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Abstract. The aim of this paper is to study the sustainability of Social farming (SF),
with attention to practices addressed people suffering from addictions. In this study
the Social Return on Investment (SROI) has been used as assessment methodology;
has been used, which is increasingly used to approach the quantification of social,
environmental and economic benefits on different types of investment. The SF activity
of the Agricoltura Capodarco Cooperative was studied in order to evaluate the out-
come in monetary terms taking into account all the beneficiaries involved. The appli-
cation of SROI allowed to estimate a return of investment, coming mainly from the
social component, ranging from 1,89 to 4,10 times, according to the degree of conserv-
ativeness of the estimates. The study extends both the analysis of SF to people catego-
ries only marginally addressed before and the application fields of SROI as assessment
methodology.

Keywords: sustainability, social farming, social inclusion, social return on investment,
quantification of social benefit.
JEL codes: Q15, Q18, Q19.

1. INTRODUCTION

Social Agriculture sustainability is a major new research area in sustain-
able economics, which is driven by an increasing interest in the multifunc-
tional role of agriculture (OECD 2001; Casini, 2009) and in the economic,
environmental and social benefits associated with the agricultural sector.
The value of agriculture, when it shapes the landscape, contributing to the
conservation of biodiversity (Scher, McNeely, 2008; Henle et al., 2008; Tay-
leur et al., 2016), to ecological and hydrogeological land protection (Bastiani,
2014), to the sustainable management of natural resources (Clark et al., 2016)
and to the historical and cultural heritage of local communities (e.g., Pro-
tection and enhancement of the landscape of the monumental olive trees of
Apulia by law - Apulia Region l.r. 14/2007), goes beyond its primary func-
tion of producing food and fiber. To these environmental, historical and cul-
tural values of multifunctional agriculture, social agriculture further adds
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the economic and social benefits related to its peculiar

characteristics of social inclusivity, gender equality, and

responsible production, which directly contribute to the

United Nations’ Sustainable Goals Development objec-

tive 8 (Deacon, 2016) and also objectives 5, 10 and 12.
The phenomenon of Social Farming (hereafter, SF)

is regulated by a broad normative framework which fol-

lows the vertical subsidiarity principle. At the European
level there is no normative framework to define SF, even
though the need for the elaboration of an appropriate
normative framework to regulate its activities, as well
as to coordinate the policies and institutions of the vari-
ous countries in this field, has been advocated (EESC,
2013). At a national level, the law 141/2015 regulates the
functioning of SF, describes its activities and subjects
and defines it as: «one of the aspects of the multifunc-
tionality of agricultural enterprises aimed at the devel-
opment of social, socio-sanitary, educational and social-
work integration interventions and services, in order to
facilitate adequate and uniform access to the essential
services to be guaranteed to people, families and local
communities throughout the national territory and in
particular in rural or disadvantaged areas». The directive
refers the law 381/1991 defining the functions of Social

Cooperatives and the so-called disadvantaged categories

of individuals.

Moreover, other policies making significant contri-
butions to SF have been introduced in the Regional Stra-
tegic Plan 2014-2020, including those concerning “Coop-
eration for the diversification of agricultural activities
into social activities” (sub measure 16.9), and those con-
cerning “Development and diversification of agricultural
holdings and enterprises” (sub measure 6.4) (Giare,2019).

SF has had a remarkable growth in the last few years
in Italy, showing a diversification of actors, experience-
sand recipients (Giare et al., 2018), even if:

- there is a relevant presence of social cooperatives
and, to a lesser extent, farms; other typologies of
actors are less common;

- the activities concern all the typologies defined by
art. 2 of law 141/2015', with a prevalence of social
and working inclusion (Giare et al., 2017);

I Article 2 of law 141/2015 defines the activities: «a) socio-labor inser-
tion of workers with disabilities ‘and disadvantaged workers [...], dis-
advantaged persons [...] and minors of working age inserted in projects
of rehabilitation and social support; b) services and social activities and
services for local communities through the use of material and imma-
terial resources of agriculture to promote, accompany and implement
actions aimed at the development of skills and abilities, social and labor
inclusion, recreation and useful services for everyday life; ¢) perfor-
mance and services that accompany and support medical, psychologi-
cal and rehabilitative therapies aimed at improving the health condi-
tions and social, emotional and cognitive functions of those concerned,
including through the use of farmed animals and plant cultivation; d)
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- SF is aimed at different target groups: people with
physical or psychic disabilities, prisoners, drug
addicts, young NEETSs, elderly, refugees and asylum
seekers, etc., but the activities addressed to people
with disabilities are prevalent.

The aim of this article is to increase knowledge,
and to stimulate debate, on methodologies employed to
quantify the total benefit of social farming as an inclu-
sive practice at the social-work level for the category of
people affected by addictions. In particular, the objec-
tives of this study were:

- to analyse the impact of SF project for people affect-
ed by addiction, for which there are few studies in
literature;

- to understand to what extent the SF project exam-
ined has an impact on the people affected by addic-
tions;

- to test the suitability of the Social Return on Invest-
ment methodology for the category of people under
study and in this country;

- to analyse the sustainability of the specific project
considered.

To achieve these objectives, the Social Return on
Investment methodology was used for the identification
of financial proxies associating a monetary value with
every social and environmental benefit, as regards the
project “I frutti della buona terra” of the “Agricoltura
Capodarco” Cooperative.

In this work, a review of the literature available on
SF will be given. Then we will briefly present the case
study, i.e. the farms, specific project analysed and the
methodology used. Finally, the results will be presented,
starting from the identification of stakeholders and the
construction of indicators and financial proxies, to then
arrive at the calculation of the SROI indicator and the
conclusion considerations on the results obtained.

1.1. Literature review

The literature on the multifunctional role of agricul-
ture is broad and shows a differentiation between prac-
tices related to the agricultural world and those who
benefit from it. Some studies focus particularly on the
well-being role (Hassink, 2016) of agriculture according
to categories of people with physical and mental disabili-
ties (Garcia, 2018), while others show the importance of

projects aimed at environmental education and nutrition, the preserva-
tion of biodiversity ‘as well as’ the dissemination of knowledge of the
territory through the organization of social farms and educational rec-
ognized at the regional level, such as initiatives for the reception and
stay of children in age ‘preschool and people in difficulty ‘social, phys-
ical and mental».
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the inclusive role of SF for a plurality of recipients (Gia-
re, 2018), and through descriptive studies on the charac-
teristics of social farms (Lanfranchi, 2015; Borgi et al.,
2019; Torquati et al., 2019). In any case, the inclusion of
these practices in European development plans (Scuderi
et al., 2014) demonstrates the importance that is given at
the European level to the phenomenon of social farm-
ing. In this context, the importance of evaluating the
impact generated by social cooperatives? appears evident
(Zamagni et al., 2015). Moreover, the importance of an
approach to the evaluation of social farming regard-
ing its importance in achieving sustainability objectives
(Marchis et al., 2019) was highlighted (Leck, 2012; Leck
2014; Borghi et al., 2020). However, there are many criti-
cal issues related to the methodology for evaluating the
practices of social cooperatives (Marchis et al., 2019),
which globally are mainly focusing on identifying the
benefits of this phenomenon rather than on its economic
quantification (Di Iacovo, 2020); in addition, in many
cases quality of life is the only indicator used to assess
the social benefits derived from these practices (Janker,
Mann, 2020). Therefore, it follows that there is still a lack
of a general agreement on what methods should be used
to assess the multifunctionality of agriculture and in
particular the social, environmental and economic ben-
efits derived from SF practices.

In the literature there are many studies that have
tried to propose methodologies for the evaluation of
social impacts. It has been shown the need for a more
complex methodology in respect to the most common
Cost-Benefit Analysis (Arvidson et al., 2010; Mulgan,
2010). The latter, in fact, has some criticalities regarding
the measurement of benefits that are difficult to mon-
etize, such as social ones (Cordes, 2017). Some studies
have introduced the use of the Social Impact Assess-
ment (Becker, 2001) to evaluate development projects
in agricultural disputes (Ahmadvan et al., 2009), while
others have proposed a SWOT analysis (Foti et al., 2013)
or the Social Enterprise Impact Evaluation (Zamagni et
al., 2015) to assess the social impact generated by social
cooperatives.

In the last years, the quantitative assessment of
SF’s social benefits has been highlighted in recent stud-
ies, which have used, as methodology, the Social Return
on Investment (Leck, 2012; Leck 2014). The use of this
methodology has so far been limited, in most cases (e.g.,

21In the Italian legislation, Social Cooperatives are defined by the law
381/1991, which, at article 1, paragraph 1 defines: «Social cooperatives
have the purpose of pursuing the general interest of the community to
human promotion and social integration of citizens through: the man-
agement of social, health and educational services [..]; the performance
of different activities - agricultural, industrial, commercial or services -
aimed at the employment of disadvantaged people».

Tulla, 2018; Leck, 2014), to the category of people with
mental and physical disabilities and its applicability to
other categories, such as prisoners and former prisoners,
people affected by dependencies and migrants, among
others, has still to be fully explored. Nevertheless, the
results achieved so far, using Social Return on Invest-
ment as assessment methodology, have shown that social
farming practices are more than sustainable for people
with physical or mental disabilities, with a social return
of 2.8 — 3 times the investment (Leck, 2014; Tulla, 2018;
respectively).

Currently, Social Return on Investment, although
not very widespread, has shown to be an appropri-
ate methodology for evaluating projects that generate
important social and environmental benefits, in addition
to the economic ones, and giving a complete and quan-
titative evaluation of the project’s outcomes (Nicholls et
al., 2009). Social Return on Investment is likely to be
an appropriate methodology for the study of the social
farming practices on all user categories, but still requires
validation tests on those user categories, such as that of
users affected by addictions, which have received little
attention, so far.

2. THE CASE STUDY

The sustainability of SF has been studied by analyz-
ing a specific project realized by a social farm, located
in Lazio region. In this region SF has been included as a
practice for regional development. (L.r. 7/2018).

The social cooperative “Agricoltura Capodarco”,
founded 40 years ago in the municipality of Grottafer-
rata, has been selected for the study, since it has been
progressively distinguished for its social projects relat-
ed to agriculture. This farm stands out not only for the
attention on its customers and on the environment,
with organic production (breeding and zootechnics,
beekeeping, fruit growing, horticulture, olive growing,
wine-growing, direct sales and agritourism), but also
for numerous activities with social purposes, such as
social-work inclusion of disadvantaged people, educa-
tional farms, psycho-social therapeutic activities. SF is
considered by the Cooperative as the main way to gener-
ate well-being for the local community and to carry out
socially relevant interventions aimed at people in condi-
tions of hardship.

In the present study, the focus is on a specific “Agri-
coltura Capodarco” project of SF named “I frutti della
buona terra” since it was aimed at the occupational
reintegration of people affected by different types of
dependencies, mainly by drugs, through one-year work
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and training grants. The project, lasting 10 months, was

started in 2017 as a collaboration among Agricoltura

Capodarco, the Municipality of Velletri and the Vel-

letri Public Services for pathological addictions of the

National Health System (hereafter, Ser. D) and repeat-

ed every year. The project “I frutti della buona terra” is

structured into two different phases:

- phase 1 (first three months): setting the institution-
al network involving the project partners, trainees
(hereafter, users) and small farms active in the Vel-
letri peri-urban area, which were available for the
training and working stages of the participants to
the project;

- phase 2 (seven months): on the job training and
working stage in the selected farms.

Regarding the farms involved, it should be empha-
sized that a match the participants and the farms based
on the interests and available activities. Therefore, the
chosen companies included farms, both organic and
non-organic, but also other companies linked to the
agricultural sector, such as those involved in catering
and green maintenance activities.

3. THE METHODOLOGY

The methodology used in this study is the Social
Return on Investment (hereafter SROI; Nicholls, 2009),
which integrates the social, economic and environmen-
tal values of the investments on the SF expressing values
in financial terms (Nicholls ef al., 2009), as characteristic
of most economic approaches (Bonazzi, 2005; Fujiwara,
Campbell, 2011).

Given the interest in analysing a specific project
and not the work of the whole Agricoltura Capodarco
cooperative, the SROI was considered the most suitable
method. In addition, the SROI methodology was chosen
because it allows to quantify the social benefits at a mon-
etary level, which was an objective of the study. Finally, it
requires a high level of stakeholder involvement.

The SROI is composed by sequential phases: 1. iden-
tifying the main stakeholders of the SA initiative; 2.
mapping the positive outcomes for every stakeholder;
3. defining proper quantitative indicators of every out-
come; 4. selecting the most compelling financial proxies
for each indicator; and, 5. estimating the financial posi-
tive impact of every outcome for each of the identified
stakeholders. The SROI is evaluated as the ratio of finan-
cial gain and financial costs of the SF initiative.

Outcomes, indicators and proxies clearly depend
on the category of users considered, on the stakehold-
ers involved, on the type of agricultural practices and
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on their location in urban, peri-urban or rural areas.
Guidelines and proposals for setting outcomes, indica-
tors and proxies are available in the literature as books,
manuals and published papers (Leck, 2014), even though
adaptation of both outcomes and indicators to the spe-
cific categories of subjects, stakeholders and SF consid-
ered can be required.

There are two types of SROI analysis (Nicholls et al.,
2009): evaluative, conducted ex-post and based on out-
comes already achieved; and, predictive, to predict how
much social value will be created if the activities achieve
the expected outcomes. In view of the cyclic periodicity
of the “I frutti della buona terra” project, which has been
replicated yearly since 2017 on different user groups, in
the present study the SROI analysis has been implement-
ed by integrating both types of analysis. An evaluative
SROI analysis was carried out on the three cycles that
have already been implemented (in 2017, 2018, and 2019)
and a predictive SROI analysis was estimated as a sce-
nario for the next yearly cycles, in view of the possible
extension of the project for a second three-year period.

This study has been carried out on 13 participants
to the project in the three years considered, with 2 users
participating to more than one year cycle, and has con-
sidered all stakeholders directly or indirectly involved
in the project, i.e. the users, the project proposer (Agri-
coltura Capodarco), project partners (Velletri munici-
pality and Ser.D.), the small farms where the users had
their training and working stages, and the environ-
ment. The latter has been included as a stakeholder fol-
lowing the UN Universal Declaration on the Rights of
Mother Earth, (law on the Rights of Mother Earth, law
71 of December 2010 [Universal Declaration of Rights
of Mother Earth, 2010]) and recent studies (Stone, 2010;
Boyd, 2011, 2012; Carducci, 2017), which indicate the
environment as a subject with legal personality.

For all stakeholder categories, except the environ-
ment, data collection has been carried out through guid-
ed questionnaires addressed to all the stakeholders, who
gave the availability for the interview and participating
to the study. Interviewed were all but two users, the staff
of Agricoltura Capodarco and of the small companies
involved in the projects, representatives of the Velletri
municipality and of the Ser.D. All major actors from
every stakeholder category involved in the “I frutti della
buona terra” project but two have accepted to be inter-
viewed. A total of 21 people were interviewed: 11 of the
13 recipients, one Agricoltura Capodarco social educa-
tor, who was managing the project, the responsible for
these kind of actions in the Velletri municipality, two
social workers of the Velletri Ser.D. and the six responsi-
ble of the farms involved.
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The outcomes of both evaluative and predictive
SROI have been identified through the answers to the
guided questionnaires. Content analysis was done manu-
ally and focused on the meaning and semantic relation-
ship of words and concepts regarding indicators. Proxies
and proxy financial quantification were derived from the
interviews and from the available literature, including
the project documentation of “I frutti della buona terra”.

4. THE RESULTS

Within the project, the stakeholders identified have
different roles: the users, represented by the patients
under treatment at the Ser.D. of Velletri, which are the
main beneficiaries of the project, Agricoltura Capodar-
co, the Municipality of Velletri, the Ser. D of Velletri,
who designed and implemented the project, and private
companies, as they offer the internships to the users and
supply them with training. Even if most are service pro-
viders, only the Municipality of Velletri is financing the
project, with an investment of € 100,343.33 per year.

The identification of the outcomes, the indicators
and the financial proxies represent the first results of
this study, they are shown in Table 1.

Interviews with users showed that for all of them
the major changes (i.e., outcomes) detected are improved
quality of life, greater likelihood of finding a job and less
social isolation.

The results on users were estimated on a quantitative
analysis of the following indicators and proxies:

1. The improvement of the quality of life derives both
from economic factors, such as payment deriv-
ing from the internships, and psychological factors,
which have always weighed on this type of subjects,
having led most of their lives in degraded situations.
The indicator used to assess this outcome is precisely
the amount of money gained from the work grant
(internship), with which they can live a more com-
fortable life.

2. Users are most likely to find a job because they have
learned new job skills within this project. In addi-
tion, most have said they had good relationships
with colleagues and employers, and this has con-
veyed greater self-confidence, as they now feel able
to face interviews, or at least find themselves in new
job situations. The approach chosen for the measure-
ment and the choice of this indicator is the number
of contracts that have been signed by users after
participating in the project. The proxy used is the
salary received by the users who have found a job.
Since this is a probability, the ratio between the peo-

ple who found work and all those who participated

in the project was calculated and multiplied by the

average salary observed.

3. The reduction of social isolation derives from the
fact that all users have stated that they feel mentally
better, that they have greater self-esteem and that
they feel like they have developed friendships, as
well as professional relationships within the project.
In some cases, they stated that they have started to
get out of their home again, to go to the supermar-
ket and to take public transport. All these factors
demonstrate an improvement in people’s psychologi-
cal state, which has enabled them to emerge, at least
in part, from the social isolation they were in. The
approach to evaluation is given by the lower number
of sessions for psychological recovery and it is cal-
culated by estimating the average cost of these ses-
sions.

The return of the Capodarco Cooperative has been
estimated from the outcome of an interview with the
tutor of the Capodarco Agriculture Cooperative, from
which it emerged that the greatest benefit obtained by
the cooperative is the increase in social value deriving
from the successful placement of jobs. This certainly
derives from the fact that the company’s mission is pre-
cisely to help people who find themselves in harsh posi-
tions to live a more comfortable life. The indicator cho-
sen is the number of successful social work entries and
as a proxy, the cost savings for the tutor, who will be
able to follow new users.

The return for Ser.D. has been estimated based on
the social and work integration of the users, defining
the outcome on the reduction of the probability that the
users have a relapse into their addiction. The interviews
carried out with a social worker allowed to define as an
economic proxy the reduction of costs to prevent the
spread of infectious diseases typical of this category of
subjects, such as HIV and hepatitis C. This indicator has
been estimated in a predictive way, given the small num-
ber of users analyzed, and is calculated on the average
number of hospital admissions for this category of sub-
jects. The measurement is given by the probability that
a Ser.D. patient has contracted the disease, multiplied by
the average cost of hospitalization. Previous literature
shows that the lower probability of a relapse may result
in a lower cost of medicines, resulting from the lower
use in more advanced phases of therapy, which is anoth-
er indicator used to calculate the outcome described
above (Serpelloni, 2006). The proxy that represents this
indicator, and allows us to measure it, is the cost of
medicines used in therapy. Finally, a final indicator that
can be used is that of the cost savings resulting from the
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Tab. 1. Impact Map.
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Stakeholder Input Outcome Index Possible proxy Economic value
% *. —
Users Improving quality of life Access to work grant  Salary from work grant 220:0 (;Iéonth Hsers=
800€*month*0,059 user
High ility of  Post-empl ’
ﬁrllflirfr Er.(; li)abl ity cc(:rsltrzearcrip oyment grant bt sale contract salary 450€*month*0,059 user
g2 =10,588.2€
.Redu.ctlon of social Number o.f sessions Lower soc.lal costs 15€*month*user= 1,650€
isolation psychological recovery psychological recovery
Cooperative Increased company Number of social and Savings in tutoring costs 67,76€ month*user =
of Capodarco social value work placements & & 67,76€*10%2= 1,355.2€
Farms Decrease in production Traineeships through Labour cost savines 400€*month*user =
costs work grant & 68,000€
*
Increased reputation Increased sales Higher revenues (1’;) i Ogéer labour cost
SerD. Reduced probgblhty of Number of visits to the Cost f)f rr.ledlcal 40*4=160*user = 2,720€
relapse for patients doctor examination
Redl.lc.t fon in the use of Cost of medicines Da 0*day*month = 0€
medicines
A 0,9€*day*user= 4,590€
Redlllct.lon number of Cos't of h.OSpltal.IZathHS 1024€x0,054= 55,306
admissions for infectious diseases
More careful
Environment Increased incidence of management of natural Reduction of 106*month*user = 200€

Municipality ~ Project funding over 3

of Velletri

years = € 100,343.33

organic farming

Expansion of Social
Farming Practices

Reduced likelihood of
this category committing
offences and entering the
prison system

Reduction of drug
purchase

Creation of active
workers

resources and less use of environmental risks

chemical inputs

Lower CO2 emissions

Reduction of CO2
emissions

Reduction of abandoned Better hydro-geological

land

Lower detention costs

Reduced use of drugs

More money injected
into the local economy

control and less fire risk

Cost of an inmate to the
local prison system

Drug costs

Percentage of salary
spent in the local
community

1099€*ht*year =
1099€*10%*3= 32,970€
Economic value not
estimated by company
size and type
Economic value not
estimated by company
size and type

0,0128*user*daily
cost*year= 9,831.50€

68€*day/week*user
= from 38,896€ to
272,272€

0,8*400€*month* user =
54,400€

Source: our elaboration.

fewer medical examinations that individuals must do
because of their health situation.

For the Municipality of Velletri, intended not only
as a public institution, but also as a landmark of the

local community and as the place of residence of the

subjects, the return on investment was measured on

three different outcomes that express an important
social benefit coherent with what was stated in the inter-
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view by the head of the H5 Zone Plan of the Municipal-

ity of Velletri:

1. The decrease in drug related crimes of this category
of users, which now are receiving a salary and are
less propense to relapse into addiction. The indica-
tor used was the lower cost of imprisonment that the
local prison system has to bear, and was measured
by the proxy that expresses the ratio between the
number of drug addicts held annually in the Italian
prison system and the total number of drug addicts
in Italy. The results are multiplied by the average
daily cost per inmate and then multiplied by the
number of days in a year.

2. The decline in purchases of drugs on the black mar-
ket. The indicator proposed to measure this is the
change in the cost of drugs on the market (Serpello-
ni, 2006). Two different proxies have been calculated
depending on the conservativeness of the valuation.
The most conservative is based on addicts who use
weekly, the less conservative is based on addicts who
use daily. The cost of the dose is then multiplied by
one year and by the number of users in the study.

3. The creation of an active population, considering
that prior to the project the subjects have not had a
job, let alone were looking for it, for a long time. It
has been calculated through the proxy that expresses
the percentage of income that subjects are estimated
to spend within the community about 80% of the
salary received from the work grant.

Regarding the companies offering the internship
service, as mentioned in the previous chapter, their
benefit is to have an unpaid worker available to them.
Their benefit is the saving of labor costs, which was cal-
culated by multiplying the income, assuming that they
would pay a worker for the same hours performed by
users with the same salary, multiplied by the number
of months and by the number of users. Another ben-
efit that could be seen is a slight increase in sales caused
by the so-called reputational effect. It was calculated
through an estimate of the 5% increase in companies’
revenues, which in the absence of data were estimated to
be at least equal to the labor costs.

Finally, interviews with the two farmers who have
organic farms showed how Social Farming projects can
have important effects on the environment. As organ-
ic farming has very high production costs, especially
when compared to the large scale costs of traditional
large farms, the economic benefits of participating in
projects such as the one under study could be an incen-
tive to shift local agricultural production more towards
organic products. This would cause an increase in the
benefits that derive from organic production, such as

the decrease in environmental risks caused by xenobi-
onts which are released from chemicals used as pesti-
cides in traditional agricultural production and slow
down the decomposition of organic matter. Another
positive effect in organic farming is the decrease in CO2
released into the atmosphere by the chemicals used. The
negative effect of xenobionts on soil and water bacte-
ria, and micro fungi can be estimated as a 10% loss of
the decomposition rate of dead organic matter (Abelho
et al., 2016) which can affect the release of 70% of the
nutrients it contains, net of the 30% loss due to leaching.

A 7% reduction in ecosystem service “nutrient cycliza-

tion” can therefore be estimated at € 15,715 per hectare

as an average in the biosphere (Costanza et al., 1997).
Once the values of the various outcomes have been

calculated, 10% of the value is subtracted for those out-

comes that could also occur outside the project, i.e. for:

- Increase in revenues for companies deriving from the
reputational effect, as part of it may not even derive
from the AS project in which they participated.

- Reduction of the probability to relapse since it is
presumable that part of this change could have
occurred even without participation in the project.

- Reduction in the probability of this category com-
mitting drug-related crimes, as it is presumable that
the category under study does not fall into addiction
beyond the participation or non-participation in the
project, it is equally presumable that they do not
commit crimes.

- Reduction in the purchase of drugs, as the same
considerations have been made for the two points
preceding this one.

No drop-off value has been subtracted because the
longer the duration of the change, the greater the effect
of the outcome.

Before proceeding with the calculation of the SROI
indicator we summarize the total economic values, net
of deadweight values, by stakeholder category (Tab. 2).

According the SROI, economic benefits are those
with a remuneration or cost savings, social benefits those
with an effect on the quality of life of stakeholders or the
local community and, finally, environmental benefits are
those with positive effect on natural capital.

Therefore, the category of users has a total benefit of
€ 80,238.2, resulting from an economic benefit of 68,000,
corresponding to the value of wages earned (Tab. 1), and
a social benefit of € 12,238.2 resulting from the sum of
the values corresponding to the greater probability of
finding work in the future and the reduction of social
isolation. “Agricoltura Capodarco” Cooperative presents
a total benefit of € 1,355.2 composed solely of the eco-
nomic dimension, as it corresponds to the value deriv-
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Tab. 2. Value of benefit for each stakeholder net of deadweight values (10%) and according to the more conservative hypothesis of a reduc-

tion in drug purchase spending at a rate of 1 dose per week.

Stakeholder Economic benefit Social benefit Environmental benefit Total
Users 68,000 12,238.2 80,238.2
Agricoltura Capodarco 1,355.2 1,355.2
Farms 71,060 71,060
Ser.D. Velletri 6,628.77 6,628.77
Environment 33,170 33,170
Municipality of Velletri 98,254.75 98,254.75
140,415.2 117,121.72 33,170 290,706.92

Source: our elaboration.

ing from the lower cost of tutoring, written oft by 10%.
The farms also present a total benefit composed entire-
ly of the economic dimension, as it corresponds to the
value of the savings on the cost of the worker. The Ser.D
of Velletri and the Municipality of Velletri, on the other
hand, present a total benefit of € 7,365.3 and € 103,127.5
respectively, composed for both entirely of the social
dimension. These results are due to the outcomes identi-
fied for these stakeholders that have effects on the local
community and on the users’ sociality. The economic
values of these outcomes have been subtracted from the
10% resulting from deadweight. The environment has a
total benefit of 33,170, easily identifiable as an environ-
mental benefit.

The net social return, according to the most con-
servative hypothesis, which is calculated by subtracting
the value of the inputs (€ 100,343.33), corresponding to
the value of the initial investment by the Municipality of
Velletri, from the total outcome (€ 290,706.92), is there-
fore € 190,363.59, with a SROI index value of 1.89 (net
social return/initial investment).

In this conservative estimate, which considers the
consumption of one dose per week by an average user,
the SROI ratio will have a measure of 1: 1.89, which
means that for every euro invested within the project,
there will be a social return on investment of one euro
and eighty-nine cents. Estimating instead the daily con-
sumption, instead of weekly, of one dose per user, the
SROI ratio would have a measure of 1: 3.99, with a social
return of four euros and ten cents for each euro invested.

5. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

The study aimed to evaluate the overall value of SF
as a tool for the inclusion of disadvantaged groups of
population. In this approach, the work represents an
important source of livelihood for these people and an

opportunity to facilitate their social inclusion. Indeed,
the overall value of Social Farming must necessar-
ily combine the economic report of the worker and the
company with a social report that considers the effects
or changes (outcome) on all the stakeholders involved.
For this reason, the Social Return on Investment meth-
odology, which appears to be the most suitable and
applied in kind of studies, was applied in the study. The
importance of this methodology lies in the fact that it
seeks to give an economic value to those social benefits
that was previously difficult to estimate and subjected of
strong bias or even distortion in the assessment of asso-
ciated values (Arvidson et al., 2013).

The results obtained show first of all that, depending
on the conservatism of the estimates described above,
the SF project shows a social return on investment of €
1.89 or € 3.99 for each euro invested. Secondly, it should
be noted that around the 90% of the total social return
on investment is concentrated on three categories of
stakeholders, the disadvantaged people, the companies
offering the internship service and the local community,
indicating a wide and distributed social impact of the
investment. This also shows how SF projects are impor-
tant for the personal growth, not only for the users but
also for the community of which they are part. In fact,
the data concerning the users offers a very positive pic-
ture, reflected in the improvement of their quality of
life, both from an economic, thanks to the salary that
allows them to live a more comfortable life, and from a
social point of view thanks to the numerous profession-
al and friendship relationships that they have been able
to develop within the project and have allowed them to
have a lower level of social isolation.

The analysis of sustainability in its three dimen-
sions, social, economic and environmental, emphasizes
that as regards “I frutti della buona terra” project almost
all sustainability is given by the social and economic
dimensions, and just slightly more than 10% by the envi-



The sustainability of social farming: a study through the Social Return on Investment methodology (SROI) 53

ronmental dimension. These results arise both from the
nature of the project and from the limited connection in
this study case between SF and organic production.
From the results obtained two different critical
points emerged. As regards the methodological aspects
of SROI, it can be highlighted that still the methodol-
ogy on the choice of financial outcomes and proxies is
not fully standardized, with potential biases due to some
level of subjectivity in the analysis. For this reason, when
the quantification of the proxies was not already stand-
ardized or supported by consolidated literature values,
proxies have been quantified as potential range of varia-
tion rather than with an average value, as for the return
expected from reduced use of drugs, and the most con-
servative estimate was used in the evaluation. There-
fore, this analysis has added something to what already
done for the standardization of the SROI methodol-
ogy, particularly when applied to users affected by drug
dependency. As regards the user category, the study has
highlighted that the number of users who had managed
to get a permanent job as outcome of the project is still
extremely limited. These results raise the point on wheth-
er the sustainability is equal in the short and long term.
The results obtained do not seem to depend on the
methodology used or on bias and uncertainty in the
economic estimates of the social return on investment,
which may cast doubt on their overall meaning. In fact,
as far as the methodology is concerned, the choice of the
outcomes, of the characteristics that have undergone a
change linked to the SF project, has been defined on the
basis of the stakeholders’ responses to specific interviews
and of the consistency of the responses given by the dif-
ferent stakeholders. The choice of indicators and prox-
ies was therefore made accordingly, with the support of
existing bibliographical indications. The outcomes vary
according to the range of subjects studied (drug addicts,
patients with mental and physical health problems, pris-
oners) (Leck, 2014; Arvidson et al., 2013), and there-
fore there remains some uncertainty about the choice
of outcomes in this study. This stems from the fact that
for the choice of outcomes there is no shared methodol-
ogy (Leck, 2014), but, as mentioned above, it is based on
studies in the literature, which for the category of users
studied is still limited. With regard to the quantification
of the economic values of the changes, for which there
is undoubtedly uncertainty in the estimates, the con-
sistency of the results obtained is supported by the fact
that the social return on investment is concentrated on
three components — workers, companies offering work
and local communities - so that the estimate of the eco-
nomic value of the change, at least in the specific case of
the study, is only minimally subject to uncertainty as the

calculation of the values at stake is standardized (salaries
to employees) or very well documented in the literature
(unit cost drug dose and weekly number of doses con-
sumed). For this last aspect, the design choice to esti-
mate a weekly dose consumption was particularly con-
servative.

In conclusion, this work allows to extend the evi-
dence of the important role of SF for people with
dependencies, so far little studied. Moreover, the meth-
odology was particularly suitable for the study of the SF
activities addressed to the category under study and in
general for the study of sustainability in its three com-
ponents, allowing us to understand which component
has the greatest impact on the result, and on which one
should act on. However, the work presents some limita-
tions due to the small sample size and to the innovative
nature of the proposed methodology, which makes com-
parison with other results difficult. In any case, its pur-
pose was to provide an example of the application of the
SROI to the phenomenon of social farming, which will
certainly have to be deepened and improved in future
research work.

In order to respond to the critical issues arising
from this study regarding inclusion processes, a stronger
mechanism of protection by local and national govern-
ments could be introduced, with the aim of increasing
the probability of post-employment by putting users in a
position of greater bargaining power in the labour mar-
ket. Moreover, a greater involvement of organic farms
could create a much stronger social return in environ-
mental sustainability.
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