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Abstract: The article investigates in-work poverty (IWP) in Italy through the lens of family policies.
Adopting a longitudinal perspective, the work scrutinizes whether and to what extent the
configuration of family policy tools — family allowances, leave and ECEC (Early Childhood Care and
Education)- has been effective in contrasting IWP in Italy. Furthermore, it probes whether the Italian
family policy has reconfigured over time as a tool for countering IWP. The study shows that family
policy can be useful both directly - by providing income support for the most disadvantaged families

- and indirectly - by fostering the transition to a dual-earner family model. However, the analysis of
the Italian case shows that such positive effects are only potential, and not automatic. In Italy,
historically, family policy has been scarcely effective. Nevertheless, in the last few years a pattern
of slow change has initiated, and its effectiveness as a device to tackle IWP appears to have increased.

Key Words: In-work poverty; family policy; Parental Leave; ECEC; family allowances; Italy,
Southern Welfare Regime;

1. Introduction

There is a strong conceptual link between in-work poverty (IWP) and family policy(see,
Andref3 and Lohmann, 2008; Fraser et al., 2011; Cantillon and Vandenbroucke, 2014; Lohmann and
Marx, 2018). Such a connection stems directly from the definition of in-work poverty provided by
Eurostat and broadly used among European scholars: a person employed at least seven months in the
reference year who lives in a household with an equivalent disposable income of less than 60% of the
national median income.

Therefore, the multi-dimensional notion of IWP refers to individuals who share economic
resources within the household. The individual analytical perspective takes into consideration the
occupational status of the worker, the salary and the duration and stability of the employment, to then
combine it with a family dimension, based on the pooling assumption, according to which the
members of the household manage and share individual resources on an equal basis!. The family thus
becomes the measurement unit of IWP. The material resources available for the household play a
crucial role in guaranteeing the coverage of needs and risks. Consequently, the family structure - that
is, the number of family members and their employment status - are a key factor in determining the
risk of being among the working poor.

During the Le Trente Glorieuses (The Glorious Thirty) 1945-1975, the family, especially in
countries with a Bismarckian tradition, acted as a shock absorber, guaranteeing the coverage of
particular needs - first and foremost, care. The male-breadwinner family model — in which men are

1 For a critic review of the pooling assumption see Ponthieux (2013).
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the only earners and women are relegated to caring activities — worked pretty much effectively in the
context of a Fordist economy that guaranteed (almost) full employment (Lewis, 1992; Esping-
Andersen, 2009) and adequate wages, even to low-skilled (male) workers (Marx and Nolan, 2014).
In this specific economic and social context, IWP almost disappeared (Benassi and Morlicchio,
2021).

However, with the start of the process of de-industrialization, tertiarization and the consequent

transition to a post-Fordist society — also characterized by an ever wider diffusion of liberal post-
material values — the male-breadwinner model began to waver (Armingeon and Bonoli, 2006; Métzke
and Ostner, 2010). In the post-Fordist era, the male-breadwinner family model can no longer
guarantee proper coverage of needs within the household nor protect against the emerging risk of
joining the working poor. Family structures have also changed, and in all countries there has been an
increase of single-parent households (Esping-Andersen, 2009). As shown by the comparative
literature, single-earner families, i.e. families with children with only one working parent, are the
most at risk of IWP. Such arisk is further amplified if the working parent is employed in the secondary
sector of the labor market where wages are lower and social and labor protections are weaker (e.g.,
Lohmann and Crettaz, 2018; Ponthieux, 2018). On the contrary, families with children in which both
parents work full-time — dual-earner families — or in which one parent works full-time and the other
is employed part-time — modified single-earner families — show a lower risk of falling into work
poverty (e.g., Ponthieux, 2018; Van Lancker and Horemans, 2018).
It is therefore clear that in the post-Fordist era, family policy — both in terms of money transfers and
services — is an essential instrument for combating IWP. Compared to the policy tools traditionally
used to fight IWP — for example, the guaranteed minimum income or the minimum wage — family
policy not only has a potential direct effect on households — by supporting their purchasing power
through passive measures, such as family allowances — but it can also intervene indirectly, through
services or work-life balance measures, in order to promote a dual-earner family model, which today
is said to be the best safeguard against IWP2.

While literature has primarily investigated how and to what extent family structure is a
significant driver of IWP in the advanced economies (e.g., Barbieri et al., 2018 for the Italian case),
a specific analysis of the IWP through the lens of family policy has been overlooked, especially when
considering Southern Europe and, more specifically, Italy. This Mediterranean country is a crucial
case study for understanding the correlations between IWP and family policies for at least three
reasons.

First, Italy is usually considered "an adverse case" for developing family policies (Kazepov and
Ranci, 2017). Italian familism and a (distorted) welfare system historically focused on pensions have
relegated family policies to a residual role (Fargion, 2012).

Second, compared to the other European countries, Italy still has a high rate of single-earner families,
while most of the new jobs in the last two decades have been created primarily in the secondary sector
of the labor market (Kazepov and Ranci, 2017), which has been increasingly deregulated and made
more flexible. Therefore, the risk of IWP is widespread in Italy, and its intensity has increased after
the Great Recession of 2008.

Third, while Italy has been depicted as a sort of frozen landscape in terms of institutional changes in
the areas of family and anti-poverty policy (XXX), since the end of the 2000s, it has been possible
to identify a pattern of reform, further strengthened during the 2010s, in response to the economic
and pandemic crises.

Therefore, the analysis of the Italian case is relevant to understand, theoretically and empirically,
under which conditions family policy may or may not be an effective mechanism to counter IWP.

2 In the comparative literature family benefits are usually considered as a direct measure to alleviate in-work poverty,
together with other policy programs such as minimum wages and the living wage, taxes and social contributions. At the
same time, affordable childcare and flexible working time arrangements, or help for families to combine work with caring
tasks, are categorized as indirect measures. For a thorough discussion on this topic see, Marx and Nolan (2014) and
Eurofund (2017).
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This article, therefore, answers the following two research questions:

a) Has the configuration of family policy tools been effective in Italy in
contrasting IWP? Or, has this policy been mostly ineffectual in dealing with
the in-work poverty risk?

b) Since institutions are no longer immovable objects, has — Italian family
policy been reconfigured over time as a tool to fight IWP? And if so, to what
extent?

Adopting a longitudinal perspective and through a qualitative-oriented analysis of the main policy
reforms, the work focuses on the study of three programs: a) monetary transfers, with particular
attention to family allowances and the recent Single Universal Allowance ( Assegno Unico
Universale, AUU); 2) leave, and 3) early childhood care and education (ECEC).

The empirical and theoretical contribution of this article is twofold.

First, the work promotes a dialogue between the research on family policy and that on IWP.

IWP has commonly been portrayed as a post-industrial phenomenon that emerged in parallel with
the growth of inequalities in all the advanced economies (Marx and Nolan, 2014). While in the Fordist
era poverty was associated with worklessness, this has been no longer true since the end of the Golden
Age. In other words, being in a paid job is no longer a sufficient condition to be insulated from the
poverty risk (Saraceno, 2015). The working poor thus have become a new expanding poverty
subgroup that has been under-explored by the classic general poverty research (Lohman, 2018).
The former has started to conceptualize family policy as a possible, useful instrument to address the
new social risks that have been developed and consolidated in the post-Fordist labor markets
(Armingeon and Bonoli, 2006; Héusermann, 2018). While family policy programs theoretically
address both working and non-working households with children, in several countries — Italy included
— entitlements are strictly linked (to varying degrees) with the parents’ occupational status. Given
such a strict nexus, focusing on the ability of family policies to counter IWP appears to be increasingly
relevant and it can be also interpreted as a premise for evaluating the effectiveness of this policy to
counter poverty in general. By combining the theoretical instruments of these different streams of
research - and assessing them empirically - it is possible to understand better under which specific
conditions family policy is or is not effective, whether directly or indirectly, in contrasting the risk of
in-work poverty. We argue that the mere presence of family policy is not sufficient for such policies
to be a valuable mechanism to counter IWP. A fragmented and inconsistent policy design will have
no effect or may even crystallize historical distortions that contribute to reinforcing IWP.

Secondly, the analysis provides new empirical insights concerning one of the archetypes of
the Southern welfare regime. This sheds light on the persistence of, or detachment from, the
distinguishing feature of such a regime — i.e. familism and low relevance of policies aimed at
countering new social risks.

The article is structured as follows. We first discuss theoretically under which conditions
family policies can affect IWP. Data and method will be then concisely presented. This will be
followed by an overview of IWP in Italy and by a qualitative, longitudinal analysis of the policy
programs — monetary transfers, leave and services for children. The last part of the article is dedicated
to our conclusions.

2. Family Policy and IWP: A Theoretical Framework

The “family policy” label refers to a variegated set of policy tools that include both explicit
and implicit policies (Kamerman and Kahn, 1978). In general, the comparative literature pinpoints
explicit tools, i.e. those programs that are deliberately designed to achieve specific objectives in favor
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of the individuals who make up the household or the family as whole (Eydal and Rostgaard, 2018;
Ferragina, 2019). Consequently, the analysis of family policies focuses on three specific policy
programs or instruments (Eydal and Rostgaard, 2018; Saraceno, 2022a) : a) monetary transfers -
family allowances or fiscal welfare measures such as tax rebates for dependent family members; b)
parental leave; and ¢) the Early Childcare Education and Care (ECEC) for 0-3-year-old children.

These three tools have different functions and objectives.

Cash transfers — in the forms of universal or means-tested cash subsidies as well as end-of-
the-year tax breaks or credits — constitute a monetary acknowledgment of the direct costs which
families incur during child-rearing — e.g., food, clothing, education, housing. Therefore, they have a
familializing purpose: they support the family, and more specifically the mothers, in the care function.
Cash transfers do not alter gender roles within the household and consequently do not question the
male-breadwinner family model (Leitner, 2003; Saraceno and Keck, 2010).

On the other hand, ECEC has a de-familializing purpose: it allows families to outsource caring
tasks. Consequently, childcare is commonly recognized as the best tool for promoting female
employment and transitioning to a dual-earner family model (Korpi, 2000; Esping-Andersen, 2009;
Mitzke and Ostner, 2010; Hausermann, 2018; Saraceno, 2022a). Indeed, it represents the most
effective way to reduce the indirect parental opportunity costs associated with child-rearing
(Engelhardt et al., 2001).

Finally, leave represents a more ambiguous tool. Long parental leave, when taken only by
mothers, tends to discourage female employment (Misra et al., 2011). Simultaneously, when paternity
leave and periods reserved for fathers (‘daddy quota’) are present, non-transferable (i.e. ‘take it or
leave it”), and associated with high replacement rates (at least 60% of the lost pay), they are found to
affect women’s employment outcomes positively and also are said to encourage a much more equal
redistribution of the caring tasks within the household (Petersen et al., 2014).

We can now proceed to provide — on the basis of the insights offered by the comparative
literature — a theoretical framework to understand under which conditions family policies can
effectively counteract IWP.

Starting with cash transfers, these measures directly support families, especially the most
disadvantaged ones, partially covering the costs of raising children. In this sense, at least on paper,
family allowances and/or child benefits can be seen as a direct tool for tackling IWP*. However, while
it is true that family allowances generally respond to a redistributive logic, taking into account the
economic situation of families, the eligibility criterion may not be universal but occupational, thus
excluding groups of workers, even the most disadvantaged ones (Saraceno, 2020a; 2020Db).
Universality seems to be a crucial criterion for cash transfers to be an effective tool against IWP.
Similarly, literature has pointed out that fiscal measures (for example, tax relief for children) tend to
primarily benefit the middle and upper social classes (Jessoula and Pavolini, 2022). More specifically,
if tax credit is not envisaged, fiscal measures can have a regressive effect since the benefit cannot be
used by the poorest families (Saraceno, 2022a).

3 It follows that implicit policy instruments, such as the minimum wage or unemployment benefits are not considered.
The reason for focusing only on explicit instruments is threefold. First, as already explained, the bulk of the family policy
research adopts a middle-range definition of “family policy”, excluding those programs that may have a broad impact on
families but which conceptually belong to other policy fields (i.e. labor market policy). Second, considering as “family
policy” all those policy programs that affect the households prevents from isolating the effects of those specific programs
that are explicitly tailored for families — and therefore results in a biased analysis. Finally, there is already a very
informative literature on the impact of measures such the minimum wage or the minimum income in reducing IWP, while
the family policy and IWP nexus is still a developing body of research, especially when considering the Italian case.

4 Several empirical studies — especially in Latin America, where payments are often conditional on compliance with
certain behaviors such as school attendance for children — have showed that cash transfers to poor households with
children provide a reliable source of income, covering a significant proportion of the population and reducing poverty
levels (e.g., Amarante and Brun, 2018; Baird et al., 2014; see also, Rossel et al., 2022).
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Furthermore, it is important to remember that monetary transfers have no positive effect on
the female employment rate (Saraceno, 2022b). On the contrary, when considering low-income
families, they can discourage mothers’ entrance into the labor market. Indeed, the mother’s earnings
will increase the gross family income and consequently reduce the subsidy amount (Van Lancker and
Horemans, 2018). The second earner thus faces a higher marginal tax rate that may discourage the
female employment rate, even when considering part-time work (Saraceno, 2001)°. The disincentive
is not automatic but it is linked to the quality of the job. Long-term and well-paid occupations offset
the benefit loss. However, when it comes to low-skilled workers, jobs are mainly atypical and poorly
paid (Barbieri et al., 2012); thus, they may not sufficiently counterbalance the benefit loss, inducing
women to opt for staying out of the labor force. In this circumstance, monetary transfers prevent the
transition to a dual-earner family model and thus are not effective in countering IWP.

As far as leave is concerned, as previously discussed, despite acknowledging that these tools

may not always have a positive effect on the distribution of care tasks within the family and therefore
on gender equality (Kotsadam and Finseraas, 2011) the literature shows that they can be helpful to
workers - especially for women - of the lower social classes, insofar as they protect the employment
and income of working mothers., By allowing a reconciliation between work and care tasks, maternity
leave and more generally, parental leave, favor the entry into the labor market of the most
disadvantaged groups (of women) — while potentially having distorting effects for those economically
more advantaged women (Mandel, 2011). Clearly, the measure is effective to counter IWP poverty if
all the female workers are entitled to the benefit, regardless of their specific occupational status and
contribution records. In other terms, universalism, once again, appears to be decisive.
At the same time, paternity leave and daddy quotas can encourage female work - and therefore the
transition to the dual-earner model — since they allow a more equitable redistribution of paid and
unpaid work within the family unit. However, literature has shown that only when the replacement
rate of leave is high - at least 60% of wages - are fathers incentivized to take them (Saraceno, 2020a).
Low-paid parental leave does not affect female employment, as it would lead to a decrease in the
family income that is too burdensome to bear, since the father is usually the worker earning the highest
wage.

Finally, services for children in the 0-3 age-group are unanimously considered as the most
effective de-familializing measure, thus boosting female employment and the transition to the dual-
earner family model (Esping-Andersen 2009; Héusermann, 2018; Saraceno, 2022a). However, the
comparative literature suggests that the ECEC design should meet certain criteria to be really effective
for those households at risk of in-work poverty. A universal system — free or with controlled fees -
would allow low-income families to access the service (Abrassart and Bonoli, 2015). However,
universalism should also be combined with a widespread availability throughout its nationality,
avoiding geographical cleavages that penalize the households living in the most peripheral areas of
the country (e.g., Mitzke, 2019). On the contrary, an ECEC whose eligibility criterion favors the
occupational status of the parents, prioritizing families in which both parents work, tends to produce
a sort of "Matthew effect", favoring mostly the dual-earner, upper-middle-income families (Pavolini
and Van Lancker, 2018). An occupational rather than a universal approach tends to prevail when the
childcare is primarily framed in terms of work-life balance and not as a social investment tool for
children's cognitive development. Empirical research suggests that when the ECEC is proposed as
children’s right to an adequate education, regardless of the occupational status of the parents, the most
disadvantaged families have a better chance of accessing it (Department of Family Policy, 2020).
Consequently, the female employment rate may increase, facilitating the transition to a dual-earner
family model. In addition, a social investment (SI) perspective concerning childcare services also

5 Following the Eurostat definition of the IWP indicator, a decrease in female employment below the 7-month threshold
could lead to an artificial reduction of the IWP incidence, since women would disappear from the reference population.
Such a scenario, however, would occur mostly in cases where both household members are working poor — something
not very likely given that data indicate that dual-earner households are more protected from IWP risks.
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allows for ex-ante prevention - and not just ex-post - of the IWP (Hausermann, 2010). Given the high
inter-generational transmission of poverty and the fact that poor workers often have low
qualifications, access to an education system from the earliest months of life allows children from the
most economically disadvantaged social classes - and with lower economic and social capital — to
reach an egalitarian development of knowledge (Morgan, 2012)

Table 1 summarizes the conditions under which family policy can be a strongly or weakly
effective tool for countering IWP. Universalism — both in terms of eligibility criteria and of access -
and a gender-equality approach combined with an SI perspective appear to be critical for such a goal.

- Table 1 around here -

3. Data and Method

From a methodological perspective, in order to empirically assess whether family policies
have represented an effective device for thwarting IWP, we relied on a diachronic qualitative analysis
of the three main policy instruments. Furthermore, descriptive statistics were used to describe the
state of IWP in Italy, by looking at data from EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-
Silc).

Qualitative policy analysis has a long-established tradition in the study of welfare reforms, including
family policy change (e.g., Léon and Pavolini, 2014; Pavolini and Sorrenti, 2022). It allows to trace
back in time the evolution of a policy and its design in terms of its effectiveness against a specific
social issue — in this case, IWP.
The analysis includes two steps.

First, we collected background information regarding IWP in Italy. This allows us to identify
the categories more at IWP risks in this country, considering both the occupational status and the type
of households. As previously said, we relied on data from the EU Statistics on Income and Living
Conditions Datatset (EU-SILC®), complemented with quantitative and qualitative data from
secondary literature.

Second, we proceeded with the analysis of the three policy instruments — money transfers,
leave and ECEC. The effectiveness in countering IWP was qualitatively measured by considering
five interlinked aspects stemming from our theoretical framework: a) the criteria of access (universal-
based/selective universal-based or occupational-based) and therefore those categories of
workers/household that are currently entitled to the benefits/services (presence or absence of those
more at risk of IWP); b) the redistributive outcome of the benefits/services — high, medium or low
(Matthew effect) ; c) the gender prospective in the design of the policy programs (presence or lack of
a gender-equality approach); d) the availability of the services throughout the national territory
(homogeneous availability or fragmented availability); e) the conceptual frame underpinning the
development of services (exclusively work-family balance or Social Investment frame). We
considered these five aspects through a longitudinal perspective, thus assessing whether substantial
changes have occurred, especially in the last few years. We relied on a multiple set of sources that
could be useful for tracing the main characteristics of the family policy over time. We combined
primary sources - such as the EU's Mutual Information System on Social Protection (MISSOC),
national laws and decree laws, government reports — with secondary literature. Finally, we provided

6 https://ec.europa.cu/curostat/web/microdata/european-union-statistics-on-income-and-living-conditions. For more
information regarding the data, see the Online Supplementary Appendix.
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a schematic summary of the empirical results in which we qualitatively assigned a level of
effectiveness (absent, low, medium, high) to the policy instruments analyzed.

IWP in Italy: An Overview

Figure la shows the IWP rate for all the employed persons in the European Union in 2021.
Italy records one of the higher rates of people at in-work poverty risk (11.6%) among the EU member
states, and well beyond the EU27 average (8.9%). Furthermore, as well illustrated in figure 1b, while
the incidence began to decrease after having reached a peak in 2017 (12.2%), the trend reversed in
2021 as an effect of the Covid-19 pandemic crisis. From that year onward, the rate has since risen
again — and to a higher extent (+0.8 percentage points, pp) compared to the EU 27 value (+0.1 pp).

- Figure 1ab around here —

Figure 2 and 3 provide useful information regarding the groups that are more at IWP risk in
Italy. The data confirm that both the occupational status and the type of family affect the likelihood
of being included among the working poor.

- Figure 2 around here —

Regarding the occupational status, fig. 2 shows that in 2021 the share of non-employees (in

first place, the self-employed’) at IWP risk is much higher than that of the employees (18.1 % vs.
9.9%). Considering that, compared to the other EU countries, Italy historically records a high rate of
self-employed workers within the labor market, this value is alarming. Not surprisingly, the risk is
more widely spread among part-time workers (20%) and those with temporary contracts (21.5%)
compared to those working full time (10.1%) and with permanent contracts (8.1%).
Furthermore, empirical research has highlighted that the economic sector in which a worker is
employed can affect the risks of IWP. Those working in the manufacturing sector (especially the
younger generation) and low-skilled service workers have a higher risk of IWP than other social
groups (Schwander and Hiusermann, 2013; Giuliani, 2023).

Fig. 3 displays that even the family structure influences the IWP risk. First, work intensity in
the households plays a significant role. IWP is much higher in families with medium-to-low work
intensity (31.8% respectively) than in those with high-to-very high work intensity (14.8% in 2020).
Finally, a strong association can be identified between IWP and the number of earners/presence of
children in the households. This association is evident when the family is classified into four groups:
single (childless), lone parent, single-earner (male-breadwinner with children) and dual-earner (with
children). IWP is higher among lone-parent and male-breadwinner households (20.7% and 27.1%,
respectively in 2020). Conversely, couples without children are in a more advantaged position (only
6.1% are at risk of poverty) together with dual-earner families (5%).

- Figure 3 around here —

Table 2 graphically summarizes those social groups that are more at IWP risk in Italy and
those which are more protected. Atypical workers, the so-called outsiders, households with medium-
to-low work intensity, lone parents and male breadwinner families are more likely to experience IWP.
It follows that in order to be an effective device against in-work poverty, family policies have to be
addressed (also) to these disadvantaged groups.

7 Eurostat includes in this category also the so-called para-subordinate (co.co.co).
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- Table 2 around here —

4. Family policies in Italy and the IWP: an evolutionary analysis
The family in Italy: general considerations

During the golden age of the welfare state (1945-1975), Italy developed a typical strong male-
breadwinner family model (Lewis, 1992). Family policies have followed a familistic approach
(Saraceno, 2022a). Furthermore, in contrast with other countries, such as Germany, family policies
in Italy have not strengthened families in their caring function through a generous system of money
transfers. In other words, Italy has been characterized for a long time by an implicit
familialism or familialism by default (Leitner, 2003; Saraceno and Keck, 2010): to care for their
members families have had to rely on their material resources, in terms of disposable income, as well
as non-material, in terms of time. -

Following the process of modernization of society and the changes in the economic structure
of Western democracies, the Italian family was also involved in what Esping-Andersen (2009) called
a “revolution”. However, this social change was not followed by a radical policy change. Family
policy expenditure continues to be meager by a comparative standard (1.1% of the GDP in 2019,
lower than the EU25 average — 2.3%) and utterly biased towards cash transfers (0.9% of the GDP)
rather than services (0.2% of the GDP).

Accordingly, the dual-earner family model faces several obstacles to uproot, especially in the
south of the country. The female employment rate remains low (52.1% in 2020), well below the EU-
27 average (66.1%), with the southern regions still lagging behind those in the north. In addition,
female workers work part-time more than male workers (31.4% vs 8.3 in 2021). In a nutshell, when
it comes to family policy, Italy seems to be a frozen landscape.

Cash Benefits and IWP

Up until 2022, there were no marked changes in the historically fragmented Italian cash
transfer system. Economic support for families with children was essentially guaranteed by family
allowances (assegni familiari) and tax deductions for dependent children (detrazioni per i figli a
carico)®.

Family allowances were linked to family income, commensurate with the size of the family,
thus following a vertical redistributive logic (Saraceno, 2020a). However, their eligibility criterion
was not universal, but based on the occupational status. Consequently, only employees were entitled
to it, while self-employed workers were excluded. Only the allowance for the third child (assegno
per il terzo figlio) followed the logic of selective universalism, and was thus distributed to all the
families regardless of the parents' employment status.

Tax deduction for dependent children under 21 years played an important role in the cash
transfers. Every worker — regardless of the occupational status — was entitled to this benefit and the
amount of the deduction decreased as the taxable income rose. However, since a negative taxation
mechanism in Italy was, and continues to be, lacking, those with low incomes - the so-called
incapienti — were usually unable to take full advantage of these specific types of fiscal measure’

8 The total replacement rate of these measures increased in the 2000s and 2010s (13% of the average production worker’s
wage in 2015). In terms of generosity, family allowances were comparable with the cash transfer system of other
continental countries such as Germany and Austria (Nelson et al., 2020).

9 The incapienti were those subjects with an income of no more than 8,000 euros annually and on which the personal
income tax (IRPEF) was not applied. Since the Italian tax system returned what it had previously subtracted in relation to
the IRPEF, those who were not subject to personal income tax were not able to benefit from - or only partially - the tax
deductions.
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(Raitano et al., 2020). The redistributive effects of this measure - which at least formally responds to
a logic of selective universalism - are therefore highly questionable.

Finally, over the years, other measures - in the form of bonuses — were introduced to support
families. Among the latest measures, we recall the baby bonus, which targeted all the most
disadvantaged families until 2019 and, subsequently, from 2020, all families regardless of their
income.

The literature agrees that the system of monetary transfers that was instituted in Italy up to
March 2022 showed rigid access criteria and offered not very generous and fragmented benefits
(Barbieri et al., 2012). The fact that self-employed workers remained excluded from the allowance
system strongly questions the effectiveness of this measure in coping with IWP, given that this
category of workers, as we have discussed, has a greater chance of falling into poverty.

Likewise, tax deductions seem to have a regressive effect, as the incapienti — mostly part-
timers and fixed contract workers - cannot take advantage of them. Again, the possibility of
countering IWP seems to be particularly limited. Only the universal allowance for the third child
seems to be a more consistent measure with the objectives of combating the risk, but this excluded
all families with one or two children (representing the majority of Italian families with offspring).
In general, the literature has pointed out that monetary transfers in Italy have a low effect in decreasing
the risks associated with children, including, therefore, the IWP risk (Saraceno, 2020b).

The scenario changed in March 2022, when the single universal allowance (AUU) was
introduced. The new measure replaced all cash benefits - from family allowances to deductions for
children — absorbing the previous funding (about 13 billion euros) and allocating new ones (6 billion
euros). The AUU follows a vertical and horizontal universalistic approach. The occupational status
is indeed no longer contemplated when considering eligibility, and all families with minor children
- in some cases, up to 21 years of age — are now entitled to the benefit. The amount is linked to the
ISEE (Equivalent Economic Situation Indicator) decreasing with the increase in the family economic
situation - vertical universalism. However, even the wealthiest families (with an ISEE of over 40.000
euros) can receive the basic family allowance - horizontal universalism. Increased amounts are
envisaged for some cases (for the third and subsequent children, for children with disabilities and in
the case of a very young mother)'°.

The AUU seems to represent a much more effective tool for tackling IWP since it is a universal
measure that targets also previously excluded disadvantaged groups (e.g., self-employed workers). A
recent study shows that the introduction of the universal family allowance is capable of improving
the situation of about 25% of families compared to the previous cash transfer system (Biagetti et al,
2022). More in detail, the advantage would concern 37% of the most disadvantaged households, i.e.
those in the first income decile.

The weakest feature of the AUU as a device against IWP may be identified in the decision to
link its amount to the family economic situation which can negatively impact the decision of the
second earner to enter or remain in work - in most cases, the woman. For low-income families, the
high marginal tax rate for the second earner could discourage female employment and therefore the
transition to a dual-earner model (Colonna and Marcassa, 2022). The legislator seems to have
addressed the problem by including an increase in the benefit in the event that both parents are
employed. However, such an increase remains very modest - about 30 euros per month - and it is not
yet clear whether it can really offset the disincentives (Saraceno, 2022b). The proposal to not calculate
the additional income in determining the ISEE for regions where the female employment rate is
particularly low - and IWP risk is high - would have had a more incisive effect (Biagetti et al., 2022)
Leave and IWP

10 For more info regarding the ISEE calculation and the basic amount of the AUU, see the Online Supplementary
Appendix.
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With regard to leave, the Italian case shows elements of fragmentation to the disadvantage of
some groups of workers who, paradoxically, are at higher risk of IWP.

Maternity leave is relatively generous, both in terms of the length of time and the compensation
provided, and is guaranteed to all workers, but to a different degree. Para-subordinate workers
(co.co.co) are entitled to maternity leave and the related allowance, but, up to 2022, the right to
parental leave was valid until the child was 3 years of age, while, for employees, it was valid until the
child is 12.. The decree law 105/2022 modified this unequal treatment, and now also para-subordinate
workers may claim leave under the same conditions as employees. For self-employed women, the
right to the allowance is subject to having paid contributions. Employees with fixed-term contracts
are only protected if they have an active contract at the start of the leave. Those in precarious work
are often excluded from the allowance (Saraceno, 2020b).

As regards mandatory paternity leave (which has a 100% replacement rate), the Jobs
Act reform implemented in 2015 by the Renzi government increased its duration from 2 to 4 days
and, then, in 2019, to 5 days. In 2020 the leave was further increased to 7 days, and in 2021 to 10
days. However, those self-employed and in the para-subordinate category are not entitled to it.
Finally, with reference to parental leave (10 months available), the Jobs Act introduced some
improvements, especially regarding a more equitable redistribution of care time within the household.
The law introduced an implicit daddy quota, since each parent can use a maximum of six of the ten
months available. An additional month is also recognized if the father takes at least three months of
leave. Despite these (minor) changes, the meager replacement rate (30% of the average salary) has
not changed. As previously said, low replacement rates discourage men from taking parental leave.
The taking of leave by the father, the so-called take-up rate, remains modest. The design of parental
leave does not contribute to increasing the female employment rate and therefore does not affect the
transition to a dual-earner family model. In addition, for para-subordinate and self-employed workers,
access to leave is more restrictive than for dependent workers (Saraceno, 2020a).

To summarize, leave does not seem to be particularly effective in countering IWP. The
benefits are indeed lower or lacking for workers most at risk (atypical workers), and, given the
absence of a real gender-equality approach, the design of the system does not foster female
employment.

ECEC and IWP

Historically, childcare services!! (ECEC) in Italy have not represented a priority on the
welfare agendas of various governments (Kazepov and Ranci, 2017). The expenditure for ECEC is
one of the lowest among the countries of Western Europe. The national data reveals extremely high
geographical differences - in line with the well-known geographical distortion of Italian welfare
(Confalonieri and Canale, 2012). While several regions of the Center-North have exceeded the
Barcelona target (for example, Tuscany, Emilia-Romagna, Valle d'Aosta) or, in any case, show values
above the national average, in the regions of the South (except for Sardinia), not only is the target of
33% nowhere near, but the values are well below the national average (Department of Family Policy,
2022).The geographical distortion is configured not only as a cleavage between the North and South
but also between the center and the outskirts. In 2019/2020, the provincial capital municipalities had
an average allocation of 34.8 places for 100 children, compared to 23.87 in the hinterland
municipalities (+11). These geographical distortions negatively impact the capacity of childcare
services to counter IWP in those places where the phenomenon is most widespread - namely the
South, but also the more peripheral areas of the country.

11 The ECEC system in Italy includes a combination of provisions divided among a) public, b) private but state-aided,
and c) wholly market (with no capped prices) sectors. In some municipalities, the availability of vouchers can help
families to afford the fees in the market-run sector (Saraceno, 2020a). For other details regarding the ECEC, see the
Online Supplementary Appendix.
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A vicious cycle can be identified: ECEC is more widespread where female employment is
high, and the dual-earner family model is prevalent, while it is scarce where the female employment
rate is low and male-breadwinner families are dominant. In other words, the availability of childcare
is limited precisely in the places where it would be most useful as a tool against IWP (Dota and Orsini,
2022).

It is not only geographic distortions that negatively affect the ECEC's capacity to tackle IWP.
Families' childcare costs— and therefore, the family income — contribute to selecting the children who
can access the service (Department of Family Policy, 2022).

In 2012, only 19.3% of children coming from families with lower incomes (first quintile) were
enrolled in ECEC. The share is almost double (34.3%) when considering the highest income family
— those belonging to the last quintile.

Generally, 0-3 years childcare is mainly used by dual-earner families or single-parent families
(70%), while the figure is substantially lower among male-breadwinner families (30%). These
percentages have not radically changed over the past few decades. Given this "Matthew effect" ( see
Bonoli, 2013), the redistributive role of the ECEC is limited.

There are several reasons for the scarce use of the service by families (Department of Family
Policy, 2020). On the one hand, the eligibility criteria - decided at the municipal level - tend to
prioritize families where both parents work. In a context of low service availability - especially in the
South - this criterion leads to self-selection that rewards dual-income families, excluding those with
single incomes. On the other hand, for several families (16%), the causes are to be found in the
excessive cost of the fees (11%). In this regard, the childcare bonus introduced in 2017, aimed at
(partially) covering the fees and the various costs associated with the service, did not resolve the
various distortions regarding geographical aspects and income. The bonus was primarily used where
childcare services are widespread, i.e. in the Northern and Central regions, while its demand was low
in the South.

The problem is systemic: ECEC services have comprehensive coverage in the Center-North
and among the dual-earner families of the upper-middle class. Childcare services therefore have a
lock-in effect (Pierson and Skocpol, 2002) of the dual-earner model. On the contrary, they fail to
develop in the southern regions, where the female employment rate is low. The ECEC does not
produce a lock-out effect of the male-breadwinner model; therefore, its function of contrast to the
IWP is weakened.

That being said, some changes have occurred in the last few years. In 2017 the Gentiloni
government introduced - within the Good School law (la Buona Scuola) - an integrated education
system that recognizes 0-3 years childcare not as a welfare service but as an individual right (Giuliani,
2022). Childcare, at least on paper, became an educational right for every child. This step - which
highlights the educational value of services for children, and not only their worth as tools for the
work-life balance - is significant for ECEC to be an effective tool against IWP. On the one hand, in
fact, by focusing on the cognitive development of children from the earliest years of age, it makes it
possible to face IWP through an ex-ante strategy (Morgan, 2012). On the other hand, if the function
of childcare services is not only reconciliatory but also educational, the access criterion prioritizing
dual-earner families would no longer be justifiable. That would facilitate the use of the service for
single-income families and could affect female employment rates. However, the merits of the
integrated 0-6 years education system must not be overstated. As mentioned, the number of public
creches has not increased, and coverage has remained very low (Sabatinelli, 2017). Furthermore, the
‘Buona Scuola’ law did not eliminate family co-payment. The cost of services remains very high, and
those not entitled to the reduced rate of public services do not have the resources to pay the fees of
private kindergartens - which follow a market logic (Saraceno and Pavolini, 2017).

A possible revolution in the system of childcare could stem from the implementation of the
National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) that was prepared by Italy to access the funds of the
Next Generation EU (NGEU). The plan allocates 4.6 billion for the integrated system 0-6 years, of
which 2.4 billion is for childcare services for the 0 -3 age-group. The high amount of resources
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allocated for the first time to childcare services in Italy is an opportunity to resolve those geographical
distortions that characterize the system and undermine its effectiveness as a tool for countering IWP.
Given that the projects financed by the funds will be managed directly by the municipalities, it will
be necessary to strengthen their administrative capacities to correctly implement them, especially in
the South (Sabatinelli, 2021).

5. Conclusions.

In this article we have shown how IWP and family policies are conceptually linked. Family
policy can be useful tools for thwarting IWP, both directly and indirectly. Indeed, it may provide
income support for the most disadvantaged families and simultaneously promote female employment,
thus encouraging the transition to a dual-earner family model.

However, the positive effects in countering IWP are potential, not automatic. The
effectiveness of family policy depends on the design of the policy and on how that is consistent with
the goal of reducing inequalities.

Table 3 summarizes the main insights of the qualitative analysis of the Italian case. The picture
that emerges is ambivalent. Overall, family policy has demonstrated to not be particularly effective.

- Table 3 around here —

Historically, in Italy, monetary transfers were fragmented and excluded several categories of
workers and families most at IWP risk.

Leave has protected mothers' work, but entitlements differ according to employment status. Para-
subordinate and self-employed women have been more disadvantaged. Furthermore, the low
replacement rate of the parental leave discourages fathers to take it, with consequently little effect
on female employment.

Childcare suffers from the traditional geographical distortion of the Italian welfare state. In the
Southern regions, its diffusion is scarce. In addition to this geographical bias, the current
configuration of the ECEC has triggered a “Matthew effect”.

Despite these shortcomings, in the recent years, some positive changes may be identified.

Thanks to the new single universal allowance (AUU), the cash transfer system now follows a
universalistic logic, thus improving the economic conditions of those families previously excluded.
However, it has to be understood whether the current surcharge for dual-earner families can offset
the distorting effects of the second earner taxation.

The recent decree 105/2022 has provided para-subordinate workers with new rights in terms
of parental leave, even though differences have not been completely eliminated and the self-employed
continue to be disadvantaged.

The Buona Scuola Law introduced a Social Investment perspective in ECEC that may help to
increase the take-up rate. Furthermore, the resources made available by the PNRR could boost a
strong development of ECEC in the Southern regions, allowing them to reduce or close the gap
between South and North. However, a possible positive outcome will primarily depend on the
capacities of the national and sub-national governments to properly spend the resources.

In essence, the effectiveness of the Italian family policy as a device for countering IWP seems
to have been enhanced, or, at least, to have been placed in the conditions to increase in the future
years. While the landscape is still frozen, a thawing process has initiated. Despite the fact that the
historical distortions of the Italian welfare State —familism, dualism and scarce attention to the new
social risks — have not been eliminated yet, a pattern of change has commenced.

Although the analysis of a single case study does not allow theoretical generalizations, some
reflections with respect to our theoretical assumptions can be made.
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First, the empirical analysis confirms that benefits, whether in-kind or not-in-kind,
entitlement to which is based on the occupational status, are not effective in countering IWP, while
(selective) universalism is more consistent with that goal.

Second, monetary transfers turn out to be useful against IWP only if they do not create a
disincentive for women from low-income families to (re)enter the labor market. Otherwise, those
families more at risk of IWP may fall into a familism trap, which crystallizes the male-breadwinner
family model.

Third, to encourage female employment, leave should have a clear gender equality goal,
encouraging fathers to take it and mothers to return to (or enter) the labor market.

Fourthly, the ECEC should be based on the concept of social citizenship, avoiding
geographical disparities. Lowering the costs for families can be useful for increasing the take-up rate
but it is not sufficient: if there are no services available to meet the demand, the most disadvantaged
families’ access to the service will remain problematic. In this regard, to encourage the use of ECEC
among low-income groups, a change of cultural paradigm is also important, moving from a vision of
childcare services as a mere "reconciliatory" tool to one in which the value of "social investment" for
the child is central.

The reflections suggested by the Italian case can be empirically investigated in future
comparative works, in order to understand whether more effective family policy designs adopted in
other advanced economies have positively affected the fight against IWP and to what extent.
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Figures

Fig. 1a. In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate, % on total employed persons (2021)
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1.b. In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate, % on total employed persons,
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Fig. 2. In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate by occupational status, % (2021)
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Fig. 3. In-work at-risk-of-poverty rate by type of families, % (2020?)
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Tables

Tab. 1. Strong/Weak Effectiveness of Family Policy to counter IWP

Strong Effectiveness Weak Effectiveness
e Universal eligibility criteria e  Occupational eligibility criteria
Cash e Gender-equality approach to tackle the e Neglecting the marginal tax rate for
Transfers marginal tax rate for the second the second (female) earner
(female) earner
e Universal eligibility criteria e  Occupational eligibility criteria
L Well-paid paternity leave and Daddy e Low-paid paternity leave and Daddy
eave
Quotas Quotas
e Universal eligibility criteria e  Occupational eligibility criteria
e Universal geographical availability e Fragmented geographical
ECEC e SI frame availability
e (Exclusive) Work-Family Balance
frame

Tab. 2. IWP risk among different social groups in Italy (late 2010s)

High IWP risk Low IWP risk
=  Self-employed and para-
subordinate
Occupational status . Pz.;lrt—timers . Permz.ment contract workers
=  Fixed-term workers = Full-timers
=  Low Skilled Service Workers;
(Young) Blue Collars.
= Medium-to-low work intensity
families = High work intensity families
Type of Household =  Single parent families . Dugal—earner familietys

= Male-breadwinner families




Tab 3. Family policy Effectiveness to counter [WP

Exclusion/Inclusion of

IWP-more-at-risk Groups Effectiveness against IWP

Money Transfers

Before March 2022
Family Allowances Self-employed excluded +%
Tax deductions for dependent [Incapienti  (mostly, atypical +
children. workers) excluded
After March 2022
Single Universal Allowance All the workers included ++
Leave
Before 2022 Atypical workers have lower +
social rights
Men in male-breadwinner family
models have low incentives to
take parental leave
After 2022 Para-subordinate’s  entitlement ++
slightly improved
ECEC
Current times Low-income, male-breadwinner +
families

especially in the Southern regions
more disadvantaged

Hypothetical future developments  Improvement for low-income +++ (potentially)
families in the South

Legend: + Low Effectiveness; +'4 Medium/Low Effectiveness; ++ Medium Effectiveness; ++% Medium/High Effectiveness; +++
High Effectiveness



