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1. Introduction: working and living conditions 1

This paper investigates the links between working and living conditions as crucial aspects

of  the  analysis  of  the  labour  market  and  its  gender  inequalities.  In  doing  so,  we  use  an  extended

engendered definition of living conditions that includes unpaid domestic and care work (Picchio,

2003, Addabbo, 2003).2 This work is necessary to enable people to access and remain in the labour

market.3 It sustains and nurtures human beings, infants and adults, and is also a basic contribution

to the acquisition of individual capabilities and the support of effective functionings.

The paper speculates on how to express the link between working and living conditions.

We consider two possibilities. 1) Starting from the usual economic perspective that sees labour as a

commodity, we relate its price and quantity to other quantities that reflect living conditions directly.

Hours of work are thus extended to include unpaid work of social reproduction, being added into

total work, measured in time units; wages are divided by housing costs, taken as a possible indicator

of what is necessary to enable people to work. 2) Moving to a different perspective, we focus

directly on individual human wellbeing, conceptualized as a multidimensional space defined by a

set  of  capabilities  and  functionings  that  shifts  the  analysis  of  labour  as  a  commodity  into  the

analysis of the quality of life of individuals situated in social contexts. In this wellbeing space we

include capabilities and functionings that are related to accessing resources via the labour market,

which is the particular historical capitalist mode of exchanging labour for subsistence. Thus, we

consider some doings and beings referred to waged labour but integrated into a wider wellbeing

space. This is an open space that grows with the flourishing of human lives and includes the

freedom of composing individual capabilities into a valuable set of effective functionings. A

capabilities approach focuses on individuals, men and women, but is not methodologically

individualistic, as lives are individually specific but take place in social contexts whereby

individuals, as social animals, necessarily interact and act, creatively, on habits, norms and customs

to regulate their relationships.

1 This research was partially carried out with funding from MIUR (Italian Ministry of University and Research). We
thank Francesca Fantini, Giovanni Mastroleo, Sylwia Ewa Nienadowska and Tommaso Pirotti who collaborated to the
applied part of the research.
2 In this paper the term “caring” is used meaning a process that requires both physical housework and relational caring
as, although statistically distinguished, these two aspects are strictly connected in the process of social reproduction of
people. On the same line, in care work we here include also unpaid housework, as one cares also through cooking,
changing sheets, cleaning, etc. For an insightful review on the caring debate, see Folbre, 1995.
3 The inclusion of unpaid work of social reproduction in the general framework of the economic system has led to the
development of what could be defined as a macro-extended approach, which includes the process of social reproduction
among the structural processes of production, distribution and exchange  (Bakker, 1998, Carrasco, 2004, Elson and
Cagatay, 2000, Picchio, 1992, 2003).
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In the empirical analysis of feasible links between working and living conditions, we use

the microdata on individuals and families gathered in an ad hoc survey, designed for the Modena

Municipality and Provincial District.4 The Survey on Economic and Social Conditions in the

Modena District (ICESmo) was carried out by CAPP (Centre of Analysis of Public Policies) in

2002. Besides the usual information on individual and family incomes and wealth, the survey

allows us to collect information on many relevant variables, such as housing, time use, social

activities, desired number of children, health, etc. It is designed along the lines of the Bank of Italy

Survey on Household Income and Wealth (SHIW), with the addition of some other relevant

information more directly focused on living conditions.

In the paper we argue that at the very connection between living and working conditions,

gender inequalities become particularly evident and, on the other hand, some important structural

features of the labour market become more visible and problematic. In order to fully disclose these

features,  our  methodological  attention  must  focus  directly  on  the  quality  of  life  –  seen,  in  a

multidimensional space, as the outcome of a daily and life cyclical process.

In the empirical part of the paper, we encounter the difficulty of defining capabilities and

functionings related to the labour market, given the available data. Part of the difficulties lies in the

fact that, besides data on effective functionings, we require also some indication of individual

agency in composing the set of functionings, given potential and opportunities.5 Effective

functionings reflect a search for a set of valuable capabilities that is specifically individual but also

embedded in a social and relational context.6 Moreover, taking into account the different

characteristics of the information gathered (precise quantities, imputed quantities, aggregate data,

perceptions, conventional standards, qualitative statements, etc.) we try not to lose information in

the search of an impossible precision, or worse, in the pretension of precision. We therefore resort

to a mixture of descriptive statistics, probit computations and fuzzy sets. We indicate the

capabilities we work on in relation to the labour market as: 1) accessing resources via the labour

market; 2) caring; 3) leading a healthy life; 4) having access to secure, safe and adequate housing.

Given the data at our disposal, we considered these capabilities relevant for capturing some

revealing links between working and living conditions.

4 Modena is a province in the Emilia-Romagna Region, in the North of Italy; its territorial economic structure is mostly
based on highly competitive industrial districts (Brusco, 1982).The Modena District includes 47 small towns, and has a
total population of 630,000.
5 Agency  is  one  dimension  of  wellbeing  (Sen  1981).  It  can  express  freedom  to  do  and  to  be,  but  also  resistance  to
control or even voluntary adaptation to given circumstances. Human beings are never totally passive, and play their
strategies according to passions, reflection and power relationships. They are also never isolated (at least in their
memory) and interact with other individuals in a social context as socialized and socializing individuals.
6 The relation between individual and society marks also the relation between means and functionings, as was
effectively shown by Robeyns [2005, p. 98].
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In order to access resources via waged labour, people need to be able to work, to be

entitled to do it  and to be free to do it.7 In different ways,  also caring requires ability,  entitlement

and freedom. Nevertheless, between paid activities, exchanged in the labour market, and unpaid

reproductive activities performed in the household, there are many differences and there can be

deep tensions. They are inherent in the gender and class division of responsibilities, work,

emotions, objectives and sense. In the waged labour market, the dominant sense is production for

profit, while in the household it is the sustenance of a good life. These tensions are hidden and

controlled through a separation of institutional spheres based on a gender and class division of

labour, responsibilities, and resources. In the space of effective wellbeing, individual and collective,

the connections between market, family and state become visible in the analytical method itself, and

tensions are disclosed.8 They play at the level of bodies, minds and relationships and are so dense

and complex that they require different languages in order to be expressed. Wellbeing is an open

space in which these different languages used for expressing the passions of bodies and minds can

communicate.

2. Accessing resources via the labour market: a gender perspective

Modena Province and Municipality are characterized by one of the highest employment

rates and per-capita incomes in Italy, and income distribution is more equitable than in the rest of

the country (Baldini and Silvestri, 2004a).9 Modena offers also more and better public services than

national standards. Nevertheless, if we refer incomes and working times directly to some aspects of

living  conditions,  such  as  housing  costs  and  time  use,  we  can  see  that,  in  spite  of  all  these

favourable conditions, real income distribution becomes less equitable, and gender inequalities, in

total-work load, access to incomes, and social participation, are striking.

In Modena, women’s activity and employment rates are higher than the Italian average. In

fact, women’s activity rate in Modena is 65% against 47.8% at national level, and women’s

employment rates are 61.3% in Modena and 41.2% in Italy as a whole. Also, the employment

gender gap (men’s minus women’s employment rate) is lower in Modena: 7.3% against 12.8% that

is the Italian average.10

7 The differences between possibility, ability and choice of doing is discussed in Williams [1987]. For the ambivalence
between freedom and slavery inherent in the waged labour markets see Picchio, forthcoming.
8 For interesting insights on the institutional network, see van Staveren 2001, pp. 174-190.
9 The main results of the ICESmo Survey are presented in Baldini, Bosi, Silvestri [2004].
10 Data refers to people aged 15 to 64 and to ICESmo and Labour force survey data, elaborated by Baldini, Silvestri
[2004a].
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Though  83%  of  employed  women  have  a  permanent  position  (Tab.1),  they  are  over-

represented with respect to men in non-standard jobs (part-time and temporary contracts). More

women than  men work  on  shifts  (12% of  employed  women vs.  8% of  men,  with  a  higher  rate  in

part-time jobs). Therefore, women in Modena, although they have higher probabilities of being

employed than women in the rest of Italy, and with more stable contracts too, still face a higher risk

of being in a precarious job position relative to men.

TAB.1 Type of work by sex and area
 Modena

District Emilia Romagna* Italy*

Men Women Men Women Men Women

Full-time 97.1% 78.6% 96.9% 82.7% 96.3% 83.3%

Part-time  2.9% 21.4%  3.1% 17.3%  3.7% 16.7%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

*Source: ISTAT Labour force survey data 2002, Battistoni [2003]

Modena  women work  a  lot  in  terms  of  total  work  and  have  high  activity  rates,  but  their

earnings are on average much lower than men’s. ICESmo data gives us an idea of the gender

income gap (Table 2). As we can see, for all recipients, women get 54% of men’s income, 66% of

labour incomes, and 72% of pension incomes. The higher proportion in the case of pensions is due

to the fact that these incomes are generally lower, for men and women, with a greater proportion of

women in the population.

TAB. 2 Yearly net individual incomes: mean and median year 2002.
Men Women

Median Mean Median Mean

Average

Incomes

women/men

All-income earners
20.337 23.075 11.057 12.481 54%

Labour earners
15.494 18.188 18.188* 11.948 66%

Pensions earners
12.085 12.376 7 .385  8.926 72%
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The income gaps are due to persistent gender inequalities in the waged labour market and

to the high proportion of unpaid work, very similar to national ones. As a matter of fact, a relevant

part of the higher standards of living of the Modena district is ascribable to the greater amount of

paid work that benefits the family, while not guaranteeing women security. In fact, in spite of their

higher participation rate, women in Modena remain at a high risk of poverty, which is for women

8% higher than the rest of the population, while for men it is 9% lower - in Italy a woman’s risk is

3% and a man’s is 2% (Baldini and Silvestri, 2004b, p.213). The risk of poverty for women over 60

is particularly high, relative to Italy (ibid. p.212).

Empirical observation gives us information on effective doings, thus it indicates

functionings; but functionings are the result of a choice among a variety of potentials and

opportunities and reflect individual reasoning on valuable doings and beings. To capture some hints

of this agency, we use the information collected on satisfaction (dissatisfaction) with regard to the

use of time. This information provides at least a perception of a “cost in freedom” in some

important choices in life.11 Individual agency can, in this respect, be expressed as relative autonomy

in making choices about time use. This relative autonomy (a degree of freedom of choice) is not

perfect, but it at least allows individuals to express their dissatisfaction. The degree of satisfaction

that the individual expresses in relation to paid and desired hours of paid work could thus be used as

an indicator of relative autonomy in the use of time. The 1,127 employees interviewed said they

would like to work an average of 35 hours a week (32 for women and 38 for men), while currently

the hours of work are 39 (42 for men and 36 for women). Therefore, 39% of employees declared to

be over-employed, and 3% underemployed.

There is a link between the experience of over-employment and the development of one’s

capabilities. We register more problems in balancing paid and household work with individual life

amongst the overemployed, but also an unsatisfied desire of participation in the social and cultural

life. Moreover, those who feel unable to balance paid working time and personal life, would like to

reduce their paid work (Addabbo, 2005).

The capability of accessing resources through paid work also affects the dimension of

one’s family; in fact, lack of work or precarious working conditions have been found to have a

negative impact on the dimension of the family, increasing the gap between desired and actual

number of children, as shown by ICESmo data (Addabbo, 2005), or a qualitative survey on non-

standard workers in Modena (Addabbo, Borghi, 2001).

3. Caring as a quantity, a capability and a process

11 On this idea of expressing dissatisfaction as a “cost in liberty”, see Williams [2001, p. 21].
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Time use and caring responsibilities of women and men are interrelated with the working

conditions and with other wellbeing dimensions. Unpaid work of one member of the family can

sustain the standard of living of other family members and make it possible for them to enter and

remain in the labour market. Moreover, a high number of hours devoted to paid work can increase

material resources and improve the family standard of living, but it can also decrease the amount of

time devoted to caring for oneself and others or to social activities (Chiappero Martinetti, 2004).

The ICESmo survey allows us to show how total time is allocated inside the family

amongst partners and, by using the Bank of Italy Survey on Household, Income and Wealth (SHIW

2000), we can compare gender total time distribution across different areas of Italy. As one can see

from Table 3, women compared to men have a higher load of total work: 9 hours more a week in

Italy, and 8 hours in Modena.12

TAB. 3. Total time allocation, men and women over 14

Italy* Modena

Paid Unpaid Total Paid Unpaid Total

Men 24.9 13.2 38.2 28.3 13.0 41.3

Women 11.6 37.3 48.9 17.1 32.1 49.2

Hours Difference -13.3 24.1 10.7 -11.2 19.1 7.9

Employed men 43.1  12.5 55.6 44.2 13.0 57.2

Employed women 35.5  29.3 64.8 35.9 29.5 65.4

Hours Difference -7.6 16.8 9.2 -8.3 16.5 8.2

*Source: SHIW 2000.

On top of the differences in total work, work activities are not equally shared in the couple.

Women’s unpaid working hours are on average more than 19 in Modena. Unpaid work sustains the

higher than average participation to paid work activities of other members of the family.13

Moreover, women’s unequal work burden and share in caring responsibilities reduce their

possibility of choosing how to use their time freely, and may have an impact on other capabilities,

too. For instance, data shows that accessing the labour market or training may be limited by lack of

time, and this applies to social activities too. However, looking at employment rates by number of

children in Modena, Fiorani (2004, p.81) shows that employment rates do not decrease significantly

12 In Modena (vs. Italy as a whole) the allocation of paid and unpaid work between men and women is more similar to
industrialized countries’ average [UNDP, 1995].
13 Baldini, Silvestri [2004a, p.32 and p.44] point out that in 2002 men’s employment rates in Modena were 76%, ten
percentage points higher than in Italy, and that the number of families with more than one earner is equally higher in
this city than in the rest of the country.
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for mothers in Modena as it happens for mothers in other regions of North East Italy or in Italy on

average. This can be connected to the higher than average presence, in Modena, of public

kindergarten and full-time primary schools that has a positive effect on mothers’ labour supply.14

We are aware that there are important differences between activities exchanged in the

labour market and household caring activities with regard to objectives, responsibilities, social

norms, and the very sense of the doings and beings involved. Nonetheless, quantities of time do

provide an indicator of effort and involvement. What does not come to the surface when we add

different activities in a total work figure is the structural relationship between paid and unpaid work

of men and women, in the sense of women’s unpaid work and men’s paid work. To fully disclose

this, we need to take into consideration the needs and vulnerabilities of labourers as

multidimensional individuals with bodies, minds and relations. If this human complexity is

methodologically ignored, the analysis of the waged labour market is bound to be reductive and

misleading. What is lost in the analytical perspective is the role of the process of social reproduction

of labourers as multidimensional individuals. In order to recover this, the analytical framework

must focus directly on wellbeing as a set of capabilities and effective functionings of individuals

embedded in territorial and historical contexts, where they have paid jobs, but also aging and

exhausted bodies, responsibilities towards their kin, friends, community and towards the quality of

their own life.

The material density of housework, strictly related to bodies and to the spaces they live in,

and rich in emotional and ethical content, marks the difference between waged work and caring.

Women experience nurturing and sustaining lives, always looking for right balances and

proportions that have to be adjusted dynamically, according to changes of circumstances and

relationships. This experience is the functioning of the capability of caring for people (and for

oneself), it is an effective and pragmatic process and it always involves, even in the most strictly

traditional context, a great degree of individual agency.

The data on time use indicates a structural difficulty in balancing working for the waged

market and caring responsibilities. At present, balancing waged labour and living as a daily process,

could be seen as a capability in itself, perceived as a feminine capability. Thus, a general problem,

given by the necessity of balancing the structural capitalist processes of production and distribution

of commodities, and the social reproduction of people, is felt and argued about as women’s specific

problem, to be tackled at individual level in a private and intimate sphere. This misconception loads

14 Gender auditing analysis on the capability of caring (Addabbo, Lanzi, Picchio, 2004) and on child care services in the
Modena municipality (Addabbo, Borghi, Maestroni, Olivier and Rovinalti, 2003) has shown that women’s associations
played a relevant role in the rise of Modena’s public kindergarten tradition.
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the household with class and sexual tensions that are kept out of political confrontations (Picchio,

1996).

In a wellbeing approach, we can still use time-use and income statistics as indicators, but

without being constrained in a reductive methodology of market exchanges. We can also look for

interconnections, tensions, ambivalences, breaking points, social standards, and, most importantly,

for bodies and individual and collective agency.

4. Leading a healthy life

The capability of accessing resources through paid work is related to the capability of

leading a healthy life. Our data source (ICESmo) gives us only a few indicators on health.15

Nevertheless, we are able to partially reconstruct the way in which poor health influences work and

daily life, because data allows us to observe whether the individual defines herself (himself) as

“having difficulties in her daily life because of health problems”. We know the number of days the

interviewed person spent in hospital in the last 12 months, and the degree of disability. Moreover,

we can observe variables that can impact on one’s health (like gym activities or smoking).

In this Section we focus on the probability of facing health problems that limit functioning

in daily life and work activities as an indicator of conducting a healthy life, we can see how this

probability differs by gender and age (Table 4) and which factors affect this probability

(considering also employment conditions) (Table 5). Finally, we analyse the impact of having

health limits to one’s daily activities on an indicator of accessing resources through paid work:

employment probability (Table 6).

We can see that for more women than men (13% against 9%) health problems affect daily

life and working activities (Table 4). However, amongst working people there is not a great gender

difference (for 6% of men and 7% of employed women health problems affect working and daily

life). These problems are more widespread among the elderly (people having health problems are

averagely 64 years of age, the age of those who have no health problems is 39, Table 4), moreover,

Modena’s elderly population is higher compared to the national standard.

TAB. 4. Average age in relation to health problems
Men Women

Average

age Obs. %

Standard

dev.

Average

age Obs. %

Standard

deviation

People having health problems 60 130 9% 19.8 67 198 13% 16.6

15 We are currently processing the available information on health and factors affecting health conditions by using
ICESmo and administrative data to build a fuzzy expert system that could provide us with a partial reconstruction of
having a healthy life and its interaction with other capabilities.
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affecting negatively daily life

People without health prob.

Affecting daily life
39 1333 91% 20.8 40 1385 87% 22.2

Total 41 1471 100% 21.6 44 1591 100% 23.4

We have designed a probit model trying to estimate the possible factors affecting the

probability of experiencing “health problems that limit daily life” (Table 5). Women tend to have a

higher probability of experiencing health problems of this kind, although the effect is no longer

significant when we take age into account. Returning to the link between health and working

conditions, we find that being over-employed is going to increase the probability of experiencing

health problems, negatively affecting daily life. However, over-employment can be endogenous,

given that health problems can increase the probability of perceiving oneself as overemployed.16

The probability of experiencing bad health increases with age and for the self-employed, while

those who exercise for more hours in a gym17 or have more children have a lower probability of

experiencing limiting health conditions. Nonetheless, bad health conditions could decrease the

probability of having children or of exercising, and the relation could go in both directions.

16 We can estimate a simultaneous equations model to allow for this endogeneity.
17 Women’s probability of practising gym appears to be lower (34% of men exercise in a gym, against 26% of women),
but among those who practice this kind of physical activity, the number of hours is similar by gender (on average, 5 for
men, 4 for women).
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TAB. 5. Probit model on experiencing health problems with a negative effect
on daily life
Variables Coefficients     z

Woman* 0.17 1.23

Education (years) 0.01 0.41

Age 0.03 3.97

Number of children -0.46 -5.08

Born in the South of Italy* 0.04 0.22

Born Abroad* -0.54 -1.40

Blue collar* 0.09 0.51

Manager* -0.19 -0.62

Professional* -0.56 -1.54

Self employed* 0.37 2.00

Overemployed* 0.34 2.72

Weekly paid hours -0.01 -1.17

Voluntary working hours -0.02 -1.02

Children care working hours 0.00 0.14

Gym hours -0.05 -1.54

Constant -2.35 -3.88

Obs 1,110

Pseudo R2 0.16

Note: LHS variable is equal to 1 if the interviewed states to have health problems limiting her daily
and working life.

* Dummy variables equal to 1 if the individual is in the condition stated by the variable

As expected, when we look at the effect that being limited in daily life by health problems

has on one’s employment probability (considered as an indicator of accessing resources through

paid work activity), we find that it is negative, and, in our sample, more significant for women than

for men (Tab.6).18

TAB. 6 Probit models on being employed by gender, people aged 16-64
Variables Women Men

Coefficients S.E. z Coefficients S.E. z

Bad Health limiting daily

activities* -0.38 0.14 -2.72 -0.19 0.18 -1.09

Years of education 0.07 0.01 6.17 0.11 0.01 7.68

Age 0.00 0.00 -0.43 0.00 0.00 0.87

18 The sample is made out of people aged 16 to 64, and the estimated model is a probit model estimated separately for
men and women in the sample. This negative effect has been found amongst others also by Anand, Hunter and Smith
[2004] on BHPS data, though they found a lower effect for women than for men on the probability of having a job.
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Number of children -0.11 0.05 -2.37 -0.18 0.05 -3.45

Born in the South of Italy* 0.06 0.13 0.48 0.90 0.18 4.9

Born abroad* -0.98 0.20 -4.96 0.74 0.30 2.42

Constant -0.11 0.22 -0.47 -0.28 0.26 -1.08

obs. 1,075 1,008

Pseudo R2 0.06 0.11

Note: LHS variable is equal to 1 if the interviewed states to be employed.
* Dummy variables equal to 1 if the individual is in the condition stated by the variable

5. Having access to secure, safe and adequate housing.

In  this  section  we  focus  on  the  capability  of  “accessing  a  secure,  safe  and  adequate

housing”, an essential component of a good quality of life, and analyse, given the ICESmo data,

some of the conditions that allow for effective functionings in this dimension. We also want to see

if there are major differences in men and women’s access to housing and in their living in a

domestic space.

People need secure entitlement to the place they live in, to be safe from personal risks and

not to feel ashamed of their abode, the building itself is the instrument to fullfill this need. Its use is

embedded in social conventions, as it offers a relational space as well as a physical one to live in.

Living is, in fact, a daily process that requires the delimitation of a private space where also

personal relations can take place. The house, as a mean, reflects historical modes of subsistence:

productive systems, power relationships, social ranks, habits and tastes, conventions, laws and, last

but not least, individual physical and emotional needs and aspirations. The individual choice is not

between having a shelter or not, but which kind of shelter and shared with whom. This freedom can

be limited by various factors: lack of resources, discrimination, social conventions, limited housing

rights.19

Effective functionings in the sphere of secure access to a safe and adequate place are

strictly connected to other capabilities and functionings, for instance, to the capability of caring for

oneself and others and of providing resources, generally via the labour market. The way each

individual composes capabilities in the space of her/his wellbeing, weights and orders them

according to relevance, is dynamic as it continuously reacts to the circumstances of life, innovating

as well as adapting.20 Although socially embedded, composing a set of effective functionings is an

individually specific process and it cannot be assimilated to a production function based on some

19 On the issue of rights, see Leckie [1999]. On the relation between rights and capabilities, see Sen 1981, 2004.
20 The creativity of composing a life can be assimilated to the creativity of using a language. It is rooted in tradition,
rules  and  conventions,  it  moves  within  a  structure,  but  it  also  innovates  with  regard  to  the  means  of  expression  of
individual feelings and relations with other people (Chomsky, 1957).
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kind of deterministic and mechanical causal relationship, it is more an art, which reflects passions

and sentiments (i.e.: fear, sympathy, shame, etc.), continuously under the scrutiny of reason and self

reflection. This art of living, as other creative enterprises, draws on both tradition and innovation in

order to respond to change in material and emotional needs. As such, it is both an individual and

social process.

The methodological openness which is inherent to the capabilities approach takes us

beyond  the  analysis  of  means,  to  focus  directly  on  the  quality  of  life  as  an  end.  Its

multidimensionality  allows  us  to  connect  several  doings  and  beings  that  gravitate  around  the

domestic space. This means that deprivation in residential functionings can have a major impact on

individual quality of life as a whole. To operate with satisfaction in the wider social space, it is not

sufficient  to  have  access  to  a  residence,  but  it  is  also  important  to  feel  secure  and  safe  in  it.  The

domestic space has also to be adequate in size and comfort to facilitate relations and reduce

demands on housework. Moreover, well being in the domestic space interacts with well being in the

social space and vice versa, thus, domestic intimacy and privacy cannot be confused with isolation,

as the individuals move in and out in different social dimensions.

It  is  clear  that  the  capability  of  living  in  a  safe,  secure  and  adequate  place  cannot  be

measured through income, even if income is usually a necessary means for acquiring access to

housing. Sometimes, income can be used as an indicator, but only when the conceptual difference

between means and ends is made clear – otherwise the whole analysis becomes reductive and

misses out on important dimensions. There may be cases where, in spite of having an income, it is

impossible to find safe and adequate lodgings, or cases of intermittent and insecure income that do

not guarantee secure long term lodgings: the discrepancy between the timing of living and that of

markets (for labour and housing) thus becomes evident. It can also happen that adequate, secure

lodgings become personally unsafe for domestic violence and harassment, i.e. for relational

deprivation.

When we look at housing as a basic component of individual wellbeing, gender differences

are striking, because of the different way men and women experience and perceive their dwelling,

due to unequal caring responsibilities, work loads, income, power relationships. Moreover, men and

women usually endow living as a process with different meanings, for instance they perceive and

rank working in the labour market and living conditions in different ways due to their different

sense of life, rooted in their different historical experience of bodies, vulnerabilities, continuous

search for sustainable proportions between resources, needs and aspirations.

With regard to empirical information relating to safety, it has to be noted that in Italy

houses are highly unsafe: at national level, there are 8,000 lethal casualties for domestic accidents
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per year, 70% of which involve women.21 Women at home risk also for violence and harassment.

There is no local data on domestic accidents in Modena, but we do have information about domestic

violence against women in this city.22

Safety has a dual meaning, regarding both the physical environment, and the relational

context. The first is partly related to income, the other is not. Domestic accidents partly depend on

durables and equipment such as wiring, heating systems, stoves that could be improved by spending

more money on them, but they also depend on stress and excessive total  work load23. Violence is

usually unrelated to income and even to education, as it depends on emotional insecurity, relative

power, arrogance and misogyny, characteristics that cross class boundaries.

The capability of living in a secure, safe and adequate place does interact with the

capability of accessing resources via the labour market. This can be grasped in the multidimensional

space of individual well being, not simply in that of incomes and prices. This connection makes

tensions visible, revealing some structural multidimensional problems that have an impact on the

sustainability of the modes of production with regard to the modes of social reproduction. Tensions

and problems appear also in Modena’s opulent, progressive and highly competitive economy, as

they are inherent in the complexity of individuals, and their relationships.

Labourers  (employed  and  self  employed)  in  the  Modena  District,  are  the  69%  of  the

population (Baldini and Silvestri, 2004a, p.32). For them, housing absorbs different income

proportions, thus inequalities change, this is particularly true for women. The ratio income/rent,

considered for family standards of living, discloses a great regressive effect on the distribution of

real incomes weighted with housing costs. This is due to a scarcity of low rents in the housing

market and to the reduced spread, when compared to incomes, between minimum and maximum

values. In Modena, the regressive distributive effect of rents is mitigated by the very high house

property rate, even among low-income families, for whom house property is a strategy for security

against eviction and rising prices.24 Housing is anyway a growing problem, due to the rising

proportion of mobile, intermittent and precarious jobs, even in the case of high incomes. This

problem becomes greater for women because, as we saw, they are over represented in non standard

employment and they tend to be paid less than men. Moreover, 65% of the unemployed and 79% of

intermittent labourers are renting. This shows that low income earners can afford to own the place

21 Casualties are more than five times higher than those occurring on paid work sites (1,400). Inail 2003 Annual Report.
According to ISTAT 2001, data cited by Dalfiume (2005). In the year 2001, on average 7.3 people out of 100 living in
Emilia Romagna (the region where the district of Modena is located) and 12.4 in Italy on average suffered a domestic
accident.
22 For detailed information, see http://www.vitadidonna.it/copia_di_vita_di_000076.html
23 We have shown in Section 2 how women tend to be overloaded with total work when compared to men, in Italy and
in the analysed area.
24 Fantini, 2004.

http://www.vitadidonna.it/copia_di_vita_di_000076.html
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they live in only if they have a secure job. This means also that the type of labour contract impacts

on the possibility of leaving home under any kind of arrangement (Addabbo and Borghi, 2001),

with the result that labourers are affected not only because they can’t afford to move out, but also

because their sense of autonomy may decrease. This is particularly true in the case of young people,

both male and female, and of adult women.

In Table 15 we

see family labour

incomes distributed in

quartiles, housing rents

and the ratios between

incomes and rents.

TAB. 15. Family average labour income (pensions included) and rent.

Here, the rent/income ratio discloses great inequalities, going from 61% for the lowest

income to 10% of the highest income quartile. We also notice that the highest-incomes families,

that include a labour income, pay a lower rent than the income earners in the third quartile. This

could be explained with the fact that landlords demand a risk mark up to the lower income-earners

or take advantage of social power relationships.

The rent/income ratio also reveals important aspects of the power relationship between men and

women. First of all, we notice that in order to keep the family out of poverty a double earning is

necessary. One-earner families are in fact at a higher risk of poverty, so that for women it is

becoming more and more a necessity and less a choice to enter the labour market. Secondly, the

greater difficulty women have in accessing secure, adequate housing makes them socially and

personally more vulnerable and dependent. The rent/income ratio shows that for all levels of

incomes women are at a very high housing poverty (61/%), as their average income is below the

maximum income of the first quartile (14,460 euros).

Wellbeing is a multidemensional concept, functionings themselves have multiple

dimensions  and,  thus,  also  the  characteristics  of  means  are  variegated  in  a  way  that  makes  them

functional to these dimensions. The ICESmo data provides information also on housing

characteristics, and we can value housing in relation of the quality of life, keeping under scrutiny

different houses characteristics. For instance, given as we saw that housing as functioning can be

Family

Income in

quartiles

(Euros)

Average

income

Average

rent

Rent/

Income

Family

members

Minimum

income

Maximum

income

Minimum

rent

Maximum

 rent

 Up to 14460 6.563 336 61% 1,8 100 14.461 26 697

From 14600

to 24790
19.555 433 27% 2,7 14.701 24.790 73 1.033

From 24790

to 33570
28.876 462 19% 2,8 24.997 33.570 207 775

From 33570 52.428 445 10% 2,9 34.086 185.924 145 930
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qualified by security, safety and adequacy, the home itself has to be secure, safe and adequate. The

data on houses can be combined in a fuzzy system that allows us to use approximate and linguistic

information (Zadeh, 2004, p. 6) and to evaluate the outcome in terms of the functioning of “living

in a secure, safe and adequate place” (Fig.1).25 The system requires an ex ante specification of the

relative weights of the different aspects of housing. We have assigned a higher weight to the

variable ‘Housing tenure’ (giving a lower value to rent relative to property), a medium weight to

‘Housing characteristics’ a variable which is specified with different indicators: space adequacy

(residents per room and perception of problems related to house dimension),26 adequacy of services

(heating, access, bathroom) and availability of other spaces (garage, parking lots)27 and a lower

weight to ‘Location,’ a variable that evaluates access to facilities and environment.28

A first  application of this system shows a slightly lower value on average of the variable

“Housing” in the functioning “Living in a secure, safe and adequate lodging ” for women (the value

of the variable ranges from 0 to 1 and it is on average 0.61 for women and 0.66 for men). This is so

especially for those having a lower level of education and, with regard to employment conditions,

for blue collar workers and people with non-permanent employment.29

Fig.1 A fuzzy expert system on Living in a safe and adequate place

25 We are particularly grateful to Sylwia Ewa Nienadowska for her research work in building this fuzzy system.
26 For the space adequacy dimension we use the interviewee’s subjective judgement on lodging dimension, and we have
created indicators on the ratio of number of bathrooms and rooms related to the number of family members, and a
crowding index on housing surface over family size, the latter being the variable, inside the intermediate variable ‘space
adequacy’ with the highest weight inside this group.
27 The biggest weight within this group is given to ‘space adequacy’ rather than to ‘services adequacy’.
28 This variable provides a judgment on housing location and it assumes values low, medium, high. The biggest weight
within this group is given to area and house safety.
29 Note that we have considered head of households’ employment condition, not the employment condition of other
people living in it; therefore, this result may understate the worse ‘housing’ functionings of those who have non-
standard contracts and for this reason cannot leave the family, as shown to be the case in Modena by Addabbo, Borghi
[2001].  Further  research  work  is  being  carried  out  to  show  the  sensitivity  of  results  to  the  rules  adopted  and  to  the
orderings of different subgroups of the population analysed according to the system output.
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6. Conclusions

This paper focuses on the link between working and living conditions, and we began by

extending work into total work (paid and unpaid), and by dividing incomes for housing rent. In

order  to  do  so,  we  assumed two homogeneous  quantities:  time and  money.  Such  calculation  may

have been limited and reductive, but effective in disclosing a regressive income distribution and

major gender inequalities. We then attempted to measure some observable functionings related to:

accessing resources via the labour market, caring, housing and good health. These functionings are

integrated in the wellbeing space. In this space, they have to be valued in their interconnections and

with direct reference to the quality of life of individuals – both men and women – and not in terms

of productivity (for profit). The shift from evaluating commodities, labour force included, to

evaluating a free and good life for men and women, has a radical critical impact. One of its major

implications  for  the  analysis  of  the  labour  market  is  the  possibility  to  integrate  methodologically

different dimensions: material, emotional, cultural, political ones.

The application of the capability approach in a gender perspective in the analysis of the

labour market is particularly promising for the possibility it offers of integrating activities,

responsibilities, norms, conventions and culture in a more systematic way. On the one hand, it

makes it possible in the multidimensional wellbeing space to avoid reductive dichotomies and
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separation of spheres, on the other it allows us to work on different dimensions, grading qualities,

and including individual and collective agency.

A wider and deeper wellbeing space opens new grounds for the design and implementation

of public policy and for its evaluation. In this space, gender analysis, with its focus on caring -

including the care for aging bodies, anxious minds and difficult relationships – becomes essential to

understand the functioning of the whole system, its institutional network and its inherent tensions.

These tensions, operating at the level of living conditions, introduce a powerful dynamics into the

system, a dynamics of human development that is different from that of capital accumulation.

Recognition of gender differences in the achievement of capabilities should, for instance,

guide the design and auditing of public policies.30 For instance, it can be used to argue that the main

objective is not so much women entering into the waged labour market, but having a good, free and

flourishing life for women and men. To this aim, production, distribution and exchange of resources

are instrumental. The methodological adoption of a feminist perspective could increase the realism

of the concept of wellbeing and disclose hidden individual and social tensions and, most of all, help

in negotiating in the public arena a good and sustainable life, for everybody, everywhere.

30 For an application of the capability approach to gender auditing of public budgets at regional, district and municipal
level, see Addabbo, Lanzi, Picchio [2004].
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