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1. Introduction

The Italian welfare system is well-know for being centred upon insurance principles that tend to
privilege individuals who participated in the labour market for sufficient time. Fewer resources are
devoted to pure assistance policy tools. The most exploited instrument is money transfers, in particular
pensions. A wide safety net is granted to the elderly population.1
In the past, the differentiated levels of protection recognised to different categories of citizens
encouraged undesirable shifts from less generous (usually assistance) to more generous (insurance)
protection schemes, resulting in a broad interweaving between insurance and assistance policy action.
The intertwining was sometimes implicitly exploited by the policy authorities too, in order to
guarantee some protection also to individuals who would not be able to enter the existing “workcentric” schemes.
After the pension reform of the 1990s, however, a revision of the Italian welfare state started
with the explicit goal, among the others, of re-establishing a clear distinction between insurance and
assistance policies. Insurance pensions are now based on notional contributory system which is going
to reduce the replacement rate for the incumbent pensioners. Under such circumstances, the assistance
tools are going to gain increasing prominence in the future, at least in terms of the portion of potential
beneficiaries.
The motivation of this paper stems from the perception that the assessment of the current
assistance instruments is fundamental in order to predict the performance of the welfare state in the
years ahead. Moreover, given that the progressive aging of the population is particularly pronounced in
Italy with respect to other developed countries, elderly assistance policies deserve particular attention
for their financial impact.
The Italian social protection is characterised by a specific instrument aimed at the elderly
assistance, the so-called “social pension”. Social pension was introduced almost 40 years ago. It is
directed at the elderly individuals who are outside the insurance pension scheme and it is subject to
means-testing. A decade ago it has been replaced ─ for the new beneficiaries ─ by another similar tool,
the “elderly social transfer”.
Although the number of beneficiaries has always been limited (almost 5 percent of the
pensioners in 2004), the analysis of the design of the social pension is particularly relevant for two
reasons. The first one has already been addressed and relates to the role that this scheme is going to
play in the future, given that the forms of assistance implicitly granted by the insurance pensions so far
will cease after the pension reform will be fully operative. The second one is that the social pension
represents one of the two minimum-income instruments provided by the Italian welfare state; social
pension is particularly targeted to the elderly individuals while, the other one is – the disability pension
– is related to the physical conditions of the beneficiaries. Indeed, the Italian protection system lacks a
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“generalised” minimum-income guaranteed to all citizens, the only examples of minimum-income
being given by local experimental schemes adopted by a limited number of Municipalities.
Furthermore, the level of the benefit, the mechanisms ruling the eligibility (the means-testing criteria),
and other relevant characteristics of the social pension have been taken as a benchmark for several
proposals of introducing a generalised minimum-income benefit.
For all these reasons, the social pension is the most obvious case-study to start from in order to
assess the Italian welfare state ability to contrast poverty among the elderly, in view of possible
reforms.

2. Elderly assistance: the (explicit and implicit) policy design
2.1 The institutional features of the social pension scheme
Elderly protection in Italy has been pursued primarily by two instruments: minimum pension,
which is formally placed inside the public insurance system, and social pension, within the public
assistance system. These were meant to be the two pillars of the welfare state since its very early stage.
Both are directed at individuals, not at households.
The minimum pension (“pensione minima”) has been the most relevant tool in terms of both the
extension and the level of the granted protection. It was introduced in 1958 and consists of a subminimum compensation integrating the old age insurance pensions that are below a floor set by law.
The beneficiaries are those pensioners who had matured an insurance pension at their retirement age
but this is considered insufficient by standards explicitly recognised for workers by a Constitutional
principle, and retained higher than the sustenance level by subsequent legislation. The minimum
pension is gradually reducing its weight due to the pension reform of the mid-1990s.2
The social pension (“pensione sociale”) was introduced in 1969. The beneficiaries are all the
citizens over 65 years of age who did not mature the right to an old age pension. They are mainly
individuals who did not get into the labour market, or did so for insufficient periods. The objective is
to guarantee sustenance, according to a general Constitutional principle applying to all citizens.
Social pension is the most important form of minimum income guarantee explicitly provided by
the Italian assistance system. Its beneficiaries are formally recognized as poor, so that the eligibility to
this benefit has often been a benchmark for many other assistance tools (for example, the exemption
from the payment of the contribution on pharmaceutical products, the so-called "ticket").
Social pension is conditional on means testing. Eligibility is subject to an income ceiling that
considers both the direct beneficiary’s and, for married individuals, their spouse’s income. The benefit
is paid in full amount to single individuals with no income or, in case of married individuals, when
also the couple’s joint income is below a minimum threshold. It is paid in partial amount otherwise: to
single individuals, when their income is below a threshold equal to the full social pension amount, in
order to integrate their incomes up to the full pension level; to married individuals, when also the
2

The minimum pension is set to disappear due to the 1995 Pension Reform (the so-called Dini Reform), which abolished
it for the pensioners under the new fully notional contributory scheme (those who were employed after December 31 1995).
However, the new scheme introduced a constraint on the retirement age (at least 65 year) based on the matured level of
pension, which cannot be less than 1.2 times the elderly social benefit (the transfer that substituted the social pension, with
similar characteristics, after Dini reform). Minimum pension is still in place for those pensioners who are subject to the
transitory “pro-rata” regime. For an illustration of the Dini pension reform, see Banca d’Italia (1995b).
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couple’s income is below a set maximum ceiling, in order to integrate the couple’s overall income up
to the ceiling level.
In both cases, the pension works as a transfer designed to guarantee a minimum-income
corresponding to the access income-threshold fixed by law.3 Therefore, such thresholds – rather than
the actual social pension payments – represent the relevant parameters for assessing the performance
of the social pension scheme against poverty. The sources of income considered for the threshold
determination exclude imputed rents, capital income, and income from households’ components other
than the spouse.4 The last exclusion presumably responds to policy design criteria, although these have
not explicitly stated in the official reports.
The pension amount and the income ceilings have been modified over time due both to
discretionary increases and to an automatic re-valuation mechanism based on the cost-of-living index.
Since 1985, the social pension has been supplemented by a so-called “social integration”.5 In
2002, the Budget Law revised the social integration discipline: all kind of pensioners who are over 70
years and have incomes below a set threshold are now entitled to a social integration guaranteeing a
(higher) minimum-income.6 The potential effect of this measure is to create a common level of
minimum protection to all the individuals who are over 70 years of age, regardless of the kind of
pension they are entitled to.
In 1976 the automatic re-valuation system switched from price-based to wage-based for most
insurance pensions,7 but the new mechanism excluded assistance benefits like social pensions, which
continued being indexed to prices only.8 The 1995 pension reform established the return to price
indexation for insurance pensions as well. In the meantime, however, in the presence of a real increase
in incomes, the relative position of social pensioners had worsened. The income-thresholds grew less
than the actual incomes of the potential beneficiaries, making the access constraints more binding and
correspondingly reducing the number of those who were entitled to the scheme. This phenomenon was
reinforced by a stronger incentive to shift to other pension schemes, for which the benefit level was
higher. For both reasons, the number of the social pensions has always been low (around 5 percent of
the overall number of pensions).9
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In the case of a couple, maximum and minimum thresholds differ exactly by the amount of the social pension, so that the
minimum threshold corresponds to the zero-income condition of the individual living alone.
4 The sources of income considered for the threshold determination are those that are subject to the personal income tax
only, excluding the imputed rent from property houses used as own residence. Returns from financial assets, which are
subject to a proportional withholding tax and cannot be attributed by the tax administration to the single taxpayers, are
excluded as well. The reason for excluding capital income has to do primarily with the difficulties in controlling those
incomes by the tax administration.
5 The integration was raised in 1988 and, after more than a decade, in 2000 and 2001, when it was also differentiated by
age brackets (from 65 to 75 and over 75 years).
6 For social pension beneficiaries, the new regime applies automatically, since by year 2000 they all reached 70 years of
age. For these pensioners, the increase in the benefit is significant. The integration is also reserved to the pensioners under
the insurance scheme. In this case the age requisite for the access to the benefit is reduced by 1 year for each 5 years of
contribution.
7 The automatic revaluation of all pensions was introduced in Italy in 1969, to be effective starting from 1971. The
adjustment was provided on an annual basis and it linked pensions to the trade union’s cost-of living index. The switch to
the wage indexation was enacted by Law 160/1975. It was subject to some other revisions (Law 177/1976, Law 730/1983,
Law 41/1986, Presidential Decree 525/1988, Law 43/1992), which however maintained the linkage to wages for most
pensions. For a description of pension indexation and for an evaluation of the new system at that time see, among others,
Morcaldo (1977), Ceriani and Sartor (1984), Franco and Morcaldo (1988).
8 The exclusion of a link to real wage implicitly assumes that productivity performance must not be reflected in the
dynamics of pure assistance benefits.
9 Since 1996, for incoming beneficiaries, the social pension has been replaced by a similar benefit called elderly social
benefit (“assegno sociale per gli anziani”). All those who were already inside the social pension scheme continue receiving
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Overall, the slower dynamics of the automatic adjustment was only partly compensated by the
discretionary increases of the benefit, especially in the beginning. In real terms, if we exclude the
significant discretionary increase in year 1999, the basic transfer – i.e. net of the social integration –
has been stable since the late 1970s (Chart 1). The ratio between social pension and minimum pension
stabilised around 60 percent little after its introduction, and it increased to around 75 percent only in
recent years.

2.2 Social pension, minimum pension and the official poverty measures
In order to assess the performance of social pension – and, for useful comparison, the
performance of minimum pension – the level of the benefit may be contrasted against some poverty
indicators. Both social and minimum pension are recognised to the beneficiaries as individuals.
Therefore, we start by considering the conditions of the individuals and ignoring other household
components, which we know may affect the requirements to access the social pension scheme.
Although the benefit may be paid in partial amount, in both cases we consider the full payment level,
since this represents the level of the minimum income granted by the system.
The official relative poverty line used by the Italian Poverty Commission and regularly released
by the Italian Statistical Office (Istat) refers to a two-individual household. It is given by the average
annual per capita consumption computed on a sample of consumers.10 A two-individual household is
considered poor when consuming less than the country per capita consumption. The equivalent
thresholds for households of different size can be obtained by applying an equivalence scale. The scale
officially adopted by Istat is the “Carbonaro” scale, which belongs to the Engel equivalence scale
family and is based on the household size only.11 For one-individual households, the equivalence
coefficient is equal to 0.599.12
Chart 2 presents the monthly amounts of the minimum and social pensions – the second one
inclusive of the social integration enacted in 1985 – as shares of the official poverty line.13 While the
amount of the minimum pension has remained around the values of the poverty line for most time, the
amount of the social pension has always been below. Initially, the social pension was less than half the
poverty-line threshold. Afterwards this ratio rose; in the period 1975-84 it was, on average, around 70
percent. In period 1985-99 the weight of the social pension basic transfer (excluding the social
integration) fell down to 60 percent of the poverty line. In this period a major role was played by the
social integration,14 which brought the overall ratio of the transfer above 80 percent in 1985 and raised
the old transfer. Eligibility conditions for the elderly social benefit were substantially the same as for the social pension, but
the income ceilings were different and the benefit higher.
10 The official methodology has changed since 1997, due to a revision of the sample, so that the poverty line presents a
break in that year.
11 See Carbonaro (1985).
12 The official time series for the poverty line is available only since 1980. To compare the social and minimum pension
levels to the poverty line since their introduction, some estimate of the poverty line for previous years is needed. Data used
by the Italian Poverty Commission are those of the Household Consumption Survey by the Italian Institute of Statistics
(Istat). For previous years we use consumption data from Istat National Accounts (NA). A comparison of the per capita
consumption between the two sources for the available years shows that consumption used by the Poverty Commission is
systematically lower, possibly due to the sampling procedure followed for the purposes of constructing the poverty line.
Therefore, in estimating the 2-individual household poverty line from NA for the period 1969-79, we applied the average
historical ratio between the data from the two different sources. To translate the resulting series into the 1-individual
household poverty line, we used the corresponding coefficient of Carbonaro equivalence scale.
13 Table 1 in the Statistical Annex shows the complete set of underlying data.
14 This was around 42 euros a month in the period 1985-87 and something around 70 euros in period 1988-2000. It has
been unchanged since then, with an increase in last two years. Since 2002 the social integration system was reformed,
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it up to 91 percent in 1988. However, due to the lack of an automatic revaluation of the social
integration, the ratio of overall benefit rapidly declined during the nineties. It increased again to 80
percent in 2001 to slowly decline in the following years.
Summarising, the social pension always remained below the poverty-line so that, by using the
standards of the Poverty Commission, it may not have sheltered individuals from poverty when they
relied only on this source of income.
We may conclude that the system set “implicitly” a quasi-poverty-line benchmark for the elderly
individuals, leaving a poverty-gap open. None of these characteristics of the social pension scheme
have ever been explicitly addressed in official reports describing the legislative changes or appraising
their financial impact. The size of the poverty-gap left by the social pension was on average around 3040 percent of the poverty line until mid-eighties and around 20 percent during the nineties.
The reason behind this feature of social pension design, probably was to avoid disincentives to
labour supply during the working life (by not guaranteeing a total protection against poverty for
citizens who did not work or did not work long enough). However, the scheme was not adequately
calibrated to this purpose. As a matter of fact, it produced a strong incentive to exploit insurance
pension improperly, as argued before. Laxity in the law requirements for the access to the pension
schemes, indeed, made it easy for many “bogus-workers”15 to gain the access to a minimum pension
rather than to other assistance benefits, like a social pension. Those who entered the social pension
scheme were mainly individuals who had not worked, typically women.
The design changed in 2002, with the above-mentioned introduction of a common minimum
level of the pension for the beneficiaries above age 70. For these pensioners only, regardless of the
kind of pension they receive, the amount of the benefit was set to a level that shifted the granted
income around the poverty line.

2.3 Social pension and the role of the marital status
Although the benefit is directed to individuals, the income threshold – and hence the minimum
income granted to the beneficiary’s household – is different for social pensioners living in a couple.
While in the case of minimum pensions the role of different family structures is taken into account
through the tax system,16 in the case of social pensions, which are exempt from the personal income
tax, the role of the family size enters through the setting of different income ceilings for the eligibility,
but only for single vs. married beneficiaries.
The different ceilings imply the definition of an equivalence scale by legislators. The
equivalence coefficient computable from the social pension amounts reserved to single vs. married
individuals is 23-24 percent, against a value of 59 percent of the analogous coefficient in the
“Carbonaro scale”. This choice suggests the lack of consideration of the economies of scales of 2component households by the social pension scheme and, on the contrary, the intent of favouring
married individuals for reasons that are not explicitly stated.
providing a common higher integration to all the pensioners over 70 years of age, raising all the benefits to a minimum
floor (516.46 euros, increased to 543.79 in 2005 and to 551.35 in 2006).
15 The expression is used by Paci (1987), p. 276. It is meant to emphasise the fact that in many cases beneficiaries were
persons who had been working for very few years (5 were enough in some cases) and could then enter the insurance
pension scheme only by contributing in a very limited way.
16 Since 1994, after “Dini Reform”, the minimum pension has been subject to an eligibility constraint dependent on the
couple’s income, too. The motivation seems to sit primarily in the need for financial consolidation.
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Chart 3 shows how the income ceiling for the individual living alone is just above half the
poverty threshold, pointing to an insufficient performance of social pension alone in order to avoid
poverty, as stressed before. It is the social integration that brings the annuity up to 70-80 percent of the
poverty line. On the contrary, the income ceiling set for a couple potentially places these households
well above the poverty line.
As a result, the social pension actually works as a subsistence income scheme only contingent on
the individual belonging to a couple. In other words, the “formal” target of social pension being the
individual, the social pension seems to consider the presence of a spouse not so much under an
equalising point of view to ensure horizontal equity, but rather as an additional poverty risk. And,
incidentally, this risk seems very highly evaluated according to the implicit equivalence scale. The lack
of interest in the horizontal equity issue is confirmed by the disregard of income from the other
components of the household in determining the income relevant for the access, which can obviously
produce strong differences in the exposure of social pensioners to poverty risks. The problem must
have been clear to legislators at some point, if they considered the presence of other relatives while
setting the income ceiling for the access to the social integration.
One ex-post explanation for this legislators’ choice could be traced back to the social
relationships prevailing when the social pension was introduced. The phenomenon of elderly
individuals living alone was not so widespread at that time, as elderly parents – once become
widows/widowers – generally lived with their children, benefiting from the economies of scale offered
by the household. Elderly couples, on the other hand were more likely to live by themselves, and hence
were more exposed to poverty risks and deserved a more generous treatment. This social model
actually prevailed in the Italian society for a long time, so that the social pension scheme worked well
enough in the past, but it started to perform less well as soon as the structure of the Italian society
changed.
Another possible ex-post interpretation for the very low equivalence scale coefficient implicit in
the social pension income ceilings, can rely on the argument that social pension de facto has been used
as a family allowance targeted to the elderly people: as such, it was linked to the presence of a spouse
only, assuming no “children” were economically dependent on the beneficiaries.
Summing up, by granting to single individuals only a reduction of the poverty gap – rather than
its complete offset – the social pension scheme implicitly relies on the presence of some help to these
beneficiaries by other household’s components. On the other hand, by granting to married individuals
a couple’s income above the poverty line, it may be particularly generous towards those elderly
couples who already benefit from their families’ support. In a reform perspective, it is therefore
important to establish whether these implicit assumptions are actually verified once we look at the
income position of the overall households of the social pensioners. The first step is to understand who
the social pension beneficiaries are and what their economic and social conditions are today. More
precisely, it is important to assess those characteristics of the targeted individuals and of their
households that are ignored by the access conditions to the social pension scheme and that are more
correlated with poverty risks nowadays.
In the next paragraph we carry out some empirical analysis based on micro-data in order to
address these issues and to gain some insight about the actual performance of the social pension. The
data source is the Bank of Italy Survey of Households Income and Wealth (BISHIW).17

17 On

the BISHIW see the Banca d’Italia website (www.bancaditalia.it), various issues of Banca d’Italia Supplement to the
Statistical Bullettin, Brandolini and Cannari (1994) and Brandolini (1999).
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3. Poverty among the elderly: some empirical analysis on survey data
Before illustrating the results of the empirical analysis, a preliminary clarification is needed.
Since social pension is means-tested, a causality issue may arise once we want to analyse the ability of
social pension to protect the beneficiaries against poverty. However, based on the previous analysis of
the institutional characteristics of the scheme, the causality issue proves to be less serious than it may
appear at a first sight. In particular, the level of the benefit recognised to single individuals (mostly
below the poverty line), the level of the income test for married individuals (above the poverty line),
the consideration for only part of the household income for the access, and the existence of the more
generous minimum pension reserved to workers (so that there is little scope for a poverty trap
mechanisms based on incentives to work less, in case of the social pension), all these factors make the
link between poverty and the right to a social pension less strict than in a typical minimum income
scheme.
The focus here is confined on the mere assessment of the poverty conditions among those who
benefit from the social pension, in order to assess whether the design of social pension – even though it
is not immediately directed at this goal, as we have shown – has been sufficiently capable of
contrasting poverty once the overall economic position of the beneficiaries’ households is considered.
In other words, the relevant impact of the social pension we are interested in is not on the individuals’
income position but on their household’s equivalent income. The approach is somewhat more static
and descriptive, although some dynamic analysis is also presented. The interest is not so much in
quantifying the effects of changes in the level of the transfer on poverty incidence, but in assessing
how the implementation of the social pension design has performed with respect to a theoretical
scheme specifically aimed at eliminating poverty incidence among the elderly.

3.1 Some descriptive statistics
Although the number of social pensioners in the survey data may be low to draw strong
conclusions, some facts emerge quite clearly from simple descriptive statistics,18 which are consistent
with the analysis carried out in paragraph 2. Social pensioners are mostly women, are more likely
spouses or members of the household other than the head of the family, live in the South of Italy, the
poorest area.
Contrary to the sub-sample of the elderly pensioners, the number of social pensioners in the
position of spouses has been decreasing over time, while the heads of the households has increased
correspondently. The prevailing of the spouses – which characterises the survey data until the late
1990s – reversed in the following years. Given the gender and the age of these individuals, it is very
likely that this phenomenon is associated with an increase in the number of single social pensioners,
with all the implications illustrated before in terms of the degree of protection associated to the
benefits they received.
Table 1 summarises the main static indicators of poverty, from each year’s survey, for all the
individuals in the sample and for several sub-groups of elderly individuals.19 These descriptive
statistics confirm findings by other studies in terms of the incidence of poverty in Italy, which is
systematically lower for elderly people, especially when beneficiaries of pensions; the only exception
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Tables 2-5 in the Statistical Annex give details about each year’s survey for the entire sample of the individuals and for
some relevant sub-samples. For social pensioners, see Table 5.
19 For details about methodological issues, see Annex 1.
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is given by the sub-group of the social pensioners, who are characterised by higher poverty rates in the
overall period.20
The head count ratio (HC), given by the percentage of the individuals living in a poor household,
is higher for social pensioners than the HC for the overall sample, except in years of cyclical economic
downturns (compare Charts 4 and 5). This result may have two explanations:
(a) the fact that we use a relative poverty line, in order to focus on the ability of social pension to
protect the beneficiaries compared to the position of the others, rather than compared to an
abstract reference position – kept fixed over time – as it would be if using an absolute poverty
line. The relative poverty line is influenced by the cyclical behaviour of the economy: while in
“good times” GDP growth tends to increase all incomes and to raise the relative poverty measure
accordingly, in “bad times” the opposite is likely to occur. If the poverty line lowers during “bad
times”, and if the relative worsening of a particular group is less pronounced than the overall
average, the HC index of such a group – social pensioners in our case – may improve;
(b) the genuine fact that the social pension scheme is not capable of protecting the elderly individuals
against the risk of falling into poverty – and this shows up particularly in “bad times”. This would
be consistent with the fact that social pension is designed to leave a poverty gap open for part (the
unmarried) of the beneficiaries.
The income poverty gap (IPG), i.e. the average distance from the poverty line, is systematically
lower in the case of social pensioners compared to the overall sample (Chart 6). This result points to
the social pension actually ensuring a curb to the poverty gap, without insulating completely the
beneficiaries from poverty, as pointed to by the analysis of the institutional design of the scheme
carried out in paragraph 2. The gap that is left open exceeds 20 percent on average for social
pensioners only in 1993, the worst recession year, and 2000 due to the low level the benefit reached
before the main discretionary increase in 2002. It compares with an average poverty gap for the overall
sample that in the worst years was higher than 30 percent.
To gain some hints about the performance of social pension – once also any household’s source
of income other than those considered by the Law’s income ceilings is taken into account – we can
compare the poverty incidence measured by the HC index, including or excluding from the
household’s equivalent income the social pension received by the beneficiaries. Again, given the small
size of the social pensioners’ sub-sample, this evidence must be considered cautiously. However, it
gives some flavour of how the scheme has been actually working in the last two decades.
Table 2 illustrates the computations for each year. It is a contingency table classifying the
individuals receiving a social pension according to three possible situations: (a) succeeding in crossing
the poverty line; (b) failing to cross the poverty line; (c) living already in a household above the
poverty line.
(a) The percentage of social pensioners in the first column is a rough measure for the “effectiveness
rate”. The value is on average around 25 percent until 2000, and rises above 40 percent in 2002.
(b) The percentage in the second column gives indications about the “ineffectiveness rate” (like an α
statistical error). This index is on average quite high during the period (around 11 percent),
signalling that the level of the benefit is presumably insufficient to avoid poverty if other
conditions within the families do not help. It gives an indirect measure of the impact from the
social pension design leaving a poverty gap open for single beneficiaries.
20
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(c) The percentage in the third column may be interpreted as an “inefficiency rate” (a sort of β
statistical error). It offers an indication of the potential fraction of the beneficiaries that may be the
subject of resource savings. The high value, 60 percent on average across all the surveys, points to
a targeting method that could be clearly improved, if the only objective of the social pension
scheme is to contrast poverty. Alternatively, it gives a measure of the weight of other “collateral”
targets pursued by the scheme: the high values characterising all the surveys would confirm that a
significant component of social pension has been used as family allowance to the elderly couples,
independently of the poverty-contrast goal.
These indicators are static and hence are only able to give a rough image of the impact of the
policy design over time. Changes in the indexes across the surveys obviously reflect the different
underlying conditions of the households in each year, making any time comparison particularly
difficult. However, there are some clear cases in which a correlation may be established between
legislative changes in the social pension scheme and, at least, the direction of the change in the
indexes. For instance, the recent improvement in the effectiveness rate may be associated to the
significant increases implemented in 1999, concerning the basic transfer, and in 2002, concerning the
social integration for beneficiaries over 70 years of age (more than the 70 percent of the social
pensioners since the 2000s). The impact of the differentiation of the transfers by age could also be
reflected in the decrease of the inefficiency rate, signalling that age should be considered among the
relevant factors in view of improving the design targeting. The increase in the ineffectiveness rate in
the late 1990s, however, points to the existence of other relevant factors to consider in order to address
the degree of poverty risk exposure; for instance, in those years a role may have been played by the
decrease in the fraction of spouses among the social pensioners and the increase in the heads of
household, meaning that a relevant share of the beneficiaries has presumably become single.

3.2 An econometric analysis
To improve the performance of social policies in terms of their efficiency and their effectiveness
in curbing poverty incidence, we preliminarily need to better identify the main factors associated with
poverty conditions. In this paragraph we illustrate the results from the estimate of a logit model that
regresses the probability of living in a poor household on a common set of variables for each year of
the individuals’ samples in the SHIW Historical Archive. The regressors include both households
characteristics (mainly related to the family structure, the residence geographical area, as well as
characteristics of the head of the household) and individual characteristics (education, professional
position, whether beneficiary of pensions in general and of a social pension in particular). In order to
capture the role of financial and real wealth, we also include among the regressors two variables
indicating the possession by the household of deposits and of residential properties.21 To avoid
imposing proportional relationships among the variables, which would make the coefficients more
difficult to interpret, all the variables have been transformed into dummies. The benchmark individual
has at least high school education, is an employee, lives in the North-Centre of Italy, in a couple where
both members perceive earnings as employees, none of them is elderly, they do not have deposits and
do not pay a rent.
Table 3 summarises the findings. The first part shows the estimated coefficient and some
statistics; the second part gives the corresponding estimated odd ratios. All the estimated coefficients
have the expected sign and are significant in all samples, with very few exceptions. The probability of
living in a poor household highly increases with the size of the family and highly decreases with the
number of income recipients; it is higher in case of households living in the South (the less developed
21
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area of Italy), and when the head of the family is not employed; it is lower when the individual lives in
a household with bank deposits and higher if he lives his/her household is paying a rent. As for the
individual’s characteristics, the probability of living in a poor household is associated with low levels
of education; this variable actually captures many other characteristics since it is typically correlated
with (age, sex, professional position, for example, since older, female, low-skilled individuals tend to
have, on average, a lower education). The choice to use just education aims at avoiding
multicollinearity with income variables, those of major interest for our analysis, since most of the
individuals characteristics mentioned above are also strongly correlated to individuals’ income.
As far as the income position of the individuals is concerned, the data support the hypothesis that
they are less exposed to poverty if pensioners, with the relevant exception of the social pensioners.
The coefficients for the individuals who benefit from pensions in general, indeed, are always
negative; they are not significant, at 10 percent probability, either in 1989 or in 1991 samples, but
these were high growth ─ low poverty ─ years. They become significant again since the 1993 cyclical
downturn and increase in absolute value in the samples around the early 2000s negative cyclical
phase.22 Evidence seems consistent with the hypothesis that the pension system played a major role in
the Italian social protection system, supporting the income position of households beyond the original
goal prescribed by the Italian Constitution of maintaining an “adequate” standard of living to workers.
Social pensioners’ coefficients are always positive and significant. Their values are relatively
high. The odd ratios, shown in the second part of the table, show that the probability of being poor is
are more than 100 percent higher with respect to the reference individual. From the estimated
coefficients and from the probability of being poor observed in the overall sample, we can compute the
marginal probability associated with the presence of social pensioners within the household.23 This
computation tells us how higher, on average, the probability of living in a poor household was in each
year if the individual were a social pensioner. The values of such probability are shown in the last line
of the table. Although the comparisons across the different surveys are affected by many factors, the
impact of some major changes in the social pension legislation may be detected: the marginal
probability decrease in 1989, partly reflecting the fall in the sample HC ratio, but presumably also due
to the discretionary increase in social integration endorsed by the legislators in 1988; the decrease in
the probability in 2000 shows up in connection with a significant increase in the basic social pension
transfer, and the decrease in 2004 with the new increase in the benefit for pensioners over 70 years of
age. More generally, the marginal probability associated to social pensioners tends to increase during
the cyclical economic downturn, in contrast, to some extent, with the apparent improvement in the
position of the other pensioners. This is exactly the same result observed before when comparing the
descriptive statistics for the social pensioners to those of the overall sample, rather than to the
reference individual as it is implicitly done here.
The role of family composition by age is more difficult to interpret:
(a) the “only-elderly” household type is associated to a reduction in the poverty probability,
presumably reflecting the predominance of the positive effect on protection from poverty by the
insurance pensions;
(b) in the case of the “not-only-elderly” type the evidence is less clear. Previous studies carried out by
the author on the same data24 for the years 1993 and 1995 showed that poverty rates are affected
22

For analyses of poverty during the 1993-95 recession carried out on BISHIW see, for example, Addabbo (2000) and
Addabbo and Baldini (2000).
23 For an illustration of the relationships between estimated coefficients, odd ratios, and the computation of the marginal
probabilities in case of a binary logit model see Allison (1990), pp. 28-30.
24 Monacelli (2004).
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by the presence of elderly individuals within the household in different ways whether the family is
living in the North-Centre or in the South. In particular, the presence of elderly individuals is
associated with lower poverty rates in the North-Centre, unless the elderly are social pensioners.
In the South, on the other hand, this differentiated result does not show up: the presence of social
pensioners within the household characterises lower poverty rates as well, so that the social
pensioners seem able to give support to other household’s component, possibly due to the high
unemployment rates and the worse income position of the adults residing in the South.
As a general conclusion, the co-living situation within the household seems to play a relevant
role, if considered in connection with other households’ characteristics. This suggests a direction for
identifying new factors for targeting social transfers in general, in order to better pursue an objective of
poverty contrast.

3.4 Social transfers and poverty dynamics
In evaluating policies against poverty, the dynamic aspects are of major importance. A proper
design of public intervention requires the identification of the degree of persistence characterising
poverty among the specific groups of population targeted by the different tools. The distinction
between transitory and permanent components of poverty phenomena is essential, since these two
aspects ask for very different policy solutions. Availability of empirical analyses on poverty dynamics
suffered in Italy from the lack of a satisfactory longitudinal data set for a long time.25 BISHIW, which
represents the most used source of data in dynamic studies of individuals’ income, assumed a splitpanel design only since 1987-89.
One important issue in carrying out dynamic analyses is the choice of the poverty line. In this
study we use a relative poverty line, which changes over time with the conditions of the economic
system. This choice has the nice implication of avoiding the need for a time-adjustment, to take into
account at least the effects of inflation (as in the case if using an absolute poverty line, which is by
definition referred to a specific year). Indeed, any methodological criterion selected for the adjustment
would affect the comparisons among the results of the different waves. On the other hand, the adoption
of a relative poverty line has the unpleasant feature, already mentioned before, of making the poverty
benchmark dependent on the cyclical behaviour of the economy. Changes in the inequality rate of the
distribution would obviously matter. This has to be kept in mind in comparing data from different
years’ samples.
We started by comparing the poverty incidence for the individuals of the entire sample and for
selected sub-groups on data from each year survey and from the 2-wave consecutive panels available
from 1987 to 2004.26 This exercise reveals significant differences in the exact HC ratios, especially
when the sub-group size becomes smaller, as it is the case for social pensioners27. However, the
dynamic patterns do not seem to diverge, so the panels should be good enough to describe the time
trends. Table 4 summarises the transition matrices of poverty in two consecutive spells. The number in
the south-east quadrant of the matrices, i.e. the share of those who were poor in the first sample and
stayed poor in the second, gives some information about poverty persistence. These shares tend to
increase for all the groups during the 1990s recession and to remain higher than in previous years until
2004. This trend is less clear for the sub-sample of social pensioners, for which however the size
becomes extremely small.
25
26
27

See, for example, Trivellato (1998).
A unique panel would reduce the number of observations severely.
See Table 6 in the Statistical Annex.
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The evidence illustrated so far is consistent with what already emerged from the static analysis of
poverty intensity, i.e. that the social pension primarily curbs the poverty gap rather than avoiding
poverty.28 The transition matrices show that, since the mid-90’s, for the overall sample of the
individuals, poverty status in the second year of each panel mainly reflects a persistence phenomenon,
while the opposite holds for the social pensioners sub-sample (Charts 7).
A second piece of evidence obtained from SHIW focuses the determinants of poverty dynamics.
In particular, we estimated a logit model on 2-consecutive-year panels for the probability of “entering”
poverty conditions, given that the individual was not poor in the previous period sample. Obviously,
by confining the exercise to non-poor only, the sample size problems are further enhanced.
With respect to the specification of the static equation we introduced among the regressors a
variable capturing the initial economic condition of the household. In particular we chose a measure of
the relative distance from the poverty line (a sort of negative poverty gap). This is evaluated in the first
year of the 2-year-panel and is the only regressor that is not translated into a dummy variable.
Household characteristics are considered by some of the variables from the static model only, since
part of their effect is reflected in the initial position (non-poor or poor) of the individuals conditioning
the probability we are modelling. On the other hand, all the individuals’ characteristics considered
before enter the model. Both sets of variables are evaluated at the second year of the panel. Finally, to
take care of the dynamics in the relevant variables affecting the poverty transition, a set of dummies is
included describing changes, and in some cases the direction of the change in selected household
characteristics.
Table 5 shows the results. The relative distance from the poverty line is characterised by a
negative coefficient, as expected: the higher the distance from the threshold in the first year, the
smaller the probability of falling into poverty the second year. From the corresponding estimated odd
ratios, we can infer that a distance which is higher by 1 percentage point of the poverty threshold
reduces the probability of falling into poverty by 2 percent. Also the signs of the coefficients
associated to the main household characteristics, like family size and number of income recipients or
the geographical area of residence, head of the household not-employed, are as expected. The family
type variable is more complicated to interpret again: it becomes significant and negative for both the
“only old” and “not only old” types during the years of cyclical economic downturn, possibly
capturing the effect of the increase in the relative weight of economic support to households by
pensioners together with the relative poverty line effect (being lowered by the general reduction of
income). Anyway, there is no particular evidence of the fact that the presence of elderly individuals
within the household may significantly affect the probability of becoming poor.
The signs of the coefficients associated to pensioners and social pensioners’ individuals confirm
the static model results. However, the estimates tend to be significant mostly around cyclical economic
downturns. On the pensioners in general, the negative impact on poverty entry during “bad times”
could reflect, again, the relative poverty line movements and the fact that insurance pensions maintain
their purchasing power. In the case of social pensioners, the sign of the coefficients confirms that the
social pension is not capable of a complete recovery from the poverty risk; the marginal probability of
entering a poverty status was around 5 at the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s, and
increased extraordinarily during the early 2000s negative cycle.
Turning to the changes in the family structure, the increase in the family size raises the
probability of entry into poverty, except in 1993-95 panel. An unexpected effect comes from the
reduction of the number of income recipients in the household, which tends to decrease the entry
28

Here, obviously, the use of a relative poverty line could affect results, since poverty intensity is generally lower, as
show above, for social pensioners.
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probability. This result depends on the kind of change in the structure of the household and deserves
further analysis in order to identify, through some interaction term, the income recipients leaving the
household. The impact of the variable signalling a change in the role of the individual within the
family and the one signalling a change in the family type is particularly difficult. It is clear that this set
of variables (increase in number of family members, change in the family type, decrease in the number
of income recipients, and change in the individual’s role within the family) interact somehow among
each other: the inclusion or the exclusion of any these variables modifies the explicative power of the
others. It is also clear that the knowledge of these interactions is exactly what is needed in order to
identify the social model relevant in explaining the degree of exposure to poverty risks and hence in
order to reach a better targeting of the policy instruments. This is therefore the main candidate for
further investigation.
As far as the performance of social pension is concerned, given all the necessary caveats due to
the small size of the sub-sample, we may conclude that it is not capable of offering a complete shield
against poverty. Indeed the probability of being in a poor status is statistically higher for its
beneficiaries. However, the poverty intensity is on average lower among social pensioners than among
the other individuals. Social pension does not protect against falling into poverty particularly during
negative economic cycles, so that for its beneficiaries poverty has more a cyclical than a persistent
nature.

4. Conclusions
The institutional characteristics of social pension lead to the conclusion that the level of the
benefit was implicitly designed to limit the poverty intensity of single individuals within an implicit
threshold around 80 percent of the poverty line. For married individuals the benefit goes beyond the
sustenance objective and implicitly recognises an extra-benefit for the family. Micro data show that,
taking into account the economic conditions of the overall household, social pension has succeeded in
taking the households out of a poverty status on average in more than 25 percent of the cases, while it
has failed in more than 10 percent; it was paid to individuals who were not living in a poor household
in around 60 percent of the cases. Individuals who benefit from a social pension have a higher odd of
living in a poor family, with respect to other categories of individuals, although the poverty gap has
been on average lower. The probability of falling into poverty is statistically higher, but only during
economic downturns. Poverty on average is more widespread – although less intense – and is
characterised by more a cyclical than a persistent nature.
The analysis of poverty dynamics is essential for policy assessment. Evidence seems to point to a
relevant role of the interactions among the different household’s and individuals’ characteristics,
which need better understanding in order to attain an efficient and effective design of the assistance
policies.
The agenda for further work includes: improvements in the model specification (which only
allows linear relationships among the regressors); analysis of the interaction among the variables
related to family composition and individuals’ characteristics; parallel analysis of the poverty
dynamics under alternative semi-absolute poverty lines; investigating how the cyclical position of the
economy affect the assessment of poverty dynamics, considering possible asymmetries during upturns
and downturns; dataset improvement in the social transfers variables, in particular integration by other
data sources to identify the minimum pension beneficiaries.
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Chart 1: Social pension (1) and minimum pension (annual benefit in euros - constant prices)
500

450

400

Minimum pension
Social pension

350

300

250

200

150

100

50

1952
1953
1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1959
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978
1979
1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

0

(1) Basic transfer, excluding the social integration.

Chart 2: Social pension(1) and minimum pension (monthly benefit - ratio of the poverty line)
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(1) Including the social integration common to all social pensioners (the integration enabled in 2002 for beneficiaries over 70 years of age is ignored). –
(2) Dotted line denotes changes in the statistical methodology for the poverty line computation.

Chart 3: Social pension income ceilings(1) and family size (annual amounts in euros constant prices)
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16

1997

1996

1995

1994

1993

1992

1991

1990

1989

1988

1987

1986

1985

1984

1983

1982

1981

2,000
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Chart 5: Poverty incidence (Head Count Ratios - BISHIW)
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Chart 6: Poverty intensity (Income Poverty Gap Ratios - BISHIW)
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Chart 7: Poverty incidence analysis (2-wave panels - BISHIW)(1)
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(1) The indexes measure the share of individuals who are poor in the second year of each 2-wave panel and were not poor in the first year (cyclical effect)
or were poor in the first year (persistence).
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Table 1: Poverty indicators (1) (BISHIW)

(1) Both poverty lines are expressed in euros and refer to a 2-individual household. (2) Per capita income. (3) Per capita consumption.

Table 2: Assessment of social pension performance (BISHIW)
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Table 3: Probability of being in a poverty status: coefficients estimates (BISHIW)

(1) Binary logit model estimates on weighted data (by variable PESOFL). Dependent variable: a dummy equal to 1 if individual is living in a poor household. Coefficients
marked by symbol (*) are significant at 1%, by (**) at 5%, and by (***) at 10%. Standard errors in parentheses. - (2) Model fitting statistics (Testing global Ho: βi=0). - (3) χ2 for
covariates (15 DF; p<.0001). - (4) Cut-point probability 0.1.

(continue)
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(cont’nd)

Table 3: Probability of being in a poverty status: estimated odd ratios(5) (BISHIW)

(5) Estimated odd ratios expressed as the percentage of how higher or lower the odd of being poor is given the presence of the characteristics
indicated by the corresponding independent variable, controlling for the other variables in the model. The value is computed as (eβ-1)*100, where β is
the corresponding coefficient in the first part of Table 3. Symbol (*), (**), and by (***) recall the significance level associated to the underlying
coefficients (footnote 1). (6) Change in the probabilities of being poor, given the overall sample probability (for instance, on average in 1995 the
probability of being poor was 3.7% lower or 7.9% higher if individuals were elderly pensioners or social pensioners, respectively). For details see
Allison (1999), p. 30.
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Table 4: Transition matrices of poverty for selected subgroups (2-wave panels - BISHIW)
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Table 5: Probability of “entry into poverty status”: coefficients estimates (2-wave panels - BISHIW)(1)

(1) Binary logit model estimates on weighted data (by variable PESOFL). Dependent variable: a dummy equal to 1 if individual is living in a poor household in the second year
of the panel given that he was not in the first year. Coefficients marked by symbol (*) are significant at 1%, by (**) at 5%, and by (***) at 10%. Standard errors in parentheses. (2) Model fitting statistics (Testing global Ho: βi=0). - (3) χ2 for covariates (15 DF; p<.0001). - (4) Cut-point probability 0.1.

(continue)
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(cont’nd)

Table 5: Probability of “entry into poverty status”: estimated odd ratios (2-wave panels - BISHIW)

(5) Marginal probabilities of becoming poor, given the sample probability of entering poverty (for instance, on average between 1991 and 1993 the probability of becoming poor
was 3.8% lower or 4.7% higher if individuals were elderly pensioners or social pensioners, respectively).
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– Annex 1: Data and methodological choices –
The BISHIW was run annually from 1965 to 1987, with the exception of 1985, every other year
until 1995 and from 1998 to 2002. The Survey collects data from more than 20,000 individuals
belonging to about 8,000 households. Information touches on socio-demographic characteristics of the
individuals, their incomes, wealth and, since 1980, the households’ consumption expenditure.
In this paper we use data from the Historical Archive of the survey for years 1987, 1989, 1991,
1993, 1995, 1998, 2000, 2002, and 2004. We compute the incidence and the intensity of poverty by the
Head Count ratios (HC) and the Income Poverty Gap ratio (IPG), respectively.29 Results are obviously
very sensitive to the methodological choices.30 Here the poverty line refers to a 2-individual
household, like the official poverty line of the Italian Poverty Commission, but it is computed as the
per capita net income from the sample rather than as the per capita consumption.31 The poverty line is
a relative one, so it changes each year according to the dynamics of the overall economy.
Similarly to Eurostat methodology, the unit of analysis is the individual rather than the
household. The HC is therefore computed as the percentage of individuals living in poor households,
where a household is defined as “poor” when its equivalent income is below the poverty line. We use
the official equivalence scale (Carbonaro scale). Compared to indicators computed on households as
the relevant unit, HC on individuals tends to weigh the incidence of poverty for the household size.
Since the number of components is highly correlated with poverty probability, poverty rates may differ
significantly.32
For each individual, we keep track of personal as well as of his/her households’ sociodemographical characteristics. As far as economic variables are concerned, we consider personal and
household incomes both in actual and in equivalent terms.33 Particular attention is given to the income
position of the elderly; specifically to the public transfers they receive. Data are organised so as to
associate to each individual all the different kind of pensions or social transfers he/she receives. In
particular, we are able to keep track of social pensions but not of the minimum pensions, which cannot
be distinguished from the other insurance pensions. Among the socio-demographical factors that could
influence the poverty probabilities, at the households level we consider the geographical area of
residence and a specific variable created to describe the composition of the family by the co-living
situation (called “family type”). For the individual we consider gender, age, education and the role
he/she plays within the family.

29

In particular, the Head Count ratio (HC) and the Income Poverty Gap ratio (IPG) are computed according to the
following expressions:
p

 PL − y i
PL
i =1




where p is the number of poor individuals and N the total number of individuals, PL the poverty line and yi the household’s
equivalent income of the poor individual i.
30 For a summary of the influence of the methodological choices and of the data quality issues involved in poverty
analyses see, for example, Trivellato (1998) and the references given in his paper.
31 After computing a poverty line on both income and consumption, we chose to use income instead of consumption
favouring the higher quality of income data available in the BISHIW. The levels of the indexes change, but conclusions in
terms of the relative position of different categories of individuals do not.
32 While the HC index computed on households would attach the same weight to any poor unit, in case of HC computed
on individuals the bigger is the size of the poor households relative to non-poor, the higher is the HC.
33 All the statistics weigh up the individuals by modified sampling weights provided by the BISHIW (variable PESOFL)
for the corresponding households in order to correct for the estimate distortions in longitudinal analyses (see SHIW
documentation in Banca d’Italia website).

HC = p/N ;

IPG =

1
p

∑ 
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─ Statistical Annex ─
Annex Table 1: Social and minimum pension compared to poverty line (euros)

Dotted lines denote changes in the statistical methodologies.
(1) For a 2-individual household, the poverty line is equal to the average per capita monthly consumption.
(2) For a 1-individual household, the poverty line is computed applying to (A) the coefficient of the Carbonaro equivalence scale 0.599.
(3) Istat per capita consumption expenditure of households from the National Accounts. Data differ from values implicit in the poverty
line due to a different methodology.
(4) Estimates for 1969-79 based on the average value of (D) during the period 1980-99.
(5) Annual amount, paid for 13 months, divided by 12 months.
(6) For the period 1969-73 the amount corresponds to the minimum old age pension for a former employed-worker over age 65: at that
time the minimum pension was differentiated by the kind of benefit (old age, disability or survivors), by the activity (employed or
self-employed work) and by the age (under or above 65). Since 1985 the monthly benefit also includes the “social integration” for
individuals over age 65 whose income is below a set amount (Law 140/1985 and Law 544/1988).
(7) Since 1985, the social pension includes the “social integration” prescribed by Law 140/1985 and Law 544/1988. Since 2001 the
“social integration” is differentiated by age (Law 388/2000); here only the amount for individuals between 65 and 75 years of age is
considered (due to the eligibility requirements, the youngest social pension beneficiaries in 1995 had to be 65).
(8) In 2002 the integration has been raised for all categories of over-70 years old pensioners (2002 Budget Law). The integration is
designed in order to guarantee a minimum benefit of 516.46 € a month, increased to 543.79 in 2005 and 551.35 in 2006).
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Annex Table 2: Overall sample (BISHIW - Data weighted by survey coefficient PESOFL)

(*)

For 1987 sample education refers only to the 13,304 income recipients.
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Annex Table 3: Elderly sub-group (BISHIW - Data weighted by survey coefficient PESOFL)

(*)

For 1987 sample education refers only to the 3,402 income recipients.
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Annex Table 4: Elderly Pensioners (BISHIW - Data weighted by survey coefficient PESOFL)

(*)

For 1987 sample education refers only for to 3,343 income recipients.
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Annex Table 5: Social Pensioners (BISHIW - Data weighted by survey coefficient PESOFL)

(*)

For 1987 sample education refers only to the 229 income recipients.

30

Annex Table 6: Poverty incidence (each year’s survey and corresponding 2-wave panels - BISHIW)
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