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Abstract The number of foreign minors living in Italy in 2003 was 353,500.
According to the latest estimates, for 2008, over 862,000 foreign minors are now
residing in Italy. This means that, within 5 years, the number of foreign minors more
than doubled, and, within last 10 years, it more than quadrupled. In 2008, more than
16% of births occurred to couples including at least one foreign parent and children
now account for more than 22% of the foreign population. Despite the
extraordinarily rapid growth in immigration and in the number of foreign children
in the last decade, little research has been conducted on issues regarding children in
immigrant families. In this study, in the framework of the Unicef comparative
research project on ‘Children in Immigrant Families in Eight Affluent Countries:
Their Family, National and International Context’ we analyse the household
composition and wellbeing of children in immigrant families with 2001 Italian
Census data. In particular, we analyse, by gender and country of origin, the time of
arrival and citizenship of children aged up to 17 years; the educational attainment
and job activity of their parents; family composition and housing conditions.
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1 Introduction: An Extraordinary Growth of the Number of Foreign Children

Until the beginning of the 1970s, Italy had been a country of emigration for more than a
century and the balance between the emigrant and immigrant population was negative,
meaning that there were more net emigrants than immigrants. It did not become a
country of net immigration until the mid-1970s and experienced only limited
immigration before the 1970s. This has now changed. Over the last 10 years, the
native-born Italian population has continued to shrink, mainly because the very low birth
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rates, but the number of resident foreigners has been expanding rapidly. The early waves
of immigration from Albania and, more recently, Romania have now been replaced by
flows from a large range of countries. The number of foreigners in 1999was a little more
than 1 million. By the end of 2008, the documented foreign population had reached
about 3.9 million. The estimated 700,000 immigrant with irregular status resident add
substantially to the total of at least 4.3 million foreigners, representing 7.2% of the total
population (Caritas-Migrantes 2009).

The pattern of immigration is also changing. In the past, low-skilled, low-wage
and often undocumented men—less frequently women—seeking work dominated
the immigration flows. Many were seasonal workers, and they normally arrived and
stayed for brief periods without their families. Now, immigration flows increasingly
consist of complete families, which is an indication that the immigrants intend to
settle permanently. Another indication is the rise in the number of children in
immigrant families, and the children are coming from an enormous variety of
countries. Many of the children who have arrived in Italy since 1996 are from
western Africa and Asia, particularly Bangladesh and India. There have also been
large flows of children from Albania, the Republic of Moldova and the former
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Many of the countries are new in the immigration
flows to Italy.

This diversity has meant that there is generally less concentration and
ghettoization among immigrant groups, compared to other destination countries.
However, this diversity has also required greater variety in the responses of Italian
society, especially through social services. The number of foreign minors living in
Italy in 2003 was 353,500. According to the latest estimates, for 2008, over 862,000
foreign minors are now residing in Italy. This means that, within the last 5 years, the
number of foreign minors had more than doubled, and, within 10 years, it had more
than quadrupled. In 2008, more than 16% of births occurred to couples including at
least one foreign parent. Children now account for more than 22% of the foreign
population. This is 6 percentage points higher than the share of children in the
overall population. The number of foreign children is projected to reach 1 million by
around 2010 (Blangiardo and Molina 2006).

The high birth rate among foreigners—21 live births per 1,000 relevant
population—is an indication that immigrant families are setting roots in Italy. It
also represents a significant contribution towards overall population growth in the
country. The number of children born to parents who were both foreign citizens was
72,472 in 2008. This represented over 12% of all births in the country.

Other children (over 40,000 in 2008) have come to Italy from abroad to join their
families and represent part of the increase. Births to mixed Italian and foreign
couples have also risen, through these newborn, by Italian law, having one Italian
parent, are automatically entitled to Italian citizenship.

According to official data, in 2001, almost 700,000 households in Italy contained
at least one foreign citizen. They accounted for 1.9% of all households. Two thirds
of these households were entirely foreign (Istat 2007). According to estimates for
2008, almost 5.6% of all Italian households now have at least one foreign member.
This rapid increase has been generated partly by the soaring number of family
reunifications. At the same time, we have also observed a rise in the number of
individuals of immigrant origin forming families in Italy.
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Immigrants are also modifying the mechanisms of population change and
population structure (Billari and Dalla Zuanna 2008). The resident foreign
population in 2007 was younger than the Italian population. It had an average age
of 31 years, while the Italian average was 12 years older (Caritas-Migrantes 2009).

Until now, little research has been conducted on issues regarding children in
immigrant families, despite the extraordinarily rapid growth in immigration and in
the number of foreign children in the last decade. Here we sketch out the major
demographic characteristics of immigrant children and their families in Italy, based
on the results of original elaboration made on data of the latest census, for a Unicef
country report—that has drawn a full statistical portrait of children in immigrant
families in Italy—on the framework of a comparative research on ‘Children in
Immigrant Families in Eight Affluent Countries: Their Family, National and
International Context’ (Hernandez et al. 2009).

2 Who are the (Im-)migrant Children? A Difficult Definition for a Rather
Fragmented Picture

There is a trend in the socio-demographic research literature on immigrants and
children to stress differences among children by generation with respect to arrival in
the country of settlement. Thus, immigrants who have arrived in Italy as adults
would be classified as the 1.0 generation, and those who have arrived at a young age
would be classified as the 1.5 generation (Rumbaut 2002). Children born in Italy of
two immigrant parents would be children of the 2.0 generation, while the children
born in Italy of mixed native and immigrant parents would be the 2.5 generation.
The 3.0 generation would represent the children born in Italy of parents of immigrant
origin born in Italy. Rumbaut (1997) has also proposed the use of additional
subcategories, including the 1.25 generation (children who have immigrated between
the ages of 13 and 17), the 1.5 generation (children who began primary education in
the country of origin, but completed it in the country of settlement) and the 1.75
generation (children who immigrated before they had reached the age of compulsory
schooling). The term “second generation”, consequently, includes children with at
least one parent who has been born abroad (Ambrosini 2005). The use of such a
general definition, capable of covering a variety of diverse situations, offers the
advantage of helping to avoid the overly homogeneous and stereotypical images
often connected with the terms immigrant and foreigner.

However, there are few statistical resources in Italy that are amenable to the
distinctions drawn in the sociological taxonomy based on immigrant generations,
and there is an absence of uncontested definitions. This absence reflects a general
conceptual vagueness about immigration. Moreover, because a child born in Italy
and having at least one Italian parent is entitled to Italian citizenship, the 2.5
generation, an important segment of the immigrant population, according to the
existing legislation, is not defined as immigrant. Indeed, the terms immigrant and
foreign are often conflated in Italy.

The definition chosen affects the statistical identification and counting of
immigrants or people “of foreign origin”. To define who the immigrant children
are, a number of interrelated factors should be considered: the place of birth, the age
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at arrival, the migratory experience, the citizenship and the potential acquisition
of it, the geographical origin and the processes of socialization and formal
education. The reference to the country of birth permits us to distinguish between
native-born and foreign-born, the citizenship between nationals and foreigners,
the country of birth of parents between children with national or foreign
background. There are advantages and disadvantages in each definition.
Foreigners are an unstable group since the status can individually change over
the life course, the citizenship law can vary over time and there are problems
with double-citizenship. The “foreign born” group, identified by the country of
origin, is a more stable group because this characteristic is unique and does not
change over the life-course, but includes also the national born abroad and
excludes the second generation (Bisogno 2008).

Of course, the scant evidence on immigration in Italy is driven by the difficulties
in obtaining appropriate data on foreign children and second-generation immigrants
(Amnesty International 2006). The data currently available are often not comparable
and are usually limited in scope. The data on residence permits cover young people
aged 15 and above. Residence registers and other records cover all children, but are
not regularly cleared of information that is outdated. The database of the Ministry of
Education, Universities and Research covers only foreign children enrolled in
compulsory education.

Despite the significant number of foreign children in Italy and despite the
substantial literature on this topic worldwide, most research on second-generation
immigrants in Italy has been conducted only within limited areas of the country.
Knowledge about the current situation is fragmented, the available research is
mainly in Italian and no major comparative efforts have been undertaken
(Giovannini 2004, Mencarini et al. 2009). At the same time, qualitative research
on second-generation immigrants exists, but the early efforts have focused primarily
on inclusion in education, which is one of the areas in which second-generation
immigrants are most visible (Ambrosini and Molina 2004, Mencarini et al. 2009)

3 Current Naturalization and Citizenship Policy

There is little evidence to suggest that immigration into Italy will subside.
Immigration flows are expected to continue at the rapid pace of recent years. There
are numerous push and pull factors behind these flows and one of the most important
push factors is demographic. The young adult population is increasing by about
50 million annually in developing countries. This is especially the case in sub-
Saharan Africa, where such increases appear to raise labour market imbalances
(Mencarini 2006). There are also important pull factors. The ageing population in
Italy and the highly educated young generation of native-born Italians will not be
able to replace the older generation retiring from the labour force. The demand for
unskilled labour is high; much of manufacturing production in Italy is labour
intensive. Traditional sectors such as tourism, crafts and home care and other
domestic services will continue to require unskilled and semiskilled labour in years
to come. Italy is an attractive destination for foreign immigrants not only because of
the job opportunities, but also because of the country’s role as a crossroads in the
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Mediterranean and its long easily accessible coastlines. For many immigrants,
moreover, Italy represents a bridge into other EU countries.

Despite the pull factors (or perhaps because of them), Italian legislation
introduced strict criteria for family reunification in 2002 through the Law No. 189/
2002, which was designed to facilitate entry only for foreigners who had found
employment in Italy. The law also stipulated that annual immigrant quotas should be
fixed for each country. Many difficulties have been encountered in implementing the
law. The admissions mechanisms appear too complicated, and it is rare for a family
or firm to be willing to hire a worker before the worker has entered the country.

Many individual adult immigrant men continue to enter Italy as undocumented
immigrants or fail to leave when their tourist visas expire after a few months. There
are an estimated 700,000 undocumented immigrants who are participating in the
labour market without work permits while waiting for the next government amnesty
for undocumented immigrants.

Amnesty schemes were implemented most recently in 1991, 1995, 2002, 2007
and 2009. After passage of the Law No. 189/2002 and the amnesty in 2002, the
debate eased over policy issues revolving around foreigners living in Italy. Thus,
notwithstanding the stringency of the law, the number of residence permits issued for
family reunification steadily increased from 14.2% of all documented entries in
January 1992 to 29.8% in January 2006 (Istat 2006).

Residence permits for family reasons are issued predominantly to adolescent women
or women around the age of 30. This accounted for 77% of all such permits, equal to
526,334 permits, in 2006 (Istat). Men receiving the permits are mainly in younger age
groups (15–20 years of age). These results suggest that family reunification mainly
involves adolescent children and younger wives, probably the wives of younger men.

Foreigners may become naturalized if they are able to demonstrate at least
10 years of continuous documented residence or, more frequently, if they have
married an Italian citizen. Around 30,000 individuals were naturalized in 2005,
almost 50% more than the number in 2004.

In Italy, entitlement to citizenship is based on ius sanguinis, that is, the right (ius)
conferred because of a blood relationship (sanguinis) to a citizen. To be entitled to
citizenship by birth, an individual must have at least one parent who is an Italian
citizen. Children in immigrant families (according to Law 5 February 1992, no. 91)
may become Italian citizens if they were born in Italy and have been documented
residents in the country without interruption until their 18th birthday. Foreign
children who have not been born in Italy must wait until their 18th birthday before
they may apply for citizenship. Citizenship is not automatic in these situations.
Foreign children may also declare their desire to become Italian citizens within a
year of their 18th birthday. In any case, the Government may exercise discretion and
selectivity in granting citizenship (UNICEF and Caritas Italiana 2005).

Unaccompanied foreign children may obtain a residence permit upon their 18th
birthday if they are able to demonstrate that they have housing and are gainfully
employed under contract or are enrolled in school. In addition, they must certify that
they have participated for at least 2 years in a programme aimed at facilitating social
inclusion and civil integration through an approved institution. They must also
certify that the Commission for Foreign Minors has issued a finding that a procedure
for repatriation cannot be initiated in their case.
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4 2001 Italian Population Census Data Source

We have based our analysis on children and their families’ conditions on census
data. The population census is the sole official and complete (non-sample) source
that gives detailed information about Italy’s foreign population. The census of 2001
was the 14th Italian general population census and general housing census. The
information it contains refers to 21 October 2001. We have computed the related
tables using the original census data for all children and adolescents without any
weighting scheme.1

The data reflect the demographic information recorded in household questionnaires
that were filled in by the “holder” of the household form, who is the individual
to which the household form is addressed according to the Italian population
register (anagrafe). The questionnaires solicited information on each household
member who was regularly residing in the household even if the individual was
absent on the day of the census, each individual who was living in the household
temporarily even if the individual was absent on the day of the census and each
individual who happened to be in the household on the day of the census.

For the first time, the entire questionnaire was provided in the 11 languages that are
most commonly spoken among the foreign population in Italy according to the data on
residence permits. Each municipality was responsible for organizing the field
enumeration. Typically, the municipalities sought the participation of associations of
immigrants and other immigrant organizations. Native-speaking enumerators were hired
among these groups. The main aim of this strategy was to ensure sensitivity to the
foreign population (Gallo and Zindato 2003; Istat 2006). The structure of the 2001
census provided a means, at least theoretically, to accommodate the enumeration of
foreigners whether they were usually resident or not. The distinction between short-
term migrants and visitors was made only after the enumeration. This was possible
because there were also questions on the place of usual residence and the duration of
the stay in Italy (Gallo and Zindato 2003). The information was otherwise the same as
the information collected on any other individual included in the census. Thus, there
were questions about gender, age, marital status and occupation.

Because of the significant number of adult foreigners who had acquired Italian
citizenship from 1991 to 2000 (about 75,000), there were also questions about the
acquisition of Italian citizenship and the country of former citizenship (or current
dual citizenship).

In this study,2 a child is a person 0–17 years of age as of the last birthday. A child
in an immigrant family is a child living with at least one parent in the home who is
foreign born. Information about parents (fathers or mothers) is included only if the
parents were living with the child. The immigrant status of parents who do not live
in the same dwelling is unknown.

If a child is foreign born, then his or her place of birth is the child’s country of
origin. If the child has been born in Italy, but the mother is foreign born, then the

1 The data have been analysed under the supervision of the National Institute of Statistics at the ADELE
Laboratory, Rome in the framework of the Unicef research project on Children in Immigrant Families in
Eight Affluent Countries: Their Family, National and International Context’.
2 As in the Unicef comparative report and in all country reports.
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country of origin of the child is the country of origin of the mother. If both the
child and the mother have been born in Italy, but the father in the household has
not, then the country of origin of the child is the country of origin of the father.
Because this method of identifying immigrant and foreign children is somewhat
different from the method used in the census, our results, though based on the
census, are not fully comparable with those already published by the National
Institute of Statistics (Istat 2006).

5 A Statistical Portrait of Children in Immigrant Families

5.1 Origin and Arrival to Italy

According to our calculations based on the 2001 census data, more than 900,000
children aged 0–17 as of their last birthday—10% of all children in Italy—were born
abroad or had at least one parent who was born abroad (Table 1). One or both of the
parents of about 500,000 children in immigrant families were born in less developed
countries. From the data emerges a great range in the countries of origin. The most
important countries in the less developed country group, Albania and Morocco,
count for less than 12% of the total of all countries.

The lack of ethnic and linguistic concentration among immigrants in Italy
contrasts with the situation in France, Germany and Spain. It will certainly affect
efforts to include the children in these migration flows in the education system.
Teachers may have to make adjustments for a variety of cultural issues and barriers
to inclusion. However, the greater diversity in immigrant origins may also offset
tendencies towards ethnic segregation and cultural isolation. These are often more

Table 1 Overview of children (aged 0–17) from the ten foreign countries of origin with the highest
proportions, absolute numbers and percentage (2001 Census data)

Country of origin Absolute % (ranking) in the total 0–17 year population

Switzerland 119,370 12.9 (1)

Germany 104,714 11.3 (2)

France 63,048 6.8 (3)

Morocco 59,300 6.4 (4)

Albania 49,956 5.4 (5)

United Kingdom 28,682 3.1 (6)

Belgium 26,196 2.8 (7)

Romania 24,897 2.7 (8)

Venezuela 25,087 2.7 (9)

Brazil 22,628 2.4 (10)

Total highest 10 countries 523,878 56.5

Total children in immigrant families 927,211 100

Total children 0–17 9,642,496

Mencarini et al. 2009.
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difficult to overcome, the more concentration there is in immigrant origins. The
variety in nationalities has evolved quickly, occurring especially in the last few
years. This is a feature of immigration that is not observed elsewhere in Europe
(Caritas-Migrantes 2008).

The majority of children and their parents from developing countries arrived in
Italy during the 5 years preceding the 2001 census (Table 2). The immigration
patterns in these years differed somewhat from the patterns in previous years. More
than 60% of the children and their parents arriving from Bangladesh, Pakistan and
Republic of Moldova who had become settled in Italy by October 2001, when the
census was conducted, had arrived in Italy since 1996. In the case of many countries
of origin in Eastern Europe, where the immigration flows towards Italy had begun at
the end of the cold war, in 1989–1991, more than 40% of the new arrivals had come
during this recent period, in 1996–2001. Among some other countries of origin,
typically the protagonists of the first flows of immigration, such as the Philippines
and Tunisia, the share of recent immigrants was smaller in the late 1990s relative to
the 1980s and the early 1990s. The smaller share of the recent immigration from
some countries was a direct result of historical events. For instance, the share in
immigration from the Islamic Republic of Iran was large during the 1980s following

Table 2 Percentage of children (aged 0–17) moved in past 5 years and of second generation, from the ten
foreign countries of origin with the highest proportions and main world regions (2001 Census data)

Country of origin % Moved in
past 5 years

Country of origin % Second
generation

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Moldova 66.3 Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 97.6

Pakistan 63.5 Eritrea 93.2

Bangladesh 61.3 Canada 92.3

Albania 55.3 Venezuela 90.7

(Former Yugoslav Republic of) Macedonia 49.4 Belgium 90.6

Ecuador 48.8 Iran, (Islamic Republic of) 90.3

Côte D’lvoire 47.1 France 89.2

Cuba 41.9 Luxembourg 88.5

China 38.8 Jordan 87.9

Romania 35.5 Uruguay 86.5

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 25.5 East Asia and The Pacific 70.0

Europe and Central Asia 33.4 Europe and Central Asia 50.1

High Income 1.4 High Income 80.7

Latin America and Caribbean 9.0 Latin America and Caribbean 67.6

Middle East and North Africa 20.0 Middle East and North Africa 73.3

South Asia 39.9 South Asia 45.7

Sub-Saharan Africa 14.9 Sub-Saharan Africa 77.5

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 12.3 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 71.2

Mencarini et al. 2009.
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the revolution there in 1979, but is now one of the smallest flows. The proportion of
recently arrived immigrant families from advanced industrialized countries of origin
also became much smaller relative to the 1970s and the 1980s. The majority of these
children in families that had recently immigrated—about 40% of all children in
immigrant families—were Italian citizens born to parents who were Italian citizens
and who were returning to Italy after a period of residence abroad, especially in other
European countries, such as Belgium, France, Germany and Switzerland. Children in
immigrant families from the other European Union (EU) countries or North America
share many household characteristics and socioeconomic characteristics with
children in native-born Italian families.

A large portion of the people identified as second generation—referring to
individuals born in Italy who have at least one parent who has been born abroad,
without distinguishing between foreign and Italian citizens—in Table 2, represents
children born to mixed couples, that is, couples composed of one native-born parent
and one foreign-born parent. In some immigrant groups, the share of children born in
Italy to foreign-born couples is, in fact, relatively small. This includes immigrant
groups from Cuba, Thailand, the United States of America and the EU. In other
immigrant groups, the share of children born in Italy to foreign-born couples
accounts for over 50% of the children. This includes immigrant groups from China,
Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Ghana, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Jordan, Lebanon,
Mauritius, Morocco, Nigeria, the Philippines, Poland and Somalia, as well as other
countries in eastern and western Africa.

To clarify the issue of citizenship Table 3 indicates the share of Italian citizens,
including naturalized citizens, among children in immigrant families for each
country of origin. It also shows the share of children having one parent Italian citizen
and one non-citizen. In most cases, the parental couples with separate origins are of
mixed Italian-foreign nationality. Such mixed couples are particularly common
among children in immigrant families from the EU-15 and in the northern and
southern American groups and somewhat less common among immigrant groups
from other European countries. In general, mixed-nationality parents are less
common among children in families of African or Asian origin and more common
among parents in immigrant families from more well developed countries. For many
of the immigrating parents in these latter cases, the relationship with the Italian
partner represents the only solid link to Italian society (Istat 2006). The high
prevalence of homogamy among parents in immigrant families from many other
countries of origin, particularly Albania, China, Morocco and the countries of the
former Yugoslavia, reflects more accurately the traditional pattern in immigration
whereby the majority of individuals in immigrant families arrive in the country of
settlement through family reunification. Even among subsequent immigrant
generations, there is a strong trend towards homogamy through partnering or union
formation within the traditional immigrant group, which reduces the opportunity for
the establishment of mixed couples.

5.2 Age and Gender Ratio

A closer analysis of differences by gender, age and country of origin gives us an idea
of the immigration and reproductive strategies among various immigrant groups.
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The age structure is younger among children in immigrant families (Table 4). This is
particularly true of children in families from, for example, Bangladesh, Nigeria and
Senegal. In 2001, children aged 0–4 represented over half of all children in families
from these countries. This pattern in the age structure in these country groups is
driven by at least four factors not immediately visible from the results: higher
fertility rates, low incidence of immigration for family reunification, low rates of
immigration among adolescents, and more recent immigration flows to Italy.

Among children in families from South America, there is a larger share in
the preadolescent and adolescent age groups.3 Thus, in 2001, more than 40% of
the children in families from Ecuador were above 10 years of age, but the
corresponding share was only 21% among families fromNigeria. The preadolescent and
adolescent age groups among the immigrant population tend to encounter the
most serious barriers to social inclusion and good school performance (Dalla
Zuanna et al. 2009).

3 Detailed that on that can be found in Mencarini et al., 2009.

Table 3 Percentage of children (aged 0–17) in immigrant families with (column 1) Italian citizenship and
with (column 2) one Italian citizen parent and one non-citizen parent, from the ten foreign countries of
origin with the highest proportions and main world regions (2001 Census data)

Country of origin % Italian
citizens

Country of origin % with one Italian
citizen, one non-citizen
parent

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Switzerland 99.3 Cuba 73.7

Luxembourg 99.3 Finland 68.3

OECD countries, NER 99.1 Spain 66.0

Canada 98.8 Slovakia 61.1

Venezuela 98.6 Denmark 59.6

Belgium 98.4 Czech Republic 59.3

Germany 97.7 Thailand 55.4

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 97.2 Japan 53.9

France 96.5 Netherlands 52.9

United Kingdom 95.8 Portugal 51.8

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 26.8 East Asia and The Pacific 13.9

Europe and Central Asia 40.4 Europe and Central Asia 19.4

High Income 97.2 High Income 16.2

Latin America and Caribbean 84.4 Latin America and Caribbean 26.7

Middle East and North Africa 36.4 Middle East and North Africa 13.0

South Asia 21.0 South Asia 3.9

Sub-Saharan Africa 48.3 Sub-Saharan Africa 15.6

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 71.2 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 17.2

Mencarini et al. 2009.
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It appears that there are no wide differences in the gender ratio—boys per 100 girls—
among children in immigrant families (Table 4). There are notable exceptions, however
(aside from countries with smaller immigrant flows, among which the ratios fluctuate
much more from the average). Thus, there is a higher net prevalence of boys and men
over girls and women among immigrant groups from Bangladesh, Pakistan and
Ukraine. This outcome is not generated by prenatal gender selection; since the gender
ratio at birth among children born in Italy is regular among these groups. The result is
caused by the greater share of adolescent and adult men involved in immigration
through family reunification or in separate, current immigration flows.

5.3 Size and Structure of the Family

From official data, we know that certain foreign communities are characterized by a
higher incidence of children (Istat 2006). Some communities show a greater
propensity to form families in Italy (for example, Tunisians) or to rely on family
reunification (for example, Albanians). Communities that have become more settled
in Italy do not necessarily have a better standard of living than communities that are

Table 4 Percentage of children of 0–4 years out of total children aged 0–17 and boys per girls index
(children ageD 0–17), for the ten foreign countries of origin with the highest proportions or ratio and main
world regions (2001 Census data)

Country of origin % 0–
4 years

Country of origin Boys per
100 girls

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Cuba 64.1 Pakistan 122.5

Senegal 55.7 Ukraine 122.3

Nigeria 54.0 Israel 119.6

Bangladesh 50.1 Bangladesh 118.6

Slovakia 47.5 Macedonia (former Yugoslav republic of) 118.4

Ukraine 47.1 El Salvador 117.6

Sri Lanka 46.5 Brazil 111.6

Morocco 43.9 Egypt 111.6

Algeria 42.8 Greece 111.1

Poland 42.4 Bosnia and Herzegovina 110.7

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 35.1 East Asia and The Pacific 107.9

Europe and Central Asia 35.9 Europe and Central Asia 105.9

High Income 31.5 High Income 104.5

Latin America and Caribbean 26.9 Latin America and Caribbean 106.8

Middle East and North Africa 39.0 Middle East and North Africa 109.1

South Asia 39.0 South Asia 104.6

Sub-Saharan Africa 38.0 Sub-Saharan Africa 102.0

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 33.2 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 105.7

Mencarini et al. 2009.
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less well settled. For instance, families with more children or with larger households
in general often experience worse economic conditions (Istat 2006).

Father-only families4 are rare among both Italians and foreigners. In most cases,
the children in one-parent households live with the mother. Mother-only families are
common particularly among immigrant families from El Salvador (13%), Nigeria
(14%), Republic of Moldova and Somalia (15% each), Eritrea (16%), Dominican
Republic (20%) and Ecuador (21%; Table 5).

An important issue is whether these one-parent families are genuine. In many
cases, especially among immigrants from former socialist countries, one-parent
families might be simply a result of the delayed migration of remaining family
members. For instance, many women arrive in Italy to work in home care and other
domestic services. Often, they come alone with their children, and the husband
follows later. In the meantime, the households are classified as one-parent
households. This is a new phenomenon in Italy (Istat 2007).

4 Detailes can be found in Mencarini et al. 2009.

Table 5 Percentage of children (aged 0–17) with mother only family and with 3 or more siblings aged 0–
17 in home, for the ten foreign countries of origin with the highest proportions and main world regions
(2001 Census data)

Country of origin % with mother
only family

Country of origin % with 3 or
more siblings

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Ecuador 20.6 Pakistan 36.1

Dominican Republic 19.7 Bosnia and Herzegovina 17.8

Eritrea 16.0 Morocco 14.2

Moldova 14.9 Somalia 13.1

Somalia 14.9 (former Yugoslav republic of)
Macedonia

12.5

Peru 14.6 Syrian Arab Republic 10.9

Nigeria 13.5 Côte d’lvoire 10.8

El Salvador 13.4 Turkey 9.9

Colombia 12.2 Jordan 8.9

Ukraine 11.9 Senegal 8.9

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 6.9 East Asia and The Pacific 3.5

Europe and Central Asia 6.4 Europe and Central Asia 6.1

High Income 5.8 High Income 2.9

Latin America and Caribbean 9.3 Latin America and Caribbean 2.6

Middle East and North Africa 3.5 Middle East and North Africa 10.6

South Asia 2.7 South Asia 10.2

Sub-Saharan Africa 9.9 Sub-Saharan Africa 6.9

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 6.2 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 4.8

Mencarini et al. 2009.
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Among both Italians and foreigners, the residence of extended families in the
home, measured by the presence of at least one grandparent, is rare.5 However, this
result hides an important difference between children in native-born families and
children in immigrant families in Italy. The first ones more often have near relatives
(grandparent, uncle, or aunt) living in the same town. This characteristic may be a
source of disadvantage among children in immigrant families, since in Italy, family
members play a key role in providing support during times of need, such as the need
to assure children care (Billari and Dalla Zuanna 2008). The Italian welfare system,
in fact, is not comprehensive. Child benefits and other family allowances available to
parents with young children are not generous. Poverty statistics for Italy show that,
even among native-born families, poverty rates increase with the increase of the
number of children living in the households. Relative to children with no siblings,
children with one sibling show a 20% greater risk of experiencing poverty; the risk is
about 33% higher among children with two or more siblings (Billari and Dalla
Zuanna 2008). Thus, the opportunities for upward social mobility are strongly linked
to family size. Because immigrant families are, on average, larger than native-born
families, they more generally face a higher poverty risk. The share of children with
three or more siblings among children living in immigrant families is higher than the
corresponding share observed among children in native-born families (the respective
shares are 4.8 and 2.7%). The situation varies widely according to country of origin:
more than 36% for Pakistan, almost 18% for Bosnia and Herzegovina, more than
10% for Morocco, Somalia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Syria and
Cote d’Ivoire. Among families from some countries of origin, the share is lower than
it is among native-born families, including the Philippines, Romania, Russia,
Ukraina and Republic of Moldova. These differences are caused not only by
differences in fertility rates, but also by different strategies with respect to family
reunification. The patterns are also linked to the duration of residence in Italy.

5.4 Individual Characteristics of the Parents

Compared with parents in native-born families, parents in immigrant families show
either lower and higher levels of educational attainment depending on country of
origin (Table 6).6 This—a part from different education level—may be driven by the
differences in educational systems across countries of origin.

Table 6 shows that the least well educated parents tend to come from Africa, but
that some immigrant groups from Asia also have low educational attainment.
Meanwhile, the educational level among immigrant parents from the former socialist
countries and from South America is comparable with that of parents in native-born
families. The countries of origin of immigrant parents with particularly low
educational attainment include Morocco, where 42% of fathers and 48% of mothers
have completed only primary education or no education at all, Senegal, where the
respective shares are 33 and 40%, and Pakistan, where they are 23 and 44%. Among
other immigrant groups, the corresponding shares among fathers are somewhat

5 Detailes can be found in Mencarini et al. 2009.
6 More detailed data on education of parents can be found in Mencarini et al. 2009.
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higher, but the averages among mothers are lower. Examples include Bangladesh
(where the shares are 20% among fathers and 25% among mothers), Bosnia and
Herzegovina (24 and 30%, respectively), China (23 and 27%), Côte d’Ivoire (20 and
29%), Ghana (14 and 24%), India (19 and 24%) and the former Yugoslav Republic
of Macedonia (23 and 30%). These shares mirror the educational differences by
gender in the countries of origin.

About parental employment, it is important to bear in mind that in Italy, home
care and other domestic services are a particularly common type of employment
among women in immigrant families. It has been estimated that over 1 million
individuals of immigrant origin were working in Italian homes in mid-2008 and that
350,000 of these individuals were undocumented (Barban et al. 2008). This
phenomenon is driven by the fact that care in Italy is typically provided for the
sick and the elderly not through the welfare system, but through the family. This
feature of the immigrant job market differentiates Italy from, for example, Germany
and the United Kingdom. The majority of caregivers and domestic workers in Italy
are women aged 30–50 from Eastern Europe (mainly Republic of Moldova,

Table 6 Percentage of children (aged 0–17) with father who had completed first stage of tertiary
education or more and same for mother, for the ten foreign countries of origin with the highest proportions
and main world regions (2001 Census data)

Country of origin % with father
completed first
stage of tertiary
education ormore

Country of origin % with mother
completed first
stage of tertiary
education or more

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Jordan 52.8 Japan 53.4

Iran, (Islamic Republic of) 48.7 Greece 39.0

Israel 47.8 Jordan 37.2

Japan 46.7 Russian Federation 34.7

Greece 41.9 Iran, (Islamic Republic of) 34.3

Lebanon 38.2 Israel 34.0

Syrian Arab Republic 37.0 Mexico 32.9

Denmark 30.3 United States of America 29.3

Finland 29.1 Lebanon 28.3

United States of America 27.1 Ukraine 27.5

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 9.3 East Asia and The Pacific 10.2

Europe and Central Asia 9.8 Europe and Central Asia 12.0

High Income 10.3 High Income 10.9

Latin America and Caribbean 15.2 Latin America and Caribbean 16.0

Middle East and North Africa 11.1 Middle East and North Africa 8.4

South Asia 10.2 South Asia 8.4

Sub-Saharan Africa 14.5 Sub-Saharan Africa 9.3

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 11.1 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 11.3
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Romania, the Russian Federation and Ukraine), but also the Philippines and some
countries in South America. Many of the youngsters arriving in Italy recently
through family reunification are the children of such women. Some estimates put the
number of these arrivals at 50,000 a year since 2002 (Istat 2007).

Economic activity rates among the foreign adult population are typically higher
than the rates among native-born adults. This is so not only because the immigrant
population is generally younger, but also because employment is often the most
important motivation for immigration (Istat 2006). One should recall, however, that
the results of the census may be biased because activity status is self-reported.
Compared with other data sources, such as labour force surveys, the census tends to
underestimate employment. The key difference is that labour force surveys include
information about employment even if this has involved only a few hours during the
week previous to the survey (Istat 2006). Moreover, the census is an official survey,
and people may not always be inclined to declare undocumented labour activity. The
data are therefore not easy to interpret.

From our analysis of Census data, we have noticed that, as expected, fathers in
immigrant families tend to show a lower incidence of non-activity compared with
fathers in native-born families (13 and 15%, respectively; Table 7). They are also

Table 7 Percentage of children (aged 0–17) with father or mother not employed, for the ten foreign
countries of origin with the highest proportions and main world regions (2001 Census data)

Country of origin % Father not
employed

Country of origin % Mother not
employed

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Germany 23.3 Pakistan 92.0

Bosnia and Herzegovina 20.7 Bangladesh 88.6

Croatia 18.7 (former Yugoslav republic of) Macedonia 83.1

Dominican Republic 18.5 Morocco 81.6

Somalia 17.1 Turkey 74.2

Slovenia 16.7 Tunisia 73.9

Poland 16.5 Egypt 73.7

Ecuador 16.5 Thailand 73.6

Algeria 16.2 Albania 73.0

United States of America 15.8 Japan 72.7

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 12.1 East Asia and The Pacific 43.6

Europe and Central Asia 14.4 Europe and Central Asia 65.7

High Income 15.0 High Income 58.5

Latin America and Caribbean 12.9 Latin America and Caribbean 52.6

Middle East and North Africa 12.9 Middle East and North Africa 73.3

South Asia 7.0 South Asia 75.8

Sub-Saharan Africa 11.6 Sub-Saharan Africa 51.7

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 13.9 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 60.5
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more likely to be involved in part-time jobs relative to fathers in native-born families
(over 4% and less than 3%, respectively), although they show the same share (82%)
working full time, that is, 36 or more hours a week.7

The differences in full- and part-time employment across immigrant groups are
nonetheless important. Part-time jobs are particularly common in home care and
other domestic services, and these part-time jobs are dominated by immigrants from
Ecuador, Peru and the Philippines. Part-time jobs are less common among
immigrants from Republic of Moldova and Romania. Mothers in immigrant families
work less (13% part time and 27% full time) than mothers in native-born families
(13 and 34%, respectively). Among women, the differences across immigrant groups
are substantial. Thus, less than one quarter of women in families from South Central
Asia work. The share is especially small among women in immigrant groups from
Bangladesh and Pakistan, only about 10%. The rate of employment is also low
among women in the groups from Morocco, the former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia and Turkey (Table 7).

The activity rates among women calculated through the census appear to be
underestimates, particularly the low shares for part-time work among women.
Nonetheless, the results confirm, at least, that mothers in immigrant families from
only a few countries of origin have heavy work schedules. This is especially true of
women in the immigrant group from China: 12% of the mothers work more than 48
hours a week, while 13% work between 41 and 48 hours relative to an average of 4
and 6%, respectively, among other women.

The activity rates for men, calculated from census data, are more in line with other
data sources such as labour force surveys. The hours worked per week among fathers in
immigrant families and fathers in native-born families are similar. The shares are rather
stable across countries of origin. The only exceptions are men in the immigrant groups
fromMauritius, the Philippines and Sri Lanka. These groups are more prevalent in home
care and other domestic services in which part-time work is usual.

5.5 Family Socioeconomic Status: Housing

If there is more than one individual per room, not counting bathrooms, porches,
balconies, foyers, halls, or half-rooms, then the individuals in a household are living in
overcrowded conditions. The measure is constructed by simply counting the number of
individuals living in a household and dividing by the number of rooms in the dwelling.

Relative to children in native-born families, children in immigrant families
experience more difficult housing conditions. Earlier studies based on census data have
shown that, although housing conditions among immigrant families are more stable and
less problematic than housing conditions among the total foreign population, including
individuals not in families, children in immigrant families are living in homes that are
generally smaller and in which more people are residing (Istat 2006). Compared with
43.4% of the children in native-born families, 56.8% of the children in immigrant
families live in overcrowded dwellings (Table 8). The share of homeownership is
48.8% for children in immigrant families and 66.7% for children in native-born

7 Detailed that on that can be found in Mencarini et al. 2009.
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families. Nevertheless, it has to be underlined that homeownership is relatively more
common in Italy than in most of the developed world (Barban et al. 2008).

Some immigrant groups fare much less well in housing. Housing conditions are
poor among many children in immigrant families from Africa, especially Ghana,
Morocco and Senegal, Asia, including Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, and Eastern
Europe, particularly Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia. In all these cases, less than one fifth own their own homes,
and overcrowding is rife. Overcrowding affects 80% of children in families from
Morocco, Pakistan, Senegal and Macedonia. Some of these country differences may
be explained by factors other than poverty. For instance, there appear to be relevant
differences in housing. Families of Asian origin appear to own their own homes, but
also to live together with more people. Thus, they do well in indicators of
homeownership, but poorly in indicators of overcrowding. The observed country
differences also depend on the duration of residence in Italy. The first years
following immigration tend to be the most difficult, and economic conditions usually
improve thereafter. It also appears that many immigrants purchase their first homes
soon after their arrival, but are able to afford only smaller homes.

Table 8 Percentage of children (aged 0–17) living in families owing home and in over crowded housing, for
the ten foreign countries of origin with the highest proportions and main world regions (2001 Census data)

Country of origin % in families
owning home

Country of origin % in over-
crowded
housing

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 69.7 Pakistan 89.6

OECD countries, NER 68.7 Morocco 84.3

Canada 67.8 Senegal 81.5

Austria 67.2 (former Yugoslav republic of) Macedonia 80.9

Russian Federation 66.7 Egypt 79.6

Belgium 66.6 Bangladesh 79.5

Bolivia 66.6 Albania 79.5

Slovenia 66.2 Tunisia 78.6

Luxembourg 65.3 Ghana 77.6

Switzerland 65.1 Côte d’lvoire 77.5

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 30.8 East Asia and The Pacific 67.4

Europe and Central Asia 31.3 Europe and Central Asia 61.4

High Income 62.5 High Income 48.6

Latin America and Caribbean 56.3 Latin America and Caribbean 50.9

Middle East and North Africa 29.0 Middle East and North Africa 77.2

South Asia 30.1 South Asia 71.8

Sub-Saharan Africa 33.8 Sub-Saharan Africa 66.3

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 48.8 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 56.8

Mencarini et al. 2009.
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5.6 Youth and the Labour Market

When adolescents are approaching their 14th birthday and are about to complete
8 years of compulsory schooling, they (or their parents) must make a decision about
the direction they wish to take in secondary school. Although every student who has
completed 5 years of secondary school and obtained a diploma is eligible to attend
university or other institutions of higher education, the choice of secondary school
has a great influence on the educational path. It also has a substantial impact on the
age at which the young individuals enter the job market.

Data of the Ministry of Education, Universities and Research show that enrolment
rates among adolescents in immigrant families tend to be higher in the technical and
vocational schools that generally qualifies for the lower entry level in the labour
market. In northern Italy in 2007, 20% of young adults who were enrolled in
vocational schools were living in families in which both parents were foreign
citizens. The nationwide “Itagen2” survey in 2005/06 found that students in
immigrant families are two times more likely to attend technical or vocational
schools and only half as likely to attend the academic track, the licei, in secondary
school (Dalla Zuanna et al. 2009). The split is especially clear among immigrant
young people who have arrived recently: 60% of those who had arrived in the
previous 3 years had enrolled in technical or vocational schools. The split persists
among the second generation, but it is narrower.

This outcome is not necessarily driven by performance in middle school. Even if
they obtain good grades, youth in immigrant families tend attend more often shorter
courses in technical schools relative to native-born Italian adolescents with
comparable grades. The 2001 census data confirm this tendency (though the census
data may produce a downward bias in economic activity rates). Among young
people aged 15–17 in immigrant families, 72% were still attending school, which is
11% below the share among their native-born peers (Table 9). The gap is even wider
in the 18–24 age group: 26% of youth in immigrant families are still in education;
the corresponding rate among native-born Italians is 41%.8

However, we do note that no youth in the individual country-of-origin groups
matched the enrolment rates among native-born Italians. Indeed, enrolment rates
among youth in some immigrant groups were quite low. Thus, among young adults
aged 18–24, only 7–13% in the immigrant groups from Albania, Bangladesh,
Morocco, Nigeria, Republic of Moldova, Romania and the former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia are still enrolled in some form of education. An important
reason for these low numbers is the fact that the majority of these youth are not
children in immigrant families; rather, they are labour immigrants without families.

6 Conclusions

The pattern of immigration to Italy has gone through a remarkable transformation.
The number of children in immigrant families is increasing, and the children and

8 Detailed that on that can be found in Mencarini et al. 2009.
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families are arriving from an enormous variety of countries and backgrounds. Many
of the families from the EU and North America are headed by Italian citizens who
are returning to Italy after a period as emigrants. Most of the children are therefore
also Italian citizens. Among immigrant families from other countries of origin, the
picture is different. Many of the children who have arrived in Italy since 1996 have
come from western Africa and Asia. There have also been large flows of immigrants
from Albania, the Republic of Moldova, Romania and the former Yugoslav Republic
of Macedonia. Many of the countries are new in the immigration flows to Italy.

Here we have analysed the characteristics of children in immigrant families and
those of their parents and their families, from the 2001 Census. The key findings
highlight several distinct features of children in immigrant families from middle-low
income countries of origin. First of all, the majority of children of immigrant origin
grow up in complete families, though one-parent households are rather common.

Immigrant families tend to be large, and, as consequence, immigrant families tend
to experience overcrowding in housing. A substantial share of second-generation
immigrants is homeowners, though the homes tend to be smaller than the average
across the population. As for parental characteristics, there are differences in

Table 9 Percentage of children, by sex, aged 15–17 in school, for the ten foreign countries of origin with
the highest proportions and main world regions (2001 Census data)

Country of origin Male youths,
ages 15–17
in school

Country of origin Female youths,
ages 15–17
in school

HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES HIGHEST 10 COUNTRIES

Russian Federation 93.0 Russian Federation 94.5

Peru 92.5 Chile 93.1

Colombia 92.1 Brazil 93.0

Brazil 91.5 Austria 93.0

United States of America 91.2 Peru 92.8

Chile 90.9 Poland 90.9

Poland 90.3 Spain 90.6

Austria 89.5 Colombia 90.3

Spain 88.9 United States of America 90.0

United Kingdom 86.1 Bulgaria 89.6

WORLD REGION WORLD REGION

East Asia and The Pacific 73.3 East Asia and The Pacific 76.7

Europe and Central Asia 59.3 Europe and Central Asia 70.8

High Income 80.4 High Income 82.1

Latin America and Caribbean 87.6 Latin America and Caribbean 88.4

Middle East and North Africa 62.0 Middle East and North Africa 64.4

South Asia 64.4 South Asia 72.5

Sub-Saharan Africa 70.8 Sub-Saharan Africa 78.0

TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 72.0 TOT. CHILDREN IN IMM.FAM. 77.5

Mencarini et al. 2009.
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education and labour force participation between young fathers and mothers in
immigrant families. These differences appear to be rooted in corresponding
differences in the countries of origin. Immigrants are at a general disadvantage in
the job market. Even parents from countries of origin with older historical
immigration flows to Italy tend to have poorer qualified jobs. Economic activity
rates among mothers in immigrant families are high, but it is a result of the large
share of women working in home care and domestic services. They often work part
time.

Only 72% of young people aged 15–17 in immigrant families are still in school
(and only 25% of 18–24 years old group). The shares among native-born Italians are
much higher. Children in immigrant families attend more often the vocational or
professional tracks in the education system.

The challenges of immigration to Italian society are substantial. However, there
has been little research into immigration issues. There have been no exhaustive
studies on children in immigrant families. Little is known about the health of these
children or the extent of their social inclusion. The scant data available have been
gathered mainly through small-scale studies at the local level in a few places. Policy
responses seem ad hoc, and they do not appear well coordinated and do not reflect
any overall vision or direction.
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