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Abstract 

Inequality starts at birth, originating in the parent’s health, education, economic and social resources 

and impacts on an individual life chances over the life course, as testified by a large international 

literature. This impact may, however, be counteracted by social and education policies addressing 

children from a very early age. After a review of the literature and of comparative data, this paper 

analyzes the impact  of poverty on children’s health and cognitive outcomes in Italy, discussing them 

in the light not only of the severity of child poverty in this country, but also of the scarcity and uneven 

distribution across regions of health and early childcare and education services. 
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Introduction 

Family origin is still to a large degree a destiny, even in democratic societies. Not only it determines 

to a large degree the life chances, the constraints and opportunities one encounters while growing up 

and becoming an adult, via social and cultural capital, as well as family income. It also shapes from 

start, in some case even already in the fetal phase, a child’s chances to develop his or her own 

capabilities as well as his/her health throughout the life course.  

Inequalities among children tend therefore to become inequalities among adults. Although one cannot 

totally rule out the role of genetic differences/inequalities and of their intergenerational transmission 

as an explanation of social inequality among adults (see e.g. Herrnstein & Murray,1994, Jensen, 

1996), there is a substantial body of research that points to social, not genetic, factors which impact 

both on child development and on children’s life chances. This impact is particularly negative on the 

bottom end of the social stratification, in so far it affects all the dimensions of an individual’s life 

chances.  This impact is multifold. It concerns survival at birth, infant mortality, health throughout 

the life course, cognitive development, as well as social opportunities and outcomes.  
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Inequalities among children, therefore, particularly those affecting those who happen to enter the 

world at the bottom of the social scale and in very disadvantage situations, pose issues of social justice 

and democracy in a more radical way than those experienced by adults. As Ermisch, Jäntti, Smeeding  

(2012, p. 10) state in their introduction to an edited volume that explores the weight of the parental 

transmission of life chances, “parental SES may be associated with any stage or outcome of the 

development process, and any outcome at an earlier life stage may be related to later outcomes all the 

way up to adulthood. For example, parental education or income  may be related to birth weights in 

the birth year, or to test scores and socioemotional behavior in early childhood, which, in turn, may 

be associated with various outcomes at any of the subsequent developmental stages up to adulthood.”  

The good news is that the severity of this problem differs across developed countries and that much 

might be done to mitigate it, no only addressing inequalities among parents, but with specific 

measures addressed to children which might prevent, or mitigate, some of the worse consequences of 

being born and growing up in disadvantaged circumstances (e.g. Smeeding, Erikson, Jäntti eds. 2011, 

Ermisch, Jäntti, Smeeding eds 2012). 

In this paper, based on a multidisciplinary literature, I will focus on the impact of being born unequal, 

and particularly at the bottom of social stratification, in the area of health and cognitive development.  

Before concluding, I will focus specifically on the Italian case. 

 

Being born unequal: the crucial first 1000 days 

As synthetized in a  recent OECD (2018) report on (failed) social mobility in developed countries, 

health and epidemiological research  indicate that parents  influence the health of their children 

already before they are born through their own health endowment, health behavior and socio-

economic status. First, parents transmit not only their genetic, but their own, largely socially shaped 

(see e.g. Marmot 2015), health capital endowment to their children through biological channels. In 

particular, mothers from more disadvantaged households are more likely to influence the child’s 

outcomes negatively via poor maternal health because they are more susceptible to contagious 

diseases, to have poor nutrition and receive less care during pregnancy. Second, parental health 

behavior during pregnancy (nutrition, smoking, drinking, pre-natal care, exposure to toxins) affects 

children through what has been called (e.g. Barcker 1998) “fetal programming”:  the process whereby 

a stimulus during a critical period of development (in utero) has lasting  or lifelong effects, which can 

be latent for many years.  

Both the transmission of the parental health endowment and the mother’s health behavior and 

exposure to health risks during pregnancy influence the probability of pre-term birth, low child birth 

weight. For example, Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) found that in the US the risk for poor relative 
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to non-poor children was 1.7 times as high for a low birth-weight birth, 3.5 times as high for lead 

poisoning, 1.7 times as high for child mortality and 2.0 times as high for a short stay hospital episode. 

A medical study on the impact of poverty on brain development (Luby et al. 2013) found that poverty 

was associated with smaller white and cortical gray matter and hippocampal and amygdala volumes. 

The effects of poverty on hippocampal volume were mediated by caregiving styles (support/hostility) 

and by stressful life events.   

In turn, being born with a chronic illness at birth and birthweight is associated with educational 

outcomes, thus with one of the most important pre-requisites for employment outcomes. The 

controversy whether (bad)  health is a driver of poverty or the other way around ( see e.g. Deaton vs 

Marmot) is well known and probably not fully solved one way or another. Yet, when looking at 

children, the evidence is strong that poverty is a likely driver of bad health, which in turn may become 

a driver of poverty also in adulthood.  Health status during childhood, in fact, has long lasting effects 

on  health during adulthood. According to Casey and Paxson (2008), for instance, prenatal and 

childhood health are good predictors both of health and economic status at 42.  Analysis from 11 

OECD countries  (OECD 2018) shows that suffering from a chronic illness during childhood 

increases the risk of reporting bad health in adulthood in all countries, except Sweden, even after 

controlling for adult socio-demographic characteristics, such as education,  employment status, 

marital status, age and wealth quintile (Fig. 1). The coefficient for the impact of early childhood 

conditions is highest in some Southern countries (Spain and Greece), lower in France.   The impact 

of childhood health is more important than other socio-demographic and labor market variables in 

adulthood, but plays less role than having low education.  

Fig. 1 the impact of childhood health on poor adult self-assessed health status 

 

Note: the results show the probability of having poor or fair self assessed health at current adult age 
on whether respondents reported a chronic illness at age 10. Estimates are from a limited probability 
model. 
Source: OECD 2018, fig. 5.2 at p. 238, based on Sharelife data 



4 
 

 

Economic difficulties can contribute to the impaired physical and mental health of children also after 

birth and while they are growing up. Because of lower housing costs, poorer families, in fact,  might 

live near to sources of pollution. Exposure to harmful  enviromental factors such as pollution, violence 

and stress have been linked to poorer infant health. A recent study also found that  children coming 

from lower income households had differences in brain surface area in comparison with higher 

income families (Noble et al. 2015). At the same time, children with poor neo-natal health born to 

more educated families are more likely  to overcome their initial health shortcomings than those from 

less educated families. Studies examining especially the association between the mother’s socio-

economic status and their children’s health have confirmed the importance of maternal education 

(Currie and Moretti 2003, Cutler and Lleras-Muney 2010, Sassi ed. 2015).  

Overall, the first 1000 years of life, including the in utero period, seem to mark crucially and to some 

degree irreversibly, individual life chances, through the mediation of health first of all,  but, as I 

discuss in the next paragraph, also through the quality of the relational, interactive experiences 

marking this period.  For this reason, there is a growing awareness that early intervention is necessary 

not only targeting children, in particular through nutritional and early education programs, but also 

targeting parents, through parenting support measures.  The framework developed by the World 

Health organization together with Unicef and other institutions is an example of this  (WHO 2018). 

 

The impact of inequality on cognitive development 

The link between childhood social disadvantage and  lower levels of  cognitive development and 

educational attainment has been a matter of substantial theoretical debate in the educational, 

sociological and health literature (for critical overviews see e.g. Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Lee 

& Burkham, 2002; Machin, 2006; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993). Although explanations may differ 

concerning the emphasis they put on which is the specific mechanism that activates this link (for an 

overview see Fergusson, Horwood, Boden 2008) – constraints deriving from material circumstances, 

parental, and particularly mothers’ caring and interaction styles (e.g. Bradley 1995), genetics, 

inefficacy of the school system, they all start from the evidence that  family income is a strong and 

consistent predictor of multiple indices of achievement, including standardized test scores, grades in 

school, and educational attainment (e.g. Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Mayer, 1997, Duncan and 

Brooks-Gun 2000,  Bradley 2002). The income–achievement gap is already present by kindergarten 

and accelerates over time (e.g. Heckman 2006, Evans and Schamberg 2009, Bradbury et al. 2012) in 

all the countries studied, although there are cross country differences. Bradbury and his colleagues, 

for instance,  document that, among the four countries they studied,  differences are generally larger 
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in the United States and the United Kingdom than in Canada and Australia, the United States showing 

the greatest cognitive differences by parental SES of all four countries. The longer the duration of 

childhood exposure to poverty, the worse achievement levels become. Duncan, Brooks-Gunn and 

Klebanov (1994) found for the US that being poor in the first four years of life is associated with a 

nine points difference in the Wechsler preschool and primary school scale of intelligence compared 

to the non poor. Being intermittently poor during the same period reduced the difference to 4 points 

(see also  Blau 1999).  

Together with duration, also depth of poverty is important, with children living in households below 

the poverty threshold achieving test scores substantially lower than children living in household above 

the line. Again, the first childhood years are very important. Duncan et al. (1998), for instance,  

estimated that a 

$10,000 increment to income averaged over the first five years of life for children in low-income 

families was associated with a 2.8-fold increase in the odds of finishing high school. This estimated 

effect was much 

larger than the corresponding estimated effects of increases in income measured later in childhood, 

confirming the crucial impact of early childhood experiences. On the opposite end of the income 

scale, better off parents are better able to offset their children ‘s weak cognitive skills. A study in the 

US, while confirming that income gaps in cognitive test scores emerge early and persist overtime, 

also  found that low achievers with high income parents were more likely reach tertiary level 

education than children’s of  low income parents (Reeves and Howard 2014). A study performed in 

the UK reached similar findings (McKnight 2015) suggests that it is not only a matter of income, but 

also of education. Children appear to benefit from their parents’ higher education, improving their 

cognitive skills by age ten.  

Investigating what are the mechanism, in addition to health conditions and possibly genetics, that link 

income to cognitive development, it has been found that both home environment and quality of out 

of the home child care are important. Linver, Brooks-Gunn, & Kohen (1999,2002) for instance, found 

that a variety of family factors, including maternal distress, authoritarian parenting, and low levels of 

cognitively stimulating activities, mediated the link between low income and poorer educational 

outcomes. On the contrary, early maternal investment has a positive and persistent impact on the 

child’s cognitive development (Del Bono et al. 2016). The importance of the interplay of income and 

parenting styles is indirectly confirmed by studies on adopted children (e. g. Teasdale and 

Owen1986), which found that the IQs of these children was predicted by the social class standing of 

both their biological and adoptive fathers, thus indirectly disconfirming the pure genetic explanation.  
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Other studies have found that often pre-school and school services are of worse material and 

educational equality in the neighborhoods inhabited by low income groups and that teachers in the 

have lower expectations concerning the performance of their pupils than children in better off 

neighbourhoods, in total contrast with the “Pigmalione effect”. For example, Ma and Wilkins (2002) 

found that school climate, as measured by expectations of academic success, was related to outcomes 

in science achievement in adolescents. Also, Pianta, La Paro, Payne, Cox, and Bradley (2002) 

reported that kindergarten teachers had lower quality interactions with pupils in schools with higher 

mean levels of poverty. Phillips et al. (1994) found that the quality of early childhood education was 

also related to SES, with centres in lower SES areas providing fewer and lower quality learning 

experiences. On the positive side, research has also found that good quality early child care, good 

after school programs that incentive the learning skills and cognitive development of children have a 

positive impact particularly on the educational outcomes of children coming from low income 

households (e. g. Dumas and Lefranc 2012, Bingley and Westergård-Nielsen 2012, Del Boca, 

Martino. Piazzalunga, 2017, Biroli et al. 2018) 

Overall, as Fergusson, Horwood, Boden (2008, p. 288)  state on the basis of their findings of a 

longitudinal study on a cohort of children from birth until age 25, “the presence of pervasive 

relationships between socioeconomic status at birth and childhood material, cognitive, family and 

school factors. These correlations clearly suggest the presence of large variations in the mix of 

individual, family, economic and school conditions experienced by children from different social 

strata.”   

This awareness has prompted support for initiatives targeted both to disadvantaged parents, and 

particularly mothers, and to their children, starting from pregnancy. These initiative, promoted also 

by WHO and Unicef in their recommendations (WHO 2018), include a wide range of measures, 

including parental styles (such as talking and reading to children from birth) that stimulate brain 

development, as well as the offer of good quality early child care. 

Studying the performance in international test scores of children belonging to different socio-

economic background, researchers find a confirmation of these socially structured inequalities in 

cognitive development. Perrons and Pollin (2010), studying the PISA results, found that on average 

children belonging to households in the lowest income quartile exhibit a 83 point difference in math 

competences compared to those who belong to the highest quartile. Jerrim and Micklewright (2012) 

study changes 

in the relation between family background and scores in two internationally standardized achievement 

tests taken at ages ten and fifteen, respectively, for a number of countries studied. They find a striking 

similarity in the relationship between test scores and a measure of family cultural and socio-economic 
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background—the number of books in the home—at both ages in all countries. The relationship seems 

stronger at age 15 than at age ten in England and Scotland. 

There are, in fact, important cross-country differences in the degree and persistence of socially 

structured cognitive gaps. Perrons and Pollin found among the countries with lower differences not 

only countries such as the Northern European ones. Finland, Sweden, Denmark, The Netherlands – 

which have comparatively low levels both of poverty and of income inequality - but also some Eastern 

European countries, such as the Czech Republic, Slovakia,  Slovenia and Croazia, which have higher 

level of poverty, but a comparatively low level of intergenerational persistence of low education. This 

last, as suggested by a study based on EU-Silc data (Grundiza and Lopez-Vilaplana 2013), is an 

important driver of the intergenerational transmission of poverty. 

As a recent OECD (2018) study shows, developed countries differ substantially in the 

intergenerational transmission of educational level, with Italy, Spain and the United States among the 

countries with lower absolute intergenerational educational mobility, without having, as Austria, the 

Czech Republic, Slovenia, an upper secondary system that offers a good entrance in the labour market 

(fig. 2). Low intergenerational educational mobility  means that children with low educated parents 

are very likely to become low educated adults (see also Fergusson, Horwood, Boden 2008), thus also 

more exposed to poverty risks in adulthood, after having experienced them while growing up. 

Analogously, children of better educated parents are highly likely to become well educated parents 

themselves. The OECD report (2018) has called this phenomenon sticky floors and sticky ceilings. 

Fig. 3 graphically represents how this stickiness varies in intensity across countries. 
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Fig. 2 Absolute educational mobility. Latest available year .Percentage of 25-64 years old non-
students whose educational attainment is higher (upward mobility) or lower (downward mobility) 
than that of their parents 

 

Source: OECD 2018, fig. 5.7, p. 248  
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Fig. 3 Sticky floors at the bottom and sticky ceilings at the top 

A. Likelihood of educational attainment if neither parent has attained upper secondary 

education 

 

Source: OECD 2018, fig. 5.10, p. 251. 

 

In the light of these findings on the impact of being born and growing up at the bottom of the 

redistribution scale, it is particularly worrisome what has happened with the 2008 crisis. A substantial 

body of research indicates, in fact, that within Europe, low income households have suffered the most 

because of the Great Recession  (e.g. Cantillon, Goedemé, Hills eds, 2019, Ólafsson, Daly, Kangas 

and Palme, 2019. And in the majority of the countries the impact has been particularly severe on 

children  (Cantillon, Chzhen, Handa eds. 2017 ).  

 
The Italian case 

Italy is one of the developed countries where since the mid-nineties children’s poverty has started to 

increase and the incidence of poverty is greater among children than among the adults (and the old) 

(European Commission 2009, Saraceno 2014).  The causes of this phenomenon are multiple: high 
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unemployment or sub-employment rates among men and in-work poverty, particularly in the South, 

where poverty is concentrated, comparatively low women’s employment and activity rate, 

particularly in the South and among low educated women/mothers, a fragmentary and little generous 

family policy Saraceno 2014). The result is not only a high concentration of poverty in the South, but 

also among large household with (three or more) dependent children and, more recently, among 

foreign households. Things have worsened with the 2008 financial crisis (Natali and Saraceno 2017), 

also because Italy, as shown in fig.4 above,  was among the countries more severely hit, the low 

income groups suffered more and where recovery started later and is slower (Ólafsson and Stefánsson 

2019).  Children’s anchored poverty worsened considerably after 2010, peaking to 32,6% in 2013, 

up from an already high 24,7% in 2008.  Data are even worse, and still increasing, with regard to 

absolute poverty, which reached 9.% in 2013, up from 4.9% in 2008 and increasingly constantly also 

in the subsequent years12,6 % of all underage children in 2018, compared to the already high 8, 4% 

of the entire population. The percentage is much higher for children with a migrant background. 

Research on the impact of being born and growing up poor in Italy is very recent and relatively scarce. 

The most systematic studies are those promoted, on the one hand, by the Istituto superiore della Sanità 

among primary school children, on the other hand by Save the Children, with the support of a 

scientific committee. They are in line with what is known from the international literature. 

With regard to the impact of poverty on chances at birth, the evidence is indirect, but worrisome. The 

geographical gradient in infant mortality, in fact, overlaps with that of poverty, with a 2,9% infant 

mortality in the Northern regions, and a 3,8% in the Southern regions. The study by the Istituto 

Superiore della Sanità (2016)  monitoring the health of  children attending primary school  finds that 

inequalities in parental  income and labour  position affect inequalities in exposure to children’s 

illnesses and health risks. Everything else equal, however, a crucial role is played by parents’, 

particularly mother’s education. This is particularly evident with regard to obesity, as shown in fig. 4 

and 5. 
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Fig. 4 Overweight and obesity among 8-9 years olds in the Italian regions. 2014 

 

Source: Istituto Superiore della sanità 2016, fig. 2 

 

Fig. 5. Weight status of 8-9 years olds by parents’ education. Italy 2014 

 

 

Source: Istituto superiore di Sanità 2016, fig. 5 

 

Based on survey data on children’s parents, the Istituto Superiore di Sanità (2016) found that children 

of poor and low educated parents (particularly mothers) eat less fruit and vegetables and do not eat 

breakfast regularly; They are also less «active» physically and practice sport less often than their 

better off contemporaries, particularly if they live in the South. There are also gender differences, 

with girls being less active and practicing sports less frequently than boys. In this perspective, girls 

living in poor households suffer from a double deprivation. The survey, instead, did not find 

differences between autochthonous and foreign children in these behaviors that are relevant for a 

child’s health, once controlling for income and education.  
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Own elaboration of data of the ISTAT 2013 survey on health show that children living in poor 

households are highly likely not to be followed regularly by a doctor, even if in Italy the National 

health service is universal and the general practitioner (a pediatrician in the case of children under 

12) is free. This risk is much higher if, in addition to be poor, children live in the South. About 32% 

of 0-3 years old living in poor households have not been seen by a doctor in the previous 12 months 

at the national level, ranging from 29% in the North-East to 34% in the South and Isles, 

notwithstanding each child at birth is assigned to a doctor who should regularly check on his/her 

growth. It means that their health is not monitored properly and there is no possibility of prevention, 

o early intervention. The percentage of children living in poor households who never see a doctor 

during a year increases with age, involving 45% of the 4-6 years old at the national level, 50% in the 

South, 55% in the Isles. 

Scores on an international cognitive test (PISA) document the impact of household income 

inequalities. 36% of 15 years old children whose household is in the first income quintile do no 

achieve the minimum competencies in math and reading, compared to respectively 10% and 7 % of 

their contemporaries in the fifth quintile (Save the children 2015). Also in this case, there is a regional 

gradient overlapping the poverty one. Foreign children are the worse off, with 42% of children of 

first generation parents not reaching the minimum competencies both in math and in reading 

compared to respectively 19% and 15% of Italian born children. Low socio-economic status combines 

with lack of «local» cultural capital. A recent cross national test including all pupils from elementary 

to secondary high school performed by the Ministry of education (Invalsi 2019) arrived at similar 

findings. It also found that differences among student in  the same classroom are greater in the South 

than in the Center-North, suggesting that in the South the school is less able to compensate family-

linked inequalities. 

Attendance to early child care seems to have a positive effect on low income children’s cognitive 

development throughout adolescence (Save the Children 2015). A recent study on children in the 45-

54 months age bracket found that there were differences in their cognitive, relational and mobility 

capabilities depending on whether they had previously attended  a nursery school, as well as on their 

family background (Save the Children 2019a).  The study of  five cohorts having attended early child 

care when under 3 found that the positive impact lasted throughout adulthood, affecting various 

dimensions, such as emotional skills, employment, electoral participation, in addition to school 

completion. But the likelihood that children from low income households attend such a service from 

a very early age is very reduced, for various, interacting, reasons:  cultural models concerning the 

proper care of very young children, lower labour market participation among low income and low 

educated  mothers lower availability of these services  in the very regions where there is a higher 
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concentration of children’s poverty.   Kindergarten attendance, in fact, is almost universal in Italy for 

children 3 to five years old and kindergartens, defined scuole dell’infanzia (infant schools) are part 

of the universal school system, although quality is uneven across the country and in the Southern 

regions kindergartens often operate on a half day basis only. Both coverage and attendance of nursery 

schools for the under three years old, on the contrary, is limited, involving 24,2% of 0-2 years old 

children at the national level in 2016, thus nine points below the 33% coverage set as a goal for all 

EU countries (Openpolis 2018, Save the Children 2019a, 2019b). Coverage is also very uneven across 

regions. Center-Northern regions, although not always reaching the 33% coverage, are much nearer 

to it than the Southern ones, some of which do not even reach 10% . 

Coverage  - taking together public and private nurseries -  is to a large degree linked   to women’s 

labour force participation rates. Thus, regions with a high incidence of child poverty are those where 

the offer of early child care and education is lower. Regional differences in the provision on these 

services,  therefore strengthen  the risk of a Matthew effect in their use, particularly when they are 

not universal  (e.g. Pavolini et al., 2018). Not only, in fact,  in Italy education is a selective determinant 

for women’s, and particularly mothers’, labor force participation. And high educated mothers, are 

also more inclined to choose an institutional, professional, service over other forms of informal or 

family (grandparental) care for their very young children. The presence of these services is also lower 

in the poorer regions   Although recently nursery schools, analogously to what had happened before 

to kindergartens, have been formally integrated in the overall system of basic schooling, their scarcity 

and the presence of fees (although on a sliding scale) supports the persistence of an image of these 

services not as a universal right of children irrespective of their mothers’ working status or as a social 

assistance service for particularly problematic families.  This image is particularly detrimental for the 

likelihood that low income children attend such a service.  

In order to interrupt this vicious circle, it is not enough, and possibly even somewhat demeaning, to 

encourage low income/low educated mothers to get a job, thus being forced to reduce their mothering 

time and to shift it to the (more cognitively efficacious) child care services, as suggested for instance 

by Esping Andersen (2002) and implicit in much social investment literature (for a critique, see 

Saraceno 2017). It is necessary, in my view, to dis-implicate formal early child care from the mother’s 

working status and from their image as a mainly work-family conciliating means, focusing on their 

role as a means to strengthen children’s equal opportunity rights, not in competition, or alternative, 

to, rather as an integration of parental/maternal care and education. This cultural change, together 

with an enlargement of the offer of good quality nursery schools seems to me not only more respectful 

of low income/low educated mothers, but also fully coherent with the finding that together with early 

formal, non-family childcare and education also parenting quality is important for the emotional and 
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cognitive development.  Low income low educated parents, therefore, rather than being considered 

inefficient for the development of their children, should be supported in developing their parenting 

capabilities. In this perspective, in the Italian context, there are interesting local experiences working 

with (low income, also migrant) mothers of new born children. One of such experiences – the Centro 

per la salute del bambino - has been promoted by a child psychiatric, Giorgio Tamburlini, based on 

his clinical experience. While being a strong supporter of early attendance to a nursery school, 

Tamburlini is also a strong supporter of home visits and mothers groups to help parents, and 

particularly mothers of infant children to develop care and relational attitudes and practices 

supporting child development from the beginning: reading, music, gymnastics, play, “responsive 

feeding” and so forth (see e.g. Tamburlini 2013, 2014 and http://www.csbonlus.org/ ). 

A holistic approach to child development, not exclusively focused on formal education, is important 

not only for the emotional and physical wellbeing, but also for cognitive development throughout the 

process of growing up. Confirming what is known in the literature, the cited Save the Children study 

(2015) found that also participation in extracurricular activities has a positive impact on cognitive 

development. Yet, participation in extracurricular activities – sport, music, visiting museums, going 

to a theater or cinema and so forth – are much less widespread among low income children than their 

better-off contemporaries. It is a matter of income, of course, but also of the (affordable) availability 

of this kind of activities in the neighborhood or in the school itself. In this perspective, all other things 

equal, for a low income child where he/she lives makes a huge difference with regard to the possibility 

to fully develop his/her cognitive potential and capabilities. Living in city which is well endowed 

with a well early child care services, where elementary schools operate full time and enrich the school 

curriculum with extracurricular activities free of charge or financially affordable, where safe play 

grounds and sport centers and associations are  easily accessible also for the less privileged, offers 

chances of development and curricular enrichment throughout  the growing up process that are absent, 

or scarce, in less endowed locations. Again, the availability of these resources at the local level is 

very uneven across regions and municipalities, but also within cities, with the poorer regions, 

municipalities, neighbourhoods having fewer of them. 

Strengthening the developmental chances of low income children appears a particularly crucial goal 

in a country, like Italy, where, as shown in a previous paragraph, the intergenerational transmission 

of the educational level is comparatively strong and overall intergenerational mobility comparatively 

low, while the intergenerational transmission of inequality is high (see also Franzini and Raitano 

2013). A study of the impact of the family background on the career path of Italian men (Raitano and 

Vona 2013) has found that an additional year of parental education increases sons' weekly wages by 

11.7% after twenty years of experience and that 71% of this effect emerges during the career. 
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According to the authors, this results from the interplay of a glass ceiling effect, due to the 

complementarity between parental education and son’s abilities, and a parachute effect, associated 

with family labour market connections. The data shown above on the association between household 

income and child cognitive development, as well as health, suggests what may be the mechanisms 

underpinning the complementarity between parental education and son’s abilities. Weakening at least 

the link between parental education and children’s abilities for those belonging to low income 

households and have low educated parents, through early child education and sustained educational 

support throughout the process of growing up, therefore, would partly weaken the intergenerational 

transmission of inequality. 

 

Concluding remarks 

Granting children adequate economic and material resources, supporting their parents’ employment 

and wages level is, of course, of utmost importance in contrasting children’s poverty. 34% of children 

living in a jobless household, but also 16,2% of those living a single earner household were in absolute 

poverty in 2018. The figure dropped at  3,9% if they lived in a two parents dual earner household, 

indicating the crucial importance of supporting mothers’ employment. Other needs of poor children 

need however to be addressed as well, in order to grant them equal opportunities in developing their 

capabilities, both by supporting parental  skills and by enlarging access to non-family-linked 

developmental resources. Italy is lacking on both counts, given the high incidence of children’s 

poverty and the scarcity of good quality developmental resources available in particular to children 

living in the poorer areas. There are exceptions, of course. But only very recently “education poverty” 

–with regard both to the provision  of education resources and  to cognitive under-development - has 

entered the political agenda, with a special fund allocated to initiatives in the field. They remain, 

however, experimental, and therefore transitory. 

 

References 

Barker, DJP (1998) Mothers, Babies and Health in Later Life (2nd Ed) Edinburgh: Churchill 

Livingston 

Bingley P.  and N. Westergård-Nielsen (2012) “Intergenerational Transmission and Day Care” in  

Ermisch J., M. Jäntti, T M. Smeeding   (eds)  From parents to Children, Russel sage Fundation, New 

York, pp.190-204. 

Biroli, Pietro & Del Boca, Daniela & Heckman, James J. & Heckman, Lynne Pettler & Koh, Yu 

Kyung & Kuperman, Sylvi & Moktan, Sidharth & Pronzato, Chiara D. & Ziff, Anna L., 2018. 



16 
 

"Evaluation of the Reggio approach to early education," Research in Economics, Elsevier, vol. 

72(1), pages 1-32 

Blau, D. (1999). The effect of income on child development. Review of Economics and Statistics, 81 

(2), 261-276. 

Bradbury B., M. Corak, J. Waldfogel, and E. Washbrook (2012) “Inequality in early childhood 

outcomes”, in Ermisch J., M. Jäntti, T M. Smeeding  2012 (eds)  From parents to Children, Russel 

sage Fundation, New York, pp. 87-119 

Bradley, R. H. (1995) “Home environment and parenting”, Iin M. Bornstein (Ed.), Handbook of 

parenting. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Bradley, R. H., & Corwyn, R. F. (2002) “Socioeconomic status and child development”, Annual 

Review of Psychology, 53, pp. 371–399. 

Breen, R., & Jonsson, J. O. (2005) “Inequality of opportunity in comparative perspective: Recent 

research on educational attainment and social mobility”, Annual Review of Sociology, 31, pp. 223–

243.  

Brooks-Gunn, J., & Duncan, G. (1997) ”The effects of poverty on children and youth”The Future of 

Children, 7, pp.  55-71. 

Cantillon B., T. Goedemé, J. Hills (eds) (2019), Decent incomes for all, Oxford, Oxford University 

Press 

Cantillon B., Y Chzen, S. Handa and B. Nolan (eds.) (2017), Children of Austerity, Oxford, 

Unicef/Oxford University Press. 

Case A. and C. Paxson (2008) “Stature and Status: Height, ability and labor market outcomes”,  The 

Journal of Political Economy, 116, 3, pp. 459-532 

Currie J. and E. Moretti  (2003) “Mother’s education and the intergenerational transmission of human 

capital. Evidence from college openings”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 118, pp. 1495-1532 

Cutler D. and A, LLeras-Muney (2010) “Understanding differences in health behaviors by 

education”, Journal of Health Economics, 29, pp. 1-28 

Deaton A (2013) The Great Escape: Health, Wealth, and the Origins of Inequality, Princeton Univ 

Press, Princeton. 

Del Boca D., Martino E. M., Piazzalunga D. (2017) Investments in Early Education and Child 

Outcomes: The Short and the Long Run, ifo DICE Report, ISSN 2511-7823, ifo Institut – Leibniz-

Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung an der Universität München, München, Vol. 15, Iss. 1, pp. 43 

Del Bono E., M. Francesconi and Y Kelly (2016) “Early maternal investment and Early child 

outcomes”, The Economic Journal, 126, 196, pp. 96-135 



17 
 

Dumas C. and A. Lefranc (2012) “Early Schooling and Later Outcomes” in Ermisch J., M. Jäntti, T 

M. Smeeding   (eds)  From parents to Children, Russel sage Fundation, New York, pp. 164-189 

Duncan G. J. And J, Brooks-Gunn (2000) “Family poverty, welfare reform and child development”, 

Child Development, January/February Volume 71, Number 1, pp. 188-196 

Duncan, G., and Brooks-Gunn, J. (Eds.). (1997).Consequences of growing up poor, New York: 

Russell Sage Foundation 

Duncan, G., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Klebanov, P. (1994)  “Economic deprivation and early-childhood 

development”, Child Development, 65 (2), pp. 296-318. 

Duncan, G., Yeung, W. J., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Smith, J. R. (1998) “How much does childhood 

poverty affect the life chances of children?”,  American Sociological Review, 63, pp. 406-423. 

Ermisch J., M. Jäntti, T M. Smeeding  (2012) “Advantage in comparative perspective”, in id. (eds)  

From parents to Children, Russel sage Fundation, New York, pp. 3-31 

Ermisch J., M. Jäntti, T M. Smeeding (eds) (2012) From parents to Children, Russel sage Fundation, 

New York 

Esping Andersen G. (2002) “A child-centered social investment strategy”, in G. Esping Anderen, D. 

Gallie, A. Hemerijck and J. Myles (eds), Why we need a new welfare state, Oxford, Oxford University 

Press, pp. 26-67 

Evans G. W. and M. A. Schamberg (2009) “Childhood poverty, chronic stress, and adult working 

memory”, Proceedings of the  National Academy of  Science U S A, Apr 21; 106(16), pp.  6545–6549 

Fergusson D.M., L. J. Horwood, J. M. Boden (2008) “The transmission of social inequality: 

Examination of the linkages between family socioeconomic status in childhood and educational 

achievement in young adulthood”, Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 26, pp. 277–295 

Franzini M. and M. Raitano (2013) “Economic Inequality and its Impact on Intergenerational 

Mobility”, Intereconomics -Review of European Economic Policy, n. 6, pp. 328-335. 

Grundiza S. And C. Lopez-Vilaplana (2013) “Is the likelihood of poverty inherited?”, Statistics in 

focus, Eurostat, 27 

Heckman JJ. 2006, “Skill formation and the economics of investing in disadvantaged children”, 

Science, 312( 5782), pp. 1900–2. 

Herrnstein, R. J. and C. Murray (1994). The bell curve: Intelligence and class structure in American 

life. New York: Free Press Paperbacks. 

Invalsi (2019) Rapporto Invalsi 2019,  https://www.invalsiopen.it/risultati/rapporto-prove-nazionali-

invalsi-2019/ 

Istituto superiore della Sanità (2016), Okkio alla salute, Roma 

Jensen, A. R. (1996). “The g factor”. Nature, 381(6585), 729. 



18 
 

Jerrim J. and J. Micklewright (2012) “Children’s Cognitive Ability and Changes over age of the 

socio-economic gradient”, in Ermisch J., M. Jäntti, T M. Smeeding  2012 (eds)  From parents to 

Children, Russel sage Fundation, New York, pp. 262-284 

Lee, V. E., & Burkham, D. T. (2002). Inequality at the starting gate: Social background differences 

in achievement as children begin school. New York: Economic Policy Institute. 

Linver, M. R., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Kohen, D. E. (1999) “Parenting behavior and emotional health as 

mediators of family poverty effects upon young low-birthweight children’s cognitive ability”, Annals 

of the New York Academy of Sciences, 896, 376–378. 

Linver, M. R., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Kohen, D. E. (2002) “Family processes as pathways from income 

to young children’s development”, Developmental Psychology, 38 (5), 719–734. 

Luby, J.; A. Belden, K. Botteron, N. Marrus, M P. Harms, C. Babb, T.i Nishino, D. Barch (2013) 

“The Effects of Poverty on Childhood Brain Development. The Mediating Effect of Caregiving and 

Stressful Life Events”, JAMA Pediatrics, 167, 12, pp. 1135-1142 

Ma, X., &Wilkins, J. L. (2002). The development of science achievement in middle and high school. 

Individual differences and school effects. Evaluation Review, 26(4), 395–417.  

Machin, S. (2006). Social disadvantage and education experiences, Paris: OECD. 

Marmot, Michael (2015). The Health Gap: The Challenge of an Unequal World,  Bloomsbury, 

Bloomsbury Publishing. 

Mayer, S. (1997). What money can’t buy: The effect of parental income on children’s outcomes. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

McKnight A, (2015) Downward mobility, opportunity hoarding and the “glass floor”, Research 

Report, CASE, London 

Natali L. and Saraceno C. (2017) “The impact of the great recession on Child Poverty. The Case of 

Italy”, in Cantillon B., Y Chzen, S. Handa and B. Nolan (eds.) (2017), Children of Austerity, Oxford, 

Unicef/Oxford University Press, pp. 170-190  

Noble K. G: et al. (2015) “Family income, parental education and brain structure”, Nature 

Neuroscience, 18, pp. 773-778 

OECD (2018) A Broken social elevator?, OECD, Paris  

Ólafsson S., M. Daly, O. Kangas and J. Palme (eds.) (2019), Welfare and the Great Recession, 

Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

Ólafsson S. and K. H. Stefánsson (2019) “Welfare Consequences of the Crisis in Europe”, in S. 

Ólafsson, M. Daly, O. Kangas and J. Palme (eds.), Welfare and the Great Recession, Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, pp. 15-42 



19 
 

Openpolis (2018) Scuole e asili per ricucire il paese, https://www.openpolis.it/esercizi/la-presenza-

degli-asili-nido/ 

Pavolini  E. and W. Van Lancker ( 2018) “The Matthew effect in childcare use: a matter of policies 

or preferences?” in Journal of European Public Policy,  25,  pp. 878 – 893 

Perrons D., A. Plomien (2010) Why socio-economic inequalities increase? Facts and Policy 

responses in Europe, Publication Office of the European Union, Luxembourg 

Phillips, D. A., Voran, M., Kisker, E., Howes, C., et al. (Apr 1994) “Child care for children in poverty: 

Opportunity or inequity?”, Child Development, 65(2), 472–492. 

Pianta, R. C., La Paro, K. M., Payne, C., Cox, M. J., & Bradley, R. (2002) “The relation of 

kindergarten classroom environment to teacher, family, and school characteristics and child 

outcomes”, Elementary School Journal, 102(3), 225–238. 

Raitano M. and F. Vona (2013) “From the cradle to the grave. The effect of family background on 

the career path of Italian men” OFCE working paper 5, February. 

Reeves R. V. and K. Horward (2014) The glass floor. Education, downward mobility and opportunity 

hoarding, Brookings Institution, Washington. 

Saraceno C.(2014) Il lavoro non basta. La povertà in Europa negli anni della crisi, Milano, Feltrinelli 

Saraceno C. (2017)  Family relationships and gender equality in the social investment discourse: An 

overly restrictive view?”, in A. Hemerijck (ed.), The uses of social investment,  Oxford University 

Press, Oxford,  pp.59-65 

Sassi F, (ed.) (2025) Tackling harmful alcohol use. Economic and public health policy, OECD 

Publishing, Paris. 

Save the Children (2015), Illuminiamo il futuro 2030, Roma, Save the children  

Save the Children (2019a) Il miglior inizio. Disugaglianze e opportunità nei primi anni di vita, Roma, 

Save the Children 

Save the Children (2019b) Il tempo dei bambini. Atlante dell’infanzia a rischio 2019, Roma, Save the 

Children 

Shavit,Y., & Blossfeld, H. (Eds.) (1993) Persistent inequality: Changing educational attainment in 

thirteen countries. Boulder, CO: Westview. 

Smeeding T., R. Erikson and M. Jäntti (eds) 2011, Persistence, privilege and parenting, Russel Sage 

Foundation, New York. 

Tamburlini G. (2013)  “Nido, miracoloso nido. Medico e Bambino;32, pp. 415-417 

https://www.medicoebambino.com/?id=1307_415.pdf 



20 
 

Tamburlini G. (2014) Visite domiciliari per mamme e bambini. Razionale, evidenze, modelli di 

attuazione, Medico e Bambino;33, pp. 511-518 

https://www.medicoebambino.com/?id=1408_511.pdf 

Teasdale, T., & Owen, D. R. (1986) “The influence of paternal social class on intelligence and 

educational level in male adoptees and non-adoptees”,  British Journal of Educational Psychology, 

56(1), 3–12. 

Waldfogel J. and E. Washbrook (2011) “Income related Gaps in School Readiness in the United 

States and the United Kingdom”, in Smeeding T., R. Erikson and M. Jäntti (eds) 2011, Persistence, 

privilege and parenting, Russel Sage Foundation, New York, pp. 175-208 

World Health Organization (WHO) 2018, Nurturing care for early child development, Who, 

Switzerland. 

 




