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The local public transport (LPT) sector has historically been dependent on public 
financial resources. However, the recent economic crises have resulted in a further 
consolidation of this trend, largely due to the implementation of austerity policies by 
governments worldwide. This has resulted in a notable decline in the quality and 
frequency of service provision. In the context of economic scarcity, which ultimately 
compromises the quality of transport services, the introduction of alternative sources 
of finance is of paramount importance. Consequently, the involvement of private 
actors in the LPT sector presents a valuable opportunity to enhance the efficiency 
and attractiveness of the service, thereby increasing its usage among citizens.
To the best of our knowledge, the existing literature has never addressed this topic. 
This pioneering paper aims to make a contribution to the existing literature by 
analysing the different forms of public-private engagement in the Italian LPT market, 
examining the ongoing initiatives and presenting a groundbreaking case study. To 
achieve this, a threefold methodology was employed. Firstly, the international 
literature on private sponsorship contracts in sectors other than transport was 
analysed. Secondly, the main search engines were used to examine the official 
websites and financial statements of the public transport companies. Thirdly, an 
interview was conducted with the communications manager of the Italian national 
transport association (ASSTRA). The findings of this investigation indicate that the 
only solutions thus far adopted are the renaming of stations and stops, the decoration 
of vehicles, and Corporate Mobility Management (CMM). The conclusions were 
alternative forms of financing for public transport are urgently needed if the service 
is to be efficient and appreciated by users. Furthermore, three solutions emerged that 
demonstrate the potential of public-private integration in the public transport sector.
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El sector del transporte público local (TPL) ha dependido históricamente de los recur-
sos financieros públicos. Sin embargo, las recientes crisis económicas han provocado 
una mayor consolidación de esta tendencia, en gran parte debido a la aplicación de 
políticas de austeridad por parte de los gobiernos de todo el mundo. Esto se ha tra-
ducido en un notable descenso de la calidad y la frecuencia de la prestación de ser-
vicios. En un contexto de escasez económica que, en última instancia, compromete 
la calidad de los servicios de transporte, la introducción de fuentes alternativas de 
financiación reviste una importancia capital. Por consiguiente, la participación de 
agentes privados en el sector del transporte público de cercanías representa una 
valiosa oportunidad para aumentar la eficacia y el atractivo del servicio, incremen-
tando así su utilización entre los ciudadanos.
Hasta donde sabemos, la literatura existente nunca ha abordado este tema. Este artí-
culo pionero pretende contribuir a la literatura existente analizando las diferentes 
formas de compromiso público-privado en el mercado italiano de los servicios públi-
cos de transporte de cercanías, examinando las iniciativas en curso y presentando
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un estudio de caso innovador. Para ello, se ha empleado una triple metodología. En 
primer lugar, se analizó la bibliografía internacional sobre contratos de patrocinio pri-
vado en sectores distintos del transporte. En segundo lugar, se utilizaron los principa-
les motores de búsqueda para examinar las páginas web oficiales y los estados 
financieros de las empresas de transporte público. En tercer lugar, se realizó una en-
trevista con el responsable de comunicación de la asociación nacional italiana de trans-
porte. Las conclusiones del trabajo fueron se requiere con urgencia formas alternativas 
de financiación para el transporte público si se pretende que el servicio sea eficiente y 
apreciado por los usuarios. Por otra parte, surgieron tres soluciones que demuestran 
el potencial de la integración público-privada en el sector del transporte público.

1.  INTRODUCTION

Local public transport (LPT) has always been a public finance intensive sector. Due to the recent financial and 
pandemic crisis, governments adopted even stricter public spending austerity policies (Ortiz & Cummins, 
2021) which also affected public transport (Kar et al., 2022; Citroni et al., 2019) resulting in a reduction in the 
quality and frequency of service. In light of this, innovative methods of raising funds are strongly needed 
(Davison et al., 2014).

This is particularly pertinent given that, in addition to the primary objective of securing funding to 
enhance the efficacy and efficiency of the transport service, public transport authorities (PTAs) have recently 
augmented this imperative with a further requirement to ensure the environmental sustainability of their 
fleets (through the introduction of new and/or hybrid-electric vehicles), resulting in a concomitant escalation 
in public expenditure.

The identification of new resources is crucial for the implementation of measures designed to enhance 
the efficiency and appeal of the LPT. This is with a view to optimising the utilisation of available resources 
and encouraging greater utilisation of them. In this context, public-private partnerships can be activated to 
finance public transport projects, with the involvement of private companies that invest in order to obtain 
both an economic and a corporate image return.

The academic literature in the transport sector has paid very little attention to forms of LPT financing 
alternative to government subsidies. However, for the purposes of this research, the studies conducted by 
Jansson (1980) and Jara-Dıaz and Gschwender (2008) are relevant: the basic assumption is that PTAs, having 
to submit to a financial constraint imposed by their limited budget, carry out an incorrect planning of the 
transport service, leading to an oversizing of the offer and an insufficient frequency of the service. This 
article, which draws inspiration from the aforementioned studies and wants to fill this gap in literature, aims 
to make an original contribution to the research on this topic by analysing the Italian context. It provides 
insights into alternative financing methods for LPT, such as selling rights to rename bus stops and lines and 
Corporate Mobility Management (CMM), and presents a pioneering case study of private financing of two 
public transport lines, which are open to all citizens.

For this study, the top 10 PTAs in terms of turnover in Italy (2018) were examined: the pins indicate the 
cities where the PTAs are experimenting with selling rights practices (Milan and Genoa), CMM (Bologna), and 
all the other case studies examined, both at urban and regional level.

In order to identify the public-private partnership solutions adopted in the Italian market, a threefold 
methodology was employed. This comprised an analysis of the international literature on private sponsorship 
contracts in sectors other than transport, a web search on leading search engines, an examination of 
PTAs’ official websites and financial statements, and an interview with the communications manager of 
ASSTRA, the national transport association. The aforementioned steps have enabled the identification of the 
solutions currently operational in Italy in the field of LPT, as well as the delineation of their characteristics 
and replicability.
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Figure 1. Top 10 Italian PTAs examined. Source: own elaboration.

This article consists of five sections. “Introduction” aims to outline the research context and purpose of this 
study. The “Background research” section presents an analysis of studies conducted on private sponsorships 
in contexts other than transport (“Literature review”) and in the transportation sector (Section 2.1). In the 
third section, the methodology employed by the authors in this study has been delineated. In “Results 
and discussion” the various solutions of public-private cooperation in the Italian transportation industry 
are reported. Furthermore, the case study of TPER in Bologna is presented. Finally, the concluding section, 
presents the final remarks, limitations and future agenda.

2.  THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1.  Literature review

Since there is no literature on private sponsorship methods of public transport services, it is crucial to 
understand the dynamics and mechanisms that govern agreements of this type in other sectors where this 
trend has already developed in order to evaluate a possible transfer of these skills to LPT services.

One of the first attempts in the literature to define the concept of sponsorship was that of Waite (1979), 
as reported in his PhD Thesis:

…the essential defining characteristics of sponsorship are that a commercial organisation provides material 
assistance to a recreational activity in order to gain some cost-effective commercial advantage.
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Abratt et al. (1987) define sponsorship as an agreement where a subject (the sponsor) helps a beneficiary 
(an association, a sports team or an individual) to enable it to achieve specific results, on which the benefits 
for the sponsoring company in terms of visibility are based.

For Farrelly and Quester (2005) a sponsorship agreement is a strategic alliance in which two or more 
brands are clearly connected to the same product. Cornwell et al. (2019), studying the evolution of corporate 
marketing strategies over time, report how traditional mass-media marketing has been replaced by more 
effective advertising methods, defined as “indirect”, such as sponsorship agreements, product placement 
and use of influencers on social media. Among these innovative branding strategies, sponsorship represents 
one of the most effective and profitable solutions for companies (Alonso-Dos Santos et al., 2016).

The actors involved, i.e. sponsor (sponsoring entity) and sponsee (sponsored entity), enter into collaboration 
agreements through the instrument of the sponsorship contract, defined by the International Chamber of 
Commerce (ICC) in the “International Code on Sponsorship” as:

Any commercial agreement by which a sponsor, for the mutual benefit of the sponsor and a sponsored party, 
contractually provides financing or other support in order to establish an association between the sponsor’s 
image, brands or products and a sponsorship property in return for the rights to promote this association and/or 
for the granting of certain agreed direct or indirect benefits.

The economic reasons why sponsor companies decide to access the sponsorship tool concern the 
promotion of their brand through greater visibility, increased profits because of a better perception of the 
product by customers, direct access to a targeted audience and increased customer loyalty.

It becomes crucial for sponsoring companies to estimate correctly the economic impacts of their 
sponsorship. Meenaghan (1991) describes five evaluating strategies for the effectiveness of a sponsorship 
agreement such as media exposure (the economic value of the sponsorship by comparing the media 
exposure time or space obtained with the equivalent cost if it had been purchased as an advertisement), 
sponsorship awareness of customers, number of sales, users’ feedback and cost-benefit analysis (CBA). 
However, some of these evaluation techniques revealed critical as customers’ awareness and the number 
of sales directly attributable to the sponsorship agreement are difficult to calculate (Copeland et al., 1996).

Maestas (2009) reports that ROI (Return on Investment) (figure 2), although it is one of the most used 
indicators by sponsors (Nickell & Johnston, 2020), is not able by itself to explain all the impacts of a sponsorship 
agreement but must be supported by other measures such as ROO (Return on Objectives), media exposure 
and market value analysis.

ROI considers the relationship between the value generated by the sponsorship and the cost of the 
investment made. The value generated can be measured through the achievement of specific marketing 
objectives such as increasing sales, improving brand awareness or increasing customer loyalty.

The ROO, which includes several evaluation techniques described by Meenaghan (1991), focuses on the 
impact and effectiveness of the project in achieving its objectives, assessing how much value and benefits 
have been obtained compared to the investments made. These objectives can be of different nature and 
can concern for example the increase of brand awareness, the acquisition of new customers, the increase of 
sales or the retention of existing customers. ROO is particularly used in marketing and advertising strategies 
to evaluate ROI beyond the financial aspects, focusing on the performance of the entire project against its 
set objectives.

Furthermore, the market value analysis, considering various factors to determine the value of a 
sponsorship, including the size and profile of the audience involved, the media coverage and engagement 
generated by the sponsored event or activity and the effect on brand positioning, aims to evaluate the 
benefits that the sponsor can obtain through the sponsorship, such as exposure of the brand, visibility, 
access to a specific target audience, association with positive values or images, etc.

Two other relevant aspects are the duration of the sponsorship agreements and the simultaneous 
participation of several sponsors (“sponsorship clutter”). As regards the duration, sponsorships can be 
temporary (e.g. short-term events) or permanent (e.g. financing the construction of public works such as 
stadiums, museums, theatres, etc.). If the first type of contract provides for faster bureaucratic procedures, 
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long-term or permanent sponsorships have a greater impact on consumer brand awareness with a 
consequent sales increase (Walraven  et  al., 2014; Walraven  et  al., 2016). As far as sponsorship clutter is 
concerned, the literature reports that the simultaneous presence of several competing sponsors can have 
negative effects on the brand image transfer to consumers and thus on the effectiveness of sponsorship 
(Cornwell et al., 2000; Carrillat et al., 2010; Walraven et al., 2016). Nevertheless, Boeuf et al. (2018) state that 
the clutter effects on users mainly depend on the perceived congruence between sponsor and sponsee.

Most of the sponsorship contracts globally concern sporting, musical and cultural events, as they are able 
to increase quickly the value of the brand (Candelo, 2014). This tool is still not widespread in transportation: 
the aim of this research is to explore the possibility of adapting marketing principles from other areas to 
this sector.

In this respect, the findings of Gwinner and Swanson (2003) in their study on the impact of fan identification 
on the returns of sponsorship contracts are relevant. The authors conclude their analysis of the sports sector, 
carried out using structural equation modelling, by stating that the more fans perceive a strong sense of 
involvement and identification with their team, the better the returns on sponsorship. The study looked at 
four different types of outcomes (i.e. sponsor awareness, attitudes towards the sponsor, patronage of the 
sponsor and satisfaction with the sponsor) and all showed rather high values corresponding to fans who 
were involved and strongly identified with their team.

The findings of Gwinner and Swanson (2003) provide insights for the case study of this article. The local 
authority needs to act to strengthen users’ sense of identity with their area and community: this will also 
improve the results of the sponsorship, with obvious benefits for both the sponsoring companies and 
the PTA. For instance, a primary step in this process is the establishment of a robust and consistent visual 
identity, one that is capable of conveying local values and fostering a sense of civic pride. It is imperative for 
PTAs to organise cultural or social events and initiatives that actively engage the community and position 
public transport as a pivotal element of collective life.

Figure 2. Methods of evaluating the value of sponsorship agreements.  
Source: own elaboration based on Meenaghan (1991) and Maestas (2009).
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The customisation of services based on the characteristics of the neighbourhoods – through decorations, 
artistic content or cultural references – has the potential to increase user identification. Furthermore, the 
use of digital technologies and gamification strategies has the capacity to stimulate interaction (e.g. badges 
or apps that track user involvement and allow them to “level up” in the transport community), favouring a 
more participatory and dynamic relationship. Loyalty programs that offer benefits thanks to the support of 
local sponsors also contribute to creating a virtuous circle between users, the territory and companies.

Furthermore, the integration of influencers or citizens as transport ambassadors has the potential to 
reinforce the sense of community and promoting education on sustainable mobility in schools and among 
young people helps to create a lasting and positive bond with the service. This symbiotic relationship has 
the potential to yield a mutually beneficial outcome, leading to an enhancement in the perceived value of 
sponsorship, a phenomenon that is advantageous for all parties involved, including sponsors, communities, 
and local authorities.

From the analysis of the academic literature carried out in this section, it emerged that the utilisation of 
sponsorship in disparate sectors, such as sport, culture and education, proffers pertinent insights for the 
domain of public transport. The transferable methods include the transfer of naming rights for stations 
or lines, the utilisation of advertising spaces on vehicles and infrastructure, the sponsorship of services or 
street furniture, temporary thematic campaigns, initiatives related to corporate social responsibility and 
co-branding or loyalty programmes. When adapted to the context of local transport, these practices can 
represent valid and innovative financing strategies.

2.2.  Sponsorship in the transportation sector

The sponsorships present in the transport sector are today mainly limited to the business of purchasing the 
right to rename specific bus lines, train lines, train and metro stops and stations (Scauzillo, 2016).

Selling naming rights for transportation infrastructure has grown widespread in several nations in the 
last two decades (Rose-Redwood et al., 2019). Furthermore, as has been the case in the Canadian city of 
Winnipeg, since 2009, the municipality has decided to sell also the naming rights of bridges, overpasses and 
parking lots (Rose-Redwood et al., 2021).

Transportation authorities can raise more money to pay for infrastructure construction, maintenance, 
and operating expenses by letting individuals or companies purchase the naming rights (Vuolteenaho, 
2022). This can be beneficial for both the PTAs and the companies involved. As Vuolteenaho (2022) states, 
for the public entity selling naming rights can provide a significant source of revenue, which can be used 
to fund infrastructure improvements, station upgrades, and maintenance works, particularly in situations 
where public funding might be limited. Furthermore, by generating additional revenue, PTAs can potentially 
reduce the burden on fare payers, leading to more affordable and accessible transportation options.

The sponsors, renaming high-traffic areas such as key urban transport infrastructures, can significantly 
enhance brand visibility and recognition, helping to create a positive association in the minds of commuters 
and the public. Naming rights allow for exposure to a diverse audience, enhancing brand reach and potential 
customer engagement. Nevertheless, sponsors supporting public transit through naming rights can improve 
their reputation, demonstrating a commitment to the community and its transportation needs. It is evident 
that the optimal means of attaining such objectives is through the sponsorship of prominent, high-traffic 
lines or infrastructure, particularly in densely populated urban centres.

Rose-Redwood  et  al. (2019) report that selling naming rights allows local governments to increase 
municipal revenues without raising taxes, but at the same time, this practice erodes the democratic value 
and cultural identity of urban public spaces. The commodification of urban toponymy therefore runs the risk 
of threatening the public memory of various public spaces (Boyd, 2000), and this provokes opposition from 
citizens. Indeed, there are several cases of British football fans resisting the renaming of their stadiums: 
Newcastle and Southampton, to name a few (Light & Young, 2015).
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The present study sets out to analyse the Italian case study in order to provide a comprehensive overview 
of the current state of public-private integrations in the public transport sector. The extant literature, as 
previously referenced, exclusively focuses on the purchase by private companies of the right to rename 
bus/train lines or stations. In this research, in addition to describing the cases of selling rights in the Italian 
context, it is intended to take a further step and investigate one of the first examples at global level of 
creation of a public transport line by a private company for the use of all citizens.

3.  METHODOLOGY

The methodology employed in this research was developed through a multifaceted and integrated 
approach, designed to provide an in-depth and detailed analysis of the funding and sponsorship 
strategies implemented by Italian Public Transport Authorities. The principal objective was to examine 
the forms of private involvement these PTAs embrace and the sponsorship models that prove most 
efficacious within the Italian context. The methodology, depicted in figure  3, comprised a number of 
discrete yet interrelated phases, each of which contributed to the provision of a comprehensive and 
multidimensional overview.

One of the initial tasks was to examine the operations of the Italian public transport authorities. This 
phase comprised a comprehensive examination of the financial statements of the Top 10 Italian PTAs in 
terms of annual turnover and related market share (ranking as of 2018)1, with the objective of analysing the 
funding structure and identifying any sponsorship practices. The statements provided a detailed overview 
of revenues generated through sponsorship and collaborative partnerships. The most recent documents 
available were selected, with particular attention paid to line items relating to revenue from sponsorship, 
commercial agreements and strategic alliances. The aim of this analysis was to identify not only the monetary 
value of these sponsorships, but also their structural characteristics. The review of these documents 
identified patterns in the types of companies involved in sponsorship, the structure of the partnerships and 
the specific objectives of these collaborations.

Concurrently, an exhaustive examination of the official websites of the aforementioned authorities was 
undertaken. This activity enabled the collection of publicly available information, which proved invaluable 
in elucidating the funding policies and partnership initiatives with private entities. This analysis was 
further supplemented by a web search conducted using reference search engines. The online research 
was carried out to gather data on the financial allocations and sponsorship strategies of public transport 
authorities in Italy. The main search engines - Google, Bing, Yahoo and Firefox - were used to search for 
relevant information. The research phase involved formulating a number of specific keywords and keyword 
combinations, including terms such as “public transport authority funding”, “public transport sponsorship”, 
“budget transport entities” and “regional transport funding”. This keyword strategy enabled targeted 
searches to locate data related to the funding mechanisms and sponsorship models used by Italian public 
transport authorities.

Each search result was reviewed and only those deemed relevant were further analysed to determine 
their accuracy and relevance. Priority was given to official sources such as government websites, public 
transport authority publications and reputable industry reports. Academic publications were also consulted 
to provide a theoretical basis for the data collected.

A further fundamental component of the work was the analysis of international literature (Section 2). 
This phase comprised a systematic review of academic studies, reports and case studies from international 
contexts, with the objective of acquiring a more comprehensive understanding of the financing and 
sponsorship strategies employed in the public transport sector on a global scale. This enabled the 
identification of models, trends and good practices that could also be pertinent to the Italian context.

1.  Data taken from the “Trasporto Pubblico Locale” report drawn up by the Cittadinanzattiva Prices & Tariffs Observatory (2020). 
More up-to-date rankings are not available.
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Figure 3. Methodology used in this work. Source: own elaboration.

Furthermore, an interview was conducted with ASSTRA (Associazione Trasporti), the Italian public 
transport association representing 140 PTAs and authorities, which collectively account for 75% of the 
market. The association represents a strategic reference point for the public transport sector, helping to 
support companies in their role as providers of essential services for collective mobility. Through its actions, 
ASSTRA aims to promote dialogue between the public and private sectors and to encourage innovative 
solutions to the challenges of modern mobility.

The interview offered a well-informed and up-to-date insight into the dynamics of private involvement and 
emerging trends in financing local public transport in Italy (the structure of the interview is in the appendix 
1 at the end of the article).

Conducted via Microsoft Teams, the interview was designed to cover key topics including financial 
strategies, sponsorship campaigns and communication initiatives undertaken by ASSTRA’s member 
organisations. The decision to engage directly with ASSTRA was strategic, as it provided access to up-to-date 
insights and first-hand information on sponsorship practices in different regions and organisations. This 
interaction also allowed the researchers to contextualise the data obtained from financial documents and 
online research within the actual decision-making processes and trends observed in the industry.

Following the collection of data from all the sources - search engines, official websites, financial documents, 
and the ASSTRA interview - the information about the Italian context was systematically reviewed, verified 
and triangulated. Data from public financial documents were cross-referenced with findings from the 
interview to identify common patterns and potential discrepancies.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/deed.es


Tiziano Pavanini / REA N. 50 (2025) 71-89

79

© Editorial Universidad de Sevilla 2025 | Sevilla, España| CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. | e-ISSN: 2340-2776 | doi: https://dx.doi.org/10.12795/rea.2025.i50.04

4.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis of the financial statements of the Top 10 Italian PTAs in terms of annual turnover and related 
market share led to the results illustrated in table 1.

Table 1. Examination of the financial statements of the Top 10 Italian PTAs (data as of 2023).

PTA Renaming Decoration 
of vehicles CMM Total revenue (€) Sponsorship 

revenue2 (€)
% Sponsorship revenue/

Total Revenue

ATM ✓ ✔ 937.697.270 16.701.000 1,78%

ATAC ✔ 970.575.203 11.302.047 1,16%

GTT ✔ 423.326.000 2.231.000 0,53%

COTRAL ✔ 347.560.366 558.000 0,16%

AVM VENEZIA ✔ 299.793.305 5.893.790 1,97%

ENTE AUTONOMO 
VOLTURNO ✔ 313.843.006 NOT 

SPECIFIED /

TPER ✔ ✔ 294.026.000 1.031.000 0,35%

ACTV ✔ 249.926.202 NOT 
SPECIFIED /

ANM ✔ 194.678.377 1.385.000 0,71%

AMT ✔ ✔ 246.848.520 772.656 0,31%

Source: own elaboration.

As illustrated in table 1, merely two PTAs currently employ selling rights practices for bus and metro stations 
and lines (ATM and AMT). All PTAs rent advertising spaces inside and outside their vehicles. Conversely, 
only one PTA experiments with CMM (TPER), the subject of this paper. Table 1 also reports total revenues, 
revenues from sponsorships and advertising, and the percentage incidence of the latter on the total.

In order to better contextualise the area of operation of the PTAs selected for this survey, table 2 provides 
some basic statistical information on the territories to which the PTAs belong.

Among the common patterns, the involvement of private sponsors for the direct financing of services 
or infrastructure, such as the naming of stations or lines, stands out (2 PTAs today plus 1 in the past). The 
sale of advertising space is a common practice, with advertisements on vehicles, stations and infrastructure. 
In addition, in the Italian scenario, only one agreement has so far been identified with private companies 
to guarantee the mobility of their employees, with the aim of financing dedicated lines or concessionary 
agreements (see section 4.1). This initiative has been applied in a densely populated urban centre, where 
there is greater visibility for the sponsors.

Despite the lack of initiatives, some differences can also be highlighted. The main differences concern 
the approach between regions and cities: large urban centres, such as Milan and Rome, are more likely to 
experiment with innovative sponsorship than rural areas. The type of infrastructure involved varies, with 
branding of railway stations implying long-term agreements, while buses and trams are used for short-term 
campaigns. Another distinguishing element is social acceptance: some communities are more open to 
branding (e.g. residents of large cities such as Milan and Genoa), while others show resistance linked to 
cultural sensitivities or the protection of public heritage. Finally, the duration and nature of the agreements 
vary, as do the types of sponsors involved, ranging from multinationals to local companies.

2.  Sponsorship revenues are included in the balance sheets under the aggregate item “Advertising and sponsorship revenues”
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Table 2. Public Transport Authorities and basic statistics of their Cities/Regions.

PTA City/Region Population 
(2024) Area (km²) Population Density 

(inhabitants/km²)
Predominant 

Economic Activities

ATM Milan 1,371,499 181.8 7,539 Finance, Fashion, 
Industry, Technology

ATAC Rome 2,751,747 1,287.4 2,138 Tourism, Government, 
Services

GTT Turin 851,199 130.2 6,538
Automotive, 

Manufacturing, 
Technology

COTRAL Lazio Region 5,714,745 17,236.5 332 Agriculture, Tourism, 
Manufacturing

AVM / ACTV Venice 250,290 414.6 603 Tourism, Shipbuilding, 
Manufacturing

Ente Autonomo 
Volturno

Campania 
Region 5,593,906 13,667.9 409 Agriculture, Tourism, 

Manufacturing

TPER Bologna 390,098 140.9 2,768 Food Industry, 
Education, Services

ANM Naples 913,704 119.0 7,678 Tourism, Shipbuilding, 
Agriculture

AMT Genoa 562,422 240.3 2,340 Shipping, Trade, 
Tourism

Source: own elaboration.

As a result of the aforementioned work, it was possible to outline the state of the art of the Italian context. 
In Italy, as in other countries, the public transport sector requires large amounts of public funding, and its 
costs have recently increased as a result of political decisions requiring public transport operators to switch 
to electric vehicles and to make a wide range of technological adjustments (Aamodt et al., 2021). Because 
of this, local governments employ commercial sponsorship to raise extra funds from the private sector 
(Vuolteenaho, 2022). In the public transportation industry, there are primarily two ways to achieve this goal: 
sale of the name rights of bus or metro lines and stations (Scauzillo, 2016; Rose-Redwood et al., 2021), and 
full or partial decoration of vehicles with advertising panels (Hess & Bitterman, 2016). Figure 4 also shows 
the third option discussed in this study, namely the corporate mobility management: it will be described in 
the next section.

With regard to the partial or total decoration of vehicles, already widely spread even at a global level 
(Hess & Bitterman, 2016), it is applied in all 20 Italian regional capitals.

Regarding the sale of station and line naming rights, activity already widespread in other global 
metropolises such as Dubai (Sotoudehnia, 2013), the first Italian city to introduce such a measure was Rome 
in 2013, with an agreement signed between ATAC (Rome PTA) and Vodafone to rename the metro station 
“Termini – Vodafone”. Recently, however, only the northern cities of Milan and Genoa have included this 
practice (relating only to the renaming of stations) in their revenue generation strategies, and only Genoa 
continues to this day.

The Milan administration began in 2015 to allow private companies to put their name on the main metro 
stops through a sponsorship contract: Mediaset Premium was the forerunner in the San Siro Stadio stop. 
The sponsorships have so far concerned only a few stops on the M5 line, the last metro line built through 
project financing.
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However, in 2020 the City of Milan decided to change strategy and prevent the renaming of stations by 
selling the exclusive right to name the whole line: the official reasons are not known, but the local authorities 
probably want to protect the cultural identity of the station names (Boyd, 2000), which are more characteristic 
than the name of the line.

As a result, while private companies no longer have the right to brand the name of the stations, they can 
still obtain exclusive rights to the internal advertising space, creating an immersive user experience.

Currently, the only two stations where this type of branding is active are the San Siro Stadio station (Coca 
Cola) and the Tre Torri station (Allianz Generali).

In addition, many of the other stations on the M5 line have been subject to a partial branding exercise 
for a period of less than a year. Figure 5 shows the configuration of the M5 line in Milan in 2019, with the 
stations subject to renaming activity (red) and the only station (green) subject to the temporary sale of 
internal advertising space (but not “renaming”).

In the city of Genoa, the “Your Metro” project was launched in February 2020, aimed at attracting sponsors 
and new revenue through the renaming of some metro stops. To date, five out of eight stops have been 
sponsored by private companies who have added their brand to the original name of the station (Figure 6). 
The “Adopt a Bus” project, on the other hand, aims to raise funds by selling advertising space (€25,000 per 
year each) to sponsors both inside and outside the vehicles. Partial or full decoration of vehicles also applies 
to metro trains.

AMT’s sponsorship and advertising revenues for 2023 increased to €772,656, as presented in table 1, 
constituting 0.31% of the total value of production of the PTA. When compared with the company’s revenues 
from sales and services (core business), which equalled €80,191,517 in 2023 and accounted for 32.49% of the 
total, it is clear that there is still much room for improvement on this path.

Figure 4. Sponsorship modalities employed and hypothesized in Italian LPT sector.  
Source: own elaboration.

Figure 5. Renamed metro station (red) and the station with immersive user experience (green), Milan, in 2019. 
Source: own elaboration.
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Figure 6. Renamed metro stations (red) in Genoa, Italy, in 2023. Source: own elaboration.

Genoa’s PTA, AMT Spa, wants to take things a step further by securing private funding for a  whole 
service line.

In June 2023, AMT announced a public tender for the award of a 24-month sponsorship contract (€950,000 
in total). This contract concerns the single line 782, which connects Santa Margherita Ligure with the village 
of Portofino, one of the most glamorous and exclusive locations in the world, capable of attracting millions 
of tourists. AMT is offering the winning sponsor high visibility by fully decorating all eight electric buses 
operating on the line and renaming the line with its own brand.

In relation to the third aspect of figure 4, Corporate Mobility Management (CMM) is a strategic approach 
adopted by companies with the objective of managing and optimising the travel of their employees, customers 
and suppliers (Wong, 2018). This is done with the intention of reducing the use of private cars, improving 
environmental sustainability and increasing the overall efficiency of travel related to work (Gorges et al., 2021; 
Klopfer et al., 2023; Frank et al., 2024). The corporate mobility manager is the professional figure responsible 
for developing, implementing and monitoring sustainable mobility strategies within a company. He is 
responsible for implementing mobility solutions, promoting and encouraging the use of alternative transport 
modes, creating partnerships with car sharing and bike sharing services, and improving accessibility to 
public transport services. Examples of this kind of initiatives include carpooling programs with internal 
platforms for sharing cars between employees traveling on similar routes, incentives for cycling with the 
provision of safe parking, showers and changing rooms, and economic incentives for bikers. The promotion 
of teleworking and time flexibility reduces the number of trips at peak times, although the literature shows 
that the overall number of trips with LPT increases (Ravalet & Rérat, 2019), while agreements with public 
transport companies offer discounted or free passes to employees.

One such example is the practice of numerous Italian PTAs entering into commercial agreements with 
universities to permit students enrolled to travel on their respective networks at no cost (main case studies 
in table 3).

Furthermore, it is necessary to describe the case study of the first agreement in Italy between a private 
company and the local PTA for the construction of two new public transport lines. This specific project was 
financed entirely by Philip Morris Manufacturing & Technology Bologna with the intention of providing a 
benefit not only to the employees of the company but also to the wider community of the city of Bologna.

The tobacco manufacturing company decided to fully finance the creation of lines 676 and 677 which 
connect the city of Bologna with the Valsamoggia industrial area located in the hinterland. This is the 
first agreement of this kind in Italy for multimodal transport (TPER and Trenitalia are naturally involved 
in the initiative). Furthermore, in order to encourage its employees to reduce car use, Philip Morris 
also provided them with a free subscription to use on board all TPER vehicles in the metropolitan area. 
Figure 7 shows the new multimodal line 677, which connects Bologna’s main railway station to the Philip 
Morris factory.
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Table 3. Main case studies of agreements between Italian Universities and local PTAs.

University PTA Agreement

University of Brescia Arriva Italia 50% discount on public transport passes for students

University of Florence Autolinee Toscane Discounts of up to 82% on the cost of local public transport 
passes for students

Università di Padua Trenitalia
Busitalia

Welfare PLUS 10% offer, a 10% discount valid for the 
purchase of tickets for private travel on Frecciarossa, 
Frecciargento and Frecciabianca trains.
Discounts on local buses.

University of Siena Autolinee Toscane Discounts on local LPT.

University of Trento Trentino Trasporti Spa
“Libera circolazione” allows students to travel on public 
transport at a discounted rate throughout the Province of 
Trento.

University of Turin GTT
GRANDA BUS

Refund of GTT and GRANDA BUS transport service 
subscriptions purchased.

Source: own elaboration.

Figure 7. New line 677 in Bologna from Bologna Central Station and Philip Morris.  
Source: own elaboration based on TPER.it (2024).

The agreement between TPER and Philip Morris is a virtuous example of public-private cooperation in 
public transport. The Bologna PTA has also concluded more than 40 CMM agreements with companies in 
the area, aimed at promoting the use of public transport at reduced costs (around 30,000 season tickets). 
In this type of agreement, TPER undertakes to offer a fare reduction of up to 15% of the value of the annual 
subscription in return for a contribution from the other party of between 5 and 15%. Another good example 
of a CMM established by TPER over the years is the one signed with the company that manages Bologna 
Airport (Aeroporto di Bologna). In this case, TPER offers a very tailored season ticket to the airport’s employees 
(almost 3.000 people): they can benefit from different ticket versions according to their needs, choosing 
between train, bus, shuttle and car-sharing (table 4). Figure 8 shows some of the private companies and 
public entities involved in CMM with TPER.
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Table 4. Aeroporto di Bologna agreement with TPER.

Users Mode of transport

Aeroporto di Bologna 
employees (approximately 
3,000)

All TPER buses of the urban, suburban and extra-urban lines of the Bologna area

Marconi Express People Mover shuttles

Metropolitan Railway Service trains (urban area, lines to/from Casalecchio, San 
Lazzaro, Rastignano, Portomaggiore and Vignola)

Regional trains

A carnet of minutes of the free-floating electric car sharing

Source: own elaboration based on TPER.

Figure 8. Private companies and public entities involved in mobility management. Source: TPER.it (2024).

On the basis of what has been said in this section, it is now possible to make some final observations in 
the next section.

5.  CONCLUSIONS

The global trend of reduced public spending on urban transport is a consequence of the implementation of 
austerity policies by governments in order to respond to periods of economic crisis, such as the global financial 
collapse of 2008 and the recent global pandemic. In light of the aforementioned scenario, there is a risk that 
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local public transport will lose ground to private transport. It is therefore evident that alternative forms of 
financing for public transport are required with the utmost urgency if the service is to be made efficient and 
appreciated by users. It is only through such measures that the desired shift in modal use from private to 
public transport can be achieved, with concomitant benefits in terms of the environment and public health. To 
the best of our knowledge, this topic has not been addressed in academic literature thus far. Consequently, this 
study makes a pioneering contribution to the field by exploring the potential for private sector involvement in 
LPT for the first time. By analysing international literature, initially focusing on private sponsorship contracts in 
sectors where they are already present and then in reference to the transport industry, the authors were able 
to present a comprehensive overview of the current state of public-private partnerships in this sector.

Furthermore, two additional methodological steps were undertaken to achieve this objective within the 
Italian context. Initially, the Italian PTAs were identified through a web search on leading search engines, 
an examination of their official websites, and an analysis of their financial statements. Finally, to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of the Italian LPT sector, the communications manager of ASSTRA, the national 
transport association, was interviewed. From this inquiry, three solutions have emerged that demonstrate 
the potential for public-private integration in the public transport sector. These include the renaming of 
metro lines and stations (currently operational in Genoa and Milan), the partial or total decoration of vehicles 
(already implemented in numerous locations), and Corporate Mobility Management (CMM).

In examining the case study of TPER in Bologna, we delved deeply into the subject of CMM, which is the 
strategic approach adopted by private companies with the aim of managing and optimising the travel of their 
employees, customers and suppliers. The principal objective of this type of initiative is the establishment of 
a service that is accessible not only to employees of the sponsoring company but also to the general public, 
including employees.

This initiative represents the inaugural tangible example of efficacious involvement of private actors in 
the public transport sector. This was made possible through the financing by Philip Morris Manufacturing 
& Technology Bologna of two public transport lines that connect the city of Bologna with the industrial area 
where the company’s manufacturing facility is situated. The service, which was required for the transportation 
of company employees, is now accessible to all citizens, thereby increasing the reach and efficiency of the 
TPER service. The TPER case study serves as a model for private financing of public transport, offering clear 
benefits for both companies and the community.

For private companies, the primary benefit is the potential to enhance the mobility of employees, 
customers and suppliers, thereby optimising logistical efficiency and reducing travel expenditures. Moreover, 
these initiatives contribute to enhancing the company’s reputation by underscoring its commitment to 
sustainability and social responsibility, while also fortifying its connection with the local community.

From a community standpoint, these agreements signify an enhancement of the public transport provision, 
through the financing of new lines or services that, although initially designed for company employees, are 
made accessible to all citizens. This enhancement in accessibility, alongside the concomitant reduction in 
private traffic and the resultant decrease in environmental impact, underscores the multifaceted benefits 
of these initiatives. The integration of public and private sectors fosters the efficiency of urban mobility 
systems, yielding tangible benefits in terms of inclusivity, sustainability, and the quality of service for the 
entire community.

CMM practices are also critical in supporting local economic development by improving access to key 
employment centres and infrastructure, such as industrial estates or airports. For example, the partnership 
between TPER and Philip Morris in Bologna facilitates employees’ commutes while improving connectivity to 
the airport area, making the region more attractive for business and investment.

The objective of this study is to present the current state of public-private partnerships in the Italian 
market, with a view to offering guidance to PTA managers and policy makers on how they might enhance 
the efficiency of their public transport services. It should be noted that this study was conducted exclusively 
at the Italian level, thereby leaving the possibility for future research in other countries. Moreover, further 
research could encompass the utilisation of questionnaires and in-depth interviews with PTA management 
and policy makers.
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APPENDIX 1

STRUCTURE OF THE INTERVIEW WITH ASSTRA

Introduction and General Context

1.	 What is the current state of sponsorship agreements between public transport companies and private 
entities in Italy?

2.	 Is it possible to brand public transport services under Italian regulations?

Sponsorship Models and Practical Applications

3.	 Are sponsorship agreements more commonly focused on selling advertising spaces by PTAs to private 
entities, or on mobility agreements for employees of private companies?

4.	 When a transport service is financed by a private entity, is it open to all citizens, or is it exclusively 
reserved for the employees of the funding organization?

5.	 Are PTAs able to manage advertising spaces independently, or must they outsource this management 
to third parties?

Application Dynamics and Urban Contexts

6.	 In which urban contexts or types of infrastructure are these sponsorship agreements more easily 
applied and more widely adopted?

7.	 What are the dynamics that govern sponsorship agreements related to station naming or the branding 
of public transport infrastructure?

Challenges and Critical Issues

8.	 What are the main challenges or critical issues that limit the spread of sponsorship agreements 
between PTAs and private entities?

9.	 Are such agreements generally well accepted by the population? What are the possible consequences 
of these deals on the social fabric of the area?

Comparison with Other Sectors and Success Stories

10.	Are the dynamics governing commercial agreements in public transport similar to those found in 
other sectors, such as the sports industry?

11.	What are the best examples of successful private sponsorships in public transport at the national 
level? Can these successful cases be replicated in other cities or contexts?

Future Perspectives and Stakeholders

12.	Who are the most suitable and strategic stakeholders for the implementation of such sponsorship 
agreements?

13.	Do you believe these tools have growth potential and can contribute to making public transport 
systems more sustainable?
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