discussions and direct collaboration with the 
Municipality to formulate public policies that address local needs 
and issues. The interaction between the Councils and Municipal 
Services culminates in an Area Pact, a multi-stakeholder Program 
Agreement that outlines the intervention guidelines to be shared 

 
72 The City Science Initiative is a program established within the Joint Research 
Centre of the European Commission, designed to connect cities and urban 
contexts with science—primarily through partnerships with universities, via a 
network of City Science Offices (CSOs). These offices vary in configuration 
depending on the city. As Professor Iaione explains, “a handful of European 
municipalities are experimenting with an organizational innovation: City Science 
Offices (CSOs). While CSOs are not a public-private-people partnership 
themselves, they are an organizational innovation that can create multi-actor 
partnerships, or they can be part of one. C. Iaione, Urban Sustainable Development 
cit. at 32. 
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among the area stakeholders, which then becomes part of the Single 
Programming Document.73 

Furthermore, the Regulation improves the relationship 
between public administration and knowledge institutions, which 
has also been strengthened on various fronts. In 2022, the CSO was 
established as an entity dedicated to applied research in public 
administration. This office fosters an environment where 
researchers collaborate closely with councilors, managers, and 
officials to develop innovative policies. Moreover, it facilitates 
collaboration with various stakeholders, including social, 
economic, civic, and scientific actors from Reggio Emilia, Italy.74 

A prime illustration of this collaborative method can be seen 
in the project at Villa Levi, a historic estate located in the Rivalta 
region of Reggio Emilia. Under the “Qua. Il quartiere bene 
commune” initiative, Villa Levi has been transformed into a venue 
for civic experimentation and community co-governance. This 
project unites residents, organizations, universities, and local 
authorities to reclaim and re-envision the use of the estate through 
collective management efforts. Activities at Villa Levi encompass 
environmental education, cultural gatherings, and regenerative 
uses of public spaces – all aimed at promoting social inclusion and 
ecological transition.75 

An additional initiative within the framework is the Wi-Fi di 
Comunità project76, which strengthens Reggio Emilia’s dedication to 
eliminating the digital divide through community-driven 
collaboration. Operating in various neighbourhoods, this project 
entails the collaborative design and management of community 
Wi-Fi networks by residents, local organizations, and technical 
partners. The aim is to guarantee fair digital access, especially in 

 
73 M. Bernardi, A. Aquili, Beyond ‘Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities’: Reflections on 
Strategies and Governance Models, 17 Fuori Luogo. Rivista Di Sociologia Del 
Territorio, Turismo, Tecnologia 30 (2023).  
74 F. Berni, L. De Franco, N. Levi, Il City Science Office di Reggio Emilia: percorsi di 
ricerca e innovazione in campo energetico e sociale, 4 Dir. Soc. 873 (2022).  
75 For more information, see 
https://www.comune.reggioemilia.it/argomenti/citta-collaborativa/i-
progetti/qua-il-quartiere-bene-comune/i-progetti-attivi-nei-territori/villa-levi.  
76 For more information see, 
https://www.comune.reggioemilia.it/argomenti/citta-collaborativa/i-
progetti/qua-il-quartiere-bene-comune/i-progetti-attivi-nei-territori/wi-fi-di-
comunita.  
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regions with limited connectivity and social vulnerability. Through 
this collaborative governance approach, the Municipality 
empowers citizens not merely as end-users but as engaged co-
creators of the technological infrastructure.  

Reggio Emilia has also introduced NINA, a community-
based electric car-sharing service for residents of Centro Storico and 
Crocetta. Developed through a co-design process with citizens, 
participants adhere to a usage regulation and share vehicles via an 
app, paying only for usage time. The service features full-electric 
cars with dedicated charging stations, minimizing environmental 
impact and reducing costs compared to car ownership. Supported 
by local associations and private partners, the project is part of a 
citizenship agreement approved by the municipality. The pilot 
aims to evaluate the service's feasibility for broader 
implementation, promoting sustainable mobility and reducing 
urban parking issues.77 

In conclusion, the initiatives undertaken in Reggio Emilia, 
exemplify the power of collaborative governance in fostering 
community urban innovation and sustainable development. By 
engaging residents, local organizations, and authorities in the co-
management of resources and services, these projects not only 
address social and environmental challenges but also empower 
citizens as active participants in shaping their community, 
reflecting a holistic approach to urban development and a widened 
scope and understanding of the partnership principle.  

As a result, new ways of measuring impact and evaluating 
project success is needed. As communities undertake various 
initiatives aimed at promoting social inclusion, ecological 
sustainability, and technological advancement, it is vital to create 
strong frameworks for assessing the effectiveness of these efforts. 
Traditional success metrics, often focused solely on quantitative 
outputs, are no longer adequate. Instead, a more comprehensive 
approach is required.  

 
 

 
77 For more information see, 
https://www.comune.re.it/argomenti/mobilita/progetti/car-sharing-di-
quartiere.  
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7. Multi-stakeholder partnerships in international 
cooperation: lessons learned from the Global South. 
The Okobi initiative 

Universities and knowledge institutions are always at the 
foundation of capacity-building processes and community 
empowerment, including through citizen science initiatives, as 
recognized by the African Union - European Union (hereinafter 
“AU-EU”) Innovation Agenda78. 
 The European Union's approach to Research and Innovation 
as a strategy for international cooperation appears to boost 
initiatives aimed at enhancing the potential contributions of 
entrepreneurial activities by vulnerable or affected citizens and 
communities.  Even in this case, there is a clear push toward the 
development of multistakeholder partnerships, emphasizing the 
inclusion of not only public and private actors but also local 
communities. This approach recognizes the value of diverse 
perspectives and resources, enabling collaborative efforts to 
address complex issues.  

One Kindred One Business Initiative (hereinafter “Okobi”), 
an socio-economic development program under the agenda of the 
Imo State Government in southeastern Nigeria, represents an 
initiative aligned with the direction set by the AU-EU Agenda. 
Based on the research Africapitalism79, Okobi represents a model 
for sustainable growth through group/collective owned and 
community-led ventures. 
 Okobi represents a business initiative where a group of 
people come together to set up a business venture that is lucrative, 
sustainable and profitable. These businesses will be owned, 
controlled and managed by themselves. It is aimed at grassroots 
empowerment from communities to create employment through 
structured business ventures run and operated in the form of 
cooperatives in Imo State. Several criteria must be met to be 
qualified as an Okobi business. Firstly, the business must be 
collectively owned by the kindred, ensuring group ownership. 
Secondly, it should aim for financial sustainability and address the 
local community’s social and economic needs (profit-oriented and 

 
78 The African Union - European Union Innovation Agenda, 16.  
79 K. Amaeshi, U. Idemudia, Africapitalism: A Management Idea for Business in 
Africa?, Africa Journal of Management (2015). 
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employment generation). Finally, all businesses must be legally 
registered to ensure legitimacy and be based in Imo State. It 
leverages traditional Igbo socio-economic structures, known as 
Umunna or kindred systems, to promote collective business 
ownership. An Okobi business takes shape when individuals, 
either family, relatives, kinsmen, or community members, unite to 
explore business ideas tailored to address local needs80 The 
businesses are solely set up, owned and managed by groups of 
people with similar interests, They are also able to address their 
issues of  high level of unemployment, underemployment and 
increase growth in population, plus heavy reliance on the 
government, this initiative is very vital as it teaches people how to 
fish rather than giving them fish.  
 Since its adoption in 2023 there have been over 450 registered 
businesses with over 19,000 members across board. The initiative 
has showed great scalability potentials and it aligns with the 
quintuple model by showing cross sector collaboration with 
government81, academia82, civil society, and natural environment 
through the people. Okobi reflects the Africapitalism ethos by 
combining profit orientation with collective ownership and 
community empowerment. 
 Still, the process of capacity building requires the presence 
of knowledge institutions able to empower communities, even 
more in weak institutional contexts83. Initiatives like Okobi are 
based on the assumption to foster prosperity through community-
based enterprises84. In fact, vulnerable or affected communities lack 
technical skills and financial resources. They need not only 
economic tools that can enable their actions, as Okobi initiatives, 
but also institutional support programs to equip themselves with 
the necessary technical skills. In this context, the role of the 

 
80 For more information, see https://imostatecea.ng/okobi/. 
81 For more information, see https://punchng.com/imo-unveils-community-
business-ownership-scheme/. 
82 For more information, see The New Institute, The Okobi model: An indigenous 
approach to collective prosperity, (2024) available at  
https://thenew.institute/en/media/the-okobi-model. 
83 K. Amaeshi and U. Idemudia, Africapitalism, cit. at 82, 5.  
84 In fact, one of the pillars of its founding idea, Africapitalism, is the promotion 
of a form of entrepreneurship that strives to create financial and social wealth for 
all stakeholders, not just the shareholders. See K. Amaeshi and U. Idemudia, 
Africapitalism, cit. at 82, 8.  
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universities, as partners with public authorities and private 
economic operators in benefit-sharing agreements, is crucial to 
emphasize the entrepreneurial collective action of vulnerable and 
affected citizens and communities85.  
 In conclusion, the necessity to create a new quality of 
sustainable innovation, thanks to the creation of partnerships that 
will empower local communities, can also represent a new 
incentive to strengthen international cooperation through the 
creation of a joint capacity-building program.  
 
 

8. Challenges  
Traditionally, the city has always been a space where diverse 

actors and communities coexist, extending far beyond just the 
residents. It serves as a dynamic hub for workers, visitors, students, 
and various social groups who contribute to its identity and vitality. 
The right to inclusion and participation in the city's decision-
making processes and shared spaces should therefore not be 
limited to those who reside within its boundaries but must 
encompass all those who wish to play an active role. This approach 
fosters a more inclusive, equitable, and representative urban 
environment and must be enshrined by local institutions.  

The institutional role of units of coordination for the 
activation of multistakeholder partnerships at the local level, such 
as CSOs, holds significant potential for the empowerment (and the 
activation of a capacity-building program) of local communities.  
By supporting such programs, in light of new trends of EU policies 
analysed, these units can catalyse sustainable innovation rooted in 
collective or group entrepreneurship within local and vulnerable 
communities. Their involvement could serve as a critical driver for 
the implementation of a just and democratic sustainable 
innovation, also thanks to the sharing of good practices and in the 
context of a stronger international cooperation between the 
European Union and the African Union.  

 
85Africapitalism requires supporting governance mechanisms to change the 
entrepreneurial mind-set. Specifically, it requires the Africa-consciousness. In 
other words, it is an expression to identify the interests of Africa and Africans 
that should be at the epicentre of decisions. See K. Amaeshi and U. Idemudia, 
Africapitalism, cit. at 82, 11.  
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These offices, by bridging local governments, academia, 
local economies and communities, have the capacity to transform 
entrepreneurial efforts into platforms for social empowerment, as 
the Okobi initiative is doing. Of course, collaboration is the crucial 
success factor of this model. 

 
 
9. Conclusion 
A new quality of sustainable innovation requires cities to 

spread innovation (principle of sustainable innovation) among the 
local communities (principle of partnership) through a benefit-
sharing mechanism (i.e. multidimensional impacts). In this way, it 
is possible to achieve a Just Transition. Local institutions must 
enable local communities, with the possibility to take a step back 
after having done it. The city itself or technical units with specific 
expertise in these fields should solely measure the 
(multidimensional) impact produced at the local level to evaluate 
the initiative (the introduction of the principle of result into the 
Italian legal order can support this activity). This aligns with the 
circular nature of impact-assessment mechanisms, where identified 
limitations can prompt modifications to partnership conditions to 
achieve better outcomes. 

Future research should investigate how these units can 
enhance innovation partnerships by leveraging new economic (and 
legal) tools86 or repurposing existing ones for novel applications to 
guarantee benefit-sharing mechanisms.  

Moreover, collaboration between new economic initiatives, 
such as Okobi in Imo State, and innovative institutional 
frameworks within cities, like CSO in Reggio Emilia, could shift the 
paradigm from a "knowledge triangle87" (academia, industry, and 
government) to a "knowledge square" by incorporating citizens as 

 
86 See Art. 80, c. 5, Regulation on Urban and Climate Justice Democracy and Justice in 
Reggio Emilia. 
87 EG. Carayannis, DFJ. Campbell, Triple Helix, Quadruple Helix and Quintuple 
Helix and how do knowledge, innovation and the environment relate to each other? A 
proposed framework for a trans-disciplinary analysis of sustainable development and 
social ecology, 1 International Journal of Social Ecology and Sustainable 
Development (2010); C. Iaione, The CO-City: Sharing, Collaborating, Cooperating, 
cit. at 74. 
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an integral actor88. This transformation has the potential to 
democratize sustainable innovation and empower local and 
marginalized communities not only in West and East African 
nations or Southern and Eastern European Union member states 
but also in the marginalized outskirts of major metropolises in the 
Global North. 

By fostering multistakeholder partnerships, units at city 
level can thus play a pivotal role in aligning innovation with the 
broader goals of social equity, environmental sustainability and 
economic inclusivity. Such efforts can redefine the scope of 
innovation, making it more participatory and accessible, and 
therefore just.  

 
88 In its communication on achieving the European Education Area by 2025, the 
European Commission highlighted the pivotal role of higher education 
institutions in moving beyond the traditional knowledge triangle (education, 
research, and innovation) to embrace the "knowledge square," which adds 
“service to society” as a key component. Universities are expected to integrate 
the transfer of research and innovation into society and align teaching with 
societal engagement and challenges, making these elements integral to their 
mission and linking all aspects of their work. To support this vision, the 
Commission has encouraged the establishment of alliances among higher 
education institutions to foster systemic, structural, and sustainable 
collaboration. These alliances aim to explore innovative models and approaches, 
dismantle barriers between the four pillars of the knowledge square, and 
maximize their benefits for and with society. See C. Iaione, Just Sustainable 
Innovation, cit. at 12, 44. 


