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			With her lucid and well-documented articles in Corriere, Rita Querzè is one of the few voices capable of illustrating and explaining the many contradictions of the Italian labour market and in particular the burning problem of female employment. In this book - which can be read in one breath - the author takes stock of this problem, which remains one of the main challenges - and missed opportunities - of Italian modernisation. 

			The concept around which the analysis revolves is that of equity, or rather its opposite. Access to work, contractual conditions, pay, careers: to date, Italian women suffer from an opportunity gap that is unequalled in Europe. With dramatic consequences not only for themselves as individuals, but for society as a whole, in terms of lower welfare and demographic decline. 

			The discussion of the various facets of the problem, dealt with in the various chapters, is traversed by two main threads, which help to understand why the women’s issue registers such a stubborn persistence over time. The first thread has to do with mentality and culture. Gender divisions are based on deep-rooted pre-judgments, often implicit or unconscious, which, even before hindering reforms, distort the very perception of problems. The Italian social model is still imbued with two traits typical of traditional societies, apparently contrasting but actually complementary: paternalism and maternalism. The former attributes to males the role of guaranteeing the economic security of the family and to the state the task of ensuring the conditions for performing this role. Maternalism attributes to women the full range of social reproduction activities, far beyond gestation. It therefore prescribes the adoption of public policies that incentivise and support the performance of reproductive tasks. Labour market and welfare have been built around these two assumptions, sedimenting behaviours, attitudes and expectations that obscure the - often barely visible - blocks that reduce women’s opportunities for movement and novelty, in the domestic, occupational and even political spheres. 

			These two pre-judgments have remained largely impervious to the stimuli coming from Europe, to that equal opportunities strategy that in other countries (now also in Spain and even Greece) has redesigned the organisation of work and care, so as to level the playing field for women to advance without unevenness and realise their aspirations. 

			As Querzè notes, it is true that the concept of conciliation has also entered the political lexicon in Italy. But it is still mainly used as a tool to temper the negative effects of childbirth for mothers and that is all. Instead, in many countries and in EU strategies, there has been a shift to the concept of ‘work-life balance’. This is a more advanced approach because it does not only call for ‘counterweights’ (e.g. services) to women’s professional performance, but questions the entire system of work organisation, time, and family rhythms. It takes for granted that men and women can/should be both earner (workers and income earners in the productive sphere) and carer (care givers in the reproductive sphere). The chapters in this book well illustrate how far Italian society is still from this model, even in the northern regions, with serious negative consequences on the quality of relationships, birth rates, the socialisation of children, and obviously on equal opportunities. 

			The second thread running through the book is that of the inadequacy and erratic nature of public policies, of the state’s set of rules and interventions in the sphere of work, family relations, taxation and social benefits. Slowly, over the past two decades, the problem of women’s work (and now finally that of demographic decline) has made its way onto governments’ agendas. But when it came to introducing reforms, they navigated by sight. A framework of clear and shared objectives is lacking (often the ‘maternalist reflex’ is implicitly reactivated and measures are introduced that end up discouraging the work of the second earner in the family, i.e. the woman, and reinforcing stereotypes about the ‘natural’ role of women). In the service sector, even when the regulations exist, implementation always leaves something to be desired, especially in the South. There is little data, little monitoring and very little evaluation. The countries that have managed to leave maternalism behind have done so on the basis of articulated planning and social consultation processes, to identify the agenda, create shared intentions, and ensure the effective implementation of changes. 

			

			And with that we come to the PNRR, which Querzè rightly takes a critical look at. One of the most serious national emergencies - low female employment - has found a place in the PNRR as a ‘transversal priority’. On the one hand, this choice has its own logic (so-called mainstreaming): almost all public policies have a more or less direct impact on women’s work. On the other hand, however, this choice runs the risk of making the objectives and measures concerning this issue less visible and pressing. Or to relegate the ‘transversal priority’ to second place, as an ancillary mission. 

			The NRP has only partially (even half-heartedly) adopted two premises that are now common knowledge in Europe. The first is that more female employment means more growth. It is true that the size of GDP and especially its expansion over time depends not only on how many people work, but also on their productivity. But the fact remains that if we were able to inject a few million more female workers - possibly with the right qualifications - into the regular economy, Italy’s GDP could make a real leap forward, transforming one of our historical weaknesses into an atout (obviously expendable only once). The second premise is that women’s work helps to reduce the economic vulnerability of families. This also has a positive impact on the birth rate. We know that many inactive women aspire to work; in countries where female employment rates are higher, the birth rate is also higher. Of course in the presence of comprehensive and extensive work-life balance measures. 

			

			As Querzè points out, not only are the PNRR’s objectives unambitious, but their implementation is patchy, as in the case of quotas for hiring women. Three policies are also struggling to get off the ground (and have been partly scaled down by Minister Fitto’s revision of the Plan), namely daycare centres, policies to support non-self-sufficiency, and the promotion of territorial medicine: areas that could not only alleviate the pressure of care for families, but also provide employment opportunities for inactive women. 

			In the Conclusions to the book, Rita Querzè poses the crucial question: how to change things, politically speaking. Are there social forces in the field to move in this direction? asks the author. I believe that such forces (i.e. social groups interested in change) are there, given that the Staus quo produces so many ‘losers’. What is lacking is awareness of the negative implications of the status quo. Awareness that in turn is the necessary condition for the aggregation of interests and political pressure. it is obvious that the women’s issue must stop being a women’s or women’s problem, and impose itself as a problem for all of us. This is the meaning of the HeforShe initiative launched by the UN (UN Women) ten years ago, which has already gathered 600 million signatures and is supported by 2 million activists. Only by taking concrete steps in this direction is it possible, in Querzè’s words, to ‘get out of the bubble’. The HeforShe symbol is suggestive. But in order to catalyse change, it would have to be made by some political entrepreneur, capable of weaving the ‘huge web’ from which a We would be born. And of this, as yet, there is no sign in our country.

			INTRODUCTION: The never-ending wait for equity: what didn’t work and where to start again

			

			In thirty years, nothing or almost nothing has improved. Small steps forward. In the twenties, several signs show that change has slowed down further. At this rate, equal treatment in the world of work between men and women will be achieved in the long run. In the words of John Maynard Keynes: when we are all dead. Yet, it is often repeated: ‘In recent years, women have made great progress’. And it is true. But what progress? And above all: with what speed? A push is needed now. It is needed for women who need economic autonomy, for families who need dual income, and for the country which needs more children and more GDP. To achieve this we need to work on two fronts. Reforms from above. Change of mentality from below. Women and men together. 

			This essay stems, on the one hand, from the need to make sense of the more than thirty years I have been working on gender work. On the other, from an awareness of how the pandemic has accelerated changes that will lead to new social balances. If something can be said or done, for a more adequate role of women in society, it must be said and especially done now. That the Nobel Prize for Economics went to a woman, Claudia Goldin, ‘for improving our understanding of women’s labour market outcomes’ is certainly a very good sign. But to change reality this discussion needs to get out of the academy and become popular. Enter the bars, offices and squares (not just virtual ones).

			From the 1990s to present day

			The starting point can only be one: to analyse what has happened over the last thirty years, to define as objectively as possible where we stand and to identify if possible a perspective. Since 1990, I have been able to deal with the role of women at work with a lot of freedom through my role as a journalist first in women’s weeklies (at Anna) and, since 1996, at Corriere della Sera and the blog La27Ora. Today the frustration is strong. The expectations of my twenties, when I started writing the first ‘pieces’, were high. Knowing the conditions in which the women in my family lived and worked - my grandmothers were peasants in the Emilia of sharecropping, my mother a ‘knitter’, one of the many pieceworkers paid the equivalent today of 4-5 euros an hour - I was convinced I had the enormous privilege of belonging to the generation that would give the last push. The last blow that would break through the wall of inequality and allow access to a new world: that of ‘real’ equal treatment of men and women at work. 

			This was not the case. Italian women are still in the tunnel digging, trying to escape from their prison. Some, at least. Others have resigned themselves and have tried to embellish their cell a little: sometimes, in order not to experience a sense of constant frustration, one is forced to make peace with the context in which one lives. The exit from the tunnel, however, is still a long way off. 

			The point is that in these 30 years - let’s say from 1990 to today - little or nothing has changed. It is no coincidence that Italians are consistently last in Europe in terms of equality at work (Eige, Gender equality index 2022). The time has come to come to terms with this stark realisation. On the other hand, awareness of reality is the first condition for a fresh start. 

			we have evidence: laws are not enough

			In the post-war period, a season opened in which the legislature repealed or rewrote laws that discriminated against women. The first step, in 1945 and 1946, was the introduction of the right to vote, active and passive. In 1950, the law prohibiting dismissal up to the first year of a child’s life was passed. In 1956, equal pay for men and women was enshrined. Access to public office was granted in 1963. Also in 1963, so-called ‘bachelorette clauses’ in employment contracts were declared null and void. Divorce law: December 1970. In 1971 a law established municipal kindergartens and nursery schools. In 1975 came the reform of family law with the equality of spouses before the law, shared parental authority of spouses, the husband’s betrayal becoming a legitimate cause for separation. Abortion law: 1978. The repeal of the law allowing reparatory marriage came in 1981: until then a rapist could avoid conviction by marrying the victim.

			This long journey was completed in 1996, thus in the space of 50 years, with a law establishing that sexual violence is an offence against the person and not simply against morality, as it was until then. 

			It is therefore understandable that from the 1990s onwards the great illusion took shape, the idea that the principle of fairness, once written into state law, was automatically a goal achieved. A sin of naivety: the removal of discrimination written in black and white was obviously necessary but not sufficient. It is not enough to say in laws that women and men have equal rights. Conditions must be created for rights to be enforceable. It is like saying that men and women both have the right to run the marathon but then, when it comes time to start, water bottles and trainers are only distributed to men. Exactly what happens in the labour market today. 

			Running marathon in heels 

			Actually, to be truly fair, one should avoid treating as equals those who are not equal, as Don Milani used to say. The equipment provided to everyone should take diversity into account. If women have smaller feet they should be given shoes in their size. If they have to take on maternity leave for biological reasons, it will be necessary to provide adequate services, for example, and to take this into account in the organisation of work without discriminating against them. But this obvious consideration has never even been reached; women have simply not been given trainers, let alone the right size. Quite often, on the contrary, women were provided with a nice pair of 12-heeled pumps. Out of metaphor: the cultural models of first generalist television and then social media have fostered the adherence to a certain stereotype of femininity that is always sweet, compliant and in fact submissive, very well-groomed, and functional in maintaining the power imbalance between the genders in working contexts.

			The result is that in these thirty years at work we have found ourselves running the marathon in stilettos. Women did not back down: they tried, even though the starting conditions were impractical. We threw our hearts over the obstacle in the conviction that the context would have to give way and recognise the evidence, i.e. our skills, determination and dedication. The result is that many are exhausted, frustrated and angry. Aware that they have wasted so much energy and time to bring home little or nothing.

			Adding to the anger is also the realisation that they have sinned in naivety. Who said it was necessary to agree to run the marathon in stiletto heels? You could have demanded running shoes from the start. Translated: sharing the burden of care work, more support from public welfare, real equality of opportunity in private paid work. Instead, women have not done so. Or they have done so too timidly, asking ‘permission’, always fearing to disturb the manoeuvre. 

			a matter of justice (before being an economic issue)

			One of the most frequently used arguments in recent years by women’s movements to demand real equality starting from the places where wealth is produced has been: ‘Let the conditions be created for a greater presence of women in the labour market because in this way Italy will become a stronger and richer country, GDP will grow by 12-14 per cent, depending on estimates. Moreover, with women at work, the pension system will become sustainable’.  Rivers of words and ink have been spent to support this thesis (even by the writer). Given the results, we can say that it was unnecessary as well as simply wrong. Equal opportunities for men and women must be given not because it is useful and beneficial ‘for the economy’ and ‘because it serves to guarantee the payment of pensions’, but first and foremost because it is right. Rights cannot be subordinated to matters of opportunity. 

			What is more, the argument has proved to be very ineffective as it has not convinced the political decision-makers to seriously tackle the problem.  If not on the surface or in words. Now, one thing has indeed changed in the past thirty years: the topic of gender equality has become one of the workhorses of political correctness. There is no politician in the parliamentary arc who does not declare himself in favour of real equality in the treatment of men and women at work. The growing gap between words and deeds, however, only adds to the sense of frustration. Not least because the praise for women, for their qualities and their contribution in the social and labour spheres, is often simply to keep everything as it is. 

			the deception of multitasking (and other clichés)

			How many times in the 1990s and 2000s was it said that women have many professional arrows to their bow because they are adept at multitasking? But having the ability to do two things while their male colleagues do one did not guarantee either salary increases or career advancement, only the security of finding themselves more tired and stressed at night. Not to mention women’s vaunted ability to be inclusive, to be able to listen and work as a team, soft skills that should have been an advantage while they turned out to be a kind of certification of the role of gregarious for life. “Because you women are better than us, it is women who will save the world!”. Be wary of the male (usually in positions of power) who greets you with such praise. It is no coincidence that these are always vaticinis linked to a future yet to come. The subtext is what counts: ‘For the present be content’.

			And what about the cliché: ‘In the end, women’s worst enemy is other women’? It is like telling the prisoner in a prison where there are insufficient meals that the fault for his malnutrition lies with his cellmate who arrived before him to grab the last tray.  To the damage is thus added the mockery: penalised and at the same time responsible for their own inferiority. Competition between women is strong because there are few opportunities for women. Moreover, there are anthropological reasons. Women have been accustomed for millennia to compete with each other for the protection of a man - be it a partner, a husband, a brother, a lover - who would guarantee them subsistence and protection. And then: perhaps competition between men does not exist? In politics as in economics, examples of competition between males abound. Yet the belief that ‘women are women’s worst enemies’ is widespread even among women themselves.

			 

			The illusion of female elites: making it on their own

			One would say: not among all. Those of a medium-high cultural level do not fall into these traps. Actually, this is not always true. But let us also consider that elite group of women who are aware of their condition and the limits imposed by the context. Belonging to this category entails responsibilities. In these 30 years, have we done the most useful battles to permanently remove inequalities and discrimination at the roots? And what results have we brought home?

			Women’s movements have continued to flourish and engage. Just think of the birth of ‘If not now when’ and ‘Not one less’, on the one hand. And the vast world of women’s associations on the other. There are two fronts on which the battles have focused. The first: the breaking of the glass ceiling that prevents women from having a career. The result was the 2011 Golfo-Mosca law, a regulation that now reserves 40% of seats on the boards of directors of listed companies for women. The second: the fight against violence against women, which led to the law against stalking in 2009 and the law against violence against women in 2013. 

			Let’s be clear: useful and sacrosanct regulations. But not able to make a decisive impact (at least for now) on the problems they were supposed to solve. Violence against women continues, by now we have become accustomed to the trickle of wives, mothers, girlfriends often killed by their husbands and partners. The law on quotas, then, was born as a temporary fix. But after more than ten years, the perception is strong that if the law were to fail in many companies, things would go back to the way they were before. Not to mention that the rule has never affected unlisted companies, which are the vast majority. 

			Women with a higher degree of awareness and roles from which it was possible to try to make an impact have fought more over the past thirty years to break the ‘glass ceiling’ that prevented (and still prevents) their ascent to the highest career levels than to break down the concrete walls of the labour market that prevent about 50 per cent of women in Italy from gaining access to paid employment. The time has come to open the door to a doubt: what if the real way to bring down the ceiling was to enlarge the walls of the room? Women at the top in Italy remain a small handful of captains. As long as there is no army behind them, it will remain very difficult to change the rules from within. And even the narrative that women at the top then accelerate the entry and professional growth of the others has turned out to be all abstract. It is probably easier in practice for the opposite to happen: the more women there are on the starting blocks, the easier it is for someone to make it to the top.

			It is physiological and functional that every pressure group has its more culturally aware and equipped vanguards, but perhaps the vanguards alone, in this game, can hardly score the point. 

			the father of all problems: access to employment

			The outcome of the last battles of the 2000s - started but far from being won, against gender violence and the glass ceiling - suggests that there can be no real progress for women without tackling and solving the father of all problems upstream, namely labour market participation. The Code Red against violence is important, but if a woman does not work and cannot leave her abusive partner because she has no income of her own to rely on, she will hardly be able to break free. There will never be an equal presence of women and men at the top if the labour market is an inclined plane that pushes women out from the start. Yet, even within the women’s movements over the last 30 years, women’s participation in work has hardly ever been the first issue on the agenda. 

			If one strips the women’s issue of all ideology to focus on its more ‘material’ aspects - which we will try to do from here on - one discovers that the reasons for dissatisfaction and anger for women are stronger and more numerous than is shared in common perception.  Imagine any social group - all blond, blue-eyed individuals, for example - treated the same way tomorrow: less paid, pushed to resign from work, penalised in their careers. Within two months they would take to the streets to demand equal treatment. Women did it in the 1970s for abortion and divorce laws. But the ‘revolution’ was partial: it did not touch labour issues. Inequalities at work remained. 

			what if we Encourage women to work to promote demographic growth? 

			In recent years, two new arguments in favour of women’s work are being added. Let us start with the first: more female employment means a higher birth rate and more children. In fact, since the 1990s onwards, starting in Northern European countries, demographers have begun to identify a positive correlation between the number of new births and female employment. Nothing so surprising to tell the truth. If it is taken for granted that no one is now willing to go below a certain standard of living - at least 10 days’ holiday a year, going out for pizza with the family a couple of times a month, the possibility of sending their children to university - then it becomes clear that if only one person in a couple works, at most they can afford one child. The second is only sustainable if there are two salaries. In a country of only one child like Italy (1.24 average children per woman), the key to ‘little brother’ is to allow mothers to work. 

			

			The argument is certainly well-founded. The fact remains that the conditions for mothers to work are still lacking, starting with services that can support families at the various ages of their children. But more on this later. 

			what if we Encourage women to work to replace 
foreigners?

			The second argument in favour of women’s work is the following: more female employment to reduce the need for immigrant labour. Here, however, the equation does not hold. Female employment and foreign employment are not alternatives to each other. Let us take care work, which is mainly performed by foreigners. If Filipino, Sri Lankan and Eastern European domestic helpers disappeared tomorrow, Italian women would not come forward, also because this type of work is 80% undeclared. And it is off the books because families cannot afford to pay more. Either a serious emersion operation is carried out, as in France, or the Italians will hardly come forward. Let’s change sector. In the restaurant industry in summer 2023 there were 150 thousand vacancies among cooks and waiters. Here, too, foreign employment has been increasing for years. But these are temporary or seasonal jobs and with a higher than average flexibility rate. In general, according to the Leone Moressa foundation’s calculations, 37.5% of Italians work in qualified and technical jobs, against 7.8% of foreigners. On the contrary, unskilled workers are 8.5% among Italians and 31.7% among foreigners. As things stand today, entrusting the work of foreigners to women would mean making women’s work even less paid and more precarious. There is no need for this. 

			putting men at the center 

			In these pages we will try to take stock of the open issues when it comes to women and work: from wages to careers. But above all we will try to say what is being done and what more could be done to accelerate change. We will also tell the stories of women who are changing the world from below: they are entrepreneurs, factory workers, managers, accountants, engineers, researchers. 

			This work is also addressed to men. Indeed, perhaps first and foremost to them. And not only because the vast majority of men care about the future of their daughters, sisters and partners. But also because more equal treatment of men and women at work is not ‘against’ someone but ‘for’ something. 

			A society with more women at work is more equitable and economically sustainable and also less conflictual. Who among our readers has not come to terms with the grievances and claims of wives, girlfriends, colleagues and companions? The tension in the openness of corporate open-spaces and in the privacy of bedrooms exceeds the guard level more often than not. Precisely at this time when change seems to have come to a standstill, it is necessary to raise awareness of reality. And accelerate. Men and women together.

			Chapter 1: Mothers and the false freedom of working remove all disincentives

			A field experience if women are in charge, everyone at home by 4 in the afternoon

			Eleonora Calavalle, 41, managing director of Pennelli Cinghiale in Cicognara, in the province of Mantua

			“It doesn’t take a big brush but a big brush!” said the traffic policeman in a well-known commercial, in the middle of the traffic in Piazza Castello in Milan. It was the very early 1980s and at the helm of Pennelli Cinghiale, there was the founder, Commendator Alfredo Boldrini. A ‘self-made man’ like many other entrepreneurs of those years. Born in 1920, he had started out as a pedlar around the plains with a horse-drawn cart. Since brooms and brushes were all the rage, in 1945, as soon as the war was over, Boldrini decided to produce them himself.

			Today, Pennelli Cinghiale is a women’s company. Women in charge: mother and two sisters, the heirs of Boldrini. Women in the factory: 80% of the employees. It is as if chance had set up a kind of social experiment: the all-female enterprise. Talking to the managing director, Eleonora Calavalle, one discovers what the first effect of this entrepreneurial matriarchy has been on the organisation of work. “All the factories in our area have standard working hours from 8 a.m. to noon and then from 2 p.m. to 6 p.m. The hours were designed that way since the 1950s because men preferred a long break that allowed them to go home for lunch. But our women today have no one at home to prepare lunch for them. They have always taken advantage of the long break to do a wash or lower the mountain of laundry to be ironed. Moreover, which was not easy, they all had to organise for someone else to pick up their children from school at half past four in the afternoon. And if they couldn’t, they knew that the alternative would be to give up work. So my sister and I said to each other: we are a small company, 30 employees in all and 35 agents, we don’t have huge resources to invest in welfare, but maybe one good thing we can do, we can organise our working hours differently, taking into account the needs of our employees. 

			And so we did. We proposed to concentrate work from 8am to 4pm. Just enough for everyone to arrive in time at 4.30 p.m. to pick up the children from kindergarten. The idea was liked. We implemented it immediately. Our girls gave us positive feedback. But the litmus test came when a teacher told me that at school a little girl said to her friend: ‘Why don’t you tell your mum to go and work at the Boar’s Paintbrush too? Then she could pick you up when you finish school like mine does!”. 

			But how did it happen that Pennelli Cinghiale at a certain point became a company led, organised, run by women? “In the factory, some steps are still manual such as, for example, the mixing of the bristles. Women, facilitated by a manual skill that is more functional to the type of activity to be carried out, have always worked with better results. My grandfather started out with seven women workers in a basement. He had an extraordinary sensitivity for what we now call marketing. At some point he decided to give up the family name in the company name and give the company a new name. He chose ‘Cinghiale brushes’ because he wanted to communicate the idea of a strong and durable product. An idea that turned out to be spot on. As did the commercial he strongly advocated. Of course, today the company is a long way from what it was then. Much of the production process has been automated and digitised. With the new 4.0 technology machinery, we produce over 11 thousand brushes a day, with a total output of around 20 thousand prices in an eight-hour cycle’. 

			Eleonora is now 41 years old and was born in that magical 1982 for the family and the company, the year of the advertisement with that enormous 2.40 metre brush, which today, restored, is on display in the company museum. “The fact is that my grandfather was mainly in charge of the sales area and was often not there. My grandmother was very present in the company even though she had no real managerial role. The times were not yet ripe. Her character, however, paved the way. Everyone remembers, for example, when she decided that she would drive a car. He wanted a driving licence, no matter what. My grandfather, on the other hand, was against it. So she took advantage of a time when her husband was away to enrol in driving school. Not only that, she forced the plant manager to teach her how to drive in the yard. Eventually, she got her licence but when my grandfather returned, there was no lack of arguments. She had won in any case. If my grandfather was the ante litteram marketing man, my grandmother was a forerunner of welfare. When it was cold she would bring tea and biscuits to the workers in the middle of the afternoon. From her we learnt that having a good company climate improves everyone’s life and also improves the company’s results. 

			The first woman to really take over the reins of the company was my mother Catuscia. As early as the 1990s, she took over as vice-president and then managing director, while my sister Clio and I later entered operational roles. My grandfather had a long and fulfilling life. When he passed away in 2014, at the age of 94, I was also involved in company management. I was entrusted with the role of managing director, which I held together with my mother. My mother has always been very open. My mother and grandmother were the fundamental role models’.

			But back to today and the decision to change the timetable to take into account the needs of female workers. Has someone copied you? ‘Not to my knowledge, to tell the truth,’ replies Calavalle. The factories in our area continue with the same model. As far as we are concerned, we will not go back. Also because we have discovered that there are advantages for the company as well. Just think of the savings on energy costs, heating in winter and air conditioning in summer. But it is not just that. Thanks to this new organisation of work, it is easier to retain people. A ‘friendly’ schedule is worth as much as a pay rise, or perhaps more. But I realise that change is never easy. There is an inertia that holds back the renewal of organisations’. 

			

			As a businesswoman, how do you assess the role of women in the workplace? “We are moving forward, but slowly and it will still take some time, I fear, to achieve an equal division of professional opportunities between men and women. I am also not convinced by some of the ways in which we women sometimes get ahead. I speak of a leadership style that ‘copies’ that of men, based on impositions from above. This is understandable, let me be clear. In many contexts this mode is a matter of survival, the only way to be recognised and accepted. But we women are different and we should also bring our diversity to the companies, to the places of the economy and political decisions. I believe this is the way. Then there is another aspect that has not yet been given enough thought. Women, in order to get everywhere - in the family and at work - completely give up their free time and, in particular, any group play. And this harms us because we are always super-stressed. But also because it cuts us off from social dynamics that are also important for growth at work. Men, for example, cultivate a passion for football together, and this often becomes an aggregating factor in professional contexts. So, on leadership style we should not copy from men, but on the ability to take time for ourselves and to cultivate our passions, on this, yes, we should take example from them. If women do not put in place supportive dynamics it is often not because they get on each other’s nerves but simply because they do not have the opportunity to hang out and have fun together’. 

			To finish? “Having said all that, the first thing is for women to work. And we know that this is not a given. Access to work remains difficult in our country. There are a thousand obstacles and brakes, largely linked to the fact that a woman is also a mother or, sooner or later, could become one. We, in our small way, as a company have tried to make a contribution’.

			The truth that no one tells

			They say: women are free to choose whether to work or not. And in the end, evidently, they largely choose not to work, since just over 50% of women in Italy work, one in two. But in reality this ‘freedom to work’ is very, very often more formal than real.

			Women - especially when they have a medium or low income from work, say under EUR 1,500 per month - are pushed out by a thousand obstacles along the way. In the end, they ‘choose’ to resign themselves. But we should stop calling it a choice because in reality it is a disguised compulsion. For many Italians, giving up paid work outside the home to devote themselves only to free work in the family is a drift with no alternative: the freedom to work does not exist. 

			Come to think of it, the question is already badly posed at the outset. Is it the case that men are thought to be ‘free to decide whether to work or not’? The problem simply does not arise for them. They just work. On the other hand, it is through work that an individual who does not have the opportunity to live off his or her income gains dignity, freedom, autonomy, independence. For one in two women, all this is out of reach.

			The fact is that no one tells women the truth right from the start. When you go to school and get fair or good results, no one tells you: ‘Well done, culture is important, but it is not certain that everything you have learnt will be useful for you to get a good and interesting job. And, in any case, if you get it, you will most probably have to leave it after a few years. So they all move on, often achieving better results than their male peers. And they think: ‘My grandmother didn’t make it, my mum gave up when I was born, but it will be different for me’. 

			Once you have finished your studies, the air changes. You realise immediately when you enter a company (or a professional studio or behind the counter of a shop) that in reality the personnel manager or the owner of the business looks at you with a different eye than his male peers. To him, you are the one who might get pregnant in a few years. But HR managers also know how much you care about your work, about being recognised, about doing it well. Above all, they know that in order to get your place in the working world you will postpone motherhood. They all or almost all do it: it is no coincidence that the average age of the first child in Italy is the highest in Europe, 31.3 years. So for 5 or 10 years, depending on whether you started working after graduating or after graduating, you will be a worker you can count on 110% because you first want to prove your abilities to the world, and to yourself. 

			Women at work are like 
yogurt: they expire early

			Each passing year, however, brings you closer to the moment of truth: that of motherhood. Although more and more young women are resisting. Especially those who find strong motivation in a job they love very much, from a young age begin to convince themselves that giving up having a child is an acceptable sacrifice. Think about it for a moment: do you not also know at least one 20-year-old woman who is prepared to sacrifice motherhood on the altar of work? “I already know that I won’t have children,’ Federica, a 27-year-old who has been employed for three years in the management control of a large retail chain, told me. ‘I have a partner, a man my age with whom I am very happy, I want to live my life with him. But he knows I don’t want children. If I had a child I would not be able to devote all the commitment and dedication it requires to my work. It’s normal for me to have to get in the car to go check on this or that shop in Lombardy. How could I do that with a child? Maybe they wouldn’t fire me but I’d be immediately sidelined’. “No, children with my job are not really compatible,’ a young video maker under 30, a self-employed worker, told me the other day. I have decided that for me fulfilment in work is fundamental. And having a child would mean giving that up’.

			As I talk to these girls, I realise that Federica already imagines herself as the head of management control of her company and Valentina sees herself as an established videomaker. And rightly so: dreams, the drive to make use of one’s talents drive the world and the lives of each of us forward. But the road along the way is often different from the one imagined at the beginning. Over the years, satisfaction at work may come in spades (this happens more easily to women) while the need to complete the relationship with one’s partner with the birth of a child, thanks to the ticking of the biological clock, will become more and more pressing. Many of these girls will change their minds and reconsider their choice not to have children. Perhaps at the last moment, not before their mid-thirties, and amidst a thousand doubts. But the time will come.

			A film that has been seen a thousand times before for personnel managers. It is as if every woman has a timer stamped on her forehead that marks the time until potential motherhood. A sort of deadline, like on yoghurt. It is no coincidence that companies often do not invest in young women in their twenties and thirties with the same conviction they would have if they were male. And the closer the timer gets to the X hour, the more complicated the situation becomes. For a woman, for example, changing jobs in her thirties can become an undertaking bordering on the impossible: no one would buy a yoghurt that is about to expire. 

			Not having children does’t save you 
from discrimination

			It will be said: there are still women who eventually keep their promise and do not actually have children. True. The British irreverently call them childfree. In Italy, more and more women are proclaiming themselves childfree. Thirty per cent of young people between the ages of 18 and 24. Obviously the percentage drops as age increases: 23 per cent among 25-29 year olds, 22 per cent among 30-34 year olds, and finally 14 per cent among 40-49 year olds. But this will not guarantee them fair treatment at work. For a very simple reason: HR departments do not know who will eventually have children and who will not; therefore, they apply the same ‘precautionary’ treatment to all. When in doubt, they do not invest in women as much as they invest in men in terms of salary increases and the offer of positions of responsibility. And this means that, when it comes to the key date with motherhood, the vast majority of women already have lower pay and position in the company than their husbands/partners. In theory this should not be a problem. In practice it becomes one.

			the false problem of the absence due to motherhood 

			Staying on the subject of maternity, what frightens companies is not so much the months of compulsory absence (five) and optional parental leave (up to six) that new mothers will take before and after giving birth. Not least because women, by the way, tend to be absent for shorter and shorter periods. Moreover, maternity leave is paid by the Inps, not by the company. The real inconvenience for the company is not on the cost side but on the organisational side and is limited to the need to replace an employee for a limited period. A more than sustainable effort if it is a question of avoiding the loss of a resource that has already been trained and placed. What is more, given that very few children are now being born (the average is 1.24 children per woman, as noted above), this is an absence that will very often occur only once in a woman’s lifetime. 

			What the employer fears most (and already takes into account, as an unavoidable development) is something else. And that is everything that comes afterwards, in the 15-16 years following return. Who will do the teacher interviews? Who will do the laundry? Who will do the laundry? Who will iron? Who will take the clothes to the laundry? Who will cook, perhaps leaving the freezer full of ragu containers for emergencies? Who will do the shopping? Who will pay the condo fees? Who will pack the suitcase for the kid going on the trip? Who will give directions to the domestic help (in the lucky cases where a family can count on domestic help)? Who will take the child to the dentist and the ophthalmologist? And finally: who will be called and go first when the child feels unwell at school? The companies know the answer, they know it better and more clearly than the people concerned themselves, who are confident to the last that they will be able to share the tasks related to care work: in the end it will mostly be her, the employee-mother or the self-employed woman-mother, as the case may be. The numbers speak for themselves. In Italy, according to OECD data, 70% of care work is performed by women. But more on this later. 

			

			It is as if the career for women is divided into two: before and after children. In the ‘before children’ phase they are more productive than average. But afterwards they are perceived as generating complications. Employers know that at home the tasks are all on their shoulders. They know that they arrive to punch the clock or switch on the computer in smart working after having at least done the shopping, rearranged the beds and started a washing machine. And beware: the children grow up but the tasks do not end. After the children there are the elderly parents. Here too, the burden of care falls largely on women. 

			WHEther the state pushes mothers to leave

			Moral, after the birth of children having a woman in the company is like having an employee with a second job. Actually, women do everything to keep their productivity levels high and in most cases they succeed, at the cost of great sacrifices. But this is not necessarily enough to protect them from a number of pressures. 

			In the face of companies introducing innovative gender equality policies, there remain cases of demotion or disincentives to return from maternity leave. At the beginning of 2022, the fashion entrepreneur Elisabetta Franchi represented the situation with great sincerity during a public event: ‘I take women after the age of 40. So if they had to get married they’ve already done it, if they had to have children they’ve already done it, if they had to separate they’ve already done that too... so I take them who have done all three turns. They are there nice and quiet, working with me at my side 24 hours a day. Franchi’s words aroused controversy on social networks, many were outraged, but the entrepreneur must be acknowledged for having broken the wall of political correctness that prevents many from saying in public how things really are.

			Interestingly, the exact opposite happens to new fathers in companies. After the birth of their first child, they are often given more responsibilities, resulting in career advancement and salary increases, because companies know that their family commitments will not or only slightly increase, while the need to increase family income will increase.

			But it is not only the pressures of the working environment that women have to contend with. The state apparatus with its tax and welfare system also pushes women workers to give up paid employment and replace it with work at home. Is it better to have women at home caring for children and the elderly for free or to invest in a network of low-cost, good quality public services? In recent years politics has responded by choosing the first option. Also because - to tell the truth - the pressure to try a different path has been mild. 

			First trap: parental leave

			Returning to our new mother, she often does not realise it, but from the moment of the first nappy change she is pushed to disinvest from work. When the compulsory absence ends, the baby is three months old. Or four if one has worked until the eighth month (in theory one could go on until the ninth month, but this is a prospect taken up by very few). Who will take the optional 30% paid parental leave? She, he or both? In theory, the available months are equally divided between both parents. In practice, families sit around the kitchen table and do a simple calculation. When she earns EUR 1,500 per month (about EUR 28,000 gross per year) and he earns EUR 2,000 (about EUR 39,000 gross per year), if the mother takes the leave the family loses EUR 1,050 per month. Whereas if the father takes it, he loses 1,400. Who will take the leave? Obviously, she will take it. 

			And so the months go by, the working environment with its daily rituals, satisfactions and labours, claims and challenges, to a mother focused on such a demanding mission as caring for a newborn child seems more and more distant. At the same time, day after day, the anxiety about the approaching return grows. If there is no grandmother to rely on (another woman, not surprisingly), the idea of a crèche must be considered. But the average monthly cost of a place at the crèche is around 450 euros a month (assuming the enrolment is accepted). In Milan, for all those who have an Isee above 27 thousand euro gross a year, the crèche costs 502 euro a month, to give an example. But you can get to spend much more. Still in Milan, if you need them to keep your little one until six o’clock at night and you can’t find room in the public crèche, you can go up to 700 euro a month. Of your 1,500 euro salary you have 800 euro left in your pocket, in short. But it won’t always be like that - you think - it’s a matter of holding on for three years and then the little one will go from the crèche to kindergarten. 

			Second trap: deductions for the dependent spouse

			Sure, babies get sick. And when the new baby isn’t well and can’t go to the nursery, you need a baby-sitter. More outings to be made. At this point he usually drops the joker. The dependent spouse deduction card. “Darling, if you don’t work, in addition to the savings on the crèche we can have this facilitation. Are we sure we want to leave our child so young in the hands of strangers? When he is older you will look for a new job. Anyway, it’s your choice, you decide’. 

			In concrete terms, as highlighted in an investigation carried out with Milena Gabanelli for Corriere della Sera’s Dataroom, the amount of the deduction for a dependent spouse is around EUR 700 when husbands earn up to EUR 40 thousand gross per year. Above 40 thousand euros gross income, the deduction gradually decreases to zero. There are about 3.9 million dependent spouses in Italy. With a deduction of EUR 650 per person per year (according to the average recorded by the Cisl Caf), the total expenditure of the State can be estimated at around EUR 2.5 billion per year. Of course, not all these deductions end up in families that could have children, but most do. Forget ‘freedom to work’, these two billion are spent to discourage the work of the spouse with the lowest income. That is, of women in the vast majority of cases.

			Child benefit: risks to avoid

			The fact that in couples a woman’s income is usually lower than that of her husband/partner is really crucial. However small, a woman’s salary often exceeds the Isee income threshold required to access a range of benefits: from a discount on nursery school fees to social housing. And now also child allowance. This new measure changes little for employees, as it has replaced the family allowances that employees themselves already had, and the measures should balance each other out. On the other hand, it changes a lot for the self-employed and the incapacitated, who were previously entitled to nothing. 

			However, the problem remains the same: if the mother’s income is low, but high enough to exceed the Isee threshold entitling her to a richer allowance, then the allowance itself becomes an incentive not to work. The possibility of defining an Isee in which the lowest income was not taken into account, as long as it was below a certain threshold, was considered. But this was not done. 

			The idea of a universal child allowance is positive and helps to bring order among the thousands of bonuses introduced in recent years. But a corrective to prevent the measure from becoming a disincentive to women’s work should be introduced. A way forward in this regard was indicated in Corriere della Sera by Francesco Giavazzi1. In 2022 the funds spent on the single allowance were 1-1.5 billion less than those allocated,” the economist points out. “I am convinced that these resources could be used to introduce an increase in the single allowance for families in which both parents work. Today a benefit of this kind already exists but it is worth only 30 euro a month, “too little,” Giavazzi observes, “to convince a woman to leave home and take a regular job. 

			the family quotient as an unknown factor 

			Here we also point out another unknown factor, that of a possible tax reform introducing the family quotient to reward families according to the number of children. According to many tax experts, the family quotient penalises women’s work since in the vast majority of Italian families women earn less than their mates. With the family quotient, one basically averages the two incomes and taxes them at the same rate. As a result, the husband with the higher income has a lower tax rate than if he were single while the wife with a part-time job would have a higher tax rate, again compared to if she had no family. Families with one of the two parents with a very high income and the second one not working would be the most advantaged. It cannot be ruled out that, doing the accounts at home in the evening after dinner, the wife would give up work to take care of the children, saving on babysitting, and the husband would instead work a few extra hours of overtime. Of course, the family quotient can be implemented in various ways and the measures have to be evaluated in practice. But the aspect must be considered.

			Resignation: mothers sign the surrender

			The result of all this is that almost 38,000 of the 52,000 resignations of parents with children, according to the latest report of the National Labour Inspectorate, concern women. Mothers who say they make this ‘choice’ because of the impossibility of reconciling family activities with work due to the lack of services. Reasons that hardly ever occur in the case of fathers resigning, who are driven to resign in the majority of cases to move to a better job. 73% of the resignations of a parent in the first year of a child’s life concern a woman. 

			In Italy, the disadvantage of employed mothers is clear. The presence of children, especially if of pre-school age, has a decisive effect on women’s labour participation. Considering 25-49 year olds, in 2022 the employment rate for Italians without children was 76.6 per cent, while for those with at least one child under 6 years of age it dropped to 55.5 per cent2. To be noted, this gap has been substantially stable for years. The gap between male and female employment rates has fallen to just under 18 points on average, but can rise to 30 points when there are two children and more.

			The mission impossible of returning to work 

			Many women who resign think: ‘I will look for a new job when the children are older’. In reality this is an increasingly difficult intention to realise. Not least because we need active employment policies targeted at these very particular unemployed women: motivated, but out of the market for several years and with outdated skills (as a result of the changes linked to digitalisation, it is difficult for those who stop working to update their skills). But these services do not exist. And so women who want to re-enter the labour market usually do so by accepting jobs with roles and tasks far below those for which they had prepared and studied. 

			Luisa has two boys aged 12 and 14. With a commercial diploma, before becoming a mother she was employed in the accounting area of a multinational company. With her children now grown up, she meditates on going back to work, but in Milan, where she lives, despite searching through public employment centres and private job agencies, she can find nothing. At least: nothing remotely approaching what she used to do. Then her husband is laid off and so going back to work becomes indispensable. She finds herself forced to accept the best offer available. What is the best offer available on the Milan market for a 40-year-old woman returning to work after 15 years at home? A cleaner in a company that has won the contract for two large hotels in the Fiera area. Three quarters of an hour to go and as many to return. Rigid shifts and presence on Saturdays and Sundays.

			Today Luisa, whom I met as our children were the same age, so the same schools and the same football fields, has changed jobs. She is employed in a doctor’s office. A job she found for herself, by word of mouth. She is satisfied but says without mincing words that catching up was very difficult. Knowing Luisa - her uncommon spirit and determination - I am convinced that not everyone would have made it in her place. To re-enter the labour market at the age of 50 in a position remotely approaching the one you had before quitting is a real feat. 

			It is Luisa herself who draws the moral of the story: ‘If you are a young mother and you have a job you don’t mind, don’t give it up, hang on. If I could go back, I would not make the choice I made, to quit my job’. 

			WHEN a corporate crisis occurs 

			Sometimes, however, even if you do everything you can to hold on to your position, something unpredictable happens. Like a company crisis. The company initiates a collective redundancy procedure and a number of people will be out of work. Who? Obviously, the selection criteria are not in themselves discriminatory. Law 223 of 1991 takes family loads, seniority and technical-productive needs as references. In addition, to avoid indirect discrimination, it stipulates that no more women may be laid off than the percentage of the female workforce employed with regard to the individual task. However, when voluntary departures with an incentive are provided for, the situation changes. Often it is the women themselves who take the step that will lead them out of the company. And the motivation is always the same: because they have children, grandchildren or disabled relatives to care for. 

			It will be said: at least in 2015 within the Jobs Act a ban (with corresponding sanctions) on blank resignations was put in black and white. In practice: it was common in the past for women to be asked to sign undated resignation letters that the employer could complete as he saw fit, usually when the employee became pregnant. A law to stop this practice was introduced in 2007. But it was immediately repealed in 2008 in the name of simplification. It was then reintroduced by Minister Elsa Fornero with the Monti government in 2012 and corrected in 2015, then approved as part of the Jobs Act, to remove it and an uncertain parliamentary debate. It is striking that it took years to have a regulation aimed at eliminating a blatant injustice. It should also be noted that the law on blank resignations was obtained precisely at the same time as a relaxation of the discipline on individual dismissals. Blank resignations are sanctioned, of course. But in a context where individual dismissal is easier, it cannot be excluded that women are still penalised more.

			Freedom to work doesn’t exist: 
Three reasons, all things considered

			The facts show that the freedom of women to have paid work is only on paper. Three intertwined factors lead to women giving up paid work.

			The first: a work organisation still close to the 20th century Taylorist model, a model that assumes a 100 per cent available worker and therefore no domestic workload. The second: a state that does not want to make massive investments in care services, from crèches to tax breaks for those who hire domestic helpers and carers, and on the contrary even invests resources to push women to take on the care work themselves for free (see the case of allowances for dependent spouses). Finally, husbands/carers still take too little responsibility for domestic work. 

			Higher risk for women 
with lower education

			“In Italy, more than in other countries, a key challenge remains to facilitate women’s entry and retention in the labour market,” wrote not a group of feminists but OECD3 economists in 2017. And again: ‘Less than half of working-age women are employed, and the gender gap in employment rates, at 18 percentage points, is one of the highest among OECD countries. Gender gaps in employment are particularly high among the less qualified. Especially after motherhood, less educated women are 40 percentage points less likely to be employed than fathers with the same level of education. Italy needs to do more to make work attractive for less educated women, as encouraging these women to work is essential to decrease the overall gender gap in employment’. 

			The goal to achieve: 
not a decimal less

			At the end of 2020, 48.6% of women had a job compared to 67.5% of men. In practice, the 18% gap mentioned by the OECD had increased to 18.9%. In 2022, the female employment rate reached 51%, returning to pre-Covid levels. The gender gap on the employment rate fell to 17.4%. The fact remains that only when we have a female employment rate in line with the male rate, i.e. around 70%, will we be able to say that employment discrimination for women is over. This is the goal to be achieved.

			What can be done/1 
starting free nursery schools 

			The first point is to invest in public services that help alleviate the free care work borne by families (today still largely borne by women). The verb ‘invest’ is not used at random: this expenditure would enable more women to work and consequently increase the state’s tax revenue. 

			Services for families means first and foremost ‘free kindergartens’. The point here is not to make jokes about the NRP. The difficulties over spending money on crèches are obvious, but crèches cannot be the first item of expenditure to be sacrificed. The goal of the NRP is to guarantee a place in the crèche for 33% of newborns (we are now at 27%, a share that has risen in recent years due to the fact that fewer and fewer children are being born). Note: the 33% target is not ambitious, quite the contrary. It was set in 2002 by the European Council meeting in Barcelona, but in February 2021 an EU Council resolution raised the target to 45% for countries like ours that currently have between 20 and 30% coverage. In short, achieving the goal contained in the NRP is really the bare minimum.

			At stake for crèches and kindergartens are 4.6 billion. A first part finances projects that already existed before the NRP (700 million), a second part finances running costs (900 million). The largest share has been allocated through a new EUR 3 billion tender, of which 2.4 billion is earmarked for kindergartens and the remaining 600 million for pre-schools.

			With regard to the funds for nurseries, the first call for applications expired on 31 March 2023, but there were not enough applications to take advantage of all the funds, so the deadline was pushed back to 31 May and then to 20 June 2023. To make use of the funds, the work must be started by 30 November 2023 and finished with acceptance by 30 June 2026. The game is now being played.

			But beware, the realisation of the NRP is only the first step. Building the facilities is certainly necessary, but not sufficient. Then you have to manage them and for that you need resources. The municipalities are aware of this and consequently are slow to propose the creation of new kindergartens precisely because they fear that they will not have the necessary funds to manage them, starting with the salaries of the educators. This is indeed a key point. As mentioned earlier, the cost of daycare fees is around 450 euros per month on average, but it can also reach over 700. Analyses by the Istituto degli Innocenti in Florence have repeatedly shown how delays in paying fees have increased since the 2000s. Another side of the same problem: more and more often those who have obtained a place then back out when they find out how much there is to pay.

			The point is that the crèche can only really change the perspective of families if it is as free as kindergarten. This is certainly not a detail for the coffers of the municipalities, which should be supported to meet this burden. Summing up, in the words of Catholic University demographer Alessandro Rosina: ‘The goal is not 33 per cent but to guarantee everyone a right. The real revolution is to make it a ‘right’ of every child to be offered a quality educational pathway from the earliest years of life, starting from the guarantee of access to the crèche, with adequate standards, to be monitored and continuously improved’. 

			Beware, however: even if crèches were free and sufficiently numerous, it might not be enough if at the same time we do not change our mentality. Many people (including many women) talk about ‘parking their children at the crèche’ as if it were a fallback when the best solution would be for the children to stay with their mothers. In reality, numerous studies now show that there is a positive link between attendance at the crèche and a child’s cognitive development, especially for families that come from a disadvantaged social background. The more children attend day care, the more inequalities in cognitive development tend to be reduced. This awareness, however, is not widespread. This is also why the creation of crèches is often not considered a priority, as for many people crèches are still considered a whim for career women, who are selfish and inclined to let professional ambitions prevail over the desire to be mothers. A mentality that needs to be changed because, on the contrary, it is precisely the disadvantaged social classes that would benefit most from sending their children to the crèche. 

			What can be done/2 
tax incentives for those who hire domestic helpers, child minders and caregivers 

			Remaining in the field of family support for care work, crèches are not enough if only because working hours are increasingly flexible. Hardly anyone has working hours that coincide with the nursery. And then the children get sick and you always have to have a plan B. Plan B is the babysitter when the children are small, the carer when the elderly parents need care. That is why we need substantial relief for those who employ domestic staff. This would at once help families and workers in the sector who would finally have an opportunity to emerge from the black economy. But we will discuss this in more detail in the next chapter.

			What can be done/3 
better use of public funds 

			Earlier we spoke of the 2.5 billion a year spent in the form of relief for dependent spouses, mostly women. Redirecting funding such as this, which in fact discourages women’s work, towards incentives that conversely favour it, would be crucial. 

			What we can do/4 
go beyond the Fordist organisation of work 

			The Fordist labour model of the 20th century, still prevalent in most companies, assumes a worker totally dedicated to his paid employment outside the home. Without caring or domestic work. In practice, the old cliché of the man who works without time constraints in the factory and office thanks to the fact that his wife/partner at home handles everything else. 

			This pattern no longer holds. Let us put aside for a moment the sacrosanct need for women to have their own economic autonomy. The fact is that if two people do not work, they do not have sufficient resources to have children and maintain a satisfactory lifestyle at the same time. But if one has children in particular, women cannot work at the pace required by businesses. The result is quickly said: between work and children you have to choose. And in the end, children are sacrificed. Let’s be clear: this does not only limit women but also men in the same way. 

			Perfectly representative of what is happening is a survey carried out by the Corriere della Sera blog, La nuvola del lavoro. Women were asked if they limited their desire for motherhood because it was incompatible with their professional life. More than three thousand responded. Over 10% of women over forty say they have given up their first child, over 10% their second, just under 10% their third. Work therefore proves to be an alternative to motherhood in many cases. But the problem also concerns fathers, albeit to a lesser extent: 37% of the self-employed and 35% of employees declare having compressed their desire for paternity in order to satisfy the needs of work. 

			All this stimulates reflections on the workhorses of the new feminism of the 2000s. In an op-ed in The Atlantic entitled Why women still can’t have it all, Anne Marie Slaughter4 in 2012 incentivised women to work hard to reconcile the private-family dimension with their careers. After more than ten years, we can say that we have not succeeded. Certainly not in Italy. On the other hand, women could not do it alone. But we will reflect more on this in the conclusions of this work.

			Coming back to work organisation, many companies are trying to go beyond this scheme. But it is not easy, also because there is no one-size-fits-all recipe and each organisation has to find its own balance by combining different forms of flexibility. The point is not simply to introduce smart working, short weeks and entry/exit at different times. It is a matter of associating these organisational tools with a view to empowering people, who must be put in a position, even when they are employees, to autonomously find the balance that allows them to satisfy both the needs of the company and those linked to their own private dimension. It is thus understood that smart working is in itself neither good nor bad, just as the four-day week is neither good nor bad. It depends. If working from home is an imposition, it is not good: those with a small house and children who do not work full time may find it difficult. Just as the short week of 36 hours spread over 4 days is not good for everyone, especially for parents who need to pick up their children from school: for them it would be better to work 6 hours 6 days a week.

			Valore D, an association representing just under 350 companies that are working to achieve a real gender balance within them, together with Boston Consulting has put together an ‘archive’ of good practices. These initiatives are very diverse. Some are more striking than others. For example, the case of Danone is worth mentioning. As in other companies, here too smart working is encouraged, 10 additional days of paternity leave are granted to employees. But there is something more. The group also checks year after year what the ratio is between the number of new babies and the population of employees of child-bearing age. Internal audits show that the set of policies put in place has made the ‘company birth rate’ higher than the national rate and steadily rising. Certainly, if the objective is to create a corporate environment that does not hinder motherhood and fatherhood, there is no more representative indicator.

			Having said all this, one aspect should be emphasised: the efforts of companies in making their organisation more sustainable with respect to the needs of their employees should complement those of the public sector in offering adequate services with complementary timetables. In this regard, it is worth mentioning the experience in Romagna of the ‘Happiness District’ born in 2013 from the idea of an employment consultant in the area, Luca Piscaglia, with the aim of promoting the reconciliation of work and life times, within the factories of the Rubicone footwear district, which includes the territories of San Mauro Pascoli, Savignano sul Rubicone and Gatteo. Here too, as at Pennelli Cinghiale, it was realised that the broken hours - from 8 to 12 and from 14 to 18 - complicated the management of family commitments. However, the project was not only joined by a number of companies willing to change their working hours, but also by Cgil, Cisl, Uil, Confindustria, Cna of Forlì-Cesena and the Region of Emilia-Romagna. On the other hand, the reorganisation of company timetables gives the best results if it is coordinated with the welfare timetables guaranteed by the local authorities in the area.

			The tools in the field: 
the case of smart working

			Changes in work organisation are slow and proceed by trial and error. Take smart working. It has been talked about since the early 1910s but it needed a pandemic to impose itself. If the corporate mentality remains that of command/control over the employee, the risk that smart working corresponds to penalisation on the career and salary front is real. In addition, women are also beginning to ask themselves another question: is it worth working from home (penalised, moreover) if the time freed up - the time we used to spend going to and from the office, reading a book on the bus or the underground - is used for ironing or washing the floors?

			Working from home: the gap with Europe

			The above question is difficult to ignore. Not least because, the way things are going, smart working will become a stable component of work organisation. Many companies have found that with hybrid working - some from home and some in the office - costs go down and productivity increases.

			

			According to the Observatory on Smart Working of the Milan Polytechnic, in the most acute phase of the emergency, working from home involved 6.58 million agile workers, corresponding to more than a third of Italian employees, who are around 18 million in all. To note: according to the same Observatory, there were 570,000 smart workers in 2019; therefore, they have more than increased tenfold in the space of a year. 

			It is obvious that there are professions that cannot be done in smart working: from the shop assistant to the nurse. But it is also true that digitisation is increasing smart professions. Take factories: programming machines or testing a production line are already starting to be done remotely. The spread of 5G will increase the tasks that are compatible with working from home. 

			In general, the propensity for smart working increases along with company size. At the peak of the pandemic, agile working was used by 97% of large companies, 94% of public administrations and 58% of small and medium-sized companies. In Italy during the pandemic, the Politecnico di Milano estimated that the number of workers who would work remotely in the normal way, at least in part, could have reached 5.35 million. 

			In fact, since Covid, smart working has stabilised in some sectors and lagged behind in others. According to Eurostat in Italy in 2022 the percentage of employed people between 15 and 64 years of age who work occasionally or habitually from home is 12.2%, corresponding to 2.734 million people. We are in last place among the 27 EU countries. The EU average, in fact, is 10 points higher: 22.4%. Looking at the phenomenon from a gender perspective, according to an Inapp elaboration on Eurostat5 data, the shares of employees involved in remote work in our country correspond to 11.8% among men and 16.4% among women while the European average is 20.5% among men and 23.4% among women. To be noted: in Europe the gap in the use of smart working between men and women is decreasing, in Italy it is not. And this is certainly not a good sign.

			Unpaid housework for women increases

			The point is: if already today in couples with children in which both work outside the home, women cannot convince their husbands/partners to share the free care work equally, why should they be able to do so tomorrow, when they will be at home more often and then ‘he’ will be able to say: ‘Darling, can you take care of the washing machine? You don’t have to go out today anyway...’. Either the process of sharing domestic work is accelerated in parallel, or the overwork already on women’s shoulders will only increase (more on this in the next chapter).

			Let’s face it: many times we don’t even need ‘him’ to encourage us to do more. You already do it yourself, of your own free will. For women who are more often at home, the ‘temptation’ to fill the washing machine with the left hand and phone the customer with the right is at least to be reckoned with, while for those who always go to the office, the problem does not arise. Just see a drawer in turmoil, a shelf full of dust, the medicine cabinet to be tidied, and the hands go off by themselves, on the wave of a conditioned reflex. The fact that they are at home more time than their husbands/partners is in itself an incentive for an unequal division of domestic labour. 

			The point is that, compared to men, women more often do ‘unmovable’ jobs, as personnel managers put it. In industry, where face-to-face work still dominates, mostly men are employed. Women are in services, where you can work from home if you want. As data from a Bank of Italy survey show, far more women than men are using agile working. Among other things, companies in most cases do not recognise meal vouchers for those who work from home. Moral: before, you used to get by with half an hour in the canteen or at the bar for your lunch break, now you save the time it takes to go to the office but you have to start cooking and shopping. Increasing your household chores yet again.

			Inside companies, males are in careers and women on Zoom

			Let us now shift our gaze from what happens inside the home to what happens in the company. The risk within organisations is that smart working will increase the gap that already exists between male career elites (who are more present in the office) and women with executive tasks who are ‘rewarded’ with working from home but are in fact deprived of the few career opportunities they had before. This was already seen during the first phase of the pandemic. On the one hand, males who coordinated work (and without family caring responsibilities) went to the office more often, with the effect of being more easily considered for further career advancement. On the other hand, women at lower levels welcomed the possibility of smart working as a lifesaver to cling to in order to solve the emergency of the moment: managing home and work together. Aware of the risk of finding themselves at the end of the pandemic on the dead end of those who have no chance of professional growth. As explained by Paolo Iacci, vice-president of Aidp, the Italian Association of Personnel Management, ‘women already find it hard to fit into the informal channels of relations within the company when working at home, they risk even more to remain on the margins of decision-making mechanisms’.

			Lightning rod effect

			Finally, on the scales of negative repercussions for women, one has to put a sort of ‘lightning rod effect’. In the age of poly-crisis, complications, uncertainty, difficulties in the workplace have grown out of all proportion. So who can one blame? With those in smart working. “How nice life is, working from home to the sea” think (and sometimes say) the (male) middle managers and executives who find themselves no longer having their largely female teams at their fingertips. And go and explain that in reality, between PCs and washing machines, you haven’t even gone out for a walk. 

			An interesting survey conducted by Confindustria Lombardia on about 2,000 member companies in 43 different territorial areas, from Tuscany to Veneto, passing through Emilia and Piedmont. It emerges that smart working is used by 51% of companies. Three out of four personnel managers say that this organisational system also has several advantages for the company, from increased productivity (31%) to reduced absenteeism (49%) and costs (20%). On the disadvantage side, 34% pointed to the creation of a clash between those who have jobs that allow smart working and those who cannot. 

			GOOD AND BAD Smart working: 
how to impose the good one?

			During Covid one repeatedly read or heard people say ‘but what we practise in emergency is not real smart working, in real smart working you are not evaluated on presence as is still the case today but on results’. And this is very true. In fact, evaluation on results would be the essence of smart working. As well as an advantage for women, who are necessarily less present in the office given all they have to do at home. With ‘real’ smart working whether you are at home or in the office makes no difference, what you do counts. 

			The question is: are companies changing? Are they really moving to valuing people over results? Some, especially those that had already started this path before the pandemic, are actually trying. The majority have not even started. On the other hand, this is a huge and complicated change. The fact remains that - in order for it not to penalise women - smart working must go hand in hand with an equal division of work at home, on the one hand, and with a real ability on the part of companies to assess results, on the other, as the father of the Italian law on smart working (for once we are not too late on this), the Bocconi labour lawyer Maurizio Del Conte, has emphasised on more than one occasion. In order not to create ghettos for women, then, it is also essential that companies encourage an equivalent use of smart working at all career levels, including executives and managers. 

			smart working evaluated on goals:
a women’s idea

			In the beginning, before the pandemic, it was women who ‘invented’ and demanded smart working. Confident that they would benefit with the shift from the evaluation of office presence to the evaluation of results. The first bill on smart working was presented in 2014 not by chance in a tri-partisan manner by three women (Alessia Mosca, Barbara Saltamartini, Irene Tinagli). Milan, also in 2014, promoted the first day of agile work organised by the then councillor for labour and personnel Chiara Bisconti. Today Bisconti, after her experience as an administrator, has returned to the private sector and in particular to consulting. But on agile working she has not changed her mind. ‘I have no doubts, it was we women who invented this way of working,’ she claims. ‘We were questioning a male model with rigid working hours, designed by men and for men, not by those who also take on care work. Smart working is more in line with our way of organising ourselves and understanding life, as well as being an absolute plus for everyone: the companies, the employees, the environment. Sure, we went crazy during the pandemic. But do we really want to call this smart working? It is teleworking to the bitter end. The solution is not for everyone to go back to the office but for men to take 50% of the free domestic work on their shoulders. As it already happens in Northern European countries’. 

			The fact is that when people started talking about smart working in the early 1910s, it was a way of working that was restricted to a few medium-high-level employees, with a certain freedom to organise their own work, in companies with an advanced organisational culture. Now suddenly smart working has become ‘mass’. And it is not only executives and middle managers who are using it, but also staff at lower levels. Take the case of call centres: with the pandemic, companies have discovered that they can work very well by having employees work from home (thus saving costs), which was previously unthinkable.

			A way to increase female employment

			In the end, smart working turned out to be a game full of opportunities but also pitfalls for gender equality at work, and in any case more difficult to play than expected. However, there may be a distinct advantage. It cannot be ruled out that a group of women, hitherto forced to give up work outside the home because overburdened by family duties, may now consider a job, perhaps part time and remotely a few days a week, because it can be reconciled with the possibility of picking up children from school or being present for emergencies of elderly parents. It is clear that these would often be low-paid and low-reward jobs. But given the difficulties women face in entering the labour market, there is little point in being difficult.

			companies’ point of view

			The most important evaluation for the company concerns productivity. Does it increase with smart working or not? Several surveys indicate that yes, it can increase. “Available evidence is still scarce, but it seems to suggest that more flexible working arrangements are associated with higher labour input utilisation, higher productivity and greater worker well-being,” explains a Bank of Italy paper on agile working. Data from the World economic forum speak of a 4.6 per cent increase in productivity in the US.  

			Marco Frey and Silvia Loré conducted a survey of 47 large groups for the Global compact Italia foundation. Two-thirds of them report a very high average increase in productivity (21.3%), while for one-third productivity remains constant. The observatory of the Politecnico di Milano speaks of average productivity increases of 10%. A survey conducted by Marta Angelici and Bocconi University Vice-Chancellor Paola Profeta scientifically compared two work groups in the same company and the same sector, one in smart working and the other not. After four months, there was a 3-4% higher productivity for smart working workers. Of course, productivity does not increase if the introduction of smart working is not accompanied by investment in technology. 

			As several personnel directors point out in closed notebooks, smart working in pandemic has allowed companies on the one hand to reduce internal bureaucratic steps and on the other hand to understand exactly ‘who does what’. The question is: which smart working increases productivity? The improvised one, without means and training, might even decrease it. In order to access productivity gains, one has to ‘believe in it’ and make an initial investment in the form of technology, hardware and process reorganisation. A step that cannot be taken for granted. 

			What companies have learnt to recognise more clearly during the pandemic is the possible cost savings. Engie eps (now Noha), a company with 120 employees, 80 per cent of them engineers, estimated in 2020 the savings per month for each employee in smart working at EUR 90. This is without taking into account the basic equipment, from the ergonomic seat to the docking station, and without considering the savings related to space reduction. Because when a company knows that a third of its employees on average work from home, then it can afford to reduce office space, thus saving on rent and bills. However, they need differently organised offices, where no one will have ‘his’ desk any more. Furthermore, space savings are greater for companies with locations where the price per square metre is higher. A benchmark: a coworking space in the centre of Milan can be worth between EUR 300 and EUR 500 per month. According to the Milan Polytechnic, savings on space costs range between 10 and 50 per cent depending on the company.

			Salary increases or decreases: everything to be determined

			As far as wages are concerned, smart working does not cover overtime. The annual salary is thus likely to decrease. Unless savings on overtime are used to reward those who work better and more productively with ad hoc bonuses. Evaluation based on results rather than on time spent in the office could reduce discrimination. Of course, with the same number of male and female smart workers working from home, there is a risk that, when all is said and done, it will be the man who is more productive. In particular, if he continues not to have to take on household chores. In this scenario, it cannot be ruled out that the rewards are more likely to go to men. But it is also true that the competition on wages was already lost for women in attendance work. With the aggravating circumstance that in that case you could be just as productive as your colleague but you were still not granted a pay rise because you had to take time off from time to time to pick up your children from school. According to the consulting firm Variazioni, which has been dealing with this form of organisation from a gender perspective for a decade, smart working well done, the kind that rewards people based on results, could on balance help women also because it increases pay transparency and decreases the misuse of holidays and illnesses to manage domestic tasks. But we are still at the same point: we talk about ‘good’ smart working. But who is going to guarantee that it will be implemented in a virtuous manner?

			A role for collective bargaining

			Smart working works well in an already virtuous and very aware context where care work is split 50/50 and companies have learnt to treat employees, men and women, without prejudice. But unfortunately we know that the real world is different. The goal can only be to spread this awareness so as to reduce and possibly nullify the negative impacts. And this at the level of individuals but above all at a collective level. 

			Today, smart working is applied in our country through individual agreements with the employee. But the individual looks at the problems he has to solve in the immediate term, not at the effects of a choice in the medium term. If I don’t know who to entrust the children’s pick-up from school to because I can’t rely on grandparents and the company offers me smart working, I will take it at face value and think: “Let’s see how it goes, if I am penalised in some way I will then decide what to do”. And that is because my urgency is to get out of the emergency. Only at a collective level of bargaining at company or industry level can the issue of equal treatment of men and women in smart working be effectively posed. And it is not an easy challenge: this requires a structured trade union with good negotiating power and the will to put this issue on the agenda, as well as companies that are aware of the potential of this organisational mode when used well. 

			Smart working does not replace nurseries

			In the immediate future, there is also another risk to be avoided, namely that public decision-makers use smart working as a cheap reconciliation tool. Does it cost too much to fund crèches for all children, as does instituting compulsory paternity leave? Then you incentivise smart working for women and thus consider the problem solved. Too easy and above all harmful for many women who would eventually see their condition worsen.

			Let’s be clear, we are not talking about a theoretical risk. Something like this has already happened. With the Budget Act 2019, it was stipulated that mothers in the three years following maternity leave should have priority in smart working requests. Not mothers and fathers, only mothers! On the face of it this may seem like an advantage, and it certainly may be in the short term, but already in the medium term women will discover for the umpteenth time that they have been pushed into a fence to which they do not hold the key. 

			Smart working remained as an automatic concession until the end of 2023, without the need for an individual agreement, for workers with health problems that make them ‘fragile’ and for private sector employees with children under 14. It is good that in this case both fathers and mothers are affected by the measure. But there is a risk. Indeed two. The first is that mothers will use the measure more than fathers, solve their problems on the short horizon (picking up their children from school or football, shopping in their lunch break), but condemn themselves to growth with the handbrake on work. The second is that parents in general, especially in contexts where smart working is not granted to everyone else, are viewed badly by their colleagues.

			The three conditions of ‘good’ smart working

			Summing up, in the early 1910s smart working emerged as a favourable way of working for women because it avoids ‘company presenteeism’ as an end in itself and instead rewards performance. The pandemic, however, has shown the other side of the coin by showing how smart working can in practice also increase inequality between men and women. 

			To ensure that this does not happen, three conditions must be met: agile work must not jeopardise careers, it must be used by everyone equally (women and men, middle management and subordinates) and finally, the time freed up through the elimination of travel must not be used to take on an additional burden of free domestic work. 

			However, ‘good’ smart working presupposes companies that invest in new digital technologies and question old organisational paradigms. As well as trade unions that see agile working as an important area for negotiation.

			Chapter 2: care work is unpaid and It’s still up to women sharing from private request to collective request

			A field experience/1 
a rubber wall stronger than 
a tsunami

			Elena, 50 years old, runs a bar in Milan. A husband, two children, one of whom is now away from home. She talks behind the balcony, between customers.

			“You see me so calm but I have a tsunami inside!”, raises Elena’s voice in one of the rare breaks from work, between clients, overestimating her capacity for self-control, her black eyes shooting sparks like darts. “The girl who used to help me left me, I’m looking for someone else to join me but it’s not that easy. I work 12 hours a day every day, Saturdays and Sundays included, and what does my husband say at home? “You have to be patient, dear, you have to be patient. You know, every now and then a period-no happens’. The problem is that my period-no has lasted since I got married. When I get home in the evening dinner is still to be prepared, the washing machine to be done, no one has thought about it, everything is always up to me’.

			But ask him to give you a hand, right? “And now you’re getting into it too! You’re like my sister. I called her yesterday on the phone, I was beside myself. “Why don’t you tell him to help you out a little,’ she said. I was waiting for you. Why didn’t I ask her for help? I’ve been trying for ages. With good and bad, in every way. He says ‘yes, yes’, then he prevaricates, then he’s tired, then there’s a friend who needs a favour, then there’s the car to be repaired, then there’s an emergency at the office... ‘I don’t have time’: that’s his passepartout answer. And then I say: who steals time from you, who never have it for me, who always come last in your thoughts and at the end of the day so pissed off that sooner or later I’ll punch someone? 

			Pause. Solemn air: ‘Because I tell you, I warn you, because someone must know: I will take revenge. Should I be worried? “Noooo, don’t worry, nothing bad. I don’t shoot anyone even though sometimes I feel like it. So they take me to San Vittore and I tell you what: it wouldn’t be bad. I’d rest, finally. I was thinking of another kind of revenge, peaceful. I do like my mother who at a certain point in life stopped doing anything. ‘What are we doing for lunch today, Mum? ‘Look in the fridge, a tomato salad,’ she would reply. ‘What are we doing for dinner tonight? ‘Look in the fridge, a tomato salad, fresh’. “Eh, mum with this tomato salad, that’s enough now!”, I told her. But now I understood, I understood everything: she couldn’t take it anymore, we’d drained her. And that’s how I feel now, too. Empty. I tried everything. There was even a time when I wrote on the blackboard at home all the things I did every day for the family. So that everyone would know, so that they would realise and start helping me, the daughters but especially my husband. Not only was it useless, I was depriving myself of more time to compile the whole list. And in any case, I was always forgetting something’.

			“I don’t want anything now, I don’t care anymore. I no longer want to argue, I just want to sleep. To sleep. And not waking up at half past five like I usually do, drinking coffee standing up while I empty the dishwasher because, as he says, ‘if the dishes that have already been washed are left in for too long they get a bad smell’. I say, if during the day he has the empty dishwasher to load, why do I have to find dirty dishes, glasses and cups in the sink to put in in the evening?’

			“But I will take revenge. And I will no longer go to the cellar to fetch bottles of water to take to the kitchen whenever there is a need. I will drink tap water instead. And I will stop loading up with bags at the supermarket and always sorting the groceries myself because others have more important things to do and ‘they don’t have the time’. And I will no longer put his socks in order, two by two, inside the drawer. My time is also running out. In fact, it’s already finished, I don’t have any more’. 

			A field experience/2 
What will become of me without a baby-sitter?

			Eleonora is 32 years old, has a 5-year-old son and a 3-year-old son. She works in an advertising agency in Rome and has just had an advancement. Her partner is an expatriate, he travels a lot. I meet her in a bar, for work reasons. Then the conversation turns private.

			“The babysitter dumped me and now I don’t know what to do. I’m D-E-S-P-E-R-A-T-E: do you understand? Now the holidays are about to start, my mother has moved in to give me an emergency hand. But she lives in another city, I can’t rely on her permanently. And how will I manage in September? My husband is hardly at home, he doesn’t have fixed hours. And even when he is there - let’s face it - he doesn’t solve many problems. I always have to drive him. “You do me this”, “You do me that”. And still it’s not there. My only anchor was the all-round babysitter. Very good. The kind that if a zip breaks she can put it back together, if the kid has a fever she knows what to do and brings calmness into the house. But now she’s leaving, back to her country. And I have no one to rely on. It’s like being in the jungle and having a ravine in front of you: you walk, you go ahead and hope that at some point someone will throw a liana at you, that Indiana Jones will appear on a jeep, but nothing, for now, nothing on the horizon.

			Actually, I rely more on the parish than on Indiana Jones. My last babysitter was referred to me by the listening centre, which operates a kind of neighbourhood word-of-mouth service. So far nothing, though. I asked all my colleagues: “Do you have a baby-sitter, a good one, to recommend? I need one from 4pm to 8pm’. But you don’t have time to finish the sentence that they already look at you distrustfully. “Doesn’t this one want to steal my domestic help?” they are thinking, it’s written on their foreheads. 

			Third and last resort: the doorman and the neighbours. “Will there be someone who already works in my building and wants to increase the hours?”, I say to myself. But actually, it’s not easy. Women with children don’t stay until 8 p.m. They want to get home earlier. But with us, late meetings are the order of the day. We are used to that. As long as you’re single it’s OK, you get off work and go for drinks with colleagues. But when you have a small child waiting for you at home, the 6 p.m. meeting is just a source of anguish’.

			An experience in the field/3 
Possible balance exists, There is evidence

			Elena Bai, 56, a small businesswoman, together with a partner runs a beauty centre in Cento, in the province of Ferrara. Her husband, Giuseppe Ruta, is a civil servant. They have three children aged 21, 17 and 14. She speaks from the sofa at home on a Sunday afternoon. 

			“But sorry, then you write it down that we are lifelong friends and were in the same class in high school?” “Yeah, sure, I’ll write that down.” “Whatever, come on, I’m in. But then, sorry, what should I tell you? About Giuseppe and me, you already know everything!”. Elena is a woman of action, one who gets things done. Few words, many deeds. Her beauty parlour is going strong, but bringing up three children by working and without extra help has not been a walk in the park. Without a fifty-fifty division of roles with her husband she would not have made it. That’s a fact: she knows it too. But the fact that there are couples like hers proves that a more equal division of labour can exist and work. And the benefits are there for the couple, for the children, for work.

			So let’s start with your day. “For 25 years, my husband has been getting up at 5.30 in the morning, which allows him to be in Bologna at 7am when he goes on duty. In the evening he has always come home strictly at 4 p.m. because that way he could pick up his children from school. Of course, our children have always attended full-time. I, on the other hand, get up at 7 a.m., do the shopping in the morning, clean and tidy the house, and then at 12 noon I join my partner in our beauty centre. For years we have found this balance: she opens in the morning, I arrive later but then stay late in the evening, on average until 8 p.m. By the time I get home, let’s say my energy is depleted. But my husband has already prepared dinner. In fact, when the children were small he had already fed everyone, tidied the kitchen and started the dishwasher. Giuseppe, to understand, is someone you don’t have to say to him: ‘Please cook lunch’ or ‘Please fill the washing machine’. He is someone who sees what needs to be done and does it. Simply, without me having to tell him. When he was at home with the small children while I was at work I was always completely calm: I knew he would solve every problem and I couldn’t have done better in his place’.

			Do you feel lucky? “At first I felt that everything was normal. If we are together then we support each other, shouldn’t we? But then I realised that our balance was not the norm. Let’s say that like my husband if it goes well there is one man in ten. And I can say this with good reason because at the beauty parlour I have a large observatory. With clients you talk, between waxing and a massage. And very few can count on real homework sharing’.

			Real sharing: are we sure about this? “Very sure. To say, there are tasks that I haven’t done for decades, like doing the washing and hanging out. On the other hand, I iron. At talks with teachers and then with professors he always goes. He does the shopping. Who tidies up the wardrobe when there is a change of season? “We each do our part but he is better at it than I am and his part is always tidier”.

			If you had not been able to share 100 per cent of the domestic duties with your husband, would your working life have been different? “I guess not. I cannot do without work. I have always worked, ever since I was a girl, right after high school. In fact, even during high school in the summer months. For me, independence has always been fundamental. Besides, I like my job, I can’t imagine myself without it. Not having the help of grandparents to rely on, if my husband had not been by my side in everything, though, I fear I would have given up the children. It would have been a huge sacrifice because motherhood was very important to me. But children and work, all alone: that would have been unbearable’.

			How did this balanced ménage come about? Did you have positive examples in your family? ‘Not really. We both came from very traditional backgrounds, our fathers never did the housework, our mothers did it all. Perhaps it helped that when Giuseppe and I met, he was already living alone, he had moved to Emilia Romagna from the south and was a totally autonomous man. Many of our young people, both male and female, do not have this level of autonomy and when they have to set up home together they are at a disadvantage. If I had to give a recipe, I wouldn’t know... We have given our children a very precise model, by example, but the older man disputes it a little, he says we should go back to more traditional schemes in which women take care of certain things. But the litmus test for him will come when he sets up home with a girl. It will take time but I don’t think we can go back. In my opinion, this should be worked on in schools, right from primary school. To make little boys understand that sharing the tasks is the right thing to do and little girls that it doesn’t have to be all on their shoulders’. 

			“Yes, I heard that a well-known actress claimed in public that men who iron and wash dishes lose virility and are no longer sexy... No kidding! The truth is that no one is sexy while mopping the floor, not even women. But you have to do it if you want to live in a decent environment. And if my husband does it with me instead of watching TV lying on the couch or instead of being at the bar with his friends, then it means he loves me a little bit, for crying out loud. Just enough to not let me exhaust myself day in and day out by burdening myself with tasks that are also his. I believe that if our marriage has withstood so many difficulties over the years, it is also thanks to the balanced way in which we divide our tasks. The other women are full of rage’.

			Private care work, public issue 

			Italy is the country in Europe with the most unequal division of domestic work between men and women. Women bear 70% of the burden. One might say: it is a private matter, everyone agrees as they please on who has to make the bed, cook, tidy the cupboards. The problem is that this leads to unequal treatment for women in the paid labour market. Before the pandemic something was slowly changing. But to arrive at an equal division, drawing due consequences from the available Istat data, would still have taken 84 years6. The Covid emergency put the brakes on a process that was already progressing too slowly. Accomplice to smart working, women have gone back to retreating into the home and increasing the care work on their shoulders. 

			The point of reference in Italy to understand how things stand is the Istat survey on time use, repeated in 2002-2003, 2008-2009 and 2013-2014. An update is in progress, but we will have to wait until 2024 to see the data. Internationally, Eurostat and OECD also monitor the time spent by men and women in paid and unpaid occupations. 

			For women, three extra hours of domestic work per day

			According to OECD data, updated to 2020, Italian women bear 70% of the burden of domestic work. Only the Greeks are worse off, at 73%. The Germans, French and British stand at 62, 63 and 64% respectively. In Spain it is 66%. As can be seen, the problem exists everywhere, but in Northern European countries it is less pronounced: in Sweden, parity is close, domestic work performed by women stands at 56%. 

			Again according to the OECD, Italian women spend 175 minutes more each day on domestic work than their husbands and partners. In none of the other countries with which we like to compare ourselves, the gap is so clear: 164 minutes more in Greece, 132 in Hungary, 143 in Spain, 108 in the United Kingdom, 92 in Germany, 90 in France. One hundred seventy-five minutes equals almost three hours a day. The OECD figure is in line with that reported by Istat: 3.03 minutes more free domestic work. 

			Overall, women work an hour and a half more per day 

			One could say: Italian women work less outside the home than European women, it is normal for them to devote more time to housework. But this justification does not stand up. If one adds up paid and unpaid work, Italians work more than their husbands and partners. To be precise, 88 minutes more, just under an hour and a half a day. The unequal division of domestic work is therefore unjustified. In all countries women work more than men overall, but there are few countries where this phenomenon is as marked as in Italy. Italians and Romanian women are the Europeans who devote the most time to free care work. Greeks and Italians are the only ones who do less than two hours of unpaid domestic work per day.

			The inequality of workload is most evident in couples in which both are employed. In Italy, a full-time employed woman with children spends approximately 60 hours per week on the sum of paid work, housework and childcare, compared to 47 hours for her partner. This translates into a gender inequality of around 13 hours per week more ‘total work’, a difference significantly higher than the European average of 11 hours. Every year, employed Italians with children devote 36 more days to work. Thirty-six days that men can instead spend on their hobbies: football, fishing, friends. To be noted: Istat data also show that the part of additional work that men have taken on in recent years has largely to do with the most rewarding part of domestic work, such as cooking, going shopping, taking the children to the park. Changing wardrobes, cleaning bathrooms and ironing continue to fall to women.

			The shy introduction of paternity leave

			The cultural change that should lead to the sharing of care work is proceeding slowly also because the measures to foster change have been very few and timid. The main one was the introduction of mandatory paternity leave for employees. In 2022, it went from seven days plus two optional days to 10 days plus one optional day as an alternative to mother’s leave. Of note: on 1 August 2019, a European directive had come into force committing member states to the introduction of a mandatory paid leave for fathers of at least 10 days by 31 July 2022. Basically, we did what the EU asked us to do, nothing more. On the positive side, paternity leave has also been extended to the public sector in 2022 (but excluding the self-employed and those on separate management schemes).

			The 10 days are to be taken in the period from two months before the birth to three afterwards. They are 100 per cent paid. In 2019 (let’s consider the pre-pandemic year) the mandatory leave was used by 135,171 fathers. Too bad that there were 420,000 new babies born in Italy that year. And that the employed in Italy were 18.8 million out of a total of 25.5 million, hence about 74%. If one estimates, indicatively, that 74% of the new fathers were also employed, then compulsory paternity leave should have affected 315,000 men. Thus, there are as many as 180,000 fathers who would have been entitled to it and did not use it. Compulsoriness in words. Moreover, only 3 per cent of employed fathers who had taken compulsory paternity leave in the private sector also requested optional parental leave. 

			Of course, it could be that many fathers are unaware of the existence of leave. Or that companies indirectly discourage it. But then why is there not a campaign to make it known and promote it? And explain that it should not be used to go fishing or play five-a-side football but to collaborate in housework. Paternity leave was instituted in 2012 by then-Minister Elsa Fornero. It consisted of one mandatory day plus two optional days. From year to year, in the folds of budget laws, paternity leave was extended to the current 10. But in countries that are investing with more conviction in policies to encourage female employment and birth rates, it has already gone further. Take Spain. From January 2021 the leave for fathers is 16 weeks non-transferable, equivalent to that of mothers, both parents are paid 100 per cent of their salary. Of these four months of leave, the first six weeks are mandatory and coincide for both with the first month and a half of the child’s life. The idea is to share the care tasks from the very beginning. While the other ten are optional and parents can choose to use them part-time. Another interesting reference is France where paternity leave has been doubled from 14 to 28 days. In any case, an enhancement of the measure could only start with a serious analysis of its impact and how it can be made fully effective. 

			Vox populi, vox dei

			Behind it all there is a cultural obstacle that can only be removed with time. 46% of Italians think that the most important task for a woman is to look after the home and the family (44% in the EU average). At the same time, 58% believe that the most important task for men is to earn money. 78% think that women have less freedom because of family responsibilities. (Eurobarometer survey, 2017).

			In June 2021, together with my colleague Virginia Nesi, we did a series of interviews in Milan and Florence on the topic of the division of domestic tasks. We approached people of all ages, stopping people on the street. This experience clarified the situation for us more than any study. Men tend to claim the relevance of their work inside the home. Many say: ‘By now the man who sits on the sofa while the woman works no longer exists, we collaborate every day’. Women, for their part, point out that at home they do their utmost to divide the tasks and that all in all, the husband/partner ‘helps’. 

			However, a few more targeted questions are enough to bring out a different situation. Who does the ironing? Who picks up the children from school? Who cleans the floors and does the washing? Both women and men admit that yes, indeed, it is she who takes care of these tasks in the majority of cases. The women, especially those who are over 50, say that ‘at home we work together, each according to our abilities, the men do the small repairs, put up the shelves or hang the pictures, the women do the cleaning and care’. Of course, shelves are not hung every day while beds have to be made every morning. 

			The impression is that women justify their husbands and partners. They are content with small daily ‘helpings’ but in fact retain responsibility for keeping everything that revolves around the home running. On the other hand, it is understandable: admitting to themselves that the division of labour is unfair would mean facing up to the problem and opening a family ‘dispute’. “What can you do, there’s no point getting angry and arguing, because in the end nothing changes and you always end up cleaning the kitchen by yourself anyway. With bitter blood, though,’ says a 40-year-old Milanese woman who is taking her son to school. 

			It is therefore not surprising that 73.2% of women in couples realise that they contribute much more than their partner in domestic work, but at the same time 70.3% declare themselves very or fairly satisfied with the division of domestic work in the couple (Carriero and Todesco, 2016). Only 30% of Italians, therefore, have opened a family negotiation to improve task sharing. 70% are resigned. Trying to change things is often more tiring than daily domestic overwork. 

			Sharing versus conciliation: 
however, is that the issue?

			For the past fifteen years or so, the concept of ‘reconciliation’ has been outdated. It has been said: talking about reconciliation implicitly accepts the fact that it is up to women to do the housework and make housework compatible with paid work, at the cost of acrobatics and somersaults. It is therefore better to replace the idea of reconciliation with the idea of sharing, because only by dividing domestic tasks can the problem be solved at its root and fairly.

			Talking to the women and men one meets on the street, however, one clearly realises how inciting to task-sharing is certainly right but totally insufficient. Even pilatesque. In fact, this offloads the whole problem onto the private sphere of families and couples. In particular, it places all the responsibility for changing things once again on women. It is up to them, in fact, to engage in a discussion with their husband/partner (for men it could easily go on like this). And if they do not succeed in the end, they can only blame themselves.

			If doing laundry lowers libido

			Every woman when she puts the key in the keyhole, rubs her soles on the doormat and crosses the threshold of the house begins her personal negotiation with her partner. “Care tasks must be shared!” one hears shop assistants, factory workers, receptionists and self-employed women repeat. As if it were easy. If you don’t succeed in the end, you can only blame yourself. 

			Something is changing, it is undeniable. But very, very slowly. Accelerating the path towards full task-sharing is possible on one condition: the unequal division of domestic work and care tasks must stop being a private issue for women and men and become a public, collective issue. This is a key step, without which paid work outside the home can never be a real ‘free choice’ for women. 

			Unfortunately, however, the signs are of a stalemate in this path of change. Actress Laura Chiatti, interviewed on Domenica In by Mara Venier, explained that in the home ‘I do everything, also because I don’t tolerate the man who makes the bed, who hoovers the hoover. I just can’t see it, I’m old-fashioned that way with certain roles. It lowers my eros, it kills it’. The effects on eros could be debated. Even for women who work 16 hours a day between home and away, the libido, in the evening, must not be very high... Joking aside, if pop stars who are known to the general public spend themselves on maintaining ‘tradition’ in the division of domestic tasks, then the path is uphill. 

			A step towards greater sharing will be taken when an important manager, entrepreneur, actor, singer, politician or footballer declares that he or she does not disdain tasks such as making the bed, filling the washing machine or helping an elderly mother. When Damiano of Maneskin posts a photo on Instagram dusting with mop in hand, the CEO of a big bank will be seen with his sleeves rolled up cleaning a floor and a minister hanging out the washing machine. 

			Sharing and kindergartens are not enough

			Having said all this - and emphasised with the highlighter how important the sharing of domestic tasks is and how far we are still lagging behind - there is, however, an important piece to be added to the whole discussion. The following: even if tomorrow by magic the sharing of care tasks between men and women were total - fifty-fifty - the problem would not be solved. And it would not be solved because Fordist working times are designed for a single worker with no children and no elderly parents.

			I recently happened to talk to a businesswoman in the trade sector, with many female employees. “I tell my girls that they have to learn to share their homework with their husbands and partners,” she explained to me. “Is there a need to pick up the kid from school when full time is over? Tell him to go there, what you have to do here is no less important than his work’. It’s hard to blame her, but even if this couple decided to divide the tasks exactly in half, the problem would not be solved. The respective companies would have to be willing to let the employee leave at 4 p.m. to pick up the child from daycare at least every other day, and this is rarely compatible with the pace of work. 

			This example makes it clear that, in addition to promoting sharing (in an active way, however, not only at conferences), it is also increasingly necessary to put in place services and facilities to enable families to outsource at least part of the care work itself. The point is that, if both people in the couple work, then free places at the crèche are needed, places with affordable fees in the RSAs, the residences for the elderly, but also significant reductions for families that get help from domestic helpers, baby-sitters and carers. Among other things, this would also be the way to dignify care work and create new jobs that will largely be filled by women. Everything is kept. 

			Why a domestic helper can no longer 
be considered a luxury

			In 2014, only 7.1 per cent of households had a domestic helper, although almost one in two (47.1 per cent) considered it very important to keep their homes clean and tidy (Source: Istat, Time Use Survey to be updated next year). The point is that it is too expensive for families to pay someone to take care of domestic work. Not least because in our country domestic work is minimally tax-privileged. Besides, why pay someone to wash the floors when women already do it for free? In the end, domestic help is mostly used by families with medium or upper-middle incomes. But in reality, domestic help has also become necessary for middle or lower-middle income families if the wife/partner is to be allowed to work. The rhythms of services and globalised production demand more and more hourly flexibility from the self-employed as well as from employees. Nobody has working hours that coincide with school hours any more. Grandparents are often far away or, as children arrive later, are not in a position to take on too many responsibilities.

			Copying from the French (even if it costs)

			How can you concretely help families in need of domestic help? An example of a school is the French one. Here, the public institute Urssaf runs a very simple, all online platform through which the employing family can hire a person without the need for counselling. The French regularise domestic helpers and carers because it is convenient. In practice, made 100 the net that ends up in the worker’s pay envelope and 50 the various taxes and contributions, the state reimburses 70 in the form of a tax credit. In practice, the hired domestic helper costs less than the black one.

			In Italy, a carer costs families EUR 9.28 gross per hour (including 13th month, holidays, severance pay and contributions), net of deductions/deductions, the cost drops to EUR 8.59 gross per hour. In France in a similar situation, the family pays the carer EUR 12.76 per hour (including contributions). But with the tax credit, the real cost to the family becomes €6.38 per hour7: €8.59 versus €6.38 per hour, quite a difference. In France, the domestic employer can enjoy a 50% discount on the employee’s cost. In Italy, the biggest discount a domestic employer can expect is no more than 8%.

			In the draft of the Labour decree approved by the Meloni government on 1 May 2023, there was the raising of the maximum amount deductible from the tax return of social security contributions paid for domestic workers to EUR 3,000, almost double the current amount of EUR 1,549.37 per year. But then it disappeared. Then, during the parliamentary conversion of the decree, came an amendment signed by Barbara Guidolin (M5S) that provided for total decontribution for three years for those who hired caregivers to assist dependent persons. Why exclude those who hire a baby-sitter to care for a newborn child? But it is pointless to ask the question since the amendment did not pass and the legislation remained as it was.

			Emergence of female undeclared domestic work

			Facilitating domestic work would first of all support women and enable them to seek paid work outside the home. But there would be another huge benefit: the emergence of undeclared work in this sector. 

			There are about 2 million domestic workers in Italy. The ‘about’ is a must because while we know exactly how many are the regular ones - 894,299 in 2022 according to the Inps - for those in the black, which are the majority, 60% of the total, we can only go by approximation. So, to sum up: a total of about 2 million workers and above all female workers (86% are women) of whom about 1.1 million are undeclared.

			During Covid more than 120,000 employees in the sector were regularised for a practical reason: in order to move, it was necessary to prove a work-related motivation. The possibility to regularise domestic staff came through the Relaunch Decree. There were 177,000 applications submitted. Before Covid, in 2019, there were 849 thousand domestic workers, in 2021 they peaked at 971 thousand. But now we are going backwards. In 2022, the sector lost 7.9 per cent of positions, 77 thousand less in absolute terms, settling at 894 thousand.

			Bringing out the undeclared work of domestic helpers and carers would also mean qualifying intermediation and recruitment, as Maurizio Ferrera, an expert in economic and social policies and lecturer at the Milan State University, never tires of repeating. Today, however, word of mouth is the only tool. Families are groping around and domestic helpers are condemned to do a de-qualified job when in fact it requires precise skills that could be certified. 

			Bringing a million female workers out of the black economy means helping a million women to have a more dignified and recognised job and another million to afford employment outside the home. Of course, this has a cost for the state coffers. But as usual, we have to decide whether increasing the birth rate and encouraging female employment - aspects that are closely linked - is really a priority.

			For the moment they prefer to turn a blind eye, or rather two blind eyes. Domestic workers, mostly foreigners, have no interest in asking to be regularised because they count on returning to their countries of origin once they are old. And Italy has no agreements with the same countries that allow them to receive their pensions there. Families have no interest in regularising the workers because the cost would be greater and, in any case, there are no controls since the Labour Inspectorate is not authorised to carry out checks at the homes of families.

			Care work, second-class work

			At the root of the problem is that care work is highly disqualified and devalued. Great battles have been waged in recent years to encourage women to study science subjects and take up Stem (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) degrees. Quite right: women must be able to use their talents in the fields that offer more opportunities. But at the same time, perhaps it is also time to start claiming the value of care work. 

			Why, with the same seniority and level, should a warehouse worker earn less than a cleaning lady? There is no obvious reason, but this is exactly what is happening in the market. In 2021 the so-called ‘multiservice’ contract, applied by cleaning companies, was renewed: it expired ten years ago and has been renewed for another three, guaranteeing a total of 120 euros gross in the pay packet: 120 euros more spread over 13 years: it is difficult to find a less rewarded category. Domestic work, then, has a regulatory part that is still that defined by a law of 1958. 

			Summing up

			The time has come for women to proudly claim their know-how. The unpaid work produced within the home in a year by women is worth 35 billion, according to Istat estimates in 2016. There is nothing trivial about knowing how to clean, how to cook, how to care for a child or an elderly person. So much so that those who have never done it and try often fail or do it badly. It is not true that these jobs are ‹easy› and taken for granted. Generations of women have perfected over the years how to iron a shirt, make risotto, clean the kitchen, organise family commitments and tidy the cupboard: the point is not to deny a skill but to claim its value and importance. So maybe men too will not find it a diminutio to clean the fridge.

			Two things to do now (but we have to believe in them)

			This realisation must go hand in hand very quickly with a true fifty-fifty sharing of household tasks. This is not impossible: it is already the case in Sweden. To achieve this, sharing must become a goal of society as a whole, not just of women. Measures that promote change must be accelerated. First of all, the implementation of a compulsory leave for fathers that is not a cosmetic measure. For this we cannot be satisfied with the current 10 days provided by the European Union, but a longer period is necessary. And we must not forget that paternity leave, to work, must be not only stable in time, compulsory for real and not for show, seriously promoted by communication campaigns and accompanied by monitoring of results. Bearing in mind that, as the trade unions point out, paternity leave is sometimes discouraged in some companies.

			What is also needed is a serious mobilisation of resources to make domestic help, babysitters and caregivers accessible to families, as well as free nurseries. Sharing work inside the home is fundamental, but it is not enough, we also need to transform some of today’s free domestic work into paid outside work. This would not only give more women the opportunity to work outside the home, but also create new regular employment for women.

			Chapter 3: given the same job, men earn more salaries: on the streets, like in the united kingdom

			A field experience Indigestible chocolates for breakfast 

			Luisa, manager, Roman, two PhDs, four languages and more than twenty years of experience in business.

			“I am an atypical Roman. The stereotype is that Romans are ready to adapt to everything, cunning, disenchanted. My parents went through Sixty-Eight, thanks to them I grew up with the idea of being free. Freedom for me has always also meant being able to cultivate my talents, with the idea that sooner or later my efforts will be recognised. I followed my inclinations to realise my dreams. And my dream was also (in another time I would have said above all), to express myself through work’. 

			Thus, Luisa began. Today, at 51, she is forced to realise that her dream has not been fully realised. At least not yet (never give up). ‘Let me be clear, I am aware that I am privileged. I have done ‘good things’, more I will do. I live in a nice house overlooking the city. Women in difficult conditions are others, cleaners on precarious contracts who work for a few euros an hour, for example. I am as free as I was as a girl. And I have a daughter who can build the life she wants ‘. 

			“Ma adesso dimmi, com’è andataaaa, com’è statoooo, il viaggio di una vita lì con te” (“But now tell me, how did it go, how was it, the journey of a lifetime there with you...”) intones Ligabue on the radio... It is with some modesty that we turn this question over to our witness. Because even when the subject is work, the answers cannot be cold, professional history mixes with affection. Disappointments with challenges. The successes with the defeats. At the end of our interview Luisa will ask me to avoid mentioning her surname in her account, too many nerves are still exposed. 

			“I graduated with honours in economics,’ she says. Part of my studies abroad: I won all the scholarships I could, because for my parents all the ‘extras’, even if it was for study, had to be earned, and already there I got hooked on the challenges. The last scholarship I won, for an internship in a consulting company in the City of London, gave me, at 25, my first ‘serious’ job offer. But I wanted to return to Rome, because I didn’t believe the stories that you can’t have a career in Italy, so I completed a PhD in my city, and then a second. My fiancé (later husband) was also a PhD student. I considered a university career, but in the meantime our daughter had been born and, after years of precarious employment, the prospect was of a competition in Catania. Therefore, I chose a career in the company. I was convinced that I had good cards to play: in addition to the two PhDs, I spoke French, English and Spanish, and I already had work experience in the UK and several years of technical consultancy, which I had gained on the sidelines of my university experience’. 

			“The right opportunity came, almost immediately, when my former PhD supervisor pointed out to me that a large public group in the engineering sector was looking for a manager in Rome to start a business development unit on the topics I had always been interested in. I interviewed directly with the CEO first, and then with the head of innovation and competitiveness (my potential boss). All is well, my future boss enthusiastic, it seems done. All that remained was a third interview with the head of personnel, to define the conditions of employment. The cadre role was part of the agreement we had made in words’. 

			“The head of personnel had the secretary call me. He was inviting me to lunch to finalise the deal at a well-known club in the city centre. It seemed strange to me, I asked for an explanation. “The doctor is at the Unione Industriali, meeting her downtown makes it easier”. I went. 

			“In that informal context I felt uncomfortable. Formality protects you, especially when you are young. I immediately had the feeling that I had to be very, very careful with my words, with my looks, with the tone of my voice: the slightest deviation from the binary of rigour could be interpreted as an authorisation to turn the conversation onto personal levels’. 

			“Anyway, everything was fine until we got down to brass tacks, i.e. talking about grading and pay. Instead of offering me the role of cadre, he proposed that I join as an eighth-level clerk. He justified the step back by saying that after all I was ‘only’ 35 years old, and then I was a woman, recently married, with a young daughter, the company needed to evaluate my real commitment: if I had been ‘on the ball’ for a year and had brought a series of results, then I would have been promoted to middle management and immediately afterwards to manager. After all, it was a matter of waiting 12 months’.

			“It must be said that I never lacked character. I kept my point, I said that the proposals I had been made were different. It was framework or nothing. In the light of the experience I have today, I certainly made the right choice. I learned later that the gentlemen’s agreement, the gentleman’s agreement, does not exist at work. In the end, I joined as a cadre at EUR 45,000 gross per year with a step up of another EUR 5,000 if I achieved certain goals. Note: if I had accepted the title of clerk, I would have had to settle for 30-35 thousand. And then the employees had no company telephone, no insurance...’.

			“In fact, the following year I hit all the targets and got the promised EUR 5,000. My boss at the time, who always believed in me, put me in the group of high-potential managers, those who had the best salary and career prospects. The horizon was management. The following year I once again hit my targets and received a ‘one-off’ award. But I was beginning to pause. I could see the other colleagues in the group reaching management, but nothing was moving for me. I stepped forward. They told me that despite consistently above-average evaluations, I was not ready. But ready for what? On the merits, they could never explain to me what I still lacked. On the other hand, I can’t say it was treatment reserved only for me. At the time, there were only two female managers in the company, but one after the other they left’. 

			“However, the assignments continued to increase in prestige and responsibility. I always worked for top management and often on strategic projects, reporting directly to the CEO, Between 2016 and 2017, the group was sold to a foreign multinational. A new phase was opening up. And I thought it might finally be my time: I was in charge of the area that was to take care of the integration between our structures and those of the acquiring group. But at that point, my new boss took the job away from me; gradually he began to claim that I was unable to maintain the role, he took away the functional teams that worked with me, the office, and also the variable part of the salary, which is a key item in the remuneration of strategic managers. In essence, he took over my role and made me disappear’. 

			“It was a very hard blow. I had already swallowed many a bitter pill, but this one was too much: I appealed for demotion in court. While waiting for the ruling, I sat at my desk, in a new office, shared, with almost nothing to do. One day a colleague arrived, I remember him as if it were today, one of the managers I had worked with in the past, who asked me how I was. “And how do you want me to be, I have nothing to do,” I replied. When these things happen for many you become a person to avoid. Instead the colleague stopped to talk, with participation, and told me to hang in there. A few months later, I was contacted by the personnel department: that engineer had been given responsibility for the new innovation unit and, despite my situation, he wanted me to work with him’.

			

			“I had been separated for years, my daughter was growing up, I had ended a relationship long ago, I put all my energy into that project. In the meantime, the judgement came: I was right and the company was wrong. It was 2019, I could have left even then, but perhaps because of the new project I had been assigned to, perhaps so as not to give in to the system, I stayed in the end. The two years with the new Innovation team, from the point of view of work and achievements, were again stimulating, but of course I was still ‘unwanted’, and therefore, at each round of recognition and advancement, when my manager proposed my name, he only got net rejections. Shortly before the decision to leave, the news came that, of all the strategic projects submitted by the business units, the one from the Innovation Team was the best. It was my project. I remember the mention on the company intranet, the compliments from foreign colleagues. But of prize money or advancement, of course, not a shadow. Instead, they had a box of chocolates delivered to my office’. 

			“Wanting to make a balance, purely economic because from the point of view of the loss of quality of life the damage is immeasurable, in the 13 years I have been with this company, all as a manager and almost all with organisational responsibilities, the only structural increases I have had have been those linked to seniority and prefixed by contract. After the first year of employment, I was earning 50,000 euros gross, when I left in 2021, I was at about 54,000. If you take inflation into account, my real salary had gone down. I felt the professional respect for me from the structure, for several years I reported directly to the CEO every week. The others in the ‘high-potential’ group, however, had all become managers in the meantime and were earning at least 20,000 euros gross per year more than me’.

			“Despite all this, in the end the straw that broke the camel’s back had to do with a personal matter. A new sector manager had arrived, I had been separated for some time, we met, we became friends, after years a relationship was born. We informed the managing director, it seemed right. He told us that there was no conflict of interest, and that I could continue doing my job. But a series of comments came from other colleagues and, above all, from top managers, all men, which I don’t even feel like reporting. I felt like I was living in a poisoned environment, I couldn’t stand it. Also because in the meantime my parents had been diagnosed with incurable diseases, first one and then the other. I knew they wouldn’t have a chance, we only had a short time to spend together. In the meantime, the company had appealed, we were facing a new confrontation in court on the issue of demotion. I couldn’t take it anymore. My partner had already left, with an agreement, and later I did the same. I signed an agreement with the company and closed the dispute’. 

			“Today my parents are gone, my daughter is at university and last summer I took my first real holiday in a long time. I am working as a temporary manager, basically a term manager, a senior consultant called in by companies to deal with specific problems. I am also considering the possibility of contract teaching at university. With my first experiences in my new role, however, I have found that even in other realities the fact that I am a woman for a manager is not helpful. On the contrary. But I also learnt that the real enemy is not men but a mentality. In one of the most difficult moments for me professionally it was a man who gave me a hand. In at least two companies I have been in there were women at the top, but that certainly did not make things any easier for me, nor does it make it easier for the women who work with them on a permanent basis. It is the mentality that we have to work on. Starting with not accepting at meetings to be called ‘ma’am’ or ‘miss’ while the others are all ‘doctors’ or ‘engineers’. And also claiming fair pay as compensation for our efforts. The organisation’s respect for us is measured first and foremost by this’.

			Crying (women’s) wallets

			Let’s talk about money. The average wage gap between men and women per hour worked in Europe is 12.7%. Italians earn 15.5% less per hour in the private sector and 5.5% less in the public sector8. The public sector discriminates less against women in payroll because they enter by competitive examination and even career advancement, with the salary increases that come with it, either takes place automatically or is won by passing examinations and tests on which it is more difficult to discriminate. In the private sector, on the other hand, much more space is left to the discretion of office managers, department heads and heads of personnel. Inequalities of treatment creep more easily into discretion. 

			Let us focus on the private sector, since it is the one with the biggest problems. Among other European countries, there are those who are worse off, such as Germany and the Netherlands, which have a pay gap of 22.1 and 19.2 per cent respectively. But there are also those who are better off: the pay gap drops to 13.1% in Spain and 10.1% in Sweden. In any case, this is an issue that concerns all countries in Europe. Let us repeat: we speak of a pay gap per hour worked. But when you do the maths on what goes into your wallet at the end of the year, you also have to take into account that women work fewer hours. This is because they devote a large part of their time to caring for family members and the home for free. Women are also more often offered part-time contracts even when they would like to work full-time: just under 60% of women’s part-time work is involuntary. If one puts the two aspects of the problem together - fewer hours paid and lower wages for every hour worked - then one discovers that women in Europe put 36% less into their pockets every year than men, a good 43% less in Italy (source: Eurostat). Only Holland, Austria and Switzerland do worse than us.

			When work is self-employed, it is even worse. A Sole24ore elaboration on data from the professional funds shows that female lawyers declare 39% less income than male lawyers, minus 24% less than female accountants, minus 31% female engineers, minus 21% female psychologists. 

			Acta, an association representing non-ordained self-employed workers, conducted a survey on the gender pay gap, based on pre-Covid data, which also estimated the gap among self-employed workers. The result is that in Italy female artisans and tradesmen earn 20.5 per cent less than men with an hourly wage that is 8 per cent lower than that of their male colleagues. While female entrepreneurs have 27% lower annual incomes and 18% lower hourly wages. 

			Formal but not substantial pay equality 

			The question of questions is: how is it possible for such a situation to occur in Italy when it is written everywhere, from the Constitution downwards, that gender discrimination at work cannot be tolerated? Article 37 of the Constitution: ‘A working woman shall have the same rights and, for equal work, the same remuneration as a worker. Working conditions shall permit the fulfilment of her essential family function and ensure special appropriate protection for mother and child”. Article 51: “All citizens of either sex have equal access to public offices and elected positions, in accordance with the requirements established by law. To this end, the Republic shall promote equal opportunities between women and men by appropriate measures’. National labour contracts then set the same pay levels - as a matter of course - for men and women. The issue of the pay gap shows once again that it is not enough to provide for equality through laws for it to become a reality. It must be realised in everyday life. And that is really another matter. 

			Women are concentrated in lower-paid sectors

			Women earn less because they work in the lowest paid sectors: in 40% of cases they are employed in commerce, health, social work and education, sectors where bargaining has either stopped or adjusted salaries more slowly, while men dominate the high-income sectors (they are 80% of the professionals in the Stem sectors). According to the European Commission, 30% of the gender pay gap is explained by sectoral segregation. Even among the self-employed, women always end up in the least financially rewarding specialisations. Take lawyers. Male lawyers earn an average of 39% more than female lawyers and this is because the vast majority of lawyers in the best paid sectors are men (this is the case with business lawyers) while women deal with the cases that pay the least, starting with family litigation on separations.

			In order to change this, a pressure campaign has been going on for years at various levels to encourage the enrolment of women in the so-called Stem (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) courses of study, specialisations that are more in demand and on average higher paid. The results come very slowly. On the contrary, the gender gap in enrolment in science faculties has increased in recent years because boys are increasing enrolment in these faculties faster than girls.

			Let’s be clear, it is more than fair to fight the stereotypes that lead girls to automatically discard scientific studies. But at the same time, it is also time to push on the agenda of the government and the social partners a revaluation of care work. It is not clear, for example, why a warehouse worker and a cleaner of the same level should have different salaries, obviously penalising the cleaner. But we have already discussed this in the previous chapter.

			It should be noted: care workers, from teachers to nurses to workers in residential homes for the elderly, from speech therapists to social workers, very often work for the public sector or for the private sector contracted with the public. Put more clearly: the public decision-maker could play a key role in elevating the treatment of these categories of valuable workers, who were as exalted with the pandemic as they were forgotten afterwards.

			Women do not make careers (and therefore do not get salary increases)

			Women also earn less on average than men because they do not have a career. This issue deserves a separate discussion, and in fact we will address it in more detail in one of the next chapters. For now, let us limit ourselves to the pay aspect.

			

			One might think: at least at the beginning of their careers, at the first job after graduation, women and men will certainly earn the same, if only because they will be graded at the contractual minimums that are the same for everyone. Wrong. Women earn less right from the start. Among second-level graduates who started their current job after graduation and work full-time, it emerges that the differential, at five years, is 16.9% in favour of men: EUR 1,715 net monthly compared to EUR 1,467 for women9. And there are no exceptions. Let’s take female engineers. They are so few and motivated that at least in their first years of work they should not be penalised in terms of pay. Mistake. According to Almalaurea data, five years after graduating, male engineers earn an average of 1,857 euros net per month working full-time, compared to 1,692 euro for female engineers. In short, they immediately earn 9% less than males. In the literary group, again after five years, salaries are €1,429 for men and €1,366 for women: female graduates earn 4.4% less. In the end, when all is said and done, women pay a higher price, especially in terms of salary, even when they embark on training courses that have a greater impact on the labour market, such as the courses in the engineering, economic-statistics and health professions groups.

			On the pay front, women get off to a bad start and get on worse because they make less of a career than men and - when they do - are proportionally rewarded less for the same role. According to Eurostat data, female managers in Italy earn 23% less per hour than their male colleagues. According to ISTAT, 27.3% less.

			Is there a new general manager to be chosen? If it is a man on average he will have a higher gross. Women ask less because they already feel miraculous, almost thankful for the demonstration of trust of the personnel director who offers them a coveted position. Men, on the other hand, are more assertive even when it comes time to negotiate compensation. And evidently companies are more amenable to them. On the other hand, women are ‘educated’ from an early age not to demand and to be content. Between the ages of 14 and 17, 53% of boys receive ‘pocket money’ from their parents: for girls the percentage drops to 42% (source: Istat).

			The result is that the pay gap tends to increase with the age of the employees, their education and position in the corporate hierarchy. Up to the top among senior employees and at high career levels. According to ISTAT (pay structure report 2021), at the same level of education, male employees always have higher average annual salaries than women: 20.5% higher in the case of primary education and 21.7% if the education is secondary. The gap doubles for tertiary education: 45.7%. 

			Precarious contracts and payroll disadvantages

			Women more often have flexible contracts of all kinds, especially fixed-term and part-time contracts. We will go into this in more detail in one of the next chapters, here we simply note that the more precarious the contract, the more the pay goes down for the same tasks. Let us take part-time. Part-time contracts generate a double damage. In the end, you earn less because you work fewer hours. But also because the hourly pay is lower: when the company has to give a raise, it prefers to reward full-time workers. According to ISTAT, with the same job classification, part-time workers have an average hourly wage that is 31.1% lower than their permanent colleagues. 

			There are also more women with fixed-term contracts than men. And even in this case it is not a choice, women adapt, they would prefer a permanent contract. Also in this case they are paid less because companies do not invest in those who might not be confirmed. According to ISTAT, employees with fixed-term contracts are paid 29.7% less per hour.10

			cherries are more indigestible than the cake

			As can be easily guessed, at the root of it all is the problem of problems: companies take it for granted that women, once they start a family, will be burdened with double work. Their availability will decrease and that is why they pay them less from the start. Only with the 2016 Stability Law was it established that the mandatory maternity leave (5 months) should also be counted when it comes to the allocation of the performance bonus. It is only in recent years that some judgments have begun to consider agreements on the allocation of performance bonuses that penalise parents - fathers and mothers - who use optional parental leave as discriminatory. 

			On the indigestible cake of the gender pay gap there are a couple of cherries, which are also difficult to digest. The first: despite the data just presented, the phenomenon in Italy is underestimated due to the fact that the proportion of women working at low career levels is higher than the European average. In short, if there were an equal distribution of men and women even at the highest levels, the gender pay gap would be greater. The second: as in the usual ‘dog biting its own tail’ mechanism, the wage gap, generated upstream to a large extent by the unequal distribution of free work at home, often convinces women to give up work. When one of the two in the family is forced to ‘give up’, it is usually the one in the couple who earns the least who throws in the towel. In the vast majority of cases, women. 

			The downstream result: pensions are 36% lower 

			The gender pay gap is a phenomenon that sums up in itself the effects of all the inequalities women face in the labour market: more precarious, less career-oriented, with longer interruptions in employment due to leaving the labour market to care for children or parents.

			The effect of all this from the pay packet rebounds on the pension. Out of 779,791 new pensions paid by the Inps in 2022, 437,596 were for women, or 56%. This is because women live longer. However, the pensions of former female workers are 36% lower than those of males, according to the latest Inps report. For men the average annual amount is around EUR 23,182 compared to EUR 16,994 for women. In practice, women receive an average of EUR 515 less per month in pensions.

			The widest gap, however, is found among parasubordinates. The average monthly allowance is 409 euro for men. For women it is EUR 189: we are talking about a difference of 53.8%. For tradesmen, the gap between men and women is 33.4%: 1,160 euro against 772.

			The discussion on the possibility of sending women into retirement earlier than men is worth mentioning. Until 2011 men retired at 65 and women at 60 in the private sector and 61 in the public sector. Then the Fornero reform equalised the ages: everyone retires at 67 with at least 20 contributions. In the more than ten years that have elapsed from the Fornero reform to the present day, we should have encouraged the sharing of domestic and care work together with the launching of measures for reconciliation (from free crèche to discounts on regular domestic work) that in fact benefit women more since 70% of domestic work still falls to them. But it has not been done. And so to salve consciences we go back to square one: give women the chance to retire earlier.

			A system already exists, it is called the Women’s Option, albeit much scaled down by the Budget Law for 2023. However, the contributory system is applied to the amount of the cheque, in practice women pay for their early exit out of their own pockets. And so of the 8,833 women who left with the Women’s Option in 2022, almost half have a cheque of under EUR 500, 89 per cent under EUR 1,000. 

			The trade unions are calling for the recognition of a 12-month advance on leaving for each child for working mothers. As if to say: since you have already taken on a double burden, we will let you stop working early. On the one hand it is thus recognised that women have greater workloads. On the other hand, however, the risk is that with one year of early exit for each child, the state and the social partners wash their hands of the problem and the double burden of care work is somehow institutionalised. And even justified by the fact ‘that women retire earlier anyway’. The fact is that women retire earlier very often not to enjoy life on a cruise but to care for grandchildren or elderly parents. It is obvious that seen through the eyes of the individual worker the possibility of retiring earlier is a kind of liberation (at least then she will only have one job to do and not two at the same time). But, if one sees the problem as a whole, early retirement runs the risk of becoming a sop that moreover sanctions the immutability of things.

			Yet Italian women were the first to achieve pay equality

			Many are convinced - mistakenly - that the champions of the fight for equal pay were the female workers at Ford in Dagenham, near London. Memorable was their mobilisation in 1968, which also inspired a film (We want sex, 2010), in which they demanded equal pay to their male colleagues. In fact, the first to get a fair wage were the Italians. In particular, the weavers from Biella. In 1945, the ‘mountain contract’ - the only one signed in hiding before the end of the war - sanctioned equal pay for men and women for the first time. Not only that: it also introduced the 40-hour week and ante litteram paid maternity leave. The agreement applied to all textile factories in the Biella region.

			In August ‘45 the agreement was ratified with the trappings of officialdom but with a backward step: equal pay was only granted to women who were working at the time the agreement was made. New recruits were therefore excluded from this protection. An issue that, in the following years, would fuel new claims that few, however, would be willing to support. Most of the textile unions outside Biella were convinced that all in all the difference in pay was compensation for the fact that women would sooner or later be absent on maternity leave.

			Many people thought so even within the CGIL. The Biella Chamber of Labour, however, under pressure from the weavers, took a different position. It also supported financially the cause of a weaver, Mary Ceria, who wanted equal pay to be recognised. In 1963, she won her case at all three levels of judgement. A result that paved the way for the inclusion of the clause on equal pay for men and women in the next national textile contract in 1964. It was only from the 1970s onwards that the principle of equal pay for men and women was affirmed in contracts.

			actions in other countries 

			Many European countries have taken legislative action to reduce the gender pay gap. In Iceland, an equal pay requirement has been introduced for companies with more than 25 employees; small companies will also have to comply by 2025. Those who discriminate against women in pay have to pay a fine of EUR 400 for each day of transgression.

			In France, for companies with 250 employees and more, an obligation to report on the pay gap through a series of indicators has been introduced. Companies are given a ‘male-female equality’ index, if the index is below 75 points, companies must implement corrective measures and meet the targets within three years. There are sanctions for those who do not comply. 

			In Germany: all companies with more than 200 employees must publish the average salaries of men and women and ensure wage equality (Wage Transparency Act). In addition, there is an obligation to report regularly on salary treatment, but only for companies with more than 500 employees. 

			In the UK, there is a requirement for companies with more than 250 employees to publish pay gap data (The Equality Act 2010, Regulations 2017); checks are triennial and six indices are used to measure the gap. Companies are required to publish the data on their website and upload it to a government portal. In addition, the government has created a webpage where anyone can freely consult the data of each company.

			The Italian law on wage equality

			“Italy has one of the worst pay gaps in Europe today,” former Prime Minister Mario Draghi recorded in his first speech in the Senate. In fact, putting the fight against the gender pay gap on the government’s agenda. Now the issue seems to have dropped off the political radar (and also the trade unions, to tell the truth, apart from a few exceptions). 

			A law to reduce the wage gap we actually already have, it is 162 of 5 November 2021. The fact is that today the European Union has passed a new directive that actually goes beyond what is written in our law. And we have until June 2026 to transpose it. 

			Our law against the pay gap mainly provides for two things.

			Companies with more than 50 employees are obliged to provide a report every two years on the situation of male and female staff by professional group to trade union representatives and regional equal opportunities councillors, as well as to the Ministry of Labour and the Equal Opportunities Department at the Council Presidency. The report must include a series of gender-disaggregated information on assignments, recruitment, professional promotion, levels and qualification changes. In addition to salaries, of course. Actually, the reporting obligation already existed, but previously it concerned companies with 100 employees and more. The first reports were due in October 2022. And so it was done. Too bad that nothing more was heard of it afterwards. The problem is that often these documents, which could be useful if only to demand action from companies in an equalising sense, remain locked in drawers. Moreover, they are very complex and articulated, difficult to convey clear messages.

			The new law amended the Equal Opportunities Code and established gender certification for companies as of 1 January 2022. Companies that obtain the certification are entitled to a one per cent contribution relief up to a maximum of EUR 50,000 per year. Moreover, they would have an advantage in public tenders. The so-called Gribaudo Law provides for a bonus score in case of certification in tendering procedures when European, national or regional public funds are involved. How much? How? The newly reformed Public Procurement Code leaves the hands free. Here’s what it says: ‘In order to promote gender equality, contracting stations shall provide in the calls for tenders for a higher score to be given to companies for the adoption of policies aimed at achieving gender equality proven by the possession of gender equality certification’. In short, everyone is free to do as he or she pleases, even to include a minimal bonus, close to zero. But it could have been even worse. Until the very last, the inclusion of this albeit reduced constraint risked being blown up. 

			Gender certification: limits and opportunities

			There are 33 parameters that are assessed in the gender certification: 7 relate to culture and strategy, 5 to governance, 6 to human resources processes, 7 to the growth and inclusion of women, 3 to pay equity, and 5 to the protection of parenthood. To obtain certification, a score of at least 60 per cent of the key performance indicators, the so-called kpi, must be achieved. Mind you, the score is the result of an average across the six areas we have just listed, so a company that achieves certification may well fall short on pay equity if this is offset by good performance in the other areas. Thus, companies that achieve certification are not perfect when it comes to the fair management of diversity within them. But they have an average rating that exceeds sufficiency. And above all, they are committed to improvement. The certification is valid for three years, but during this period there are annual verification steps in which the company has to prove that it has improved its performance. 

			The NRP allocates 10 million for gender certification, of which 5.5 million to cover the certification costs of companies (up to a maximum of 12,500 euro per company) and 2,500 euro for technical assistance services. Some regions, such as Lombardy, are adding resources to strengthen the measure. Of course, there is some confusion among businesses. Because various forms of gender certification had already been proposed for years, for example by non-profit organisations such as Winning women institute or Equal salary foundation. But today only those guaranteed by organisations accredited by Accredia entitle them to the above benefits. Then there are the for-profit companies that decide to become benefit companies and put social goals alongside profit as a business objective. These companies (this is the case, for example, of those that choose B-corp certification) also measure their impact on diversity. In addition, the European Union’s Corporate sustainability reporting directive will come into force at the beginning of 2024, also with its own standards. This is enough to realise that there should be a harmonisation of the standards to be monitored, possibly at European level.

			Coming back to the Accredia certification, the target to be reached by 2026 (we took it on with the NRP) would be to certify at least 800 companies (of which 450 are micro, small and medium-sized). Certification became operational at the end of April 2022. In November 2022, after six months, there were 82 certified companies. In May 2023, thus after one year, it had reached 305. In October 2023, 588. There are approximately 4.2 million active companies in Italy, of which just under 4 million are micro-enterprises with fewer than 10 employees. There are almost 214,000 small and medium-sized enterprises (those with 10-249 employees), employing 33.5 per cent of the workforce and contributing 37.9 per cent of the value added, while large enterprises (those with at least 250 employees), numbering 4,057, account for 23.3 per cent of the workforce and 35.3 per cent of the value added. 

			Even considering only the more than 200,000 with more than 10 employees, one has to ask: is 800 certified companies an ambitious enough target? And will small companies find certification an attractive tool? 

			Moral of the story: How hopeful are we to improve things?

			Unfortunately, as we write, the two main instruments in the field to reduce gender inequality in the workplace do not seem set to bring great results. Mind you, the instruments themselves are not necessarily inadequate, much depends on how they are grounded.

			Let us start with the biennial report that companies with more than 50 employees are required to submit. It is indicative that a similar obligation had already been in place for years for companies with over 100 employees, but did not bring results other than the multiplication of bureaucratic requirements. Raise your hand if you know the contents of the gender equality report of the company where you work, especially the data on the pay gap. The first reports of companies with over 50 employees are due in October 2022, but these documents often remain in the drawers of personnel managers, trade unions and equality advisors. Their complexity also does not help. Even those who have them often do not focus on the data that matters. A counter-current initiative is worth mentioning. Fim, the CISL metalworkers’ union, analysed the reports of its sector and made the conclusions regarding wages public. In the 701 metal-mechanical companies taken into consideration, of course all with 50 employees and more, women have on average one-fifth (19%) lower contractual benefits than men. 

			Few indicators, clear and transparent: as in the UK

			In general, going back to the usefulness of the reports, perhaps it would be better to focus on a few indicators (in the UK they use six, that’s enough) and make them public and accessible to all. Also in the UK, a portal has been created that everyone can access. Absurdly, two indicators would suffice: the average pay for equal qualifications and the average pay of all employees, male and female. If women’s average pay for equal qualifications were lower, it would be logical to ask companies for a commitment to equalise the situation. The mere fact of making this figure public and accessible to all is in itself a sanction. At the very least, it should encourage women to ask for a raise. The second indicator - the average salary of all men and women in the company - sums up pay discrimination in the strict sense but also career discrimination. Where management levels with higher salaries are mostly reserved for men, the gap revealed by this indicator will be greater. 

			

			One point to think about is that of contribution rebates for companies that are virtuous. The key point to answer is: why reward a company when it does what it is right to do, as prescribed by law and the Constitution? Maybe that someone rewards the honest citizen who does not evade taxes? But let us admit that rewarding those who do the right thing is better than penalising everyone else. Then at the very least we should demand this gender certification for all companies that want to participate in public tenders. The most frequent objection is the following: in many sectors, from technology to construction, women are not to be found and therefore it becomes difficult to align with the parameters required for certification. In reality, the parameters of certification vary from sector to sector and are defined in a challenging but realistic way according to each case.

			Any action to reduce the pay gap can only start from an awareness. Either the gap is reduced by lowering men’s salaries (which of course nobody wants) or it is achieved by raising women’s salaries. And the latter is an expensive operation for companies. Furthermore, it is difficult to expect male colleagues to welcome gender pay equalisation operations with enthusiasm: if there is a pool of resources dedicated to increases, this implies that the male component will give up on having its salary updated. 

			Reducing the pay gap is a complicated operation and no one is going to give it away on a silver platter. On the contrary, it will require time, energy and the will to make a case. Unless one is content to change everything so that nothing changes. 

			The new European directive:
an opportunity for a change of pace

			As mentioned, Europe has passed a directive that aims to combat the gender pay gap. It is number 970 of 2023 published on 10 May in the Official Journal of the Union. It will have to be transposed by 7 June 2026.

			For Italy, it will mainly involve one intervention: it will be necessary to update Article 46 of Legislative Decree 198/2006, the one that defines the content of the report that companies must compile on the gender gap. The Union requires more precise data: in particular, an indication of the median pay gap and verification of the distribution of men and women in pay quartiles. A supplement that could facilitate effective comparisons. 

			With regard to the companies required to make the report, the EU directive actually requires less than what is already stipulated in our legislation. For the EU, companies with more than 250 employees are required to produce the report every year, those with more than 150 every three years. In Italy, the Gribaudo law already speaks of a report every two years for companies with more than 50 employees.

			Unlike the Italian legislation, the directive tells how to act when the gap is too high: i.e. above 5%. In this case, companies have to make a joint wage assessment with workers’ representatives. In addition, those who have suffered wage discrimination are entitled to compensation, including full recovery of back pay and related bonuses or payments in kind. The burden of proof in wage discrimination cases is considered to be on the employer. Sanctions will result in fines. There is little to invent, the tools are already here.

			Chapter 4: women and careers, the resistible rise from top down feminism to a bottom up one

			A field story The incapable male? Put him in the women’s group

			Lisa Zanardo, 48, at the helm of Top performance consulting, a consulting company she founded.

			It is a bit like getting used to a landscape. If you have always lived in the high mountains, then you find climbing normal. If you were born in the plains, then you no longer pay attention to the fog and move with built-in radar. Lisa Zanardo grew up professionally in a world of men. She got used to it and for a long time found nothing strange in it. But in the last few years something has clicked. Suddenly, it is as if she realised the inhospitality of the context. 

			‘When I enrolled at university in Padua it was 1994,’ Zanardo recalls. In chemical engineering, the students were overwhelmingly male. We girls must have been 15%. There was still the classic five-year degree and when I finished in 1999, I left Veneto and moved to Milan. I started in a big consultancy company, then in 2004 I arrived at Ferrari, in Maranello. Out of about eighty managers, there were only a couple of women. But it didn’t seem so strange to me, it was already like that at university, after all’.

			‘I stayed at Ferrari for five years, until November 2008. Slowly something was changing, as in big companies in general. I am still in contact with a few colleagues, today the number of female managers has risen to around 15 out of the usual 80’. 

			“In 2008, I decided to start my own consulting company in Veneto, in my homeland, in the area of planning and management control. Why did I do that? For two reasons, basically. On the one hand, I could see the change within large companies advancing, yes, but very slowly. I thought: at this rate at the age of 60 I won’t have come too far. I was a cadre and saw management as a mirage. It was obvious even then that there was a funnel for us women. The quota law was changing something but the culture was evolving more slowly than the rules. So I thought I would start something of my own, try to play the game on my own, with all the burdens and possible benefits. I then thought that my idea had a market. By then I had acquired a number of important skills that could be extraordinarily useful for the growth of small and medium-sized enterprises in my home territory. And so I returned home, to Padua. And I opened my business’. 

			‘In these 14 years, I have discovered a somewhat different reality than I had imagined. For women it is already very complex within large groups, but at least there something is moving: quotas are pushing for a change of mentality in listed companies, personnel departments are talking about diversity policies. Between saying and doing there is a sea of prejudice and old habits, but a change is underway. In small and medium-sized companies, on the other hand, all this evolution has often not even begun’.

			“I remember once, a meeting with the owner of a textile company. Not a small one, we are talking about 400 employees. They had hired me to help them manage the generational transition. When it came time to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the young members of the family, the focus fell on one of the grandsons. The owner said: ‘He is not particularly bright, let’s put him in the girls’ group’. Obviously, the girls’ group was the granddaughters who, as women, were by definition not considered to have what it takes to take the reins of the business’.

			“Of episodes like this I could tell many. The problem is that women in small and medium-sized companies are often ancillary figures supporting the entrepreneur, the head of the company is in the vast majority of cases a man. Women - usually wives, daughters or sisters - are entrusted with functions considered ancillary such as personnel or administration. Strategic roles, from sales to production, are taken care of by men. If the woman in the company is also the wife of the owner, then you already know who will pick up the son who is not feeling well from school: definitely her’. 

			“As far as employees are concerned, there are other problems. Companies with up to 50 employees cannot afford welfare measures comparable with those of large groups. No in-house crèche or forms of flexibility. Because there is less money. But also because, as the number of employees is small, everyone often has a function and is hardly interchangeable with someone else. If the employee dealing with invoices is one, I find it hard to grant her forms of hourly flexibility because if she is not in the company no one will do her work. That is why women are often encouraged to take as little parental leave as possible. In general, the absence of welfare and reconciliation policies certainly does not facilitate women’s careers’.

			“Having said all that, it was not easy for me to consolidate myself in the role of consultant at the beginning either. The entrepreneur imagines the consultant as a male with white hair. A look-alike of him, so to speak. I - female and young - did not fit into this identikit. For the entrepreneur, the consultant is an all-rounder who also helps him with real estate management, who accompanies him to Norway to meet a client, who keeps him company during the weekend on a boat. It is clear that if it is a young woman everything gets complicated’. 

			“At first I thought my CV would be enough to overcome resistance. But, in reality, it often creates mistrust. “Look, nothing works here like in the multinationals where you worked!” is the classic phrase. As if to say: ‘Take off that first-class air, it doesn’t work here, here the rules are different’. In the end, I realised that there is only one way out of this impasse: to have a competence that the boss does not possess. Basically, to be able to solve a problem that nobody has the tools to tackle. That way you overcome mistrust, the environment makes a virtue of necessity and is forced to accept you. It is the only way’.

			‘Today I became active in the women’s group in the Veneto order of engineers. I began to feel the need to get involved in the ‘women’s issue’ when I set up on my own and returned to Padua. The fact is that I had left a context - that of large companies - because I saw possibilities for growth as too slow, but in small and medium-sized companies the situation was even worse! This is a crucial issue: in our country, small and medium-sized businesses exceed 95 per cent. There is a long way to go to offer equal career opportunities to men and women, the tools we have at our disposal are not up to the task. In this historical phase, much emphasis has been placed on gender certification of companies. But the incentives for those who adopt it, in the form of discounts on contributions or facilitations in tenders, weigh little against heavy bureaucratic burdens. I believe that certification can perhaps accelerate change in large companies but not in the medium and small ones that are the vast majority in our country. Why not instead extend the quota experience to companies that are not on the stock exchange? That could be interesting’. 

			“I have a 13-year-old daughter, she is pursuing an international education because I believe it is important to have an education that is open to the world and centred on technology. Ours was the first generation to develop an idea of a career that was no longer subordinate to men. Let’s face it, we did not achieve the goal. But at least we can create the conditions for our daughters to set the pace.

			That big troublemaker of Cinderella 

			The issue of women’s careers over the past 30 years has always been approached in a superficial way to say the least, through sometimes caricatured stereotypes. The point is that for millennia, women have looked after, educated, raised, cleaned, advised, but few times - usually almost by accident or by unintended circumstances - have they commanded. Men and women themselves are not used to taking orders from a woman. And women are not used to handling power.

			In the 1980s, the possibility of a relationship between woman and leadership was cleared through customs. Today’s 50-year-olds grew up with the image of Melanie Griffith in ‘A Woman in a Career’. They thought it was a new model, in reality that film did nothing more than re-propose the old Cinderella triangular scheme, with the secretary-heroine forced to slave away for the evil boss-sister, and then rescued by the prince charming-colleague, none other than Harrison Ford. Just as Cinderella takes the prince away from her stepsister, so Tess in the film takes the boyfriend (and the job) away from the sullen boss. All this while running through the streets of Manhattan in trainers and then slipping into the lift in heels, because in any case the working world continued to impose a one-way model of femininity.

			Thirty-five years have passed since then. Women are slowly acquiring their place in the sun in company organigrams.

			They came to be 20.5 per cent of managers, one in five managers are women. The figures are updated to 2021, in 2020 they were 19.1%. So in one year they have increased by 1.4%. Keeping this pace in 20-25 years’ time could lead to an equal division of management roles. The problem is that, as usual, averages sum up different realities. Managers are much more present in the tertiary sector, where they reach 24.7%, than in industry where they stop at 15.1%. In the past year, managers in the tertiary sector have increased by 9% compared to a further 1% in industry. Women have a greater weight in the younger cohorts of executives (39% among those under 35 and 31% among those under 40). The generational change with mainly male managers leaving in higher age brackets will accelerate the change.

			The historic introduction of Quotas Law

			As mentioned several times, Italy ranks last in Europe when it comes to the integration of women in the labour market. There is one front, however, where our legislation is considered to be in the vanguard: the Golfo-Mosca law on gender quotas in the boards of directors of listed companies. 

			Short summary. Law 120 passed on 28 June 2011 and came into force on 12 August 2012 for listed companies, on 13 February 2013 for subsidiaries of the public administration. It applies to boards of directors and boards of auditors. In listed companies, in five years, women on Boards of Directors increased from 7% to 31.6%. According to the Bank of Italy, without the law it would have taken 30 years to reach 30% women. In 2022, according to the Consob report on corporate governance, female managers on BoDs reached 43%. 

			The law stipulated that in the event of non-compliance by listed companies, Consob could impose a sanction of disqualification of the entire Board of Directors. Initially, the reservation of seats for the least represented gender was to be 30 per cent. The rule would also have remained in force for three consecutive terms. With Act 160/2019, the Golfo-Mosca was extended to six, and the reservation of seats for the least represented gender was increased to 40 per cent. 

			A law one would like to do without

			The question is: when will the Gulf-Moscow law no longer be necessary? Its existence is in fact a defeat: it means that on its own the labour market is unable to produce an equal division of opportunities. A cultural change is underway and the law has introduced a twist to speed it up. The very fact that the Gulf-Moscow had to be extended shows that the structural change in mentality is far from complete. On the other hand, there has been no shortage of companies that, having left the stock exchange, have stopped applying gender quotas and have reverted to almost entirely male boards of directors (see the Atlantia case).

			In general, applying the law in a formal way, without also changing mindsets and without fostering the growth of women starting from the lowest levels of the corporate hierarchy, in order to prepare the councillors of the future, is certainly not enough. As former Prime Minister Mario Draghi said on his debut in parliament, ‘true gender equality does not mean a pharisaical compliance with the pink quotas required by law’.

			Nobody thinks about small
and medium-sized companies

			Then there is a crucial aspect that has never been seriously addressed. The Gulf-Moscow imposes quotas for listed companies, but these are a narrow minority. How do you ‘convince’ all other companies, even small and medium-sized ones, to value female talent? Nobody has ever thought of imposing quotas everywhere. To foster the growth of women in small and medium-sized enterprises at the moment, the only tool is gender certification, some of whose limitations we have already highlighted in the previous chapter. 

			The reference practice Uni/PdR 125/2022 considers seven parameters when it comes to gender equity in careers. These include the percentage of women in the workforce compared to the industry average, the percentage of women managers, and the percentage of women with delegated budget authority. The problem is that, when the notebooks are closed, the companies that have gone through the certification process point to the significant bureaucratic burden associated with the paperwork for the certification itself. A burden that for small and medium-sized enterprises can become a real deterrent. 

			More difficult to understand, on the other hand, is another objection that comes from the business world, according to which in some sectors, those where women are in the minority, it would be difficult if not impossible to achieve the certification objectives linked to the presence of women, at the top and otherwise. In reality, as mentioned earlier, the reference practice for certification already links these targets to the average presence of women in individual sectors. And these are certainly not impossible targets.

			What small business leaders say

			The widespread stereotype of the ‘career woman’ is the manager of one of the multinationals on the Milan market. But this representation is limiting, to say the least. Italy is made up of small, if not medium-sized companies. The managerialisation of small companies is by no means taken for granted and when the potential manager is a woman, things are even more complicated.

			Interesting on this point is the testimony, outside the box of political correctness, of an executive of a small company in the food sector, one of those unknown to most but which, with its excellence, fills the plates of starred restaurants. “Women who, like me, have managerial ambitions in my sector must first know how to establish a positive relationship with the entrepreneur who owns the company. This, however, is very difficult. The problem is largely cultural. The entrepreneur is in 99% of cases a man. Or rather: a breadwinner. When the manager is another man, the necessary complicity between the two is built by going to play tennis together or to watch a football match or to go clubbing. When the manager is a woman the situation becomes more complicated. The only relationship models on the court are those that the owner has seen materialise in the family. 

			I happened to work with second or third generation entrepreneurs, aware of their limitations, who saw in me a manager-mother. A person able to give them support and backing in a welcoming way, without challenging them. When I was younger I happened to find myself in the role of manager-daughter: the owner recognises your professionalism, he likes the fact that at trade fairs the company is represented by a fresh, young and easy-going person, he likes to give the idea of his company as an advanced reality also in terms of internal relations, but then when it is time to decide he does not give you any space. Finally, there is the manager-lover model. It happens with entrepreneurs who go beyond the complicity envisaged by the role. But this is a very short-lived format, it cannot work. 

			In the end, what women leaders would like would be to be recognised for their ideas, loyalty and professionalism. But to achieve this it is necessary to build from scratch models of male-female relations that did not exist until yesterday. It is already difficult in large companies where there are codified relational dynamics. In small and medium-sized companies much more so.

			impossible Mission? It takes a woman. The “Fornero syndrome”

			The fact that 43% of seats on the boards of directors of listed companies are now occupied by a woman is excellent news. But if one looks between the folds of the Consob report, one discovers that female CEOs are only 2% and chairwomen 4%. The ‘real’ power roles are held by men. Unless... 

			“I have often found that being stubborn makes things worse,’ says a manager who prefers to remain anonymous. ‘You convince yourself that you deserve a certain position because you have achieved a series of results and then you become assertive. You ask for what seems reasonable but often the organisation does not recognise you. It clams up and answers you with a flat ‘no’. Many advise women to be more assertive but it does not always work. To get ahead it has to be the system that chooses you. And the system chooses you if it does not perceive you as subversive to the organisation’s patterns. It chooses you if you serve to demonstrate that the company also values women. In some cases, not so rare, it chooses you if you are the solution to a problem that nobody else, especially no other man, wants to take on, perhaps because the risk of failure is high. I call it the Fornero syndrome. With the spread between Btp and Bund at 570 there was a need for a tear and blood operation on pensions. And in the end, it was a woman who took the dough, probably because other men didn’t feel up to it. It also happens in companies. Women know that the only way to get ahead is often to put on a good face and take risks’.

			Men at the top even in “women’s’ sectors”

			The difficult relationship that women have with careers (and with power in general) is also demonstrated by the fact that women at the top are often lacking in the very sectors that are closest to women’s experiences in terms of history and culture. Take cooking. Women have always cooked for the family. Extraordinary knowledge and manual skills have been passed down from generation to generation, from woman to woman. But then starred chefs are all men. In the ranking of the top 10 Italian starred chefs, there is only one woman, Nadia Santini. Of course, all the world is a country: in the ranking of the 100 best chefs in the world there are only five women. 

			Women have always cultivated an interest in beauty, particularly when it comes to fashion and clothing. But in the list of the most famous Italian fashion designers, men win out. Women have always been involved in caring for their loved ones. In fact, women make up 76% of nurses and 54% of doctors. But if you look at the head surgeons in Italy, there are 5 women and 300 men. Women love the humanities, they love to write and narrate; in fact, in journalism women are 46% but newspaper editors are 86% men. Let us then take the cinema, another sector where female creativity should find a natural place. Let us leave the actresses aside and consider who is behind the scenes, from the directors on down. According to the first annual report on gender equality in audiovisuals, there are few women working in the film industry: the ratio is one to ten. Barely 25% in scriptwriting, editing and production, and even fewer in photography, music and special effects on set (only between 10 and 16% respectively). Women are in the majority only in make-up (73%), set design (58%) and costumes (82%). 

			In schools, women teachers continue to increase, today they are 8 out of 10 (83%), twenty years ago they were 79%. Italy is the Western European country with the highest number of women in the teaching profession (perhaps because this job has seen its social and salary recognition progressively decline?). In the last 55 years, teachers in secondary schools have risen from 48% to 67%. It is a pity that then head teachers are 56% in primary schools and only 36% in high schools. In secondary school (middle school) 22% of teachers are men but male headmasters are 45%. This is an increasing figure, since ten years ago it stood at 43%.

			Finally, let us consider the world of classical music. To get an idea of the situation, one only has to consider that the Berlin Philharmonic opened its doors to women only a decade ago. Women composers and conductors are a tiny minority. The music directors of corporations and orchestras in Italy are all men. The only exception is Oksana Lyniv, music director of the Bologna Opera.

			What can be done/1 
A new idea of careers 

			Having said all this, the road is marked: women will increase and grow in organisations. The question is: how long will it take to achieve an equal distribution of opportunities? One factor that could speed up the time is the change taking place in the corporate organisation of work. Until yesterday, managers were required to exercise the ‘command and control’ paradigm. In practice: I give you an order and check that you execute it correctly. Today, companies have realised that the model that actually increases productivity the most is another one, one based on empowering employees. On their motivation so as to reduce phenomena such as large resignations and quite quitting, the silent pulling of the oars in the boat by doing as little as possible. The manager, consequently, no longer has to command and control but to set goals, organise, motivate, involve, team up. And this is a style that women often find closer. 

			The crisis of the command/control cliché coincides with the crisis of the idea of a career as it was thought of in the 1980s, namely as a kind of uninterrupted climb up the hierarchical pyramid. Mind you, the fact that today’s organisations are increasingly horizontal and that the old career model is showing the rope does not mean that people do not need internal growth paths. According to a survey carried out by the Fim Cisl of Lombardy on a sample of over 2,000 white-collar workers in the metalworking sector, the greatest reason for dissatisfaction among people in the company turns out to be the lack of opportunities for personal growth: 60 per cent of those interviewed underlined this. To say, those dissatisfied with wages are fewer: 52%. It is precisely this widespread dissatisfaction that is the ground on which large resignations and quite quitting take root, obviously especially in sectors where the demand for labour is highest. 

			In order to stem these phenomena, the new leadership we have talked about, which manages to combine decision-making and listening skills, will be increasingly functional. Women could benefit from this.

			What can be done/2 
A work organisation that takes into account private life

			The Fordist organisation of work model does not provide time off for managers. Managers require total hourly availability and flexibility. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Faced with this demand, women often back out before they even start. Take the most celebrated manager of recent years: Sergio Marchionne. His achievements have been extraordinary but at a very high price: total dedication to the company’s cause on the one hand, total renunciation of a private dimension on the other. A model that, by choice and by necessity, cuts out women. 

			But alternatives do exist, just take an example from the corporate organisation of work in Northern European countries. “During a conference I heard an important manager of a private company explain that she had decided to give up her son’s school play because after all it was not the performance of a great actor and it was not the case to overestimate the event,’ says Silvia Battigelli, coordinator of the Minerva group of Aldai, the Lombardy association of managers of industrial companies, members of Federmanager. “I have thought it over and I must say that I do not agree with this approach,’ continues Battigelli. ‘Rather, I believe that companies should allow everyone, executive mothers and fathers, to have free time to use to both go to their children’s plays. And let’s be clear, this should not be a concession only for those with families but for everyone. Everyone should have time for themselves to use as they see fit, for personal care or the care of others’. 

			Last but not least, smart working. In small companies, it is often not granted to managers. Or it is formally granted but in fact hindered. This too should not happen because it penalises women in particular who would like to grow professionally. One might say: but business results are penalised in this way. In reality this is not the case. The results of Northern European companies where even managers leave the office at six o’clock at the latest prove this.

			What can be done/3 
Make gender certification less onerous and reward more the companies that adopt it

			As already mentioned, gender certification ‘scares’ small and medium-sized enterprises because of the bureaucratic burden it entails. Finding ways to make it more agile and accessible would be a first necessity. But not the only one. Since we have not chosen the path of penalising companies that penalise women but that of rewarding virtuous activities, the rewards should be worthy of the name. Why not only allow access to public tenders to companies with gender certification, for example? Today, the Procurement Code does not provide for this. Instead, as explained in the previous chapters, it is stipulated that certified companies are given additional points in public tenders, the amount of which is, however, defined in a discretionary manner by each individual contracting station. As can be seen, the benefit is very limited and remains to be seen. Incorporating ‘real’ rewards could be an important factor for change. 

			What is happening with the NRP calls for tenders says it all. According to a survey published in Lavoce.info and conducted by Barbara Martini, delegate of the rector of the University of Rome Tor Vergata for equal opportunities and inclusion, the calls for tenders of the National Plan for Recovery and Resilience have provided for premium measures for companies with gender certification in only 3.39 per cent of the tenders. But it does not end there. In theory, the projects of the National Recovery and Resilience Plan should reserve 30 per cent of additional employment for young people and women (Article 47, paragraph 4 of Decree Law No. 77/2021 converted by Law No. 108/2021). But in practice contracting authorities have a wide margin for derogation (Art. 47 paragraph 7 of DL 77/2021 converted with law no. 108/2021). According to initial findings, the possibility of derogating from the principles of conditionality is used in 75% of the cases in tenders. Once again, the risk is that changes are written on paper but then do not translate into reality. 

			What can be done/4 
Fostering the awareness of women at the top

			Finally, a reflection should be made with respect to the trailblazing role that women who first come ‘to the top’ could play. In 2011, the supporters of the quota law (note, it is called the Golfo-Mosca law because it was presented by a member of the then PDL and a member of the PD, legislative initiatives in support of women work when they are bipartisan) were convinced that this measure would accelerate the mass arrival of women at the top because the first to occupy some important position would favour other colleagues by helping them to rise to the top. This was not in fact the case. At least not everywhere. 

			“What I have learnt is that it is not enough for there to be women at the top, it is necessary for there to be feminists,” says Donatella Martini, historical activist and president of the association ‘DonneinQuota’. Of course, one has to wonder why a system run overwhelmingly by men should bring feminist managers to the top. “The crux of the matter is precisely this. In politics and in business, co-optation works,’ Martini points out. ‘Then there are the younger men and women who are convinced that a career is not important, that quality of life counts. But it is an illusion, power relations weigh and one has to deal with them, in the company and outside’. 

			It has to be said that if some ‘feminist’ came to a position of power, then she might have little room to change the rules of the game. She certainly could not change them on her own, she would need a few men who were as ‘feminist’ as she was. 

			Simona Cuomo, a lecturer in leadership practices at Bocconi, is convinced that something might be changing now in listed companies, where women on boards have exceeded 40%. “Of course sometimes the mechanisms of power extinguish the flame of the ideals of fairness that animate aspiring managers as long as they are excluded from the games. But the fact that they are not alone at the tables counts. And in any case, one must not forget that men too can be sensitive to the cause of fairness and merit’.

			At the end of the day, this is the point. It is not a question of being feminist or masculinist but fair and meritocratic. And this can be a goal that everyone, men and women together, can share.

			Chapter 5: precarious and flexible: second-class seats to women disincentives for unintentional part time

			A story in the field/1 
At 56 years of age, finally a permanent job

			Chiara, 56 years old, from Ferrara, two degrees. After thirty years with precarious contracts, she has just been appointed as an elementary school teacher.

			Chiara lives in Ferrara and has two degrees: one in Biology and one in Natural Sciences, both with honours. Her professional history is at a turning point. As we speak she is preparing to be officially hired for the first time on a permanent basis. She is 56 years old. Since her first job after graduation - researcher at the CNR - she has changed several jobs. All of them have greatly enriched her professionally and in terms of skills. But they have always been fixed-term contracts or de facto self-employment imposed by the employer. Here Chiara shares her journey. With a condition that we gladly accept: that of not making herself immediately recognisable, given the delicacy of certain passages in her professional history.

			“I enrolled in Biology because I was, and still am, deeply fascinated by everything to do with the natural world and the mechanisms of life,” she recalls. “I graduated with honours at the age of 23 with a thesis on microalgae, the ones that caused blooms and mucilage in the Adriatic Sea in the 1980s and 1990s. It was an experimental thesis on an ecological topic, because ecological issues were the ones that were closest to my heart even then. This gave me the opportunity to attend the same laboratory for a year with a scholarship and, above all, to come into contact with researchers at the CNR Institute of Marine Geology in Bologna. With scholarships and professional service contracts, I worked there for a few years. I understood how research is carried out, how a project is drawn up, and how work is developed according to the scientific method. I attended several international conferences, spent a couple of months abroad and participated in numerous study campaigns at sea’.

			“After four years of working together, however, there were no concrete prospects for a placement of any kind. Only scholarships or hair-pulling contracts to somehow manage to stay. By this time I was 31, I did not feel like continuing to wait and hope, with bated breath at every contract expiration. So I decided to change course and go for the private sector’.

			“”For a few months, I worked as a consultant for companies in the food sector who had to draw up the Haccp plan, the system for implementing self-control to ensure food safety. This allowed me to continue cultivating my interest in food, ecology and sustainability. But I soon realised that the performance contract would not last long. I kept looking around. In a job insert of the Corriere della Sera I read an advertisement for a company in Milan that dealt with publishing and training and was looking for staff for editorial and teaching activities in the scientific field. I sent in my CV and, after a multiple-choice written test and two interviews, I got the job. I then moved from Ferrara, my city, to Milan’. 

			

			“The new job was completely different from the previous ones: it included writing texts for extracurriculars manuals, editing, proofreading, research material and teaching activities. All very stimulating, after all, this was also a research and study job, with writing on top. The work was interesting and varied, well paid, even though it was an author’s contract; therefore, I was not employed but self-employed and no contributions were paid. For two years I stayed in Milan and it was an interesting and formative period. In addition, a relationship started with a colleague of mine and we decided to set up home together. But where? In Milan it would have been particularly demanding, so we decided to move to Ferrara, for me it was a return. However, he would stay in Milan three days a week. I asked instead to work mostly from home. Wasn’t I self-employed after all? It was the end of 2001 and let’s say that my request for smart working was way ahead of its time, but it was compatible, because mine was a job where the result counted and not the hours in the office. It was not easy for my superiors to accept this solution, I think they only granted it to me because at that time I was the only person in the editorial office who dealt with biology and chemistry. Thus began a period in which I worked mostly from home while still travelling to Milan, at first once a week, then every 15 days. The work continued with the same rhythm and the same remuneration as when I was in the office’. 

			“Things changed after a couple of years, when I became pregnant. The company I was working for was very willing at first, as it paid me a few months, let’s say ‘maternity leave’, which I was not entitled to under my type of contract, but then it offered me to continue working part time, which meant reducing my workload and halving my salary. At that point, I experienced one of the strongest contrasts of my human and professional experience: I was indeed absorbed by my few-month-old baby but I also had a strong need to go back to work. Working from home may seem like the ideal situation when there is a small child, it is actually true that if the child is sick you can keep him at home from the nursery without calling a baby-sitter and without asking for leave, on the other hand, however, it is very difficult to make the children understand that mum is at home but she is working’. 

			“My husband continued to work for the same company, doing three days in Ferrara and two in Milan. He was always very cooperative, we shared the care of the children and the house 50-50. The children - after two and a half years the second was born - were great, they attended the nursery and understood how it worked, but managing time and energy was quite demanding’.

			“I have always considered work as a source of discovery and growth before being a means of getting a salary. I always needed to explore new territories and put my knowledge and experience to use; therefore, that part-time publishing job was no longer enough for me. I started to collaborate with the natural history museum in my city, working in didactics with groups of children and young people from kindergarten to high school, an activity that gave me satisfaction even though the fees were extremely low. There was no investment from the local public authority because science education for children visiting a museum was not considered important. In the same years, I started to use my experiences for a small journalistic collaboration with a major daily newspaper and a more demanding one with a website dealing with food. This activity, which continues to this day, has given me, and continues to give me, a lot of satisfaction, because it allows me to delve into topics that interest me, always with a ‘scientific’ approach and from a service point of view, having public feedback’. 

			“Even this, however, could not become my main activity and so I arrived at the threshold of fifty with a multitasking professionalism: editorial activity (now reduced) and teaching for the same publishing house, teaching activity at the museum and science journalism. I have always lived my choices with enthusiasm and perhaps a little recklessness: I had never paid any contributions, except for the journalistic activity since I had started it. At this point, given that the publishing house had no intention of making my position stable (despite the experience I had accumulated over twenty years), I dusted off my teacher’s diploma and entered the lists for substitutions in primary school, as well as for secondary school, where I could have taught science. I was immediately called to the primary school and started working as a substitute teacher with annual assignments, mainly as a support teacher. In 2022 I took part in the competition for a teaching post and this year, after six years as a temporary teacher, I became a tenured teacher. At the age of 56, I became a primary school teacher’.

			“The freshness and spontaneity of children make the teacher’s job a special one. However, I think that scientific education in our society is considered inferior to the humanities - I believe that there are quite a few adults who do not know the difference between a cell and a molecule - and the change must start in primary school. So I hope to be able to teach science to children... but not necessarily, because primary school teachers must be able to teach any subject. As we speak, I know that I am employed by the state on a permanent basis (or rather I will be after passing a probationary year generally considered rather ‘formal’), but I don’t know which classes I will be given and which subjects I will have to teach. 

			“At the end of the day, I think all my experiences help define who I am today. Part of me, however, suffers from the waste of specific skills, particularly scientific and editorial, not to mention the fact that I am starting all over again. And with the same salary I would have if I had just graduated’.

			A story in the field/2 
In the game of ‘interlocking’, the child is breastfed in the laboratory

			Luisa, from Rome, 40 years old, has been working as a researcher since 2008, i.e. for 15 years. She works in health research for a public oncology IRCSS. 

			“I have a degree in Biology and I study the relationship between nutrition and breast cancer. My goal is to identify the most functional style of nutrition to prevent the disease,’ Luisa says. ‘Over the years I have always worked with precarious contracts. Despite the uncertainty I started a family, I have a partner who does research like me and we have a son. Now, however, I have reached the end of the line. I need certainty and I hope it will come soon.

			‘I entered public research with contracts as a co-ordinated and continuous collaborator and so I moved on,’ Luisa starts from the beginning. ‘My good fortune was to have a male boss who invested in me and encouraged me to follow a second-level master’s degree in epidemiology. It involved going to Turin one week a month, this for two years. The master’s degree was paid for by the facility, otherwise I would not have been able to afford it. I then moved on to a PhD that lasted three years. In that case, the organisation where I worked had won a call for tenders and, as a result, had obtained funds to subsidise a research project. My remuneration also came from those funds. 

			“But it’s not just work, private needs are also knocking at the door. And in fact I got pregnant in the middle of the project. As a result, the grant was frozen for six months, six months in which I stayed at home with the child. Of course, without compensation. That is also why I came back as soon as possible and finished my doctorate’.

			

			“Every time a contract or a scholarship comes to an end, you are left with bated breath. When I was offered a co.co.co. contract, I breathed a sigh of relief. Three more years of guaranteed work, which would end in December 2019. It has to be said that when they renew your contract you are relieved, even thrilled. You manage to enjoy a certain peace of mind until you pass the halfway mark of the contract itself. After that you try not to think about it but in reality anxiety about the future begins to set in. Anxiety that reaches levels that are difficult to handle when you approach the deadline without any certainty.

			“In 2017, a law was passed, number 205, which gives me hope for a breakthrough. It basically defined the figure of the researcher, with a five-year contract, renewable for another five. An amendment was recently approved that allows stabilisation after three years of work. I would get there in 2024. I am almost there! I really hope so. And many others like me. I am speaking in the feminine because 80% of researchers in our sector are women and have an average of 15 years of temporary employment behind them, just like me. I have seen so many female colleagues take their young children to the lab and breastfeed them on the sidelines. My husband and I, both precarious workers, could not count on any parental leave. Luckily we have always shared domestic and care work otherwise I would not have made it. In fact, I remember that after the birth of our son at one point he was the one who told me: ‘Go back to work, it’s not fair for you to give up for the family’. And so the great interlocking game began. Fitting the paediatrician’s visit with the microscope job. Fitting the passage to the laundry with the meeting with the boss. But I did it. Now I deserve this stabilisation. In fact, I deserved it ten years ago.

			On the fringes of Serie A

			Few women work, but that is only part of the problem. The issue is also another: those who work have to make do with the most precarious and flexible jobs. If jobs were divided into categories, as in football, women would find themselves far more often than men playing in B (if it goes well) or in C. And in many cases also in the Z series, that of undeclared work.

			To begin with, one must understand the words. Three aspects make the difference. The first: the stability of the contract. Precariousness in the strict sense is the degree of continuity and certainty over time of remaining in the job. If the employment is permanent it is one thing, if I live with the sword of Damocles of the end of the employment relationship it is another story. And this is true even after the change to Article 18 of the Workers’ Statute introduced by the Jobs Act, which recalls acts of the Renzi administration: permanent employment remains the most stable contract formula.

			If I have a stable job but the hours are reduced while I would need to work full-time, we are faced with a second problem: inadequate hours and therefore salary. 

			

			Then there is the third issue, that of imposed flexibility: if the timetable is always the same it is one thing, but if it varies from week to week, or day to day, according to the needs of the company rather than my own, life becomes even more complicated. Let’s say that, combining these three factors, the worst is when you have a contract that gives no certainty about the continuity of work, with reduced hours when you would need a full salary, and, on top of that, with the distribution of hours that varies from week to week not according to your needs but to those of the market. Exactly what happens to many shop assistants, cashiers, residential care workers, cleaning workers with fixed-term, part-time and even super-flexible contracts. 

			Having said all this, a paradox does not escape us. Since, whether we like it or not (and we don’t), women still have the most domestic duties related to care work, it would make sense for them to at least be able to count on stable working hours with little flexibility undergone, so that they can more easily organise their myriad tasks. Instead, exactly the opposite happens: in the end, women take on the most unpredictable schedules, often with shifts defined as ‘anti-social’, i.e. nights, Saturdays and Sundays, times of the week when public services, starting with schools, are not available. While men, who do less at home, can count on standard hours. 

			But women put on a good face in the labour market and ‘organise’ themselves to cope with the bad parade. Very often when women talk to each other they discuss how to ‘organise’ to make it all come together, to add one more card to a fragile castle of tasks. But enough is enough, and there comes a time, sometimes, when everything collapses and all that is left is to give up work. The fact that the job one gives up is precarious or flexible or with a reduced number of hours has an important bearing on all this: it is much easier to give it all up when the job is second class (even in the pay packet). On the other hand, if you have a B job, it is precisely because companies know that sooner or later you will have a baby. The usual dog biting its own tail. 

			This is not new. It is known, and has been so for years. Let’s just add another piece to the reasoning: precariousness and flexibility discourage the birth rate. It’s hard to have your first child if you can’t count on a stable income and even risk rejection. Let alone the second.

			How much does job insecurity weigh? 

			Having said all this, it is worth giving a dimension through numbers to the aspects reported so far. To this end, the Gender policies report compiled by Inapp comes to the rescue. The National Institute for Public Policy Analysis looked at new employment contracts activated in the first six months of 2022. Well, 41.5 per cent concern women. But when it comes to the most precarious contracts, the slice destined for women is higher than average: Italians ‘get’ 48% of seasonal contracts and 52% of intermittent contracts. Only 35% of permanent contracts and 38.7% of fixed-term contracts are more stable than other formulas. 

			Out of one hundred contracts for men, 20 are open-ended, 15 in the case of women. Looking at the contracts of the under-29s in particular, it turns out that 12% of males are on open-ended contracts compared to 9% of females. The good news is that the gender gap is narrowing among young people, the bad news is that it is not surprising that children are having children later and later given the lack of security also in terms of income.

			How much do part time jobs weigh?

			Of all contracts activated in the first half of 2022, 35.6 per cent had reduced hours. But the gender differences are huge. Forty-nine per cent of female hires, i.e. one in two, are part-time, compared to 26.2 per cent of male hires, i.e. one in four. The gap is stable over time and concerns all contract categories, from permanent to fixed-term hires. In particular, when employment is on a fixed-term basis, the hours for women are reduced in 67% of cases against 32% for men. In short, the possibility for women to have both a fixed-term and part-time contract is double. Note: the income gap starts here. In some sectors, then, it is almost impossible for women to escape the ‘fixed-term plus part-time contract’ combination. Seventy per cent of fixed-term contracts are also part time when it is a woman who signs them in the trade sector. And the percentage rises in the real estate sector (71%), in professional, scientific and technical activities (75%), in public administration and health (73%). One might think: part time can be turned into full time. This is true. But it happens less for women. Transitions from fixed-term to permanent contracts are part-time for 60% of women against 25% of men.

			The result of all this is that women with a short-time contract in Italy are 31.6% compared to 9.1% of men. In between there is a gap of 22 percentage points. Also, in the EU-27 women work part time more often than men but the gap stops at 15 percentage points. Note: these numbers take into account all workers, including the self-employed. If only employees are considered, part-time women are 32.5% compared to 8.5% of men: the gap rises to 24 points.

			Let us finally turn to a final, crucial objection: perhaps women are happy to work part time because they have more time to devote to their families. Not so: 57% of part-time women in Italy would like a full-time contract. The degree of dissatisfaction is very high, much higher than the European average, which stands at 20.5% among women. It should be noted: in 2005, there were far fewer Italians adapting to part-time work, just over 30%. In short, the situation has worsened drastically over the last 15 years.

			How much does flexibility weigh?

			As mentioned at the beginning, working time flexibility is neither good nor bad per se. The point is that the flexibility quota should be the result of a mediation that maximises productivity for the company without making life worse - or even easier - for the worker. This is a complex mediation that is very often not even attempted in companies. It requires the ability to experiment with new organisational methods, but innovation is difficult. Smart working teaches us: before the pandemic in many companies it was considered simply impossible to implement, but then it was done, and with good results.

			The share of rigidity in work organisation is still very high. And it is higher in Italy than the European average. Moreover - surprisingly - even in this case the ‘good’ flexibility is greater for men and not for women who, in order to survive the double job at home and outside, would need it more.

			Once again, data from Inapp’s Gender policies report come to our aid. 76% of Italian female employees declare that their working hours are rigidly determined by their employer: men in these conditions are far fewer, 68%. In the average of the European Union of 27 countries, not only is the imposition of timetables less widespread, but the parties are reversed and it is women who have the most flexibility. European women say that they have timetables imposed from above in only 57% of cases compared to 62% of their colleagues. 

			If we turn the coin over and look at how many workers claim to have full autonomy, we find that in Italy it is 16% of men and only 12% of women and, in any case, they are almost always self-employed. Slightly more than one in ten employed women declare that they can adapt their working hours to their needs, taking into account certain restrictions, a condition that in Europe affects around 20% of the employed, with no major differences between employees and the self-employed, men and women. In general, those who enjoy the greatest margins of good flexibility are those with high educational qualifications, those employed in skilled professions and, among those who are employed, those with permanent contracts. 

			Italians - unlike Europeans - always have good flexibility margins that are narrower than those of men with similar characteristics: for example, 15.2% of employed female graduates declare that they can adapt their working hours considerind certain restrictions compared to 22.8% of men. The gap is much smaller in Europe, where 27.5% of employed women and 31.6% of employed men can say the same. Important to emphasise: in Europe, the countries with a high proportion of female employees who report having their working hours rigidly determined by the employer are those with the lowest female employment rates (e.g. Bulgaria, Greece and Romania), whereas the countries with more flexibility are generally those with higher female employment rates, e.g. Sweden, Finland, Germany and Denmark. 

			The litmus test is to see how many workers have to adapt their schedules to the demands of work at least once a week. This happens more in Italy than in the average of European countries. To be precise, 49% of the self-employed and just over 20% of Italian employees are required to do so, compared to 40 and 18% of Europeans respectively. In general, it is men who provide the most flexibility as they grow older, a sign that availability also becomes a career lever. Women are more flexible when young, on the other hand. And this is not surprising: on the one hand they have fewer family commitments, on the other hand they are more often employed on precarious contracts that do not allow them to back out.

			Finally, the so-called ‘anti-social’ working hours. Here too, Inapp records a higher incidence in Italy than in Europe. If in Europe about one third of employees work at night, in the evening or at weekends, in Italy this rises to 41.4%. Mind you, many sectors with a high presence of women are affected by this type of work organisation: distribution, care workers, for example. But the biggest gap with Europe is among managers: 52% of Italian managers have to work on Saturdays and Sundays.

			The case of cleaning services

			Among the sectors with the highest level of part-time workers are cleaning services and catering. Cinzia Bernardini is secretary of Filcams, the trade, tourism and services category of the CGIL. ‘Involuntary part time is now structural in the sector because it guarantees maximum flexibility for companies,’ the trade unionist seeks an explanation. ‘Basically, if people need to work more - and this almost always happens given that salaries for 20 hours a week can be around EUR 600 a month - they are always willing to extend their hours when the company makes the proposal. In this way the puzzle of working hours is ready to disassemble and reassemble à la carte, depending on the needs of production’. But isn’t the overtime of those with part-time contracts paid more than that of full-time workers? Shouldn’t this act as a deterrent? It is true that part timer’s overtime costs the company more,’ Bernardini replies, ‘but clearly this does not work as a deterrent. “Overtime beyond the 40th hour per week is paid 15% more compared to the additional 28-30-35% of the extra hours worked by part-timers. There are very frequent cases of part-time workers being structurally asked to stay longer. Clearly, despite this additional cost, part-time is still profitable. Having said that, another aspect should not be overlooked: cases where overtime is paid off the books are also frequent. When the employment relationship is regular, on the other hand, one has to take into account that, with such short working hours, the severance pay, 13th month bonus and pension are also very low. And the fact that a lot of overtime is worked on this front does not change anything’. Another open front between trade unions and companies in the cleaning sector is that of working hours that are mostly very early in the morning or very late in the evening because cleaning has to be done when offices and departments are empty. “Actually, even this custom must be questioned,” Bernardini contests. “Many jobs could easily be done at ‘normal’ hours, it all depends on the degree of interest you have in people’s lives and the effort you want to make to find a different work organisation. 

			

			Finally, Bernardini also points out that cleaning as such is considered a second-class job. ‘There is no doubt about this, just think that during the pandemic we had to protest strongly because masks were given to hospital staff but not to the women who did sanitation and cleaning. It is clear that cleaning is a second-class job because in everyone’s home there is a woman who does it for free. This also reverberates on contracts. Why should a cleaner in an operating theatre earn less than a logistics worker with the same seniority? Yet that is how it is’. 

			Psychologists, domestic helpers and translators: the women of the algorithm

			One aspect still little investigated with regard to female precarity concerns work managed by platforms. Much has been said about raiders, the delivery men, mostly young men. On the other hand, it is virtually impossible to ignore them: we see them every day on the streets of our cities. But there are also many women working for the platforms. Their occupations are largely invisible.

			These are again caregivers or cleaners. Among the best-known platforms are the German Helpling and the Swiss Batmaid. But also translators and psychologists, for example. Catholic University sociologist Ivana Pais is investigating this very phenomenon. “There are platforms that put aspiring domestic helpers in contact with families,’ she says. Theoretically, families should regularise the employment relationship but if they don’t, no one goes to check. Sometimes the misunderstanding is structural and somewhat intentional: the families think that the platform does the hiring, the platform thinks that the families take care of it. But then nobody does it. Families are often unaware that the person who is working in their home is not only not in order but has no insurance”. 

			‘The cleaners are satisfied when they manage to leave the platforms because they find a more stable job,’ Pais continues. ‘Abroad, only people with VAT numbers work for the cleaning platforms. In Italy everything is looser. Batmaid initially acted as an intermediary and verified that the family made the contract, then moved on to hire workers directly. But not with the domestic helpers and carers contract that families can enter into, but with the multiservice contract. Generally, the hours insured per week are few, around 14 or a little more. Here too the ambition of the female workers is to find more stable employment’.

			An interesting case is that of psychologists (mostly women) working on platforms that have multiplied with the pandemic. For example, unobravo.com, serenis.it, psychodigitale.it, sygmund.it and many others. Covid has made this type of business take off and there has been no shortage of millionaire investments (the American fund Insight Partners has bet 17 million euros on Unobravo). ‘The novelty,’ Pais points out, ‘is that platforms offering psychological support services are structuring themselves vertically. Let’s say that there are ‘career’ perspectives that in the delivery sector are not really foreseen because for every 80 psychologists there is a team leader and a supervisor. In delivery, a few platforms have included coordination figures, but nothing more. The platform makes an investment in the training of psychologists and therefore, to amortise, asks them for a full-time commitment. This can be an advantage but the other side of the coin is the need to adhere to digital marketing schemes. The work then becomes standardised’. With regard to remuneration, then, the client is asked to pay around fifty euros per hour, of which around fifteen go to the platform. The fees for those who manage to organise the activity themselves are much higher.

			As you can see, the models are very different but the common denominator is one: women on platforms are invisible. 

			What can be done/1 
Focusing on a neglected problem

			There is a lot of talk about the gender pay gap and the glass ceiling that shows no sign of breaking. But the issue of precariousness and uncertainty that characterises women’s work is never addressed. The first thing to do, however, would be to put the issue front and centre. If women do not work and when they do work they have a contract for half the hours when they would like full-time, then we have a problem that adds to and emphasises the others already listed, from the pay gap to upwardly mobile careers.

			Moreover, the hyperflexibility and precariousness of women’s work is a distinctive feature of our country: we have the highest involuntary part-time rate for women in Europe. And, as an interesting study by the Bank of Italy11 points out, the decline in the average hours worked by each employee since the 1990s is decidedly greater for women, due to involuntary part-time work but also to the higher proportion of fixed-term contracts involving a break between one and the other. If one breaks down the total number of hours worked by men and women into full-time equivalents, one finds that the gender gap has increased from 7% in the 1990s to 15% in 2021. 

			What can be done/2 
Dialogue with social partners from sectors at the epicenter of female job insecurity

			Of all the issues listed so far, this is probably the most complex to tackle and the recipes are all to be worked out. Certainly it would be reasonable to consider making fixed-term and part-time contracts more expensive than full-time contracts, especially in certain sectors where precarious female labour is concentrated. Or find forms of incentives for companies that convert fixed-term and part-time contracts into stable hires in the same sectors. In terms of method, given the involvement of entire sectors, in order to tackle the root of the problem it would perhaps make sense to try to involve the associations representing companies in the contexts where precarious female employment is more widespread.

			What can be done/3 
A negotiated flexibility to share the benefits equally for the company and the worker 


			In general, flexibility is neither good nor bad, the important thing is that the benefits it generates are distributed in a balanced way between company and worker. That is why negotiated flexibility is generally also fairer and more sustainable. The important thing is that it is bargained with women’s needs in mind. In this regard, it is worth mentioning the experience of the CISL of Lombardy, which, with Bibliolavoro and the support of the internal women’s group coordinated by Angela Alberti, conducted a survey of its members to find out their needs and requirements. The results served to give indications and proposals to the delegates in the various realities.

			What can be done/4 
Clarity and consistency on motherhood

			Something remains to be finalised regarding maternity for those with precarious contracts. Let us take female workers with copyright contracts: today they are not entitled to it. Those enrolled in the Inps separate management scheme are entitled to five months’ compulsory maternity leave, which in practice translates into an allowance since they can continue working. The same members of the separate management scheme are also entitled to parental leave but in this case they are required not to work. The two rules are contradictory: if one can work when the child is two months old, what is the point of prohibiting it when the child is six months old? Note: since the maternity allowance is calculated on your previous income, if you previously worked as an employee and then switched to VAT, you are not entitled to anything. In any case, if you had low income in the previous year for whatever reason, perhaps because you have already had a first child, the maternity allowance will be derisory. 

			And what about workers with fixed-term contracts who get pregnant between contracts? No maternity leave for them either (see the cases of teachers who do everything they can to stay on hold during long supply contracts). Co.co.s are entitled to compulsory maternity leave but, unlike those registered with the separate management scheme, are obliged not to work. Interns are not entitled to maternity leave. This is enough to realise how much confusion there is over maternity protection for the self-employed and how precarious women are completely uncovered. Perhaps it would be worth dusting off Anna Soru, Anna Maria Ponzellini and Marina Piazza’s proposal on universal maternity: an equal basic allowance for all. Or at least put some order and coherence into these regulations. Trying to reduce the differences between self-employed, precarious and employees. Note: the month of parental leave paid at 80% instead of 30%, introduced by the Meloni government, is only for employees.

			Chapter 6: The greatest challenge for women: doing business public guarantees to support female credit

			An experience on the field/1 
‘So I took my father’s place, but it was Covid who decided’

			Licia Pollastri, 41, heads Officine Pollastri in Correggio, in the province of Reggio Emilia.

			“I feel more at home when I enter the company than when I watch TV in the living room in the evening. My place is there, among the lathes and CNC machines. We are an industrial carpentry company. I say we because I am the entrepreneur, but I can do little without my people. From a sheet of iron we create something unique. Not everyone can understand me, I know. Someone who has never worked in a factory cannot understand me. Many think that a woman is only exalted by working in cosmetics or fashion. But I am proof that this is not the case’. 

			Licia Pollastri, with a 7-year-old son, is a leader by chance. That she is a leader is certain. It is enough to see how she speaks, how she moves, the conviction with which she pursues her ideas. But it is also certain that she got where she is, that is, to lead the family business, despite herself. Aided by fate. And by courage at crucial moments in life, the kind that manifests itself when you didn’t even know you had it. Appearance in this story does not count but, since stereotypes could be misleading, it must be said that Pollastri, with her platinum blonde hair, is certainly not what you would call ‘a tomboy’. Here, femininity goes hand in hand with gears and bolts. 

			If this woman’s story were a film, it would begin with her as a child, walking hand in hand with her father into the family factory, Officine Pollastri, in the province of Reggio Emilia. “We are a metalworking company, we produce metal carpentry,’ she says. One of the fondest memories of my childhood is when I used to accompany my dad to the company at night, to check that everything was in order. We would arrive shrouded in silence and darkness, with a shiver down our spine, but when we turned on the lights, a whole world was revealed and every fear vanished. While Dad checked that the day’s workings were in order, I played with the metal scraps. There was a round piece, and then I imagined it was a penny. The pieces that my imagination couldn’t christen at first glance I used as constructions: one on top of the other they turned into houses, palaces, castles. I would get dirty all over, my hands would turn black with grease and in the end I would wash them with my dad, with the hand-washing paste that mechanics use to dissolve grease. That stuff removed a layer of skin but made me feel very proud: I had worked too’.

			The second scene would show Pollastri as a young girl, at the age of 22, on the day of her graduation in political science with a sociological orientation, jubilant, surrounded by friends. 

			Detachment. Back to the factory. “As soon as I got out of university, I joined the company and knew I was there to stay,” she says. “My sister had already made a different choice, she is a midwife by trade. My parents made me start in the warehouse. To really understand the work you have to have a sense of space, dimensions, weights and materials. Then they moved me to shipping: here I learnt how to measure and package. It was only later that I came to the office and started to manage the commercial side and customer relations. I worked at the same desk with my dad. Elbow to elbow. I heard all his telephone negotiations, I caught every nuance of his voice, every change of tone. I studied him when he got angry, when he made quotations, when he encouraged employees. Finally, I moved on to administration where my mother taught me the abc of accounting’.

			Licia learns but, in her words, always remains one step behind. In fact three. “I have a dad with a very strong personality. Firm, determined, decisive. I used to watch him give orders and think: ‘I will never be up to it’. I was afraid of making mistakes. Afraid that no one in the factory would ever accept me as a boss. Not least because women in mechanics until recently were something strange, they were the secretaries who did the invoices. It was not contemplated that a woman could lead a negotiation. In the factory, even at our place, only men have always been in charge. The company was founded by my father and his brother in 1978. The customers then have always been men and always the same age as my father and uncle, all males from 50 upwards. Sometimes I vague to myself the idea of taking over the reins of the business, but it was like when I was a little girl in front of so many pieces of sheet metal I dreamt of having my own castle. The spell only lasted a few seconds’. 

			It is at this point in the story that, as in any self-respecting film, comes the twist. The unexpected that turns the tables. In this case nothing less than a global pandemic, the Covid. “It all started with an employee who fell ill in the editing department. Within a few days we had to realise that a real outbreak had developed in the company. My father and mother became seriously ill. My father in particular ended up in hospital, intubated. We didn’t know if he would make it. My mother was at home in isolation with a high fever. I could no longer count on my uncle, he had retired a year ago. I think I had the same feeling as someone taking a leap into the void. Like the little bird being thrown out of the nest. After leaving my father in hospital I went to the company. I called the managers, the foremen, the workers. I said to myself: Licia, now it’s your turn. I took the floor with my voice betraying emotion. “You know that the company is my life,’ I said. ‘Now we have to decide together whether to go ahead taking risks, making mistakes if necessary, or whether to stop here’. There was a moment’s silence, then a few voices were raised here and there: ‘Let’s move on’.

			“I was negative at Covid but since I had contact with my parents I locked myself in an office together with my four-year-old son since no one could keep him. We communicated via platforms, via computer and telephone even though we were only a stone’s throw away from each other. Right from the start, however, I changed my style compared to my dad. I organised things in my own way and tried to work more on the team. In the end, the results surprised everyone, even me: in March 2021 the company set a turnover record that we still haven’t managed to break. 

			“After a couple of months, in May, my father came back to the company. I took my courage in both hands and told him: look dad, I don’t want to give this up, this is my vision of the company and I want to carry it forward. My father took a step back. He told me: ‘OK Licia, you go ahead but know that I am always here if you need me’. I really appreciated that, it’s not for everyone. My father was 64 years old and many entrepreneurs hold the reins of the company without delegating until 70 and beyond. I finally realised that he really believed in me’. 

			In the beginning, however, managing ‘independently’ was not easy. “I was afraid that some customer or supplier would sooner or later ask me, ‘Excuse me, wouldn’t it be possible to talk to your father?’ Luckily that didn’t happen. Instead, I had problems right away with the employees. is that my leadership style is different from my father’s. I immediately started having meetings every week and sharing information. I asked the foremen to be a team player. To evaluate the work of a foreman, I look at how things go when he is not there: if everything runs smoothly, it means that he has been able to make the people who work with him autonomous, and that for me is a great merit. But many people, especially the older ones, did not share this view. They did not want to pool knowledge acquired over the years. As a result, many quit. To be precise, in the second half of 2021 I had 21 redundancies out of the 40 or so people we have in the company. There were sleepless nights but I held my line. I hired and fortunately managed to build a good team. The results have rewarded us: compared to 2021 we have increased our turnover from 4 to 7 million. I also changed my approach with customers. I have started to explain in a very transparent way what obstacles we find in a certain production and I make myself available to find solutions together. It is an attitude that is rewarding. My bulwark is not to lie with customers and suppliers. If we have difficulties we share them. It is useless to say that you are tall and blond if then when people see you they are disappointed because you are not what you said you were. If the supplier has not delivered the sheet metal and I need a few more days for delivery, I say so. Then together we can find solutions. 

			And the employees? “With them we are fine-tuning a new way of working,” Pollastri replies, “When I hear the siren of the factory sounding I think it is really something outdated. Whenever possible we work by objectives and try to give everyone time for themselves. It is good for the people but also for the company: unmotivated and stressed employees do not work well’.

			At the moment, Licia Pollastri is fostering the internal growth of some employees. “Under me there are two women, one in sales and one in personnel. There are many foreigners working for us, people from different countries, from Africa and Asia. Getting accepted for a female personnel manager is not easy. But we are doing it. Step by step she is gaining authority in the company’.

			

			“Speaking of women, I realise at this point that I have said very little about my mother, who has always been a very important figure for the company, as well as for me. My mother is now retired. But she continues to come to the office and supervise the financial side. My parents met 40 years ago, after two years I was born. At home we still joke about my mum’s account of their first meeting. Apparently love was sparked when she told him she was an accountant, just what was needed in the company. My mother for her part, when she saw dad’s car, was struck by the presence of the roof rack. She was already imagining holidays in the mountains skiing, but instead they were used to transport sheet metal!’.

			“My parents were together for a lifetime and the enterprise was their common goal. My mother did an enormous amount of work behind the scenes. She would have liked to play a leading role in certain business decisions but the time was not ripe. She was the first one to tell me ‘do it, go for it’. I believe that today the chance I have to run things myself is also a redeeming feature for her’. 

			A field experience/2 
All about credit

			Teresa Fioredelisi, 60, president of Bcc Basilicata and vice-president of Iccrea Banca Spa.

			‘Is there a credit gap for women-owned businesses? I believe so. Various indicators confirm this. Women and men who bank must question themselves, seek solutions, close this gap’. 

			There would be no ‘surprise effect’ if such a thing were said by a businesswoman. But in this case it is a woman banker who is speaking. Teresa Fiordelisi, 60, is president of Bcc Basilicata. When she took on this role it was 1997 and she was just over 30 years old. “I was the first woman president in the Bcc system,’ she recalls. ‘When they proposed this appointment I was surprised, I did not expect it. Then I looked at the list of candidates for the new board of directors: they were all men. Then I wasn’t satisfied and played up. I said: ‘All right, I can take on this task, as long as there is a second woman on the board besides me’. My request was granted. Today in the board of our bank, women have increased to become the majority: six out of eleven board members’.

			In the world of finance and credit, women still struggle to make their way and boards of directors made up of a majority of women are more unique than rare. In the 26 years that have passed since 1997, Fiordelisi has gradually taken on roles of increasing responsibility in the world of cooperative credit and was recently appointed vice-president of Iccrea Banca, the cooperative credit holding company to which Bcc Basilicata itself refers. Once ‘arrived’, she continued her commitment to issues concerning gender equity and now chairs Idee, an association within Federcasse to promote the contribution of women in credit.

			At this point, we pick up where we left off. Without good credit, granted under the same conditions as those granted to male entrepreneurs, it will be difficult for women’s businesses to break through. What is wrong? And what are the possible solutions?

			“The main source of financing for businesswomen, even in 49% of cases, is equity capital, only 11% turn to the bank. Several factors contribute to this result. The first is that loan applications are assessed on the basis of the financial strength of the business and the collateral that the female entrepreneur is able to provide. And often women’s businesses are weaker on these two fronts’. The explanation holds but does not end the argument. “It is not enough to say: women’s enterprises are smaller in size, less capitalised, have lower growth rates and, in a word, produce lower profits. We know that all this is the result of contextual disparities upstream,’ Fiordelisi points out. ‘Women have the same capacity to do business as men, it is a question of enabling them to bring out these talents’.

			But back to what banks can do. “I think it is necessary to get involved and ask ourselves whether sometimes there is not some form of prejudice when assessing women’s credit applications. Perhaps linked to the fact that a female entrepreneur, as a woman who also looks after her family, might not be able to keep certain commitments. On the other hand, it would be necessary to give women the tools to deal with the bank. Many do not have them. Let’s start with the basics, i.e. the vocabulary. Arriving at the counter with basic skills, being able to explain your business idea with conviction, can make the difference and dissolve mistrust’. “It must also be said that women are often less confident, and this leads them to be less inclined to risk, so they only ask for loans that are strictly necessary,” Fiordelisi continues. 

			As for the ways out, the problems that have emerged so far point the way. “On the one hand, it is necessary to offer women training tools with regard to money management, starting with the basics and the youngest. On the other hand, a greater awareness of banks would be very helpful. Combined with a willingness to play their social role to the full. The social responsibility of the bank also lies in carefully assessing the credit requests of the weakest. This does not mean accepting risky credit, but at least not taking it for granted as is sometimes the case. The creditworthiness of women should also be weighed on the basis of soft information, gathered in person, and not stop at what the algorithms say. Sometimes it is the European regulations themselves that set limits. As Bcc, when a woman entrepreneur was expecting a child, we used to suspend repayment of the loan for six months. Then we had to remove this type of facility because the European supervisory authorities classified these loans as non-performing, non-performing, even if repayments were only interrupted for a short period’.

			According to Fiordelisi, where banks alone cannot reach, there is another way forward, that of public credit guarantees. “The synergy between the public and private sectors, as is already the case with the Credit Guarantee Fund managed by Mediocredito Centrale, is certainly useful,’ he explains. ‘In 2022, the cooperative credit banks accepted three thousand applications submitted by women for a disbursed value of EUR 350 million. The validity of this instrument also lies in the fact that credit applications are assessed on their merits and resources are not disbursed haphazardly but to ideas that deserve them. On the other hand, women entrepreneurs have excellent projects: they do not need shortcuts’. 

			business, the frontier of women’s work

			At the end of 2022, there were 1.3 million registered female enterprises, 22.2 per cent of the total. But this number does not tell the whole story. The problem lies not only in the fact that female entrepreneurs are unquestionably few: one in four/five, while to reflect the population they should be one in two. There is also the fact that they are not growing: according to the same Unioncamere observatory in 2013, ten years ago, they were 23.6%. Moreover, women’s activities are very often second-class: smaller, in sectors with lower profitability, with fewer employees. 

			When it comes to women’s work, enterprise is the real frontier. The biggest challenge. Over the last thirty years there has been a lot of discussion about women’s careers, their salaries, and labour participation in general, but there has been little or no discussion of female enterprise and self-employment. Women entrepreneurs are perceived as workers who have nothing to claim as ‘arrived’. They themselves make demands shyly because the role somehow does not provide for it. 

			Women’s businesses: 
few but also smaller and more fragile

			Let’s start with an assumption: Italy does not stand out for its entrepreneurial spirit. There is an indicator that measures the propensity to do business, it is called Tea (Total early stage entrepreneurship activity) and it measures the level of entrepreneurial activity of a population considering both people involved in starting a new business and those who have founded a company less than 42 months ago. The Tea is surveyed within the Gem, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, which covers a hundred countries worldwide. Italy has one of the lowest Tea at international level. Lower than other European countries and very far from that of North America. As if to say: here, the desire to do business is reduced to the bone. Within this already not very encouraging context, in line with most advanced countries, even in Italy the entrepreneurial activation rate is significantly lower for women than for men: just over half of that for men. Among the 31 advanced economies considered by the Gem in 2022 (in 2023 Italy did not participate in the survey), we are third to last in terms of female activation rate: only Poland and Norway do worse. 

			How much more fragile are female businesses than male ones? Data from the ISTAT 2023 report come to our aid on this. Women’s enterprises are characterised by a prevalence of sole proprietorships: 64.1 per cent against 58.8 per cent for men’s enterprises. A lower average number of employees (97.1 per cent have fewer than 10 employees, compared to 94.9 per cent of male businesses). Women’s businesses are often newly established: 40.9 per cent of women’s businesses, compared to 33.3 per cent of men’s businesses, are at most five years old. Conversely, when one looks at enterprises with 20 or more years of history, one finds that they are 21.2 per cent of female enterprises compared to 28.5 per cent of male enterprises. When looking at exporting companies, the differences between female and male businesses become more pronounced: out of a total of over 110,000 exporting companies, only 15 per cent are female-led. 73.4 per cent are male-led and 4.9 per cent are owned by men and women in equal shares. That leaves 6.6 per cent unclassifiable enterprises. Among exporting enterprises, female-owned enterprises are also generally smaller; only 5.5 per cent have at least 50 employees compared to 9.3 per cent of male-owned enterprises. In contrast to what has been observed for the enterprises as a whole, however, exporting enterprises led by women have been active for longer: 40.4 per cent have been active for more than 20 years compared to 34 per cent of those led by men. Considering the value of exports, the differences become particularly important, since the 15 per cent of female-led enterprises account for 8.1 per cent of the value of exports, just under 33 billion compared to over 232 billion for male-led enterprises. 

			Prisoners of beauty centers and cake design

			Let us now consider the sectors in which female entrepreneurs operate. The vast majority are active in services: 68.9 compared to 51.1 per cent of entrepreneurs. The Unioncamere data goes into more detail. The highest rate of feminisation of enterprises is found in a category generically defined as ‘other services’: 52 per cent of activities are managed by women. These are mostly personal services such as hairdressing, laundries and beauty centres. This is followed by health and social care: 37 per cent of activities in women’s hands. In third place is education: 31% women-owned businesses. In accommodation and food services, women make up 29.2 per cent, in agriculture 28 per cent, and in rental activities, travel agencies and business support services 26.6 per cent. To complete the list of sectors where women are more than average, we must add commerce and arts, sports and entertainment activities, both at 23.5 per cent. 

			The sector where women entrepreneurs are by far least represented is construction: 6.7 per cent. This is followed by mineral extraction (9.9 per cent), gas and electricity supply (10.3 per cent), transport and storage (11 per cent), and water and sewerage supply (12.8 per cent). Women also remain below 20 per cent in communication services and scientific and technical professional activities (both at 19 per cent). Below average are financial and insurance activities and real estate services: 21.9 and 21.7% respectively.

			Moral of the story: female entrepreneurs are particularly present in commercial and other services, often oriented towards personal and household care. Female-led export companies are relatively more present in the same sectors, plus low-tech manufacturing. It is normal for women to try to make the most of the care work they have always done in setting up their own businesses. But with after-school activities for students, costume jewellery shops and cake design production, they get only a little further. 

			It is as if women entrepreneurs remain in the enclosure that the social context has designed for them. And this is probably also because they have little self-confidence. According to the Gem international survey, Italian women who potentially think they have the skills to start their own business are 36 per cent compared to 53 per cent of men. The gap is among the highest among the countries monitored.

			Something, however, is slowly changing. Unioncamere again points out in its latest report that the strongholds of female entrepreneurship, i.e. commerce, agriculture, and accommodation and catering activities, have lost a few thousand female enterprises to the advantage of professional scientific and technical activities in which female enterprises have increased by 5 per cent and financial activities by 1.2 per cent. Of course, rather than a transfer of female entrepreneurship from one sector to another, it would be desirable if women did not decrease in areas where they are more, but still under-represented, and increased in others. In any case, on the whole one can see the glass half full. The question is not ‘if’ but ‘when’ the rebalancing of women’s enterprises in the different sectors will be a reality. Progress is imperceptible and should be accelerated. 

			figurehead and family affairs

			To be honest to the core, however, one last aspect must be kept in mind. Are we sure that all companies claiming to be female are really female? The doubt that wives, sisters, daughters act as front men in sectors where richer incentives are available or husbands, brothers and fathers who have some form of incompatibility with entrepreneurial activity (civil servants, freelancers) is more than legitimate. Surprising, for example, is the fact that in agriculture female entrepreneurs make up 28%, well above the average, in a sector, the primary one, with family businesses often with a long tradition of male management.

			‘Family’ is another key word when it comes to female entrepreneurship. According to data compiled by The european house Ambrosetti, family businesses in Italy account for around 90 per cent and generate 80 per cent of GDP by employing 75 per cent of the population. About 40 per cent of the top 100 Italian groups by turnover are run by a family. Slightly less than 90 per cent of the ceo’s are expressed by the family as are 66 per cent of the management. The problem is that, as addressed in the previous chapters, in the vast majority of cases the relationships in the family are not balanced when it comes to the division of free domestic work but also of responsibilities for the economic management of the family budget. If the wife at home takes care of the children and he takes care of the bank account, it is unlikely that she will then become the managing director in the company. 

			It sometimes happens (it is difficult to estimate the extent of the phenomenon) that women contribute to the business activity free of charge, without remuneration and without a specific role, as a sort of extension of the free care work already carried out in the family. this is the case of women who go into their husband’s shop ‘to lend a hand’ when necessary. Of the ‘front women’ we have already mentioned, they have roles in companies that they do not exercise but then have to take on a series of responsibilities when things go wrong. At best they receive remuneration but in reality they have no say in the matter and merely ratify choices made by others. But perhaps the largest share is that of women who have both a formal and substantive role in the enterprise, hold positions of responsibility but stop just short of leadership, which by custom remains in the hands of husbands, fathers and brothers. These women may be partners in the enterprise, have a role in management bodies, support the male leader in important decisions, but not exercise any strategic role themselves. They usually deal, for example, with personnel management or accounting, but have no contact with customers and suppliers and do not decide where the company should go. They are not visible to the outside world. 

			Finally, at the two extremes there are the women who are totally excluded from the business world and those who have gained a leadership role despite being in male-dominated worlds. The latter are on the increase and can be seen with the naked eye at the assemblies of representative associations. More slowly also in the boards of the associations themselves. Let us take three large organisations. In the general council of Confcommercio, women make up 12%, 17% in the executive board. In the executive board of Confartigianato they are 6%. In the presidential council of Confindustria they reach 20%, in the general council they reach 17%. It is clear that in the world of business associations women advance with great difficulty. The contexts are sometimes unfavourable, but that is not all. The problem is also time. Squeezed as they are between business and family commitments, female entrepreneurs struggle to carve out a space for themselves even for representative activities. 

			Given that all these obstacles still exist, it is worth mentioning a few women with important roles in the world of enterprise and business representation. Emma Marcegaglia needs no introduction: many experiences are written in her curriculum vitae, from the presidency of Confindustria to that of Eni, in addition to her work in the family business, of course, but perhaps the most important thing is missing, namely the authority and respect that she is recognised as having in the associative sphere. On the Confindustria presidential team are Katia Da Ros and Barbara Beltrame. Ucimu, the association of machine tool manufacturers, has a woman as president: Barbara Colombo. In Emilia Romagna, the mechanical engineer Sonia Bonfiglioli heads the family group, with 4,000 employees and a turnover of over one billion, and a woman, Annalisa Sassi, is chairing the regional Confindustria. In the chemical sector, Diana Bracco and Veronica Squinzi stand out. At the presidency of Ance, the builders’ association, there is Federica Brancaccio, who heads a company active in the public works sector. The list could go on.

			Business plan, this stranger (for many)

			What do women who aspire to become entrepreneurs need to make the leap? The testimony of a female entrepreneur in the personal services sector helps a lot to understand the situation. “I worked for a long time in an IT company,’ she recounts. ‘But ever since I was a girl, after graduating I had the ambition to set up my own business. In fact, I would say ambition. I saw it as a way to assert myself, to find my own respectable place in society. And above all, the way to be independent of everything and everyone. This is no small thing: in the company you often have to answer to people who evaluate you with a series of prejudices linked to the fact that you are a woman. In the end I made the leap and I must say that I am satisfied. But I couldn’t get rid of prejudices as completely as I thought. The difference is that it is no longer your boss who has them but, for example, the bank or suppliers. Customers are more objective: if you provide good service, they come. What I have realised, also from talking to other female entrepreneurs like me, is that our limitation is our knowledge of the market. Business plan, this unknown! I didn’t even know what it was, I had to learn. Many women start out with enthusiasm to open a business but then come up against this limitation’.

			Where do the 400 million NRP go

			The realisation that the low number of women’s enterprises is a disadvantage for the country (as well as for failed female entrepreneurs and their families) is increasingly widespread. The NRP has allocated resources for female enterprise: 400 million. Let’s see how this money is being spent.

			Some 40 million go for information and dissemination activities. 

			Another 160 are used to finance the new Women’s Enterprise Fund with an endowment of 160 million (plus another 40 from the Budget Law 2021) to be used for non-repayable grants and subsidised loans to small enterprises. Applications were opened in May 2023 and closed within a day: applications were received for a total of 1.7 billion in subsidies. The fund supports women’s enterprises of any size, whether already established or newly created. Individuals can also apply for funding, with a commitment to set up a new business after being admitted to the facilities. The measure is aimed at four types of women-owned businesses: cooperatives or partnerships with at least 60 per cent women partners; capital companies with at least two-thirds women shareholders and members of the management bodies; sole proprietorships with a female owner; and self-employed women with VAT numbers. The applications have enabled a ranking list to be formed, and it is not excluded that new resources will be added to the fund. Eligible enterprises are entitled to non-repayable contributions. When eligible expenditure is less than EUR 100,000, the contribution can cover a maximum of 80 per cent up to a ceiling of EUR 50,000. For unemployed women who start a sole proprietorship or self-employment business, coverage is increased to 90 per cent subject to the EUR 50 thousand limit. When eligible expenses are between EUR 100 and 250,000, subsidies are granted up to 50% coverage up to a maximum of EUR 125,000. This applies to new enterprises or those established for less than 12 months. If the enterprise has been active for more than 12 months, projects of up to EUR 400,000 can be submitted. In this case, the fund provides a mix of non-repayable funds and interest-free financing, covering up to 80% of eligible expenditure, for a maximum of EUR 320,000, to be repaid over eight years.

			

			A further 100 million is financing the Smart & Start Italia project for innovative start-ups. It is a zero-interest loan, without any guarantee, covering 90% of eligible expenses if the start-up is entirely made up of women (instead of the 80% envisaged for the ordinary incentive). Applications can also be submitted by natural persons wishing to set up a company with women’s business requirements. The funding is to be repaid over 10 years. The incentive supports the birth and growth of innovative start-ups. It finances projects between 100,000 euro and 1.5 million. 

			Finally, the last 100 million is earmarked for the Nito-on project, ‘New zero-rate enterprises’ a measure for micro or small enterprises with a predominantly or totally female or young presence. The beneficiaries are enterprises with a corporate structure composed of at least 51 per cent women. The percentage refers both to the number of women in the company structure and to the share of capital held. Companies must be established within the five years preceding the date of application. However, natural persons wishing to set up a business may also apply. The ‘Made in Italy’ bill approved by the Council of Ministers on 31 May 2023 puts another EUR 10 million into the pot for this measure. The incentive is aimed at micro and small enterprises set up in corporate form, including cooperatives, for no more than 60 months, mainly owned by women. Natural persons are also eligible, provided that they set up the company within 45 days of being eligible for the incentives.

			How do women respond

			The facilitation machine has started and projects are beginning to be financed. Checking how women respond provides a kind of litmus test of the situation of female entrepreneurship. At Invitalia, which is in charge of managing business support, there is a gradual change of pace. There were about 6,000 women-owned businesses financed by the national development agency as of 30 June 2023. Compared to five years ago, when most of the female entrepreneurs applying for funds were opening bakeries or after-school centres for students, now the panorama is beginning to be more varied and applications that have to do with digital or sustainability-related activities are also multiplying. 

			When you look at the numbers, however, the preponderance of female applicants in traditional sectors remains overwhelming. Take the ‘Resto al Sud’ programme dedicated to small businesses in southern Italy. The measure is aimed at everyone, men and women, with no particular bonus for the latter. Here, female applicants are very traditional and women make up about one third. On the other hand, when one considers programmes such as Smart & Start, which we spoke about a little while ago and which also have an eye on women, female applicants are still only 6%. 

			Hence Invitalia’s activation of a series of actions to encourage a change of mentality. These include a project, the result of a strategic partnership between Mimit, Invitalia and the Italian Society of Management, to promote the spread of female entrepreneurial culture with a focus on innovation. Aimed at female management students throughout Italy, it involves teaching and awareness-raising activities on entrepreneurship issues within the management courses of all Italian universities. Also as part of the actions for the dissemination of female entrepreneurial culture and training, Invitalia is working with Uibm - the Italian Patent and Trademark Office of the Ministry of Enterprise and Made in Italy - to promote, encourage, and reward projects and patent applications submitted by predominantly female teams. These are all initiatives that go in the right direction. But they are unlikely to be enough.

			A card to play: Sustainability

			Women entrepreneurs seem to be more willing to invest in both social and environmental sustainability. This is evidenced by various studies, we highlight here in particular one conducted by the Tagliacarne Institute for Terziario donna Confcommercio. In 2019, the green propensity of female entrepreneurs outstripped that of male entrepreneurs: 47% of female business leaders made investments in environmental sustainability compared to 44% of their male colleagues. The suspicion, however, is that greater sensitivity to sustainability issues is not enough; to move from words to deeds, economic resources are needed. A second question addressed to the companies themselves confirms this hypothesis. Basically, those who have not invested were asked why. Women’s companies in the majority of cases (34%) said they had not done so because they were short of financial resources, while only 20% of men cited this reason. Conversely, males said they had not invested in 28% of cases due to a lack of green culture. A culture that women lacked in only 21% of cases.

			In short, the motivation of female entrepreneurs is more solid. So much so that 61% say they want to invest in sustainability because “pollution and climate change represent a risk for the company and for society”, while only 51% of men claim this kind of deep motivation, linked to personal convictions. Entrepreneurs who invested in green did so mainly because “it improves the company’s image and reputation” (33% versus 31% of women) or because they were forced to by Italian or European regulations (30% versus 27% of women).

			Of course, to think wrongly, one might suspect that the impetus of female entrepreneurs with regard to sustainability is misplaced: the desire to change the world is fine, but the accounts have to add up. But even on this front, businesswomen are more confident and say they have positive signs. 44% anticipate increases in turnover as an effect of green investments compared to 39% of men. And 22% also expect an increase in jobs, while only 12% of males feel the same way.

			So far, environmental sustainability. But even when it comes to social sustainability, women’s companies are more willing to put resources into it. Thirty-five per cent of female-led companies say they have not invested in social sustainability compared to 40% of male-led companies. 

			The main issue: the difficulties on credit

			One of the greatest limitations for women’s businesses is the difficulty in accessing credit. Here too, a survey conducted by the Tagliacarne study centre for Terziario Donna Confcommercio comes to our aid: 39 per cent of companies led by women report difficulties in accessing credit compared to 35 per cent of those led by men. Obviously, this is an average value: the problems increase for young women and for those who reside in the South. For young women in the South, in short, getting financing is a really complicated mission.

			Almost a quarter of women (23%) censor themselves beforehand and do not even try to ask the bank for money: in the case of men, the percentage stops at 20%. Twelve per cent of female entrepreneurs have their applications for funds refused, full stop, compared to only four per cent of their colleagues. The share of those who have had a loan far less than requested is more or less equal according to gender: 24% of males and 25% of women. If, on the other hand, one looks at the satisfied, those who say they have received slightly less credit than requested, men are in the majority: 53% versus 40% of women. 

			Obviously, credit is a necessary condition for good results; in fact, companies that say they have obtained the requested loan then also point out that they have performed better. Superficial, however, would be to put all the blame on a bias of banks towards women. When they have to decide whether to grant a loan, institutions consider above all the financial and equity strength of the companies. Fifty per cent of male entrepreneurs state that they obtained the funds precisely because of their capital strength, compared to 45% of female entrepreneurs. Men are also better at establishing a relationship of trust with institutions (or are institutions more suspicious of women?). The fact is that 9% of entrepreneurs consider the ‘trust factor’ to be crucial in obtaining resources compared to 7% of female entrepreneurs. How do female entrepreneurs cope, then? By bringing in guarantees from third parties in 4% of cases against 2% for men. One might say: 4% is little, but it is still twice as much as when the enterprise is led by a man.

			Hot air balloons stuck on the ground

			To sum up, women’s enterprises are like hot air balloons tied to the ground by powerful ropes. Despite their efforts to blow hot air, they are unable to break the ropes and get off the ground. When it comes to free enterprise, it can be said that for women it is a little less free. 

			Basically, what are problems for female employees become impassable mountains for aspiring female entrepreneurs. If, for cultural reasons, a woman struggles to express her own attitude to leadership, she can still find a place in a company, but for an entrepreneur, leadership is necessary. If it is difficult for an employee to keep her private life and work together, it is often even more difficult for a female entrepreneur. The idea of entrepreneurship has been passed off to women as a way out of the constraints of salaried work, under the banner of ‘this is how I will organise my time’. In reality, it is the market that organises the times. And the market can be even more demanding than the employer.

			Choosing the entrepreneurial path for a woman requires extraordinary self-awareness and contextual awareness. It is no coincidence that statistics say that women set up their own business later in life than men, the earlier they need to become fully aware of the environment in which they find themselves and their own possibilities. On their side, they have the fact that they often have higher rates of schooling, and those who are more educated are more likely to set up their own business. They also have a propensity for sustainability that allows them to intercept an important trend that will accompany us in the coming years. But they also have less money available to start. In this context, the only real possibility for women who have a propensity to start their own business is to be lucky enough to be born into a family that already runs a business. If they know how to make their way in the family context (and even if they have the qualities, it is not certain that they will be able to do so, given the prejudices that have been partly undermined but are still present), perhaps then they will be able to express their inclinations and abilities.

			What can be done/1 
Explaining, starting from mandatory schooling, that business is a possibility

			What can be done in such a complex condition?

			The first food for thought concerns the fact that posing the problem of female entrepreneurship risks being reductive. Italy has a problem of propensity to entrepreneurship tout court. We have spoken in the previous pages about the Gem (Global entrepreneurship monitor) survey, which surveys the propensity to set up one’s own business at an international level. Italy did not participate in the survey in 2023, despite the fact that the topic should interest us, and a lot. This did not prevent the researchers involved in the project from giving a sort of rating to our country with respect to the various factors that influence the contextual conditions for those doing business. We were compared to 22 countries of the most advanced economies, in addition to Italy, Spain, Cyprus, Slovenia, Austria, Japan, the United Kingdom, Germany, Sweden, the United States, Canada, Luxembourg, Norway, France, Israel, South Korea, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Switzerland, Lithuania, the Netherlands and the United Arab Emirates. Well, this list should actually be read backwards in the sense that Italy is last in terms of business environment conditions while the UAE is first in the ranking. In more detail, each country has been assessed against 13 indicators and on none do we reach sufficiency. We get the highest mark (a paltry five) on physical infrastructure, ease of market entry, and business and professional infrastructure. Above all, we get a merciless 3 for business education in schools, where we rank 20th out of 22 countries. Twentieth place out of 22 also for the effectiveness of government policies for enterprise while with respect to taxes and bureaucracy we are even second to last.

			In such a context, lacking in the fundamentals, perhaps we should start by creating favourable business conditions for everyone, including men. By working on the education of young people. Today, anyone who is not the son of an entrepreneur or self-employed person is unlikely to consider these avenues. 

			What you can do/2 
Encouraging women to work (even as employees, for a start)

			This is not to take it lightly, but encouraging the employment rate of women, even as employees, is in itself a policy for female enterprise. If women have no work experience, even as employees, they are unlikely to start their own business, unless they are the daughters of entrepreneurs. Just as it is useful to do activities that enable girls not to dismiss Stem specialisations out of hand. This also serves female employees and entrepreneurs equally well.

			What can be done/3 
Strengthening credit guarantee funds

			Strengthening and publicising guarantee funds for women applying for a loan to set up their own business can be a way to facilitate access to credit. At the moment, the main instrument available is the women’s enterprise section of the Mimit Guarantee Fund. The advantage for women lies in the possibility of booking the fund’s guarantee directly, having priority in the investigation and decision-making process, and exemption from payment of the fund’s one-off fee. In order to reduce confusion about what a women’s enterprise is, it would be useful to standardise the definition of a women’s enterprise in all contexts, possibly also at the European level. The identikit of reference today is that of the inter-ministerial decree of 30 September 2021: cooperatives or partnerships made up of no less than 60 per cent women; joint stock companies in which no less than two-thirds of the shares are held by women and at least two-thirds of the boards of directors are made up of women; sole proprietorships run by women.

			What can be done/4 
Evaluate with no concessions the goodness of women’s business ideas

			The point is not to reward female enterprise as such but to reward projects that have legs to walk on. In the knowledge that - all being endowed with brains, male and female - women, freed from ties and ballasts, have the potential to express at least 50 per cent of new enterprises. The facilitation that women need does not consist of broader evaluation criteria when it comes to choosing projects to finance, especially with non-repayable resources coming out of the state budget, thus guaranteed by all citizens, but of technical support and training in the ‘grounding’ of valuable projects and intuitions. Sometimes what is lacking is the last mile, the chance to have some training and advice in putting together a business plan.

			What can be done/5 
organizing available benefits

			The resources for women’s enterprises are not lacking, only they are often scattered in a thousand rivulets and are not known by everyone. In addition to state support measures, there are also those of the regions. The question then arises as to whether it is worthwhile to have facilitation channels only for women or whether it would not be better to facilitate female entrepreneurs more in all the channels already available (higher financing quotas, fewer guarantees). One could argue that if merit is to win, everyone should be treated equally. But we must not forget, as Don Milani used to say, that there is nothing less fair than treating as equals those who are not equals.

			What can be done/6
organising female entrepreneurs’ motherhood


			Compulsory maternity leave (five months) has been extended to certain categories of female entrepreneurs. For example, to those in handicrafts. And of commerce, enrolled in the Inps commercial management. Both are entitled to an allowance of approximately EUR 900 per month. The same female entrepreneurs are also entitled to optional maternity leave, the so-called parental leave, for up to six months. But in this case the allowance (amounting to EUR 16.19 per day) is only granted to mothers who give up work during the leave. What sense does it make to offer financial support in the very first months of the child’s life even if one works and deny it instead in the form of optional leave when the newborn is a few months older? As for self-employed women with flexible contracts, maternity for women entrepreneurs would need fine-tuning. Often many small businesswomen are not even clear exactly what they are entitled to. And then female entrepreneurs do not end with the trade and craft sectors.

			conclusion: The real revolution: changing walfare and the post Fordist production model (with the help of men)

			

			The real challenge is to change public welfare and, at the same time, the model of post-Fordist production. A double revolution of this magnitude only stands a chance if we break out of the gender paradigm. Patriarchy is not overcome with matriarchy, but with a model centred on equity. It is only natural that women propose this change. For it to take hold, however, many men must also support it.

			The path of analysis, reflection and proposal conducted so far leads to one conclusion: to speak of the need for a ‘revolution’ in the patterns of women’s work is not excessive, but necessary. The policy of small steps is too much, too slowly closing the gap. Our country needs a revolution in the sense of a collective awareness of the problems at hand, and a leap forward. One could say: inequalities are not lacking in other European states either. And that is true. But here, the gap has become structured and entrenched, the path to change has slowed down and in some cases is even moving backwards.

			nrp’s missed opportunity

			It is hard to think otherwise, for example, when looking closely at the path of the NRP. According to a survey of the NRPs of 17 countries, it is estimated that the resources earmarked for measures to close gender gaps amount on average to 4% of the total. In the Italian one, the figure is 4.1% (data from the Gender Budget 2023). A 0.1% more than the average can certainly not close the gap that keeps us in last place in Europe when it comes to equity at work (Eige, gender equality index).

			The National Recovery and Resilience Plan sets an unambitious goal for female employment. It is content to increase it by 4 per cent by 2026, an increase that would still leave us at the bottom of the European league table. But now even this goal is in danger of being missed. 

			30% of the jobs were to be reserved for women and young people. But, as previously reported, the exemptions introduced mean that in 75% of cases the constraint is not respected. And it doesn’t get any better if one considers the additional points to be awarded to companies that apply for a NRP tender with gender certification in their pocket. Only 3.39% of the tenders include bonuses for respecting gender equality. 

			Before the NRP it was no better. As certified by the Gender Budgets presented by the Ragioneria dello Stato, Italy allocated 0.56% of its budget to closing the gender gap in 2020, 0.30 in 2019. Investing in gender equity has never been a priority. And the balance has not changed with the NRP. In the Plan, funds to close the gender gap amount to 3.1 billion, 1.6 per cent of the total. With these numbers, it cannot be said that equal opportunities at work have become a priority for the country.

			From a private to a collective issue

			Why are we at this point? As usual, the explanations are diverse and intertwined, but let us try to isolate a few. Over the last 30 years, without realising it, women have given up questioning the post-Fordist organisation of work and welfare as it has always been conceived up to now, in the belief that they would have made it on their own. Each finding a balance that would allow them to hold everything together, the private and public dimensions at work. Women among themselves always talked about how to ‘organise’, how to ‘fit’ their various commitments. In practice, they took on their shoulders the responsibility of putting together what - under the given conditions - could not be put together. Everything has become a question of performance in which some women are pitted against other women: those who manage to reconcile private life and career and those who give up. 

			The truth is that - with this organisation of work and with this welfare - you cannot hold it all together. And if you manage to do so despite the hostile environment, it is at the cost of enormous sacrifices as well as money to invest in nannies and babysitters. 

			Motherhood, then, was traced back to performance. In the 2000s, motherhood was portrayed as ‘a master’ that makes one more performative. And indeed in some ways it is. But what if it is not, then should it be sacrificed? And if a woman instead of becoming a mother wanted to devote her spare time to archery, then would she be a second-class woman? To try to ‘reconcile’ everything, women have moulded their private lives to suit the demands of a production system designed for people who have someone at home to iron their shirts and do their laundry. Many have postponed motherhood to try and hold it all together, only to discover late in life that the biological clock does not give discounts. Big tech companies in Silicon Valley offer as a benefit to employees the possibility of freezing their eggs to become mothers later. But do women really want to freeze their eggs or are they just driven by the context to adapt, to mould their biology to the needs of a twentieth-century production system? Perhaps, instead of adapting, it would be better to change the context. And work to build a society in which work and the private dimension can go together. For women as for men.

			The interesting thing is that at some point in the 2000s, feminist movements stopped talking about ‘reconciliation’ and imposed the concept of ‘sharing’. It is true that reconciliation had been turned into a private affair of women, but the same thing was then done with ‘sharing’. If you can’t share household tasks, you are to blame: that is the message. The point is that sharing cannot be a private matter but a public one. Like conciliation, which was not a throw-away concept. If from tomorrow suddenly domestic work were divided exactly fifty-fifty between males and females, it would still be necessary to find a way to make domestic work ‘reconcilable’ with paid work outside the home. And to do this you need welfare that allows you to outsource some of the free care work. The concept of reconciliation is not wrong in itself, as long as it is not treated as a private matter that only concerns women but becomes a public matter that concerns everyone, male and female. And it challenges not only the organisation of private but also the organisation of work.

			Enlarging walls (the ceiling will fall)

			Still in the ‘how did we get here’ series, another issue can be brought into play. For too long we thought it was enough to put a few female managers and entrepreneurs inside the career Trojan horse to take over the city. It was hoped: they would get inside the walls and, once inside, open the gates for everyone else. This was not the case and, honestly, it would be wrong to hold it against them. It was an exaggerated claim. Besides, it would have been too easy. If you really want to change the rules of the game, of production and political decisions on welfare, then you have to go en masse and bang your fists on the city gates. And possibly not go there alone but in the company of men who share the same worldview.

			To go banging our fists on the city gates means first of all demanding policies that favour women’s work. This is the mother of all battles. Tearing down the walls of the asphyxiated enclosure of women’s work, open to few and in often marginal sectors, would consequently collapse the glass ceiling that prevents and limits careers. The order of priorities must be reversed: women’s careers will always be fragile if participation upstream is not equal. 

			A popular feminism, outside the bubble

			This is clearly a vast and, to say the least, ambitious programme. Correction: vast yes, ambitious no. Why should striving for fairness be ambitious? It is simply the basis. But the question must be asked: are the social forces in place to move in this direction? On this we need to mature further and improve the level of awareness. The more aware female elites should take more ownership of this. All too often they remain closed in self-referential circles, aided also by social media that do nothing but enclose everyone in their own bubble. Too often they focus on issues that have to do with civil rights while neglecting the centrality that work has for women in the whole game. 

			A popular feminism is one that helps women and men together to ask new questions. With the aim not of moving from patriarchy to matriarchy, but to an equal society. Paradoxically, this is more complex work with women. Women’s resistance is due to the fact that admitting they live in a constant situation of disadvantage is frustrating. I once asked Elisabetta Camussi, lecturer in Social Psychology at Bicocca University: “How is it possible that women do not react en masse to an environment that pays them 15-16 per cent less than men, that pushes them into precariousness, prevents them from advancing their careers and puts a spoke in their wheels, to put it mildly, when they aspire to set up their own business?” According to Camussi, the answer is simple: ‘to admit all this to oneself is too painful. It would require not only an individual reaction and the possibility to understand that these discriminations are systemic, i.e. they affect everyone, and do not depend on an alleged incapacity on my part. But if the public discourse on this is silent, it seems normal unfortunately to close one’s eyes and try to move on’.

			The female elites who have this awareness could work to bring about the same awareness more broadly, even among those women who have never had the time, the strength and the tools to think about these kinds of issues. But to do this we need to get out of the bubble of closed circles. Involve shop assistants and domestic helpers, factory workers and teachers. Look for sustainable solutions for all, not only for women from the upper and middle classes. Create connections and dialogue with men as well. There is a huge web to weave. And only women can begin to weave the threads.
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					3  The Pursuit of Gender Equality: An Uphill Battle, OECD 2017


					4  Former Princeton dean, former director of policy planning under Secretary of State Hillary Clinton


					5  Gender policies report 2022
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