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1. Introduction 
As Europe deals with the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, the economic 

measures adopted by the continent could not look more different than those implemented in 
response to the Great Recession. The launch of a €750 billion recovery package1 contrasts with 
the austerity measures promoted by European institutions and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) during the European sovereign debt crisis.2 In Italy, the crisis led to the resignment 
of the center-right Berlusconi government and the appointment, in 2011, of a technocratic 
cabinet led by Mario Monti. The new government embarked on a series of structural reforms 
in order to secure the support of European Union (EU) institutions – particularly that of the 
European Central Bank (ECB) – necessary to quell financial markets and avoid a sovereign 
debt default.3 

Although some scholars have highlighted how austerity actually brought about an 
expansion of social provisions rather than the expected retrenchment,4 the policies introduced 
in response to the Great Recession threatened the existence of the post-war welfare state.5 These 
policies, which ultimately hampered economic growth and recovery,6 led to harsh economic 
conditions that resulted in great electoral losses for the main political parties. The main Italian 
left-wing party, the Partito Democratico (Democratic Party, PD), which backed the national 
unity government led by Monti, saw its vote share dropping from 33.1% in the 2011 election to 
25.5% in 2013.7 Indeed, research indicates how reforms that curtail the welfare state lead to 
political losses for social democratic parties, even when economic recovery arises.8 

 
1 Lili Bayer and David M. Herszenhorn, “EU Leaders Agree on €1.82T Budget and Coronavirus 

Recovery Package,” Politico EU, July 21, 2020, https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-leaders-reach-deal-on-
coronavirus-recovery-fund/. 

2 Paolo Bellucci, “The Political Consequences of Blame Attribution for the Economic Crisis in the 2013 
Italian National Election,” Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 24, no. 2 (2014): 243, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2014.887720. 

3 Stefano Sacchi, “Conditionality by Other Means: EU Involvement in Italy’s Structural Reforms in the 
Sovereign Debt Crisis,” Comparative European Politics 13, no. 1 (2015): 77–92, 
https://doi.org/10.1057/cep.2014.42. 

4 Stefano Sacchi and Jungho Roh, “Conditionality, Austerity and Welfare: Financial Crisis and Its 
Impact on Welfare in Italy and Korea,” Journal of European Social Policy 26, no. 4 (2016): 358–73, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928716657277; Stefano Sacchi, “The Italian Welfare State in the Crisis: Learning to 
Adjust?,” South European Society and Politics 23, no. 1 (2018): 29–46, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13608746.2018.1433478. 

5 Björn Bremer, “The Missing Left? Economic Crisis and the Programmatic Response of Social 
Democratic Parties in Europe,” Party Politics 24, no. 1 (2018): 23, https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068817740745. 

6 Klaus Armingeon and Lucio Baccaro, “Political Economy of the Sovereign Debt Crisis: The Limits of 
Internal Devaluation,” Industrial Law Journal 41, no. 3 (2012): 254–75, https://doi.org/10.1093/indlaw/dws029. 

7 Bellucci, “The Political Consequences of Blame Attribution for the Economic Crisis in the 2013 Italian 
National Election,” 244. 

8 Alexander Horn, “The Asymmetric Long-Term Electoral Consequences of Unpopular Reforms: Why 
Retrenchment Really Is a Losing Game for Left Parties,” Journal of European Public Policy 28, no. 9 (2021): 
1494–1517, https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2020.1773904. 
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The Great Recession is regarded as a critical juncture for the welfare provisions in Italy9 
and party competition in Europe,10 while marking the end of Third Way politics and a more 
general disillusionment with neo-liberal policies.11 Austerity policies threatened European 
welfare states and put social democratic parties across Europe in a difficult situation. Bremer’s 
findings indicate that generally, in response to the financial crisis, social democratic parties 
shifted their orientations to the left, increasing the cleavage between left- and right-wing parties 
and reversing a convergence process towards neo-liberal policies.12 Nevertheless, his findings 
also indicate that as the welfare state was threatened by the crisis, most social democratic parties 
defended it, with the exception of the PD in Italy, which adopted a more ambiguous stance.13 
This suggests that the case of the PD in Italy is an interesting example of how a left-wing party 
can shift their position due to international economic and political pressures – in this case, 
pressure to reform by European institutions and financial markets after the Great Recession. 

Starting from the findings of Bremer (2018), this text investigates the positional shift of 
the PD with respect to five instances of reform of the Italian pension system in the period from 
2007 to 2016. Specifically, this work explores the shift in the party’s position on the pension 
system in face of external institutional and financial pressures to implement austerity. It does 
by conducting an analysis of evidence drawn primarily from parliamentary debates of the 
reforms in the lower chamber and from relevant news articles. In order to provide an 
explanation for the shift, the thesis will test the evidence against different hypotheses for 
positional shifts of party policies.14 

There are different reasons motivating the choice of this policy area and this time frame. 
First, the time range allows for an understanding of the party’s position on the pension system 
since its emergence in 2007 and across three legislatures and five different governments. This 
decade is also particular salient for Italy in that the country faced rapidly changing economic 
and political circumstances within this span of time, with the global crisis and the debt crisis 
increasing the intensity of the vincolo esterno.15 Second, the choice to focus on pensions is 

 
9 Igor Guardiancich, “The Welfare Reform in Italy in the Aftermath of the Crisis: Causes, 

Characteristics and Results,” Stato e Mercato XXXIX, no. 2 (2019): 252, https://doi.org/10.1425/94678; Arianna 
Tassinari and Jimmy Donaghey, “Social Partnership in Europe in the Aftermath of the Great Recession,” in 
Reimagining the Governance of Work and Employment, ed. Dionne Pohler, 2020, 114, 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Arianna_Tassinari/publication/344173460_Social_Partnership_in_Europe
_in_the_Aftermath_of_the_Great_Recession/links/5f58b1b4458515e96d3b6c7b/Social-Partnership-in-Europe-
in-the-Aftermath-of-the-Great-Recession.pdf. 

10 Bremer, “The Missing Left? Economic Crisis and the Programmatic Response of Social Democratic 
Parties in Europe,” 35. 

11 Magnus Ryner, “An Obituary for the Third Way: The Financial Crisis and Social Democracy in 
Europe,” The Political Quarterly 81, no. 4 (2010): 554–63, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-923x.2010.02118.x. 

12 Bremer, “The Missing Left? Economic Crisis and the Programmatic Response of Social Democratic 
Parties in Europe.” 

13 Bremer, 32. 
14 Andreas Fagerholm, “Why Do Political Parties Change Their Policy Positions? A Review,” Political 

Studies Review 14, no. 4 (2016): 501–11, https://doi.org/10.1111/1478-9302.12078. 
15 Guardiancich, “The Welfare Reform in Italy in the Aftermath of the Crisis: Causes, Characteristics 

and Results.” 
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motivated by the important role played by the pension system in the Italian welfare state. 
Pensions have long been the favorite “victim” of Italian policymakers faced with the need to 
contain public spending, which has manifested itself in an intense and ongoing reform process 
that began in the 1990s.16 Additionally, evidence from Sweden indicates that the pension 
systems constitute interesting case studies for the neo-liberal turn of social democratic parties.17 

This text is structured as follows: the next chapter presents the literature on the 
evolution of social democracy in Europe and Italy, with a focus on the diffusion of neo-
liberalism among leftist parties within the last few decades, and followed by a brief exploration 
of pension reforms in Italy from the early 1990s until 2007, the starting point of this research. 
The third chapter presents the evidence collected through the analysis of parliamentary debates 
and news articles surrounding the reforms. The evidence is then discussed and tested against 
different hypotheses of party positional shifts in chapter four, which is followed by the 
concluding remarks. 
  

 
16 Maurizio Ferrera and Elisabetta Gualmini, “Reforms Guided by Consensus: The Welfare State in the 

Italian Transition,” West European Politics 23, no. 2 (2000): 187–208, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402380008425372; Maurizio Ferrera and Elisabetta Gualmini, Rescued by Europe? 
Social and Labour Market Reforms in Italy from Maastricht to Berlusconi (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, 2004); Igor Guardiancich and David Natali, “Tra disintermediazione e concertazione : la difficile 
alternanza del policy-making sulle pensioni in Italia,” Stato e mercato XXXIX, no. 2 (2019): 271–96, 
https://doi.org/10.1425/94679; Paul Ginsborg, Italy and Its Discontents: Family, Civil Society, State, vol. 84 (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-11741-0. 

17 Claes Belfrage and Magnus Ryner, “Renegotiating the Swedish Social Democratic Settlement: From 
Pension Fund Socialism to Neoliberalization,” Politics and Society 37, no. 2 (2009): 257–88, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032329209333994. 
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2. Literature Review 
The analysis of the PD’s position on the pension system should be contextualized within 

two main strands of the literature: first, the one dealing with European social democracy and 
the transformation it underwent during the last decades; second, the one on discussing the 
broader reform process of the Italian welfare state, which was subject to several waves of reform 
since the 1990s.18 This chapter will first provide a brief overview of the crisis of social democracy 
in Europe in recent times, followed by a discussion of social democracy in Italy and the birth 
of the PD. The last section will review the main events characterizing the reform process of the 
Italian pension system, from the 1990s to the start of the period analyzed. 

2.1 Neo-liberalism and the Crisis of Social Democracy 

Social democracy can broadly be described as a political philosophy that seeks to 
combine market capitalism with social responsibility; as a political traditional, it is rooted in 
ideas of fairness, equality, and inclusion, as well as in a belief of the dominance of the public 
over the private sphere. Its central tenets are a belief in restrained capitalism and social and 
economy equality.19 In the last decade, literature on social democracy has focused on the crisis 
that leftist parties have been facing in the Europe and the West.20 Social democratic parties have 
experienced a loss of support across the continent throughout the last twenty years, a crisis that 
worsened with the onset of the Great Recession.21 

Scholars have discussed and identified a number of factors responsible for this decline. 
Keating and Crone highlighted how social democracy had to cope with the rise of global 
capitalism, which has contributed to the erosion of the traditional working class and a 
consequent decline in trade union membership.22 The challenges posed by globalization and 
free trade regimes have led to a race to the bottom, limiting the ability of states to regulate the 
movement of capital and to protect vulnerable categories of workers. The welfare state has also 
often failed to accommodate changing societies, creating dualization and contributing to 
inequalities, while European integration largely neglected and even undermined the 
development of a European social policy. According to Ryner, these considerations need to be 

 
18 Guardiancich and Natali, “Tra disintermediazione e concertazione : la difficile alternanza del policy-

making sulle pensioni in Italia.” 
19 Michael Keating and David McCrone, “The Crisis of Social Democracy,” in The Crisis of Social 

Democracy in Europe, 2011, 2–3. 
20 David J. Bailey et al., European Social Democracy During the Global Economic Crisis: Renovation or 

Resignation? (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014); Michael Keating and David McCrone, The Crisis 
of Social Democracy in Europe, 2011; Ashley Lavelle, The Death of Social Democracy: Political Consequences in 
the 21st Century (Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2008). 

21 Achim Hildebrandt and Sebastian Jäckle, “The Shifting Class-Base of Social Democratic Parties in 
Western Europe,” European Politics and Society 0, no. 0 (2021): 1–18, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/23745118.2021.1909806. 

22 Keating and McCrone, Cris. Soc. Democr. Eur., 6–8. 
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linked to the rapid increase in popularity of neo-liberal ideology.23 Although neo-liberalism 
started to be diffused in the 1970s,24 the catalyst for its popularity is to be found in the 
theorization of third way politics by Giddens in the mid 1990s.25 

Social democratic parties that embraced the tenets of the Third Way were successful 
throughout the 1990s.26 This political success came to a halt with the onset of the Great 
Recession, as evidenced by the poor results of the left at the 2009 European Parliament elections 
and by a series of political defeats in national elections across Europe.27 This is attributed to 
voters’ dissatisfaction with the austerity policies implemented in response to the financial crisis 
and supported by the left. After a brief period of expansionary measures, social democratic 
parties embraced the austerity policies of center-right parties and contributed to their 
acceptance and diffusion.28 Austerity policies broadly consists of cuts in public spending and 
increase in taxation29 and are considered part of neoliberal economics.30 These policies have 
been found to not only be ineffective at managing the economic crisis, but also to have further 
aggravated economic conditions.31 

As the Great Recession exposed the failure and shortcoming of global capitalism and 
neo-liberal economics, it was expected to induce a return towards Keynesianism and demand-
side economics. The fact that social democracy in Europe did not experience a revival as a 
consequence of the economic crisis constitutes a paradox that scholars have investigated, 

 
23 Magnus Ryner, “Why the Financial Crisis Has Not Generated a Social Democratic Alternative in 

Europe?,” in European Social Democracy During the Global Economic Crisis: Renovation or Resignation?, 2014, 
60–76, https://doi.org/10.7765/9781847799357.00011. 

24 David Harvey, “Neoliberalism and the City,” Studies in Social Justice 1, no. 1 (2007): 2–13; Keating 
and McCrone, Cris. Soc. Democr. Eur. 

25 The Third Way: The Renewal of Social Democracy (Polity Press, 1998). 
26 Ryner, “Why the Financial Crisis Has Not Generated a Social Democratic Alternative in Europe?,” 

66–67. 
27 David J Bailey et al., “Introduction,” in European Social Democracy During the Global Economic 

Crisis: Renovation or Resignation?, 2014, 1–2. 
28 Björn Bremer and Sean McDaniel, “The Ideational Foundations of Social Democratic Austerity in the 

Context of the Great Recession,” Socio-Economic Review 18, no. 2 (2021): 445, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/SER/MWZ001. 

29 Bremer and McDaniel, 440. 
30 Bremer and McDaniel, “The Ideational Foundations of Social Democratic Austerity in the Context of 

the Great Recession”; Oddný Helgadóttir, “The Bocconi Boys Go to Brussels: Italian Economic Ideas, 
Professional Networks and European Austerity,” Journal of European Public Policy 23, no. 3 (2016): 392–409, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2015.1106573. 

31 Armingeon and Baccaro, “Political Economy of the Sovereign Debt Crisis: The Limits of Internal 
Devaluation”; Mark Blyth, Austerity: The History of a Dangerous Idea (Oxford University Press, 2013); Philipp 
Heimberger, “Did Fiscal Consolidation Cause the Double-Dip Recession in the Euro Area?,” Review of 
Keynesian Economics 5, no. 3 (July 2017): 439–58, https://doi.org/10.4337/roke.2017.03.06. 
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producing a number of different explanations for it.32 Among them, Ryner provided an 
constructivist account of this phenomenon, according to which social democratic parties were 
not able to offer an alternative to the neo-liberal ideology that caused the economic crisis 
because social democracy itself had become intertwined with neo-liberalism.33  

He built this argument on the premise that social democratic parties have sought to 
appeal to a heterogenous group of voters since the Godesberg Program, when social democrats 
realized that they could no longer rely merely on the votes of industrial workers.34 The Third 
Way doctrine elaborated by Giddens provided the blueprint for turning this realization into 
policies.35 In the 1990s, the Third Way was conceptualized as a viable middle ground between 
a planned economy and the free market doctrine, which had proven to be no longer applicable 
(the former) or had been rejected by the electorate (the latter); it provided a strategy for leftist 
parties to adapt to a globalized economy.36 In practice, third way politics consisted in social 
democratic parties embracing neo-liberal economics. This was especially represented by the 
motto “no rights without responsibility,” which expresses the belief that economic policy aimed 
at decommodifying labor creates market distortions which erode a country’s competitiveness 
and lead to undesirable economic consequences, such as capital flights and balance of payment 
deficits.37 

In a similar vein, Escalona and Vieiera offered another main explanation.38 They argued 
that social democratic parties were imposed neo-liberal ideas but were at the same time 
responsible for reinforcing them. This was realized through a newfound support for European 
integration and the promotion of the knowledge-based economy, in the hope that this would 
be a successful strategy to “revive their fortunes.”39 Another explanation is offered by Bremer 
and McDaniel, who attributed the ideological foundation of social democratic austerity to the 
framework of “supply-side Keynesianism.”40 Although it is not fully clear how this set of ideas 
differentiates itself from those of neo- and ordoliberalism, their contribution highlighted that 

 
32 Bremer and McDaniel, “The Ideational Foundations of Social Democratic Austerity in the Context of 

the Great Recession”; Fabien Escalona and Mathieu Vieira, “‘It Does Not Happen Here Either’: Why Social 
Democrats Fail in the Context of the Great Economic Crisis,” European Social Democracy During the Global 
Economic Crisis: Renovation or Resignation?, 2014; Keating and McCrone, “The Crisis of Social Democracy”; 
Ryner, “An Obituary for the Third Way: The Financial Crisis and Social Democracy in Europe”; Ryner, “Why 
the Financial Crisis Has Not Generated a Social Democratic Alternative in Europe?” 

33 Ryner, “An Obituary for the Third Way: The Financial Crisis and Social Democracy in Europe”; 
Ryner, “Why the Financial Crisis Has Not Generated a Social Democratic Alternative in Europe?” 

34 Ryner, “Why the Financial Crisis Has Not Generated a Social Democratic Alternative in Europe?,” 
62. 

35 Giddens, The Third Way: The Renewal of Social Democracy. 
36 Anthony Giddens, ed., The Global Third Way Debate (Polity Press, 2001). 
37 Ryner, “Why the Financial Crisis Has Not Generated a Social Democratic Alternative in Europe?,” 

62–63. 
38 Escalona and Vieira, “‘It Does Not Happen Here Either’: Why Social Democrats Fail in the Context 

of the Great Economic Crisis.” 
39 Escalona and Vieira, 33. 
40 Bremer and McDaniel, “The Ideational Foundations of Social Democratic Austerity in the Context of 

the Great Recession.” 
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state-specific characteristics play a role in determining how the policies of social democratic 
austerity look in practice;41 this can indicate that more specific explanations need to be 
investigated more deeply at the national level. 

Considered together, these explanations suggest that, while national differences matter, 
social democratic parties adopted and contributed to the implementation of neo-liberal and 
austerity policies in what they thought was a successful way to fuel a revival of social democracy 
similar to that of the post-war period. 

2.2 Social Democracy in Italy from 1994 to 2007 

A discussion of social democracy in Italy needs to start in the 1990s, as this decade 
marked a decisive period of transformation (and crisis) in Italian politics.42 The precondition 
for this transformation were the political instability of the country at the beginning of the 
decade. This crisis was due to the end of the so-called Prima Repubblica (First Republic), 
brought about by the Mani pulite (‘Clean hands’) inquiries between 1992 and 1994, which 
exposed a system of clientelism and corruption involving top Italian politicians and business 
actors.43 These inquiries, which  had been pursued by a small and virtuous group of judges, 
need to be contextualized within a long-lasting judicial attempt at reigning in mafia and 
corruption by the judiciary since the 1980s.44 Although the effect of Mani pulite on actual levels 
of corruption has been questioned,45 the investigations led to the collapse of the two main 
parties, the Christian Democrats (Democrazia Cristiana, DC) and the Italian Socialist Party 
(Partito Socialista Italiano, PSI), paving the way for a new political landscape.46 

Alongside the Mani pulite investigation were also a number of other factors that 
contributed to catalyze political change, three domestic ones and two external ones.47 First, 
domestically, the clash between the modernizing economy of the country and its old 
bureaucratic and public apparatus began to intensify; second, social reform movements were 
emerging and fighting back against the corrupt political practices; third, the illicit 
appropriation of funds by political parties was becoming increasingly economically 
problematic. At the international level, the fall of Communism in the East contributed to the 

 
41 Bremer and McDaniel, 456. 
42 Martin Bull and Martin Rhodes, “Between Crisis and Transition: Italian Politics in the 1990s,” West 

European Politics 20, no. 1 (1997): 1–13, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402389708425172; Leonardo Morlino and 
Marco Tarchi, “The Dissatisfied Society: The Roots of Political Change in Italy,” European Journal of Political 
Research 30, no. 1 (1996): 41–63, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.1996.tb00667.x. 

43 Ginsborg, Italy and Its Discontents: Family, Civil Society, State, 84:179–80. 
44 Ginsborg, 84:195–212. 
45 Donatella della Porta and Alberto Vannucci, “Corruption and Anti-Corruption: The Political Defeat 

of ‘Clean Hands’ in Italy,” West European Politics 30, no. 4 (2007): 830–53, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402380701500322. 

46 Stefano Fella and Carlo Ruzza, “Populism and the Fall of the Centre-Right in Italy: The End of the 
Berlusconi Model or a New Beginning?,” Journal of Contemporary European Studies 21, no. 1 (2013): 39, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14782804.2013.766475. 

47 Bull and Rhodes, “Between Crisis and Transition: Italian Politics in the 1990s,” 6. 
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ultimate defeat of the “communist threat,” with the Italian Communist Party (Partito 
Comunista Italiano, PCI) turning into the Democratic Party of the Left (Partito Democratico 
della Sinistra, PDS). The second external factor was the process of European integration, which 
since 1980s had introduced the Italian system to a different style of policymaking and exposed 
its economic inefficiencies to international markets.48 

These circumstances prepared the ground for the launch and rise of Berlusconi’s Forza 
Italia (Go Italy). The party ran successfully for the first time in the 1994 elections merely four 
months after its establishment.49 The party could rely on strategic alliances with the Lega Nord 
(Northern League, LN) in the north of the country and with Alleanza Nazionale (National 
Alliance, AN) in the south. Towards the end of the same year, Berlusconi was put under 
investigation for corruption, prompting the LN to withdraw its support from the government, 
which was replaced by the technocratic cabinet headed by Lamberto Dini.50 

In 1994, Massimo D’Alema became the new Secretary of the PDS, which took a liberal 
turn under his leadership. Walter Veltroni (who later became the first Secretary of the PD) was 
likewise an important personality in the party; he had also promoted a shift of the PDS towards 
the center, pushing for an abandonment of its communist past and the acceptance of 
liberalism.51 The centrist orientation of the party was also indicated by its interest in Lamberto 
Dini as a potential leader of the center-left coalition (Dini, who had served as Minister in the 
first Berlusconi government, was also being courted by Forza Italia). The objective of the party 
according to D’Alema was to make Italy a “normal country” in which there would be a dialogue 
between the right and the center-left.52 

D'Alema understood the need of the left to secure at least part of the Christian vote in 
order to increase the chances of winning the next election. He supported the creation of the 
Ulivo (Olive Tree), a fragmented center-left coalition, who adopted Romano Prodi as their 
candidate for Prime Minister. With the support of D’Alema, the coalition headed by Prodi 
managed to win the 1996 national election by a narrow margin.53 Prodi was a technocratic 
figure – he had served as president of the “Institute for Industrial Reconstrunction” between 
1982 and 1989 – associated with the left wing of the DC, and with his candidacy he came to 
represent the leftist alternative to Berlusconi.54 

The new Italian center-left coalition came to existence at a time when the West was 
moving away from conservative politics, as indicated by victories of Clinton in the U.S., Blair 
in the U.K. and Jospin and Schroeder in France and Germany. However, as Ginsborg 
highlighted, the neo-liberal policies of the conservative governments continued to survive in 
the programs of the left, who embraced a pro-market stance.55 Prodi himself expressed the 

 
48 Bull and Rhodes, 6–8. 
49 Bull and Rhodes, 6. 
50 Ginsborg, Italy and Its Discontents: Family, Civil Society, State, 84:299–300. 
51 Mark Gilbert, “The Oak Tree and the Olive Tree,” Italian Politics 11 (1996): 105–6. 
52 Gilbert, 105–10. 
53 Ginsborg, Italy and Its Discontents: Family, Civil Society, State, 84:300–301. 
54 Gilbert, “The Oak Tree and the Olive Tree,” 102–3. 
55 Ginsborg, Italy and Its Discontents: Family, Civil Society, State, 84:302. 
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desire for a “lightweight state,” which combined free-market policies with a strong welfare 
state, in a pamphlet published prior to his candidacy.56 His program was endorsed by the PDS, 
who in line with the tenets of the Third Way, sought to thread the line between free market 
economics and the traditional welfare state. 

Once in government, the Ulivo coalition lacked a grand design for its reform project 
and did not have a parliamentary majority, which made it dependent on the support of the 
“new” Communist Party (Rifondazione Comunista, PRC).57 The coalition’s theoretical stance 
was undefined. While the PDS was keen to show that it had broken away from its Communist 
roots, the party did not have a strong ideological stance to guide its policymaking. The party’s 
policy was thus often influenced by the tenet of European integration was informed by the 
technocratic approach of experts coming from the Bank of Italy.58 The main success of Prodi’s 
government was meeting the Maastricht Treaty criteria and securing Italy’s participation in the 
European Monetary Union (EMU). Guided by the expertise of Carlo Azeglio Ciampi, former 
governor of the Bank of Italy, the government implemented a series of drastic public spending 
cuts and an increase in taxation, including the progressive “tax for Europe.”59 

After the issue of EMU participation was resolved, the cohesion that the government 
enjoyed quickly subsided. In 1998, the PRC voted down a proposed economic package, and the 
government lost a confidence vote. D’Alema replaced Prodi as Prime Minister, but only for a 
short period of time; after an electoral defeat in the 2000 regional elections, he stepped down, 
and the rest of the XIII legislature was completed by Giuliano D’Amato.60 During this 
governing experience, the center-left coalition was able to implement some reforms, which 
introduced more federalism in the public administration by redistributing competences 
between regional and central actors.61 

After the Ulivo ran again and lost the national election in 2001, Berlusconi’s Forza Italia 
governed until 2006. At the 2006 elections, the center-left coalition ran with the name Unione 
and this time included also the PRC. It is also thanks to the experience of the Unione that, in 
2007, the Democratic Party emerged out of the union of different left-wing parties, most 
notably the Democratici di Sinistra (Left Democrats, the new name of the PDS) and La 
Margherita (The Daisy, a Christian center-left party).62 Ventura attributes the creation of the 
PD to the desire of left-wing parties to “ride the wave of bipolarism in Italy” by creating a new 
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majoritarian party,63 something that had been envisioned by Prodi and others since the birth 
of the Ulivo coalition.64 

The uncontested leadership of Berlusconi in the previous years had been interpreted as 
the sign of a shift towards a bipolar political system.65 The PD was the solution to compete with 
Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and solve the issue of fragmentation within the Italian center-left.66 As 
argued by Vampa,67 the creation of the PD can be interpreted as the end of social democracy in 
Italy. His arguments largely echoe the criticism raised Ginsborg about the Ulivo coalition,68 i.e. 
the absence of a political project within the Italian center-left after the collapse of the First 
Republic in the early 1990s. 

2.3 Reforming the Italian Pension System: 1992-2005 

The 1990s saw the beginning of an ambitious reform process of the Italian welfare 
state.69 Precondition for this change were the political instability of the country at the beginning 
of the decade. As described earlier, this crisis can broadly be attributed to the demise of the 
First Republic due to the Mani Pulite investigations and the changing international 
environment. The old five-party system fell into crisis and was replaced by two large coalitions, 
leading to bipolarism, and a new generation of politicians was elected to parliament for the first 
time in 1994.70 

According to Ferrera and Gualmini, this decade marked the beginning of a “virtuous 
circle” of reform.71 The authors highlighted the important role played by the vincolo esterno, 
which had been forged by Italy’s entry into the European Monetary System (EMS) in 1978, in 
advancing the process of reform. The decision made by former Prime Minister Giuliano 
Andreotti to join the EMS and commit to Italy’s adoption of the single currency had been a 
determining factor for Italy’s reform process in the 1990s.72 The necessity for reform created 
by the vincolo esterno found political support in the Ulivo coalition. The financial reforms 
necessary to join the euro and maintain the country’s the commitments to European 
integration were tough to sell at home and, as the experience of the first Berlusconi cabinet had 
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indicated, it was necessary for the government to overcome the opposition of the trade 
unions.73 

Starting with Berlusconi in 1994, governments began stressing the beneficial effects that 
joining the eurozone would bring to both employers and trade unions; the objective was to 
make the reforms more acceptable to the trade unions at a symbolic level. The first argument 
that was deployed was the promise of rewards in the medium and long term in exchange for 
the implementation of the reforms. These would entail investing the savings generated by the 
euro’s lower interest rates on public debt to relaunch employment and alleviate the tax burden 
of workers and employers.74 The second tactic involved a discourse of risanamento (“healing”) 
of the country’s inequal economy. Particularly responsible for perpetuating this discourse were 
the Dini and Prodi cabinets. The fact that they were backed by the main left party provided 
legitimacy to the reform process – the phenomenon of “Nixon goes to China syndrome,”75 
based on which left parties are more successful than their counterparts at implementing 
conservative policies (and vice versa).76 As discussed above, the fact that left parties could 
credibly back a reform of the welfare state was ideologically supported by the ideas of the Third 
Way.77 

The social partners were thus asked to endure sacrifices with the promise of future 
rewards.78 This made possible a revival of concertation and the passing of two important 
reforms of the pension system: the Amato reform in 1992 and the Dini reform in 1995. The 
Amato reform took the first steps in moving towards a pension system based on defined 
contributions:79 first, the retirement age was raised by five years for both men and women (to 
60 and 65 years respectively); second, the minimum years of contribution for old age pensions 
were raised from 15 to 20 years; third, seniority pensions would be calculated based on the 
average salary of the last 10 years of work instead of the last 5 (and on the whole working life 
for new workers); fourth, the period of contribution years for seniority pensions was raised 
from 20 to 36 years. Around the same time, the government also introduced supplementary 
pension schemes.80 

Three years later, the Dini reform officially planned to gradually phase in a defined 
contribution system starting from 2013. It also introduced a flexible pensionable age, with 
workers able to retire between 57 and 65 years, and also set a minimum age of retirement for 
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all pension, set at 57 years of age, to be introduced before 2008.81 In 1997, the Prodi government 
attempted to implement yet another reform: an ad hoc commission set up by the government 
had indicated (in line with the European Commission’s recommendations) to speed up the 
implementation of the Dini reform. Nevertheless, the opposition of the PRC only allowed for 
the introduction of minor changes.82 In the years to follow, the Berlusconi government passed 
another reform in 2004, which eliminated the flexible retirement age by fixing it at 65 years for 
men and 60 years for women. The other main element of the reform was that it increased the 
retirement age for seniority pension to 60 years with at least 35 years of contributions required; 
the age increase was to take place before by January 2008.83 

3. Methodology 
The research presented in the next chapter comes from the analysis of parliamentary 

debates in the lower chamber of the Italian parliament (Camera dei Deputati), as well as from 
several news articles published in one of the most-read Italian daily newspapers, the Corriere 
della Sera. The debates were retrieved from the databases made available online by the Italian 
parliament.84 They were selected based on their content (the laws introducing the reforms) and 
the place of discussion, which limited the research only to debates held within the 
parliamentary committees (commissioni parlamentari); this was motivated by the fact that 
committee debates tend to be more focused and technical than plenary debates. The selection 
process yielded a total of 49 documents (see Appendix I). The analysis of the debates was 
carried out with the aid of a professional software for the analysis of qualitative data, which 
helped to identify and code the main arguments raised by members of parliament (MPs). The 
news articles were retrieved via the digital archive of the Corriere della Sera, which includes 
issues published as early as 1876.85 

The methodology was inspired by similar texts that analyzed parliamentary debates, 
and in particular by Thornton,86 whose paper investigated arguments raised by right- and left-
wing parties in parliamentary discussions over the welfare state in New Zealand. As mentioned 
above, the decision to only consider the reforms from 2007 to 2016 was dictated by the fact that 
this time frame covers almost the entire first decade of existence of the party, while offering five 
instances of pension reform across three different legislatures. Additionally, during this time 
the PD experienced both periods in government (five out of the nine years considered) and in 
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opposition, which makes for a rather balanced selection. As far as the choice of investigating 
pensions over other areas of the welfare state is concerned, the decision was dictated by the 
pivotal role played by the pensions in the last thirty years of reforms of the Italian welfare state. 
Lastly, as evidenced by Belfrage and Ryner’s study on Sweden,87 a country considered a 
stronghold of social democracy,88 pension reforms can provide important insights into the 
pivot towards to neo-liberalism of left-wing parties.89 
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4. The PD and Pension Reforms in Italy: 2007-2016 
This chapter presents the evidence collected from parliamentary debates and news 

articles with regard to the PD’s position on the pension reforms carried out in the period from 
2007 to 2016. Each section of the chapter discusses a different reform. The main findings of the 
evidence are then discussed and analyzed in chapter five. 

4.1 The Prodi-Damiano Reform 

The Prodi-Damiano reform of 2007 took place during the XV legislature (2006-2008), 
which was characterized by a rather bipolar composition of parliament, with the center-left 
coalition Unione running against the center-right coalition represented by Berlusconi’s Casa 
delle Libertà. Most of the MPs of the left coalition belonged to the Ulivo, which in October 2007 
(only a few months after the beginning of the legislature) became part of the PD. The reform 
sought to partially delay the effect of a previous pension reform, enacted by the Berlusconi 
government in 2004, which increased the retirement age for contributory pensions via the so-
called scalone (“big step”).90 The reform, overseen by then-Labor Minister Maroni (Northern 
League), introduced an abrupt increase in the retirement age: from 57 to 60 years in 2008, to 
61 in 2010 and to 62 in 2014, leaving unaffected the required number of working years at 35.91 
As the entering into force of the reform loomed closer, the three main trade unions (CGIL, 
CISL and UIL) protested the increase in the pensionable age.92 The tensions led to an agreement 
between the government and the trade unions in July 2007, which softened the provisions of 
the previous pension reform by gradually delaying the age increments.93 

The agreement, reached after hours of negotiating with the social partners, formed part 
of a broader reform of the welfare system, the so-called “Protocol on Welfare.”94 The agreement 
was also subject to a trade union referendum in October of that year, which approved it by a 
large majority.95 The accord saw the scalone being replaced by smaller increments in the 
retirement age over a period of several years: it would increase to 58 in 2008, to 59 in the second 
half of 2009, to 60 in 2011 and to 61 in 2013. The required age for the old-age (statutory) 
pension remained fixed at 60 for women and 65 for men.96 The reform also affected the 
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coefficients for the calculation of pension contributions. They would be recalculated every 
three years instead of every ten, which would likely see the coefficients raise at a faster rate than 
previously decided. The reform also established the creation of a panel of experts, tasked with 
recommending more effectives way of determining the coefficients and opportunities for 
workers to retire early.97 Other parts of the reform included measures aimed at increasing 
welfare and which sought to modernize the pension system. For example, the reform increased 
the length and amount of unemployment benefits, and allowed workers to accrue contributions 
towards their pension for all employment periods that lasted at least three years (previously set 
at six years).98 The reform also excluded workers with strenuous jobs (lavori usuranti), who 
amounted to about 1,4 million people.99 

Enrico Letta, then-Secretary of the Council of Ministers and member of the newly 
formed PD, commented the reform in positive terms in a letter to the Corriere della Sera.100 He 
framed the reform as a responsible intervention in order to safeguard the pensions of younger 
generations, as well as the long-term sustainability of the Italian welfare system. He highlighted 
the goal of the government to guarantee a replacement rate of 60% for the younger generation 
(recent estimates by the European Commission predict that the rate will reach 50% in 2070).101 
Others were critical of the reform. Former Prime Minister Dini – who oversaw the 1995 
pension reform – argued that raising the retirement age of women could have provided 
resources to cover the costs incurred from removing the scalone, while at the same time 
complying with a Commission’s request102 for Italy to equalize the retirement age of men and 
women.103 He even threatened to vote against the reform in the Senate, where the left coalition 
had only a feeble majority of seats.104 

The Prodi-led Unione coalition consisted of many different left-wing parties, the largest 
members of which merged in 2007 to form the PD, with Prodi himself being one of the party’s 
founding figures. The PD thus not only supported the reform but was one of its main 
proponents. An analysis of the parliamentary debates surrounding the reform reveals that most 
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of the arguments deployed by MPs of the PD revolved around the need for equity, 
modernization of the pension system, and compliance with EU objectives. First, while an 
increase in the pensionable age was perceived as inevitable,105 the scalone, which had been 
antagonized by all the major trade unions,106 seemed like an unfair measure107 that needed to 
be abolished. In July 2007, Prodi himself spoke out against the scalone, saying that it should be 
replaced by a more gradual reform instead.108 Some MPs pointed out how the removal of the 
scalone was included in the Unione’s electoral program,109 while one argued that Maroni 
himself only agreed to it on the condition that its introduction would be deferred to 2008.110 
Second, MPs often used the argument that their reform would modernize the pension system111 
by ensuring long-term financial sustainability and intra-generational equity.112 

These arguments showed some overlap with those that focused on the EU dimension 
of the reform. MPs highlighted how the reform was in line with the Lisbon Strategy113 – a EU 
policy which sought to stimulate economic growth through “productive” social policy and a 
flexible labor market.114 One MP in the Committee for EU Policies cited a 2006 report by the 
European Commission which recommend Italy to reform its pension system to guarantee long-
term stability, as well as implementing other measures such as reducing public debt. 115 Another 
report by the same parliamentary committee emphasized the need for Italy to implement this 
reform to achieve the objectives of the Lisbon Strategy.116 Although MPs stressed the 
importance of the reform for complying with EU objectives, EU officials did not find the 
changes implemented to be completely satisfactory. After the government negotiated the 
agreement with the unions, Commissioner for Economic and Monetary Affairs Joaquín 
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Almunia expressed concerns with the reform being risky, claiming that it was not sufficient to 
contain public spending on pensions in the long-term, which at 14% of GDP was still among 
the highest in the EU.117 The discrepancy between the national and supranational reception of 
the reform highlights the struggle of the newly-formed PD and the center-left coalition more 
broadly to find a compromise between European integration and maintaining a dialogue with 
the trade unions. 

4.2 The Berlusconi-Sacconi Reforms 

The Prodi government fell in 2008 and was replaced by a center-right coalition led by 
Berlusconi. In the same year, a ruling by the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) 
determined that Italy’s disparity in the pensionable ages of men and women employed in the 
public sector was discriminatory118 – at the time, women could retire at 60 and men at 65. The 
new government sought to comply with the CJEU’s request by introducing a provision that 
would close this gap within the next decade. The reform, which raised the retirement age to 65 
for women employed in both the public and private sector, was first proposed by Minister for 
Public Administration Renato Brunetta in December 2008.119 

On one hand, the proposal found a light consensus among some in the PD, including 
former Minister and EU Commissioner Emma Bonino, who argued that the savings generated 
through the age increase should be invested in policies helping women find employment, also 
in view of the Lisbon Strategy goals.120 On the other hand, it received a negative response by the 
trade unions (CGIL and UIL) and by Labor Minister Sacconi.121 Those who opposed the change 
saw the early retirement of women as a compensation for their unfair treatment in the labor 
market,122 and argued that the reform would lead to women retiring later than men, as men 
could generally access early retirement after 35 years of work, while women, who often had 
fragmented carriers, could not.123 The reform was presented as an amendment to law no. 78 of 
2009 (which implemented measures to tackle the economic crisis) and was approved by 
Parliament in August 2009. The retirement age for women would be raised to 65 years of age 
by 2018 through increments of one year every two years, starting from 2010.124 Another 
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important element of reform was the introduction of a link between the retirement age of both 
men and women and life expectancy, starting from 2015 and to be re-assessed every five years. 
This meant that if life expectancy increased, the retirement age would also increase, with the 
maximum increase capped at three months.125 

Despite the lack of a strong oppositional front to the reform, within the parliamentary 
debates some of the MPs from the PD expressed their criticism. Within the budget committee, 
Pier Paolo Baretta, head of the PD group, claimed that the legislative articles on pensions 
should be scrapped altogether from the text.126 He argued that the way in which the reform was 
being introduced (via amendments to a previous decree) did not allow for the in-depth 
discussion that a pension reform deserved;127 furthermore, he did not perceive the matter as 
being urgent.128 Other MPs backed his position129 and likewise asked for the reform to be 
scrapped,130 while raising further arguments against the reform. One MP argued that linking 
the retirement age to life expectancy was not necessary to comply with the CJEU ruling,131 while 
another suggested that the government should engage in concertation with the social partners 
first.132 Another MP also criticized the reform for not being accompanied by welfare measures 
for women, such as an increase of the maternity leave.133 In the labor committee, Cesare 
Damiano (head of the PD group) likewise rejected the reform.134 He suggested that the 
government should start a concertation process before proceeding with the measures, seeking 
an agreement with the social partners.135 He also argued that the government was interpreting 
the CJEU ruling incorrectly, and that equalizing the retirement age would not be fair to women, 
who have more precarious careers and lower incomes than men.136 He and another MP also 
expressed their desire for a “flexible exit” approach,137 a policy that was first instituted by the 
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1995 Dini reform and which allowed workers to choose when to retire within a determined 
time window.138 

Despite the changes introduced by the reform, the European Commission claimed that 
the adjustments did not adequately comply with the 2008 ruling. The transition period, which 
would see retirement ages being equalized in 2018, was deemed too long, and in June 2010 the 
Commission issued a second letter of formal notice to Italy.139 The response of the Italian 
government was to undertake a second reform, which equalized the retirement age in 2012, six 
years ahead of the previous schedule.140 That 2012 would be adopted as the new target year 
became made clear after an encounter between Labor Minister Sacconi and Commissioner 
Viviane Reding. The Commission’s request to anticipate the equalization to 2012 was framed 
as non-negotiable, with the impending threat of costly fines from the infringement procedure 
looming closer.141 The second reform was approved by parliament on July 31, 2010, modifying 
the previous provisions and effectively anticipating the increase in the retirement age to 2012. 
It also modified the so-called “retirement window,” a waiting period between the achievement 
of pension requirements and the actual disbursement of pension payment, which was fixed at 
12 months for employees and 18 months for the self-employed. Additionally, the reform 
accelerated the recalculation of the retirement age in relation to life expectancy, which would 
now be assessed every three years instead of five, starting from 2015.142  

In the parliamentary discussions, MPs from the PD reiterated most of the arguments 
from a year earlier but showed a stronger opposition to the new measures. An important aspect 
that was stressed by different MPs was the perceived lack of focus on gender equality.143 One 
MP argued that the reform merely complied with the Commission’s request, failing to embody 
the gender equality considerations that informed the CJEU ruling, which he believed should 
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have been done through increasing funding for work-family reconciliation policies.144 This 
point was also supported by arguments that the government’s interpretation of the CJEU ruling 
was incomplete145 or incorrect.146 Similarly, a group of MPs proposed an amendment that 
would have seen the savings generated from the reform be invested to fund welfare policies 
benefitting women and people with disabilities,147 although the amendment was rejected.148 
Another point against the reform, which was not exclusively related to the pension dimension, 
was a clear opposition to the cuts in public spending advanced by the government,149 which one 
MP referred to as a dismantlement of the welfare state.150 This was coupled by requests that 
resources be invested on women,151 the youth and the unemployed,152 as well as calls for policies 
tackling income and wealth inequality.153 Finally, MPs criticized the introduction of the 
retirement windows, arguing that they would disadvantage the unemployed and workers who 
had already planned on retiring.154 In relation to this, one MP introduced an amendment that 
would exclude from the reform workers with more than 40 years of contributions, but the 
amendment was rejected.155 

4.3 The Monti-Fornero Reform 

In 2011, the inability of European institutions to cope with the sovereign debt crisis and 
fear of contagion across the eurozone caused international financial actors to increasingly 
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doubt Italy’s ability to sustain its public debt, which at the time was around 1.2 times its GDP.156 
In August of that year, Jean-Claude Trichet, then-head of the European Central Bank (ECB), 
wrote a letter to Berlusconi detailing a series of reforms that the Italian government was 
encouraged to quickly implement. In the letter, the ECB requested Italy to introduce measures 
aimed at cutting public expenditures, enhancing growth, and achieving a balanced budget by 
2013. These measures, which the ECB recommended to implement as soon as possible, ranged 
from the liberalization of public services to the introduction of a constitutional clause for fiscal 
rigor.157 In November, as the yield spread between Italian and German government bonds was 
reaching record heights, the government’s inability to implement the reforms asked by the EU 
created a political crisis. Berlusconi stepped down, and economics professor Mario Monti was 
appointed Prime Minister.158 Monti’s technocratic cabinet set out to implement the reforms 
that the EU requested, and which the previous executive had been unable to achieve. This was 
made possible through a mechanism of implicit conditionality, in which the prize for 
introducing the reforms was access to financial support via the ECB’s bond-purchasing scheme, 
while the deterrent was the threat of entering into an explicit lending agreement with the 
IMF.159 

Among the measures recommended in the ECB letter was a reform of the pension 
system, with a tightening of the eligibility criteria for pensions and a swifter equalization of the 
retirement ages in both the public and private sector, with the aim of achieving savings in 
2012.160 The new executive acted quickly, and in December 2011 emanated the so-called “Salva 
Italia” (“Saving Italy”) decree-law, a set of measures aimed at reducing public spending and 
increasing revenue through taxation. Article 24 of the decree introduced some radical 
modifications to the pension system; it became known as the “Fornero reform,” after Minister 
Elsa Fornero, whose office oversaw welfare and gender equality policies. The far-reaching 
measures contained in Article 24 included: (1) a complete switch to a defined contribution 
system from 2012, to be applied pro rata; (2) an anticipation of the equalization of the 
retirement age for men and women to 66 years and 7 months of age by 2018;161 (3) the 
elimination of the pensioni di anzianità (seniority pensions) and of the retirement “quotas,” 
which were replaced by an option for early retirement, with at least 42 years of contribution for 
men and 41 for women (instead of the previous 35); (4) a halt in the indexation of pensions 
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above 1400 euros a month for the years 2012 and 2013; (5) the removal of the retirement 
windows introduced by the 2010 reform, and an increase of the retirement age for men to 66 
in 2012;162 (6) the indexation of pensions to life expectancy starting from 2013 (previously 
planned for 2015); (7) lastly, the introduction of a flexible retirement option between the ages 
of 62 and 70.163 

The reform sought to create savings while complying with pressures from financial 
markets and European institutions;164 it also completed the transformation to a defined 
contribution system started with the 1995 Dini reform, which excluded workers that at the time 
had more 18 years of contributions.165 Unlike during the 2007 reform, the unions were not 
involved in the decision-making process. While Confindustria agreed with the changes and 
wanted them to be swiftly approved, the unions had expressed their dissatisfaction with the 
pension reform, with the most salient issues being the halt in the indexation of pensions and 
the rapid increase in the retirement age.166 After having requested a meeting with Monti,167 the 
leaders of three main unions (CGIL, CISL and UIL) consulted with the Prime Minister on 
December 11, 2011. The meeting did not lead to any concessions, but Monti stated the 
government was willing to allow for minor changes to the text regarding the question of 
indexation.168 A general strike was held the following day in protest to the reform.169 

Although the reform was passed by a large majority of parliament, it found the 
opposition of the Lega Nord, Italia dei Valori (Italy of Values, IdV) and a large part of 
Berlusconi’s Il Popolo della Libertà (The People of Freedom, PdL) (while the former two parties 
opposed the executive, the latter backed it).170 The PD voted in favor the reform, being one of 
the early supporters of the premiership of Monti and of a technocratic government, in contrast 
with the other left parties, namely Antonio Di Pietro’s IdV and Nichi Vendola’s Sinistra 
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Ecologia Libertà (Left Ecology Freedom, SEL).171 In an interview in November 2011, then-
Deputy Secretary of the PD Enrico Letta stated the full support of his party for Monti, arguing 
that the new government would need to implement the reforms recommended by the BCE in 
its letter to Berlusconi with an eye for “equity and relaunch.” Letta also believed that Monti had 
the credibility to negotiate on equal terms with Merkel and Sarkozy, and that, in contrasts to 
them, the Prime Minister promoted an idea of Europe à la Delors.172  

Despite its formal support for the government, the party’s internal position on the 
executive seemed to be divided, with two fronts opposing each other – a “reformist,” centrist 
and pro-Monti wing and a pro-union, more left-leaning wing. The former included the up-
and-coming mayor of Florence, Matteo Renzi, as well as Enrico Letta and Paolo Gentiloni (all 
of whom later served as Prime Ministers), while the latter included the former Minister of 
Labor Cesare Damiano, former trade unionist Pier Paolo Baretta, party coordinator for 
economic and labor policy Stefano Fassina, and to a certain extent party Secretary Luigi 
Bersani.173 Fassina, who had been reprimanded for his criticism of the executive, stated that he 
would attend the strike organized by the CGIL on December 12 to show solidarity with the 
workers. This move was not appreciated by the those in the pro-government camp, including 
Gentiloni and Massimo D’Alema, who claimed that their job was “not to attend 
demonstrations, but to obtain improvements [in the text] in parliament.”174 Party Secretary 
Bersani seemed try to adopt a more moderate position, trying to bridge the gap between the 
two groups by supporting some of the requests of the trade unions, such as making the age 
increase more gradual.175 Nevertheless, as explained by party representatives in early 
December, the objective of the PD was to avoid delays in the approval of the reform by 
proposing only on a few amendments, focused on pensions and the housing tax, which would 
be acceptable to their coalition partners, the PdL and the Unione di Centro (Union of the 
Center, UdC) (Trocino 2011b). Thus, despite the existence of an internal division, the overall 
party preference remained one of support for the government. 

The contrasts among the two different “factions” within the party are somewhat visible 
in the parliamentary debates surrounding the reform, with MPs overall supporting the pension 
reform while simultaneously trying to pass minor changes to the text. The discussion in the 
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parliamentary committees revolved around a rhetoric of necessity coupled by calls for equity.176 
First, a common thread across many of the MP’s speeches was the argument that the reform 
was necessary.177 These arguments stressed that the reform was needed to avoid economic 
default,178 regain competitiveness internationally179 and increase credibility at the European 
level.180 The measures were thus seen as the “lesser evil,” an adequate and necessary response 
to the increasingly dire economic situation.181 Arguments like these were often prefaced by 
statements admitting to the extreme character of the measures being introduced, usually 
followed by requests for a softening of certain provisions.182 Occasionally MPs attributed the 
necessary harshness of this reform to the financial irresponsibility of the previous 
government.183,184 Despite the overall support for these measures, arguments in favor of 
austerity were often coupled by pleas for equity and redistribution.185 Various MPs suggested 
to increase the solidarity tax for higher pensions, as well as the tax on capital repatriation:186 the 
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idea behind it was that the inflow generated through these tax increases should be used to 
counterbalance the suspension of indexation for pensions above a certain threshold.187 

Alongside these arguments were requests for the social impact of the reform to be more 
equally distributed, as it was perceived to be disproportionately affecting low-income 
citizens.188 In this vein, some MPs criticized the new pension requirements as excessively 
harsh.189 For one, they argued that the raise of the retirement age should be phased in 
gradually,190 noting how the rapid increase in the pensionable age would have particularly 
negative consequences for older workers.191 More specifically, MPs Damiano and Baretta (who 
represented the more union-friendly wing of the party) raised the problem of workers who, 
prior to the reform, had concluded exit agreements with their employers, relying on the fact 
that they would be able to retire soon.192 These workers were now at risk of being unemployed 
and without a pension, with very low chances of being able to find employment due to their 
age (the so-called “esodati”);193 the MPs thus proposed that ad-hoc measures be introduced for 
them.194 MPs also criticized the penalty imposed on workers who decided to retire early as 
excessive – the government proposal envisioned a two percent reduction of pension payments 
for each year, until achievement of the retirement age – and proposed it be lowered.195 Another 
issue that was frequently highlighted in the discussions was the suspension, for 2012 and 2013, 
of the indexation of pensions above two times the statutory minimum.196 MPs recommended 
the threshold be raised to three times the minimum (which amounted to around 1400 euros) 
and that the provision only be applied to the portion of the pension exceeding that threshold.197 
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Finally, some MPs also raised the question of women198 and atypical workers, who would be 
disproportionately affected by the reform because of their fragmented careers,199 with one MP 
calling for the government to engage in a dialogue with the trade unions.200 Overall, the changes 
proposed by the PD were somewhat successful: in the finalized version of the decree, the 
threshold for the indexation suspension was raised to three times the minimum pension, and 
the penalty for early retirement was reduced to 1 percent.201 

4.4 The Renzi-Poletti Reform 

The next reform of the pension system was implemented in 2016 by the Renzi 
government (PD) as part of the budget law for the following year.202 It sought to soften the 
effect of the rapid increase in pensionable age, which was set to increase to 66 years in 2018, by 
reintroducing options for early retirements with limited public spending.203 Three new 
measures were introduced: an early retirement scheme referred to as APE (anticipo 
pensionistico), together with its state-financed version, the APE sociale,204 and a complementary 
pension scheme called RITA (rendita integrativa temporanea anticipata).205 The APE can be 
requested by workers who are at least 63 years old, are less than 3 years and 7 months away 
from the pensionable age, have worked at least 20 years and are entitled to a monthly pension 
that is at least 1.4 times the statutory minimum (around 700 euros). It takes the form of a state-
guaranteed loan, granted in monthly instalments and which is then reimbursed, with interest, 
over a period of twenty years, from the moment the worker reaches the pensionable age.206 

The APE sociale works on similar conditions, with the key difference that it is a grant 
and not a loan. This option is available to workers with at least 30 years of contributions who 
are unemployed, have a disability or fall into one of the categories identified as having 
strenuous jobs (lavorati usuranti), such as teachers and factory workers.207 If a worker qualifies 
for it, they receive monthly payments equal to their (expected) pension, capped at a maximum 
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of 1500 euros per month.208 The complementary scheme known as RITA allows workers to 
receive payments from their complementary pension funds up to five years prior to reaching 
the retirement age.209 The reform also introduced other expansive measures: the extension of 
the quattordicesima (a bonus check)210 to those whose pension is less than twice the statutory 
minimum (previously capped at 1.5 times); an extension of an existing tax exemption for 
pensioners to those with incomes below 8000 euros (under 75 years of age); the possibility of 
aggregating contributions generated from different periods of employment, for free; the option 
for those who started working at a young age (at least one full year before turning 19) to retire 
one year in advance (with 41 years of contributions), provided they meet certain criteria; a 
reduction in the pension contribution to from 27 to 25 per cent for the self-employed; finally, 
an extension of the list of strenuous jobs to include more categories of workers.211 

A commitment by the government to introduce a possibility for early retirement was 
first confirmed by Renzi in May 2016. The initial idea was that of creating an option for workers 
born between 1951 and 1953 to retire early, as they were the ones that had been hit the hardest 
by the Monti-Fornero reform.212 The objective was to reduce inequalities in the pension system, 
with Renzi emphasizing in different occasions that it was the “right” thing to do so.213 It was 
thus meant to attenuate the effects of the Monti-Fornero reform, which the trade unions had 
recently been protesting.214 The unions had advanced a series of requests, including a complete 
roll-back of the reform, the possibility of retiring at 62, and the re-introduction of quotas215 for 
the calculation of pension requirements. Renzi’s initial response to the protests in April 2016 
had been to take a pro-business stance;216 representatives for the government had previous 
criticized the unions for upholding “old” practices and ideas.217 Nevertheless, after different 

 
208 Enrico Marro, “Pensioni anticipate, spesa di 4 miliardi. Le sei strade della nuova flessibilità,” Corriere 

della Sera, December 4, 2016, https://archivio.corriere.it; Lorenzo Salvia, “Pensioni, l’anticipo costa il 5,8% 
l’anno,” Corriere della Sera, October 1, 2016, https://archivio.corriere.it. 

209 Camera dei deputati, “XI Commissione. Lavoro pubblico e privato,” November 3, 2016, 208–9. 
210 The quattordecisima was first introduced in 2007 and consists of an extra annual bonus for 

pensioners older than 64 (see INPS, “INPS - Dettaglio prestazione: Quattordicesima,” May 20, 2020, 
https://www.inps.it/prestazioni-servizi/quattordicesima.). 

211 Lorenzo Salvia, “Le nuove pensioni,” Corriere della Sera, August 2, 2016, https://archivio.corriere.it; 
Mario Sensini, “Guida alle misure,” Corriere della Sera, November 29, 2016, https://archivio.corriere.it. 
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214 Andrea Ducci, “Pensioni, sindacati in piazza contro il governo,” Corriere della Sera, April 3, 2016, 
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215 Quotas refer to pension requirements that are composed of the sum of the workers’ age with the 
number of accumulated working years, allowing for more flexible retirement options. 
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217 Enrico Marro, “Pensioni, vertice (a sorpresa) governo-sindacati,” Corriere della Sera, May 17, 2016, 
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meetings with the trade unions over the summer,218 a general agreement between the 
government and the unions was reached at the end of September, before the measures were 
presented to parliament.219 One possible reason why the government decided to opt for 
concertation was that parliamentary debates of the budget law were being held just before the 
constitutional referendum of December 4, 2016. The referendum was a highly anticipated event 
and very politically salient, with Renzi promising to step down if the referendum was voted 
down.220 It is thus likely the combination of the of impending referendum, coupled with the 
looming threat posed by rising populist parties – namely the League and the Movimento 5 Stelle 
(M5S) – inclined the initially reluctant government to seek consultation with the trade 
unions.221 

The reform marked a change in the implementation style of welfare reforms with a 
return to the practice of concertation, something that had not been pursued by the Berlusconi 
and Monti cabinets. It also constituted the first expansionary modification of the pension 
system since the Prodi-Damiano reform.222 As highlighted by Jessoula,223 the reform 
represented a change in direction from the logic that informed the transformations of the 
Italian pension system since the 1990s, i.e. that pension requirements should be the same for 
everyone and be based on the number of contributions accrued by the worker. The Renzi-
Poletti reform was instead informed by a notion of equity that, rather than treating everyone 
the same way, benefits the workers that are in a condition of disadvantage. This is visible in the 
measures such as the expansion of the coverage of the quattordecisima, the extension of the tax 
exemption for lower-income pensioners, and the APE sociale. 

However, the measures introduced can also be criticized for being rather constrained 
and benefiting workers that are already in a condition of privilege – for example, the non-state-
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funded APE can only be requested by those whose pension is at least 1.4 times the minimum, 
while the APE sociale requires at least 30 years of contributions.224 Finally, the agreement with 
the trade unions signed in September 2016 envisioned a “phase two,” during which additional 
reforms would be introduced, but which never took place. These measures included making 
the pension system more equal and flexible, as well as favoring the development of pension 
schemes for young workers with atypical carriers and low incomes.225 Overall, while the reform 
marked an expansion of the pension system, it was nevertheless constrained by a desire and 
need to contain public spending.226 Members of the government stated the importance of 
combining equity and flexibility with fiscal rigor,227 as pressures from the EU to pursue a tight 
budget continued to be present.228 Susanna Camusso, the leader of the CGIL, described the 
reform as a continuation of the policies pursued by previous governments but “a little less 
austere than before.”229 
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 Table 1. Overview of the Pension Reforms 
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5. Discussion and Analysis 
The previous chapter presented a reconstruction of the PD’s position on the reforms of 

the pension systems between 2007 and 2016. This chapter will first briefly explore and draw 
conclusion from the evidence collected, making the case for a positional shift of the party 
during the Monti government. It will then test this argument against a series of hypotheses 
identified in the literature on party’s positional change.230 

The main conclusion that can be drawn from the evidence is that a shift in the party’s 
position on the reform of the pension system occurred with the 2011 reform. This can be 
observed when comparing the party’s position and arguments during the first two reforms to 
its position during and after the Monti-Fornero discussions. The Prodi-Damiano reform 
gradually delayed the impending increase in the retirement age planned for 2008. Despite the 
difficult negotiation process with the trade unions, the government included them in the 
decision-making process and obtained their approval. This resulted in a reform aimed at 
addressing EU concerns over Italy’s expensive pension system, while accommodating trade 
unions’ requests. The reform thus had a pro-welfare orientation. In 2009, the vincolo esterno of 
the EU, coupled by worsening economic conditions, prompted Berlusconi’s government to 
introduce a provision equalizing the retirement age of men and women within a decade’s time. 
This was followed by a second reform in 2010 which anticipated the age increase, after the 
European Commission threatened to impose sanctions over the excessively long transition 
period. The PD opposed both reforms in parliamentary debates, with arguments focusing on 
the gender dimension of the reform, calling for the introduction of welfare measures for 
women and underprivileged workers. Generally, MPs from the party opposed the reform and 
called for measures expanding welfare. 

The evidence from the Prodi-Damiano and Berlusconi-Sacconi reforms thus indicate 
that the PD adopted a pro-welfare position, opposing a retrenchment of the pension system 
and accommodating unions’ requests. This contrasts with the evidence from the 2011 Monti-
Fornero reform. Given the decision of the party to support the coalition government, the PD’s 
position towards the reform was of one acceptance. In the parliamentary debates, the 
arguments brought forward by MPs mostly emphasized the necessity of this reform but were 
often coupled by requests to make sure that the impact of the reform be fair and equal. Overall, 
the party played a role, albeit small, in reducing the impact of the reform, by obtaining minor 
changes to the text: a higher threshold for the indexation of pensions and a lower penalty for 
early retirement. Five years later, the position of the party was more open to expanding welfare, 
but only to a limited extent, as evidenced by the Renzi-Poletti reform. The most ambitious 
policy introduced by the reform was a state-financed early retirement scheme for workers in 
disadvantaged conditions and close to the retirement age. The coverage of certain subsidies for 
low-income pensioners was also expanded. However, these measures mostly represented 
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budget-friendly policies that were meant to alleviate some of the social malaise brought about 
by previous cuts to the pension system, rather than an expansion of the welfare state. 
Additionally, the requirements for the state-funded scheme were restrictive, drawing fewer 
applicants than expected during its first year of implementation.231 

The evidence for the five reforms here examined thus points to a shift in the party’s 
position during the 2011 Monti-Fornero reform, with a partial return to a more left, pro-
welfare position in 2016. These findings are in line Bremer’s study on the positional shift of 
social democratic parties in Europe during the Great Recession,232 which found the case of the 
PD in Italy to be an anomaly among leftist parties in Europe. His findings indicated that the 
party adopted a less favorable position towards the welfare state and a more favorable one 
towards budget rigor relative to the pre-crisis period, in contrasts with most other parties in 
Europe, which shifted to the left.233 Taken together, this evidence leads to the question of why 
the PD did not align with its European counterparts in shifting its position to the left during 
the economic crisis. 

5.1 Explaining the Right Turn of the PD 

Fagerholm provided a review of the most relevant studies of parties’ positional change, 
identifying eight main hypotheses, which he divided into within-party, systemic and social 
factors.234 The within-party causal factors deal with change in party leadership, change of 
dominant faction and intra-party structure; systemic factors deal with the party’s previous 
electoral performance, shifts by rival parties and governing status; social factors deal with shifts 
in public opinion and global economic change. 

The two hypotheses that are found to be the most convincing at explaining the party’s 
positional shift are the change in dominant faction hypothesis and the change in party 
leadership hypothesis. The former holds that a shift in the dominant faction of the party can 
generate a change in the party’s position. Despite the scarce empirical support for this 
hypothesis in the literature,235 scholars have nevertheless highlighted how attention should be 
given to competition among internal party factions.236 This is a compelling explanation in light 
of the evidence indicating that the PD has been a very fragment party from the start – in 2011, 
seventeen different groups could be identified, divided across two main fronts.237 On one hand, 
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Pier Luigi Bersani and his allies represented a more traditional, leftist faction. In his role as 
Secretary, during the discussions of 2011 pension reform, he tried to create a bridge between 
the leftist wing of the party and the centrist one. On the other hand, Renzi was the leader of a 
moderate, centrist faction nicknamed “the scrappers” (rottamatori), who openly advocated for 
reforming the pension system and for the abolition of Article 18238 of the Statute of Workers.239 

The power struggle between these factions was allegedly one of driving factors behind 
the PD’s decision to back the establishment of a technocratic government. Bersani feared 
competition from Renzi and his increasing popularity, which he perceived as a threat to the 
cohesion of the party. The Secretary did not want to antagonize Renzi and the centrist faction 
of the PD, who were in favor of embarking in a new government coalition to implement 
reforms.240 This is in line with Budge et al.’s argument about ideology playing a central role in 
fueling fighting between party factions – whereas ideological agreements foster unity, 
ambiguities promote division.241 Renzi did promote a different, centrist ideology that clashed 
with that of the leftist wing of the party. This faction, who sided with Bersani, included member 
such as Stefano Fassina and Matteo Orfini, who criticized the pension reforms of 2011 and 
argued against those who wanted to scrap Article 18,242 on the grounds that the PD was a party 
“born to defend the weakest” – a clear reference to a traditional left ideology.243 

The latter hypothesis holds that a change in leadership of the party is a contributing 
factor for positional shift, although not one that is found to be sufficient in and of itself. 
Evidence for this hypothesis is the rise in the ranks of the party of Matteo Renzi during the 
Monti government. The then-mayor of Florence had planned to run as Party Secretary as early 
as 2011, a plan that eventually fell through when Monti was appointed Prime Minister. He then 
ran again unsuccessfully in 2012 and finally won in 2013, defeating rival Bersani by earning 
almost 70 percent of the votes in the final ballot.244 The dominant faction and the change in 
leadership explanations generate a more compelling explanation when considered together. 
One could interpret the change in party leadership in 2013 as the final piece of evidence of a 
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shift in the dominant faction of the party. According to Seddone and Venturino,245 the poor 
performance of the PD in the 2013 elections had empowered those factions that were asking 
for a strong reform of the party. The sweeping election of Renzi as Secretary of the PD in 2013 
can thus be interpreted as the ultimate victory of the reformist faction over the “old left” 
component of the party. 

Finally, two other “supporting,” albeit less compelling explanations can also be 
considered: the intra-party structure hypothesis and the governing status hypothesis. The first 
one holds that the internal organization of a party acts as a mediating factor in determining (or 
hindering) a party’s positional change. Within this literature, Schumacher’s study on social 
democratic attitudes towards the welfare state during austerity in the 1980s suggests that party 
structure is indeed an important mediating factor for positional shifts.246 The author argues 
that parties that are activist-dominated are likely to change their positions according to shifts 
among party voters, while leader-dominated parties are more likely to respond to shifts by the 
median voter. The PD is more likely to fall into the latter category, as its own voters elect the 
party Secretary and consequently influence what positions the party embraces.247 This would 
then suggest that the origin of the shift is determined by a shift in the position of party voters. 
This hypothesis could further support the dominant faction—leadership change argument, by 
indicating that party voter shift might have informed the shift of dominant faction, ultimately 
leading to a change in the leadership of the party. The second supporting explanation refers to 
the governing status hypothesis, which claims that parties in government are more likely shift 
their positions. The hypothesis, which the literature has found empirical support for, can 
further contributes to explaining why the party changed its stance, as the PD was in 
government for most of the period discussed in this text, with the exception of the Berlusconi 
government (2008-2011). 

Additionally, this paper argues that four of the hypotheses presented by Fagerholm can 
be rejected for this case.248 The first two hypotheses deal with systemic factors: the previous 
electoral performance of the party and previous shifts by rival parties. The former assumes that 
parties change their policy positions after having performed poorly in an election, provided 
that the party has lost a considerable portion of votes. This hypothesis can be discarded, as the 
party maintained a pro-welfare position on the pension system throughout the premierships 
of Prodi and Berlusconi. The latter hypothesis holds that parties will react to positional shifts 
in their rival parties, as well as to shifts in parties that are ideologically close to them, by shifting 
position in the same direction as them. This hypothesis can be rejected based on the fact that 
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during the Monti government, parties that are ideologically closer to the PD – IdV and SEL, 
the other two main leftist parties – opposed the reform and the government. While discussing 
the policy position of Berlusconi’s Popolo delle Libertà is outside the scope of this thesis, there 
is no immediate evidence indicating a positional shift of the PdL to the right. 

The third hypothesis sustains that parties – especially center and right parties – tend to 
change their policy positions in response to altering economic conditions. Adams et al. further 
built on this hypothesis by finding evidence for a “left exceptionalism” argument, which holds 
that parties from the “old left” (social democratic and communist parties) are less responsive 
to changes in the economy (globalization) compared to parties from other ideologies.249 
However, their findings, which they claim refute the neoliberal convergence hypothesis, seem 
to go against those of Bremer,250 which indicate that most left parties in Europe responded to 
the crisis by shifting their positions to the left. This hypothesis can therefore be rejected. Finally, 
one can also reject the hypothesis that parties respond to changes in public opinion. Despite 
opinion polls indicating that the Monti government enjoyed strong public support, at least in 
the first months of its mandate,251 the reforms implemented were unpopular and almost a year 
later had eroded the initial support for the government.252 Even if the party shifted its policy 
position to respond to the pro-reform shift in public opinion, the hypothesis still cannot 
account for the long-term nature of the shift, with the PD embracing a budget rigor philosophy 
during the 2016 pension reform. In addition, the surprisingly successful debut of the M5S at 
the 2013 national elections indicated the PD’s inability to capture the votes lost by the center-
right.253 
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6. Concluding Remarks 
This work investigated the positional shift of the Italian Democratic Party on the reform 

of the pension system throughout the period from 2007 to 2016. It was informed by literature 
on the neo-liberal shift of social democratic parties in Europe, and it built on evidence that the 
PD is an anomaly among the European leftist parties, as the party’s position shifted to the right 
in the wake of the Great Recession’s austerity policies.254 Through an analysis of parliamentary 
debates in the lower chamber, complemented by additional evidence from news articles, this 
text identified a change in the party’s stance on pension reforms during the economic crisis. 
The position adopted by the party during the Monti-Fornero reform of 2011 contrasted with 
that on previous reforms implemented during the Prodi and Berlusconi governments between 
2007 and 2010. Further, evidence from the 2016 pension reform indicates that the party 
returned only partially to its pre-crisis position. 

The text then highlighted and tested different hypotheses, seeking to provide an 
explanation for the party’s right turn. A convincing account could be found by looking at the 
struggle between different factions within the PD, and the prevailing of the Renzi-led reformist 
faction over the more left-leaning components of the party. This is evidenced, among other 
things, by Renzi’s ultimate rise to the party leadership in 2013. Overall, these findings can add 
to the existing literature on the neo-liberal turn of social democratic parties during the last 
three decades, while providing specific evidence of the PD’s peculiarity among European left-
wing parties. 
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