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Abstract 
 
This study examines the E-Family Program (2021–2025) in the Lazio Region (Italy), financed by 
the ESF+, as an initiative supporting families and work-life balance. The research integrates 
ISTAT demographic data (2020–2023), policy documentation, and primary survey data to 
evaluate the program’s effectiveness in promoting social equity and demographic sustainability. A 
specific focus is placed on Municipality IV of Rome, a context directly known and experienced by 
the authors. This local case was chosen not only for its demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics but also because of the authors’ direct engagement with the territory. Several local 
nursery schools, recognizing the importance of the topic, voluntarily collaborated in distributing 
the survey, enabling the collection of exploratory data. The findings reveal structural barriers and 
funding limitations that constrain the program’s impact, particularly in terms of equitable access to 
services and support for working mothers. While the E-Family initiative aligns with EU priorities, 
its current form appears insufficient to reverse the decline in fertility or ensure inclusive access to 
early childhood services. Future research could replicate and scale this analysis, offering more 
targeted policy insights for improving family support across Italian regions. 
 
Keywords: Welfare State, Equity, Sustainable Development, European Social Fund Plus, Social 
Inclusion. 

 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 

The European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) is the European Union's primary instrument for investing 
in human capital and supporting the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights, a set 
of twenty principles introduced in 2017 with the Gothenburg Summit. With a budget of 
approximately €142.7 billion for 2021-2027, the ESF+ was established on 30 June 2021, and it 
advances EU policies related to employment, social affairs, education, and skills development, 
including structural reforms in these areas. It is a result of four previously distinct funding 
instruments: the European Social Fund (ESF), the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived 
(FEAD), the Youth Employment Initiative, and the European Programme for Employment and 
Social Innovation (EaSI).  
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The ESF+ addresses the socio-economic challenges exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which has reversed gains in labour market participation, strained educational and healthcare 
systems, and increased inequalities.  
 
The ESF+ operates under a shared management framework, where European Union Member 
States are primarily responsible for implementing funded programs. The European Commission 
plays a supervisory role to ensure that funds are utilized effectively and in alignment with 
European priorities. The funding is distributed through two main components: the shared 
management component, which accounts for most of the budget, and the EaSI component, 
managed directly by the Commission. Moreover, ESF+ is focused on 11 specific objectives aimed 
at strengthening Europe’s social dimension, based on the European Pillar of Social Rights, thus 
also supporting the EU’s broader policy goals such as gender equality, non-discrimination, and 
equal opportunities in investments. As part of the EU's cohesion policy, the ESF+ continues to 
support economic, territorial, and social cohesion by reducing disparities between Member States 
and regions. This is achieved by targeting investments in areas that enhance employment 
opportunities, improve education quality, and promote social inclusion. 
 
The E-Family Program (2021-2025) - Nursery Vouchers in the Lazio region (Italy) are an example 
of Italian policies supporting families to promote the reconciliation of work and private life—a 
central theme in social and labour policies aimed at ensuring a balance between professional 
commitments and family responsibilities (EU Directive 2019/1158; Legislative Decree No. 
105/2022).  
 
The starting point of the research was an observed gap in welfare accessibility and effectiveness, 
directly experienced by the authors within the IV Municipality of Rome—a context they personally 
know and inhabit. This localized awareness motivated the choice of a municipal case study 
approach, focusing on a territory that reflects broader demographic and socio-economic 
challenges, while allowing in-depth analysis. Several local nursery schools demonstrated 
awareness of the issue and voluntarily collaborated in the data collection process by sharing a 
survey among families.  
 
The main objective is linking the initiative to Italy’s demographic decline, integrating ISTAT data 
on birth rates in Italy and Lazio between 2020 and 2024 to understand the demographic and 
social context in which the program operates and to explore the extent to which the E-Family 
Program contributes to building a sustainable and inclusive welfare state, in line with the 
European Union's strategic priorities (EU Regulation 2021/1057) and the 2030 Agenda (UN, 
2015). In doing so, the study aims to contribute both theoretically—by engaging with debates on 
equity, territorial cohesion, and welfare state transformation—and practically, by offering data-
driven insights for improving family support mechanisms. 
 
The study responds to two main questions:  
 
RQ1: “To what extent does the E-Family Program align with and contribute to the objectives of 
the European Social Fund Plus?” 
 
RQ2: “Is there a measurable link between the E-Family Program and demographic trends (birth 
and fertility rates) in Lazio and Italy?” 
 
Although several studies have analysed European welfare programs and fertility dynamics, micro-
level evidence from the municipal level remains underdeveloped. This paper contributes to filling 
that gap by offering a grounded perspective on how ESF+-funded policies are perceived and 
accessed in practice, within a complex urban territory.Overall, the results reveal critical 
challenges: the rapiddepletion of financial resources, uneven territorial distribution of benefits, 
and the modest impact of vouchers on fertility trends, despite their relevance to the work–care 



Luana La Bara, Gioia Maurizi & Gloria Fiorani 

 
IJBRM Special Issue of 3rd Business Research & Management (BRM) Conference: Towards A More 
Sustainable World (SIBRM13) : 2025    104 
  
International Journal of Business Research Management (IJBRM) 
ISSN: 2180-2165, https://www.cscjournals.org/journals/IJBRM/description.php 

balance. By addressing these issues through a municipal-level case study, the paper advances 
existing scholarship on welfare and family policies. It provides context-specific insights with 
theoretical, practical, and policy relevance that are further elaborated in the concluding sections. 
 
The main findings show that, while representing a significant step in supporting families, the E-
Family Program presents funding limitations and territorial inequalities that reduce its impact on 
demographic trends. From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to the literature on 
territorial welfare by integrating demographic analysis with micro-municipal evidence; from a 
practical perspective, it provides concrete insights for policymakers and local administrators on 
the design of more equitable, stable, and coordinated measures 
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The E-Family program is part of European welfare policies, which promote social inclusion and 
territorial cohesion as pillars of sustainable development (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Through 
ESF+, the European Union sets specific targets to reduce inequalities, increase access to 
education services, and improve gender equality. These goals are directly linked to the SDGs 4 
(Quality Education), 5 (Gender Equality), and 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). 
 
2.1 Welfare State and Equity 
The Welfare State emerged during industrialization and globalization to ensure economic equality 
(Van Lancker and Van der Heede, 2020). Its origins can be found in 19th- and 20th-century 
Britain, where social welfare provisions in health, housing, education, and poverty relief 
developed in response to societal challenges, influenced by significant events such as the World 
Wars and the policies of early 20th-century Liberal governments (Briggs, 1961; Castles, 1989; 
Harris, 2004).  
 
Today, one of the main challenges for the Welfare State is achieving real equity, not only in 
outcomes, but also in access and distribution. According to Esping-Andersen (1990), an effective 
Welfare State must ensure universal access to essential services by reducing gender and 
territorial disparities. Andrews et al. (2019) expand on this view, underlining the importance of 
measuring equity (Cepiku et al., 2021) in terms of: 
 

• Input: Equitable access to services (Wang et al., 2018). 
• Output: Proportional distribution of resources (Smith et al., 2013). 
• Outcome: Improvement of living conditions (Charbonneau et al., 2008; Osman et al., 

2018). 
 
This study engages with these dimensions by analysing whether E-Family vouchers in Lazio 
ensure equitable input (access) and how territorial disparities influence both output and outcome. 
Critiques of the Welfare State point to limitations in reducing poverty and inequality (Arts and 
Gelissen, 2002), questioning redistributive efficacy (Uusitalo, 1985). Scholars also highlight its 
gender blindness, urging the inclusion of care work and the role of women in policy design 
(Lewis, 1997), only emerging starting from the first 2000s (Prandini, 2006). In Europe, family 
welfare policies have evolved to include maternity and parental leave, childcare services, and 
income support (Neyer, 2003). These measures are also tied to female labour participation and 
family dynamics (Shaver and Lewis, 1994). 
 
In the Italian context, these tensions are evident: work-family reconciliation remains unevenly 
distributed, especially across regions. The E-Family program, as a targeted instrument, is 
therefore analysed through this equity lens. 
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The Welfare State also plays a role in promoting intergenerational solidarity, through services that 
complement family care, with effectiveness measured by reductions in poverty among vulnerable 
groups and improved maternal labour participation (Saraceno, 2011).  
 
Such investments are key in urban areas like Municipality IV, where families face pressure from 
limited public service availability. 
 
In more recent studies, research challenges the Welfare State paradox, showing that higher 
female labour force participation and more public spending on health, education and care are 
contributing to reducing gender segregation in the labour market (Barth et al., 2023). The social 
transfers are even found to be more effective than direct taxes in reducing income inequality, with 
social-democratic Welfare States experiencing the smallest increase in inequality (Wildowicz-
Szumarska, 2022).     
 
2.2 Territorial Convergence in European Family Welfare Policies 
Territorial equity is a fundamental principle of European welfare. Family welfare policies aim to 
harmonize social development, reduce regional imbalances (Monedero, 2019). These territorial 
policies involve complex interactions between national and regional levels, affecting the 
preservation and development of welfare systems. This territorial dimension is evident in various 
Countries, including the UK, Germany, France, Spain, and Italy, where welfare management 
increasingly involves regional actors (Moreno and McEwen, 2005).  
 
Literature suggests that territorial cohesion and convergence are part of the European social 
model, contrasting with market-driven systems that rely on labour mobility rather than place-
based development (Bachtler and Polverari, 2007).These tensions affect programs like E-Family, 
which must be implemented across diverse regional contexts. 
 
Studies have shown how inequality in childcare services reflects broader social and territorial 
disparities. For instance, access to childhood services is shaped not only by income and family 
structure, but also by how policies are spatially implemented. For example, Bywaters et al. (2018) 
and Webb et al. (2020) highlight how structural and policy-level differences in service allocation 
affect outcomes for children and families, irrespective of actual need. 
 
European territorial equity is shaped by both intragenerational equity and broader political and 
economic dynamics (Zuindeau, 2005; Dabinett, 2017) of a cross-disciplinary nature at various 
scales (Oppido et al., 2023).In this sense, recent literature points to a growing territorialization of 
income-conditional policies, where local implementation and monitoring have proven crucial for 
effective social inclusion (Pinto & Goncalves, 2023). 
 
Bywaters et al. (2015:2018) highlight the “inverse intervention law”, according to which 
disadvantaged areas often receive fewer resources than their actual social needs. More 
specifically, higher rates of child welfare interventions tend to occur in less deprived local 
authorities (Bywaters et al., 2018; Webb et al., 2020). This phenomenon exacerbates 
socioeconomic inequalities in child welfare interventions, with steeper social gradients observed 
in areas of low overall deprivation and high-income inequality (Webb et al., 2020). This concept is 
central to the present analysis of Municipality IV, where the distribution of E-Family vouchers 
appears misaligned with local vulnerabilities and demand levels. 
 
The "inverse intervention" dynamic extends beyond child welfare. In healthcare, market forces 
and logistical failures can create inequities in service access, particularly during crises or 
disasters (Phibbs et al., 2018). This "inverse response law" disproportionately affects lower 
socioeconomic groups during disaster recovery, revealing structural gaps in resource allocation. 
In the Scottish context, targeted interventions to correct care gaps—such as enhanced financial 
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support and health condition targeting—have shown mixed effectiveness and uncertain 
sustainability, especially in underserved areas (Bogie et al., 2024).  
 
A further element of disparity concerns the differential uptake of services by income level. Higher-
income families also tend to use childcare services more than lower-income families (Van 
Lancker, 2018). Although early intervention through quality childcare has been associated with 
improved equity of opportunity (Causa and Chapuis, 2009; Hippe et al., 2016), others consider 
increasing public spending on childcare not directly sufficient to imply it (Van Lancker, 2018).  
 
Parents' motivations for choosing specific childcare arrangements vary, and gaps persist between 
statutory provision and actual user experiences (Koslowski et al., 2015). To address these 
inequalities, recent studies recommend tailoring policies to local contexts and improving data 
collection methods to support evidence-based adjustments (Hippe et al., 2016; Koslowski et al., 
2015). 
 
Despite its objectives, the ESF+ may also reproduce these disparities. Hermans et al. (2022) 
noted that previous instruments, such as the ESF and FEAD, benefited poorer Member States 
only partially, with significant mismatches between resource allocation and actual needs. When 
assessed against EU poverty thresholds, countries requiring greater support often received less. 
This reinforces the need for a more needs-based, territorially responsive funding model—
particularly relevant when assessing micro-level policies such as E-Family. 
 
These dynamics underline the importance of evaluating not only national policy frameworks but 
also how interventions are implemented locally. The municipal-level focus of this case study 
offers insight into how territorial equity—or its absence—materializes on the ground. Building on 
this perspective, the present analysis investigates whether local access to E-Family vouchers 
effectively contributes to reducing socio-territorial inequalities. 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
This study adopts a qualitative-quantitative exploratory approach aimed at investigating 
perceptions, access, and potential impacts of the E-Family Program. Given the limited availability 
of official evaluation data and the absence of disaggregated municipal-level analyses, the 
research was designed to generate preliminary evidence through field-based data collection and 
stakeholder engagement. 
 
1. Case selection: Rome’s Municipality IV 
The case under investigation is the E-Family Program as implemented in the Lazio region, Italy. 
This includes all aspects of the program, from its design and funding mechanisms to its 
implementation and outcomes. Rome’s Municipality IV was selected for its relevance as a 
representative urban context characterized by socio-economic heterogeneity, population aging, 
and childcare accessibility challenges (Comune di Roma, 2025). 
 
However, due to the lack of external funding, the study was limited to a single municipality. This is 
acknowledged as a limitation but also positions the work as an exploratory pilot for future 
research. In fact, with adequate financial and human resources, this framework could be 
extended to other local contexts, enabling broader evaluations of the E-Family Program’s 
capacity to respond to structural demographic and social needs. 
 
2. Primary and Secondary Data Sources Collection 
The data collection process involved a survey distributed in collaboration with several local 
nursery schools, which voluntarily agreed to share the questionnaire with families. The survey 
was developed by the authors in line with ESF+ strategic objectives and covered key areas such 
as awareness of the E-Family Program, application experiences, perceived usefulness, and 
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perceived accessibility barriers. The questionnaire included both closed-ended and open-ended 
questions to allow for quantitative analysis and thematic exploration. In particular, the survey 
assessed: 
 

1. Awareness of the E-Family Program – How well-informed parents were about eligibility 
criteria and application processes. 

2. Program Accessibility – Whether families found it easy or difficult to apply and whether 
the support was sufficient to cover nursery costs. 

3. Impact on Work-Life Balance – Whether parents experienced an improvement in their 
ability to balance work and childcare thanks to the program. 

4. Financial Support Evaluation – Parents’ perception of whether the voucher amount was 
adequate in relation to the real cost of nursery services. 

5. Perceived Long-Term Effects – If and how the E-Family Program influenced their 
decision to have more children or maintain a stable work-life balance. 

 
The survey was distributed in digital format between 1st of October and the 1st of December 2024. 
Participation was voluntary and anonymous. In total, 150 valid responses were collected.  
 
Quantitative data were analyzed using basic descriptive statistics (percentages, means, and 
medians), while open-ended responses were examined through thematic coding following a 
qualitative approach. The integration of quantitative and qualitative methods ensured triangulation 
and greater interpretative robustness of the results. 
 
The data analysis combined descriptive statistics and qualitative coding to identify emerging 
patterns related to access, equity, and effectiveness. This mixed-methods approach allowed for 
the triangulation of findings with official demographic data (ISTAT, 2025) and program 
documentation, enabling a more comprehensive interpretation of the results. 
 
No personal or sensitive data was collected. Participants provided informed consent, and the 
study complied with standard ethical research practices in the social sciences. 
 
Besides primary data, to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the program’s implementation 
and effects, the following secondary data were analysed:  
 

a) Program guidelines and policy documents outlining the E-Family Program’s objectives, 
eligibility criteria, application process, and available resources were reviewed. 

b) Regional Implementation Reports provide detailed information on the allocation of 
resources, demographics of beneficiaries, and the overall outcomes of the program. 

c) ISTAT demographic data on birth rates, fertility rates, and family structures in Italy and 
the Lazio region have been analysed to assess whether the E-Family Program has had a 
measurable impact on these indicators. 

d) ESF+ Documentation was reviewed to establish the policy framework and funding 
mechanisms supporting the E-Family Program. 

e) Publicly Available Materials, such as press releases, government websites, and media 
reports about the program, were examined to understand the public perception and 
awareness of the initiative. 

 
3. Development of a Document Analysis Framework 
A structured document analysis framework was developed to systematically review, extract, and 
categorize key themes from policy documents, program reports, and survey responses.  
 
The documents were analysed using thematic coding techniques aligned with the study’s 
research questions. Emergent themes were grouped according to policy effectiveness, user 
experience, and territorial equity. 
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The key themes analysed include: 
 

• Program effectiveness (reach, number of beneficiaries, financial adequacy). 
• Barriers to access (application challenges, eligibility issues). 
• Impact on birth and fertility rates (correlation between voucher use and family planning 

decisions). 
• Disparities in program implementation (variations based on income level and 

demographic characteristics). 
 
4. Triangulation of Findings 
To increase the validity and reliability of the study, a triangulation approach was used by cross-
referencing theoretical insights, survey results, and statistical data: 
 

1. Theoretical findings from the literature review, which offered a conceptual basis on family 
policies, demographic decline, and welfare systems (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Van 
Lancker, 2018; Lewis, 1997). 

2. Survey results from Municipality IV, providing direct beneficiary experiences on program 
access, perceived fairness, and actual utility. 

3. Demographic and statistical data (ISTAT, 2025),used to explore potential correlations 
between policy implementation and fertility behaviour. 

 
The triangulation allowed for a cross-validation of qualitative and quantitative findings, reinforcing 
both internal consistency and external plausibility. This multi-method integration is particularly 
suited to exploratory research (Stebbins, 2001), as it combines depth and contextual specificity 
with broader demographic indicators. 
 

 
FIGURE 2: Research Flow. Source: Authors’ elaboration, 2025. 

 
4. THE E-FAMILY PROGRAM IN LAZIO REGION-ITALY 
The E-Family program has been promoted by the Italian Latium Region as the Global Grant for 
“Service Vouchers for children and non-self-sufficient individuals”. Service Vouchers are one of 
the “Strategic Operations” within the Lazio Region’s ESF+ 2021-27 spending program. These 
operations are key interventions designed to achieve program objectives and are subject to 
specific monitoring and communication requirements; they can be divided into three sets: 
 

• “Nuovo Fondo Futuro”: a financial instrument supporting self-employment through 
microcredit (Budget: 15 € million). 

• “Torno Subito”: an initiative promoting specialized training for young people in strategic 
sectors, including international experiences (Budget: 120 € million). 

• “Service Vouchers”: a voucher program focusing on work-life balance by providing 
support for early childhood care and non-self-sufficient individuals (Budget: 40 € million). 

 
The overarching objective of the Global Grant E-Family is to enhance the provision of social and 
care services available within the regional territory through initiatives that aim to both improve the 
overall quality of life and facilitate participation in the workforce. The investment in support and 
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development actions for children’s services within the Regions represents a strategic area of 
intervention of ESF+ and it is aligned with the European Commission’s Recommendation 
“Investing in Children: Breaking the Cycle of Disadvantage” (2013/112/EU).  
 
This Notice aims to address families with minors by ensuring optimal educational, socialization, 
and inclusion conditions for children. Additionally, it seeks to facilitate work-life balance and 
support the prerequisites necessary for caregivers, particularly women, to participate in the labour 
market, as stipulated in the Commission's Recommendation on Active Inclusion 
(2008/867/EC).The activities outlined in this Notice are part of broader initiatives by the Lazio 
Region to enhance the accessibility of nursery services, complementing state initiatives (such as 
the nursery bonus). Specifically, the goal is to target users who cannot access public services 
due to a lack of availability, absence of services, or incompatibility with their daily needs, thereby 
having to rely on private services at their own expense. 
 
Regarding the E-Family vouchers, they are designed to support families caring for non-self-
sufficient individuals by providing financial assistance for services such as home care and day 
centres. The desired outcomes to be achieved through the program include: 
 

• Enhancement of Service Quality: Improving the quality of services delivered by care and 
social services. 

• Strengthening of Territorial Health and Social Services: Reinforcing the availability of 
health and social services at the territorial level. 

• Increased Accessibility: Enhancing the accessibility of services across the regional 
territory. 

 
These objectives are pursued through the instrument of monetary vouchers. They can be used to 
cover expenses up to €700 per month for 12 months, enhancing the accessibility and quality of 
social and healthcare services within the region. The incentives could be requested exclusively 
online through the dedicated platform, requiring ID, residency permit, Equivalent Economic 
Situation Indicator (ISEE) certificate, and child enrolment documentation. The eligibility criteria for 
the vouchers were the following:  
 

• Italian citizenship or EU member state citizenship, 
• Residence in a municipality within the Lazio region, 
• Parental responsibility for the child receiving the service, 
• ISEE (Equivalent Financial Situation Indicator) ≤ €60,000. 

 
Applications for service vouchers were excluded following a thorough examination if they were 
submitted beyond the deadlines, or by individuals who did not meet the eligibility criteria 
mentioned, or they were prepared in a manner not conforming to the guidelines established in the 
Public Notice. The approval of submitted applications occurred through a first-come, first-served 
procedure. The verification process to confirm the presence of required qualifications, as 
stipulated in this Notice, was conducted in chronological order of submission until the available 
resources were depleted. In cases of applications being submitted at the same time and 
insufficient resources, priority was given to the application with the lowest ISEE value.  
 
While the program is formally universal within the Lazio Region, its implementation reveals 
significant territorial asymmetries. As previous research on voucher-based systems has shown, 
such policies may unintentionally benefit families with higher social capital and digital literacy, 
who are better positioned to navigate application procedures and meet documentation 
requirements (Van Lancker, 2018; Koslowski et al., 2015). 
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The analysis of the E-Family program (2021-2025) highlights important results concerning 
support for families, equity in the distribution of resources, and the context of demographic 
challenges, responding to the objectives of the study. 
 
The E-Family program shows a partial ability to support work-life balance, especially for women, 
thanks to vouchers for nurseries that help reduce the costs of childcare. The amount of funding 
banned has decreased dramatically in the last year (Figure 1). 
 

 
 

FIGURE 2: Annual funding available for the program. Source: Authors’ elaboration, 2025. 
 

In addition, the overall impact is limited by the rapid depletion of available resources. In the 2023 
cycle, funds were exhausted within ten days of the opening of the call, covering less than 70% of 
applications. In 2024, the funds were exhausted in the afternoon of the first day, among many 
participants, in a "fight for funds". This imbalance between demand and available resources 
reduces the potential of the program to stimulate female labour market participation and promote 
wider social inclusion. In addition, households in urban areas have reported better access than 
those living in rural or peripheral areas, reflecting a disparity in the availability of services. 
 
4.1 Available Resources 
 

Year Resources 
Start of application 

submission 
End of application 

submission 
Service Voucher 
Monthly Amount 

2021-2022 6.000.000,00 € 20/10/2021 30/06/2022 400 € 

2021-2022 10.000.000,00 € * -- -- 400 € 

2022-2023 10.000.000,00 € 15/12/2022 30/06/2023 400 € 

2023-2024 11.000.000,00 € 11/09/2023 28/06/2024 400 € 

2024-2025 4.800.000,00 € 26/11/2024 30/06/2025 400 € 

2024-2025 7.330.000,00 € * 27/01/2025, 15:00 17/02/2025, 23:59 400 € 

Total 49.130.000,00 € 

*Integration of further financial resources. 
**This is reserved exclusively for individuals who, despite completing registration procedures on November 
26, 2024, were unable to submit their applications due to technical issues on the platform that occurred on 
the same day (EFG, 2025). 
 

TABLE 1: E-Family Resources allocation per year. Source: Authors’ elaboration, 2025. 
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While aiming to ensure equitable access to childcare services, the program has significant 
distributional justice issues. The use of the ISEE as a selection criterion has created unexpected 
barriers for some vulnerable households, particularly those with unstable or undocumented 
incomes.  
 
Moreover, the program is set against a background of persistent demographic decline. Between 
2020 and 2023, births in Italy decreased from 404.000 to 379.000, with a similar trend in Lazio, 
where the numbers fell from 35.000 to 33.000.  
 
Although the program provides crucial support to families with young children, its scope and 
financial impact are insufficient to significantly influence demographic trends. The limited 
coverage capacity and exclusion of a significant part of the population reduce the potential of the 
program as a strategic tool to counter the decline in birth rates in Italy. In fact, as previous 
research on voucher-based systems has shown, such policies may unintentionally benefit 
families with higher social capital and digital literacy, who are better positioned to navigate 
application procedures and meet documentation requirements (Van Lancker, 2018; Koslowski et 
al., 2015). Participation is influenced by families’ socioeconomic status, institutional proximity to 
services, and familiarity with digital tools. 
 
4.2 Birth Rates in Italy and in Lazio Region 
In the last decades, Italy has been following a negative trend in birth and fertility rates. In 2020, 
Italy’s birth rate experienced a notable decline, reaching its lowest level in the post-war period, 
with a total of 404.104 births recorded (ISTAT, 2025). This decrease reflects a significant 
demographic trend of declining birth rates in the Country.  
 
According to ISTAT, this phenomenon is partly due to structural changes in the female population 
of childbearing age (15-49 years), where Italian women are becoming fewer. The baby-boomer 
generation is exiting the reproductive phase, while younger generations are smaller due to the 
"baby-bust" period of low fertility between 1976 and 1995. Although immigration partially offset 
these effects in the 2000s, its positive impact is waning as the foreign resident population ages. 
Additionally, births within marriages have decreased substantially, with a drop of nearly 204.000 
since 2008, partly due to a decline in marriages. The COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated 
this trend, contributing to a notable decrease in births in 2021 (ISTAT, 2025). 
 

Year Births (Total) Fertility Rate (%) Birth Rate (%) 
Children per family 

(n.) 

2020 404.892 1,24 6,8 1,17 

2021 400.249 1,25 6,8 1,18 

2022 393.333 1,24 6,7 1,18 

2023 379.890 1,20 6,4 1,14 

 
TABLE 2: Birth and Fertility Rates in Italy. Source: Authors’ elaboration, 2025. 

 
The total fertility rate in Italy is influenced by the timing of childbirth, with women often recovering 
from postponed births during more favourable periods. This phenomenon was observed between 
1995 and the early 2000s, and the modest contribution of births from foreign parents in the South 
only marginally offset this decline. The overall average age at childbirth increased to 32.5 years, 
with Italian women giving birth at 33.0 years compared to 29.7 years for foreign women. Since 
1995, the average age at childbirth has risen by over two and a half years (ISTAT, 2025).   
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Economic uncertainty, among expansions and recessions, is also having an influence on birth 
and fertility rates. For instance, the 2011-2012 sovereign debt crisis caused a 1,5-5% drop in birth 
rates (Comolli and Vignoli, 2021). At a regional level, fertility patterns vary with socioeconomic 
factors, with Southern Italy exhibiting relatively stable fertility despite economic disadvantages 
and Northern Italy being more responsive to economic conditions (Salvati et al., 2020). Looking 
back to the historical progression, data confirm persistent differences between North, Central, 
and Southern Italy, including variations in the impact of the 1960s baby boom (Abrami and 
Sorvillo, 1993). 
 
For what concerns the Lazio Region, the report "Births in Lazio - Year 2021" already presented 
an analysis of live births in the Lazio region based on maternal, neonatal, and healthcare 
characteristics, underlining the territorial decline. In 2021, there were 37.460 live births in Lazio, 
slightly fewer than the 37.773 recorded in 2020, but higher than the 34.292 of 2023. This decline 
reflected the broader national trend already highlighted by ISTAT reports, with a national rate of 
6.8 per 1,000 inhabitants and 6.5 per 1,000 in Lazio, below average. 
 
The E-Family program's Service Vouchers, with a budget of around 40 € million, aim to enhance 
social and care services in the Lazio Region, aligning with the EU's focus on work-life balance 
and investment in children. However, juxtaposing this initiative with ISTAT data on declining birth 
rates in the Region, between 2020 and 2024, reveals a complex dynamic. While the vouchers 
partially improved quality of life and workforce participation, particularly for women (Shaver & 
Lewis, 1994), allocating useful resources, birth and fertility rates continued a significant decline. 
The results are aligned with scholars suggesting that such targeted policies may not directly 
translate into increased fertility (Van Lancker, 2018).  
 
The program's focus on early childhood care aligns with evidence that early intervention can 
reduce inequality (Causa & Chapuis, 2009; Hippe et al., 2016) and echoes the EU Commission’s 
Recommendation on Investing in Children (2013/112/EU). However, the program's success in 
reversing demographic decline remains uncertain, especially considering findings that higher-
income families tend to utilize childcare services more (Van Lancker, 2018), potentially 
exacerbating existing inequalities in resource allocation. Furthermore, the inverse intervention law 
(Bywaters et al., 2015; 2018) suggests that the most disadvantaged areas might receive fewer 
resources relative to their needs, warranting careful monitoring of the E-Family program's 
implementation to ensure equitable access and impact across the Lazio Region. Therefore, 
further investigation is needed to assess the program's long-term effects and its capacity to 
address the multifaceted factors influencing birth rates and social equity, as well as how well the 
program can deliver on the ESF+ objective of reducing disparities between Member States and 
Regions. 
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FIGURE 3: Birth and Fertility Rates in Italy (2020-2023). Source: ISTAT, 2025. 
 
5. MUNICIPALITY IV AS A CASE STUDY FOR ANALYZING THE IMPACT OF 

PUBLIC POLICIES AND SOCIAL SENSITIVITY: RESULTS 
The analysis of public policy impact requires the selection of a territorial context that can 
significantly represent the socio-economic and demographic dynamics of a large city like Rome.  
To this end, Municipality IV of Rome was selected as an emblematic case study, offering a 
complex socio-demographic structure reflective of broader urban dynamics. 
 
Its selection was driven by multiple methodological considerations: 1) demographic aging 
combined with low birth rates; 2) a multicultural and socio-economically diverse population; and 
3) observable disparities in access to public services, particularly in early childhood care. These 
findings are interpreted considering the theoretical framework on territorial equity, welfare access, 
and work-family reconciliation. 
 
5.1    Municipality IV: A Representative Demographic Context 
With a population of 171,890 residents and an aging index of 215.2, Municipality IV reflects 
broader demographic patterns observed in urban Europe, including population aging and low 
fertility rates (Municipality of Rome, 2023) imbalance—over 215 elderly per 100 youth under 14—
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suggests growing intergenerational pressure on welfare systems, particularly in areas such as 
childcare, eldercare, and family support. This figure illustrates a progressively aging demographic 
structure, indicating the need for effective public policies to ensure the well-being of the elderly 
population and promote generational renewal (ISTAT, 2022). 
 
The local population’s average age of 47 years (above the citywide average of 46.6) further 
confirms its demographic maturity (Municipality of Rome, 2023). These demographic trends make 
Municipality IV a particularly suitable context for examining the impact of work-life balance and 
family support policies, which are essential to mitigating fertility decline and supporting 
generational renewal (ISTAT, 2022; Eurostat, 2021). 
 
As emphasized in European policy discourse, demographic aging and declining birth rates 
demand targeted public interventions—not only to incentivize fertility, but to ensure equitable 
access to early childhood services, especially in socially diverse urban settings (European 
Commission, 2021). 
 
5.2    Social Inclusion and the Presence of Foreign Residents 
With 17,761 foreign residents—10.3% of the total population—Municipality IV is among the most 
multicultural areas of Rome, and the share of non-Italian citizens has increased by 7.6% since 
2017(Municipality of Rome, 2023). 
 
This growing diversity raises important questions about how universal welfare measures—such 
as nursery vouchers—are accessed across ethnic and linguistic lines. In urban areas with 
complex social structures, formal entitlement often coexists with informal exclusion.  
 
Previous research has shown that access to early childhood education and care is not 
automatically equitable, even in universalistic systems. Social capital, administrative literacy, and 
language proficiency remain crucial mediators (Van Lancker & Van der Heede, 2020). Therefore, 
assessing the E-Family Program within such a multicultural district allows for a critical evaluation 
of whether equity in policy design translates into equity in policy outcomes. 
 
5.3    Declining Birth Rates and Family Policies 
The progressive decline in birth rates observed in Municipality IV mirrors national trends and 
reflects broader structural challenges facing Italian family policy (ISTAT, 2022). 
 
Such trends emphasize the urgency of effective family support interventions, particularly those 
aimed at reducing the cost of early childcare and improving work-life balance—core objectives of 
the E-Family Program (Municipality of Rome, 2023; European Commission, 2021). 
 
Analysing this data allows for an evaluation of the effectiveness of current policies and the 
identification of potential weaknesses in their impact on young families. 
 
Survey data confirms this pattern: 70% of respondent families report having only one child, citing 
financial and organizational barriers to expanding their family. This reinforces previous research 
suggesting that economic insecurity and lack of institutional support influence reproductive 
decisions (Causa & Chapuis, 2009; Hippe et al., 2016). 
 
While some authors argue that increasing public spending on childcare fosters equality of 
opportunity and fertility (Hippe et al., 2016), others caution that financial instruments alone—such 
as vouchers—may not be sufficient to shift demographic trends (Van Lancker, 2018). 
 
In this context, Municipality IV provides an opportunity to explore whether targeted local 
interventions can influence demographic behaviour or whether broader structural changes are 
required. 
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5.4    Socio-Economic Conditions and Access to Services 
Socio-economic fragmentation within Municipality IV—marked by a juxtaposition of affluent areas 
and zones of pronounced economic vulnerability—plays a central role in shaping both the 
demand for, and the accessibility of, public services (Municipality of Rome, 2023).  
 
Key indicators such as the economic dependency ratio (57.2) and uneven public service 
distribution underscore these disparities, with peripheral zones often lacking adequate 
infrastructure and institutional support. This data helps study the equity of public resource 
allocation and verify whether interventions are effectively targeted at reducing socio-economic 
inequalities (Arts & Gelissen, 2002). 
 
This spatial inequality reflects what Bywaters et al. (2018) describe as the “inverse intervention 
law,” whereby the areas with the greatest need frequently receive the least institutional attention 
and resources. In Municipality IV, such dynamics risk undermining the equity goals of programs 
like E-Family. 
 
These findings are consistent with Pinto and Gonçalves (2023), who argue that territorial equity is 
increasingly determined by the territorialization of income-conditioned policies. 
 
Without robust mechanisms to account for these local imbalances, even well-intentioned welfare 
programs risk reinforcing pre-existing inequalities—a concern already raised in broader European 
debates on cohesion and social investment (Zuindeau, 2005; Dabinett, 2017). 
 
5.5    Female Employment and Labour Policies 
Municipality IV offers a relevant context to explore the intersection between female employment 
and the accessibility of family support services. The participation of women in the labour market is 
substantial, but tensions between work responsibilities and care needs remain significant—
especially for mothers of young children. 
 
As Lewis (1997) argued in her theory of the gender contract, care responsibilities continue to fall 
disproportionately on women, and without adequate public provision, this imbalance directly 
affects their economic autonomy. 
 
Survey data support this view: while 68.4% of mothers in the sample work full-time, 15.8% report 
being unable to balance employment with childcare responsibilities. Moreover, 70% of 
respondents feel unsupported in managing work-family demands, citing rigid work schedules, 
insufficient flexibility, and the high cost of childcare as primary barriers. (Van Lancker, 2018; 
European Commission, 2021). In this light, the E-Family Program’s contribution to female labour 
participation appears limited in practice, constrained by barriers in both the design and delivery of 
services. Understanding these dynamics is essential not only for evaluating gender equality 
outcomes but also for assessing the redistributive effectiveness of local welfare interventions in 
achieving inclusive growth. 
 
5.6 Survey on the E-Family Program in Rome’s IV Municipality: Access, Support, and 
Work-Family Balance 
The survey conducted at a partnered nursery school in Rome’s IV Municipality, based on 102 
interviews, analysed the equity of access to the E-Family program, the support provided to 
families, and the challenges in balancing work and family life. The findings highlight significant 
shortcomings in the program’s effectiveness, both in terms of accessibility and its impact on birth 
rate support. 
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1. Family Structure and Access to Nursery Services 
The data reveal that 90% of surveyed families rely on paid nursery services, indicating that 
private or semi-private solutions remain the dominant childcare model despite available public 
programs.  
 
Among them, 80% are dual-income households and 85% fall within an ISEE range of €20,001–
€30,000—highlighting a segment of the population that, while not at the poverty level, still 
experiences significant cost burdens. 
 
These findings underscore a critical mismatch between the socio-economic profile of working 
families and the affordability of nursery services. They confirm literature that emphasizes the 
persistent gap between formal access and effective use of services (Van Lancker, 2018; 
Koslowski et al., 2015). 
 
2. Support from the E-Family Program 
Awareness of the E-Family Program was relatively high (80%), but only 30% of families 
completed the application process—and a mere 6% succeeded during the first window. 
 
Technical barriers were prevalent: nearly 70% were unable to complete registration on the 
platform, while others reported difficulties submitting applications (6.9%) or gathering required 
documentation (3%). Among those who succeeded in registering, 6.9% encountered difficulties 
submitting their application. Additionally, 3% of respondents struggled to gather the required 
documentation. 
 
Families often relied on informal support networks—including other parents, nursery 
administrators, and local associations—to navigate the process. 
 
Nursery administrators and local associations also played a crucial role in supporting families in 
accessing information and resources. 
 
Despite procedural obstacles, 66.7% of families considered the program essential to accessing 
early education services. Yet 83.3% called for additional financial aid, and 71.4% criticized the 
eligibility and application process as unfair—especially during the second window, which many 
felt favoured families with more time or knowledge. 
 
These perceptions echo structural critiques of welfare access, where bureaucratic complexity and 
digital literacy gaps lead to "hidden exclusion"—a phenomenon well documented in early 
childhood policy research (Koslowski et al., 2015; Van Lancker, 2018). 
 
3. Suggestions for Improving Family Support Policies 
Families consistently emphasized the need for greater transparency and communication from 
institutions. Many requested that nursery costs already sustained at the time of application be 
considered in voucher disbursement, highlighting a disconnection between policy timing and 
family financial planning. 
 
Respondents also advocated for the structural integration of nurseries into the public education 
system, rather than relying on fragmented voucher schemes—a suggestion aligned with recent 
calls for universal, stable childcare systems (Van Lancker & Van der Heede, 2020). 
 
These inputs reflect not just dissatisfaction, but a clear demand for a systemic shift—from 
reactive assistance to proactive, rights-based family policies. 
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4. Work-Family Balance 
As of early 2025, 68.4% of mothers in the sample were employed full-time and 15.8% part-time. 
Yet an equal proportion—15.8%—reported that balancing employment and childcare was 
unmanageable.  
 
Overall, 70% of mothers felt unsupported in managing their dual roles. Barriers cited include rigid 
work hours (57.9%), lack of workplace flexibility (47.4%), and insufficient family or external 
support (60%). Families overwhelmingly report the high cost of childcare services as a major 
barrier, further restricting their ability to access reliable childcare solutions. 
 
This confirms that work-family reconciliation remains structurally weak—dependent not just on 
individual effort, but on the broader availability of institutional and informal supports. 
 
The persistence of these barriers, despite active employment, suggests that work-life balance 
policies have yet to close the implementation gap. As highlighted by Lewis (1997), formal 
measures do not dismantle the gendered division of care unless paired with systemic change. 
 
These findings strengthen the call for localized monitoring of welfare policies and the creation of 
flexible, inclusive tools that respond to actual family needs. 
 
In this sense, pilot initiatives like this survey can inform broader evaluations of equity and social 
justice within local welfare regimes. 
 
6. DISCUSSION 
The findings of this study provide new insights into the functioning and limitations of the E-Family 
Program within the broader framework of welfare and family policies in Italy. The rapid depletion 
of financial resources and the unequal territorial distribution of vouchers confirm structural 
weaknesses already discussed in the literature on welfare state retrenchment and childcare 
accessibility. However, by examining these dynamics at the municipal level, our analysis 
highlights how macro-level trends are experienced differently across local contexts, with 
implications for both families and service providers. 
 
Importantly, the study shows that while childcare vouchers can facilitate work–care reconciliation, 
they appear insufficient to influence fertility decisions in a meaningful way. This finding aligns with 
previous research on the limited demographic impact of short-term or monetary measures (Van 
Lancker, 2018) and suggests that more integrated, long-term policies are required. From a 
theoretical perspective, the results underscore the need to bridge macro approaches to welfare 
state typologies (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Lewis, 1997) with micro-level evidence that captures 
the heterogeneity of family experiences across territories. In this sense, the case of Rome’s IV 
Municipality illustrates how administrative design and local implementation strongly condition the 
actual impact of welfare measures. 
 
Beyond the Italian case, the findings echo current EU-level debates on demographic 
sustainability and the restructuring of welfare systems. The European Commission’s Demography 
Reports have repeatedly emphasized that financial transfers alone are insufficient to reverse 
declining fertility trends, calling for integrated approaches that combine affordable childcare, 
parental leave, and gender equality measures. In this regard, the limited demographic impact of 
the E-Family Program corroborates concerns that voucher schemes, while mitigating immediate 
financial barriers, fail to address structural determinants such as unstable labour markets, 
insufficient parental leave provisions, and persistent gendered expectations of caregiving. 
 
The discussion also highlights the tension between fragmented, short-term policy instruments and 
the long-term objectives of demographic resilience and social cohesion. This resonates with 
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scholarship emphasizing the ongoing transition of European welfare regimes towards service-
oriented and multidimensional models (Daly & Ferragina, 2018; Saraceno & Keck, 2010). By 
providing localized empirical evidence, the present study illustrates the shortcomings of narrowly 
targeted programs and the necessity of embedding family support within a broader welfare 
architecture that integrates financial, cultural, and structural interventions. 
 
Taken together, these findings advance the literature by showing that the effectiveness of welfare 
policies cannot be assessed solely in terms of financial provision or uptake rates. Instead, their 
success depends on the interplay between funding design, territorial equity, cultural norms, and 
institutional coordination. The E-Family case thus offers a lens through which to better 
understand how European welfare systems might evolve to confront the dual challenge of 
supporting families and ensuring demographic sustainability. 
 
6.1 Academic Implications 
This study contributes to the academic debate on welfare and family policies by providing 
empirical evidence at the micro-territorial level. While most research on childcare vouchers and 
family support programs has focused on national or regional frameworks, the analysis of a single 
municipal case highlights the heterogeneous ways in which families experience welfare 
interventions. By linking macro-level theories of welfare state regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990; 
Lewis, 1997) with micro-level findings, the paper advances understanding of how policy design 
interacts with local dynamics of accessibility, gender roles, and demographic behaviour. The 
results, therefore, enrich the literature on social policy implementation, territorial equity, and 
demographic sustainability. 
 
6.2 Practical Implications 
Beyond the academic sphere, the study offers insights for practitioners involved in childcare 
provision and family support services. For municipal authorities and nursery networks, the 
findings point to the need for clearer communication, transparent eligibility criteria, and 
mechanisms that prevent unequal access caused by administrative bottlenecks or fund 
exhaustion. For employers and service providers, the results underscore the importance of 
integrating childcare support with broader measures promoting work–life balance, including 
flexible working arrangements and corporate welfare initiatives. 
 
6.3 Policy Recommendations 
From a policy perspective, the evidence points to several strategic areas for improvement. First, 
adequate and stable funding is essential to prevent rapid resource depletion and ensure program 
continuity (Blessett, 2019). Second, territorial equity must be addressed by allocating resources 
based on socio-economic needs, particularly in marginalized and peripheral areas, and by 
adapting program design to local specificities (Frederickson, 2015). Third, selection criteria 
should be revised to better target the most vulnerable families, incorporating both economic and 
social indicators to promote inclusion and reduce inequality (Frederickson, 2015). Lastly, 
governance and coordination need to be strengthened across all institutional levels—EU, regional 
authorities, municipalities, service providers, and the Third Sector—to ensure coherent 
implementation and responsiveness to families’ needs (UNDP, 2012). 
 
By prioritizing these interventions, the program can move closer to its demographic and social 
equity objectives, contributing to a more sustainable and inclusive welfare model in the Lazio 
region. 
 
6.4 Limitations of the Study 
While the study offers novel contributions, several limitations must be acknowledged. The 
empirical analysis is based on a single municipal case study, which limits the generalizability of 
the findings to other contexts. The survey sample, although valuable, may not fully capture the 
diversity of voucher applicants across the region, and the reliance on self-reported data raises 
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potential issues of response bias. Furthermore, the absence of longitudinal data prevents an 
assessment of long-term impacts on fertility and employment patterns. These limitations suggest 
caution in extrapolating the results and highlight the need for complementary studies. 
 
At the same time, the study’s focus on a single municipality—grounded in direct local 
engagement and enabled by voluntary collaboration with nursery schools—also represents one of 
its strengths. It illustrates the potential of small-scale, bottom-up research to inform equity-
oriented welfare design. With adequate financial and human resources, similar investigations 
could be extended to other urban contexts, generating comparative insights for national and 
European policymaking. 
 
7. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES 
This study has examined the E-Family Program as a case to understand how locally implemented 
welfare measures influence territorial equity in early childhood services. Using Rome’s 
Municipality IV, the analysis shows that access—despite the program’s universal design—is 
stratified by socio-economic status, digital literacy, and familiarity with institutional procedures. 
Survey data reveal a significant gap between awareness and participation: although 80% of 
families knew about the program, only 30% successfully applied. Procedural and technical 
barriers disproportionately affected vulnerable groups, reflecting broader concerns about the 
mismatch between policy intent and delivery in contexts shaped by institutional fragmentation and 
digital inequality (Koslowski et al., 2015; Van Lancker, 2018). 
 
Promoting territorial equity thus requires more than financial tools; it calls for redesigning 
accessibility, service delivery, and communication strategies based on local conditions. The E-
Family Program has the potential to evolve into a tool for social inclusion—if embedded within 
integrated and territorially informed welfare policies. 
 
By situating the analysis within a clearly defined local setting, the study contributes to a deeper 
understanding of how welfare programs shape urban life and social well-being. It offers evidence-
based insights for improving family support, labour policies, and social inclusion strategies at 
multiple governance levels. 
 
The data also raises broader questions about the program’s social impact. Despite its family-
support goals, structural limitations—such as high childcare costs, rigid work environments, and 
weak support networks—continue to hinder work-family reconciliation, particularly for women. 
Notably, 10% of mothers reported being perceived as less suitable employees due to parenthood, 
highlighting persistent workplace discrimination and gendered career constraints. 
 
These findings challenge assumptions about individual reproductive choices. The prevalence of 
single-child families may reflect not preference, but constrained decisions shaped by economic 
and structural pressures. Addressing these barriers is critical to evaluating whether policies like 
E-Family genuinely influence fertility behaviours. 
 
Overall, the study shows that while vouchers can assist in balancing work and care 
responsibilities, they are insufficient alone to reverse fertility decline. A localized analytical lens 
reveals the complex interaction between program design, territorial inequality, and family 
behaviours. Future research should expand this approach across multiple municipalities, adopt 
longitudinal methods to assess long-term demographic outcomes, and investigate how financial 
incentives interact with cultural norms and labour market dynamics. Such work is essential to 
inform more integrated and sustainable family policy at national and European levels. 
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