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A regime approach

Poverty is a structural element of modern human societies:

In a Polanyian perspective, poverty is “the outcome of
modes of regulation of social processes that, on the one
hand, shape the system of opportunities and
disadvantages, and on the other, construct some social
groups as disadvantaged.”



A regime approach

In other terms:

Poverty emerges from “a specific combination of labour
market conditions, the balance between public and private
(family) responsibility in buffering against social risks, a
gender division of labour within families and within society,
and social norms and cultural values. The incidence of poverty,
its composition and how it is experienced by those concerned
depend on the peculiar combination and interaction of these
factors in a given context and in a given historical period”.

It’s what we call poverty regime.



The risk of poverty can vary significantly between countries, due to 
different poverty regimes. 

For instance, when we compare Italy and Denmark …
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An analytical model for studying poverty regimes



The regimes of poverty in Europe
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The Italian poverty regime

Summarizing:

strong gender division of labour, 

forced familialism, labour market 

segmentation, insider/outsider 

dualism, fragmented welfare 

policies, and the importance of 
charities and NGOs







The Italian poverty regime

▪ A family matter

▪ The work is not enough

▪ Higher risk in the South

▪ Migrants as the “new” subjects of poverty



A family matter

Very low female employment rate, male breadwinner, small firms, low salaries, 
ineffective welfare policies=high poverty in households with children



The work is not enough

13% of blue-collar households are in 
poverty, highest rate after unemployed

Growth of in-work poverty after 2008

Precarization of work, low employment rates, 
informal economy, low salaries, lack of 
redistributive policies



Higher risk in the South

About 2 millions of 
households in poverty, or 5.6 
millions of individuals.

A feature of poverty regime since the 
unification of the country, with a widening gap 
… but growth in the North as well 



Migrants

Foreigners cumulate all the disadvantages … plus discrimination

5,7

17,0

30,6

7,5

0,0

5,0

10,0

15,0

20,0

25,0

30,0

35,0

Italians only Italians and foreigners Foreigners only All households

Absolute households poverty by presence of foreigners
(2021)



Urban poverty

Strong territorial differentiation in terms of social and economic development, 
welfare institutions, cultural traits: a strong tradition of studies on this issue 
(for instance Bagnasco 1977).

An attempt to describe poverty distribution in the 10 larget cities, despite the 
lack of data at sub-municipal level.



Urban poverty



Policies against poverty

A social assistance system characterized by strong fragmentation, scarce 
attention to anti-poverty policies, until the introduction of a universal 
minimum income benefit in 2019 (last in the EU …)
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Policies against poverty

Two relevant changes in the last 3 years:

1) The introduction of a minimum income scheme (Reddito di Cittadinanza) in 
2019, a universal benefit to all households in poverty. 

2) The introduction of a universal and progressive family allowance (Assegno
Unico e Universale)

A strong increase (since 2014) of expenditure against poverty, but still a strong 
political opposition against the RdC, and attempts to cancel it.
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