
  
 

 POVERTY 
IN ITALY 
1980 – 1995 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Inquiry Commission 
on Poverty 

 

 
  

PRESIDENCY OF THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS 
DEPARTMENT OF INFORMATION AND PUBLISHING 
 
 



POVERTY 
IN ITALY 1980-1995 

Inquiry Commission 
on Poverty 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PRESIDENCY OF THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS  
DEPARTMENT OF INFORMATION AND PUBLISHING 



COUNCIL OF MINISTERS 
INQUIRY COMMISSION ON POVERTY 

President  
Pierre Carniti 
 
Members 
Andrea Brandolini, Giuliano Cazzola, Mario Colombo, Luigi Di Liegro, Paolo Garonna, 
Massimo Livi Bacci, Giovanni Moro, Armando Sanguini, Chiara Saraceno, Ugo Trivellato 
 
Secretary  
Antonella Buono 
 
The following collaborated 
Guido Bolaffi, Giuliana Coccia, Viviana Egidi, Laura Leoni, Maurizio Manente, Mauro Maselli, 
Mario Marazziti, Carlo Trevisan 
 
The english version of this report is edited by Giuliana  
Coccia and Nicoletta Pannuzi. 



TABLE OF CONTENENTS 

 

POVERTY IN ITALY 1995 

1. Poverty in Italy in 1995  5
2. The extent of poverty in Italy 1980-1994 17
2.1. Main trends  17
2.2. Poverty trends for different household typologies 18
3. Methodological appendix 27

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(x) For the reconstruction of the time series the Inquiry Commission on poverty was aided by 
Nicoletta Pannuzi who in collaboration with Istat studied the methodological aspects in greater 
detail.  
The Inquiry Commission would also like to thank Laura Leoni and all those at Istat who took part 
in the preparation of the data contained in this work.  

 



 



1. POVERTY IN ITALY IN 1995 

1.1. Based on ISTAT data from the Household Budget Survey in 1995 
2,128,000 households were living in a state of poverty amounting to a total of 
6,696,000 individuals. These were equivalent to 10.6% of all households and 
11.9% of the whole population (excluding institutionalised people). The same 
values for 1994 resulted of ,2038,000 and 6,458,000 respectively, corresponding 
to percentages of 10.2 and 11.5 (Table 1). 

Due to several reasons this kind of survey is of limited value in a study 
of poverty. First of all its aim is the estimation of an average consumer 
behaviours of Italian households and not the analysis of their distribution (it 
should be pointed out that Istat has undertaken a thorough revision of the 
survey which will make it more representative in this regard). Secondly the 
survey refers to individuals of Italian nationality living in households with a 
fixed address and not to people in various states of cohabitation (in bar-racks, 
old age homes, penitentiaries etc.), nor does it refer to those with no fixed 
address or foreigners residing in Italy. Due to its real nature, therefore, the 
survey is not able to provide information on conditions of extreme distress. 
Nevertheless it remains the main source of information for poverty estimates 
in Italy and we must refer to it when attempting any time based analysis of 
the phenomenon. 

The Analysis of poverty is based upon a relative standard according to 
which the state of poverty is defined in relation to mean consumption 
expenditure of the population. More precisely, households with two members 
are classified as being poor if their mean expenditure for consumption is less 
or equal than the national per capita average; by the use of standardising 
factors (the "equivalence scale") it is possible to obtain poverty line values 
for single person households or for households with more than two members. 

1 .2 .  The national figures was the result of different conditions in the 
three geographical areas of the country; in the South one household out of 
five is experiencing economic hardship while in the North this proportion 
decreases to one household out of twenty. Poverty is mainly concentrated in 
the regions of the South and the islands where in 1995 68% of poor 
households reside (Graph. 1); 19.5% of poor households live in the Centre 
and 12.4% in the North. This values show a higher disparity than that 
observed in 1994 where they resulted respectively of 66%, 13% and 21%. 

 



 
 
 

The inequality is even more evident if we consider the distribution of 
poor individuals as per geographical area. 

Disparity in poverty levels between households living in the South and 
those in the Centre and North is a constant feature and it is common for all 
household typologies and individuals who were analysed. The size of poor 
households in the Centre and North was largely the same as for non-poor 
households (2.7 and 2.6 members per nucleus respectively) while poor 
households in the South were larger than non-poor (3.4 members as against 
3.0). 

 



1 .3  In 1995 poverty incidence were up slightly with respect to the previous year 
rising from 10.2% to 10.6%, but the gap widened between the regions. The percentage of 
Italy's poor households living in the South among all poor households rose from 66.6% to 
68.1%. More of these poor were made up of households with many children and 
households whose heads were over 65 years of age; as a matter of fact, conditions 
worsened for households composed of elderly people (both for singles and couples); for 
households with more children and for single parents with children under the age of 
eighteen. 

1 . 4  The figures and percentages of the poor are essential results but they are one 
sided insofar as they reveal nothing of the deepness of their condition; in other words, 
how poor they are. That information is provided by the poverty gap index which 
measures, on average, how far the consumption expenditures of poor households fall short 
of the poverty line (Table 1, Poverty intensity). According to the poverty gap index not 
only are there more poor households in the South but they are suffering a greater degree of 
distress. Moreover, the increase in the intensity of poverty which was recorded in 1994 
and 1995 (up from 20.7% to 21.7%) was entirely concentrated among households of the 
South and confirms the phenomenon of a widening gap between Centre-North and South. 

1 . 5 .  Households with many children accounted for a larger share of the total 
number of poor households; this figure was less for those with 3 members (7%). While 
households with more than 5 members made up slightly more than 10% of the nation's 
households they accounted for one quarter of the poor households. 

1 . 6 .  In all three geographical areas the percentage of poor households was higher 
where the head of the household was a woman; such households constitute 24% of the 
national..- total. The proportion of poor households with a woman as head rose uniformly 
in all three areas of the country from 10.2% to 11.7% overall. 

1 .7 .  At a national level the risk of poverty doubles when the head of household is 
elderly: approximately 16% of the household units whose heads are over the age of 65 are 
poor as against 8-9% for the rest of the households. This difference is less pronounced in 
the South where poverty is more wide-spread. While the percentage of households whose 
heads are over 65 is 26% of the total they make up approximately 40% of the poor 
households. 

1.8.  Poverty incidence decreases as the education level of the head of the household 
rises. The percentage of poor households is very high where the head of the household 
has no certificate whatsoever (28% as a national average) and it remains high for those 
whose heads have obtained only a primary school certificate (13%); conversely, the 
poverty incidence decreases considerably where the head of the household has a 
university degree 
 

 



Table 1 - Poverty in Italy, 1994-1995 (1) 
(Absolute frequencies in the thousands and percentage distribution) 

 
 NORTH CENTRE SOUTH ITALY 
 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 

Real figures         
Poor households 419 415 262 263 1,357 1,450 2,038 2,128
Resident households 9,537 9,540 3,881 3,884 6,602 6,632 20,020 20,056
Poor individuals 1,122 1,088 726 729 4,610 4,879 6,458 6,696
Residents 25,096 25,092 10,841 10,840 20,434 20,511 56,371 56,442
     
Poverty incidence     
households 4.4 4.4 6.8 6.8 20.6 21.9 10.2 10.6
individuals 4.5 4.3 6.7 6.7 22.6 23.8 11.5 11.9
     
Poverty intensity     
households 17.8 17.8 18.9 18.6 21.7 23.4 20.7 21.7
     
Percentage distribution     
poor households 20.6 19.5 12.8 12.4 66.6 68.1 100.0 100.0
resident households 47.6 47.6 19.4 19.4 33.0 33.0 100.0 100.0
poor individual 17.4 16.2 11.2 10.9 71.4 72.9 100.0 100.0
residents 44.5 44.4 19.2 19.2 36.3 36.4 100.0 100.0

 
(1) For a household of two members the poverty line is defined as the mean of annual per capita consumption 
expenditure (the International Standard of Poverty Line). 
The poverty threshold for a household with one or more than two members is calculated by applying the 
eyuivalencmx Tale used by previous Commissions on Poverty. 
 
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey. 

 

(2.3%). Households headed by persons with a primary school certificate or lower 
account for 40% of the total in all three areas, but they make up 78% of the poor 
households in the North, 68% of poor households in the Centre and 62% in the South 
and the islands. In the Centre and South the percentage of poor households headed 
by university graduates tripled with respect to 1995, even if the incidence is much 
lower than for other levels of education. 

1.9 .  The absence of employed members increases the probability that a 
household will be poor. This household typology makes up one third of the total 
number of Italian households but constitutes one half of the poor hou- 

 
 



Table 2 - Poverty incidence by geographical area  
and household characteristics 

 
 NORTH CENTRE SOUTH ITALY 
 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 

Household size         
1 member 5.1 5.6 7.0 6.6 16.8 19.4 8 . 7  9 . 6
2 members 5.1 4.2 8.9 9.6 20.0 22.6 1 0 . 2  10.6
3 members 2.3 3.1 4.2 4.2 16.6 16.5 6 . 7  7.1
4 members 3.3 3.1 5.1 4.4 17.8 16.7 9.1 8 . 5
5 or more members 9.2 8.3 10.2 10.9 32.7 35.9 2 1 . 6  2 3 . 1
     
Sex of head of household     
male 4.1 3.7 6.7 6.1 20.2 21.4 10.2 10.3
female 5.3 6.2 6.9 8.8 21.9 23.7 10.2 11.7
     
Age of head of household     
under 36 2.7 2.2 3.8 3.6 18.8 18.2 8 . 8  8 . 1
36 to 45 3.0 3.4 5.0 5.8 19.5 19.6 9 . 4  9 . 6
46 to 55 2.6 2.9 4.7 3.4 19.2 18.9 8.1 8.1
56 to 65 3.8 3.4 5.1 6.3 17.2 20.1 8 . 2  9 . 0
over 65 8.2 8.2 12.2 11.6 26.2 29.3 14.7 15.8
     
Education level of head of 
household illiterate with 
no certificate 

14.1 11.1 19.7 18.6 34.8 38.7 2 6 . 6  28.1

primary school 6.3 6.7 10.2 9.4 25.9 25.3 12.7 12.6
middle school 3.3 3.4 4.3 5.3 19.3 22.6 8 . 6  10.0
high school diploma 1.2 1.2 1.7 2.0 8.6 8.4 3 . 6  3 . 6
university degree 0.7 0.8 0.7 2.4 1.5 4.6 1.0 2 . 3
     
Number of employed 
household members no 
one employed 

7.8 7.7 12.5 11.4 28.5 30.4 1 5 . 6  16.1

1 employed 3.0 3.7 4.4 5.5 18.5 18.8 9 . 4  10.0
2 employed 2.2 1.5 3.3 3.6 11.0 14.6 4 . 6  5 . 3
3 or more employed 4.0 3.7 5.8 2.9 23.1 20.0 8.0 6 . 5
     
Household members 
receiving income 

    

1 member 5.1 5.6 7.6 7.5 21. 5 21.8 12.1 12.3
2 members 3.8 3.0 5.8 6.3 17.9 20.6 8 . 0  8 . 7
3 or more members 4.1 4.5 6.2 5.4 24.7 24.4 8 . 6  9 . 3
     
Total 4.4 4.4 6 . 8 6 . 8 2 0 . 6 21.9 10.2 10.6

 
 
 

Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey. 
 

 
 



 
 

seholds (57% in the North, 54% in the Centre and 46% in the South). In all 
three areas the proportion of poor households with more employed members 
decreased; in Italy for households with three or more working members the 
incidence dropped from 8% in 1994 to 6.5% in 1995. 

1 . 1 0 .  Distinctions made as to the number of household members receiving an 
income are only marginally useful in explaining poverty. This is probably due to the 
fact that a household member is defined as having an income regardless of whether 
that income comes from employment, investment or other sources; it follows that 
the relationship between number of persons receiving an income and the actual 
level of income (and consumption) is low. 

 
 



1 .11 .  As regard the occupation of the head of household or whether he or she 
is employed (Table 3) a higher incidence of poverty occurs among those household 
groups whose heads are unemployed. The national average for this category is 
28.3% while in the South it reaches 40%. The proportion of poor households whose 
head is retired or in other conditions is higher than the average both for the 
individual geographical areas and nationwide. Conversely, in all three areas poverty 
incidence is lower among households of businessmen, freelance professionals, 
managers and those employees whose consumption levels are based on income 
flows which are higher than the national average and, generally speaking, more 
regular over time. 
 

1 . 1 2 .  Further information may be obtained (see Tables 4 and 5) by examining 
a few significant household typologies. Poverty incidence among single person 
households which averaged 9.6% overall were 4.3% for those under 65 (3.8% of 
poor households) and 14.2% for those over 65 (14,9% of poor households). Poverty 
incidence among two person households varied according to the household 
typology: from 4.9% for younger couples (4.6% of poor households), 9.9% for 
single parents with one child over the age of 18 (4.4% of poor households), 13.2% 
for single parents with one child under 18 (2.0% of poor households) and 16.9% for 
elderly couples (14.1% of poor households). These figures remain largely valid for 
all three of the 

 
 

Table 3 - Poverty incidence by geographical area and occupation 
of the household head 1995 

 

 NORTH CENTRE SOUTH ITALY 

     
Worker 3.8 5.6 25.4 11.7 
Employee 1.3 3.1 11.5 5.3 
Businessman, freelance professional, 
manager (1) 

— — — 1.2 

Self-employed 2.3 4.3 14.9 6.9 
Unemployed 13.7 10.9 40.0 28.3 
Retired 6.1 8.0 25.4 11.5 
Other 7.5 14.7 30.0 18.1 
Total 4.4 6.8 21.9 10.6 

 
(1) Incidence based on geographical area have not been included because of the very small frequencies involved. 
 
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey. 

 
 



 
Table 4 - Percentage distribution of poor households, 

1994-1995 
 
 

 1 9 9 4  1 9 9 5  

Single person under 65 3.7 3.8 

Single person 65 or over 13.9 14.9 

Couple with head under 65 4.4 4.6 

Couple with head 65 or over 14.2 14.1 

Couple with 1 child 11.2 11.0 

Couple with 2 children 15.5 14.0 

Couple with 3 or more children 17.8 17.3 

Single parent with minor child 1.8 2.0 

Single parent with child over 18 5.0 4.4 

Other households 12.5 13.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 
 
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey. 
 
 
 
 

Table 5 - Poverty incidence by regions and household typology 
1 9 9 4 - 1 9 9 5  

 
 

 NORTH CENTRE SOUTH ITALY 
 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 

Single person under 65 1.4 2.2 3.9 2.6 9.2 10.2 4.0 4.3 
Single person 65 or over 8.5 8.8 9.8 9.9 23.0 25.8 12.8 14.2 
Couple with head 65 or over 2.0 1.4 3.7 3.6 10.8 13.3 4.5 4.9 
Couple with head 65 or over 8.9 7.6 15.3 14.6 26.5 31.2 16.1 16.9 
Couple with 1 child 2.2 2.9 3.9 3.7 15.0 14.9 6.2 6.4 
Couple with 2 children 2.9 2.9 4.3 4.3 16.9 15.8 8.7 8.2 
Couple with 3 or more 
children 

9.1 8.5 8.4 10.3 31.5 33.7 22.5 24.0 

Single parent with minor 
child 

4.5 7.8 4.3 12.5 27.6 20.4 11.8 13.2 

Single parent with child 
over 18 

4.6 3.5 7.0 6.8 23.5 21.3 11.5 9.9 

Other households 6.2 5.5 8.4 8.7 28.8 32.8 12.9 14.4 
Total 4.4 4.4 6.8 6.8 20.6 21.9 10.2 10.6 

 
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey. 
 
 

 



main geographical areas, except in the case of two members households. For these 
latter households the national ranking is only reflected in the Centre, while in the 
South there are no substantial differences among single parent households. In the 
North households composed of elderly persons run the same risk of poverty as 
single parent households with minor aged children. In the North elderly persons 
living alone made up the largest group among poor households (approximately 
24%), in the Centre the largest group was elderly couples (22%) and in the South 
households with many children (approximately 22%). 

 
1 .13 .  If we look at the distribution of poverty among individuals, for every 

100 poor individuals 26 were over the age of 65 in the North, 27 in the Centre and 
16 in the South. The number of poor elderly over 75 (Table 6) 

Table 6 - Poverty incidence by geographical area and age, 1995 
(percentages and absolute frequencies in the thousands of poor individuals) 

 
 

 NORTH CENTRE SOUTH ITALY 
 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 

    Absolute frequencies 
up to 5 years of age 60 69 39 30 374 340 473 439 
from 6 to 13 91 72 52 75 572 613 715 760 
from 14 to 18 68 76 45 49 441 444 554 569 
from 19-24 88 78 54 52 437 450 579 580 
from 25-65 512 510 318 326 2,131 2259 2,961 3,095 
from 65-75 136 158 127 104 371 476 635 738 
over 75 168 125 90 93 283 297 541 515 

Total 1,122 1,088 726 729 4,610 4,879 6,458 6,696 

    Sample percentages 
up to 5 years of age 4.8 5.6 7.6 6.0 26.7 25.1 15.0 14.3 
from 6 to 13 5.4 4.4 6.9 9.4 25.6 28.0 15.3 16.4 
from 14 to 18 4.4 5.0 5.8 6.9 24.3 25.3 13.4 14.3 
from 19-24 3.9 3.5 5.9 5.5 22.4 22.8 11.3 11.2 
from 25-65 3.5 3.5 5.1 5.2 19.9 21.0 9.4 9.7 
from 65-75 5.7 6.4 11.5 9.7 24.3 29.2 12.6 14.2 
over 75 13.4 11.0 16.2 16.2 34.6 35.5 20.6 20.3 
Total 4.5 4.3 6.7 6.7 22.6 23.8 11.5 11.9 

 
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey 

 
 

 



is approximately the same as the number of poor children. In total around one 
million two hundred thousand children in Italy -one out of six- are living in a state of 
poverty. In the South 25.1% of children up to the age of 5 and 28% of children 
between the ages of 6 and 13 are living in a state of poverty. This higher proportion 
of the very young should be seen in relation to the fact that in the South there are 
more poor households whose heads are of working age. 

1 . 1 4 .  The number of poor households depends on where the poverty line is 
drawn. It is therefore important to check how poverty incidence varies in relation to 
different poverty definitions. If the poverty line for a two member household were 
lowered to 80% of mean per capita consumption the number of poor households 
would be 5% which is up from the 4.5% recorded in 1994. If, on the other hand, we 
were to raise the poverty line to 120% of the mean per capita consumption the 
poverty incidence would remain at the same level as that recorded in 1994 (18%). 
The slight rise in the poverty incidence between 1994 and 1995 is entirely 
attributable to an increase in the number of poorer households, those whose 
consumption expenditures are at least one fifth below the "standard" poverty line; 
moreover the increase exclusively regards the South where the proportion of these 
households has risen from 9.8% to 11.3% (Table 7). 

 
1 . 1 5 .  In the comparisons we have made between 1995 and the previous year 

we have referred to a concept of poverty which depended on variations -in the mean 
of consumption expenditure. Alternatively we might reevaluate the 1994 poverty 
line which was Lit 1,094,3000 in accordance with the national inflation rate (5.2%). 
By doing this we arrive at a figure of Lit 1,151,200 which would be the amount a 
two member household would have to spend in order to purchase a basket of goods 
corresponding to the previous year's poverty line. If we take this to be the 1995 
poverty line then 

Table 7 - Poverty incidence for different poverty lines, 1 9 9 4 - 1 9 9 5  (1) 
(poor households percentages out of total) 

 
 

 NORTH CENTRE SOUTH ITALY 
 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 

Line set at 120% of 
per capita mean 

9.5 8.8 13.8 12.8 33.4 34.5 18.2 18.1 

"Standard" line 
equivalent to per 
capita mean 

4.4 4.4 6.8 6.8 20.5 21.9 10.2 10.6 

Line set at 80% of per 
capita mean 

1.6 1.6 2.5 2.5 9.8 11.3 4.5 5.0 

 
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey. 

 
 

 



the number of poor households was slightly up from 10.2% in 1994 to 10.8% in 
1995 (Table 8). This increase regarded all household sizes, and in particular those 
households living in the South (from 32.7% to 36.3%). 
 
 

Table 8 - "Adjusted" poverty incidence by geographical area 
1994-1995(1) 

(Percentages of poor households out of total) 
 

 NORTH CENTRE SOUTH ITALY 
 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995 

Household size         
1 member 5.1 5.6 7.0 6.6 16.8 19.7 8.7 9.7 

2 members 5.1 4.3 8.9 9.7 20.0 22.9 10.2 10.8 

3 members 2.3 3.1 4.2 4.4 16.6 17.1 6.7 7.4 

4 members 3.3 3.2 5.1 4.6 17.8 17.5 9.1 8.9 

5 or more members 9.2 8.8 10.2 11.2 32.7 36.3 21.6 23.5 

Households 4.4 4.5 6.8 6.9 20.6 22.3 10.2 10.8 

Individuals 4.5 4.5 6.7 6.9 22.6 24.3 11.5 12.2 

(1) The 1995 poverty line as equal to the 1994 poverty line adjusted for inflation.     

  
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey. 
 

 



 



2. THE EXTENT OF POVERTY IN ITALY 
1980-1994 

2 . 1  In Italy an analysis of variations in poverty incidence over time is a rather 
difficult task because of a lack of data for comparison. The Inquiry Commission on 
Poverty therefore felt that, in close collaboration with Istat, it should reconstruct the 
time series of poverty indices used in Italy from 1980-1994. The Inquiry 
Commission hopes that the availability of these data will aid in getting a better 
understanding of the topics briefly mentioned in this note and will allow an 
improvement on studying the dynamics of poverty. 

Main trends 
 
2.2 From 1980 to 1994 relative poverty incidence roses by approximately 2 

percentage points from 8.3 to 10.2% (Table 1; Graph.1) In the nine-teen- eighties the 
extent of poverty, or the number of households who were below the poverty line 
rose gradually surpassing 14% during the three year 

 

Table 1 -  Poverty in Italy,  1 9 8 0 - 1 9 9 4  

 Poverty line POVERTY INCIDENCE Poverty 
 Value North Centre South Italy Intensity 
1980 267,257 4.6 4.5 16.0 8.3 16 

1981 314,408 5.8 5.6 17.8 9.6 19 

1982 367,952 5.6 5.6 17.7 9.5 19 

1983 422.266 7.1 7.3 17.9 10.6 22 

1984 470,426 7.1 7.5 19.7 11.3 22 

1985 549.270 7.2 6.6 21.0 11.6 22 

1986 623,878 7.7 7.3 22.8 12.6 23 

1987 691,788 9.0 8.1 25.8 14.4 23 

1988 749,385 8.7 9.9 26.0 14.8 23 

1989 838,260 8.2 9.3 26.0 14.4 22 

1990 914,266 7.4 7.7 20.0 11.7 19 

1991 1,010,336 8.0 7.4 19.8 11.8 19 

1992 1,041,651 7.0 7.2 20.7 11.7 19 

1993 1,024,973 5.4 7.8 19.4 10.7 18 

1994 1,094,296 4.4 6.8 20.6 10.2 21 

 

Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey.



Graph. 1 – Poverty incidence and poverty intensity, 1980-1994 

 

period of 1987-89; later it fell once again by four percentage points nevertheless 
remaining above 10%. The index roughly corresponds to trends in the Italian 
economy-rising during periods of economic growth and falling during periods of 
recession (see paragraph 2.13). 

2.3.  Trends in poverty intensity parallel trends in poverty incidence, at least until 
1993 (Table 1; Graph. 1). The poverty gap index measures "how poor the poor are" 
and it calculates how far the expenditure of poor households falls below the poverty 
line. The poverty gap index increased from 16 to 23% during the nineteen-eighties 
and then decreased to 18% in 1993. In 1994 diverging from the poverty index the 
poverty intensity index rose sharply to 21% thus widening the gap between the 
mean consumption of poor households and the poverty line. 

2.4. During this fifteen year period poverty incidence varied differently 
depending on the region of the country; the gap between North and South which 
was already considerable in 1980 continued to grow. (Table 1; Graph. 2). While 
in the North the percentage of poor households in 1994 stayed practically the 
same as in 1980 (around 4.5%) the percentage of poor households increased in 
the Centre (from 4.5 to 6.8%); and in the South and in the islands the 
percentage of poor households was up by four points (from 16.0 to 20.6%). 

 



 

2.5 The number of households classified as poor depends on where the 
poverty line is drawn: the lower the poverty line the fewer the number of poor. It is 
obvious that the act of counting the poor implies the adoption of an arbitrary 
minimum level of expenditure below which a household is defined as poor. The results 
we have so far discussed were obtained by using the International Standard of 
Poverty Line which links the poverty line with the mean value of per capita 
consumption expenditure (poverty thresholds for households with different composition 
were obtained by means of an equivalence scale; see appendix). 

2 . 6  In order to check to what degree the trends we have described above 
depended on where the poverty line was drawn the time series were recalculated 
both by lowering the threshold to 80% of the per capita consumption and by raising 
it to 120% (still with reference to a household of two members). In the first case if 
we lowered the poverty threshold by one fifth then 4.5% of all households would be 
officially classified as poor instead of the 10.2% of them who are below the 1994 
poverty line and around half of the level for the period under consideration. If, on 
the other hand, we raise the poverty line by one fifth (to 120% of the current line) 
the poverty incidence almost doubles and 18.2% of households could be considered 
poor in 1994 (Tab. 2). Apart from these noticeable variations in level the situation 
remains practically unchanged for the period of 1980-1994. 

 
 



2.7  A further analysis of the results was carried out by using median per capita 
expenditure rather than mean per capita expenditure. Ranking the households in 
increasing order by per capita consumption expenditure, the household whose 
expenditures corresponded to the median consumed exactly more than one half of all the 
other households and less than the other half. By using the median results were 
obtained which were independent and therefore less influenced by the expenditure of the 
richest households and by their fluctuation (Table 2; Graph. 3). As the median value is 
lower than the mean by one seventh the poverty line would be lower as well, and the 
number of poor households would be fewer: in 1994 they resulted, according to this 
calculation, 6.5% of the total number of Italian households also in this case trends in 
poverty incidence from 1980-1994 are very much the same as those described above. 

2 . 8  In summary, while variations in the poverty line value bring about 
considerable variations in the number of households classified as poor the variations in 
the overall incidence for the period 1980-1994 remain unaffected. This may also be 
seen from Graph. 4 in which the years 1980, 1987 and 1994 are compared: the vertical 
axis represents the poverty incidence while the horizontal axis is the poverty line as a 
percentage of mean per 

Table 2 - Poverty incidence in Italy by different values 

for the poverty line, 1980-1994 (1) 

 80% of per capital 
mean 

Standard: per-capita 
mean 

120% of per capita 
mean 

Per-capita median 

 Poverty 
line value 

Poverty 
incidence 

Poverty line 
value 

Poverty 
incidance 

Poverty line 
value 

Poverty 
incidence 

Poverty line 
value 

Poverty 
incidance 

1980 213,806 2.8 267,257 8.3 320,708 16.4 235,186 4.7 
1981 251,526 4.0 314,408 9.6 377,290 17.4 274,770 6.0 
1982 294,362 4.0 367,952 9.5 441542 17.5 324,224 5.9 
1983 337,813 4.9 422,266 10.6 506,719 18.3 364,443 6.4 
1984 376,341 5.2 470,426 11.3 564,511 18.6 408,513 7.0 
1985 439,416 5.5 549,270 11.6 659,124 19.5 477,256 7.4 
1986 499,102 6.2 623,878 12.6 748,654 20.6 535,912 8.0 
1987 553,430 7.2 691,788 14.4 830,146 23.4 579,678 8.4 
1988 599,508 7.4 749,385 14.8 899,262 23.4 635,330 8.9 
1989 670,608 6.8 838,260 14.4 1,005,912 23.3 701,958 8.2 
1990 731,413 4.8 914,266 11.7 1,097,119 20.8 785,427 6.3 
1991 808,269 4.8 1,010,336 11.8 1,212,403 20.9 865,543 6.4 
1992 833,321 4.3 1,041,651 11.7 1,249,981 21.0 905,780 6.7 
1993 819,978 4.5 1,024,973 10.7 1,229,968 19.7 895,537 6.3 
1994 875,437 4.5 1,094,296 10.2 1,313,155 18.2 966,663 6.5 

Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey, years 1980-1994. 

 

 



 

 
 

 
 



capita expenditure As the line for 1994 is situated uniformly above the line for 
1980 but below the dotted line, it is reasonable to conclude that in 1994 poverty 
was down with respect to 1987 but still higher than in 1980 nor with standing 
significant variations in consumption which determined where the poverty line 
was drawn. 

How has poverty changed between 1 9 8 0  and 1994? 
 
2 . 9  The trends we have described refer to a relative measure of poverty 

according to which a household is defined as being poor in relation to the average 
expenditures of Italian households. Theoretically speaking and in absolute terms 
the poverty threshold would be defined as the outlay necessary to purchase a 
basket of basic goods during a given year and which would be updated in order to 
take into account price variations in those goods. During a period in which the 
average level of consumption has risen in real terms an increase in relative poverty 
would mean that conditions for poor households had not kept pace with average 
levels for the population even if they had improved with respect to the beginning 
of the period. An increase in absolute poverty means instead that conditions for 
the poor not only failed to reflect improvements for the average household, - but 
that in real terms they actually got worse. 

 
2 . 1 0  Between the years 1980 and 1994 national per capita consumption rose 

at current prices by an annual incidence of 11% while the poverty line shifted 
upwards at the same incidence. The raising of the poverty line, together with per 
capita consumption were the combined result of two factors: inflation, along with 
a real increase in household expenditure. If we take the poverty line for 1980 and 
adjust it on year by year basis according to the consumer price index in 1994 
poverty line would have been the equivalent of Lit 815,829 per month (instead of 
1,094,296) and the percentage of poor households would have been 3.4% (Table 
3). Households whose spending failed to meet this monthly level were households 
whose conditions in 1994 could be defined as being below the 1980 standards. In 
the fifteen year period under consideration household per capita consumption rose 
in real terms by two percentage points annually; it follows that the standards 
defining poverty also rose in real terms. And so while the 1994 poverty line was 
set at Lit 1,094,000 per month this was in any case higher than what would have 
been obtained by merely adjusting the 1980 line upward for inflation; the 
percentage of poor households was 10.2%. In short, in 1994 approximately one third 
of poor households spent so little that even when adjusting for inflation they did not 
meet the 1980 standards; the remaining two thirds were households who would not 
have been considered poor in 1980 but were classified as poor in 1994 because they 
had failed to keep up with improvements in the average level of the population. 



Table 3 - "Real" and "adjusted" poverty line values, 
1980, 1987, and 1994 

 
 1980 1987 1994 
 Poverty line 

value 
Poverty 

incidence 
Poverty line 

value 
Poverty 

incidance 
Poverty line 

value 
Poverty 

incidence 
   relative poverty line 

Household size       
1 member 160,087 11.9 414,381 16.3 655,483 8.7 
2 members 267,257 8.9 691,788 16.7 1,094,296 10.2 
3 members 356.788 3.4 923,537 10.1 1,460,885 6.7 
4 members 436.163 6.0 1,128,998 11.7 1,785,891 9.1 

5 or more(1) 509,125 13.8 1,317,856 20.6 2,084,634 21.6 
Total  8.3  14.4  10.2 

   1980 poverty line adjusted for inflation 
Household size    

1 member 160,087 11.9 338,868 9.8 488,682 3.1 
2 members 267,257 8.9 565,723 9.0 815,829 3.5 
3 members 356,788 3.4 755,240 4.7 1,089,132 1.9 
4 members 436.163 6.0 923,260 5.4 1,331,433 2.8 

5 or more (1) 509,125 13.8 1,077,702 11.8 1,554,154 7.8 
Total  8.3  7.7  3.4 

 
(1) The value of the line is only for households of 5 members 
Source: ISTAT, Household Budget Survey, years 1980, 1987 and 1994 

 

Trends in poverty for different household typologies 
 
2.11 From 1980-1994 the phenomenon of poverty was subject to two factors 

which combined to alter the composition of the poor population. The first of these 
was the change in poverty levels with reference to single household characteristics 
such as the sex or age of the head of the household. The second factor was a change 
in the relative proportion of each these characteristics with respect to the total 
population; for example, there were far fewer households with many children while 
the number of single person households had increased. In what follows we shall 
attempt to take the interplay of both of these factors briefly into account. It should 
also be remembered that the poverty incidence divided on the basis of 
characteristics reveal analogous patterns in different regions of the country even if 
the actual levels are not the same. 

 
 



2 . 1 2 .  Poverty incidence rose between 1980 and 1994 particularly among households 
with many members; on the other hand the number of single person households in a state of 
poverty decreased. (Table 4; Graph. 5). The risk of falling into poverty increases sharply 
for households with 5 or more members even if the fact that there are fewer households of 
this typo-logy in Italy means that they also make up a smaller percentage of the poor 
households; likewise the proportion of households with 3 or 4 members grew while, on 
the contrary, a lower poverty incidence among single person households is the reason why 
there are fewer of them among the poor household. 

2 . 1 3  It is above all those households whose heads are not elderly that are more likely 
to be poor even if the risk of poverty is still considerably higher when the head of the 
household is over 65 years of age. For the latter group poverty incidence were practically 
the same in 1994 as they were in 1980 (around 15%); for other households the incidence 
rose by approximately two percentage points to 8-9% (Table 4; Graph.6) 
 

2 . 1 4  The marked inverse relationship between poverty and education has become even 
sharper over the fifteen year period in question. (Table 4; Graph.7). The percentage of poor 
households has risen independently of the education level of the head of the household. 
While the number of poor households whose heads had not obtained any form of school 
certificate rose from 20.7% to 26.6%, households whose head possessed a high school 
diploma also made up a greater share of the poor, rising from 1.8% to 3.6%. At the same 
time the share of poor households whose heads were university graduates rose from 0.5% 
to 1.0%. Despite the fact that the overall percentage of households in Italy whose head 
had obtained at the most an primary school certificate was down from 61% to 44% of the 
total they still accounted for two thirds of the poor households, while the greater numbers 
of heads of households with a middle school certificate combined with the greater 
objective risk of poverty meant that this group now accounted for one quarter of the total. 
 

2 . 1 5 .  Differences in the incidence of poverty based on the sex of the head of the 
household were growing smaller (Table 4; Graph.8). While in 1980 11.4% of households 
headed by a woman were poor as against 7.7% of households headed by men, in 1994 this 
difference no longer existed. Nevertheless while poverty incidence among households 
headed by women were lower, the greater overall proportion of this type of household 
among the population has meant that the percentage of poor households headed by women 
was the same as in 1980 (23%; see Table 5). 
 

2 . 1 6 .  As regards the occupations of household heads, poverty rose considerably 
among workers' households (from 8.8% to 13.0%), while the inci- 

 



dente were down among households of persons who had retired from the labour market ( 
from 13.7% to 11.2%). Poverty incidence remain quite low even though higher than in 1980 
among households of self-employed workers and other employees (Table 4; Graph.9). 
 

2 . 1 7  In summary, the risk of poverty has increased greatly over the past fifteen years 
for households with many members and where the head of the household has a low level of 
education; at the same time the gap has widened between the North and South of the country. 





 



 



 
 



 



 



 



 



3. METHODOLOGICAL APPENDIX 

3.1 .  According to a standard methodology poverty is measured above all by 
counting how many households and individuals have an amount of consumption 
expenditure below a pre-determined poverty threshold. The threshold or poverty line 
may be defined in "relative" terms with respect to mean per capita consumption (as 
the International Standard of Poverty Line) or in "absolute" terms on the basis of a 
basket of essential goods the value of which is updated from time to time in 
accordance with the inflation incidence. Unless otherwise specified the Inquiry 
Commission adopted the International Standard of Poverty Line based upon which 
the poverty line for a household of two members is equal to the mean per capita 
consumption expenditure. 

 
3.2 .  For households of one member or of more than two members the poverty 

line is calculated by using the equivalence scale. This makes it possible to compare 
expenditures of different sized households by means of specific standardising factors 
which scale the consumption expenditures to that of the two person household. 

These results presented here were obtained by the Commission's applying the 
equivalence scale, which only takes into account the number of household members. 
The standardising factors are reproduced in Table AE For example equivalent 
consumption expenditure for a household of four may he obtained by dividing the 
household's total expenditure by 1.632; this means that an outlay of Lit 1,000,000 is 
required for a household of four to reach the same living standard that Lit 612,700 
would purchase for a household of two. 

 

Table A1 - Equivalence scale 

Number of household members 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 or more 

Standardising factor 0.599 1.0 1.335 1.632 1.905 2.150 2.401

Poverty line in 1994 (lire) 655,483 1,094,296 1,460,885 1,785,891 2,084634 2,352,736 2,627,405

Poverty line in 1995 (lire) 684,870 1,143,335 1,526,379 1,865,955 2,178,091 2,458,213 2,745,195

 
Source: G. Carbonaro, "Nota sulla scale di equivalenza", in the Inquiry Commission on Poverty, La povertà in Italia, Rome, 1985, 
Istituto Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, pp 153-159. 

 

 



3.3.  The poverty incidence index or head count ratio is the percentage of poor 
households or individuals over the total population. The poverty gap ratio is 
calculated as the average difference between the consumption expenditure of' poor 
households and the poverty line and it is expressed as a percentage of the poverty 
line. 

 
3 .4 .  The reconstruction of the time series (Chapter 2) involves two orders of 

methodological problems. The first concerns the modification of the micro-data 
correction procedures and the revision of the questionnaires which have gradually 
improved over the years. The second problem regards changes in the reference 
population as soon as data from the censuses become available. Their effect mainly 
involves the calculation of the population inflation factors that let the sample 
estimate be equal to the corresponding values on the reference population. 

Nevertheless they have a rather marginal effect on the poverty incidence (see 
G.Innocenzi, "Osservazioni sulle stime della povertà in base all'indagine sui 
consumi delle famiglie", in Commissione d'indagine sulla povertà e 
sull'emarginazione; Terzo rapporto sulla povertà in Italia Rome, 1993, Istituto 
Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, pp.40-43). 

Data revision from past surveys regarded only changes in automatic correction 
procedures and hence changes in the weighted coefficients. The correction meant 
that each year approximately 2% of the questionnaires were discarded due to 
inconsistencies found among distinct categories of expenditure. For further details 
refer to the publication of N. Pannuzi, "Aspetti metodologici della ricostruzione 
della serie storica della povertà in Italia", which is being published in the Quaderni 
di Ricerca dell'Istat. 

 
3 . 5  The data used to measure poverty incidence are those from the Household 

Budget Survey carried out by Istat. The sample size was 36,000 households 
selected from 550 municipalities. The municipalities were classified into two large 
groups: municipalities with more than 50,000 inhabitants (148 units) where data 
are surveyed every month and other towns which enter the sample by turns every 
three months. The object of the survey was expenditures made for goods and 
services (in addition to possible self- consumption) by households; information was 
gathered either by means of a direct interview (as regards socio- demographic data 
or the ownership of a house or durable goods, income and expenditure done during 
the month referred to), or by having the interviewed fill day by day in a 
questionnaire concerning the purchases made over a ten day period. Sample 
households were selected from the municipal register offices and therefore by 
definition institutionalised individuals as well as homeless people and non-
residents (for example foreigners who are not registered) were excluded. 

 
 



3.6 .  The following definitions have been used in the text: 
 
— received income: come from an individual's own work or business, disability 

pensions, pensions of various types, investment income; 
— head of household: person officially registered as such 
 
In Table 3 classifications were obtained by combining two variables: whether the 

person interviewed was employed and his or her declared occupation. The 
occupations considered (employees, workers, self-employed) concerned those who 
said that they had a job. The other groups were identified by using the answers they 
gave as to their jobs in addition to their employment situation. In particular: 

 
 

— self-employed work: self-employed workers and coadjutants; 
— workers: worker, trainee or someone working at home for 

enterprises; 
— seeking employment: those in search of either a first job or a new job; 
— other: housewife, students, military, disabled, wealthy and 

likewise 
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