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Abstract Despite a delay of 20–25 years, when it comes to cohabitation, Italy has

now begun to resemble other Western countries. In addition, the increase in legal

separations has accelerated since 1995, although their number still remains far from

that observed in countries such as the USA, the UK, and France. Finally, Italy’s

fertility decline has come to a halt: the cohort of women born in the early 1970s will

likely have the same TFR as those born in the mid-1960s (around 1.55). Moreover,

in the Centre–North areas, period TFR rose from 1.1 in 1995 to 1.35 children per

woman 10 years later. The territorial diffusion of cohabitation, legal separation, out-

of-wedlock births, and fertility recovery overlaps closely with that of the decline in

births during the first half of the twentieth century. A similar geographical pattern

has been observed for the diffusion of school enrolment, industrialization, secu-

larization, and (during the last 20 years) foreign immigration.

Keywords Italy � Marriage � Cohabitation � Living arrangements �
Legal marital separations � Fertility changes � Territorial pattern

Résumé Malgré un retard de 20 à 25 ans, en matière de cohabitation l’Italie

commence à présent à ressembler aux autres pays occidentaux. De plus, la hausse

des séparations légales s’est accélérée depuis 1995, bien que leur niveau demeure

encore bien en-deçà de celui qui est observé dans des pays tels que les Etats-Unis

d’Amérique, le Royaume-Uni, et la France. Finalement, la fécondité a cessé de

baisser en Italie: la cohorte des femmes nées au début des années 1970 aura selon
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toute vraisemblance le même indice synthétique de fécondité que celle des femmes

nées au milieu des années 60 (environ 1,55). De plus, dans les régions du centre-

nord, l’indice synthétique de fécondité est passé de 1,1 enfant par femme en 1995 à

1,35 dix ans plus tard. La diffusion territoriale de la cohabitation, des séparations

légales, des naissances hors mariage et du rattrapage de la fécondité recouvre de

façon étroite celle de la baisse des naissances au cours de la première moitié du

vingtième siècle. Le même schéma géographique est observé dans la diffusion de la

scolarisation, de l’industrialisation, de la sécularisation et (pendant les 20 dernières

années) de l’immigration en provenance de l’étranger.

Mots-clés Italie � mariage � cohabitation � structure de ménage �
séparations légales � changements de fécondité � variations géographiques

1 Introduction

In the early 1980s, several signs of new marital and reproductive behaviors began

to appear in Italy (ISTAT 1986). In the fifteen years that followed, however, the

Italian family changed in some rather unexpected ways (Castiglioni and Dalla

Zuanna 1994). Although age at first marriage increased rapidly, other behaviors

which would have questioned the centrality of marriage remained rare. Indeed,

cohabitation and out-of-wedlock births did not increase and marital separation was

still uncommon. Fertility, on the other hand, decreased to levels much lower than

those ever experienced by northern European or overseas English speaking

countries. During the 1990s, Italy—especially in the north–central regions—

became the ‘‘title-holder’’ of the so-called ‘‘lowest-low’’ fertility (Kohler et al.

2002) and ‘‘latest-late’’ departure from the parental home (Billari et al. 2001;

Billari 2004). Italy shared these behavioral changes with other southern European

countries (mainly Spain and Greece) and the rich nations of East Asia (Caldwell

and Schindlmayr 2003).

In this article, we discuss whether these Italian ‘‘anomalies’’ have become less

prominent over the last decade (since 1995) and hence whether Italy is beginning

to assimilate marital and reproductive models already quite widespread in most

other developed countries. In order to do this, we have analysed the results from

several recent studies and developed original analyses using data from a variety of

sources.

In the sections that follow, we discuss each of the following issues: the living

arrangements of young people (Sect. 2), legal separations (Sect. 3), and fertility

(Sect. 4). Our approach is primarily descriptive in nature although in order to

formulate hypotheses with regard to future developments, we also present some

interpretive elements garnered from a review of previous literature and a territorial

analysis. Observation of the substantial regional differences in Italy—particularly

between the rich areas of the Centre–North and the less economically developed

southern regions—provides a useful means of identifying the direction of future

family change (Fig. 1).
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2 The Living Arrangements of Young People

2.1 The Delay of Marriage and Postponed Departure from the Parental Home

The cohorts born in the mid-1950s have the lowest average age at marriage in Italy

(Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna 1994; Righi 1997; Barbagli et al. 2003, Chap. 2).

Half of the women were married before their 24th birthday while half of the men

wed before they turned 27. The cohorts that followed, however, began to postpone

marriage, especially in the northern and central regions (Table 1). We do not yet

know to what extent this delay in marriage will evolve toward a decline in the

proportion of married people. Nonetheless, it would be difficult for the cohorts born

after 1960 to match the low proportion of never-married individuals among those

Fig. 1 The regions of Italy

Table 1 Percent of unmarried women and men at specific ages in different Italian areas. The year 2006

is compared to 1991 and 1981

% Unmarried

women at age 30

% Unmarried

men at age 35

January 1, 2006

Centre–North 50 44

South 41 35

Italy 47 41

November 1991, Italy 23 21

November 1981, Italy 14 13

Sources. ISTAT. For 2006: demographic statistics (demo.istat.it). For 1981 and 1991: Census data
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born in 1954. In this cohort, only 9% of women and 11% of men had never married

by age 50 (see the National Register Data at demo.istat.it). These are the lowest

values for all those born in the twentieth century.

The ensuing ‘‘flight’’ from marriage can only be understood within the context of

an increasingly long period of time spent before entry into adulthood. For example,

in Italy the average age at first marriage for men dramatically parallels the average

age of the ordination of priests, rising from 27 years of age in 1976 to 31 years of

age in 2001 (Diotallevi 2005, p. 210).

Table 2 shows that the proportion of individuals aged 25–34 living in the

parental home also increases from one cohort to the next, reaching 44% for those

born between 1969 and 1978 (Ongaro 2006). This value is strikingly different from

that observed in north–western Europe and in the overseas English speaking

countries where by the age of 25 the majority of youth have already left the parental

home (Sgritta 1999; Corijn and Klijzing 2001; Iacovu 2002; Billari 2004; Guizzardi

2007). On the other hand, since the mid-1990s, the proportion of young people

living with their parents has risen across Europe (EurLife 2005).

2.2 The Rapid Increase in Cohabitation and Out-of-Wedlock Births After 1995

Recently available data show that the persistent delay in the departure from the

parental home has not prevented the diffusion of unmarried cohabitation in Italy for

the cohorts born after the mid-1960s (Rosina and Fraboni 2004; ISTAT 2005, Chap.

4). The proportion of women with at least one experience of cohabitation has

increased (Fig. 2). In addition, the number of marriages preceded by cohabitation

has rapidly risen in recent years (Fig. 3). This is particularly true in the Centre–

North regions. At a national level, only 6% of first weddings celebrated in the 1980s

and 12% of those celebrated in the 1990s were preceded by cohabitation, compared

to 22% of those celebrated in the 5-year period from 1999 to 2003. The diffusion of

births outside of marriage follows a similar trend, with a considerable acceleration

in the Centre–North after 1994 (Fig. 4).

2.3 Interpreting Past Delays and the Contemporary Acceleration of Change

Numerous researchers have attempted to explain the motives behind Italian delayed

entry into adulthood, yet several questions remain unanswered. Why do young

Table 2 Living arrangements of Italians age 25–34

Year of survey Year of birth Living

in the

parental

family

Out of the parental family Other Total

Alone or with

friends (without

children)

In couple

without

children

In couple or

alone with

children

1993–94 1959–68 33 6 14 43 4 100

1998 1964–73 39 6 15 36 4 100

2003 1969–78 44 9 14 29 4 100

Source. ISTAT 2005: Rapporto annuale 2004, p. 244
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Italians leave the parental home at a later age with respect to young people in central

and northern Europe? And why have new marital and reproductive behaviors spread

so much later?

One possible interpretive framework for explaining delayed departure from

the parental home concerns restraint factors. Young Italians may be forced to

remain at home due to a series of material constraints such as elevated levels of

unemployment, scarcity of available housing at reasonable renting rates, prolonged

1974-78

1969-73 1964-68

1959-63

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

20 25 30 35 40 45
exact age

Fig. 2 Proportion of Italian women who have cohabited at least once at several exact ages, by year of
birth. Source: Our elaboration of the micro data from the ISTAT 2003 Survey: ‘‘Family and Social
Subjects’’
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Fig. 3 Proportion of marriages preceded by cohabitation, by year of celebration and place of residence.
Source: Our elaboration of the micro data from the ISTAT 2003 Survey: ‘‘Family and Social Subjects’’
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Fig. 4 Proportion of out-of-wedlock births, by year of birth and place of residence. Source: ISTAT, Italian
Statistical Yearbook (1985, 1995 and 2005 editions)
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university studies beyond the expected number of years, and a lack of policies to

support departure from the parental home at a young age (Livi Bacci 2001; Kohler

et al., 2002).

Several counterarguments, however, contradict this apparently neat linear

explanation. Youth unemployment, for example, has been essentially absent in

most of the provinces in the Centre and the North of Italy. Yet this is exactly where

a rapid increase has occurred in the proportion of individuals over the age of 30 who

still lived with their parents.

The following ‘‘natural experiment’’ reveals interesting information with regard to

the material welfare of youth and their behavior. In 1996, researchers studied the

living arrangements of second-generation immigrants in Australia (Table 3). In

terms of the labor market, housing, and welfare, children of Italians and Greeks were

similar to native children and to children of immigrants from northern Europe and

New Zealand. However, the children of Greeks and Italians differed sharply from

Australian children or other immigrants of the same age, in that they had rarely lived

alone or with friends, or cohabited (a similar description was applicable to the young

people who came from other southern European countries, as well as Lebanon and

China—the latter when they immigrated with the entire family). These empirical

results suggest that young Italians are not ‘‘forced’’ to stay in the parental home.

Table 3 Living arrangements of youth age 25–29 (born in 1967–71), resident in Australia in 1996, by

place of birth of both parents

Women (row %) Men (row %)

Parent’s

home

Married Cohabit Alone or with

friends

Parent’s

home

Married Cohabit Alone or

with friends

Australia 12 54 22 12 10 48 29 13

UK 11 54 25 11 16 37 32 15

Ireland 9 59 25 7 17 31 33 19

New

Zealand

10 40 35 15 15 27 40 18

Netherlands 19 42 18 21 17 49 20 14

Germany 16 50 24 10 22 35 27 16

Hungary 19 47 22 12 28 31 25 16

Poland 21 48 17 14 32 30 25 13

Italy 30 61 2 7 41 45 6 8

Malta 17 71 6 6 30 50 11 9

Greece 38 56 1 5 43 48 3 6

Lebanon 33 64 0 3 48 45 2 5

Croatia 33 49 9 9 47 32 11 10

Macedonia 50 42 1 7 49 40 6 5

India 24 46 19 11 36 29 23 12

China 47 39 6 8 39 26 23 12

Source. Khoo et al. (2002, pp. 119–141)
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Although it cannot be said that material constraints are the primary explanatory

factor for Italy’s unique situation, during recent years their weight might have

increased. As mentioned above, the proportion of young people living in the

parental home increased from 1998 to 2003 (Table 2). In addition, in both 1998 and

2003, young people living in the parental home were asked about the reasons for

their living arrangements (ISTAT 2005, p. 247). The two items related to

‘‘constraints’’ were ‘‘Because I do not have a permanent job’’ and ‘‘I cannot afford

to rent or buy a house.’’ While the proportion of youth who had employment

difficulties did not change from 1998 to 2003 (indicated by 17% of never-married

individuals aged 20–34 living in the parental home), housing related constraints

increased from 18 to 24% for the same group. At the same time, the percentage of

people who gave ‘‘positive’’ motives have declined: in 1998, 50% answered ‘‘I’m

fine with how things are; at any rate, I maintain my sense of freedom,’’ but 5 years

later this proportion dropped to 43%. More generally, understanding the consid-

erable constraints faced by young people with regard to the housing market

(difficulty obtaining a mortgage and affording high rental rates) may be helpful in

explaining behavioral change (Mulder 2006).

A second possible explanation in answer to the questions posed at the beginning

of this section concerns the strong ties that exist between parents and children in

Italy. Indeed, it has become evident that the existence of a homogenous ‘‘bourgeois

family’’ across the developed world is not necessarily a reality. Certainly in the past,

significant differences in family relationships could be found between north–

western European and overseas English speaking countries, and southern European

and eastern Asian countries. With regard to the former two, intergenerational

relationships traditionally weakened as an individual entered adolescence, while in

the latter two, these relationships remained strong throughout life. Deeply rooted

historical patterns of family relationships (Reher 1998) do not so much result in a

dissimilar love between parents and children, as they do in different practical

manifestations (Bonifazi et al. 1999; Palomba and Schinaia 1999; Dalla Zuanna

2004; Mazzuco 2006).

In societies where intergenerational relationships are strong, innovative behavior

among the younger generations can spread only if it is not obstructed by their parents

(Rosina 2001). Parents are extremely influential and powerful in their ability to

conduct their children toward marital behaviors which are in line with their

expectations. Not only do they use moral pressure (enhanced by a significant portion

of life spent together), but parents can also adopt more concrete tools of persuasion,

such as substantial monetary help for the construction or purchase of a home. Indeed,

more than 50% of couples in Italy who married in the 1990s received this sort of aid

from their parents (Barbagli et al. 2003). In order to become widespread, the practice

of cohabitation had to wait for a generation of parents who were willing to accept it—

or those who grew up during the ‘‘cultural revolution’’ in Italy during the 1970s.1

1 Several important dates with regard to the ‘‘cultural revolution’’ in Italy during the 1970s should be

mentioned: 1970, divorce became legal; 1971, contraceptive advertising was legalized; 1974,

confirmative referendum in favor of divorce; 1975, new family law equalized the rights of children

born out-of-wedlock and those born within marriage; 1978, abortion was legalized; 1981, confirmative

referendum in favor of abortion.

Marital and Reproductive Behavior in Italy After 1995 7
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Data supporting this interpretive theory seem convincing. By 1983, a significant

proportion of young Italians considered cohabitation to be admissible and did not

exclude the idea of doing so themselves (Table 4). However, among these young

people, there was a widely held perception that society was hostile toward this

choice, and only a limited number actually cohabited. The same questions were

asked again every 4–5 years. Over time, the number of youth who considered

cohabitation to be admissible and did not exclude the possibility of doing so

themselves grew only slightly, while the perception of societal acceptance towards

this choice changed precisely for those born during the 1970s and 1980s, i.e., for the

children of parents who were young just before or during the ‘‘cultural revolution’’

of the 1970s.

The notion that cohabitation in Italy spread only with the acquiescence of parents

(and a generation later than in northern European countries) has also been suggested

by more sophisticated analyses. Rosina and Fraboni (2004), Schroder (2006), Di

Giulio and Rosina (2007) demonstrated that in order to ‘‘explain’’—with statistical

models—the probability of cohabiting, it was more useful to examine certain

characteristics of the parents, rather than those of the children. Ceteris paribus, the

probability of individuals cohabiting or having cohabited was higher if their parents

held a high school or university degree than if they themselves held a high school or

university degree.

A third and final explicative framework concerns the connection between new

marital behaviors and the process of secularization (Lesthaeghe 1995). In Italy, this

development has taken place more slowly than in the other Western countries due to

the overwhelming presence of the Catholic Church and its influence on family

matters (Ginsborg 1989; Dalla Zuanna et al. 2005; Caltabiano et al. 2005). For

example, 3.02% of young Italian Catholic men baptized between 1971 and 1975

were enrolled in seminaries to become priests by 1996. This same indicator was

only 0.99 in France, 1.10 in Belgium, 0.94 in the Netherlands, 2.28 in Germany,

1.89 in Spain, and 2.21 in Ireland (Dalla Zuanna and Ronzoni 2003, p. 23). The

secularization process has accelerated since the mid-1990s, as shown by the

downward trend of several other indicators (i.e., proportion of people attending

Mass every week; proportion of individuals baptized who then received Confirma-

tion; proportion of volunteers belonging to Catholic organizations, Coppi 2005). On

the other hand, there are several other important indicators which do not show a

clear decline after 1995: the proportion of people who choose to devolve 8% of their

Table 4 Attitudes towards cohabitation. Young Italians, aged 15–24

Year of Survey 1983 1987 1992 1996 2000

Date of birth of youth 1959–68 1963–72 1968–73 1972–81 1976–85

Date of birth of parents 1929–38 1933–42 1938–47 1942–51 1946–55

% That considers cohabitation to be admissible 76 79 78 84 87

% That do not exclude the possibility of cohabiting 65 65 66 73 80

% That considers cohabitation accepted by society 36 38 43 47 66

Sources. Various years of the IARD surveys on statistically representative samples of Italian youth. For

bibliographic reference, see Buzzi et al. (2002)
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taxes to the Catholic Church (rather than to the state or other religions) and the

proportion just mentioned, of men studying to become priests (Dalla Zuanna and

Ronzoni 2003; Chiesa in Italia, Annali 2002–06; Coppi 2005).

If secularization continues to spread, it will most likely favor the diffusion of new

marital behaviors. In Sect. 3, we provide evidence of a strong ecological correlation

between, on the one hand, premarital cohabitation, out-of-wedlock births, and legal

separations, and on the other hand, votes in favor of divorce in the 1974 referendum

(a very relevant indicator of secularization in Italy, Livi Bacci 1977). Other authors

have obtained similar ecological results using more sophisticated methodologies

(Dalla Zuanna and Righi 1999; Billari and Borgoni 2002a, b). More specifically, a

number of studies have demonstrated that those individuals more involved in the

Catholic Church have a lower probability of cohabiting and separating. They also

have a lower probability of using modern contraception and of having sexual

intercourse at a young age (De Sandre and Dalla Zuanna 1999; De Rose and Rosina

1999; Dalla Zuanna et al. 2005; Castiglioni 2004; Caltabiano et al. 2005; Di Giulio

and Rosina 2007).

3 The Increase of Legal Separations

3.1 Rapid Change, But Still in its First Phase

In the last 15 years, legal separations in Italy have almost doubled (Table 5).2 In

2004, one legal separation was recorded for every three marriages; 15 years earlier,

this ratio was one in every eight marriages. In order to study this diffusion process in

an analytical manner, we have built life-tables by separation, for the marriage

cohorts who celebrated their weddings in Italy from 1969 to 1998 (Castiglioni and

Dalla Zuanna 2007). For the earliest cohorts, the tables refer to the first 25 years of

Table 5 Marriages and legal separations in Italy (in thousands): 1970–2003

1970 1980 1990 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Marriages 396 323 320 290 279 278 280 280 284 264 270 259 251

Separations 7 29 44 52 58 60 63 65 72 76 80 82 83

Source. ISTAT, Italian Statistical Yearbooks

2 In Italy, divorce was made legal in 1970 and entails two stages: a period of legal separation followed by

divorce. The Divorce Act (1970) stipulated the minimum interval between legal separation and divorce to

be 5 years, but in 1987 this was reduced to 3 years. Although only about 50% of legal separations are

followed through to a final divorce (where the official sanctions of marriage disappear completely) only a

negligible proportion of legal separations actually lead to reconciliation between spouses (Barbagli 1990).

Given this context, an analysis of marital dissolution in Italy is best carried out by focusing on legal

separations rather than on divorces, although legal separation does not formally dissolve marriage, but

simply authorizes the husband and wife to live separately. Indeed, in Italy legal separation is comparable

with divorce in the countries here considered for comparative purpose (USA, UK, and France). In this

article, we do not consider dissolution of cohabitations, as their diffusion is very recent in Italy (see Sect. 2).
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marriage; for the following cohorts, some of the probabilities of separation (for the

various durations up until the 25th year of marriage) are projected (Table 6).3

The occurrence of legal separations steadily increases cohort after cohort and

then accelerates after 1995 for each 5-year marriage cohort, regardless of the

duration (see the gray-colored figures in Table 6). If our projections are correct, the

proportion of marriages legally separated before their 20th anniversary will rise

from 8% (1974–78) to 25% (1994–98). This result seems to be realistic, because the

last available period life-table (for 2003) shows that 20% of marriages are dissolved

by a legal separation before their 20th anniversary, and 24% at the duration 30

(Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna 2007).

The increase in marital separations in Italy may still be in its first phase. Our

projections suggest that 19% of weddings celebrated in the early 1990s will end in a

legal separation before their 20th anniversary. Yet this proportion had already been

reached or surpassed for marriages celebrated in the early 1940s in the USA, in the

1960s in the UK, and in the 1970s in France. Furthermore, during these respective

time periods, the distribution by duration of marriage for these countries was very

similar to the distribution by duration for marriages celebrated in Italy in the early

1990s (Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna 2007). As marital separations have become

ever more frequent in the USA, UK, and France, they have also increasingly

occurred during the 5 to 9 year duration. Only future observations will tell us

whether Italian marriages will follow a similar trend.

3.2 Describing and Explaning Enormous Territorial Differences

A territorial analysis is particularly useful for understanding the factors behind the

diffusion of legal separations in Italy. More specifically, the relatively low level of

Table 6 Legal separations by marriage cohort, 1969–1998 in Italy: data and projections

Probabilities of legal separation (x 1,000) Marriages dissolved (%) 

Duration of marriage Exact duration of marriage 
Marriage  
cohort 
 0-4  5-9  10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 5 10 15 20 25 
1969-73 9.6 19.5 18.9 16.5 14.8 12.7 1 3 5 6 8 
1974-78 16.0 26.2 23.0 21.3 20.6 --- 2 4 6 8 10 
1979-83 20.0 31.9 29.8 30.3 29.9 --- 2 5 8 11 13
1984-88 22.5 40.8 42.6 44.7 42.7 --- 2 6 10 14 18 
1989-93 28.5 53.3 60.7 63.5 58.8 --- 3 8 14 19 24 
1994-98 36.7 69.4 82.3 86.7 78.2 --- 4 10 18 25 31 
Total 22.2 40.0 42.3 42.6 39.2 --- 2 6 10 14 17 

The gray-colored figures refer to the years around 2000. Data inItalics were projected. Sources: ISTAT

(The Italian National Statistics Institute),several editions of Demographic Yearbooks

3 For further information with regard to the methodology employed, see Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna

(2007). The probabilities have been projected extrapolating the observed probabilities of marital

separation by each marriage duration, without introducing further behavioral hypotheses.
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marital separations in Italy conceals large geographical differences (Figs. 5, 6, see

also Salvini 2005; Ferro and Salvini 2006). Separations most commonly occur in the

north–western regions (Piemonte, Val d’Aosta and Liguria), in Friuli-Venezia

Giulia, and in the two predominantly ‘‘red’’ regions (Toscana and Emilia-

Romagna). In the latter two regions, the Communist Party (since WWII) has

consistently received the majority of votes, and the process of secularization was

relatively rapid. The region of Lazio, where half of the inhabitants live in the urban

area of Rome, also has a higher percentage of legal separations. The lowest levels

are in the South, with the exception of Sardegna (Sardinia).

Our estimates suggest that only 15% of marriages celebrated in the South in 1998

will end in legal separation before their 20th anniversary. This is the same level

recorded for the north–western regions 20-years earlier. The other regions have

medium levels of legal separations. The region of Veneto, in the north–east,

provides an interesting case, in that the proportion of legal separations is quite low,

likely due to the considerable influence of the Catholic Church during the twentieth

century.

Generally speaking, a geographical perspective reveals that the diffusion of legal

separations overlaps with a pattern of ‘‘modernization,’’ even when the relatively

backward regions of South are excluded from the analysis in order to avoid

polarization (Table 7). In fact, the diffusion of legal separations follows the same

geographical gradients of literacy, the historical spread of birth control, wealth,

secularization, and female participation in the labor force. In addition to these

elements, Table 7 also illustrates the consistency between the territorial diffusion of

legal separations, and out-of-wedlock births.

The strength of modernization in influencing the diffusion of marital disruption in

Italy is also confirmed by more sophisticated analyses which use both ecological

(Rivellini et al. 2005, 2006) and individual data (De Rose 1992; De Rose and

Centre-North

South

Italy
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15
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30

35

40

1973 1978 1983 1988 1993 1998

Year at marriage

Fig. 5 Legal separations in different areas of Italy. Proportion of marriages celebrated in 1973–1998,
dissolved before the twentieth anniversary. Source: Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna (2007)
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Rosina 1999; De Rose and Di Cesare 2003; Ferro et al. 2006; Impicciatore and

Billari 2007). Results from the former are robust enough to suggest that the spread

of legal separations in Italy recounts a familiar tale. More specifically, the pattern of

Table 7 Linear correlation between the estimated proportion of 1998 marriages ending in legal sepa-

ration before their 20th anniversary and some socio-demographical indicators

Education Historical fertility

decline

Income Secularization Working

women

Out-of-wedlock

births
(1) (2)

Italy -0.85 -0.83 0.88 -0.75 0.79 0.81 0.84

Centre–

North

-0.76 -0.82 0.71 -0.77 0.76 0.56 0.71

The 20 Italian regions and the 15 regions of the Centre–North

Education: Cohort when 50% of the women were literate (Population Census, several years, Castiglioni

and Dalla Zuanna 1988)

Historical fertility decline: Estimation for the female cohort when marital fertility declined 10% without

subsequent recovery (Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna 1988)

Income: Per capita income at the end of the 1990s (ISTAT, General Yearbook of 2003)

Secularization: (1) Proportion of people (14 years or older) attending Mass once or more a week, 2001 (2)

Proportion of people (14 years or older) who never attended Mass in the last year (ISTAT, Informazioni,

24, 2003)

Working women: Proportion of women who work aged 20–54 (2001 Population Census)

Out-of-wedlock births: Proportion of out-of-wedlock births in 2004 (ISTAT, General Yearbook of 2005)

Fig. 6 Estimate of the proportion of marriages celebrated in 1998 ending in legal separation before their
twentieth anniversary (%), by region. Source: Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna (2007)
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diffusion of ‘‘new’’ marital and reproductive behaviors overlaps with that of the

modernization process over the last century (Livi Bacci 1977; Dalla Zuanna and

Righi 1999). Despite recent changes (i.e., the rapid secularization of Veneto and

Sardegna in the last few years), territorial continuity clearly prevails. Consequently,

we believe that the process of territorial diffusion of legal separations will continue,

such that the regions of the South will eventually follow in the footsteps of the

forerunner regions in the North–West.

4 Fertility

4.1 Intensity and Age Patterns Among Cohorts: From Change to Stabilization

Fertility decline among Italian women persisted up to the cohorts born in the mid-

1960s (Santini 1988, 1995, 1997; ISTAT, 1997; Caltabiano 2006). Beginning with the

cohort of 1955, mean age at first birth gradually began to increase (Table 8).

Although the TFR of the cohort born in 1965 is rather low (around 1.55), it is still

much higher than the period TFR recorded when these women were about 30 years

of age (1.22). Such measurements demonstrate that the recovery of fertility in Italy

after age 30 is not negligible (Sobotka 2004).

Although the more recent cohorts have not yet finished their reproductive lives,

censored data show that cohort fertility decline seems to have come to a halt

(Fig. 7). The cohort of women born in 1970 had few children before their 30th

birthday, but with respect to those born in 1965, they had more children in the age-

class 30–34. In all probability, they will also have more children after the age of 35.

In addition, the cohorts born in 1975, 1980, and 1985 resemble one another quite

closely in terms of fertility during the first part of their reproductive lives.

Territorial data reinforce the notion of a gradual stabilization with regard to

cohort fertility. In the Centre–North regions, the recovery of fertility after age 30 by

the 1970 cohort is more intense than the national average. In addition, the

stabilization of fertility in the first phase of a woman’s reproductive life is a

relatively consolidated phenomenon, in that it reflects the behavior of all the cohorts

born after 1970. The pattern observed for the cohorts from the South is similar to

that seen in the Centre–North, but with a delay of about 10 years. In particular, the

age-specific fertility of the 1970 cohort from the South almost perfectly matches the

level and age pattern of the 1960 cohort in the Centre–North. The same emerges

Table 8 TFR and mean age at birth for Italian cohorts born in 1935–1965

Year at birth

1935 1940 1945 1950 1955 1960a 1965a

TFR 2.30 2.20 2.08 1.91 1.83 1.71 1.55

Mean age at birth 28.6 27.8 27.1 26.9 27.0 27.8 29.2

a For cohorts born in 1960 and 1965 fertility after age 40 is estimated. However, estimations are less than

10% of TFR
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when observing the cohorts born in the following 10-years. Consistent with this

interpretive reading of a southern ‘‘lag,’’ we do not observe an end to fertility

decline in the South until the cohort of 1980.
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Fig. 7 Fertility by age and cohort for women born in 1960–85. Italy, North–Centre and South. Source:
Caltabiano (2006)
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4.2 Period Fertility: From Decline to Recovery

In addition to considerations of fertility by cohorts, it is also interesting to briefly

analyze changing period fertility, both at the national and territorial levels. After

having reached a minimum value of 515,000 in 1998, the number of births in Italy

began to increase, surpassing 550,000 in 2004, 2005, and 2006. The actual number

of women aged 20–39 during this same time period decreased as the numerous

women born during the baby boom (1955–70) slowly began to be ‘‘replaced’’ by the

smaller cohorts of women born after 1980. The rapid decrease in the number of

Italian women of childbearing age reached its lowest point in the first decade of the

new century. More specifically, at the beginning of 2004, women resident in Italy

aged 15–19 numbered 1,400,000, while those aged 40–44 numbered 2,200,000.

Since 1998, a declining number of women have had a growing number of births,

such that the TFR surpassed 1.3 children per woman in 2004, 2005, and 2006. This

is 15–16% higher than the minimum reached in 1998 (Table 9).

As already observed in the cohort analysis above, national-level data reflect the

sum of quite diverse territorial fertility histories (see Sect. 4.1). The differences

among regions at the turn of the century, however, are not as striking as those seen

in the early 1980s (the variation coefficient of the TFR among the 20 Italian regions

drops from 0.24 in 1983–85 to 0.09 in 2003–05). In other words, an ‘‘upset’’ in the

traditional geographical distribution of Italian fertility has occurred (Fig. 8a, b).

Descriptions of period fertility can easily be reconsidered from a cohort

perspective. Very low fertility during the period of 1980–95 was caused by a

combination of ‘‘missing children’’ from two cohorts in two different age groups.

Women born in the 1940s and 1950s make up the first group; they married on

average at 23–24 years of age, they had most of their children before age 30, and

had very few children at older ages. The second group is composed of those women

born in the 1960s and 1970s who had very few children at young ages. The upturn

of fertility rates in the Centre–North of Italy after 1995 is due both to the

stabilization in fertility rates at younger ages for the cohorts born in the 1970s, and

to the rising fertility rates at older ages for the cohorts born in the 1960s.

4.3 Interpreting the Increase in Period Fertility in the Centre–North Regions

The upturn of fertility in the regions of the Centre–North is one of the most

important demographic changes to have occurred in Italy in recent years. It seems

Table 9 Births, women age 20–39, and TFR estimates in Italy in 1990–2006

1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2006

Births (thousand) 569 568 533 528 515 543 538 563 554 560

W 20–39 (thousand) 8,487 8,622 8,750 8,806 8,757 8,610 8,427 8,243 8,190 8,081

TFR 1.36 1.32 1.22 1.22 1.21 1.26 1.27 1.31 1.32 1.35

Source. ISTAT, several publications
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appropriate to reflect on several possible explanations, in an effort to surmise what

might occur in the near future. This reflection also gives us the opportunity to

reconsider several interpretive frameworks put forth for lowest-low Italian fertility

over the last 20-years.

Although not mutually exclusive, we employ the following four hypotheses in

order to interpret rising fertility in the Centre–North after 1995:

(1) Postponement effect. The general upturn of fertility levels after 1998 may be

due to the combined result of an absence of fertility decline among the

younger age groups, and an increase in birth rates among the older age groups.

(2) Fertility of foreigners. The striking increase in the foreign population living in

Italy in the last 20 years is an absolutely new phenomenon. In 1986, the

number of foreigners living in Italy was counted in the tens of thousands; by

mid-2006, their number had increased to three and a half million. This group

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Fig. 8 Geographical perspective of fertility indicators by region in Italy. (a) Mean number of children
per woman, 1983–85 (National average: 1.33); (b) Mean number of children per woman, 2003–05
(National average: 1.33); (c) Proportion of births to foreigners, 2004 (National average: 9%); (d)
Proportion of out-of-wedlock births, 2004 (National average: 15%). The twenty Italian regions are ranked
into three groups (of six, seven, and six units)
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largely comprise young adults and children. If the fertility of foreigners has

been higher than that of Italians, then the recent escalation of immigration may

push up fertility rates.

(3) New marital behaviors. Fertility may be higher in those areas in which

behaviors, such as cohabitation, out-of-wedlock births, and separations are

more widespread. This would follow the pattern already observed in many

other European countries.

(4) A more favorable context for procreation. Lowest-low fertility may be the

result of a series of constraints, especially lack of money and time for children.

If these factors become less of a hindrance, fertility may increase.

As we have already discussed the first hypothesis in detail (Sects. 4.1 and 4.2), in

the following sections, we further explore the other three explanations.

4.3.1 Foreign Fertility Contribution

Between 1996–2006, the number of children born to foreign parents rose from

11,000 to 55,000 (Table 10). The increase in the total number of births during this

decade is thus due to births to foreigners, as the number of Italian births remained

more or less constant. If we consider fertility rates, however, then the picture

slightly changes. Fertility for Italian women has risen as their numbers have

decreased. From 1996 to 2006 the number of Italian women aged 18–49, resident in

Italy, fell from 13,300,000 to 12,100,000. Half of these ‘‘missing women’’ were

‘‘replaced’’ by new foreign female citizens, who during the same time period

increased in number from 250,000 to 885,000. Foreigners tend to have higher

fertility rates than native Italians, meaning that they generally push up overall

fertility levels. On the other hand, the proportion of foreign women living in Italy

remains relatively low—less than a tenth of the total of women of reproductive age

in 2006. In addition, when suitable fertility measures are used, the contribution of

foreigners to the increase in period fertility does not appear to be overwhelmingly

large (see Appendix). In 1996, the general fertility rate was 39.1 for Italian women,

Table 10 Fertility rates of Italian and foreign women resident in Italy: 1996–2004

Births (thousands) % of foreign

births

Births/Women 18–49 9 1,000

Italians Foreigners Total Italians Foreigners Total

Italy 1996 517 11 528 2.0 39.1 43.1 39.1

2001 500 29 529 5.5 40.2 56.9 40.9

2006 505 55 560 9.8 41.5 62.2 42.9

Ratio 2006/1996 1.06 1.44 1.10

Centre–North 2006 309 50 360 14.0 41.2 65.7 43.5

South 2006 196 5 200 2.3 41.9 39.0 41.9

Sources. The age structure of foreign women in 1996 and 2001 was deduced from permits of stay, other

information comes from the population registers. All data come from the internet site www.demo.istat.it

accessed in September 2007
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43.1 for foreign women and 39.1 for the total population (Table 10). The increase

from 1996 to 2006 was 6% (Italians), 44% (foreigners), and 10% (total population).

Consequently, the contribution of foreigners to the increase of general fertility in

Italy was (10-6)/10 9 100 = 40%. Moreover, because the mean age at birth of

foreign women is relatively low, their contribution to halting fertility decline before

age 30 (for the cohorts born during the 1970s) may be quite significant (Sect. 4.1).

However, the lack of detailed fertility data by age and citizenship prevents further

analysis.

These considerations, however, do not exclude the possibility that in some areas

the influence of foreign fertility may hold greater significance. More specifically, in

the time frame under consideration, almost all of the births to foreign women took

place in the Centre–North. Not only were there far fewer women immigrants in the

South, but they also tended to have rather low fertility rates, due to the fact that few

of them had settled down in one place (Table 10; Fig. 8(c). Moreover, in some

areas, the proportion of foreigners is particularly high; studies in several Italian

cities show the growing importance of foreign births for the replacement of the

population (i.e., for Florence: see Magherini and Mencarini 2001; Regina et al.

2003; Ferro 2005; for Verona: Bressan et al. 2005; for Milan: Comune di Milano

2005).

4.3.2 New Marital Behaviors and Fertility

Dalla Zuanna and Righi (1999, pp. 30–31) constructed an indicator for the diffusion

of new marital and reproductive behaviors for eighteen western European countries.

They compared this indicator with fertility levels at the beginning of the 1990s and

found a linear correlation of 0.93: the more widespread the new behaviors, the

higher the fertility levels. This territorial regularity may also be present within Italy.

In some areas, higher fertility coexists with more widespread cohabitation and births

out of wedlock (Fig. 8, compare b and d). At a micro-level, Billari and Rosina

(2004) have shown that for the period preceding 1997, couples in cohabiting unions

had on average lower fertility with respect to first unions by marriage. On the other

hand, they noted that beginning cohabitation early enough compensated for this

difference. To our knowledge, there is a gap in the micro-analysis literature for the

period that follows (i.e., when out-of-wedlock fertility rapidly increases).

In the absence of nationally representative studies, we make use of an

investigation conducted in the late 1990s on Milan in order to further explore this

issue (De Sandre and Ongaro 2003). Milan is both the most populated city in

northern Italy (with 1,300,000 inhabitants at the end of 2004) and the most

economically dynamic. By the 1990s, new marital behaviors were already quite

widespread. More than 40% of first marriages of women born in 1965–1974 were

preceded by cohabitation, compared to less than 20% of women born in the 1950s.

Moreover, during the period 1995–99, 52% of first unions were cohabitations.

However, the increase in cohabitations throughout the 1990s was not accompanied

by a similar rise in out-of-wedlock births, but rather accelerated the shift to marriage

and to legitimate births. This rapid move toward marriage was facilitated by a

18 M. Castiglioni, G. Dalla Zuanna

123



younger age (of about a year) for first cohabitating unions, compared to first unions

by marriage. By 2004, fertility levels were at an average of 1.46 children per

woman, or 70% higher than the fertility rate in the mid-1980s, and fertility had

increased for all ages.

It is difficult to tell whether Milan of the mid-1990s, as described above, was a

true forerunner of what is now occurring in all of central and northern Italy. These

behavioral observations do, however, allow us to argue that in Italy—as

elsewhere—relatively high fertility can coexist, and indeed may be favored by,

very different marital choices than those made in the past.

4.3.3 A More Favorable Context for Procreation?

Today, developed countries characterized by higher levels of fertility are those

where a large proportion of women participate in the labor force and where couples

with children are able to take advantage of public and/or private systems that allow

them to balance domestic and paid labor (Cantisani and Dalla Zuanna 1999; Billari

and Kohler 2004). In these countries, fathers also tend to contribute significantly to

household chores and childcare (McDonald 2000). Finding equilibrium between

childcare and paid labor has been more difficult for women in Italy than elsewhere

(Pinnelli 1995; Bettio and Villa 1998; Rampichini and Salvini 2001; Ongaro 2002;

Ongaro and Salvini 2003; Piazza 2003; Salvini 2004). In the context of Italy’s

contemporary social system, there exists what one might call the ‘‘trap’’ of having

an additional child. Women who continue to work outside the home earn sufficient

income to raise their children but often do not have enough time to spend with them

as a consequence of unsatisfactory family policies, and at best inadequate market for

private childcare, and low levels of paternal participation in domestic and childcare

activities (Saraceno 1994; Livi Bacci 2004; ISTAT 2005, part 4.3; Mencarini 2007).

Those women, on the other hand, who decide to leave the labor force after the birth

of a child, have more time to spend with their children, but not enough financial

means to support them. When forced to confront this catch-22 predicament, many

couples decide, against their wishes, to abandon any plans for a second, third, or

fourth child. Nevertheless, in the last decade, even in Italy, couples who were less

constrained by these issues have had an additional child.

More specifically, there are several factors which seem to characterize a more

favorable context for fertility in Italy. First, fertility rates have risen mainly in the

richest and most economically dynamic provinces (i.e., where a larger proportion of

women participate in the labor force).4 Secondly, since the late 1990s, several

national and local administrative measures—economically favorable to families

with children—have been approved. While certainly not comparable to the more

4 This point is of particular interest in that during the 1990s, income development rates in the provinces

of the Centre–North (measured by current prices) varied widely. The increase in the annual per capita
income ranged from +7% for a few of the provinces in the North–East (i.e., Gorizia, Treviso, Verona,

Vicenza, and Bolzano) to below +4% for the provinces of Belluno (Veneto), of Genova and Imperia

(Liguria), and of Livorno (Toscana). In the late 1990s, income level was quite variable, ranging from 51

million lire annually per capita in Milan to slightly more than 26 million in Massa Carrara (Toscana).
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extensive policies already adopted in other European countries, recent national

political programs have had a statistically significant impact on the propensity of

couples to have a third child in poor families5 (Billari et al. 2005). These policies,

however, have had very little impact on the absolute number of births.

Finally, in families in which both partners work and the father does not leave the

running of the household and childcare to the mother alone, the probability of

having a second or third child is significantly higher (Mencarini and Tanturri 2004;

Mencarini 2007). Recently, the proportion of partners sharing housework and

childcare has increased, such that this constraint may eventually become less of a

barrier to fertility.

4.3.4 A Joint Analysis of the Four Effects on Fertility

To conclude, we want to determine if each of the four effects has an independent

influence on fertility. We used a procedure previously employed in other territorial

studies of Italian fertility (see for example, Livi Bacci 1977; Dalla Zuanna and Righi

1999). We applied a multiple linear regression model, using as statistical units the

63 Italian provinces of the Centre–North. We excluded, however, the provinces of

Lazio where fertility continued to decline into the late twentieth century, although

we did include the province of Rome where the fertility levels have increased. The

dependent variable is the upturn of fertility between 1986–1995 and 1996–2000. We

calculated four indicators (described under Table 11) for each of the respective

Table 11 Multiple regression analysis on the variation in fertility at the end of the century and the

indicators linked to the four hypotheses

Beta Significance

Foreigners 0.332 0.01

New transition 0.253 0.00

Income 0.469 0.02

Fertility 1986–95 -0.220 0.04

R2 corrected: 0.57

Italian provinces of the Centre–North

Dependent Variable

Variation in fertility: TFR 1996–2000/TFR 1986–95

Independent Variables

Foreigners: (foreigners/total residents)1998 9 (born foreigners/foreigners 18+)2000

New transition: Proportion of out-of-wedlock births in 1999

Income: (per capita income)1999 9 (increase of per capita income)1991–99

Fertility 1986–95: TFR 1986–95

5 One program, for example, gives a cash allowance to those families with at least three children under

the age of 18 and below a certain income level. More specifically, since 1999 the sum of 120 euros a

month has been given to families for every child from the third-born on. For a detailed analysis of the

political measures in favor of families with children (conducted on a national and regional level), refer to

the internet site: http://www.politichefamiliari.stat.unipd.it.

20 M. Castiglioni, G. Dalla Zuanna

123

http://www.politichefamiliari.stat.unipd.it


explicative hypotheses discussed up to this point. Before being inserted into the

model, the four indicators were standardized (mean 0 and variance 1) in order to

make the beta regression coefficients comparable.

The four indicators are all statistically associated with the increase in fertility at

the end of the century and agree with the hypotheses suggested above. All four

maintain a significant association, even when they are put in ‘‘competition’’ with

one another, and the fit is good R2 corrected = 0.57.

5 Conclusion

Since the close of the twentieth century, the gap between Italy and central and

northern European countries with regard to marital and reproductive behaviors has

consistently narrowed. Cohabitation and legal separation are increasingly frequent,

a growing number of children are born out-of-wedlock, cohort fertility seems to

have stabilized at around 1.55 children per woman, and fertility is increasingly

concentrated in the period following the woman’s 30th birthday. These changes,

however, do not signify that other distinctive Italian characteristics have

disappeared. In fact, even in the regions where many couples cohabit, the very

late age at leaving the parental home has meant that cohabitation is practiced more

by young adults (25–34 and older) than by youth (15–24 years of age). Over the

next few years the general diffusion of cohabitation and out-of-wedlock births in

Italy will likely continue to be accompanied by a prolonged stay in the parental

home.

With specific regard to cohabitation, Italy—despite a delay of 20–25 years—has

begun to resemble other European countries. This postponement was probably

caused by the attitudes and behaviors of generations of parents born before the

Second World War, who refused to accept such new behavior on the part of their

children. In Italy, very strong intergenerational ties render a young son’s or

daughter’s decision to cohabit extremely difficult without the (implicit and explicit)

agreement of their parents.

The number of legal separations has also rapidly increased, although Italy’s

current mean national level remains far lower than rates observed in countries such

as the USA, the UK, and France. Moreover, the Italian pattern of legal separation by

marriage duration (the probabilities are constant between the 5th and the 25th

anniversary) is closer to that observed in these three countries when separations in

the former were at the same level as present-day Italy.

Italy’s very low fertility rates have also begun to change. The upturn in fertility

has taken place primarily in the Centre–North areas, where the TFR went from 1.1

children per woman in 1995 to 1.35 ten years later. In the South, on the other hand,

fertility decline has not yet come to a halt, although its pace seems to have slowed.

Moreover, for the cohorts of women born after 1970 (in the Centre–North) and after

1980 (in the South), fertility before the age of 30 is no longer in decline. The upturn

in fertility since 1995 has been particularly strong in the more economically

dynamic areas located in the Centre–North, where a greater proportion of the

population is made up of foreigners, where new marital behaviors have spread more
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rapidly, and where, in previous years, fertility declined to extremely low levels. The

‘‘message’’ conveyed by these results is that lowest-low fertility is not Italy’s

‘‘destiny.’’ On the other hand, if Italy is to reach the current fertility levels of France

and Northern European countries (1.8 children per woman or more for the cohorts

born in the 1960s) two considerable hurdles concerning the reconciliation of female

participation in the labor force and child-care must be overcome: (1) the scarcity of

fiscal policies, allowances, and cheap public and private services for families with

children; (2) the low levels of fathers’ participation in family care (Esping-Andersen

2007).

The study of Italian territorial differences in marital and reproductive behavior

aids in understanding their determinants. A geographical perspective of the

diffusion of legal separation, cohabitation, and out-of-wedlock births reveals a close

overlap with the major decline in births during the first half of the twentieth century.

During this period, a similar pattern of territorial differences emerged with the

spread of school enrolment, industrialization, and (above all) secularization. Despite

some locally specific exceptions and the slight decrease in interregional differences

over the last decade, territorial continuities over time (such as the dramatic contrast

between the Centre–North and South) remain a predominant characteristic of Italian

marital and reproductive behavior.

Appendix. The Challenges of Calculating Fertility Rates for Foreign Women

Assigning a value to the fertility of foreign women who live in Italy is not a simple

task as their fertility histories are intimately tied to their migratory experience. In

Table 12, we provide three different measures of fertility for Italian and foreign

women reported in 2004 and in 2006. The data from 2004 come from ISTAT’s

information on both TFR and the ratio of births to women age 18–49. The data for

2006 report the fertility of mothers of a representative sample of 8,000 Italian and

8,000 foreign students in junior high schools. As these women were born around

1960–65, their reproductive lives are nearly over. Upon comparing the results from

these different sources, however, one immediately notices the rather large

discrepancy between the fertility of Italians and foreign women in terms of TFR,

Table 12 Fertility measures for Italian and foreign women living in Italy in 2004–06

Italians

(A)

Foreigners

(B)

Total Foreigners/Italians

(B)/(A)

TFR (2004)a 1.26 2.61 1.33 2.07

1000 x Births / Women 18–49 (2004)b 42.2 55.3 43.4 1.31

Mean number of children for mothers’ age approx.

40–45 (2006)c
1.98 2.27 – 1.15

a Ongaro (2007, p. 68)
b Our elaborations of Istat data (demo.istat.it accessed in September 2007)
c Barban and Dalla Zuanna (2007)

22 M. Castiglioni, G. Dalla Zuanna

123



and the more moderate differences between the two groups when using the other

measures. This is particularly true with regard to the ‘‘final’’ measure by cohorts,

which is not influenced by the reproductive calendar.

In light of these differences, it seems unwise to employ the period TFR to

measure the fertility of foreign women. The period TFR refers to the average

number of children a woman would have, if throughout her reproductive life, she

were to bear children at the current age-specific fertility rates. Given that the number

of foreign women in Italy has risen incredibly rapidly in the past few years, the

premise on which period TFR is based doesn’t seem to be appropriate for observing

differences between Italian and foreign women, especially given the latter’s deeply

interconnected migratory and reproductive histories. Consequently, we chose to use

as our reference measurement the general fertility rate (Births/Women 18–49)

which, although also a period measure, is less sensitive to the concentration of births

within certain age groups. The downside of this measurement is that it does not

allow us to take into account the age structure of women of reproductive age. In any

case, the similarity between the comparison of Italian and foreign women made

using this measure, and that using a retrospective cohort estimate, confirmed that

this was not a poor decision.
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Magherini, C. e L. Mencarini (2001). La fecondità a Firenze. 1981–2000. Un’analisi dei dati anagrafici.
Paper presented at the Workshop: La bassa fecondità italiana fra costrizioni economiche e cambio
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