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"Italian family policies have historically been weak. The fragmentation of benefits, coupled with a dualistic 

system based on labour market participation and the male breadwinner model, has resulted in an inadequate 

public support system for families. While the weakness of family policies can be attributed to a broader 

welfare state model common in Southern Europe, it is also evident that several dynamics are currently 

shaping the definition and renewal of Italian family policies. 

One of the main drivers of the current discussion on transforming family policies is the persistence of the 

decline in fertility rates in Italy. The significant reduction in births raises concerns about the adequacy of 

policies related to family and parenting, prompting calls for radical changes. Inspired by leading countries 

such as France and Sweden—both having the highest fertility rates in Europe and comprehensive family 

policy systems that offer cash benefits and in-kind services while promoting gender equality—Italy is 

attempting to revise its policies. The introduction of the Single and Universal Allowance (AUU – Assegno 

Unico e Universale) represents an effort to address the historical disparity among different types of workers, 

reduce the fragmentation of family cash benefits, and directly support children's well-being. It is important to 

underline that the AUU has been implemented during a period of severe declining in birth rates, and in times 

of an increasing reduction in the number of young people, that threatens the social and economic 

sustainability of the entire welfare state, particularly the pension system. 

All in all, the recent public measures aimed at supporting parents and families - also including the 

introduction and expansion of compulsory paternity leave - reflect a commitment that remains ambiguous. 

Family policies are still underfunded and predominantly focused on cash benefits, continuing to pursue the 

historical trends. For instance, the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e 

Resilienza – PNRR) comprises a review of children's services and calls for strengthening kindergartens, but 

its innovative potential has been significantly recalibrated recently, mainly with the cut of the number of 

places envisaged initially foreseen in the document. Thus, the question arises: Is the Italian family policy 

system truly undergoing a transformation, and if so, which factors push the change and in what direction? 

The main challenge should be that of transforming a system historically based on male breadwinner model, 

dualistic logic, and policy fragmentation into one that meets contemporary family needs, promotes greater 

gender equality, and facilitates better work-life balance. For this reason, it is crucial to consider whether the 

goal of certain policies is merely to increase the Italian fertility rate or to ensure a welfare state that also 

emphasizes equal opportunities. Through a literature review, this paper aims to explore the historical  



evolution of Italian family policies to determine whether they are indeed undergoing a transformation and 

how much the persistent and worsening fertility decline is influencing recent public measures for families, 

children, and parents. Despite evidence of ongoing change, recent trends demonstrate that significant 

improvements are needed to build a family policy system focused on equal opportunities. Moreover, it is 

important to reflect on whether family policies’ process of transformation results from a new framework or 

the traditional reparative approach of the Italian welfare state. 

Main references 

Ascoli U., Pavolini E. (eds) (2015). The Italian welfare state in a European perspective: A comparative 

analysis, Policy Press, Bristol. 

Billari F.C. (2005). Europe and its fertility: from low to lowest low. National Institute Economic Review, 

194: 56- 72. 

Bonifazi C., Paparusso A. (2019). L’impatto delle politiche familiari sulla bassa fecondità europea. La 

Rivista delle Politiche Sociali, 4: 31-49. 

Cannito M. (2015). Quando il congedo è maschile? Vincoli e opportunità nell’uso dei congedi parentali da 

parte dei padri in Italia. Autonomie locali e servizi sociali, 2: 323-339. 

Esping-Andersen G. (1990). The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Princeton University Press. Princeton, 

N.J.. Esping-Andersen G. (1999). Social Foundations of Postindustrial Economies. Oxford University Press, 

Oxford Ferrera M. (1996). The “southern model” of welfare in social Europe. Journal of European Social 

Policy, 6(1): 17– 37. 

Ferrera M. (2010). The south European countries. In: F. G. Castels, S. Leibfried, J. Lewis, H. Obinger e C. 

Pierson, a cura di, The oxford handbook of the welfare state. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Ferrera M., Fargion V., Jessoula M. (2012). Alle radici del welfare all'italiana: origini e futuro di un modello 

sociale squilibrato. Vol. 7. Venezia: Marsilio. 

Fraser N. (1994). After the family wage: gender equity and the welfare state. Political Theory, 22(4): 591-

618. Kohler H.P., Billari F.C., Ortega J.A. (2002). The emergence of lowest-low fertility in Europe during 

the 1990s. Population and Development Review, 28(4): 641-680. 

Lewis J. (1992). Gender and the development of welfare regimes. Journal of European Social Policy, 159(2): 

159- 173. 

Naldini M., Saraceno C. (2008). Social and family policies in Italy: not totally frozen but far from structural 

reforms. Social Policy and Administration, 42(7): 733-748. 

Naldini M., Saraceno C. (2022). Changes in the Italian work-family system and the role of social policies in 

the last forty years. Stato e Mercato, 124: 83-113 

Neyer G. (2013). Welfare states, family policies, and fertility in Europe. In: G. Neyer, G. Andersson, H. 

Kulu, L. Bernardi, C. Buhler, a cura di, The demography of Europe. Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands. 

Pasqui L. (2022). La Next Generation nel PNRR: gli asili nido come investimento multidimensionale tra 

Governo e autonomie locali. Italian Papers on Federalism, 2: 157-170. 

Rosina A. (2022). Gli squilibri generazionali di un paese che non cresce. Il Mulino, 4: 96-105. 



Rosina A., Luppi F. (2022). L’assegno unico e universale: alla ricerca della giusta misura tra equità e 

sostegno alla natalità. La Rivista delle Politiche Sociali, 1: 161-177. 

Sabatinelli S. (2022). Le disparità nell’accesso ai servizi per l’infanzia. Il Mulino, 4: 79-86. 

Saraceno C. (2022). L’assegno unico universale: che cosa cambia nel sostegno economico alle famiglie con 

figli. Politiche Sociali, 1: 135-140. 

Thévenon O. (2009). Does fertility respond to work and family reconciliation policies in France?. HAL 

Working Papers, 231-261. 

Tomatis F. (2021). Calo della fecondità in Europa: una questione di policy e di genere. Autonomie locali e 

servizi sociali, 1: 191-206. 

 


