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Italy is facing its worst economic crisis since the Second World War. As many studies have 

already shown, the crisis is affecting the country’s social class structure, thus accentuating 

several inequality tendencies. In this connection, the empirical purposes of the paper are 

twofold: i) to analyze whether accumulation and inequality in wealth are growing or declining 

in absolute terms; ii) to investigate the relationship between social class and wealth inequality. 

To this end, we adopt a longitudinal approach – viz., we take the 1993-2014 period into account 

– by using data from the Italian Survey of Household Income and Wealth. Our findings suggest 

that overall net worth has trended down in the years following the beginning of the crisis (since 

2010), and that inequality in wealth has basically been increasing during the twenty-year 

period, with a decline from 2012 on. However, there has been no persistent social splitting 

process in wealth distribution by social class. Rather, there is a high (and increasing) level of 

domestic differentiation in terms of household wealth by class, mainly within the lower class 

and self-employed middle class, which could put further stress on social cohesion standards 

and allow new forms of social vulnerability to emerge. 
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Introduction 
 
Italy is facing its deepest and longest economic crisis since World War II, due to a persistent 

lack of economic innovation and its weak presence in the high value-added sectors. Between 

2008 and 2013. GDP dropped by 9%, industrial production by 25% and unemployment 

increased dramatically (Ciccarone and Saltari 2015). The economic crisis has also deeply 

affected the country’s social fabric: the internal variance in terms of economic wellbeing tears 

social cohesion apart, thus widening the so-called North-South Divide (Trigilia 2012). The 

duality of the labour market is creating sharp intergenerational conflict. Political actors are still 

struggling to propose robust economic and institutional reforms (Crouch 2011). 

Furthermore, the perverse combination of these factors has increased social inequality and 

slowed relative social mobility (Franzini and Pianta 2015). With regard to these tendencies in 

the stratification of Italian society, many scholars have focused on three main points: i) social 

inequality is subject to stress from below, since both absolute and relative poverty rates are 
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growing; ii) social distances are increasing, since the vast majority of Italians are worse off 

today than before the crisis; iii) a “fear of falling” has also made itself felt in the “middle” of 

Italian society (Ibid.). The middle classes’ employment conditions no longer ensure the level 

of wellbeing achieved during the years of Fordism. This fear is justified by the increase in the 

number of the working poor even among those with high human capital resources (Bagnasco 

2016; Ehrenreich 1989; Warren and Warren Tyagi 2003). 

In short, many scholars have suggested that we are witnessing a tendency towards social 

polarization in Italian society. From this point of view, Italy is no exception: such polarization 

seems to occur in many rich and developed countries. In Italy, however, it has gained greater 

impetus. According to the Annual Report of the Italian Statistic Agency, the overall level of 

inequalities has grown more in Italy than in several other developed countries over the last 25 

years (Istat 2016). While the stratification of Italian society was close to that of the coordinated 

market economies (e.g. Germany and Sweden) during the 80s and 90s, it is now similar to that 

of the liberal market economies (e.g. USA and UK), which traditionally have the highest levels 

of social inequalities (Ibid., p. 220). Hence, in line with the most pessimistic hypothesis, Italian 

society may be taking on an hourglass shape – with a narrow upper class, superordinate to a 

higher-level lower class, and the intermediate social groups being residual with extended 

middle strata. The less alarming hypothesis argues that there is an ongoing erosion of the 

quality of life of different social classes, whose long-term consequences are mainly 

unpredictable and not necessarily irreversible (Bagnasco 2008). 

Within this framework, there is still a need for closer scrutiny of the evolution of social 

inequalities and social stratification in Italian society. Thus, this article focuses on a relevant 

but less investigated topic related to social inequalities: the ongoing and over-time changes in 

the distribution of wealth. Specifically, our analysis strategy consists of two main steps: i) we 

observe whether accumulation and inequality in wealth in Italy are growing or declining in 

absolute terms; ii) we analyse some aspects of both vertical (i.e. between social classes) and 

horizontal (i.e. within social classes) distribution of economic wellbeing – mainly relating to 

household wealth – in the Italian social stratification. In doing so, we extend the existing 

literature in three respects. 

First, we assume a medium-term time scale, from 1993 to the present. This diachronic 

perspective allows us to observe whether changes in inequality occur in conjunction with a 

puzzling phase of the Italian economy, or whether their origins can be traced to an earlier date. 

We chose 1993 as the starting point of our observation window as it is the beginning of the so-

called Italian Second Republic and of an enduring impasse of the Italian production system 

(Ciccarone and Saltari 2015). 

Second, we attempt to enrich the debate on Italian inequality trends with more thorough 

empirical evidence, given that this debate is often ideological and alarmist in nature. 

Third, most existing studies of social inequality focus mainly on flow data (e.g. income), 

while stock data (e.g. wealth) has been little explored. By contrast, we measure wealth at social 

class level, since it has become crucial for gaining a better grasp of social inequality. As 

suggested by a wide stream of literature, our empirical focus is on private net wealth, defined 

as a household’s real assets (real estate and valuables) plus financial assets (deposit accounts, 

investments in securities) minus debt (consumer loans, mortgages). To investigate the 

relationship between wealth distribution and social class, we adopt a narrow schema of four 

distinct social positions: upper class, employed middle class, self-employed middle class, and 

lower class. Our analyses are based on data from the Survey of Household Income and Wealth 

(SHIW) conducted in Italy on a biennial basis. 

The article is organized as follows. In the next section, we will argue that wealth is a useful 

parameter for gaining a better understanding of the ongoing tendencies in social stratification. 

As we will show, taking wealth into account is especially relevant to the Italian social structure. 
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We will then lay out an analysis framework, presenting the hypotheses which will underpin the 

empirical strategies (section 1). Once the main aspects regarding data and methods have been 

clarified (section 2), we will present the empirical findings (section 3). An analytical synthesis 

and several suggestions about the social implications of the findings will be provided in the 

concluding section. 

 

 

Wealth and the middle classes: framework and empirical questions 
 

Two central dimensions contribute to shaping the inequality structure that individuals face: the 

economic position, determined by the different allocation of economic resources, and the social 

position, defined by each person’s specific placement in the labor market. Living conditions 

and opportunities chiefly depend on these – interconnected but theoretically and analytically 

distinct – elements. 

Our paper specifically focuses on Italy, scrutinizing the link between economic and social 

disparities and its evolution over the last twenty years. We investigate the economic condition 

through household wealth, while we define the social position by adopting a four-category class 

scheme. Both these choices are particularly suitable for Italy, for the reasons explained below. 

To measure economic condition, researchers typically use income, while there is less 

systematic attention to wealth1 (Franzini and Raitano 2011). The lack of focus on this 

dimension is mainly attributable to the poor availability of data on wealth at individual and 

household level2 on the one hand, and on the other hand, to the fact that income has long been 

considered a sufficiently adequate proxy for evaluating social inequalities (Keister and Moller 

2000; Piketty 2013). In a departure from this view, we argue that, at least in the current socio-

economic context, the amount and distribution of wealth is crucial for understanding social 

stratification and how it changes in the medium to long term. 

In fact, though the role of wealth in determining social inequalities has always been 

important, this is even truer when unforeseen events occur that for a certain period limit the 

ability to generate income. This kind of event has become relatively widespread and recurrent 

starting with the crisis of Fordism, due to the increasing uncertainty in the labor market and the 

proliferation of atypical work. In recent years, with the advent of the economic crisis, income 

uncertainty has spread, exacerbating existing trends (Gallie 2013). 

In this context, the ability to cope with periods with no salary and, in many cases, without 

social security, has become more important. The loss of an individual’s earning capacity is 

primarily offset by the redistributive intervention of one's family, which can redeploy the 

wealth accumulated over time in order to ensure the living conditions of its members. In other 

words, we can argue that the predictive power of income has been progressively reduced, while 

the link between the economic well-being of individuals and their households’ wealth has 

gained more emphasis. 

The dynamics we have described obviously exhibit differences according to the specific 

characteristics of the socio-economic and institutional context in question. In Italy, the 

importance of household wealth to individuals’ well-being is clear from at least two elements. 

First, having a stable labor income is becoming increasingly difficult, especially for the 

younger generation, given that the Italian youth unemployment rate in mid-2016 was 39.2% 

for the country as a whole (it was about 20% in 2007), and over 60% in southern Italy3. Second, 

the role of family wealth is particularly decisive in Italy because of the absence of a basic 

income and the existence of a social security system primarily designed to protect traditional 

forms of inclusion in a Fordist labor market, whereas few public policies are dedicated to the 

conditions resulting from atypical work (Lucidi and Raitano 2009; Murray and Pateman 2012). 

Moreover, focusing on Italian private wealth is quite relevant, both because it is remarkably 
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substantial, and because it is anomalously distributed (Bank of Italy 2015; Brandolini et al. 

2004; Cannari and D'Alessio 2006; Credit Suisse 2016). On the one hand, Italy’s  median 

household wealth4 (Credit Suisse 2012; 2016) is one of the highest of all OECD countries. On 

the other hand, wealth inequality in Italy is considered medium-low by comparison with the 

high level found in the United States, Austria, Germany, Denmark Norway and Sweden (Davies 

et al. 2016; see also Slopek 2015; Slopek et al. 2014). In this scenario, some contradictions 

seem to emerge. First, while Italy ranks at the  top in median wealth both per capita and per 

household (Credit Suisse 2016; Davies et al. 2016; Sierminska et al. 2006), the country’s 

median household income is lower than the USA, Canada, Japan, Germany, Britain and France 

(Gallup 2016). Second, Italy is a country where large private wealth is combined with large 

public debt. In fact, Italy in 2014 had the third highest Public Debt to GDP ratio among OECD 

countries, after Japan and Greece. Italian public debt, in fact, reached 132.7% at the end of 

2015 (Istat 2016). In order to illustrate these apparent paradoxes, we need to consider medium 

and long-term processes at work in Italian society, as we will do in the next section. 

Besides household wealth, the second element linked to the inequality structure that we take 

into consideration is social position, following the foundational assumption that “social class 

remains a relevant factor in the structuration of socio-economic inequalities” (Albertini 2013, 

p. 36). Despite the post-modernist thesis, according to which social structures should lose their 

influence on individuals’ life course (Biolcati-Rinaldi and Sarti 2015), a large number of 

empirical studies have shown that social class is still systematically connected with many 

outcomes: mortality, health, occupational opportunities and attainment, as well as economic 

resources (Albertini 2013, p. 27). Social investigations in Italy have also demonstrated that 

social classes – and social origin – still affect the life course in at least three main respects: in 

the chance of achieving a higher educational level (Ballarino et al. 2009); in the chance of 

getting a good first occupation (Albertini 2008; Barbieri 2011; Berloffa et al. 2016); and in 

facing unemployment risk (Lucchini and Schizzerotto 2010). 

To define social position in both a synthetic and meaningful way, we decided to adopt a 

four-category class scheme, based on an aggregation of the ESeC classification. We believe 

this choice combines the advantage of parsimony, avoiding an excessive fragmentation that 

prevents a clear understanding of ongoing processes, with a precise identification of the main 

social groups in Italian society. In fact, in addition to the lower and the upper class, a separation 

between two distinct types of middle class is needed in order to take certain specific elements 

of social stratification in Italy into account. 

It is well established that there are two distinct gateways to the middle classes: i) permanent 

work, pertaining to knowledge workers and civil servants in the public or private sectors; ii) 

self-employment and entrepreneurship, pertaining to small and medium-sized business owners. 

In Italy, both these gateways have been – and still are – significant (Bagnasco 2008; Negri and 

Filandri 2010). Given the high incidence of small production systems in the Italian economy, 

self-employed workers are the core of the urban petty bourgeoisie, both in big cities and in 

medium-sized ones (Becattini et al. 2009). The white collar middle class, in both the public 

sector and the private sector, is equally important (Bagnasco 2008; Bagnasco 2016). 

Consequently, we will distinguish between the self-employed middle class and the employed 

middle class. 

 

Empirical questions and hypothesis 

In the next sections of the paper, we will address two main questions over a timeframe from 

1993 to 2014.  

First, what is the overall trend in the net wealth of Italian households? Previous empirical 

findings on this topic have shown that in the medium and long term, Italian families’ wealth 

accumulation process tends to lead to a progressively increasing total, average and median 
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amount of wealth (Cannari and D'Alessio 2006; Dagnes 2010). This trend depends on several 

basic factors: i) the persistent – although oscillating – Italian household saving propensity5, 

historically influenced by the scarcity of bank mortgages, which forced families to rely on their 

own capital to purchase homes, and by a limited insurance market, leading households to guard 

against potential risks by accumulating private resources (Guiso et al. 1994; Jappelli and 

Pistaferri 2000); ii) the low level of debt traditionally held by Italian families6. Although this 

rate has been increasing since the Nineties, low private indebtedness is still a major feature of 

the Italian household portfolio, due to the existence of specific consumption models on the 

demand side, and to the rigidities of the credit market7 on the supply side (Magri 2002; Magri 

and Pico 2012); iii) the specific composition of Italian household wealth, with home ownership 

absorbing a significant share of total wealth8. The Italian real estate market has grown at a 

steady pace in recent decades, ensuring capital gains for the majority of homeowners (Filandri 

2015); iv) a taxation system which has been historically more biased towards income and 

corporate taxes than towards property taxes9, thereby partially restricting  income levels, while 

preserving household wealth (Crainz 2013); v) the relatively wide spread of the informal 

economy and a sort of political tolerance of tax evasion – at least in part – which has sped up 

the accumulation of wealth of several professional categories (e.g. micro and small 

entrepreneurs and retailers), especially in some areas of the country, thereby increasing their 

actual financial means, while creating difficulties in controlling public expenditure (Bagnasco 

2016; Bagnasco and Storti 2008; Crainz 2013); vi) a well-established intergenerational 

solidarity model that encouraged the accumulation of wealth in order to support new 

generations’ entry into the labour market, which was (and still it is) difficult due to low wages 

in the early stages of the job career (Filandri et al. 2017; Saraceno and Keck 2010). 

Summarizing, we argue that the high level of Italian household wealth is the outcome of 

three main elements: a long-term process of political economy (i.e. the regulation of economy 

and society), a typical lifestyle, and a pattern of consumption and savings which has been 

especially widespread in the middle classes who attained economic well-being from the Sixties 

on (Bagnasco 2016) 

Given this scenario, we expected to find a progressive consolidation of Italian household 

wealth, at least until the economic crisis occurred. In other words, we envisage that the 

economic turmoil caused by the crisis had a significant impact on Italian household wealth, in 

terms of both its accumulation and of concentration (HP 1). Specifically: 

a. During the crisis, we expect more uncertain economic conditions and the insecurity 

of the labour market to contribute to undermining some of the factors that fuelled 

the wealth accumulation process (Bank of Italy 2015), leading to either a slight 

decrease or to stability in the level of acquired resources, as wealth allocation seems 

to be strongly inertial in the short term (Brunnermeier and Nagel 2008) (HP1a). 

b. As has occurred in other industrialized countries, we expect that the decline in wealth 

accumulation has proceeded at a different pace among households, depending on 

their position in the labour market (Brandolini et al. 2004). At aggregate level, 

therefore, we expect an increase in the wealth concentration ratio, or rather an 

increase in overall levels of wealth inequality (HP1b). 

Second, what is the trend of the net wealth of Italian households by social class? Given the 

overall trend hypothesized in the previous point, we expected to find some differences by social 

class position, due to the fact that the wealth accumulation process is influenced by economic, 

cultural, and social capital endowment (Bourdieu 1986), as well as by the position in the labor 

market. At first, we can assume substantial progressive growth, albeit at different paces, for all 

social classes until the economic crisis. After 2008, we expect the four social classes to show a 

different degree of resilience to the exogenous shock, depending on their previous strength and 

on the differential effects that the crisis may have on these social groups (Stiglitz 2009; 2012). 
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Particularly in the case of Italy, it seems reasonable to assume that the economic crisis has had 

a greater impact on those families whose wealth depends more directly on the continuity of 

income (Ballarino and Barbieri 2012) and who cannot count on safe-haven assets. From these 

considerations, we expect that starting from 2008 the wealth accumulation process has slowed 

for the upper class, stopped for the middle classes and eroded for the lower class (HP2). 

The hypothesized difference in performance leads to several research questions about social 

inequality among classes in relative terms. Specifically: 

a. Is household wealth inequality either decreasing or growing between social classes? 

From our previous claims, we expect to find a stable distance between the four social 

classes’ level of wealth until 2008 and, subsequently, substantial growth in the relative 

distance, primarily due to continuing accumulation by the upper class – although at a 

slower pace than in the past – and, conversely, the drop in wealth for the lower class 

(HP2a); 

b. Is household wealth inequality either decreasing or growing within social classes? As 

noted, being part of the same social class does not necessarily entail having 

homogeneous positions (Wright 2005). This is especially true when adopting a macro-

partition, as in our case, and a longitudinal perspective. In this scenario, in fact, some 

positions that initially appeared equivalent may be differently affected by changes of 

context. In the case of Italy, with the advent of the crisis we expect to observe an 

increase in the domestic variance of wealth for the lower class and the self-employed 

middle class (HP2b). The members of the lower class are in fact more likely to suffer 

from the crisis’ disruption of the labor market, as they more frequently have precarious 

and low-skilled positions (Berloffa et al. 2016). At the same time, they are those whose 

wealth is more directly connected with income and social transfers. They are thus 

exposed to an uncertain labor market and, at the same time, their social and institutional 

framework offers fewer guarantees than in the past, i.e. because of weak trade unions 

and the shrinking welfare state (Culpepper and Regan 2014; Pavolini et al. 2015). For 

these reasons, we expect differences in wealth between lower class families to be more 

likely after the advent of the crisis, reflecting for instance the differences between those 

who keep their job and those who lose it. The self-employed middle class, by contrast, 

is a heterogeneous class by definition, including workers in different sectors (trade, 

crafts, industry, services) and different sizes of business. So it is reasonable to expect 

the crisis to have a differentiated impact on these families who had previously all 

benefited from certain favorable conditions of the institutional context, i.e. the 

aforementioned low tax control. 
 
 

Data and method 
 

To analyse wealth inequality in Italy by focusing on the differences between and within social 

classes, we will refer to the Survey of Italian Household Income and Wealth (SHIW) data. 

SHIW is an Italian survey conducted almost every two years since 1965 by the Bank of Italy. 

The aim is to collect information on the economic behavior of Italian households using a 

sample of about 8,000 households. The dataset contains detailed information on household 

composition, age, education, labor market variables, individual and household income, savings, 

and consumption. Information on credit, transfers, and insurance is also included. Since our 

analyses concern net wealth, due to the availability of the information, we use cross-sectional 

data collected from 1993 to 2014. Moreover, because we restrict the focus to households10 

whose social class we can determine11, the sample is reduced from 8,000 to about 4,700 

observations each year (see appendix). 
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The variable relating to household social class is defined according to the occupational 

position of its members, in accordance with a version of the European Socio-economic 

Classification (ESeC) (Whelan and Maître 2013) and adopting a dominance criterion: each 

household is assigned the highest of its members’ social classes, defined on the basis of their 

occupational status. We aggregate the occupational positions recorded by SHIW into a social 

class variable with four categories, as indicated earlier: upper class, employed middle class, 

self-employed middle class, and lower class. For the reasons explained above, we dichotomized 

the middle class, distinguishing between employees in both the public and the private sectors 

on the one hand, and self-employed individuals on the other. 

The dependent variable of the study is household net wealth. The Bank of Italy survey 

collects information on wealth at the household level, since real and financial property are 

usually shared by all members regardless of their individual formal ownership. This approach 

is consistent with our analysis framework, which focuses on the role of the family in the 

redistribution of wealth for the benefit of individuals. Household wealth is defined as the total 

market value of dwellings, consumer durable goods, and financial assets, net of debts. In order 

to analyze change over time, net wealth expressed in real terms is deflated using the consumer 

price index calculated by the Italian National Institute of Statistics for each of the years 

considered12. Availability of detailed data on wealth allows us primarily to assess its amount, 

trend, and distribution between and within social classes13. 

The fact that the distribution of wealth is highly skewed must be taken into account. To do 

so, some scholar use the logarithm of wealth (see for example Bialowolski and Weziak-

Bialowolska 2014). However, the presence of several households with negative values, which 

can occur if debts exceed asset value, means that overall net wealth cannot be transformed 

using the log function. We thus decided to use wealth without any transformation, but to 

analyze it with a median regression, which is a special case of quintile regression, where the 

coefficients will be estimated by minimizing the absolute deviations from the median. Of 

course, as an estimate of central tendency, the median is a resistant measure that is not as greatly 

affected by outliers as is the mean and, more important, it is semi-parametric, avoiding 

assumptions about the parametric distribution of the error process (Wooldridge 2002). We then 

run a median regression separately for each wave of the survey, estimating the differences in 

the median level of net wealth – including negative values – by social class position of 

household members. One of the advantages of this strategy is that the results have a direct and 

substantial interpretation. 

Every model is specified considering socio-demographic household variables on one hand, 

and the area of residence on the other. The control variables are: the presence of children, which 

was treated as a dummy variable, by distinguishing between households with or without 

children; the number of earners within the household, which was grouped in three categories: 

no earner, one-earner, two or more earners; the size of the household, which is divided into 

five categories, from a one-member household to households of five or more members; the 

household age: because the age of the members within the household may vary greatly, we use 

the age of the highest income earner by distinguishing three age ranges: 18-39, 40-54, and 55 

and over; the residential location of the households, due to the fact that Italy is characterized 

by deep socio-economic differences between geographical areas (Busso and Storti 2013). In 

line with the literature, we distinguish three main areas: northern Italy, central Italy, and 

southern Italy. 
 
 

 Still rich but more unequal? 
 

Our first empirical question is about the overall trend of the net wealth of Italian households. 
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Figure 1 shows three different phases in the period taken into account. In the first phase, from 

1993 to 2006, the amount of wealth increased. Then, in the second part of the decade (2006-

2010), we observe a standstill in the accumulation process, with the level of private wealth 

remaining substantially stable. Finally, from 2010 onwards, a decline in net wealth begins. This 

trend is consistent with previous findings on household net wealth in Italy (Bank of Italy 2015; 

Cannari and D'Alessio 2006; Dagnes 2010). Therefore, although the median private wealth of 

Italian households grew between the first and the last year of observation – from about 135 

thousand euros in 1993 to 143 thousand euros in 2014, values at constant 2014 prices – a large 

amount of wealth was created and consumed over the period considered. In sum, these first 

results are consistent with Hypothesis 1a, assuming a pre-crisis growth period and a period of 

adjustment or moderate downturn after the start of the crisis. Figure 1 also highlights the 

existent level of inequality in the distribution of wealth, by showing a relevant and apparently 

stable distance between the average and the median value, which in fact is an indicator of 

asymmetry. 

To further investigate the wealth distribution trend, Figure 2 provides an accurate 

measurement of the level of inequality through the Gini index. We can thus observe that 

inequality in wealth has been increasing during the twenty-year period, with a decline in just 

the last two years. In sum, hypothesis 1b is confirmed only until 2012: the general Gini index 

for Italian households has increased from 0.59 in 1993 to 0.66 in 2012, while it dropped to 0.62 

in 2014. This empirical evidence – though surprising at first glance – is actually consistent with 

an in-depth study by the Bank of Italy, showing on the one hand that average family net worth 

fell in real terms by 11 per cent between 2012 and 2014, and on the other hand that this dynamic 

was not uniformly distributed, since the wealth of the wealthiest families in the highest quintile 

dropped by 15 per cent (Bank of Italy 2015). 

 

 

 
 
Figure 1 The Net Wealth of Italian Households: Mean and Median Wealth Expressed in 2014 Euros. 
Source: SHIW data from 1993 to 2014. Weighted. 
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Figure 2 The Wealth of Italian Households: Gini Index of Wealth. 
Source: SHIW data from 1993 to 2014. Weighted. 

 

This scenario is confirmed by our data on trends in median wealth by social class, focused 

on our second empirical question (see Figure 3). We can first note that the class experiencing 

the most irregular trend in the period considered is the upper class. We can in fact observe a 

fall in its median household wealth until 1998, followed by a sharp increase in the first decade 

of the 21st century and a decline over the last two years (2012-2014). This irregular trend is 

probably attributable to the fluctuations in the real estate and financial markets, where the upper 

class holds significant assets. 

Conversely, the other classes show relatively flat yield curves, with little or no changes until 

the early 2000s, and then a slight increase followed by an equally slight contraction. 

Nevertheless, the observed trends between social classes do not support hypothesis 2a, which 

claims a progressive differentiation between social classes in the process of wealth 

accumulation. In fact classes are distinct, but their distance is not significantly different if we 

consider the beginning and the end of the period. From this point of view, the crisis does not 

seem to have a relevant impact. Moreover, certain widely discussed questions such as the so-

called “rise of the super-rich” (Godechot 2012), said to cause a polarization between those who 

have more economic resources, do not appear to have an empirical correspondence (perhaps 

partly because this trend is difficult to observe through a survey). 

However, if we move to the internal distribution within classes, a differentiation emerges. 

As shown by Figure 4, the lower class has the highest heterogeneity for the entire period. 

Moreover, the lower class (along with the upper class) has also experienced the greatest 

increase in its unequal internal distribution. This development is at least partially in line with 

what was expected and described in hypothesis 2b, which assumes the emergence of a more 

unequal distribution of wealth within the lower class and the self-employed middle class. 

Indeed, lower class household wealth is mainly linked to income given by the position in the 
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labor market. The latter is affected not only by labor market deregulation but also by the 

economic crisis. Moreover, welfare retrenchment contributes to aggravating the situation for 

some households that were already disadvantaged. On the opposite side, the most homogenous 

class is the employed middle class, probably because it can benefit from guaranteed inclusion 

in the labor market. The self-employed middle class and – especially – upper class, by contrast, 

show a marked, though more erratic, increase in the Gini index, which can be attributed to the 

heterogeneous composition of these classes. The increasing domestic differentiation of the 

upper class is especially noteworthy, since it was not predicted in hypothesis 2b. We will return 

to this finding in the concluding section. 

We can thus conclude that the crisis has led to a change in the inner structure of some of the 

classes. In this regard, it should be noted that the polarization process deeply concerns the lower 

classes. In other words, a certain proportion of lower class households has been severely 

affected by the current economic crisis, the uncertain labor market and welfare cuts. By 

contrast, there is another part – probably safer from the point of view of income – that can 

secure a higher level of wealth. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 3 Median Regression of the Net Wealth of Italian Households Expressed in 2014 Euros by Social 
Class. Estimated Median with 95% Confidence Intervals. 
Source: SHIW data from 1993 to 2014. Weighted. 
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Figure 4 Gini Index of the Net Wealth of Italian Households by Social Class.  
Source: SHIW data from 1993 to 2014. Weighted. 

 

 
Discussion and conclusion 
 

In this paper, we assumed that wealth is an increasingly crucial component for observing 

several dynamics concerning social inequality. From this perspective, we investigated the 

medium-term trends in overall Italian household wealth and the relationship between social 

class and wealth by analysing SHIW data for Italy from 1993 to 2014. Two main patterns 

emerge from the empirical findings. 

First, in the last twenty years, Italian households continue to report high net wealth, although 

in recent years the process of capital accumulation seems to have slowed, and since 2010 there 

has been a drop in the wealth of Italian households. At the general level, we thus found some 

plausible signs of difficulties in Italian households’ saving capacity. At the same time, overall 

wealth inequality tended to increase until 2012 and started to decline afterwards, while 

remaining at a higher level than at the beginning of our observation period. However, our 

findings suggest that there has been no persistent social splitting process in wealth distribution 

by social class. Likewise, no real polarization of wealth has transformed Italian society into an 

hourglass-shaped structure: the middle classes are still in the middle of the stratification system. 

Social distances between classes have indeed decreased since 2012 – after growing for several 

years – mainly as a result of the downturn in the median wealth of the upper class. Though this 

drop was unexpected, it can be explained – as we have already claimed – by recalling the 

bursting of the real estate bubble and the turmoil in the financial markets. 

Second, we find several puzzling tendencies in wealth distribution within social classes, 

although we have no empirical evidence of a generalized growth in social distances in recent 

years. The class in which there is a more unequal distribution of wealth is the lower one, and 

this has increased over time. In this respect, we can assume a crisis effect: in the Italian labor 

market, the loss of a job often results in long-term unemployment, especially for those with 
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few human capital resources and prior unskilled work experiences (Tronti and Gatto 2012). 

These households deal with unemployment by using their (already small) wealth resources. 

What happens within the middle classes is also relevant. Characterized by a similar internal 

distribution of wealth at the beginning of our period of observation, the middle classes then 

diverge: the inequality level is relatively low and stable within the employed middle class, 

while it is higher and growing within the self-employed group. Thus, in this phase of economic 

turmoil we see the aggregate effect of several trends at work, which likely operate at the micro 

level. Specifically, the cleavage between the employed and the self-employed has had an effect 

on the processes of wealth accumulation. Employees, who usually occupy more consolidated 

positions, seem to have been affected by the crisis in a uniform and non-dramatic way. 

Conversely, the self-employed middle class suffers more as a result of market tensions: with 

regard to the distribution of wealth, this group has differentiated internally, but has not fallen 

(its median wealth increases). Thus, it is plausible that some typical figures of the self-

employed middle class are suffering in this regard: young professionals, those who are highly 

skilled and involved in volatile markets such as the services sector and the knowledge 

economy; some workers in traditional sectors, such as urban retail; small entrepreneurs in some 

district areas. These types of self-employed worker have seen their businesses’ profit margins 

diminish and have therefore experienced a decline in their saving capabilities; at times, they 

have drawn on their accumulated wealth in an attempt to give fresh impetus to their businesses 

through new ad hoc investments. 

To sum up the main steps of the analyses we can now construct a “social space” based on 

two Cartesian axes: the first being the level of wealth, while the second is the level of wealth 

inequality. We can then place our four classes in this space, on the basis of the latest available 

data from 2014 (Figure 5). This operation is primarily heuristic, as it highlights the relative 

positions and profiles of the classes. The “social depiction” provided by the figure, however, 

also suggests the relevance of analyzing both the amount and the distribution of household 

wealth in order to identify four social class positions correctly. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 5 Net Wealth Amount and Wealth Inequality: Positions of the Four Social Classes.  
Source: SHIW data 2014. Weighted. 
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Several suggestions can be drawn from Figure 5. We have already argued that the findings 

show an increasing domestic differentiation in terms of household wealth by classes, with the 

employed middle class being the one that most determines the amount of its members’ wealth 

(e.g. this is the class with the lowest Gini index); by contrast, the within-class differences in 

wealth have dramatically increased in the upper class, lower class, and self-employed middle 

class. While this relation within each social class do not directly affect the overall level and 

trend of inequalities, it may turn out to have a huge impact on the processes of stratification 

and social mobility (Albertini 2013). This is consistent with Krugman’s (1995) argument that 

wealth distribution is assuming a fractal-like character (i.e. it reproduces similar patterns at 

increasingly small scales). We found this to be true of Italian social stratification, with the sole 

exception of the employed middle class. In other words, the lower class and the self-employed 

middle class reproduce internally the household wealth distribution pattern we observe at the 

overall social level. 

The issue is slightly different for the upper class, whose level of domestic differentiation is 

still moderately low, though it is increasing significantly over time. This latter tendency should 

be evaluated with some caution, however, because – as we have already mentioned – the 

internal polarization within the upper class might be difficult to observe through our empirical 

data. In fact, the literature has emphasized that in surveys concerning sensitive issues like 

income, wealth and property, the refusal to participate is not randomly distributed, but is more 

common among wealthier households (D'Alessio and Faiella 2002). Thus, this particular 

profile of non-respondents, combined with the relatively limited size of the sample, prevents 

us from empirically gauging the phenomenon of the super-rich, which according to recent 

studies is playing a pivotal role worldwide in defining the breadth of inequalities both in the 

whole population and within the upper class (Atkinson and Piketty 2010; Atkinson et al. 2011). 

Comparative data about the so-called top 1% – the top income earners – show that great 

differences exist between liberal market economies, i.e. the USA and UK, and coordinated 

market economies. In the first group, the share of income owned by the top 1% has grown 

steadily and consistently since the mid-1970s until recent years, passing from about 6% to over 

13% in the UK and from about 8% to over 16% in the USA. In the second group, the share has 

started from a lower base and has increased at slower rates, growing  no more than 2 percentage 

points from 1974 to 2009. Italy, which could be compared to coordinated market economies 

despite its unique features, has one of the highest rates of growth, +1.9% in 1974-2009; within 

this latter cluster of countries, the increase has been from 7.5% to 9.4% (Franzini et al. 2014, 

p. 15-16; Sayer 2014). Data about the wealth of the top 1%, although less systematically 

available for comparative purposes, confirm the effective role of the different capitalist models, 

nonetheless showing that wealth concentration worldwide is more unequal than that of income 

and increasing in the top circles of society in all the main advanced economies (Piketty and 

Zucman 2014; Sayer 2014). Further investigation of the origin and composition of wealth in 

the Italian top 1% would thus be useful to gain a better understanding of the processes of 

concentration of an asset that, as we have seen, has distinctive characteristics in the country. 

We have already illustrated the factors underpinning the growing inequality within the self-

employed middle class and within the lower class in this section. What effect could produce 

this process? Several scholars have already stated that the rise of the super-rich could generate 

a tiny but powerful social class acting unscrupulously and with little sense of responsibility 

towards political institutions (Franzini et al. 2014). This could be a concrete threat for the 

Italian social fabric, as it is already characterized by weak institutional and interpersonal trust. 

As regards the self-employed middle class and especially the lower class, their internal 

differentiation could fuel the “balkanization” of Italian society by creating a broader 

differentiation in the stratification structure. Moreover, given the low rate of relative social 
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mobility in Italy (Barone et al. 2011), the emerging forms of inequality tend to become 

persistent due to an intergenerational transmission process. As result, this process could further 

jeopardize social cohesion. Avoiding this outcome is chiefly a political challenge. 

 

1 Wealth has been observed at the macro level in greater detail: the large stock of wealth pertaining to nations or 

macro-areas (cf. Mazzaferro and Toso 2009). In addition, wealth has been investigated at the micro-dynamic level: 

wealth accumulation processes during the life-course (cf. Modigliani 1986) There is a lack of meso-empirical 

research, in which wealth is disaggregated for social classes and adopted as a proxy for observing social inequality 

or, at least, several dynamics internal to social classes (Brandolini et al. 2004). 
2 Another difficulty concerns the fact that while data about income are readily available on an individual level, 

and can then be aggregated on a family basis, in the case of the assets making up household wealth, the individual 

formal ownership frequently does not fully correspond to the beneficiaries of the asset. Consider the example of 

the family home: it can be formally owned by a single member, but it is the place where the whole family lives 

(Filandri 2015). 
3 Source: Istat 2016. Youth unemployment rate in EU-28 countries in 2015: 20.3% (source: Eurostat 2016). 
4 According to the Credit Suisse Global Wealth Report, “the highest values for median net worth can be found in 

Italy (€99,970), Belgium (€92,670) and France (€71,310)” (Skopek 2015, p. 66). Similarly, Italy is one of the 

eight richest countries in terms of the average amount of wealth per adult (Credit Suisse, 2016). Apart from 

circumscribed differences due to calculation techniques and contingent oscillations, trends in median net wealth 

show a similar tendency in different datasets, which all situate Italy in the top cluster worldwide in terms of 

household wealth (Skopek et al. 2014, p. 474; see also https://stats.oecd.org). 
5 According to Eurostat data, the gross household saving rate in 2005 was 14.7% in Italy, compared with an 

average of 11.2% in the European Union (cf. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sector-accounts/data/quarterly-

data). The national saving propensity of Italian households is still high compared to all other rich and developed 

countries, including non-European ones (Rocher and Stirle 2015). 
6 Bank of Italy data show that in 2000 Italian households had a debt rate equal to 30% of GDP, which was lower 

than the majority of advanced economies, e.g. France 46%, Germany 74%, United Kingdom 77%, United States 

76% (Magri 2002). 
7 Previous research has shown that the unequal geographical distribution of bank branches, penalizing the South, 

and the perceived inefficiency of legal remedies for debt recovery have long been an obstacle to lending in Italy 

(cf. Magri 2002). 
8 According to census data, the home ownership rate in Italy is almost 80%, which is the highest value among G8 

countries (Filandri 2015). This high rate can be traced to a number of factors, regarding cultural and socio-

economic contextual features, and to public policies. Among others: the use of households’ localized resources 

(land, buildings, and support networks) to ensure access to home ownership by their members; the character of a 

safe haven against inflation that domestic property had in the Seventies and Eighties; very little social housing; a 

broad tolerance of unauthorized construction. 
9 Italy had no property tax on principal homes until 1992, when such a tax was introduced during the first Amato 

government. After several reforms, it was fully abolished by the Renzi Government (2015). 
10 As explained below, the Bank of Italy survey collects information on wealth at the household level, since real 

and financial property are usually shared by all members regardless of their individual formal ownership. 
11 Since SHIW data do not include information about the former occupation of retired interviewees – information 

used to assign social class – retired households are not included in our sample. 
12 Details about the construction of the consumer price index and its use as a deflator index are available on the 

website of the Italian National Institute of Statistics: http://www.istat.it/en/archive/36294. 
13 To analyze wealth distributions, we use the Gini Index calculation that allows zero and negative values. For a 

comprehensive discussion see Cowell, Karagiannaki and McKnight (2012). 
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Appendix 

Table A1. Median regressions on the total amount of household wealth net. 
  1993 1995 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 

Class of the household           
Upper class ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  

Empl. middle class -170.29*** -150.32*** -107.11*** -117.57*** -158.36*** -142.62*** -127.45*** -187.36*** -170.79*** -192.22*** -150.82*** 

 -24.13 -24.87 -14.95 -27.1 -24.18 -21.74 -21.99 -27.11 -24.96 -22.85 -19.55 

Self-empl. middle class -107.26*** -103.73*** -55.86*** -68.89** -79.42*** -84.53*** -99.04*** -131.02*** -152.49*** -118.15*** -93.97*** 

 -25.64 -25.6 -19.13 -28.81 -26.52 -25.23 -24.91 -30.42 -30.85 -28.71 -23.02 

Lower class -248.13*** -234.53*** -179.92*** -185.21*** -232.21*** -245.46*** -229.69*** -308.41*** -275.20*** -296.57*** -230.00*** 

 -23.66 -24.47 -14.63 -27.08 -23.73 -20.94 -21.08 -26.58 -24.61 -21.96 -19.24 

Size of the household            
1 member ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  

2 members 19.41 23.08 24.2 14.98 5.36 20.55 46.53** 1.65 0 1.72 -1.81 

 -14.88 -15.96 -18.6 -11.98 -10.5 -14.17 -18.87 -11.42 -11.69 -8.02 -12.44 

3 members 57.62*** 46.48*** 44.25** 47.96*** 46.37*** 70.36*** 82.95*** 26.54** 43.79*** 48.97*** 27.17**  

 -14.6 -16.5 -18.04 -13.74 -13.71 -14.39 -17.27 -11.55 -15.58 -12.03 -13.83 

4 members 63.29*** 59.50*** 64.46*** 53.76*** 54.25*** 61.57*** 94.61*** 35.54*** 52.64*** 52.23*** 43.17*** 

 -15.36 -16.45 -18.78 -13.69 -14.23 -14.74 -19.63 -13.54 -15.71 -12.74 -15.06 

5 or more members 63.98*** 63.36*** 58.73*** 54.47*** 37.71*   39.98** 86.71*** 11.63 14.06 32.62 15.18 

 -17.43 -18.79 -21.2 -16.06 -20.91 -18.15 -23.77 -18.57 -23.99 -20.28 -17.68 

Childlessness            
Yes ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  

No -17.75* -9.86 -4.64 -1.91 -0.44 -14.05 -11.81 1.97 5.63 -23.30** -2.86 

 -9.41 -8.55 -9.73 -9.42 -11.14 -12.12 -15.1 -10.43 -11.99 -10.63 -10.67 

Number of earners            
One ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  

Two 31.40*** 17.71*** 16.26** 27.88*** 39.18*** 18.60* 14.06 32.25*** 34.57*** 31.69*** 49.18*** 

 -6.87 -6.73 -7.31 -7.56 -8.13 -9.51 -13.15 -7.4 -10.42 -8.78 -8.65 

Three or more 18.01 39.63*** 33.23*** 36.06*** 35.26**  50.24*** 31.06* 68.80*** 50.22*** 39.78*** 58.82*** 

 -11.22 -9.9 -11.63 -11.09 -13.83 -14 -18.87 -13.04 -15.74 -14.98 -14.93 

Age of the household            
Up to 29 y.o. ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  

39-54 y.o. 51.89*** 47.60*** 45.99*** 40.87*** 36.64*** 30.94*** 53.26*** 36.69*** 64.96*** 30.04*** 47.82*** 

 -6.88 -6.33 -7.39 -6.86 -8.26 -7.77 -7.81 -6.91 -9.51 -7.28 -7.86 

55 y.o. and over 53.82*** 49.46*** 68.23*** 78.53*** 79.03*** 81.06*** 83.85*** 120.67*** 129.61*** 96.39*** 88.20*** 

 -9.79 -8.87 -11.87 -9.88 -11.09 -11.32 -13.44 -9.22 -12.86 -11.09 -10.59 

Area of residence            
North Italy ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  ref.  

Center Italy 22.65** 9.7 -25.39*** -16.29 -15.8 24.39 34.28** 30.56** -0.97 20.27** 12.82 

 -10.59 -9.64 -9.8 -10.8 -10.16 -16.55 -15.45 -13.87 -12.73 -9.89 -10.95 

South Italy -28.34*** -48.74*** -59.72*** -53.89*** -59.60*** -49.97*** -61.17*** -30.72*** -48.88*** -25.82*** -18.86**  

 -6.26 -6.11 -7.24 -7.25 -6.72 -7.62 -8.75 -4.49 -8.92 -6.86 -7.52 

Costant 231.08*** 233.63*** 191.54*** 190.63*** 241.11*** 248.51*** 231.41*** 308.52*** 275.20*** 296.07*** 217.68*** 

 -26.1 -27.77 -21.11 -28.38 -24.45 -21.6 -21.28 -27.01 -26.11 -22.98 -20.91 

N 5285 5259 4686 5039 4734 4725 4513 4551 4519 4387 4135 

Source: SHIW data from 1993 to 2014. Weighted. 


