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Core Questions
Measuring living standards
• How much has the well-being of the 

Italians improved over the 150 years since 
Unification?

• When, how and for whom did 
improvement occur?

• How does Italy’s living standard dynamics 
compare to that of other countries?
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Material living conditions



 GDP per capita multiplied by 13.

GDP-based measures
1861-present day



GDP per capita
 (index: 1861=100)
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GDP per capita
 (index: United States=100)
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GDP-based measures
1861-present day

 GDP per capita multiplied by 13.
 GDP per adult equivalent increased 

less 
(1881-2011: 8 vs. 11).

 Labour effort to produce GDP has 
decreased significantly (in line with other 
countries).



Worked hours



Child work
(age 10-14)



Non-monetary indicators 
of well-being



The conquest of longevity



GDP adjusted for longevity
[Usher (1973), Williamson (1984)]
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GDP adjusted for longevity
[Usher (1973), Williamson (1984)]

unadj.
β=0.45 β=0.3 β=0.25

1873-1913 1.1 1.8 2.1 2.3
1922-1940 1.5 1.9 2.1 2.2
1946-2008 3.6 4.0 4.2 4.3

adj.
Annualised growth rates



Sex differences in life expectancy 
at birth



Education

• Current record rather poor in school attainment 
levels and proficiency scores in PISA or TIMMS

• Situation not too different in 1870: 
– year of schooling: Italy: <1; US: 5.6; Germany: 5.5; 

France and UK: 4; Spain: 2.4 (Morrisson and Murtin 
2009).

• Bolton King and Thomas Okey in Italy Today 
(1901):

“Education is the gloomiest chapter in Italian 
social history, a chapter of painful advance, of 
national indifference to a primary need, of a 
present backwardness, that gives Italy (next to 
Portugal) the sad primacy of illiteracy in Western 
Europe” 



Education



The curse of multidimensionality

• Well-being is an n-dimensional vector
• How to assess the evolution of this vector over 

time?
• Three strategies:

1) Transform dimensions into money 
equivalent and adjust income

2) Collapse dimensions into a scalar measure 
(composite index or mashup index)

3) Construct a dashboard of indicators 
and get used to deal with multiple 
dimensions.



Human Development Index
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Improved Human Development 
Index

[Prados de la Escosura, 2010]
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Beyond averages



Beyond average incomes

 Venturing beyond average income one 
meets with its variance.

 How do we estimate income inequality 
for 150 years? (Hard especially for the 
epoch prior to modern surveys)

 Italian Household Budget Dataset 
(IHBD)
 novel and innovative methodology
 rich database: 20,000 households (1861-

1931) 







From IHBD to Gini index in five 
steps

 Organize household budgets into 10-year 
samples (1861, 1871, …, 1931)

 Use population censuses to create weights 
(expansion factors) 

 Associate weights to households (post-
stratification)

 Fit a (4-parameter) Generalized Beta of the 
Second Kind (GB2) by maximum likelihood

 Estimate the Gini index (as a function of 
estimated parameters of the GB2)



Maximum likelihood estimates of income 
distribution
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Income growth curves: Liberal Italy 
(1861-1911)
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Source: Amendola, Salsano and Vecchi (2011)
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Income inequality in Italy since 
1861
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Three comments

1) Italy’s modern economic growth 
accompanied by a long-run reduction in 
inequality (not the case for most countries for 
which evidence is available)

2) Atkinson (1997) is right: rather than “trends”, 
better look at “episodes” to describe the 
evolution of inequality

3) The fall of inequality amplifies extent of 
economic progress – as suggested by 
indices proposed by Atkinson (1970) and Sen 
(1976).



Distributionally-adjusted GDP per 
capita

GDP per capita X 13
Gini-adjusted GDP per 
capita X 18

High inequality
aversion

Low inequality
aversion



The timing of progress



Dynamics of improvements in well-
being

 So far, emphasis on relative progress: 
proportional improvements.

 Alternative: assess absolute progress 
and its timing.
 Look at how much of absolute 

difference between end (2010) and 
beginning (1861) covered in various 
sub-periods 



Dynamics of absolute improvements in 
well-being (1)



Dynamics of absolute improvements in 
well-being (2)



Dynamics of absolute improvements in 
well-being (3)



Dynamics of absolute improvements in 
well-being (4)



Conclusions



Conclusions (1)

1) GDP per capita provides a partial view of 
secular evolution of Italians’ well-being.
• Timing differs between GDP and non-

monetary indicators.
• International convergence looks better 

with non-monetary indicators than with GDP 
alone.

1) Great progress in basic living standards – 
infant mortality, primary education – at the 
beginning and up to “first globalization”.



3) During interwar years progress slows down, 
but does not stop. But need to account for 
political freedom and civil rights – 
missing dimension in our analysis

4) Greater well-being improvements in 1970s 
than during the economic miracle’s years.

5) Evidence from 1990s onwards supports 
concerns about well-being of future 
generations.

6) Better long-run picture if we consider income 
distribution, but concerns for more recent 
period.  

Conclusions (2)



Many thanks for your attention


	Pagina 1
	Pagina 2
	Pagina 3
	Pagina 4
	Pagina 5
	Pagina 6
	Pagina 7
	Pagina 8
	Pagina 9
	Pagina 10
	Pagina 11
	Pagina 12
	Pagina 13
	Pagina 14
	Pagina 15
	Pagina 16
	Pagina 17
	Pagina 18
	Pagina 19
	Pagina 20
	Pagina 21
	Pagina 22
	Pagina 23
	Pagina 24
	Pagina 25
	Pagina 26
	Pagina 27
	Pagina 28
	Pagina 29
	Pagina 30
	Pagina 31
	Pagina 32
	Pagina 33
	Pagina 34
	Pagina 35
	Pagina 36
	Pagina 37
	Pagina 38
	Pagina 39
	Pagina 40
	Pagina 41
	Pagina 42
	Pagina 43

