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About

ARCO is an action research lab founded in 2008 at PIN 
S.c.r.l. Servizi Didattici e Scientifici per l’Università di Firenze 
.
ARCO supports public authorities and private organizations 
in promoting human and local development.
ARCO’s methods are the result of the continuous interaction 
between academic rigor and practical knowledge drawn 
from field missions and consultancy activity.
ARCO work is organized on a flexible basis, using highly 
skilled teams in order to provide  clients and partners with 
the knowledge and instruments they need to develop new 
strategies and to achieve their goals.
ARCO is structured around four strategic units. Each unit is 
composed of dedicated and highly experienced and quali-
fied researchers who operate in close collaboration with the 
Lab’s other units. All four units work at the local, nation and 
international levels and have access to a large network of 
specialist academics and professionals, both in Italy and 
other countries.

•	 Local Development Unit: provides research and consultancy 
on Human and Local development projects 

•	 Third Sector and Social Innovation Unit: provides research 
and consultancy on Third Sector, Social Enterprises and So-
cial Innovation

•	 Impact Evaluation Unit: specializes in impact evaluations of 
programs and projects

•	 Groups at Risk and Inclusive Development Unit: provides re-
search and consultancy that focuses on groups at risk of be-
ing excluded by development processes including children, 
persons with disabilities and ethnic minorities.

ARCO is also involved in academic research on the human 
development and capability approach, which is a people 
centered approach to development that underpins much of 
the work undertaken by the lab.
ARCO’s team believes that only through a careful analysis of 
social and cultural phenomena as well as the economic fac-
tors – is it possible to plan interventions that lead to human 
and local development, and empower the individual and 
communities to be active agents of co-development.

For further information regarding other members of ARCO 
please visit www.arcolab.org 



LoCAL DEVELoPMENt uNit

Presentat ion 
The Strategic Unit on Local Development is a group of ex-
perts in social research and local development processes, 
who work together to foster a pragmatic and eclectic use of 
both theory and evidence within a meso-level perspective, 
in order to promote the design and implementation of tailor-
made and place-based strategies for sustainable human de-
velopment at the local level. 
The Local Development Unit integrates the expertise of its 
different members – economists, statisticians, political sci-
entists, consultants, practitioners – and uses innovative and 
advanced methodologies in order to deliver high level and 
policy-oriented research studies, as well as to provide sup-
port services to policy-makers and development actors. 

object ives 

I. To widen and deepen the existing knowledge base of local development 
processes based on a sustainable human development perspective.

II. To provide technical assistance and support services to international, 
national and local stakeholders in order to implement integrated and 
tailored strategies for local development.

III. To promote innovative ideas, approaches and methodologies for the 
analysis of local development systems and for the design and delivery 
of public policies.

Main act iv i t i e s  and serv ices  

A. Applied and operative research on local development, sus-
tainable human development at the local level, co-devel-
opment, international cooperation, and social innovation.

B. Diagnostic studies on territorial value chains, local devel-
opment opportunities and structural bottlenecks, territorial 
systems/networks, and territorial competition issues.

C. Support to the planning, implementation and monitoring 
of local development strategies, policies, and projects.

D. Impact Evaluation of local development strategies, poli-
cies, projects and initiatives in collaboration with ARCO 
Impact Evaluation Unit.

E. Training and capacity-building on local development is-
sues including courses, workshops, and summer/winter 
schools for civil servants,  NGOs’ staff, entrepreneurs and 
students.

Pr inc iP l es  underly ing our work 

•	 Our Action-research approach is based on cross disciplin-
ary analysis and cross-fertilizing theories, with an integrat-
ed (top-down and bottom-up) and place-based perspective 

combined with a tailored regional benchmarking and com-
parative analysis.

•	 Our research topics are designed to be policy-relevant and 
to contribute to the well-being of society.

•	 We believe in continuous upgrading and innovation in our 
methodological approach, based on international cutting-
edge research.

•	 We use participatory approaches in our diagnostic studies 
and policy design, basing results and processes on local 
knowledge and ownership of development strategies.

•	 Our studies and researches are independent and trans-
parent.

soMe of our Projects 

Analysing the Overseas Agronomic Institute/Ministry of For-
eign Affairs’ project “Ethiopia – Agricultural Value Chains in 
Oromia” with respect to the Paris Declaration and the Accra 
Agenda for Action.
This study, in collaboration with the Department of Economics 
at the University of Florence and Oversea, Agronomic Insti-
tute analysed the modality of implementation and achieved 
results of this project with regards to new strategies of inter-
national cooperation. In addition, it evaluated the project’s 
contribution to a new way of thinking about and implement-
ing international cooperation initiatives through local owner-
ship and public-private partnerships.

A.S.C.I. (Agent for the Development of Culture and Enter-
prise) research project.
The A.S.C.I. project, financed by Prato Provincial Govern-
ment, aims to elaborate experiment and diffuse integrated 
and flexible check-up tools for the upgrading of local SMEs 
within the industrial district of Prato. It also informs the policy 
actions and initiatives of local public institutions and local 
stakeholders in order to effectively activate generalised up-
grading processes along the territorial value chains.

Study on “Analysing international development cooperation 
at the local level: the case of UNDP ART Global Initiative”. 
This study, in collaboration with the Department of Econom-
ics at the University of Florence, aims to compare traditional 
aid policies within the UNDP ART Initiative, exploring its ca-
pacity to empower local development systems in the promo-
tion of a Sustainable Human Development perspective. In this 
regard, the study applies the capability approach to territo-
rial development processes within international cooperation 
initiatives.

For a complete list of projects and further information please 
visit www.arcolab.org 

contact 
Andrea Ferrannini – Unit Coordinator
Email: andrea.ferrannini@arcolab.org



GRouPS At R iSK AND iNCLuSiVE DEVELoPMENt uNit

Presentat ion 
The Strategic Unit on Groups at Risk and Inclusive Develop-
ment consists of experts in social and economic research, 
who are interested in the development of theoretical and 
evidence-based research at the micro and meso-levels. 
The ethic and motivational background of the unit is based 
on three main pillars:

I. Vulnerable groups such as children, the disabled, women 
and ethnic minorities should be targeted and prioritized 
by policy makers;

II. Vulnerable people’s capacity to exercise voice is directly 
linked to the quality of democracy and to the ability of so-
cio-economic systems to foster a sustainable and shared 
development;

III. The ways of life and practices of vulnerable and margin-
alized people can be a valuable source of information to 
build development initiatives and innovative processes.

The human development paradigm and the capability ap-
proach provide a strong background for the work of the unit, 
The Strategic Unit on Groups at Risk and Inclusive Develop-
ment uses innovative and advanced methodologies in order 
to deliver high level and policy-oriented research studies, 
as well to provide support services to policy-makers and to 
stakeholder organisations.

object ives 

I. To be a pro-active participant to the academic debate on key topics, 
such as gender, disability, children, well-being and human development.

II. To provide technical assistance and support services to policy makers, in-
ternational and non-governmental organizations, and other stakeholders.

III. To promote and spread innovative practices, approaches, and theoreti-
cal and applied methodologies for the analysis of vulnerable groups and 
for the design and delivery of inclusive policy measures and service 
provision schemes. 

Main act iv i t i e s  and serv ices  

A. Applied and operative research on vulnerable groups 
(children, women, people with disability etc.) and human 
development with focus on quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies.

B. Support to stakeholders associations with needs assess-
ment, evaluation of service provision schemes and provi-
sion of instruments aimed at increasing voice.

C. Elaboration, design and support to the implementation of 
services provision schemes, programs and project.

D. Support for the identification, analysis and scaling-up of 
best practices to support vulnerable groups. 

E. Training and capacity-building on human and inclusive 
development issues including courses, workshops, and 

summer/winter schools for civil servants, NGOs’ staff, 
stakeholders associations and students.

Pr inc iP l es  underly ing our work 

•	 Our action-research approach is based on cross-disciplin-
ary analysis and cross-fertilizing theories, with an integrated 
(top-down and bottom-up) and context-based perspective.

•	 Our research topics are designed to be policy-relevant and 
to contribute to the well-being of society.

•	 We believe in the continuous upgrading and innovation in 
our methodological approach.

•	 We use participatory approaches in diagnostic studies, 
policy design and research design, basing results and pro-
cesses on stakeholders’ knowledge and ownership.

•	 Our studies and researches are independent and trans-
parent.

soMe of our Projects

DISCIT
DISCIT (a 7FP funded research project) aims to produce new 
knowledge enabling Member States, affiliated European 
countries and the European Union to achieve the full and 
effective participation of persons with disabilities in society 
and the economy. In investigating the social and political 
conditions for making participation a reality, the project 
adopts a multifaceted understanding of Active Citizenship. 
DISCIT examines how different types of policies can be mutu-
ally supportive in enhancing Active Citizenship for persons 
with disabilities. (www.discit.eu)

Understanding the wellbeing of persons with Acquired Brain 
Injuries (ABI)
The overarching goal of this research project is a rethinking 
of the system of services provisions for persons with disabili-
ties in Tuscany. This research project is specifically aimed at 
analysing the multidimensional wellbeing of persons with Ac-
quired Brain Injury (ABI) and of their families with reference 
to the capability approach.

Evaluation of Community Based Rehabilitation (CBR) pro-
grams 
ARCO with the collaboration of the international NGO AIFO 
has been engaged in a multi-country study (in India, Mon-
golia and Uganda) of Community Based Rehabilitation Pro-
grams. The research aimed to assess the skills and capacities 
of local community health workers and the impact of the CBR 
program on the multi-dimensional wellbeing of persons with 
disabilities living in CBR areas. The research was conducted 
through qualitative and quantitative methodologies (includ-
ing large scale surveys involving more than 2000 persons 
with disabilities and their families in India).

For a complete list of projects and further information please 
visit www.arcolab.org

contact
Federico Ciani – Unit Coordinator
Email: federico.ciani@unifi.it



tHiRD SECtoR AND SoCiAL iNNoVAtioN uNit

Presentat ion
The unit is responsible for the investigation, experimentation 
and production of scientific evidence across a range of areas 
including: the role of the third sector, the link between the 
profit and not for profit world, social enterprises, cooperatives 
and social innovation.

As a result of this unit’s high quality research and consul-
tancy services, the company that hosts ARCO (PIN S.c.r.l.) 
has been accredited as the Yunus Social Business Centre 
University of Florence in partnership with the Yunus Centre 
in Dhaka founded by Nobel Peace Prize laureate Prof. Mu-
hammad Yunus. 

The Yunus Social Business Centre University of Florence (YSB-
CUF) is the only institute in Italy accredited by the Yunus Cen-
tre  in Dhaka. The Third Sector and Social Innovation Unit 
contributes to the Social Business City program – a long-term 
program aimed at the promotion and support of Social Busi-
nesses. Further information is available online at http://sb-
florence.org/social-business-cities/

object ives

I. To contribute to academic and civil society debates on the third sector, 
socially oriented organizations, non-profit organizations, social enter-
prises, social businesses and social innovation.

II. To provide support to private organizations and public institutions inter-
ested in promoting entrepreneurial initiatives that are socially and/or 
environmental oriented. 

III. To support the promotion of a fair economy and to assist third sector 
organizations and social enterprises in the creation of social value for 
the community.

Main act iv i t i e s  and serv ices

A. Research and case studies on social enterprises, coop-
eratives, voluntary associations, foundations, networks 
of organizations, social innovation systems, and related 
topics.

B. Support for the elaboration and implementation of public 
policies in the field of social entrepreneurship, social in-
novation and facilitating systems for social enterprise and 
social innovation.

C. Project design at local, national and European level in 
the field of social inclusion, social innovation, third sector 
and social entrepreneurship.

D. Planning and implementing long-term organic programs 
to create an enabling eco-system for social entrepreneur-
ship and social innovation 

E. Training and awareness raising on topics such as social 
enterprise and the third sector, business plans for social 
enterprises, solidarity economy and social innovation.

Pr inc iP l es  underly ing our work

•	 We aim to combine robust scientific and academic expertise 
with active skills and experience of third-sector specialists in 
order to achieve greater accuracy, comprehensiveness and 
adherence.

•	 Our action-research approach is based on cross-disciplin-
ary analysis and synergies between different theories, with 
an integrated and place-based perspective.

•	 We believe in the continuous improvement and innovation 
of our methodological approach, based on international 
cutting-edge research together with ongoing dialogue with 
our partners.

•	 Our research aims to produce results that are relevant for  
and to contribute to the well-being of society.

•	 We place added emphasis on the communication of results 
in order to ensure  significant impact.

soMe of our Projects

EFESEIIS: The project, co-financed by the 7th Framework pro-
gram has four main objectives: to construct an evolutionary 
theory of Social Entrepreneurship, to identify the features of 
an enabling eco-system for social entrepreneurship, to identi-
fy a “new generation” of social entrepreneurs and to provide 
advices to stakeholders. (www.fp7-efeseiis.eu)

Social Business City Program 
The Social Business City Program aims to create an enabling 
eco-system at the local level for social enterprise and social 
innovation. The Social Business City Program is now run-
ning in Pistoia (Italy), Barcelona (Spain) and will be soon 
launched in other cities worldwide. For further information, 
see http://sbflorence.org/social-business-cities/ 

Research on the “Economic and social efficiency of coopera-
tives in Tuscany”
The research, commissioned by IRPET and Unioncamere Tos-
cana, investigates the efficiency of Tuscan cooperatives in so-
cial and organizational as well as economic terms. Through 
the use of Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA) it was possible 
to evaluate the performance of 577 cooperatives between 
2010 and 2011. For each of them the distance from the rela-
tive efficiency frontier on the social and economic dimension 
was analyzed.

For a complete list of projects and further information please 
visit www.arcolab.org

contact 
Marco Bellucci – Unit Coordinator
Email : marco.bellucci@pin.unifi.it



iMPACt EVALuAtioN uNit

Presentat ion
The Strategic Unit on Impact Evaluation consists of experts 
in research and monitoring and evaluation methodologies, 
who work together in order to pool their knowledge and spur 
innovation concerning impact evaluation research. 
The Strategic unit is composed of economists, statisticians, 
political scientists, and anthropologists, from a variety of 
professional backgrounds including academia, development 
agencies and research consultancies.
The Unit on Impact Evaluation integrates the expertise 
of different members and uses innovative and advanced 
methodologies in order to deliver high level project and 
program impact evaluations. 

object ives
The Unit has the following objectives: 

I. Performing rigorous and policy relevant Impact Evaluations, utilizing 
quantitative, qualitative and mixed techniques.

II. Developing and experimenting with innovative methods for Impact 
Evaluation, and contributing to applied research on Impact Evaluation.

III. Providing technical assistance to improve the capacity of public and pri-
vate institutions in evaluating and learning from projects and programs. 

Main act iv i t i e s  and serv ices 
The Strategic Unit on Impact Evaluation is able to perform 
qualitative and quantitative analyses, using multidimension-
al models of impact analysis. 
The Unit is able to cover the full chain of impact evaluation 
phases, from theoretical study to the design and application 
of a specific research methodology.

We offer the following services/methodologies: 

A. Complete impact evaluations, using experimental and 
quasi-experimental designs, as well as mixed methods 
research and human development approach

B. Support to evaluation design

C. Training on impact evaluation methodologies and statisti-
cal analysis 

D. Research of experts to answer to call for tenders

Pr inc iP l es  underly ing our work
The group is guided by the following principles:

•	 Participation as an integral part of impact evaluations;
•	 Policy-relevance of the research topics selected, and atten-

tion to the defining features of the local context in the design 
of the study;

•	 Support to use evidence in policy making, program design, 
and program implementation, which we encourage by pre-
paring tailored formats for the dissemination of the evalu-
ation results, and by providing tools and recommendations 
for evidence based policies;

•	 Continuous innovation in the methodological approach, 

achieved by using multidimensional and sector specific 
methods of analysis;

•	 Independence and transparency of the impact evaluation 
conducted.

soMe of our evaluat ions

Impact evaluation of two Community-Based Rehabilitation 
programs for people with disabilities in Mandya District, 
Karnataka, India. 
Evaluation funded from the NGO AIFO, with WHO, MSHF 
– Japan, FIRAH – France, DAHV – Germany.
The Karnataka district has a total population of 2.2 million 
persons with about 22,000 persons with disabilities. The 
project lasted for 10 years and deployed a budget of around 
€ 2 million. 
The research project aimed to understand the role and im-
pact of the CBR approach on the lives of people with disabili-
ties and their communities. The research was divided into 
two main phases: the first involved survey design and data 
collection (2600 persons with disability were interviewed, 
in treated and control areas); the second regarding mainly 
data management, data analysis and report writing. Two 
missions to Mandya in April 2009 and November 2009–
March 2010 culminated in Quasi-randomized trials.

Impact evaluation of an international cooperation project of 
the NGO Oxfam Italy in Neyba, Dominican Republic, con-
sisting of support to local cooperatives producing coffee.  
Funded by EuropeAid  Directorate General for Development 
and Cooperation
The Impact evaluation was conducted using the capability 
approach through a multidimensional set of indicators. The 6 
years support process evaluation was made up of three differ-
ent projects financed by the European Union and the Italian 
Ministry of International Affairs, for a total budget of 1 million 
Euro. Mixed methods were used to facilitate the evaluation. 

Impact evaluation of R&D subsidies for firms in the Tuscany 
Region, Italy. 
Funded by IRPET (Istituto Regionale Programmazione Eco-
nomica della Toscana - Tuscany Region. 
The aim of the research was to measure the technological 
up-grading of Small and Medium Enterprises in the Tuscany 
Region and the impact of public policies for SMEs develop-
ment, by analyzing the total budget spent by the regional 
system between 2002 and 2006. The methods used were 
propensity score matching with bias-corrected matching esti-
mator together with a quasi-randomized trial. 

ART – UNDP Initiative Global Programme - Intermediate 
evaluation 
This project involved an intermediate evaluation of an ART-
UNDP global initiative. According to UNDP guidelines the 
project was decentralized and adopted an integral ap-
proach to impact evaluation. The goals included establishing 
a methodology in relation to the program’s objectives, moni-
toring donor-partner harmonization, determining whether 
cooperation amongst local and national actors is effective, 
evaluating whether the program strengthens local capacity, 



exploring its implications for the MDGs, confirming the de-
gree of ownership and participation amongst stakeholders 
and estimating the overall contribution to the efficiency of 
international aid. 

For a complete list of projects and further information please 
visit www.arcolab.org

contact 
Vincenzo Mauro – Unit Coordinator
Email : info@arcolab.org, vincenzo.mauro@unifi.it
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