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S
Madam Vice President of the Chamber of Deputies, Representatives of the Government, 
Authorities, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

today, Istat would like to present the annual Report on the state of the Nation. The analyses 
presented in the volume refer to 2012: a particularly important year for official statistics. 

In fact, the structural changes caused by the crisis, the far-reaching changes in the social 
fabric and the development of new forms of communication in social networks have resul-
ted in a more accurate way to understand and interpret the present. In the same way, they 
have made it necessary to predict evolutions that are already underway, and assess policy 
choices ex ante and ex post. 

In a period where uncertainty conditions the choices and lifestyles of families, businesses 
and other economic and social figures, the need for high quality, relevant and updated stati-
stics is becoming ever more important, in addition to the increasing demand for comparable 
statistics on an international level to be used in national and European governance. 

In 2012, we conducted  a Census of industry and services, non-profit organisations and 
public institutions. The survey was based on new methods of integrating administrative data 
and direct surveys, which allowed us to increase the quality and quantity of the statistical 
information produced while limiting the burden for participants. The Census, as usual, al-
lowed us to update the structural overview of the productive system, but also, for the first 
time, offered us an in-depth analysis of the decision-making methods, relational networks 
and strategic behaviours of enterprises, in order to accurately assess their level of moder-
nisation, potential for competition and growth and the critical factors which impede their 
development. 

Although it is important to analyse the fragility and potential of the economic system, it is 
equally essential to develop our understanding of the country’s social situation, the quali-
ty of life for its citizens and their vulnerabilities. Making the invisible visible was the most 
important result we achieved in the social sector, with the development of statistics on the 
homeless, on discrimination by sexual orientation, prison inmates and the conditions of life 
of immigrants. Moreover, we also produced new indicators for equal and sustainable wel-
lbeing. This took place in the context of a project, developed together with the CNEL (Italian 
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National Council of Economy and Labour), of enormous methodological value to be shared 
with civil society, which has placed Italy at the forefront of the international panorama in the 
field of measurements and indicators used to accompany GDP. 

Again in 2012, Istat introduced numerous and sometimes radical methodological innova-
tions, and extended the range of economic and social indicators revealing both the structu-
ral and economic situation. We intensified our efforts to publish statistics in a way that is 
easy to understand and accessible even to non-experts, providing new graphic visualisation 
and geo-referencing services for data and new products, in line with international good 
practices. Among others, we would like to draw attention to the statistics portal on social 
cohesion, with updated figures on employment and social integration, and the public admi-
nistration portal, which combines and integrates the information available on the individual 
authorities. In order to increase the value of the range of data published and make them 
more easily accessible to the scientific community and institutions, we have opened our 
microdata files for public use online, making them free to download from our website. 

The recent National Statistics Conference drew the country’s attention to the subject of de-
veloping a statistics office capable of shouldering the responsibility for producing scenarios 
to look towards the future and evaluate risks. As we commented in the opening speech: 
“we need a statistics that can extend its cone of light into the future, while remaining both 
scientific and independent”. 

Istat is working hard, in a rigorous scientific manner, to construct simulation and forecasting 
models and create tools for assessing the impact of public policies, to be used as a refe-
rence for deciding investments, allocating resources and making choices which will have 
implications for the future. 

The economy and society in 2012 

2012 presented some particularly difficult problems for Italy, which also continued into the 
first part of 2013, as confirmed by the fall in GDP, estimated at 0.5% in the first quarter. The 
crisis which has swept over our economy arrived after a decade of economic growth which 
was not just modest, but far below that of the other large European countries. A decade 
which was also characterised by stagnant productivity, which grew by only 1.2% against an 
average of 9.5% in Eurozone-countries. For these reasons, the global crisis which began 
in 2007-2008 hit the Italian economy harder than many other advanced countries. Between 
2008 and 2012, Italian GDP fell by 5.8%, while it remained almost stationary in France and 
grew by 2.5% in Germany.

The fall in GDP and the negative effect on employment have led, along with financial turbu-
lence and restrictive fiscal policies, to a sharp fall in domestic demand: consumer spending 
was affected by the fall in available income for families, which was also penalised by inflation 
which remained relatively high despite the recession. The demand for investment has been 
strongly affected by the fall in capacity, the uncertain economic situation and problems for 
enterprises in sourcing credit.

This aspect of the crisis emerges very clearly from the reports from enterprises, which show 
a general tightening of access to credit since the end of 2011, with a return to the levels 
found at the beginning of the global economic crisis. During 2012, the cases of credit ratio-
ning have made it more difficult for small enterprises to survive, and this gap has not shown 
signs of lessening even during the first quarter of 2013: in March, the probability of a loan 
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request being refused for a small business was on average double that for a medium or large 
sized business. This penalisation according to size was considerably reduced, although not 
completely eliminated, for companies with a solid financial background.

Moreover, there were significant geographical differences in access to credit. In general, 
both in the manufacturing and services sectors, companies in the South of Italy and Italian 
islands were more likely to be refused credit. 

Credit tension was particularly important because Italian firms have traditionally relied on 
bank loans rather than other types of financing, both in terms of quantity and tax deductions. 
However, there are some potentially positive effects of the introduction in 2011 of the ACE 
- Aid for Economic Growth - an incentive for boosting capital buffers for enterprises, which 
works by excluding capital injections and re-invested profits from taxable income for IRES 
or IRPEF purposes. The results of the calculations performed using the new Istat microsimu-
lation model for enterprises show that, when up and running, the deductions introduced by 
this means will help small and medium sized enterprises and those operating in the South 
of Italy: precisely the segments that are currently suffering the most from credit rationing.

Given the 2.4% fall in GDP and 5.4% in domestic demand, last year net international de-
mand returned after many years to being the main driver for growth, considerably attenua-
ting the force of the recession with a positive contribution to increasing GDP by no less 
than three percentage points. Although net international demand provided a positive impul-
se towards expanding GDP during all quarters of the year, the contribution to growth has 
gradually been levelling out. In the context of a general slide in global demand, export has 
grown significantly: the performance of sales of Italian goods abroad (+3.7%) was, together 
with Spain, the best among the main EU economies. However, an important part of the 
expansion of commercial activities was due to the strong contraction in imports, affected by 
the weak domestic demand. 

Demand from other countries has also supported the tourism sector which, following the ge-
neral reorganisation of spending habits in Italian families, has seen consistent falls in terms 
of the number of Italian residents choosing to take holidays in the country, balanced by the 
presence of foreign tourists, which increased last year.

Public finances show that, despite the negative economic cycle, the net debt of public ad-
ministrations in relation to GDP fell by 3%, the target value for closing the excessive deficit 
procedure opened against Italy by the European Union in 2009. Net of interest expenses, we 
recorded a considerable primary surplus equal to 2.5% of GDP and 1.3 points higher than in 
2011. The reduction of net debt was largely thanks to the increase in fiscal pressure, which 
reached 44%. Public spending was also reduced: current expenses net of interest fell by 
0.5%, while total expenses rose by 0.6%. At the same time, due to the weak economy, the 
debt/GDP ratio continued to increase, reaching 127%.

The situation of the productive system

In the last eighteen months, the recession has affected all the main sectors, causing a 
profound and generalised fall in added value and accentuating the structural problems in the 
productive system. The construction sector was particularly hard hit, with a fall in business 
for the fifth year running, followed by agriculture and manufacturing; the services sector 
also suffered from the fall in demand, although to a lesser extent than in the manufacturing 
sector. The only significant exceptions were the art and entertainment and home repair 
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services sectors, which both saw growth in 2012, along with the financial and insurance 
sector, which remained stable. 
In particular, the manufacturing sector was heavily affected by the consequences of the 
latest recession, which began in May 2011; overall, industrial production in February this 
year was nearly 11% lower than the peak recorded in April 2011, and 24% lower than the 
historical maximum of April 2008.

The crisis hit a system of enterprises which is characterised by a wide range of structures, 
degrees of competitiveness and potential for growth; a system which had already been ba-
dly hit by the first recessive phase between 2008 and 2009. 

The analysis of the preliminary data from the Industry and Services Census show a situation 
centred around 1.7 million productive units, with a minimum level of organisational complexity, 

providing around 14 million jobs. Large segments of these showed minimum interest in 
expanding their size or production capacity, in contrast to some areas with strong dynamic 
potential. The latter are open to innovation and aware of the importance of managerial and 
organisational aspects for the company’s competitiveness.

The Italian productive system has a prevalence of relatively simple governance models, 
characterised by a high concentration of ownership, family control and centralised business 
management. In particular, the family-business structure (where control is directly or indi-
rectly exercised by a physical person or family) is found in more than 70% of companies 
in the industrial and services sector. The leading partner is a physical person or family in 
90% of cases. This analysis allows us to identify different types of business with different 
potential for growth, according to the combination of three main strategic profiles (business 
dynamism, organisational complexity, and internationalisation). On one hand, around three 
quarters of Italian companies, representing nearly half of current employment, have profiles 
and strategies that are mainly targeted at a local market (municipal or regional), with extre-
mely simplified company organisation and low integration in the value chain, especially on 
an international level. 

On the other hand, there are some industrial segments which show significant innovation 
in terms of products, organisation and marketing, even in family-run rather than managerial 
organisational models. These include more than 200,000 highly dynamic Italian companies, 
accounting for around 12% of the total and representing nearly three million jobs, which 
frequently show a strong impulse towards economic and employment expansion. This type 
of company is represented by 10% of micro-enterprises, 25% of small enterprises and 33% 
of medium enterprises, in addition to more than a quarter of large enterprises. Out of these 
dynamic firms, around 70,000 units have shown a strong tendency towards expanding, with 
an increase of over 8% in the number of employees between 2007 and 2010, despite the 
depth of the economic crisis. 

Some aspects of micro-enterprises appear to be particularly noteworthy, accounting for 
just under half the jobs. Alongside a considerable number of “stagnant” firms, there are 
important, high performing innovative segments. These are units led by entrepreneurs with 
a higher than average level of education (double the numbers of graduates) and greater bu-
siness experience. Moreover, it is important to note that these companies have often been 
passed down a generation more recently than others.

The factors indicated by the companies themselves preventing competitiveness revealed 
particular problems regarding the lack of financial resources and excessive administrative 
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requirements for small enterprises; large enterprises, on the other hand, pointed to weak de-
mand and the difficult economic situation. Limitations due to the lack of infrastructures, qua-
lified resources and difficulty in recruiting staff or suppliers were perceived as less serious.

Over the next few years, characterised by a persistent and significant growth gap between 
global demand and domestic Italian demand, one of the main factors of growth will be the 
capacity of enterprises to intercept the expansion of demand for imports from other coun-
tries and, more in general, the opportunities offered by internationalisation processes. 

The theme of internationalisation has two underlying aspects for analysis: the first, on a mi-
cro-economic and retrospective level, regards the assessment of the impact of an internatio-
nal repositioning of Italian firms on the economic and employment performance of individual 
production units; the second, macro-sectoral and forecast aspect, assess the extend to whi-
ch the evolution of the international cycle will support Italian economic recovery, considering 
the characteristics of the Italian export system, composed of around 190,000 firms.

Regarding the first level of analysis, focussing our attention on the forms of internationalisa-
tion capable of directly stimulating growth, we find considerable potential for our productive 
system on one hand, and on the other a series of issues and obstacles associated with both 
the context and the specific characteristics of our productive units.

Between 2007 and 2010, around 18% of companies with international trade or industrial 
relations increased their scale of internationalisation, 12% showed a regression, while the 
remaining 70% maintained a stable presence in foreign markets. 

The transition towards more evolved types of internationalisation had a positive and significant 
effect on their performance in terms of added value and employment. For export companies, 
an increased number of non-EU outlet markets resulted in a specific and positive impact on 
the company’s economic size, raising added value by 8% and employment by 7%. This evo-
lution does not require radical changes, and could be incentivised using policy interventions 
in line with the structural characteristics of our system of enterprises (small average size, high 
level of dispersion, strong specialisation), which could therefore provide an important stimulus 
for growth in a short time. However, given the considerable negative effects of downgrading 
companies in the scale of internationalisation, it would also be necessary to monitor and 
support the international presence of companies which have already undergone advanced 
internationalisation, especially small enterprises which are heavily exposed on the markets. 

The second area for analysis, looking towards the future, allows us to outline forecast cumu-
lative growth in exports between 2013-2014 of just under 10%, with manufacturing taking 
the lead over services during the period (+10% against +7.5%). The acceleration in the 
industrial segment would apply to all sectors, with a rise in exports of between 8.3% for 
intermediate goods and 11.6% for agri-food products over the two year period.

The impact analysis showed that, following the rise in international demand forecast in 
2013-2014, the overall impact on added value would be of 1%. The intermediate goods 
manufacturing segment would see a more sustained rise in work units against a small con-
tribution to growth in added value. 

In the manufacturing sector, therefore, we can predict a scenario of growth induced by 
exports in which some of the main consumer goods sectors (textiles, clothing and wood) 
and traditional segments (rubber and plastics, transport vehicles) would see weaker perfor-
mance than sectors with a higher technology content (mechanics, electronics). The growth 
in international demand would tend to modify the structure of exports to the advantage of 
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sectors which guarantee more sizeable effects on the economic system; however, this ef-
fect of this process would not easily be seen within the first two years. In fact, on one had 
the change in the composition of the Italian exports sector is a phenomenon which would 
take far longer; on the other hand, in the context of lower foreign demand than in the past, 
a sharp acceleration in this process seems unlikely.

The situation of families

One of the main causes of the current recession, which began in the second half of 2011, 
is the fall in disposable income, which has led to a sharp fall in family spending. In fact, in 
2012, given the 2.4% fall in purchasing power, the purchasing power of families fell by 4.8%. 
This was an exceptionally sharp reduction which came hard on the heels of four years of 
constant slides. 

During this period, the disposable income of families, net of inflation, fell by nearly 10%, 
returning to the levels of twenty years ago. 

Over the last year, the fall in income from business activities and the rise in the tax burden 
were the main factors in reducing family income. Employment income remained stable in 
nominal terms, although purchasing power was affected by inflation. 

The impact of income taxation on disposable family income rose to 16.1%, one percent 
higher than the previous year: these are the highest levels since 1990. If we add other taxes 
onto income taxation, essentially represented by IMU (housing tax), the impact on dispo-
sable income rises to 16.5%, with a rise of 1.3 percentage points in comparison to 2011. 
Taking account of actual and figurative social security contributions, the tax and welfare 
burden on disposable income reaches as much as 30.3%, against 29.4% in 2011.

The calculations performed using a new Istat microsimulation model for families show that 
the rise in VAT from 20 to 21%, applied since September 2011, and the variations in petrol 
duty introduced in 2011 have resulted in a sharper rise in costs for families with average 
expenses (around 0.9%) than for those with higher spending levels. The most disadvanta-
ged families, given the lower impact of the rise in VAT on their spending, had a slightly lower 
percentage rise in overall spending. Nonetheless, these families were particularly hard hit by 
the variation in duties, which led to increased costs in comparison to those for the top fifth of 
families spending the most. In perspective, the impact of the changes to VAT on family spen-
ding must take account of the evolution of consumer profiles over time. In fact, families with 
lower spending levels have gradually modified their basket of products, which now includes 
more products with ordinary duties rather than those that are tax subsidised or exempt. 

The trend of social services, although at its lowest point since 2000, saw the resources 
received by families for pensions and other social security or welfare benefits rise by 2%, 
against an average growth of 3.2% over the previous three years. Unemployment benefits 
and income integration, stable in 2011, started to grow rapidly last year (13.7%).

The considerable fall in the disposable income of families was reflected in a sharp fall (-1.9%) 
in consumer spending - much sharper than that seen during the crisis in 2008-2009 - and 
a further reduction in the tendency to save, which has fallen to a historical record minimum 
of 8.2%. The tendency to save, which used to be one of the strengths of the Italian system, 
although still higher than that measured in Spain, was significantly lower than in Germany 
and France, and close to that seen in the UK, the country which has traditionally had the 
lowest levels in Europe. 



Summary

9

In this context, the number of new loans and mortgages granted to families by banks fell in 
2012 by 20% and 35% respectively, against an average fall of 3% and 7.8% in the 2009-
2011 period. This was also due to greater selectivity by financial operators, given the rise in 
bad debts from the family sector, which have risen by 27% each year since 2009.

Families have responded to economic difficulties by reducing the quantity and quality of 
food and clothing products purchased and by choosing low-cost outlets over traditional 
retail channels. There has been a marked rise in this type of consumer behaviour, especially 
in the North of Italy, although the South still remains the area where the phenomenon is the 
most common.

The fall in consumer spending was also affected by inflation, which had a notably greater 
effect on families with lower spending levels: in 2012, with an inflation rate (measured by 
the harmonised European consumer price index) of 3.3%, the inflation felt by families in 
the lower fifth for consumer spending was of 4.2%; the upper fifth was only affected by 
2.9%. Inflation also affected families with lower spending levels in 2011, although to a lesser 
extent.

The number of economically disadvantaged families, especially those with serious depriva-
tion, grew to include 14.5% of the population. Over the last two years, the number of seriou-
sly deprived families doubled, in sharp contrast to the previous period.

The gap between the South and the rest of the country continued to expand in 2012, with 
families resident in the southern areas and Italian islands experiencing markedly worse con-
ditions than those in the North and Centre. In the South, material deprivation rose by more 
than 3%, extending to 40% of the population, while serious deprivation affected as many as 
one in four, with a rise of more than 5%. 

Furthermore, a trend which began in 2011 was confirmed in 2012: serious material depri-
vation began to extend from individuals with the lowest family incomes to those with higher 
average income, who were exposed to the risk of poverty by negative and unforeseen even-
ts. In 2012, around 48% of the individuals who moved into a situation of severe material 
deprivation came from the lower fifth of equivalent income, but more than a quarter of the 
total came from higher income brackets (from the third fifth upwards). 

The depth and extraordinary duration of the economic crisis is also resulting in significant 
effects on the psychological aspect in the population. This aspect, as well as being an es-
sential element for strong social cohesion, conditions the economic system’s capacity to 
react and the efficiency and credibility of economic policy. 

For the first time, the Report will dedicate considerable space to analysing citizens’ percep-
tion and opinions of the economic situation, the quality of the various aspects of their lives, 
their trust in institutions and the effects of globalisation, examining how these opinions tran-
slate into behaviours that affect the functioning of the economy and society.

The results of the survey of families indicate that citizens have low levels of trust in the main 
public institutions and especially in political parties. The analyses developed show that there 
is a link between the level of trust in local institutions, in particular municipal authorities, the 
quality of services offered and the conditions of the territory and environment in which we 
live. The region of residence also counts - reflecting differences in social situation, level of 
cohesion and the general conditions of life on a local level - along with lack of trust in parties 
and the other national institutions. 
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In 2012, the territorial and social gap in terms of satisfaction about economic condition wi-
dened further, with decidedly lower rates among the population than for other aspects of life, 
recording a fall where levels were lowest. 

An interpretation of the last twenty years shows that the crisis has accentuated a slide which 
had already begun in 2001, with particularly negative points during recessive phases, during 
which the gap between the northern and southern regions also widened. The number of re-
sidents that are satisfied by their economic situation went from 50% in the North, to 44.3% 
in the Centre and 32% in the South and Islands. 

The analyses presented show a link between the level of consumer spending and citizens’ 
view of their own and their country’s economic situation. These assessments were also in-
fluenced by modifications in purchasing choices. If economic difficulties led citizens to give 
up part of their purchases which, although not strictly necessary, are perceived to be im-
portant, then their perception of the situation of the country as a whole was also negatively 
affected. 

Despite the problems produced by the economic crisis, the level of satisfaction about the 
lives of Italians in general remained high, although it did fall sharply between 2011 and 2012. 
More than 90% of citizens over the age of 14 stated that they were satisfied by their family 
relationships, and nearly 85% for friendships. Satisfaction with health was also widespread, 
despite the high average age of the population: nearly 90% of those interviewed expressed 
a positive opinion. The same was true for leisure time: in 2012, 65.9% of the population was 
very or quite satisfied by this component, a share that even increased in comparison with 
2011 (64.1%) 

The order of importance of the various components changed according to the level of sati-
sfaction for life in general: those who were very satisfied valued the economic situation most 
of all, then health, followed by the other components. The economic situation counted much 
less, however, for those who rated their satisfaction as low or none. In this case, the most 
important aspect was health, followed by the remaining areas relating to personal life. 

Only the population in active employment saw their satisfaction for the individual areas of 
life change according to their work. This played the most important role, not so much for its 
value as a source of income, but for its “contents”. For example, this was the most strongly 
emphasised aspect for everyone, regardless of whether they performed a highly qualified 
profession or a manual job. Between 1993 and 2012, the percentage of employees who 
were satisfied by their job never fell below 75%, with the lowest levels in the South of Italy.

The labour market 

Along with a fall of around 500,000 jobs, recorded from 2008 onwards, the crisis has produ-
ced a considerable increase in participation in the job market, especially for women. Howe-
ver, this has not led to an adequate response in terms of number of jobs. The unemployment 
rate has grown considerably, reaching 11.5% (March 2013). The number of people who have 
been looking for jobs for over 12 months has risen by 675,000 since 2008, and now represent 
more than half the total, while the average length of a job search has increased to 21 months. 

In parallel with the growth in unemployment and the length of its duration, a specific seg-
ment of inactivity has also increased, for the potential work force: these are people who 
don’t have a job and are not actively looking for one, but who would be willing to work. 
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This segment represents 3 million people, bringing the total number of potentially employed 
people to 6 million when counted together with job seekers. Given the cyclic conditions of 
the job market and the reduced opportunities for employment, it is unlikely that this level of 
demand for work will be met. 

There is increasing uncertainty in the country caused by applications for income benefit. Fol-
lowing the changing status in the last four years of those claiming income support, we have 
observed an extension of the duration of periods when these benefits are necessary and a 
considerably rise in those who have become officially unemployed or inactive.

The imbalances in the job market continue to be very serious in the South, where the fall in 
employment levels began earlier and has been more intense, if we consider that from 2008 
onwards the drop has been three times sharper than in the rest of the country (4.6% against 
1.2% in the Centre and North). The percentage of job seekers in the South out of the total, 
which was falling up until 2011, has also started to rise again, and the different in employ-
ment rates between the North and the South has also rise by around 2 percent over the last 
year. This has led to the employment rate rising to over 17%, nearly 10 points higher than in 
the North, while the time it takes to find a job, which has risen throughout the country, has 
seen peaks of 27 months in southern regions. The phenomenon of discouragement has been 
particularly strong: the rate of failure to participate, which includes both the unemployed and 
the potential work force, was three times as high in the South as in the North (34.2% against 
11.8%).

Employment rates, which had started to grow slightly in 2011, fell again in the second half 
of 2012, and continued to fall in early 2013. At the same time, there was a stronger fall in 
jobs created (-1.1% in terms of standard work units used for national accounting purposes) 
due to the increase in the number of part-time employees, which has seen constant growth 
during 2012, and a rise in applications for income support. 

The age profile of those in employment is changing due to a rise in the numbers aged over 
50 - as a result of the reforms in the pension system - and a fall in the numbers of young 
people. We also saw a shift towards more flexible types of contract as a tool to cope with 
the crisis. A fall in permanent full-time contracts: down 5% between 2008 and 2012, down 
more than two percent just in the last year. A rise, not by the employees’ choice, in part time 
work and temporary contracts. In comparison to the previous year, the percentage of em-
ployees moving from part-time to full-time fell by half. 54% of part time contracts are now 
involuntary. 

For temporary contracts, it was mainly the short term contracts that increased (half of the tem-
porary contracts in 2012 were for less than one year), although nearly one employee in five has 
been working on a temporary contract for at least five years. A fall in the probability of moving 
from temporary contracts to a standard employment contract, with a rise in the number of 
contracts terminated.

The polarisation in the forms of contract was accompanied by a loss in the number of em-
ployees in highly qualified professions. Between 2008 and 2012, the number of managers 
and entrepreneurs fell by more than 40%, while the more executive, less qualified positions 
rose, especially in the family services sector. The deterioration of the general conditions of 
the job market intensified the phenomenon of gender segregation in professions, due both 
to the increased number of women working in traditionally feminine occupations and the 
same increase in men working in male professions. 
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Young people continue to be the segment that has been hit hardest by the crisis. Their chan-
ces of obtaining or holding onto a job have been significantly reduced: in four years, the em-
ployment rate for people between the ages of 15-29 (32.5%) has fallen by around 7 percent, 
and by 1.2% just in 2012. This represents 727,000 fewer jobs for young people between 
2008 and 2012, and the phenomenon is stronger in the South, where the employment rate 
for young people is half that in the North (22.5% against 41.5%). 

The unemployment rate for young people has grown by ten points in four years, five points 
only in the last year, mainly affecting those with lower academic qualifications. The percen-
tage of NEET, young people not in employment, eduction or training, rose more sharply than 
in other European countries, reaching 2,250,000: 24% of the total number of young people 
between the ages of 15 and 29. In Italy, the condition of NEET is less closely associated with 
the condition of unemployment and more with the phenomenon of discouragement than in 
other countries, as fewer young people are actively seeking jobs and more are included in 
the potential work force.

The return on investment in education is still low in Italy, reflected by the number of students, 
which has remained substantially stable at around 4 million, equal to 41.5% of the popula-
tion between the ages of 15 and 29. 

However, university degrees are increasingly becoming a form of insurance against the 
growing difficulties in the job market, far more than secondary school diplomas. This is 
shown by the considerable expansion of the gap in recent years between Italy and the 
rest of the European Union in terms of employment opportunities for those with secondary 
school qualifications. Since 2006, for those aged between 20 and 34 and holding a diploma 
from three years before, the gap between the average European employment rate and the 
Italian rate doubled, reaching a peak of 20.8%, while for graduates the gap was 16.5% with 
a rise of only 1.3%. This segment of diploma holders saw employment rates fall by 14.3% 
between 2008 and 2012, while graduates saw a fall of only 6.5%. 

Other studies also show that some of the effects of the crisis on employment opportunities 
for graduates appear to have accentuated the role of social background, with the probability 
of finding work or obtaining higher salaries rising in line with social class. This had a nega-
tive impact on social mobility, combined with evidence highlighted by last year’s Report of 
the phenomenon by which far fewer students from disadvantaged backgrounds sign up for 
university. 

Immigrants are another segment which has been particularly hard hit by the difficult econo-
mic situation. Between 2008 and 2012, the employment rate for foreign citizens fell by more 
than 6%, 10% only among men. In comparison with Italians, the employment rate rose by 
almost 2%, which became 3.5% if we only consider the North. Furthermore, the job market 
still has important elements of double standards between Italian and foreign citizens, whose 
salaries are an average of 25% lower. Women in particular saw a process of concentration 
in only two professions: domestic assistants or home helps. 

Lastly, due to the concentration of the various communities in different sectors of the eco-
nomy, we note that the crisis has had a greater effect on those female ethnicities, such as 
Moroccans and Albanians, that worked mainly in industrial firms and less on those working 
for families, such as those from the Philippines, Poland and Romania. 

Despite these phenomena, the particularly difficult economic situation appears to have in-
creased the feeling of competition between Italians and foreign citizens in claiming scarce 
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resources, in particular jobs. Although 86.7% of Italians agree that everyone should have the 
right to live in any country they choose, 50% claim that, when there are limited jobs avai-
lable, employers should give priority to Italians. The probability that an Italian citizen calls for 
greater protection against immigrants for their own and other Italians’ jobs increases accor-
ding to their level of academic qualification and their perception of being more vulnerable to 
losing their position. This is especially true in cases where the possibility of being replaced 
by foreign citizens is perceived as higher.

Female employment grew by 110,000 units. This positive trend counterbalanced the re-com-
position of the workforce in favour of the upper age range, as a result of pension refor-
ms. In fact, the increase was partially due to the over-49 segment (nearly 7%) which more 
than compensated for the fall in young people. In this context, we also saw the number of 
low-qualified jobs increase, especially for female immigrants, and the effects of new family 
strategies to cope with economic difficulties. From 2008, the number of married women 
with children and jobs who represent the only source of family income rose from 224,000 
to 381,000. Moreover, the number of women seeking employment in order to support the 
fall in family income due to their partner’s loss of work or application for income support is 
growing, especially in the South. Lastly, regarding the expansion of the low-qualified em-
ployment segment, we would like to emphasise that this has taken place almost exclusively 
for services to families, a phenomenon that confirms the impossibility of reducing the need 
for assistance for elderly people not able to look after themselves.

The number of women employed in Italy remains, however, considerably lower than in the 
EU. Furthermore, they are concentrated in only a few professions (50% is taken up by 18 
professions, against 51 for men) and is often associated with increasing levels of “over-qua-
lification”, which is more accentuated than for men. 

Conclusions

A precise and in-depth understanding of these figures is the basis on which to construct 
Italy’s future. This is the context of the analyses we are presenting in this Report. We hope 
that they will serve as a contribution to our commitment to plan for a future beyond the 
crisis. 
What is certain is that the role of statistics in supporting complex decision-making proces-
ses is becoming ever more apparent from several points of view. 

European governance requires high quality indicators, especially regarding aspects of ma-
cro-economics and public finances; the policy for growth and social cohesion require an in-
creasing number of measurements of the behaviour of the various subjects, taking account 
of the heterogeneity present in the economic and social fabric and the environment.

Supporting this role requires a high and constant level of innovation: in contents and tech-
nology, in the methods applied and the production processes used. This is an extraordinary 
challenge not only for Istat, but also for the European and national Statistics Systems, which 
are also required to meet a growing demand for faster, more articulated and high quality 
information. 

The Institute will continue to serve society and citizens and record the main transformations, 
representing an independent view of the country with its strong-points and weaknesses.

This is our interpretation of the task we are appointed to perform.




