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Abstract. As societies globally cope with the challenges of an aging population, pen-
sion systems face increasing strain. Italy, one of Europe’s largest economies and oldest 
populations, provides a compelling case for examining the complex interplay between 
gender and regional disparities in the context of extended working lives. The study 
of Working Life Expectancy across Italian regions from 2000 to 2016 reveals a gen-
erally upward trend and shows the complex dynamics of the aging workforce. While 
the overall trend in working life expectancy is positive, gender differences persist. 
Despite women experienced a substantial increase in employment, gender gaps remain 
large, particularly in the southern regions. Further examination of retirement trends 
underscores the complex relationship between gender, region, and the duration of 
retirement. The study concludes that policy efforts aimed at guaranteeing the finan-
cial viability of the pension system should focus not only on increasing the retirement 
age but also investing in employment opportunities, particularly for women and indi-
viduals living in the southern regions. Considering the diverse employment trajecto-
ries of individuals, especially in relation to gender and regional differences, is essential 
for ensuring the effectiveness and fairness of initiatives addressing population aging. 
Investing in women’s employment would help promote gender equality and reduce the 
underutilization of human capital.

Keywords: working life expectancy, gender, italian regions, Sullivan method, popula-
tion aging.

Riassunto. Mentre le società di tutto il mondo affrontano le sfide poste dall’invecchia-
mento della popolazione, i sistemi pensionistici subiscono una crescente pressione. L’I-
talia, una delle maggiori economie europee e con una delle popolazioni più anziane, 
rappresenta un caso emblematico per analizzare la complessa interazione tra genere e 
disparità regionali nel contesto dell’allungamento della vita lavorativa. Lo studio sull’a-
spettativa di vita lavorativa nelle regioni italiane dal 2000 al 2016 evidenzia una ten-
denza generalmente positiva e mette in luce le dinamiche complesse della forza lavoro 

https://www.bsgi.it
https://doi.org/10.36253/bsgi-7554
https://www.fupress.com
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/legalcode
mailto:lorenti@demogr.mpg.de
mailto:annalisa.busetta@unipa.it


110 Angelo Lorenti, Annalisa Busetta

che invecchia. Sebbene la tendenza generale dell’aspettativa di 
vita lavorativa sia in crescita, permangono differenze di gene-
re. Nonostante le donne abbiano registrato un aumento signi-
ficativo dell’occupazione, i divari di genere rimangono ampi, in 
particolare nelle regioni meridionali. Un’ulteriore analisi delle 
tendenze pensionistiche evidenzia la relazione complessa tra 
genere, area geografica e durata della pensione. Lo studio con-
clude che gli interventi politici volti a garantire la sostenibilità 
finanziaria del sistema pensionistico dovrebbero concentrarsi 
non solo sull’innalzamento dell’età pensionabile, ma anche sugli 
investimenti nelle opportunità occupazionali, in particolare 
per le donne e per coloro che vivono nelle regioni meridionali. 
Considerare i percorsi occupazionali differenziati degli indivi-
dui, soprattutto in relazione al genere e alle disparità territoriali, 
è fondamentale per assicurare l’efficacia e l’equità delle politiche 
che affrontano l’invecchiamento demografico. Investire nell’oc-
cupazione femminile contribuirebbe a promuovere l’uguaglian-
za di genere e a ridurre la sottoutilizzazione del capitale umano.

Parole chiave: aspettativa di vita lavorativa, genere, regioni ita-
liane, metodo di Sullivan, invecchiamento della popolazione .

1. Introduction

Welfare systems face the challenges posed by demo-
graphic changes, including longer life expectancies and 
fewer children. An increasing share of the elderly puts 
strain on the pension systems: on the one hand, the 
elderly receive pensions for more years; on the other 
hand, fewer working-age individuals contribute to the 
pension system. Increasing the retirement age is a com-
mon measure to reduce the financial burden on the 
pension system and ensure its sustainability in West-
ern countries (Gruber, Wise 2009). Policy makers have 
attempted to raise the statutory age at retirement, often 
above age 65, to postpone pension receipt while contrib-
uting longer to the pension system. 

Although increasing the age at retirement seems 
the easier way to counteract the consequences of an 
aging population, its implementation does not guaran-
tee longer working lives (Dudel, Myrskylä 2017; Lorenti 
et al. 2019) nor the sustainability of the pension system. 
Indeed, extended working lives as a remedy to popula-
tion aging implies that individuals work longer through-
out their lives and not only at older ages (Lorenti et al. 
2019). Moreover, at the individual level the consequences 
of working longer are uncertain. In fact, there is evi-
dence that while extending one’s working life can be 
beneficial for both health and financial stability, these 
advantages are highly dependent on several factors. In 
particular, the quality of the job and the ability to main-
tain a healthy work-life balance are crucial in determin-

ing whether an extended working life will enhance or 
undermine overall well-being. 

Despite population aging and its consequences on 
the labor market and pension system having been known 
for several decades and now widely recognized, research 
on the length of working life in Western countries and 
the factors affecting its variation has only recently started 
to grow. Italy is one of the largest European economies 
and one of the oldest countries in the world, character-
ized by significant disparities in its labor market across 
sociodemographic groups. The age at retirement is low 
(OECD 2023), and there are striking gender and geo-
graphical differences in labor force participation and 
employment opportunities (Marino, Nunziata 2017). 
Furthermore, there are disparities in health and life 
expectancy, with significant variations between genders 
and across different regions (Barbi et al. 2018; Moretti, 
Strozza 2022). Persisting geographical, gender and gener-
ational disparities in the labor market performance (Lor-
enti et al. 2019; Marino, Nunziata 2017; O’Higgins 2011), 
combined with those in health and life expectancy, make 
Italy an interesting case study as one of the countries 
where the impact of aging is most pronounced. 

To assess how population aging affects the state of 
labor market and the sustainability of social security sys-
tems, we estimate the working life expectancy at age 50 
and describe its trend from 2000 to 2016, by gender and 
across Italian regions. Despite working life expectancy is 
a descriptive measure, it provides insights into geograph-
ical and gender inequalities arising from the interplay 
between survival and labor market outcomes over time. 
Working life expectancy, also named the average dura-
tion of working life, worklife expectancy, or labor mar-
ket life expectancy (Hoem 1977; Loichinger, Weber 2016; 
Lozano, Rentería 2019), indicates the residual number 
of years that individuals are expected to be working at a 
specific age (in this study at age 50). It is a measure that 
summarizes employment trajectories over the life course 
(Loichinger, Weber 2016; Lorenti et al. 2019), provid-
ing a concise measure of how disadvantages accumulate 
(Hayward, Lichter 1998; Lorenti et al. 2019). 

The analysis of working life expectancy allows us to 
focus on the expected number of years in employment, 
particularly among women. In fact, despite some posi-
tive changes that occurred in the last decades, women 
still encounter difficulties in terms of job opportunities 
(Mussida, Picchio 2014) and often are expected to be the 
(only) family caregiver. Women’s employment is still very 
low, and the large gender gap in employment reflects 
deeper societal problems linked to prevalent gender ine-
qualities across economic and social domains. We argue 
that the gendered structure of the Italian labor market is 
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not only a cultural and institutional issue but also rep-
resents a significant cost that negatively affects wom-
en’s working life expectancy, especially in the Southern 
regions, with important implications for the overall sus-
tainability of the pension system. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents 
background literature on working life expectancy and its 
determinants, namely life expectancy and employment 
rates. Section 3 presents the data. Section 4 outlines the 
methods. Section 5 describes the results, and Section 6 
discusses our findings and concludes.

2. Background 

2.1 Recent trends in Working Life Expectancy 

Working life expectancy at age 50 has generally been 
rising since the mid-1990s across European countries, 
with more pronounced increases among women and 
substantial differences by education level (Loichinger, 
Weber 2016). Recent literature on working life expec-
tancy highlights significant heterogeneity across demo-
graphic groups, with relevant geographical differences 
both between and within countries. In Germany, over the 
periods between 2006-08, 2011-13, and 2016-18, working 
life expectancy has increased for both men and women 
at age 18 (35.8–38.3 years for men, 27.5–34.0 years for 
women), as well as at age 50, (from 10.2 to 11.7 years for 
men, and from 7.8 to 10.5 years for women) (Tetzlaff et 
al. 2022). Dudel et al. (2023) found that older Eastern 
German women have longer working lives than older 
Western German women, which is most likely a legacy of 
the German Democratic Republic’s high female employ-
ment. In the UK, while life expectancy gains have called 
for a rise in the state pension age, the predicted increase 
in healthy working life expectancy has been modest, sug-
gesting that extended working lives may not align with 
policy goals (Lynch et al. 2022). In Spain, in 2016 the 
expected years of employment at age 16 was 29.5 for men 
and 27 for women; during the period 1986-2016 women 
gained 13.6 years of employment, while men lost almost 
five years (Lozano, Rentería 2019). In Italy, in the period 
2003 to 2013, working life expectancy decreased for men 
from 35.2 to 27.2 years and for women from 34.7 to 23.7 
years, widening the gender gap to 3.5 years. (Lorenti et 
al. 2019). The most affected groups were women, young 
people, and individuals living in the South (Lorenti et al. 
2019). Recent estimates show a recuperation, with women 
still lagging behind (Eurostat 2024a). 

Socioeconomic factors and occupational class sig-
nificantly influence working life expectancy (Solovieva 

et al. 2024), with manual workers and those in physi-
cally demanding jobs having shorter working lives due 
to higher rates of unemployment (Dudel, Myrskylä 2020) 
and disability retirement (Solovieva et al. 2024). These 
heterogeneous trends by country underscore the impor-
tance of ad-hoc policies to address the diverse challenges 
faced by different geographical areas and demographic 
groups in extending their working lives. 

2.2 The Italian context 

The length of working life at old ages depends on 
the remaining years spent in employment and on resid-
ual life expectancy. Significant geographical heterogene-
ity exists in both employment and survival at older ages 
by gender across Italian regions, yet surprisingly little 
is known about these patterns. This study aims to fill 
this gap in the literature by examining the intersection 
of gender and geographical disparities in working life 
expectancy through an analysis of recent trends across 
Italian regions. We begin with a review of the key com-
ponents of working life expectancy, such as (a) survival 
trends and (b) employment rates.

a) Life expectancy and changes in mortality dynamics
Life expectancy at birth has steadily increased glob-

ally over the past two centuries, driven by progressive 
mortality reduction at all ages. Before 1950, this increase 
was primarily due to a significant drop in death rates 
among younger individuals. Afterwards, improvements 
in life expectancy were mainly driven by declining mor-
tality among those aged 65 and older  (Wilmoth 2000). 
As a result of these improvements, Italy has become one 
of the countries with the highest life expectancy in the 
world. However, this increase in life expectancy came 
together with gender disparities in survival, with women 
outliving men by more than four years in 2022 (in 2022, 
at the age of 65, women were expected to live approxi-
mately 21.9 years and men 18.9 years).

Gender gaps in life expectancy are sensitive to 
changes in mortality dynamics and amplified by cause-
specific mortality structures (Caselli, Egidi 1991). Dis-
eases of the circulatory system, such as heart disease and 
stroke, are leading causes of mortality, often serving as 
sentinel indicators of socioeconomic conditions in the 
country (Barbi et al. 2018), particularly among women in 
Italy, reflecting the impact of socioeconomic conditions 
on health outcomes. The economic and social disparities 
are reflected in the geographical distribution of mortal-
ity rates. In the north, men face higher cancer mortal-
ity due to occupational and lifestyle factors. In the south, 
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women have higher cardiovascular disease mortality due 
to inadequate healthcare and lower education and eco-
nomic independence (Barbi et al. 2018). Such factors are 
reflected in life expectancy differences across regions. 

Despite life expectancy at age 50 has shown a steady 
increase for both genders across Italy, with average 
gains of 2.3 years for women and 3 years for men (Fig. 
1), regional disparities by gender remain. In 2016, men 
in Campania had the lowest residual life expectancy (at 
age 50) of 30.6 years, compared to 32.8 years in Marche. 
Similarly, at the same age women in Campania had the 
shortest residual expectancy of 34.5 years, while those in 
Trentino – Alto Adige lived the longest, 37.1 years. For 
both genders, the rate of improvement in life expectancy 
slowed down, particularly around 2008 during the Great 
Recession. 

Regional differences in survival, combined with fer-
tility trends and internal migration, have led to signifi-
cant variations in the population structure across Italian 
regions. While the overall trend is toward population 
aging, substantial differences exist in the proportion 
of elderly individuals across regions and genders. For 
example, in 2022, 23.8 percent of the Italian population 
was aged 65 and older. The highest percentage of elder-
ly people was recorded in Liguria at 28.9 percent, with 
the highest old age dependency ratio of 47.8. The lowest 
percentage was in the “provincia Autonoma di Bolzano” 

at 20 percent, with an old age dependency index of 31.1, 
which was higher only than the corresponding index for 
Campania (30.6).

In short, an individual’s place of residence and envi-
ronment plays a fundamental role in shaping their lives, 
health and lifespan. Factors such as healthcare acces-
sibility and quality, environmental conditions, societal 
norms, and the labor market contribute to this influence 
(Wilkinson et al. 2003). Lastly, the job opportunities 
available to an individual might influence their mental 
and physical health, with high-stress jobs and unsta-
ble markets contributing negatively. Thus, the interplay 
between healthcare, environmental, social, and employ-
ment factors shapes an individual’s life expectancy. 
Therefore, when analyzing the relationship between life 
expectancy and labor market outcomes, it is important 
to appropriately distinguish the impact of geographical 
context on both health and employment opportunities.

b) The wasted capital: gendered employment trends 
across Italian regions

Over the past few decades, there has been a nota-
ble increase in female labor force participation across 
Western countries (Hochschild, Machung 2012), driven 
by higher educational attainment and changing soci-
etal norms (England 2010). However, the gender gap 
in employment in Italy remains substantial. In 2023, 

Figure 1. Life expectancy at age 50, by gender and region - Italy 2000-2016. Source: Own elaboration on Istat life tables (http://dati.istat.it/)

http://dati.istat.it/
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Italy recorded one of the lowest employment rates in 
Europe, with only 66.3 employed persons per 100 in the 
age group of 20-64 (Eurostat 2024b). This low national 
employment rate masks an even greater underutiliza-
tion of human capital, particularly pronounced in the 
Southern regions and among women. Gender dispari-
ties persist in various labor market outcomes, including 
employment rates, wages, and occupational segregation, 
with women experiencing higher levels of underemploy-
ment compared to men (OECD 2019a). Among individu-
als aged 20-65, the gender employment gap is nearly 20 
percentage points (76.0 % and 56.5%, respectively). 

Despite facing various challenges, Italy has seen a 
steady increase in women’s participation in the labor 
force. This rise has largely been marked by an increase 
in involuntary part-time work and the prevalence of 
fixed-term contracts. Additionally, changes in retirement 
age have impacted the employment of women aged 55 
and older (OECD 2019b). While flexible work arrange-
ments can effectively boost women’s labor market partic-
ipation, they often contribute to gendered labor market 
segregation (Barbieri et al. 2019), which in turn results 
in wage penalties for women (Bardasi, Gornick 2008). 
Women with temporary contracts, particularly younger 
ones, experience higher levels of job insecurity compared 
to those with stable employment. This insecurity affects 
other domains of individuals’ lives, making the transi-
tion to adulthood and family planning – especially fer-

tility intentions – more challenging (Bonanomi, Rosina 
2022; Busetta et al. 2019; Vignoli et al. 2016). 

These disparities reflect long-standing structural 
differences between regions (OECD 2019c), particularly 
in employment and economic performance, with north-
ern regions generally outperforming southern regions 
in terms of job opportunities, wages, and productivity, 
irrespective of the life stage of individuals. Addition-
ally, policies for gender equality and employment dif-
fer widely among regions, with fragmented legislation 
and varying effectiveness in implementation. For exam-
ple, fiscal decentralization, has been shown to increase 
female labor supply by expanding municipal services 
like nursery schools, thereby reducing the gender gap 
in employment (Bianchi et al. 2023). The geographi-
cal distribution of such services clearly favors the most 
efficient regions (e.g., see the distribution of nursery 
schools in ISTAT 2020), leaving the southern regions at 
a greater disadvantage. 

The gender gap in employment persists in older age 
groups and follows the traditional regional north-south 
gradient. Despite the growth in older people’s labor mar-
ket participation, Italy still has a high inactivity rate 
among people aged 50-64 compared to the Euro area, 
especially among women (OECD 2019b), in the South, 
where employment opportunities are scarcer (Töpfer 
2020). Trends in employment rates for men and women 
from 2004 to 2020 highlight a growing divide across 

Figure 2. – Employment rates at ages 55-64, by gender, macro-area (left panel) and region (right panel) – Italy 2000-2020. Source: Own 
elaboration on Istat LFS(http://dati.istat.it/)

http://dati.istat.it/
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regions, with the North-South disparity becoming espe-
cially pronounced for women (Fig. 2). 

While the North has traditionally outperformed the 
South in labor market outcomes, the data for individuals 
aged 55-64 reveal notable exceptions in a more complex 
picture. At the start of the study period, some Southern 
regions reported relatively high employment rates for 
men. For instance, Molise saw men’s employment rates 
rise sharply from 46.2 per cent in 2004 to 60.6 in 2016, 
among the highest in the Southern regions. In contrast, 
Calabria, once leading the South with a 53.5 per cent 
male employment rate in 2004, experienced much slower 
growth, lagging by 2016. For women, despite a general 
upward trend, Southern regions like Calabria and Sicily 
showed significantly slower progress, deepening existing 
inequalities. All these insights underscore the complex 
and evolving nature of regional labor market dynamics, 
particularly in the context of gender disparities. 

3. Methods and Data 

3.1 Sullivan Method

In order to estimate gender and regional working 
life expectancy, we use the Sullivan method (Sullivan 
1971). This method is an extension of the life table, and 
thus a descriptive demographic account. In this study, 
the Sullivan method is based on cross-sectional infor-
mation: period life tables and prevalence in labor force 
statuses are combined to construct synthetic life-courses 
for the specified observation period(s). The computation 
of working life expectancy follows from the equation:

where a is the age interval,  is a proportion of indi-
viduals in the labor force state j (employment1, jobless-
ness and retirement) in the corresponding age interval 
a,  is a number of survivors in the same age group 
a and  is the number of person-years lived at in the 
age group a. To estimate the working life expectancy, 
we sum the total person-years in employment at age 50 
and older. A similar approach is used to analyze com-
plementary labor force states, such as joblessness and 
retirement, to obtain comparable measures expressed in 
life years. The total residual life expectancy at age 50 is 
the sum of the residual status specific expectancies. To 
derive these quantities, we need the distribution of the 

1 Labor force status (employed, unemployed, inactive, or retired) is 
self-reported at the interview.

labor force states at ages a to . We estimate the share 
of individuals in each labor force state j by age, region, 
year, and gender using multinomial logistic regression 
models. The prevalence of labor force states is modeled 
as a function of age (grouped in five-year intervals), 
region (macro-areas for aggregate results), calendar year, 
and their interactions. The prevalence(s) are estimated 
for each gender by separate models, thereby implicitly 
interacting gender with all other variables. 

where ηj = αj + βj,ageage + βj,regionregion + βj,yearyear + 
βj,reg_yearregion×year.

We use multinomial models to estimate the smooth 
prevalence of labor force statuses, thereby reducing the 
fluctuations that would otherwise result from non-par-
ametric estimates. Consequently, the models include 
covariates representing the key dimensions of the corre-
sponding non-parametric estimates, namely age, region 
and period (and implicitly gender). Confidence intervals 
are obtained through non-parametric bootstraps resam-
pling the data 500 times. 

3.2 Data

We use data from the Survey on Household, Income, 
and Wealth (SHIW), which is conducted by the Bank of 
Italy2. SHIW is a survey representative of the population 
resident in Italy, and as such, it does not include peo-
ple living in institutions. Data is collected biennially, in 
waves that include a panel household component. Each 
wave includes approximately 8,000 households, compris-
ing around 20,000 individuals. The survey collects infor-
mation about individuals, their households, and prop-
erties they own. The survey provides a rich data source 
on income, labor force status, expenses, savings, fam-
ily wealth, and other specific financial areas. The survey 
includes the most relevant socio-demographic informa-
tion, such as age, gender education, and family composi-
tion, and covers some info on family of origin. We lever-
age information on labor force status over the years 2000, 
2004, 2008, 2012 and 2016. 

The outcome is an indicator of an individual’s self-
reported labor force status, categorized into four distinct 
groups: employment, unemployment, inactivity3, and retire-

2 https://www.bancaditalia.it/statistiche/tematiche/indagini-famiglie-
imprese/bilanci-famiglie/distribuzione-microdati/index.html?com.
dotmarketing.htmlpage.language=1
3 Joblessness category includes unemployed and inactive individuals. 
Therefore, inactive women, including housewives are classified in the 

https://www.bancaditalia.it/statistiche/tematiche/indagini-famiglie-imprese/bilanci-famiglie/distribuzione-microdati/index.html?com.dotmarketing.htmlpage.language=1
https://www.bancaditalia.it/statistiche/tematiche/indagini-famiglie-imprese/bilanci-famiglie/distribuzione-microdati/index.html?com.dotmarketing.htmlpage.language=1
https://www.bancaditalia.it/statistiche/tematiche/indagini-famiglie-imprese/bilanci-famiglie/distribuzione-microdati/index.html?com.dotmarketing.htmlpage.language=1
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ment. Age, gender, region of residence and survey year 
are the covariates used for modeling the labor force state 
prevalence. We estimate the prevalence of labor force status 
by age, using five-year age groups to minimize fluctuation 
(50-54, 55-59,…, 100+). The obtained age distributions align 
with those in the regional life tables4. We include dummy 
variables for the region of residence, survey years and their 
interaction. This is done to account for the differences in 
labor market conditions across these regions and the differ-
ential region-specific changes over time. Models are strati-
fied by gender as the labor market trajectories of individu-
als are highly gendered, and thus implicitly interacting gen-
der with all the variables in the models. 

joblessness category. The distinction between each labor force state by 
age is a crucial characteristic of SHIW that other official data sources, 
such as the much larger Labor Force Survey, do not allow.
4 We download official life tables from Istat, at https://demo.istat.it/
app/?i=TVM&l=it 

3.3 Analytical sample

Table 1 presents summary statistics for the analytical 
sample, by gender. The dataset includes over 45 thousand 
individuals spanning the years 2000 to 2016, with 8,500 
individuals sampled in 2000 and 9,300 in 2016. Women 
are slightly overrepresented, accounting for approximate-
ly 53 percent in each of the considered years. The regions 
with the highest share of individuals are Lombardy, Pied-
mont, and Campania, which together account for 30 
percent of the entire sample. In contrast, the least rep-
resented regions are Val d’Aosta, Molise, Basilicata, and 
Trentino – Alto Adige. One third of the male sample was 
employed, while only one sixth of the female sample was 
employed. However, there is an observable upward trend 
in the proportion of employed women over the years. 
Retirement is the most common status, with nearly two-
thirds of men and over half of women retired. 

Table 1. – Sample Size of the analytical sample including individuals aged 50 and older, by individual characteristics – Italy, 2000 – 2016. 
Source: own elaboration on Survey on Household, Income, and Wealth 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012, 2016. 

Women Men

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2000 2004 2008 2012 2016

N 4,459 4,774 4,813 5,175 5,102 3,996 4,085 4,123 4,503 4,212
Region % %
Piedmont 9.5 9.1 10.7 8.3 8.3 9.3 9.0 10.4 8.2 7.6
Val d’Aosta 0.2 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.5
Lombardy 10.1 10.1 10.4 10.4 10.4 9.9 10.6 11.2 10.9 10.7
Trentino – Alto Adige 1.7 1.8 1.7 2.0 3.0 2.0 1.8 1.8 1.8 2.5
Veneto 5.5 7.0 6.6 5.9 5.8 5.3 7.0 6.7 6.3 6.5
Friuli 3.7 3.2 2.9 2.1 2.1 3.5 3.1 3.0 2.3 2.7
Liguria 3.9 4.6 3.9 3.8 3.6 4.0 4.2 3.9 3.8 3.5
Emilia Romagna 8.1 7.2 8.4 8.2 7.3 8.7 7.6 8.7 8.5 7.6
Tuscany 8.1 8.5 8.6 8.2 7.8 8.8 8.4 7.9 7.9 7.8
Umbria 4.0 4.1 3.8 3.7 3.7 3.6 4.0 3.8 3.8 4.0
Marche 4.7 5.7 5.2 4.9 4.9 4.4 5.8 4.7 4.7 5.1
Lazio 4.4 5.1 4.9 5.2 5.8 4.9 5.0 5.1 5.7 5.6
Abruzzo 3.5 3.0 2.6 2.6 2.7 3.4 2.9 2.6 2.6 2.6
Molise 1.3 1.5 1.7 1.7 1.6 1.1 1.4 1.9 1.7 1.7
Campania 10.2 7.4 7.7 9.4 9.4 9.8 7.1 7.3 9.2 9.7
Apulia 5.7 5.8 5.7 6.4 5.6 5.9 5.6 5.5 6.0 5.6
Basilicata 1.2 1.4 1.4 1.7 1.8 1.4 1.6 1.5 1.6 1.5
Calabria 2.9 2.7 2.6 2.7 2.8 2.8 2.8 2.7 2.7 2.5
Sicily 7.1 6.9 5.9 7.4 8.2 7.2 7.4 6.1 7.3 7.7
Sardinia 4.1 4.4 4.8 5.0 4.7 3.7 4.2 4.6 4.5 4.6

Labor Force Status
Employed 12.6 14.1 16.6 18.6 20.6 32.7 30.6 31.2 33.2 32.9
Unemployed 29.9 26.8 23.1 24.1 20.6 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.3
Inactive 0.5 0.8 1.1 1.7 2.1 2.8 2.7 2.1 4.2 6.0
Retired 57.0 58.4 59.1 55.6 56.7 64.4 66.6 66.5 62.4 60.9

https://demo.istat.it/app/?i=TVM&l=it
https://demo.istat.it/app/?i=TVM&l=it
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4. Results

The results of the Sullivan method allow us to 
describe levels and trends in working life expectancy, by 
gender and region. 

4.1 Years of Life Expectancy in Employment, Joblessness 
and Retirement across Macro Area 

In figure 3, residual life expectancy at age 50 is 
decomposed into shares of expected years in Employment 
(WLE), Joblessness (JLE) and Retirement (RLE), thereby 
summarizing levels and trends observed across macro 
areas, simplifying the overall interpretation. The estimates 
clearly show a significant gap in women’s employment, 
particularly pronounced in the South. In 2016, women 
aged 50 in Southern Italy could expect to spend just over 
11% of their remaining life in employment, about 33% in 
joblessness, and more than 56% in retirement. In contrast, 
their counterparts in Northern Italy spent about 22% 
of their remaining life in employment, over 16% unem-
ployed, and roughly 62% in retirement. 

Examining trends from 2000 to 2016 reveals a con-
sistent increase in working life expectancy relative to 
overall life expectancy, regardless of gender or macro-
area. Nevertheless, in the northern and central regions, 

the relative increase in years of employment was much 
more pronounced than in the southern regions, with no 
doubt that the increase is due to better employment con-
ditions. In fact, despite the differences in life expectancy 
at age 50 are not large, the northern and central regions 
recorded a survival advantage of around one year in 
2016, irrespective of gender. These results are reinforced 
by the complementary measure of the expected years in 
retirement and joblessness. While relative retirement life 
expectancy decreased from 2000 to 2016 in all the macro 
area, joblessness life expectancy increased in the south-
ern regions, particularly for men. The northern and 
central regions recorded a slight increase in the jobless-
ness life expectancy of men. Overall, the results support 
the view that in the period from 2000 to 2016, working 
life expectancy increased across all macro-area. In the 
southern regions, the growth in working life expectancy 
was weaker, and the years of reduction in retirement life 
expectancy were accompanied by more years in JLE than 
in the rest of Italy. 

4.2 Working life Expectancy

Figure 4 shows the working life expectancy trajec-
tories relative to the remaining life expectancy at age 

Figure 3. Expected years in Employment (WLE), Joblessness (JLE) and Retirement (RLE) relative to remaining life expectancy at age 50 by 
Italian Macro Area and gender – Italy, 2000-2016. Source: own elaboration on Survey on Household, Income, and Wealth 2000-2016. 
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50, by gender, across different Italian regions5. Rela-
tive working life expectancy indicates the proportion of 
remaining life expectancy to be spent in employment, 
making working life expectancy a useful indicator for 
evaluating whether working life years are increasing 
(decreasing) faster or slower than overall life expectancy.

Working life expectancy is higher for men than for 
women across all regions. Overall, working life expec-
tancy shows an upward trend regardless of gender or 
region, although there are some notable exceptions. For 
instance, for men in Calabria, Basilicata and Umbria, 
years spent in employment relative to life expectancy 
have decreased, while remaining relatively stable for men 
in Lazio and Sicily. For women, the growth in working 
life expectancy is generally consistent across regions, 
although more pronounced in regions such as Lom-
bardy, Marche, and Tuscany. In regions like Sicily, Cam-
pania, Basilicata, and Calabria, where the initial work-
ing life expectancy levels were low, the increase was less 
pronounced, only slightly larger than the corresponding 
increase in life expectancy.

In 2000, the lowest working life expectancy at age 
50 was recorded among men in Apulia, 6.8 years, and 
among women in Campania, with less than 2 years. 

5 Complete tables with Working, Retirement and Inactive Life Expec-
tancy are available in the appendix.

Such results imply that, in 2000, men in Apulia could 
expect to work less than a quarter of their remaining life 
at age 50, while women in Campania spent only about 
6.5 percent of their remaining life (at age 50) at work. 
On the other hand, in the same year the highest working 
life expectancy for men was recorded in Basilicata, 10.4 
years, while for women, in Emilia Romagna, 6.1 years 
– representing 35.5 per cent and 18 per cent of their 
respective life expectancies. Overall, in 2000, individuals 
aged 50 could expect to spend much less than one-third 
of their remaining life expectancy if men and less than 
one-fifth of women. Importantly, gender disparities were 
large: the longest life expectancy for women remained 
shorter than the shortest life expectancy for men. 

The following decade saw a more rapid increase in 
women’s employment compared to men, alongside a 
corresponding slower rise in life expectancy. This shift 
inf luenced the overall working life expectancy, still 
marked by significant gender differences across Italy’s 
regions. In 2016, the longest working life expectancy for 
men was recorded in Friuli Venezia Giulia (12.1 years), 
while for women, it was recorded in Liguria with 8.6 
years. Compared to 2000, both genders experienced an 
increase in working life expectancy, but the absolute 
difference remained at around 4 years. The correspond-
ing proportion of working life relative to remaining life 
expectancy was 38 per cent for men and 24 per cent 

Figure 4. Expected years in Employment relative to remaining life expectancy at age 50 by region and gender – Italy, 2000-2016. Source: 
own elaboration on Survey on Household, Income, and Wealth 2000-2016. 
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for women, indicating a more pronounced increase for 
women than for men. However, challenges remain, par-
ticularly for women in regions like Campania, where 
working life expectancy was just 3.1 years in 2016, 
accounting for less than 10 percent of their remaining 
life at age 50. Similarly, in 2016, the lowest working life 
expectancy for men was in Calabria at 8.2 years, which 
represented 26 percent of their remaining life. 

Gender and regional differences in Expected years in 
Retirement 

While the gendered patterns in working life expec-
tancy show notable consistency across Italian regions, 
the duration of retirement varies significantly based on 
gender, as illustrated in Figure 5. 

For women, most regions present a trend suggest-
ing a reduction in the number of retirement years rela-
tive to life expectancy. However, regions like Calabria and 
Sicily exhibit the opposite trend, with an increase in the 
expected retirement years relative to life expectancy. It’s 
important to highlight that, when accounting for sampling 
variation, these declining patterns in most regions overlap 
across years, therefore the decline is statistically not signifi-
cant. A similar trend is observed among men. Calabria and 
Sicily show the most distinct pattern: the number of retire-

ment years relative to life expectancy increases in Calabria, 
irrespective of gender, and appears stable in Sicily. 

There are instances of gender cross-over, such as in 
Abruzzo, Basilicata, or Friuli Venezia Giulia, and con-
vergence, as observed in Liguria, Lombardy, and Molise. 
This implies that, in certain regions, men are expected 
to spend either less or the same amount of time in retire-
ment as women, relative to their life expectancy. While 
this may seem counterintuitive given that women gener-
ally live longer than men, women have increased their 
workforce participation and now experience longer 
working lives, many still face unemployment or have 
engaged in full-time unpaid domestic work. Such chang-
es suggest that those with more fragmented careers may 
not have accumulated enough contributions to retire at 
statutory retirement ages. Under those circumstances, 
women spend a relatively greater number of years in job-
lessness compared to men before eventually retiring.

4.3 Gender and regional differences in expected years in 
Joblessness

Patterns of Joblessness show a clear gender divide 
across Italian regions, with women consistently spending 
more years in joblessness than men with no exception, 
as shown in Figure 6. 

Figure 5. Expected years in Retirement relative to remaining life expectancy at age 50 by region and gender – Italy, 2000-2016. Source: own 
elaboration on Survey on Household, Income, and Wealth 2000-2016. 
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Nevertheless, trends over time reveal distinct pat-
terns in many regions. For instance, in Calabria, Liguria, 
Molise, Sicily, and Tuscany, the expected years of jobless-
ness relative to residual life expectancy decline for women, 
while increase for men. In contrast, regions like Basilicata, 
Campania, Lazio, Apulia, Sardinia, Umbria, and Veneto, 
show an increasing rise of years in joblessness for both 
men and women. Sicily and Campania have the highest 
proportion of years in joblessness for women, around 40% 
of their remaining life at age 50. For men, Sicily and Cam-
pania again stand out, with around 10% of their remain-
ing life expectancy at age 50 spent in joblessness.

It is worth remembering that such proportion 
should be read together with the proportion of years in 
employment and in retirement. A very low proportion 
of years in joblessness could reflect either long working 
lives, or expected retirement years, or both. These pat-
terns result from the complex interplay between labor 
market circumstances and survival with gender and 
geography and cannot be captured through different 
measures, regardless of their complexity.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

In recent decades Western countries have imple-
mented policies aimed at extending working life to 

ensure the sustainability of pension systems. Pension 
rules determine the official retirement age at the nation-
al level, but individual and contextual factors – such as 
continuity in employment, health, and survival – play a 
crucial role in shaping when people enter and exit retire-
ment. By summarizing individuals’ employment experi-
ences in later years through working life expectancy, we 
offer a perspective that captures the complex relationship 
between labor market outcomes, and life expectancy. 
This perspective is important because it captures the dif-
ferential impact of economic activity and survival, ena-
bling comparisons from both gender and regional per-
spectives. Our results show a general increasing trend 
in working life expectancy, both in the absolute number 
of years and in relation to progress in life expectancy at 
age 50. Our estimates of working life expectancy at age 
50 reveal large differences between regions and genders, 
as well as variability in how additional years of life have 
been distributed between years of joblessness, and retire-
ment. Women at the age of 50 still face a gender gap, 
which is widening in many regions. 

In 2000, the longest working life expectancy for 
women in Emilia Romagna still fell short of the short-
est working life expectancy for men in Apulia. By 2016, 
despite improvements, the absolute difference in work-
ing life expectancy between men and women remained 
around four years. This highlights the persistent gender 

Figure 6. Expected years Joblessness relative to remaining life expectancy at age 50 by region and gender – Italy, 2000-2016. Source: own 
elaboration on Survey on Household, Income, and Wealth 2000-2016. 
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gap in employment, which may be influenced by fac-
tors such as labor market discrimination, lack of poli-
cies for work-family reconciliation, particularly those 
aligning parents’ and children’s schedules (such as 
childcare services or full-time schooling), persisting 
unequal caregiving responsibilities at older ages, and 
differences in retirement policies. Our results indicate 
a reduction in the number of years spent in retirement 
relative to life expectancy for most women, except in 
regions like Calabria and Sicily. For men, the pattern is 
often reversed. Additionally, women consistently spend 
more years in joblessness than men, although trends 
over time vary by region. Reading together the results, 
we can learn about patterns that are region-specific. For 
example, while in Calabria and Sicily life expectancy 
increased irrespective of gender, for women most of the 
gained years of life were not followed by a proportional 
increase in employment years resulting in an increase 
in the duration of retirement years. Instead, in Sardinia 
the increase in life expectancy for women resulted in a 
stable share of years in employment with a decrease in 
retirement years and an increase in joblessness. These 
findings suggest that policies aimed at extending work-
ing life should not solely focus on raising the retirement 
age but must address the broader systemic inequalities 
that hinder labor market participation, particularly for 
women in disadvantaged areas.

Our findings at the regional level are challeng-
ing to compare with previous studies due to their spe-
cific contexts. Moreover, studies often focus on different 
time periods, age ranges, and definitions of working life 
expectancy. However, our aggregated results appear to 
be consistent with earlier research. In particular with the 
conclusions of Lorenti et al. (2019), which confirm gen-
der differences in the duration of working life and geo-
graphical disparities. We provide additional insights by 
highlighting regional variations in working life expec-
tancy, thereby enhancing our understanding of these 
previous results. For example, the apparent stable retire-
ment years compared to life expectancy at the macro-
area level hide different patterns and compositional dif-
ferences at the regional level. Thus, the regional perspec-
tive reveals significant variations in the gendered pat-
terns of working and retirement life expectancy, which 
are in line with what was observed in other countries. 
For instance, Dudel et al. (2023) found important differ-
ences in women’s working life expectancy between East 
and West Germany. 

To provide a better context for the study, it’s impor-
tant to note that, during the study period, working life 
expectancy has generally increased across most Euro-
pean countries, with women experiencing a more signifi-

cant rise than men. However, despite this improvement, 
women still have fewer years of employment remaining 
compared to men. Various pension reforms were imple-
mented in countries such as the UK, Germany, Spain, 
and Italy to encourage labor force participation among 
older individuals (OECD 2023). These reforms aim to 
extend the working life, thereby reducing the time spent 
on retirement and increasing the number of active con-
tributors to the pension system. This shift also reflects 
stricter requirements for early retirement and disability 
pensions, making it more challenging for individuals to 
retire early without experiencing benefit reductions. 
Despite the overall trend of women working longer, this 
increase can be attributed mainly to higher participation 
rates among women in the labor market, rather than 
solely to pension reforms. 

These reforms may have unintended consequences, 
exacerbating existing inequalities among older workers 
and neglecting the needs of disadvantaged groups. Older 
workers face various challenges in finding employment 
due to market dynamics and skills depreciation, retire-
ment age limits, and the physical demands of certain jobs 
(OECD 2019a, 2022). Disadvantaged groups are at risk 
of long periods of unemployment before reaching retire-
ment age. Health is crucial for maintaining employment 
at older ages. In the UK, policies aimed at extending 
working lives by raising the state pension age have shown 
some success; however, current projections indicate that 
gains in healthy working life expectancy may not keep 
pace with these policy changes (Lynch et al. 2022). 

Generally, while life expectancy has increased, wom-
en still have a shorter healthy working life expectancy 
than men, which raises concerns about raising the pen-
sion age. In both Germany and Italy, women’s employ-
ment rates are lower than men’s, partly due to systems 
that do not help women’s employment. For instance, in 
Germany, the tax system incentivizes women to work 
part-time or leave the workforce, particularly affecting 
those with young children (Fasang et al. 2013). Women 
are more likely to exit the labor market to provide infor-
mal care and are less likely to return afterward. A simi-
lar situation is present in Italy. In both countries, chal-
lenges associated with reentering the workforce after 
childcare responsibilities stem from the insider-outsider 
dynamics of the labor market, which complicate their 
ability to regain employment. To support the recon-
ciliation of family life and work in Spain, policies have 
been introduced allowing parents with young children 
to reduce their working hours, leading to an increase 
in part-time work among mothers. The labor reform of 
2010 aimed to decrease duality and wage rigidity among 
workers; however, its impact has been limited, as the 
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number of open-ended contracts has remained stable. 
These factors collectively contribute to gender disparities 
in work-life balance, which begin early and persist into 
later years. 

The disadvantages faced by individuals at age 50 
across different Italian regions represent just the tip 
of the iceberg. From a life course perspective, the gen-
dered regional gaps in employment stem from a struc-
tural lack of opportunities and a slow adaptation to 
changing gender roles. Since the 1990s, married women 
in the North have benefitted from growth in sectors 
like ICT and fashion. In contrast, those in the South 
have struggled due to a declining agricultural sector, 
limited-service opportunities, lower education levels, 
and persistent social inequalities, which create a nega-
tive feedback loop. In this scenario, imbalanced social 
welfare spending contributes to confining many women 
in the South to caregiving roles, which further limits 
their job prospects. 

For instance, access to childcare services is a crucial 
factor for enabling mothers, especially the low educated, 
to maintain their employment (Del Boca et al. 2009; Sar-
aceno 2003). Even when children reach school age, the 
limited availability of full-day schooling makes it chal-
lenging for mothers to balance work with childcare. Both 
services are much scarcer in the South compared to the 
North (ISTAT 2020), making it difficult for mothers to 
find (and maintain) work. Additionally, care services for 
older adults are unevenly distributed across the regions 
(ISTAT 2023, 290). In the North, adequate support allows 
women to continue working by hiring caregivers, often 
immigrants. In contrast, in the South, women frequently 
take caregiving roles themselves, using the available sup-
port as a source of income (Bettin et al. 2019). This com-
plex set of challenges puts women at a significant disad-
vantage contributing to a cycle of low employment rates 
among women in southern regions.

Investing in a more gender-equal society, particu-
larly in the southern regions, should be a top priority 
for policymakers. The investments should not focus on 
merely providing funding or developing passive poli-
cies, but rather on implementing measures that enhance 
employment opportunities for women in these areas 
and removing barriers which force women to choose 
between caregiving work and participation in the labor 
market. The goal should be to support women, par-
ticularly those most vulnerable: low-skilled women 
and mothers. This is a broad category in the southern 
regions, encompassing a large portion of women who 
are currently outside the labor market. Consequently, 
there should be support policies that foster regional 
entrepreneurship programs for women and initiatives 

aimed at helping women, especially mothers, to enter/
remain/re-enter the workforce; such as investing in 
childcare support programs. Additionally, vocational 
training opportunities should be expanded to develop 
in-demand skills, particularly in emerging sectors. Ini-
tiatives to enhance digital literacy and leadership devel-
opment programs are essential to empower women in 
the southern regions, providing not only immediate 
support but also future opportunities. By implement-
ing initiatives to support women, policymakers can help 
address disparities in working life expectancy, promote 
greater economic opportunities for women in and for 
the southern regions, and therefore in the country.

In this work, we focused on a descriptive analy-
sis to highlight the regional heterogeneity in working 
life expectancy by gender, in Italy. Even if the work 
describes a complete portrait of the gender and regional 
differences, the analysis does not focus on important 
dimensions that are important part of the observed dif-
ferences. In fact, to better understand our findings, we 
should consider factors such as socioeconomic status, 
which unavoidably intersect with both survival and 
labor force, and vary quite a lot across genders and 
regions. We chose not to expand our analyses to include 
additional dimensions, such as education, due to the 
increased data requirements that would entail, in par-
ticular regional life tables by education, which are cur-
rently not available. 

An additional limitation of this study is related to 
the characteristics of the data we used to estimate labor 
force statuses. Indeed, while self-reported information 
on labor force status is one of the most common meas-
ures for estimating working life expectancy and related 
measures, it may not accurately reflect actual condi-
tions, potentially introducing bias into the estimates 
and limiting the interpretation of our findings. For 
example, the number of individuals who report being 
employed may be overestimated compared to those 
who are unemployed or retired, due to social desirabil-
ity biases (Bradburn et al. 1978). Typically, this con-
cern is addressed by referring to supplementary data 
sources to enhance reliability. In our case, the estimates 
align with findings from previous studies, leading us to 
believe that if the measures used do introduce bias, its 
extent is likely limited. 

In conclusion, our findings suggest the need for 
careful consideration of the duration of working life and 
its heterogeneity when formulating policies to extend 
working life. The focus should not solely be on age at 
retirement, instead, special attention should be given to 
the employment situations of women and regions in the 
southern areas of the country. 
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