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Abstract
The paper considers how the severe and long downturn in the first phase of the cri-

sis, followed by fiscal consolidation (austerity policies) in its second phase, have heavily
impacted on women and men in Italy. It argues that the effects are considerably different
– in terms of job loss, income loss, impact on jobs quality and unpaid work – because of
the gendered nature of the family-employment system and the characteristics of the Ital-
ian social model.

Keywords: recession, gender, employment, labour market, family-employment sys-
tem, Italy.

Resumo
Mulheres e austeridade em Itália
O documento analisa como a crise grave e longa na sua primeira fase, seguida de

consolidação fiscal (políticas de austeridade) na segunda fase, teve forte impacto em
mulheres e homens na Itália. Argumenta-se que os efeitos são muito diferentes – em ter-
mos de perda de emprego, perda de rendimento, qualidade do emprego e trabalho não
remunerado – por causa das normas de género na formação do sistema família-trabalho e
as características do modelo social na Italia. 

Palavras-chave: recessão, género, emprego, mercado de trabalho, sistema de família-
-emprego, Itália.

Resumen
Mujeres y austeridad en Italia
El documento considera cómo la recesión severa y larga en la primera fase de la cri-

sis, seguida de la consolidación fiscal (políticas de austeridad) en la segunda fase de la
crisis, en gran medida han impactado en las mujeres y los hombres en Italia. Se argu-
menta que los efectos son muy diferentes – en términos de pérdida de empleo, pérdida
de ingresos, el impacto en la calidad del empleo y el trabajo no remunerado – a causa de
la naturaleza de género del sistema de la familia-empleo y las características del modelo
social italiano.

Palabras-clave: recesión, género, empleo, mercado de trabajo, sistema de familia-
empleo, Itália.
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Introduction

This paper considers the impact of austerity policies on women and men in
Italy in terms of job loss, income loss, jobs quality and unpaid work. It does so
along two dimensions: first, the family employment system, which captures the
specific weaknesses of a welfare model rooted in long-standing imbalances;
second, the decisive shifts to austerity policies that have prioritised fiscal consoli-
dation over employment and social inclusion. 

The results show the gendered nature of the family-employment system
(sect. 2), the main features of austerity policies (sect. 3), and the different impacts
of these policies on women and men (sect. 4). They highlight, on the one hand,
that the Italian family-employment system has now locked young women in a
new intergenerational solidarity trap unable to absorb the disruptive effects of
the crisis; on the other hand, that the crisis’s main effect is on the quality of
female jobs, exacerbating the structural weaknesses of the Italian labour market.
Both are examples of exclusive rather than inclusive growth, for which Italy is
loosing ground in a comparative perspective.

1. The Italian case

The global financial crisis has focused attention on the role that national
governments should and do play in an internationally integrated economic system.
The issue is rooted in the debate on globalization. It is sometimes called ‘the para-
dox of globalization’ (Rodrik, 2011) because it may undermine long-standing social
bargains reflected in domestic regulations; but it is also rooted in the European
debate on the unfulfilled promises of EU reactions to the global crisis (i.e. austerity). 

Globalization can be disruptive by its very nature: it rearranges where and
how work is done and where and how profits are made. Processes that are dis-
ruptive destabilise and create pools of winners and losers. And this requires
government policies to shelter citizens from risks and new vulnerabilities more
important in countries where international market access enhances opportunities
to trade but also exposes workers to more frequent and intense shocks.

This global perspective requires deeper evaluation at macro (Seguino, 2012)
and micro level, as well as at European and national level: austerity policies in
Europe have deeply affected the size and scope of different European social wel-
fare models, leading to a long term shift in the trajectory of gender relations in
Europe (Rubery, 2015; Perrons, 2015; Karamessini and Rubery, eds. 2014).

In the case of Italy, the external pressures have been reinforced by the inter-
nal austerity packages1 that have prioritised fiscal consolidation over employment
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1 On the effects of fiscal consolidation and the unsuccess of Italian policies to achieve growth see
Simonazzi (2015b).



and social inclusion. As a result of the continuous downturn, Italy’s GDP has
reverted to the level of 2000, 9% below the level of 2008, and total employment has
contracted substantially. Compared with the peak in 2008, the decrease amounts
to 1.1 million jobs (Banca d’Italia, 2014: 79). The severe and prolonged downturn
has heavily impacted on women and men, though the effects are very different –
in terms of job loss, income loss, and impact on jobs quality – because of the gen-
dered nature of the family-employment system and the familistic welfare model.
Italy is certainly an example not only of the sluggish economic recovery and high
structural unemployment but also of the decreasing size and scope of the welfare
state, with detrimental effects on the difficult path towards gender equality. 

2. Family-employment system

The Italian labour market is characterized by long-standing imbalances
which include low female participation rates, high youth unemployment rates
and a marked Centre-North vs. South divide. These imbalances are framed wit-
hin an employment regime characterised by high rates of self-employment, large
shares of people employed in small firms, a high degree of employment protec-
tion for standard employees, combined with a marked degree of flexibility to a
large extent achieved through atypical contracts and an extensive underground
economy. All these factors give rise to labour market segmentation related to the
extreme fragmentation of the social security system and evident differences in
employment protection. 

As already mentioned, one of the structural weaknesses of the employment
regime in Italy is the low integration of women into paid work. Over the past few
decades, Italian women have greatly improved their educational attainment, and
their labour market ambitions have increased accordingly. Together with the
increase in education, the employment rate of women, especially mothers,
increased to a significant extent in the decade before the crisis. However, gender
gaps in employment rates remain amongst the highest in the EU272. Thus,
women are not fully integrated into the labour market or remain in its margins,
especially in Southern Italy3. In general, women suffer significant disadvantages
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2 In 2014, Italy continued to rank among the worst performers in the Global Gender Gap Index
(ranking 69th out of 142 overall), being penalized above all by the economic participation and
opportunity category (114th) (World Economic Forum 2014). Italy lags behind in women’s
access to the labour market, remuneration, career advancement, promotion to positions of lead-
ership and new business initiatives.

3 This is mirrored in the uneven spread of the male breadwinner model across Italian regions: in
the centre-north an increasing number of couples with children have both partners in employ-
ment (but with a high share of mothers in part-time employment), while in the Mezzogiorno the
male breadwinner model continues to prevail. 



in gaining access to jobs with adequate rights and social security provisions. Not-
withstanding the advances achieved before the crisis, the economic participation
rate of women is still considerably lower than that of men in Italy. This is explai-
ned by the familistic welfare model. 

As in other Mediterranean countries, in Italy the family plays a central role
in the provision of care and assistance to its members. Families are expected to
support their members when they are in need of some kind of assistance, wit-
hout intervention by the state. Accordingly, family policies are underdeveloped
in comparison with those of other EU countries. In particular, a lack of affordable
childcare services (for children aged under 3) restrains the female labour supply,
especially in southern regions. Moreover, regional differences in the provision of
nurseries by municipalities are very marked: the percentage of small children
attending nurseries ranges from 3.6% (in Calabria, in the South) to 27.3% (in Emi-
lia-Romagna, in the North) (Istat, 2014c). Moreover, income maintenance systems
are inadequate, especially for people employed in atypical jobs, and they are
fragmented4. These features are mirrored in a very low share of social expendi-
ture relative to family and children, housing and social exclusion, and a high risk
of poverty after social transfers. Recent research has confirmed the resilience of
the familistic welfare model, despite the efforts made in the years before the cri-
sis to overcome some of its major weaknesses (Ascoli and Pavolini, eds. 2015;
Leon and Migliavacca, 2013). 

The family-employment system is based on rather traditional gender roles:
men are employed full time in secure jobs throughout their working lives, and
are mainly responsible for earning enough for the economic wellbeing of the
whole family; women have responsibility for family caring and domestic work.
Although the reality is more diversified than this stylised model, this was the
model around which labour market policies and personnel management practi-
ces were constructed and implemented. In short, the male breadwinner model of
the family remains dominant. This explains, on the one hand, the high share of
inactive mothers (especially in Southern Italy) and, on the other hand, the perva-
sive discrimination against maternity (Valentini, 2012) reflected in gender ine-
qualities in the labour market, and also mirrored in a much higher female unem-
ployment rate and a higher share of women in precarious jobs. 
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4 Tito Boeri (2012) has provided an estimate of the total number of people currently employed
that are not covered by any form of benefit in the event of job loss. Out of a total 23 million
people in employment, almost 10 million workers are excluded (56.8%). Employees on open-
ended contracts are the group with the highest coverage (89.5%), followed by employees with
fixed-term contracts (61.9%), apprentices (21.1%) and employer-coordinated freelances (12.5%).
Self-employed workers (accounting for almost one third of total employment) are excluded. In
the most recent years, some changes have been introduced (with enactment of the Monti-For-
nero reform in June 2012 and the Jobs Act in 2004-2015) in order to move towards a more uni-
versal unemployment benefit system.



Although the non-symmetrical nature of work within families is gradually
diminishing, the difficulties of balancing work and life can be seen with greater
intensity when there are small children involved, as shown by the gap between
the employment rates of men and women without children and with children
(see tab. 1). While the employment rate increases for men when there are chil-
dren, it decreases for women. As a result, the gap by sex in the employment rate
is much higher when there are small children; and this implies that a significant
number of women leave the labour market when they become mothers. Howe-
ver, there are large differences between the Centre-North (recording rates close
to the EU27 average) and the Mezzogiorno (recording very low employment rates
for mothers).
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Table 1
Employment rate (25-49) by sex and presence of children in Italy and EU27, 2008 and 2014 

M F gap

2008 EU27

M F gap

2014 EU

M F gap

2008 Italy

M F gap

2014 Italy

Total 87.4 72.6 -14.8 83.4 71.9 -11.5

No children 83.8 79.8 -4.0 78.5 77.0 -1.5

1 child 89.9 72.8 -17.1 86.7 72.2 -14.5

2 children 92.5 68.6 -23.9 90.0 70.6 -19.4

3 children or + 87.3 54.5 -32.8 85.5 55.4 -30.1

Total 86.7 61.2 -25.5 77.5 57.7 -19.8

No children 82.3 68.8 -13.5 71.5 61.9 -9.6

1 child 89.8 61.1 -28.7 81.4 58.6 -22.8

2 children 92.5 54.1 -38.4 86.2 54.2 -32.0

3 children or + 87.9 41.7 -46.2 81.6 40.7 -40.9

Table 2
Part-time employment and involuntary part-time for women aged 25-49, 

2004, 2008 and 2014 (%) 

2004 2008 2014

PT as % of total employment

2004 2008 2014

Involuntary PT as % of total PT

EU27 28.3 28.8 30.4 17.4 23.2 27.3

Italy 25.9 29.3 34.4 31.1 37.2 59.9

Source: Eurostat, online codes: [lfsa_eppga], [lfsa_eppgai].

Source: Eurostat, online codes: [lfsa_eppga], [lfsa_eppgai].



An ad hoc national survey on female inactivity has shown that 46% of
women who are inactive left work because of reconciliation problems (Isfol, 2010:
53). Administrative data (INPS) show that 25% of women who gave birth in 2009
were not back to work three years later (Mundo, 2012, in EP, 2014: 26). Finally,
the Istat sample survey on births and mothers has shown that new mothers are
facing increasing difficulties in returning to their jobs after motherhood during
the crisis (Istat, 2012c, 2014a). Inactivity due to reconciliation problems is cer-
tainly very high in Italy, though with differences across the country. Whilst in the
Mezzogiorno a large number of women in their prime age abandon active life
when they become mothers (and some when they get married), in the Centre-
North an increasing number move to part-time.

In Italy, the percentage of women (aged 25-49) with a part-time job used to
be far below the EU average (26% in 2004), but it has increased rapidly over the
last decade, up to 34.4% in 2014, higher than EU27 average (see tab. 2). But at
present almost 60% of this part-time work is «involuntary»; moreover, the share
of involuntary part-time almost doubled between 2004 and 2013. And the most
important reason was the lack of full-time jobs, followed by the lack of flexible
working arrangements and the difficulties met by women in reconciling work
and family commitments (Istat, 2011b; Villa, 2012). 

To sum up, the weaknesses of the family-employment system and the ina-
dequacy of family policies now catch young women in the intergenerational soli-
darity trap: because of the lack of adequate family policies and the context unfa-
vourable to working mothers (and in general, to women with family
responsibilities) they have to choose between the family (taking care of the chil-
dren, the elderly, frail family members) and employment. The outcome is the
combination of very low female employment rates with very low fertility rates
(Villa, 2012). It is within this scenario that one must assess the gendered impact
of austerity policies.

3. The financial and economic crisis and subsequent austerity policy

We can take for granted that in Europe since 2010 there has been a deci-
sive shift from fiscal stimulus to fiscal consolidation policies or austerity, after
the remarkable deployment of various fiscal supports to countervail the global
financial and economic crisis that exploded in 2008-09. Italy as a country of the
Eurozone participates in the economic debate on the causes of and remedies 
for the slowdown. But it also takes a significant part in the unkept promises of
austerity. 

In the first phase of the global economic crisis (2008-2009), most governments
introduced fiscal stimulus programmes; contrary to other countries, Italy implemen-
ted no expansionary fiscal measures to counteract the effects of the recession. The
weakness of the public budget made it difficult to counteract those effects with an

20 Maria Luigia Segnana and Paola Villa

ex æquo, n.º 32, 2015, pp. 15-32



expansionary fiscal policy5. Nonetheless, the collapse of GDP inflated the debt/GDP
ratio, which increased by 13 percentage points (from 103 in 2007 to 116 in 2009). 

The sovereign debt crisis, which culminated in July 2011 with a sharp
increase in the interest rates on Italian government bonds, forced the pursuit of
fiscal consolidation. Three austerity packages were approved over a short period
of time (Simonazzi, 2015a)6. Budgetary measures (tax increases and spending
cuts), sale of public assets, and structural reforms (labour, pensions, liberalization
of strategic sectors) were announced, implemented, and amended by the four
governments alternating in office during the crisis.

Since 2010, the governments in office have considered and enacted all the
various austerity strategies identified by Ortiz and Cummins (2013: 13-17) in
their review of adjustment measures in the age of austerity7. In short, it was deci-
ded to prioritise fiscal balances over employment, on the hypothesis that further
labour market reforms, by reducing the residual rigidities (on individual and col-
lective dismissals, and collective bargaining on wages), would help to foster
employment growth. The principal austerity measures implemented so far can
be grouped under six main headings. 

i)  Cuts in national government transfers to local governments. Drastic reductions
were made to financial transfers to regions and local authorities. Because
local governments are responsible for social services, they are most likely
to produce a lower amount of services. And women are likely to substi-
tute for the public provision of these services by providing unpaid work
within the household. A recent report on the provision of childcare servi-
ces has revealed that between 2004 and 2011 there was an overall increase
in current expenditure on nurseries and in the number of children enrol-
led at public nurseries or private nurseries financed by the municipalities.
But in 2011 and 2012 there was a decrease in both enrolments and the con-
tributions paid by municipalities for private nurseries (Istat, 2014c). 

ii) Cuts in social policy expenditure. The national fund for social policy was
decimated, the fund for non self-sufficiency cancelled (to name only two
actions). In short, the embryonic and underdeveloped national social
policy was almost completely dismantled, once again delegating to the
family (and consequently to women) the care of its frail members (Simo-
nazzi, 2015a, 2015b). 
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5 Italy’s fiscal stimulus over 2008–2010 amounted only to 0.3% of GDP, compared with an ave-
rage of 3.4% for the main advanced economies, and it was achieved mostly by changing the
composition of the budget, leaving the balance unchanged (Simonazzi, 2015a).

6 The first two were presented by the Berlusconi centre-right government in August and
November 2011. The last and tightest one was approved in December 2011 by the coalition
government led by Mario Monti. In 2013 austerity policy was continued, though it was less res-
trictive than in the previous years.

7 Their review is based on information from IMF country reports for 181 countries. 



iii) Wage freeze and cuts in jobs in the public sector. Spending cuts consisted also
in reductions in the compensation of employees in general government
(in particular, in health and education). The compensation of public
employees (in terms of per cent of GDP) had been falling since 2009. Two
main strategies have been envisaged: first, very tight limits on hiring (no
more than 20% of people exiting the public sector) that have already
resulted in a significant fall in employment (see tab. 3); second, the freeze
on wage increases and collective wage bargaining (Banca d’Italia, 2014:
108). And both strategies are still in force, so that further delayed effects
are expected. This entails a decrease in opportunities for the young
cohorts with high educations in general, and for women in particular. To
be pointed out is that, in Italy, the growth of female employment recor-
ded after the mid-1990s was driven by the services sector, which includes
the activities of the public administration. This sector played a major role
in raising female employment, so that by the mid-1990s women constitu-
ted the majority of civil servants (Tibaldi, 2009). 
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It should be stressed that the public sector not only represents a high pro-
portion of women’s employment in Italy but is also considered to be the best
employer for working mothers in terms of flexible work arrangements, as in
other advanced countries where the emancipation process has historically seen
increasing female educational attainment levels, an expansion of female employ-
ment in the public sector, and a progressive move towards the dual-earner model
(Rubery, 2013).

iv) Increasing consumption taxes on basic products. VAT was increased to 21%
in 2011 and to 22% in 2013. Basic products are disproportionately consu-
med by low-income and poor households; therefore, the increase in indi-
rect taxation has contributed to further reducing households’ disposable
income and to increasing income inequality. As pointed out in the litera-
ture on gender budgeting (Stotsky, 2006: 23; Grown and Valodia, 2010),
indirect taxes may contain implicit gender biases in several forms. Given

Table 3
Employees in the public sector in Italy by sex, 2001, 2007 and 2013 (no. and % change) 

2001 2006 2013 % change 2001-2006 % change 2006-2013

M 1,727,921 1,616,366 1,428,619 -6.5 -11.6

F 1,776,243 1,854,267 1,804,335 +4.4 -2.7

MF 3,504,164 3,470,633 3,232,954 -1.0 -6.8

Source: Ragioneria Generale dello Stato, Conto annuale. http://www.contoannuale.tesoro.it/



that indirect taxes affect the price of private goods and services, they not
only reduce households’ purchasing power but also interact with
demand for goods and services, with inherent gender biases. These indi-
rect effects on gender inequalities have not been taken into consideration
by policy makers in Italy. In years of severe recession, the protracted
decline in disposable income has affected consumers’ plans, with a shift
from purchasing certain services in the market to home production,
mainly through unpaid female work.

v) Pension reform. A new reform was precipitously enacted at the end of
2011 to respond to the urgent need to reduce public expenditure and
appease financial markets (and the EU). The minimum retirement age
was increased to 66 for all, men and women, by January 2018 (and a gra-
dual rise up to 70 years is planned after 2018), with pension benefits
strictly linked to contributions paid. Advocated in the name of gender
equality and financial sustainability, the law cancelled the more favoura-
ble conditions for women which had been some sort of compensation for
their unpaid care-work. However, no provision has been envisaged to
re-balance the huge income disparities between retired men and women.
The average pension of a woman is now around 69% of a man’s (Bettio
et al., 2013). The pension gap may soon become dramatic when the
amount of the pension is calculated exclusively on the basis of the contri-
butions paid, given the over-representation of women in part-time and
precarious jobs, and the many interruptions in their work lives. Moreo-
ver, the increase in retirement age makes reconciliation still more diffi-
cult, especially considering the simultaneous cuts in social expenditure
and transfers to local governments. It should be recalled that in Italy
grandparental childcare tends to be a substitute for formal childcare,
especially for low educated mothers and those living in the Centre-
North (Arpino, Pronzato and Tavares, 2014). Thus, the increase in
women’s retirement age not compensated by a concomitant increase in
public childcare services may reduce the labour supply of mothers of
small children. 

vi) Labour market reforms. The labour market has been one of the preferential
areas of «structural reforms» in Italy since the late 1990s. The idea inspi-
ring policy makers – following the recommendations put forward by the
European Commission – has been that the labour market must be made
‘more flexible’, i.e. ‘more market friendly’, in order to enhance labour
market adjustments to shocks (Zenezini, 2014). The four governments in
office through the crisis have continued the tradition: they have all made
announcements, enactments and amendments for a new labour market
reform. An important and complex law was approved by the Parliament
on June 2012 (the so called Monti-Fornero reform), after months of discus-
sions and shilly-shallying. The ambitious aim of this reform was to shake
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up the labour market, and it was driven by three main objectives: (i) clam-
ping down on certain widespread abuses of what are generally referred to
as «precarious» work contracts (i.e. increasing the costs for firms); (ii) libe-
ralizing individual lay-offs for economic reasons, partly compensated by
(iii) introducing a more universal system of unemployment benefits. After
only a year and a half, a new reform (the so called Jobs Act) was initiated
by the new Renzi government. The enabling bill for the reform of the
labour market was passed at the end of 2014. The first two enacting
decrees, which took effect in March 2015, reinforce some of the principles
underlying the measures introduced in 2012. They further extend the pool
of potential recipients of unemployment benefits and amend the legisla-
tion on individual dismissals, not only making the consequences of any
firing decisions more predictable but also introducing a new contractual
arrangement (to be applied only to new hirings) associated with a lower
cost of dismissal. Despite differences in assumptions and goals, all the
changes implemented have been inspired by the idea that increasing
labour market flexibility and weakening collective bargaining is good for
growth. Gender equality, an issue which has never been high on the poli-
tical agenda in Italy, has been set aside despite increasing attention by the
media and international organisations (EC, OECD, IMF)8 to the very low
integration of women in the labour market. The only effort made in this
regard has relied on a series of employment subsidies (tax deductions
and/or reductions in social contributions for employers), despite doubts
on their efficacy in creating additional jobs for women.

Fiscal consolidation has resulted in a contraction of economic activity, lower
aggregate demand, job destruction and higher unemployment. Italy under stron-
ger austerity has achieved neither fiscal consolidation (paradoxically, despite
continuous fiscal austerity, the loss in output has swollen the debt/GDP ratio to
132.6% in 2013, from 116% in 2009) nor faster recovery, but rather lower shock
absorption, worse recovery performance and higher unemployment. 

After seven years of stagnation, Italy is now undertaking broad-based and
ambitious reforms to boost growth by taking advantage of synergies among poli-
cies. According to OECD’s economic survey (February 2015) «labour market
reform is essential to give companies the flexibility to innovate, restructure, and
boost productivity». The «Jobs Act, adopted in December 2014, aims to rationa-
lise employment protection, expand active labour market policies, make social
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8 To mention just one recent example, Christine Lagarde (head of the IMF) in an interview (Cor-
riere della Sera, 4.4.14) has said that Italy has done very little to promote the role of women in
the workplace. She added «a change of strategy is needed»: not only would it help Italy to
advance socially but the additional income generated would help the country emerge from
economic stagnation. 



protection more effective and boost women’s participation in the workforce».
The focus is again on the new labour market reform (so called Jobs Act) despite
the evidence that the range of impacts of product market reforms are notably lar-
ger than those of labour market reforms (IMF, 2013; Zenezini, 2014).

4. Labour market impact of the crisis on women and men 

The austerity policy implemented in Italy has deteriorated the macroecono-
mic conditions, leading the country into a very long period of recession, with
strong negative impacts on the labour market. Employment conditions have dra-
matically worsened for all: women and men, nationals and foreigners, young and
prime-age workers, people living in the Centre-North and in the South, but with
very different impacts in terms of job loss (due to labour market segmentation
and segregation) and outcomes in terms of income loss (because of the lack of
universal relief measures).

Table 4 shows the evolution of the main labour market variables by gender
between 2008 and 2014. The number of persons employed fell in all parts of the
country (but especially in the South) and all sectors, but most of all in construc-
tion and general government. In 2014 employment declined also in the private
service sector, where it had continued to grow during the previous three years.
The number of people in employment declined by 7.9% for men, but only sligh-
tly for women. Employment rates declined for all population subgroups, but was
more pronounced among men (from 70.3% to 64.7%) and especially younger
men (in the 15-34 age group). For the population aged 55-64, by contrast, the
employment rate rose, especially for older women, owing in part to the pension
reform enacted in 2011.

In the crisis years (2008-2014), the number of persons active in the labour
market diminished among men and increased among women. Among men, the
decline was sharpest among those aged 15-34. There was a decline in participa-
tion among women in that age group as well, but this was more than offset by an
increase in the older age groups (women over 50). Data on female labour supply
show the coexistence of two opposing trends. On one hand, women in their
prime age increased their participation rate throughout the crisis, entering the
labour market to sustain family income. On the other hand, there was an increase
in discouragement (among younger women, especially in the South)9.
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9 Gálvez-Muñoz et al. (2013) have estimated labour supply models for individuals aged 25 to 54
living in couples with or without children, using the EU-SILC 2011 micro data for Spain and
Italy. The analysis carried out shows a strong countercyclical added-worker effect for women
in response to transitory shocks in partner’s earnings, in contrast with a pro-cyclical discoura-
ged-worker effect for men. However, for women the added-worker effect prevails in Spain
while the discouraged worker effect dominates in Italy.



The contraction of the labour force can be ascribed largely to the increase in
the number of persons who, while wanting and available to work, said they had
stopped actively seeking employment because there were no job openings. This
increase (particularly large in 2013), brought the number of these discouraged
workers to 1.4 million, 400,000 more than in 2008 (Banca d’Italia 2014: 84). Some-
how surprisingly, this discouragement effect was much larger among men than
among women. Despite the contraction of the labour force due to discourage-
ment, the sharp decline in employment resulted in an increase in the number of
unemployed persons, which rose to 1.7 million for men and 1.5 million for
women in 2014. The unemployment rate rose to 11.9% for men and 13.8% for
women. The increase was very pronounced among the young, men and women. 

The unemployment rate in the case of Italy does not fully express the dis-
tress caused by the lack of jobs. Two supplementary indicators can be used. The
first, called the ‘potential additional labour force’ (PAF), is given by the sum of
two groups: «persons seeking work but not immediately available» and «persons
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Table 4
Main labour market indicators by sex, 2008 and 2014 (‘000 and %)

2008 2014 Absolute change % change

Employed (15-64) ('000)

M 14,063 12,945 -1,118 -7.9

F 9,341 9,334 -7 -0.1

Employment rate (15-64) (%)

M 70.3 64.7 -5.6

F 47.2 46.8 -0.4

gender gap 23.1 17.9

Unemployed ('000)

M 821 1,742 938 116.8

F 872 1,494 633 73.6

Unemployment rate (%)

M 5.5 11.9 6.4

F 8.5 13.8 5.3

gender gap -3.0 -1.9

Potential additional labour force ('000)

M 983 1,390 421 43.4

F 1,805 2,067 279 15.6

Non-participation rate (%)

M 11.0 19.3 8.3

F 21.6 27.3 5.7

gender gap -10.6 -8.0

Source: Istat, Labour Force Survey, in: Istat (2015, Chapter 4: 153).



available for work but not seeking it». Persons in the PAF are not part of the stan-
dard labour force, which encompasses only employed and unemployed people;
however, they have a stronger attachment to the labour market than other econo-
mically inactive persons. As expected, there are more women than men in this
cluster, and an increase was recorded during the crisis; but this rise was relati-
vely small among women (+15.6%) and very large among men (+43.4%) (see tab.
4). The second indicator, «non-participation rate», adds to the unemployed per-
sons also part of the potential labour force (those who are inactive because they
have not looked for a job in the past 4 weeks but are willing to work). Also this
indicator records an increase during the crisis greater for men than for women
(+8.3 and +5.7 percentage points). However, the overall disadvantage for women
remains substantial with respect to men (27.3% and 19.3%, respectively). 

Gender gaps in labour market indicators are still large in Italy; they have
been narrowing in recent years, but due more to the worsening of men’s working
conditions than to any progress in those of women. The present economic and
fiscal crisis has so far affected less the quantity of female jobs than their quality. 

In terms of quantity, the crisis has put a halt to the positive (but not excep-
tional) trend recorded for female employment in the decade preceding the Great
Recession. At the national level, the female employment rate reached its maxi-
mum of 47.2% in 2008 (well below the 60% target for 2010), and went back to
46.5% in 2013. As a result of the gender segregation in the labour market (i.e. con-
centration of female employment in care and health, education, retail and other
services), job destruction has to date not been so dramatic for women as for men.
In some occupations, in particular homecare for the elderly, there has been an
increase (but for female migrants)10. Though employment has decreased globally
more for men due to labour market segregation, in the near future young women
will be the most adversely affected by austerity measures because public employ-
ment is declining very fast and public services are disappearing or deteriorating. 

As regards the quality of female employment, the crisis has aggravated a
situation that was already quite critical by accentuating several structural weak-
nesses. First, despite the dramatic increase in male unemployment, unemploy-
ment rates are systematically higher for women, signalling their greater difficul-
ties in entering or re-entering active life. Second, reconciling work and family
remains overwhelmingly a women’s responsibility: the supply of public child-
care services (for children aged under 3) remains inadequate11 and it is not
expected to increase in the near future due to budget cuts for local municipalities;
there is a chronic lack of services for the elderly, which is overcome within the
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10 Trends in female employment by nationality suggest that female migrants continue to be
recruited by Italian families in order to allow a certain number of Italian women to stay in
employment, thus overcoming the lack of gender equality policies.

11 The average coverage rate is 13.5%, well below the 33% Barcelona target, with wide variability
across local municipalities (EP, 2014: 27)



family both/either with unpaid work by female relatives and/or the help of
female migrants; flexible working arrangements are rarely made available
because of a lack of incentives for employers and a lack of funds to implement
plans supported by the law (EP 2014: 28); finally, there has been little change in
men’s role within the family over time (Verashchagina and Capparucci, 2013:
251). Third, women remain under-represented in standard employment, despite
its larger decrease among men, and they are over-represented in precarious
employment12, despite its larger decrease among women (Istat, 2014: 89). Last,
but not least, the gender pay gap (GPG, measured in unadjusted form) shows a
steady increase over the crisis, contrary to the general tendency observed in the
EU27. This has been explained with the expansion of low-pay female jobs (in care
services) and the increasing precariousness of young women with high educa-
tions (Bettio, 2013). 

5. Changing family roles in times of austerity

The family-employment system based on traditional gender roles (i.e. the
male breadwinner household) that in the past limited the emancipation of
women through paid work has proved unable to absorb the disruptive effects of
a major crisis. The fall in total employment, the contraction in family incomes,
and the lack of a universal safety net have increased poverty among lower
income families (characterised by inactive women) and impoverished middle
class families (with large numbers of women employed in part-time jobs). The
share of households in absolute poverty doubled between 2007 and 2012 (from
4.1 to 8.0%, and accelerated since 2011); families with children, single parents and
jobless households have recorded the sharpest increases (Istat, 2014: 174)13. With
widespread male unemployment, previously inactive women have been pushed
into the labour market to supplement or make up for the loss of the male’s
income. Thus, during the crisis the ‘discouraged worker effect’ has prevailed
among men (especially among the younger age groups), while the ‘added wor-
ker effect’ has prevailed among women in Italy (especially among prime age
women in Mezzogiorno to compensate for their partner’s unemployment) , as in
other Southern countries (COM 2014). The willingness of women to increase
their labour supply during the crisis (and the constraints they face due to tradi-
tional gender roles) is confirmed by the increasing share of involuntary part-time
(Villa, 2013). In 2014, female part-time employment was 32.1% (recording an
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12 The over-representation of young women on contractual arrangements with limited or no pro-
tection implies that they cannot rely on the provisions granted to standard employees in the
case of maternity (Villa, 2012).

13 Increases in the incidence of absolute poverty and material deprivation have been registered
throughout Italy, though disproportionately in the South.



increase of 4.4 percentage points in five years); at the same time, the share of
involuntary part-time among women rocketed to 60.4% (from 38% in 2008)14.

6. Competitiveness, social inclusion and gender equality

On the one hand, the Italian family-employment system has been unable to
absorb or to dampen the effects of the crisis. On the other hand, Italy is loosing
ground in any comparative evaluation of economic policies to enhance labour
market participation, employment and social inclusion. The two are closely
intertwined: the best way to secure social inclusion is to ensure gainful employ-
ment to a larger share of the population, firstly women. And social inclusion par-
takes of European competitiveness indicators15.

A recent comparative assessment of 28 European countries (World Econo-
mic Forum, 2014) shows that Italy is dramatically weak in terms of inclusive
growth16, one of the three sub-indexes of the Europe 2020 Competitiveness Index.
This ‘inclusive growth’ sub-index captures the extent to which every member of
society can contribute to and benefit from Europe’s growth and development.
This is captured through two pillars, one measuring the labour market and
employment conditions, the other measuring social inclusion at large. To a large
extent the inclusive growth sub-index reflects the capacity of an economy to pro-
vide security of employment rather than security of jobs.

The results for 2014 show that, despite the stability of Italy’s global competi-
tiveness index (21 out of 28 in 2012 and 2014), the country ranks 28 out of 28 for
labour market and 21 out of 28 for social inclusion, dropping positions since
2010. In other words, whilst Italy has some strengths in its enterprise environ-
ment, its competitiveness is hindered by labour market conditions (28th) and
social inclusion conditions (21st). The former case deprives wide segments of the
population of gainful employment (women and youths); the latter case shows
that the best performance concerns the accessibility of healthcare services (19th)
rather than social mobility (24th) or governmental effectiveness in reducing
poverty and inequality (25th).

If inclusive growth is an important part of future European competitive-
ness, Italy drops positions, going in the direction of exclusive rather than inclu-
sive growth. It especially lags behind in women’s access to the labour market,
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14 The decline in labour input involved a significant shift from full-time to part-time positions.
During the period 2008-2014, full-time work declined substantially for both men and women,
while part-time work increased, especially for women (Istat 2015: 161-164).

15 This micro level must consider also the macro perspective; for instance, the two way relations-
hip between gender inequality and macroeconomic outcomes is examined in Seguino (2012).

16 Crisis and austerity measures have emphasized the predominance of public finance concerns
over inclusive growth especially for member states performing below the average in terms of
poverty and social inclusion. 



remuneration, career advancement, promotion to positions of leadership and
new business initiatives. In 2014 the country was among the worst performers in
the Global Gender Gap Index (ranking 69th out of 142 overall), being penalized
above all by the economic participation and opportunity category (114th) (World
Economic Forum 2014). 

7. Conclusions

Italy is an interesting case with which to verify the impact of fiscal consoli-
dation policies because of the gendered nature of the country’s family-employ-
ment system. The severe economic crisis of 2008-2009 followed by austerity poli-
cies has affected women and men differently. Although gender gaps in labour
market indicators are still large, they have been narrowing recently; but this has
been due to the worsening of men’s working conditions, not to any progress in
those of women.

Today it is the intertwined effects of long-standing imbalances and the
shifts to austerity policies that have created new differential impacts on women
and men. On the one hand, the inadequacy of the Italian family-employment sys-
tem in absorbing disruptive effects of the crisis has locked young women in a
new intergenerational solidarity trap, family versus employment. On the other
hand, one of the main effects of the crisis has been on the quality of female jobs,
enhancing structural weaknesses of the Italian labour market. Both are examples
of the exclusive rather than inclusive growth for which Italy, in comparison with
other countries, keeps loosing ground. 
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