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Abstract: The present study represents a theoretical contribution in the field of 
smart cities and banking foundations and, in particular, the paper aims to 
underline the opportunities and the potential benefits of banking foundations 
supporting the development of smart cities in Italy. We analysed the reports on 
strategic business plan of the period between 2017–2019, published by the 
eighty-eight banking foundations, the corporate governance and the internal 
organisation model, the notes to the financial statements and the websites of the 
Italian banking foundations and, through a deductive approach, we elaborated 
their general business model. This research, thanks to its multidisciplinary 
approach, contributes to the body of knowledge by providing a virtuous 
example of interactions and synergies between smart cities and banking 
foundations in Italy. This work represents the first step of a far deeper analysis 
and consequently future developments will constitute valid tests of core 
arguments deeply analysed in this context. 
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1 Introduction 

Smart cities play a key role in involving sustainable open and user-driven innovation 
ecosystems to improve firms’ innovativeness and enhance the quality of life (Schaffers  
et al., 2011). However, to allow cities to share data across systems and to coordinate 
processes across domains, it is essential to break some existing barriers within and across 
public and private organisations within the city’s innovation ecosystem (Carayannis and 
Campbell, 2009). 

From the firm perspective, it is essential to exploit these positive synergies to 
innovate the business model, to create value over the long period (Scuotto et al., 2016) 
and to rethink and to adapt the business process management both inside and outside the 
firm (Del Giudice, 2016). To do this, private managers need to carefully collaborate with 
other stakeholders within the ecosystem, mainly with public governments, leading to 
some criticisms, which is typical of public-private partnerships (PPP) (Sandulli et al., 
2016). 

Approximately ten years ago, the Centre of Regional Science in Wien elaborated the 
Ranking of European medium-sized cities. This project dealt with medium-sized smart 
cities and their perspectives for future developments. 

The challenges of those cities, which can be rather different, remain unexplored to a 
certain degree. Medium-sized cities, which must cope with competition of the larger 
metropolises on corresponding issues, appear to be less well equipped in terms of critical 
mass, resources and organising capacity. To enforce an endogenous development and 
achieve a good position, even these cities should aim at identifying their strengths and 
chances for positioning and ensure and extend comparative advantages in certain key 
resources against other cities of the same level. A forward-looking development approach 
should consider issues such as awareness, flexibility, transformability, synergy, 
individuality, self-decisive and strategic behaviour. Especially awareness is important for 
a smart city because certain potentials can only be exploited if inhabitants, companies or 
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the public administration are aware of the cities’ position. Knowing the city from the 
inside but also being aware of the surroundings and the system in which the city is in are 
important factors. 

It is in this precise position and role that Italian banking foundations intervene in 
supporting Italian smart cities. 

The banking foundations are legal entities of private law, non-profit making and 
independent, which pursue exclusively aims that are socially beneficial and support the 
territory to which they refer (Legislative Decree no. 153/99, Monge, 2016). These 
institutions pursue the final objective of satisfying the needs expressed by the members of 
the local community (Cioccarelli and Previtali, 2002). 

There are no previous studies, considering the active role, also in terms of economic 
and financial support, of such foundations for the development and transformation of 
Italian cities into smart and sustainable cities. 

This research, thanks to its multidisciplinary approach, contributes to the body of 
knowledge by providing a virtuous example of interactions between smart cities and 
banking foundations in Italy. 

Interactions that clearly emerge in the general business model of such institutions, 
elaborated after analysing the reports on strategic business plans, referred to the period 
between 2017/2019 and published by the eighty-eight Italian foundations, the notes to the 
financial statements, referring to 2015, and the corporate governance and internal 
organisation model. 

This work represents the first step of a far deeper analysis and consequently 
subsequent research will constitute valid tests of core arguments deeply analysed in this 
context.  

The paper is organised as follows: in Paragraph 2 we provide the Literature Review 
on the topic of smart and smart sustainable cities and Italian banking foundations; the 
research design is presented in Section 3; in Paragraph 4 we discuss the generalised 
business model of those foundations and finally we drive our conclusions. 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Smart cities and smart sustainable cities 

The term ‘smart city’ is extremely difficult to define. Bibri and Krogstie (2016) states 
that a smart city is the idea that various urban systems and domains become 
interconnected through ICT for their better efficiency, management, and planning. More 
specifically, smart cities combined with urban innovation and ICT aim at harnessing 
physical and social infrastructures as well as natural and knowledge resources for 
environmental and economic regeneration and enhanced public and social services 
(Ferraris and Santoro, 2014; Lazaroiu and Roscia, 2012). Smart city has many faces, 
which tend to vary based on how and in what ways ICT is applied (Sujata et al., 2016; 
Paroutis et al., 2014). The definition of smart city is also based on the area of focus 
(Navarro et al., 2017; Al Nuaimi et al., 2015). A description of smart city provided by 
Caragliu et al. (2009, p.6) is based on a model that has been used as a classification 
system, developed through six distinct dimensions, namely smart mobility, smart 
environment, smart living, smart people, smart economy, and smart governance, through 
which smart cities can be gauged or evaluated in terms of their development. Here, the 
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concept of smart city can be seen as an urban development strategy to highlight the 
growing role of ICT infrastructure in catalysing and improving some dimensions of urban 
sustainability. Other definitions of smart city emphasise the pervasiveness of ICT, an 
aspect which characterises the prevalent ICT visions of the new wave of computing, as 
well as the integration of ICT with urban design and planning. Townsend (2013, p.15) 
defines a smart city as an urban environment where ICT ‘is combined with infrastructure, 
architecture, everyday objects, and even our own bodies to address social, economic and 
environmental problems’. Piro et al. (2014, p.169) describe it ‘as an urban environment 
which, supported by pervasive ICT systems, is able to offer advanced and innovative 
services to citizens to improve the overall quality of their life. 

Toppeta (2010) underlines that a smart city attempts to amalgamate advanced digital 
technologies and urban planning approaches to find innovative solutions that contribute 
to improving the sense of living and enhancing sustainability. 

In addition, smart initiatives can be used to promote environmental sustainability 
(Kramers et al., 2014; Kilili and Fokaides, 2015). 

March (2016) states that smart cities encapsulate all the desires and prospects on the 
transformative and disruptive role technology will have in solving urban issues both in 
Global North and Global South cities. Critical scholarship has pointed out that private 
capital, with the blessing of technocratic elites, has found a techno-environmental fix to 
both reshuffle economic growth and prevent other alternative politico-ecological 
transitions to take root in urban systems. Against this idea, the paper argues that these 
technological assemblages might be compatible with alternative post-capitalist urban 
transformations aligned with Degrowth. Through a cross-reading of research on Smart 
Cities with theoretical perspectives drawn from the literature on Degrowth, March 
suggests that Degrowth should not refrain from engaging with urban technological 
imaginaries in a critical and selective way. 

The topic of ICT is also connected to smart cities in the research of Zhuhadar et al. 
(2017), in which he studied the IBM Intelligent Operation Center (IOC) as a ‘system of 
systems’, which is intended to extract only the data necessary to optimise the operations 
of the organisation. The types of data and integration into the IOC make efficient 
problem solving solutions readily available to city authorities. The need for smart cities, 
universities, campuses, citizens, and students to drive growth of urban and regional 
economies is evident. In this article, a thorough analysis of the architectural design of an 
intelligent operational system is completed to present a smart solution for cities to unify 
departments and agencies under one umbrella. 

Mattoni et al. (2015) underline that smart cities represent a balance among hardware 
and software aspects, technology and human capital, and they aim at realising and 
guaranteeing the quality of life to the inhabitants. 

The aim of their paper is to outline a planning methodology of actions to realise a 
Smart City that provides a holistic and specific approach to territories and cities by taking 
into account the specific features of the context and by developing different and 
appropriate strategies. According to this, a new way to integrate the various aspects of a 
smart city through the definition of the relations existing among all the subsystems of the 
city, considered as a whole (human) organism, was developed. 

Over the past few years, there has been growing attention to the concept of smart 
sustainable city, as a new techno-urban phenomenon (Höjer and Wangel, 2015;  
Al-Nasrawi et al., 2015; Rivera et al., 2015; Ferraris and Santoro, 2014). Smart 
sustainable cities derive from the interactions between social, urban, and technological 
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elements, and, in particular, from the development of sustainability awareness, urban 
growth, and technological development (Höjer and Wangel, 2015). The concept has 
emerged on the basis of five different developments, that involve sustainable cities, smart 
cities, ICT, sustainable urban development, sustainability and environmental issues, and 
urbanisation and urban growth (Ahvenniemi et al., 2017; Höjer and Wangel, 2015; 
Lindhult et al., 2016). The term ‘smart sustainable city’ is used to denote a city that is 
supported by a pervasive presence and massive use of advanced ICT, which enables cities 
to become more sustainable and to provide citizens with a better quality of life. In more 
detail, it can be described as a social fabric made of a complex set of networks of 
relations between various synergistic clusters of entities that in taking a holistic and 
systemic approach, converge on using and applying smart technologies that enable to 
continuously create, employ, and disseminate solutions that help provide a fertile 
environment that is conducive to improving the contribution to the goals of sustainable 
development (Bibri and Krogsite, 2016; Sandulli et al., 2016; Bakici et al., 2013). The 
combination of smart cities and sustainable cities, of which many diverse definitions are 
available, has been less explored as well as conceptually difficult to delineate due to the 
multiplicity and diversity of the existing definitions. 

2.2 Banking foundations in Italy 

The creation of banking foundations (FOB – Fondazioni di Origine Bancaria) was one of 
the most interesting elements in the field of non-profit organisations in Italy. The 
approval of the Law Amato-Carli July 30, 1990, n. 218 triggered the reform process with 
the transformation of the banking public institutions (savings banks) in foundations. This 
privatisation process culminated with the recognition of the banking foundations as legal 
subjects of private law, non-profit making, but with exclusive social aims (Legislative 
Decree no. 153/99; Monge, 2016). 

The Amato Law led to the separation of lending from philanthropic activities. The 
lending activities were spun off and given to Savings Banks and Monte Spa Banks, which 
were profit-making, private business, governed by the Civil Code and by the rules on 
banking and financial matters like the other banks. The social, cultural, civil and 
economic activities instead remained to foundations, which initially were also the major 
shareholders of the new-born banking companies: property that has been significantly 
reduced over the years to fall below the controlling stake for most of Foundations. These 
institutions reached their final characterisation from an institutional and legal point of 
view with Ciampi reform of 1998/1999, which led to the recognition of their private legal 
nature, conclusively clearly established by the Constitutional Court with the decisions 
number 300 and 301 in September 2003. 

Therefore, this reform allowed the publicly-owned Italian banks (Banco di Napoli, 
Monte dei Paschi di Siena, Istituto Bancario San Paolo di Torino, Banco di Sicilia Banco 
di Sardegna, Banca Nazionale del Lavoro, Sicilcassa) to transform on the one hand into a 
limited company and on the other to create the foundations that have been transferred all 
the activities that were not related to the banking field. 

The Amato-Carli Law, in article 2, allows banks to overcome the ban, deriving from 
Law Decree 375 of March 12, 1936 and Law 141 of March 7, 1938 to operate 
simultaneously as commercial enterprises and investment and allows participation in 
industrial and commercial enterprises. 
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Since 1990 an intense debate has accompanied the growth of the banking 
foundations, with an accentuation of the institutional issues, regulatory, financial and tax 
(Barbetta, 2008; Crociata and Sacco, 2008; Bompani, 2000; Borzaga and Cafaggi, 1999). 

The development of managerial skills and orientation towards innovation also 
requires a reflection on the economic and business issues (Cioccarelli and Previtali, 2002) 
and, in particular, to the structure of corporate governance (Bodega et al., 2009; Marcon 
et al., 2002). The foundation, in fact, is nothing more than a business and therefore an 
economic institution destined to last, for the satisfaction of human needs, that orders and 
is run continuously in coordination with the production, with a direct impact on the 
procurement and consumption of wealth (Zappa, 1956). The banking foundation, in 
particular, has pursued the last institutional goal of satisfying the needs expressed by the 
members of the local community and to this end sets up a coordinated and unified system 
of economic operations – in compliance with the principle of savings – will allow it to 
regain the conditions for its own survival over time, creating value, instead of consuming 
it (Borgonovi, 1993). 

The issue of corporate governance, considered as the set of boards that direct, 
supervise and monitor the proper functioning of the foundation, is a delicate and critical 
step as in the banking foundations assumes particular aspects, not to be missed if you 
want to understand how to set up proper political strategies that are necessary to achieve 
corporate objectives. 

A sound corporate governance and an adequate and effective internal control system 
are the basis for the definition of the medium/long term strategy and plans to implement. 
Without a strategic vision the medium-long term objectives cannot be defined and 
consequently achieved. To do this, however, foundations also need a good management. 

The governance structure of banking foundations is characterised by the following 
elements (Airoldi, 1995): 

• the actors, that directly or indirectly affect the course and outcome of the decision-
making process, bearers of their own interests (stakeholders) 

• the contributions that these actors make 

• the reward that the same actors receive in relation to their participation in governance 
bodies 

• the institutional tools that keep the several actors involved, connected and 
dynamically balanced. 

Even though overseeing and administering a foundation involves the same difficulties 
that an entrepreneur faces in running its business and although these elements are 
common to all companies, it is necessary to consider them in the specific context, rather 
special. 

Therefore, it follows that, although each banking foundation is an entity, considered 
as a system (Brusa et al., 2013; Bertini, 1990; Ferrero, 1968, 1987) with rather peculiar 
aspects and purposes, the governance structure is directly affected by the specific 
characteristics of these institutions. First, the banking foundations, as previously stated, 
are legal entities of private law, non-profit making, and independent, which pursue 
exclusively aims that are socially beneficial and support the territory to which they refer. 
Given their nature, in the Italian banking foundations there is no a residual claimant 
(Cioccarelli and Previtali, 2002), a person who enjoys the residual right on the patrimony. 
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Consequently, compared to other companies, the banking foundations operate in the 
absence of shareholder and this means that stakeholders take on a significant weight from 
a strategic point of view (Bodega et al., 2009). These are the main reasons why the 
legislator has decided to intervene with primary sources regulations to foster a foundation 
governance to be consistent with the characteristics and purposes of such institutions. 

The Legislative Decree no. 153/1999 clearly spells out the process for the 
identification of stakeholders, for the appointment of representatives in the governing 
bodies of the local community, for the definition of the roles of the institutional bodies 
and responsibility of managers in the management of the core business activities of the 
foundation. 

To introduce the generalised business model, presented in Paragraph 5, it is necessary 
to provide a brief theoretical framework about the corporate governance theories of the 
banking foundations, because governance and internal control system represent the key 
elements for the survival and the efficiency of these foundations. Therefore, by 
understanding this frame, it will be easier to analyse their business model and understand 
the reasons why they represent an important institution for the development of smart 
cities. 

Some scholars (Bodega et al., 2009) believe that the institutional framework of the 
theory of enterprise, elaborated by Masini (Zattoni, 2006; Airoldi, 1995; Masini, 1978) is 
the basis of the banking foundations governance model. According to this theory, an 
essential condition for the consolidation of the government balance is that no-marginal 
stakeholders perceive as protected their interest. Should this not happen, the latter would 
be discouraged to offer resources for the firm’s survival. The main resource for banking 
foundations is the legitimacy of the stakeholders, which results in the survival of the 
same and, consequently, in the value creation for the institution. Legitimacy that is 
directly influenced by the effectiveness of the foundation communication process and the 
degree of information transparency inward and outward. According to Cerbioni and 
Boesso (2013), however, it is desirable to identify more diverse theoretical references to 
define the governance model of banking foundations, due to their intrinsic nature. First, 
by considering the expectations of social and local counterparts, it seems more 
appropriate to refer to the stakeholder theory. The stakeholder theory has seen its most 
widespread since the contribution of Freeman (1984), who decided to establish an ethics 
law where the interests of stakeholders is the final aim of the business, and where the 
behaviour that considers corporate social responsibility as an important element is not 
limited to the mere pursuit of profit, but this kind of behaviour is considered as a source 
of competitive advantage. In the specific case of the banking foundations, the agency 
theory (Fama and Jensen, 1983; Fama, 1980; Jensen and Meckling, 1976) cannot be 
applied as lacking the shareholder’s figure, therefore there cannot be constituted a 
potential conflict between principal (shareholder) and agent (manager) and then we 
cannot talk about the exclusive pursuit of shareholders’ interests. 

Another theory that can adapt to the context of the banking foundations is the 
democratic theory, since these institutions are linked to locally ‘concerted’ models of 
power management and less inspired by the only company cost-effective manner. The 
theory was born in the 19th century with Tocqueville who argued that the government of 
businesses depended on the consensus obtained by the ‘governed’, defined today as 
stakeholders. Some scholars (Gomez and Korine, 2005) tried to apply to modern reality 
the hypothesis of Tocqueville and truly democratic procedures such as the emancipation, 
the separation of powers and the power of representation constitute the very essence of 
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the governance structure of each company (Gomez and Jones, 2000). Cerbioni and 
Boesso (2013) then connect the resource dependency theory to the need for members of 
the governing bodies to have specific expertise in relation to the need to pursue 
institutional goals and not the interests of only one party. In this context, it is necessary to 
refer to the theory developed by Pfeffer and Salancik in 1978 because the banking 
foundations, in the classical systemic perspective view, before being understood in their 
behaviour, they must first be understood in their context. The resource dependency theory 
recognises the influence of external factors on the organisational behaviour of a 
company, although framed in its own context, and managers must take action to reduce 
the uncertainty and dependence on the reference (Ulrich and Barney, 1984). Finally, 
Cerbioni and Boesso glimpse stretches of stewardship theory activities. Donaldson and 
Davis (1991) have introduced an alternative approach to the agency theory, not accepting 
the fundamental assumptions. First of all, they do not consider the potential risk of 
opportunistic behaviour of corporate managers, who only want to be good ‘stewards’ 
(i.e., managers) of the company assets. This means that the agency problem linked to the 
need of monitoring and incentive for the managers does not arise. On the contrary the 
main theme concerns the need for a governance structure adapted to facilitate the 
government to formulate and implement plans to achieve the highest business 
performance. Therefore it is clear that there is no single generally accepted governance 
theory and applicable to banking foundations. Consequently, we must agree with the 
statement made by Carver (2007), who argues that no real governance theory has been 
already developed. Therefore as part of banking foundations, the development of a 
governance model that meets all the requirements would be considered not only as a tool 
of compliance and warranty (compliance model) but also as an open decision-making 
model to the contributions of the main bearers of territorial interests (stakeholder model); 
plural in its operating mode (democratic model); able to aggregate the most suitable 
profiles for the exercise of various activities of the foundation (co-optation model) and 
put them in practice to the same service (partnership model). The width of the traced 
functions in the exercise of the government seems to justify the legislation choice of a 
dual model where the policy-making Board takes charge of compliance principles, 
stakeholder representation and democratic exercise and the administrative board 
supervises the guarantee aspects, co-optation and partnership, not forgetting the need to 
have an internal control body exercising supervisory functions and accounting control. 

3 Research design 

The research in the field of Smart Cities and Italian banking foundations is still emerging 
and the definition and the conceptualisation of the role of these cities is still in progress. 

Despite this situation, our research design concentrates on the evidence that firms, 
and in our case banking foundations, should operate and collaborate with public 
governments in order to further exploit the opportunities of smart cities (Scuotto et al., 
2016). 

This research represents a theoretical contribution in the field smart cities and 
banking foundations and, through a deductive approach, we analysed the reports on the 
strategic business plans of the Italian banking foundations of the period between  
2017–2019, the corporate governance model and the internal organisation of such 
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foundations in 2016, the notes to the financial statements, referring to 2015, and the 
websites in order to elaborate their general business model. 

We analysed all the related documents published on the websites of ACRI 
(Associazione di Fondazioni e Casse di Risparmio Spa, 2014) and of the eighty-eight 
Italian banking foundations. 

This study can be considered a multidisciplinary theoretical analysis because it 
combines theories regarding both smart cities and banking foundations in management 
studies. 

This methodology gives evidence of an appropriate approach because there is limited 
research and theoretical knowledge on the role and related effects of foundations in the 
development of smart cities. A theoretical framework would contribute to future 
empirical research in the field and it differs from other studies because it emphasises 
assumption-challenging in the construction of research questions (Alvesson and 
Kärreman, 2007, 2011; Sandberg and Tsoukas, 2011). 

In this case, the study aims at answering the following research questions: 

• Research question 1: How do Italian banking foundations interact with smart cities? 

• Research question 2: What is the impact of Italian banking foundations on the 
development of smart cities? 

The case of Italian banking foundations is unique and it represents a virtuous model of 
interrelationships of public governments and the juridical institution of a banking 
foundation. 

The business model of banking foundations represents the set of organisational and 
strategic solutions through which they acquire a competitive advantage. For smart city 
managers, as they are project managers, a better understanding of the potential benefits of 
having partners such as the banking foundations, should improve the decision-making 
process and the knowledge of specific processes and problems of the city. Therefore, this 
could be a chance for enhancing the setting of the city organisational objectives. 

For researchers in the field of smart cities and business management, this paper points 
out several important aspects for future research. 

4 Discussion: the business model of Italian banking foundations 

Over the past few years, the impetus behind the process of smartening sustainable cities 
and improving smart cities has been to lay the foundation for a holistic approach to urban 
planning and development. This is further stimulating new research endeavours towards 
unlocking the potential of ICT of the new wave of computing for advancing urban 
sustainability and instigating urban projects in the same direction. The concept and 
development of smart sustainable cities has come to the fore as a promising response to 
the challenges and goals of sustainable development (Al-Nasrawi et al., 2015; Bibri and 
Krogstie, 2016; Höjer and Wangel, 2015) by developing smart and innovative solutions 
for improving sustainability, optimising efficiency of operations and services, and 
enhancing the quality of life. 

There are several fields of activity which are described in literature in relation to the 
term Smart City: industry, education, participation, technical infrastructure, various ‘soft 
factors’. But scholars have identified six characteristics as a roof for the further 
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elaboration of smart cities which should incorporate the findings but also allow an 
inclusion of additional factors. 

These are: smart economy, smart people, smart governance, smart mobility, smart 
environment and smart living. 

Figure 1 Smart cities characteristics and factors 

 

Source: Centre of Regional Science (2007) http://www.smartcities.eu 
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The ranking of European medium-sized cities, elaborated by the Centre for Regional 
Science (2007), developed a transparent and easy hierarchic structure, where each level is 
described by the results of the level below. Each characteristic is therefore defined by a 
number of factors. Furthermore, each factor is described by a number of indicators. 

By considering characteristics and factors of smart cities (Figure 1), we can better 
understand the business model of the eighty-eight Italian banking foundations and how 
their activities can positively impact on the development of those cities. 

Banking foundations in Italy cover the primary role of promoting the development 
and the integration of Smart cities within their business. 

The 88 reports on strategic business plans analysed and referring to the period 
between 2017–2019, the notes to the financial statements referring to 2015, the websites 
and the corporate governance composition highlight the new perspectives and objectives 
that the foundations aim at achieving. 

The general business model of the Italian Banking Foundations (Figure 2) shows the 
critical success factors and the strategic guidelines followed by the governance and the 
internal control system of each foundation, and help answer RQ1. 

The centre of the model represents the main objective of each foundation, which can 
be pursued thanks to the main activities carried out that we extrapolated by the reports on 
strategic business plans. The main objective can be achieved also thanks to the 
development of strategic guidelines, assets and success key-drivers that characterise each 
entity. But all activities and the value creation can be made possible only through a good 
management and governance, management of risks and internal controls. 

Figure 2 General business model of Italian banking foundations (2017–2019) (see online version 
for colours) 

 

Source: Self-elaborated model 
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All the elements of the model are described in Figure 2. 
As mentioned in Figure 2, Italian banking foundations are legal subjects of private 

law, non-profit making, but with exclusive social aims. Therefore, their primary aim is to 
create sustainable value for the local community in which they operate, because they are 
attentive to stakeholders’ needs. 

To do that, they concentrate on four main areas: knowledge management, 
philanthropy, charity and volunteering, cultural and social innovation and smart cities. 

As we can notice, smart cities represent one of the most important projects and 
strategic areas for these foundations. This is the way through which banking foundations 
interact with smart cities. 

That means that their solid resource basis is also allocated in shared projects, like 
smart cities. 

By following their strategic guidelines, banking foundations aim at implementing 
transversal programs to several sectors. This is the reason they cooperate with national 
and international profit and non-profit institutions in order to develop their success key 
drivers. 

Asset flexibility, strategic asset allocation and venture philanthropy represent the 
drivers for the foundation success. Corporate governance boards, internal control system 
and in particular the risk management function have the main purpose to create 
sustainable value, by developing the success key-drivers, shown in Figure 2. The latter 
can represent the foundation mission. 

Cooperation leads to the enhancement of the role of the foundation and development 
of cities and countries in which it operates. Integration means that the banking foundation 
works with stakeholders and, therefore, it tries to develop appropriate skills and 
knowledge to achieve its objectives and diversify investment policies. This element is 
linked to engagement, a driver that aims at leading the creation of a working 
environment, respectful of diversity and meritocracy. 

Excellence instead involves continuous improvement, respecting health, safety, 
environment and local communities, which is linked to the social responsibility of each 
foundation, because management should be transparent and protect human rights. 

Another important success key-driver is innovation, because the foundation, with new 
funding conditions tries to finance the development of technologies in order to satisfy 
stakeholders’ needs. 

Concluding, to answer RQ2, Italian banking foundations represent a virtuous 
institution in the development and transformation of Italian cities into smart and 
sustainable cities. By comparing the characteristics and factors of smart cities with the 
generalised business model of such foundations, it is evident the fundamental integration 
of the banking foundations into the development of smart cities. In fact, thanks to the 
investments and strategic guidelines, the Italian banking foundations economically and 
financially support public projects, such as the one of smart cities. 

5 Conclusions 

The present study focuses on the role of banking foundations in the Italian smart cities. 
We first analysed the literature review on smart cities and on smart sustainable cities 

to provide the theoretical groundwork and give some definitions about the notion of 
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‘smart city’ and ‘smart sustainable city’ because it was necessary for introducing the 
topic of banking foundations. 

Italian banking foundations, as mentioned above, even though are legal subjects of 
private law, non-profit making, but with exclusive social aims, represent, in particular, 
businesses with the last institutional aim of satisfying the needs of the members of the 
local community. To this end, they set up a coordinated and unified system of economic 
operations that tend to regain the conditions for its own survival over time and to create 
value. 

They represent the most interesting result of a privatisation reform in the field of non-
profit organisations in Italy. 

Therefore, the purpose of the paper is to underline the opportunities and the potential 
benefits of banking foundations supporting the development of smart cities in Italy. 

By analysing the reports on the strategic business plans of the period between 2017-
2019, the corporate governance model and the internal organisation of such foundations, 
the notes to the financial statements, referring to 2015, and the websites, we elaborated 
their general business model. 

Italian banking foundations have the chance of knowing the city from the inside but 
also being aware of the surroundings and the system in which the city is located in. 
Therefore, thanks to their privileged position, they can support the growth and the 
transformation of the cities in which they are located into smart and smart sustainable 
cities. Their success key-drivers stress the importance of cooperation, integration, social 
responsibility and innovation. 

This research, thanks to its multidisciplinary and deductive approach, contributes to 
the body of knowledge by providing a virtuous example of interactions and synergies 
between smart cities and banking foundations in Italy. 

This methodology gives evidence of an appropriate approach because there is limited 
research and theoretical knowledge on the role and related effects of foundations in the 
development of smart cities. 

The case of Italian banking foundations is unique and it represents a virtuous model 
of interrelationships of public governments and the juridical institution of a banking 
foundation. 

The business model of banking foundations represents the set of organisational and 
strategic solutions through which they aim at acquiring competitive advantage. For smart 
city managers, as they are project managers, a better understanding of the potential 
benefits of having partners such as the banking foundations, should improve the decision-
making process and the knowledge of specific processes and problems of the city. 
Therefore, this could be a chance for enhancing the setting of the city organisational 
objectives. 

For researchers in the field of smart cities and business management, this paper points 
out several important aspects for future developments in this research field. 

About the limits of this research, this work represents the first step of a far deeper 
analysis. Consequently, the theoretical framework represents the basis of future 
developments of core arguments deeply analysed in this context. 
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