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Demographic and Sociological differences between a specific occupation (Baristas) in Italy VS the United States


There are large difference between the job markets of Italy and the United States. The focus of this paper will be the significant cross-national differences between the ages and ethnicities of individuals who perform certain jobs. Positions that are often considered entry-level by people residing in the United States, such as coffee-shop baristas, seem to be more often held as permanent positions in Italy. 

It is important to define terms associated with these complicated cross-national   characteristics in order to better understand them. For the purpose of this essay, an entry-level job will be defined as a position held by a worker who expects to move up the working ladder. In addition, I will also make the broad assumption that in the United States, entry-level positions are often considered positions held by the young, students, or immigrant workers. They generally are not considered permanent, though this is not always the case. In order to examine the reason why more Italians consider these entry-level positions, for example, that of a barista, more permanent than citizens of the United States tend to, we must also consider the cross-national variations in these types of jobs, the differences between the firms hiring these workers, and the dissimilar cultures that create differences in values and attitudes in each country. 

Worldwide business expectations are relative. They vary from one country to the next. Examining and analyzing the causes of such differences is important to both businesspersons and politicians. One of the most obvious differences in the business expectations of Italy compared with other industrialized countries has to do with the permanent nature of the low-level jobs in Italy. In other industrialized nations, only temporary employees would normally occupy these jobs. Here I seek to answer the perplexing, yet fundamental question: “Why can the observation be made that more middle-aged Italians work all of their lives in what we may consider entry-level positions, such as baristas and cash register operators at small businesses, instead of surrendering such positions to immigrants, or students as is more common in the United States?” Further, given the differences in the structures of businesses, is it fair to compare a barista position in the United States to a barista position in Italy?


In seeking the answer to these questions, I will first explore the alternatives that these low-level barista workers have in the labor market. Then, I will attempt to underline the reasons why there is such a demand for these jobs in Italy. Finally, I will attempt to explain, from the perspective of Italians, the reason why these low-level jobs, like the jobs of baristas, are much more highly respected in Italy than they are in other nations, as I discovered was the case in interviews with Italian workers. This will be discussed later. 


In America, workers expect to “move up the ladder,” meaning, they look forward to promotion as time goes on (lecture notes 30 Aug 2004). In fact, in America, a low-level job is known as an “entry-level job,” which implies that an “exit job,” or, the last job a worker would hold before the worker retires, is different, presumably higher-level, and higher-paid. A core value held by many Americans, is that with hard work, it is possible to work your way up the corporate ladder.


“Moving up the ladder” is not something that Italian employees expect as Americas often do. Older male Italian workers, who, in America, may have worked their way up the ladder to some sort of managerial position, are instead the individuals who, by morning, operate the espresso machines, and by night, function as receptionists, performing such tasks as checking tourists into hotels. In America, persons in similar job categories seem younger, and are often immigrants. The turnover rates for these types of positions are extremely high, since most people view these jobs as temporary. For instance, the coffee shop that I frequent in the United States is run by what I assume are temporary employees, since I often see new workers there, who all appear under thirty years of age. In contrast, in Italy, the employee base of the family-owned coffee shop that I am most often a patron of seems to be predominantly middle-aged men. 


The first logical step in explaining this phenomenon is to shed light on the alternatives and to explore the labor market as a whole. Setting Italy apart from other industrialized countries are such statistics as unemployment rates, working conditions, and the breakdown of employees per industrial sector.  


The job market in Italy is much different than that of other industrialized countries. To a person accustomed to the historically dynamic job market in the United States, in Italy, the employment outlook could be considered quite static. In general, in Italy, fewer jobs exist, and these jobs have more risk. There is also less scientific innovation, and therefore less opportunity for Italians to have white-collar positions in science fields as will be illustrated shortly with statistical evidence. 


The job market’s static nature is due primarily to the lack of available jobs. This is reflected by Italy’s unusually high unemployment rate compared with certain other industrialized nations, namely, the United States. Later, unemployment benefits will be discussed. The unemployment rate in Italy is among the highest in of the twenty-five countries in the European Union, and is much higher than that of the United States. In 1998, for example, Italy’s unemployment rate was 11.7%, compared to 4.5% in the United States the same year (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/emploi/em071).One must consider that the United States has an artificially low unemployment rate because the unemployed prison population is not included in this figure. Nevertheless, many people in Italy were jobless, which could have contributed to Italy’s poverty rate, which was also very high. In 2001, a study found that males who were at a persistent risk for poverty, meaning their income was less than 60% of the national median of equivalized disposable income for that year, in addition to at least two of the three previous years, was second worst in the European Union of 15 countries (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/socohe/sc033). Italy’s persistent risk of poverty was 12%, compared to the European Union’s of 9% (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/socohe/sc033). At a 12% risk of poverty, and an 11.7% unemployment rate, one might assume that a man in Italy would take almost any job he could in order to support his family, or simply to keep himself clothed, fed, and housed.


Being a worker who resides in a country with such a high unemployment rate implies certain things about the conditions in which he or she works. It is a basic principle in business that when competition is low, the product is often lower quality than if it had been manufactured in a more competitive arena. Likewise in the job market, when competition among companies to entice new employees is not high, the effect is that the working conditions and wages tend to be lower than in a more competitive environment 


High unemployment levels and a high risk of poverty are not the only factors that are negative when it comes to Italy’s job market. With such a lack of job availability, and ensuing lack of competitiveness among companies to entice workers, it is unsurprising that working conditions foster poverty. Working conditions in Italy are, in certain ways, much less desirable than they are in other countries belonging to the European Union. To illustrate this point, an examination of the hazards at work is necessary. By contrast with Italy, the United States appears to be a place where it is generally safe to work. We know this this has lead to fewer on the serious job serious accidents are relatively low in the United States. When one divides the number of serious accidents at work by the total number of employees and multiplies this figure by 100,000, the US comes up as 90 (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/emploi/em0613). Italy is higher, but not significantly, with a figure of a 96 (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/emploi/em0613). Therefore, we turn to other variables to better distinguish Italy from the United States.


There are other significant differences that reflect poorer working conditions and fewer benefits for Italian workers. Lifelong learning, for example, is much lower in Italy than it is among the rest of the European Union of 25 countries (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/emploi/em053). Lifelong learning seems to be a very important aspect of working in America, because of the evolutionary nature of American jobs. This is why it is not uncommon to hear stories of the corporate “mail delivery boy” who, after being promoted time and time again, eventually became the all-powerful CEO of the firm some years later. Stories like that simply do not exist in Italy, as was found in interviews with Italian workers and will be discussed in the latter half of this paper. A study of lifelong learning, which was quantified as the number of male workers aged 25-64 who received any education, or training in the 4 weeks preceding the survey, found that the European Union of 25 countries averaged 8.3%, whereas the Italian average was slightly over half this figure, at only 4.2% (Eurostat, http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/emploi/em053). It is the extra training, employee workshops, and on-the-job education that make it possible for American workers to move up the rungs of the working ladder as discussed. It may also be that there is a greater demand for continuing education in the United States than exists in Italy. This may be related to the American belief that lifelong learning will enable an individual to work their way up the ladder. 


The lack of continuing education leads to another point concerning Italy’s working conditions. There is a severe lack of opportunity in any high-tech field. We may determine the amount of high-tech opportunity by examining the amount of high tech innovation. In 2002, While European countries like Switzerland and Germany contributed 460.05, and 300.95 high tech patents per one million inhabitants, respectively, Italy only contributed 74.73 (Eurostat, http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/strind/innore/ir051). The lack of innovation, creating the scarcity of science-based jobs, strongly contributes to the need for qualified workers to settle for “lesser” jobs. However, this alone cannot explain the entire situation in Italy, in which older men take jobs that they may not in other industrialized nations.  For this, the Italian economy must be considered on a more macro level. The breakdown of industries in Italy should show which sectors are creating the most jobs, and this will shed light on the reason why there is such a demand for low-level jobs. 


Consider the Italian economy by industrial sectors. While mass employment in the United States is based on badly paying, entry-level jobs, i.e., the millions employed by fast-food restaurants, mass employment in Italy is much different. Most mass employment hiring is done by small, family-owned shops and artisan employers. (Ginsborg 49). In fact, 23.3% of individuals working in Italy work for small firms, defined as companies with nine employees or less (lecture notes 30 Aug 2004). 

There exists a much larger likelihood for American workers to be employed by a large business than in Italy, as seen above. It can also be argued that a small firm operates under a completely different set of norms than a big business does. For example, one may assume that a family-member at a small Italian firm is much less likely to be fired than an unknown or unrelated employee at a big American business.  We may have reason to infer, then, that some American jobs may be less secure than the same jobs in Italy. Thus, what appears to be the same job, such as that of a barista, may be very different in Italy than it would be in the United States, and thus a cross-national comparison is complicated. 

Though cross-national comparisons are difficult to perform, and are often flawed, there is still valid data that illustrates several differences between the two countries. Here, we will continue to focus on Italy, where still lies the question of why so many older men perform these jobs, whereas in many other countries, they do not. To answer this, let us further understand the demand for such jobs by looking at how many people are needed in Italian service-oriented fields. Data from 1998 shows that in small firms, 61.2% of all Italian workers were employed by the service sector of the economy (Ginsborg 340). Within the service sector, a closer examination of the  statistics shows an even greater need for the barista-type labor. Within the service sector, 46% of the total labor force works in hotels, bars, and restaurants alone (Ginsborg 343). 


Now let us examine the driving force behind Italy’s significant demand for workers in service-oriented industries. From a micro-lens, consider personal preconceptions of Italy. When I visualize what Italy has to offer, I immediately conjure up ideas of great food, entertainment, shopping, and historical monuments that I would like to see. The fact that I think of Italy primarily as a tourist attraction does not put me in the minority.


Tourism is a huge industry in Italy, and  it creates a significant number of jobs. In 2003, 36,034 tourists visited Italy, as calculated by the number of overnight visits made by tourists (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=YES&root=YES/yearlies/e/eb/ebb/ebb14608). There are 202,186 hotels and similar establishments in the European Union, and a disproportionate 33,411 of these are in Italy (Eurostat http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/newcronos/queen/display.do?screen=detail&language=en&product=LT&root=LT/yearlies/e/eb/ebb/ebb10000). 


The demand for low-level jobs, which cater to the millions of tourists who visit  Italy yearly, is so great that the industry has become competitive. Like business students in America, who feel the need to earn a college degree as an essential credential to get the best jobs in their field, baristas and waiters often receive special training to be competitive in Italy. There are schools, called scuola alberghiera, where students learn how to become waiters, hotel managers, and baristas. In addition to the statistical evidence, that supports why such jobs seem to be in more high demand in Italy than in the United States, I gathered information and corroborating evidence from workers who occupy these jobs. From my research, I will present, discuss, and analyze the Italian sentiment for their job market. I will also discuss their ideas about comparisons between Italy and the United States regarding this topic. 


 I conducted two interviews with Italian individuals who worked in the service sector, specifically in a bar on the Campo Dei Fiori, called Magnolia. It was easy to tell that this bar catered to tourists, especially Americans, for several reasons. First, its décor was extremely contemporary, which is highly unusual for Italian bars. It was so contemporary, in fact, that it reminded me much more of a coffee shop in Seattle than a typical Italian bar. Second, both employees interviewed spoke nearly flawless English. Without the stress of the language barrier, which usually exists for American tourists when they try to order coffee and a sandwich, in Magnolia, they may feel comfortable because they know that their order will be understood. The location, in the Campo Dei Fiori, illustrated the popular marketing principal, “location, location, location,” because so many people in this area are tourists. I theorize that it is because of décor, language, and location, many of the patrons of this bar were Americans, not Italians, which supports the idea that many small Italian businesses are heavily dependant on tourism. 


The employees that I interviewed were named Kamal Karout, and Ranina Hammad. Both immigrated to Italy at young ages, but looked Italian and spoke perfect Italian, and thus blended in. Karout served as a barista on every occasion that I visited Magnolia, but when asked, he told me that he was a cook, and had been his entire life. Ranina Hammad’s family owned the restaurant. As a result, she had no official position or particular job within the organization, rather, she “did whatever needed to be done,” such as cash register work when certain employees were unavailable. Hammad also taught at one of the colleges in Rome as an instructor of International Relations. 


The first topic discussed in both interviews was the overall Italian view of the job market, how they felt about their jobs, and the alternatives available to them. Karout was extremely proud of his job, and was very happy to come to work everyday. He had a lot of trouble of thinking of anything negative about his job. After much consideration, he eventually admitted that he disliked washing dishes. 


I asked him to give his opinion why people in Italy stay in one job so much longer than in the United States. “In the United States, people don’t do what they love.” I asked him whether or not he would ever switch jobs if given the chance, and stunned, he answered, “No. I love my job! I love cooking; I love talking to the people. See, if you love your job, you’ll continue it. In the United States, people don’t get the jobs they really want. If they did, they’d feel like this. They’d love their jobs and never switch.” 


Hammad agreed. She added, “That’s what creates a lot of problems in America. Your capitalism makes everything so individualistic and unlike here, everything in the U.S. is just ‘money, money, money!’ You think that capitalism is such a good thing. But to a lot of people, it’s not. People switch jobs all of the time because they seek money, not happiness… Too much pressure creates stress, anger and depression, and then you’ve got bigger problems because family values get weak and things like alcoholism happen.” This all relates back to the fact that Italians believe that Americans do not take the right jobs, and that explains our huge turnover rates.

 
It appears that jobs in America are do not play as large a part of life as Italian jobs do. Though jobs in America serve as a source of income, prestige, and status, they do not seem to overlap into other areas of life, like family and friendships, in the same way that they do in Italy. Jobs have a tremendous significance to Italian workers. For example, when Karout was asked which professions his friends had, he looked confused, and pointed to all of the workers in Magnolia. “In Italy,” Karout explained, “Your friends are in your job. That’s it.”


Unlike the United States, where as discussed, one’s employment primarily provides income to employees, in Italy, jobs are also one’s principal source of companionship, and entertainment. The result is that the set of social norms that are defined on the job are extremely important. 

Karout illustrated the significance one’s job in Italy.  He said that jobs in Italy sometimes “run in families,” as if it were genetically determined, like eye color, both Karout’s mother, brother were cooks. He believed in work-related family ties so much that he hoped that his three-year old daughter would grow up to be a cook, if she worked at all. 

 The importance of one’s work is reflected in family values. In Italy, parents support their children until they can be self-supporting, then, the child is expected to support his parents.  This may explain the reason why there are few retirement homes in Italy. Hammad said, “You can’t really expect this kind of family support in the U.S. Here, if you need to open a business, you’d probably get all of the money from your parents. It’s okay to support them later.”

After discussing the significance of one’s job and the Italian family values that can be reflected in jobs, we discussed career mobility, or the lack thereof, and the tradeoffs associated with lack of mobility in Italy. Karout had never switched professions, and said that he never would. What is at the underlying cause of the difficulty for Italian workers to move up the ladder? It is partly because of personal tradeoffs. “There is less opportunity to move up [the ladder] in Italy than the U.S., but we’ve got a lot of other things going for us. You can’t go anywhere, but at least its really stable. I like that. It’s not the job market that’s good, it’s the system.” Here, Hammad is referring to two fundamental features of the Italian job market and economy: Job security, and the welfare state, both of which I will now discuss. 

“It’s not simple to find a job,” Karout said, “but when you do, you’ve got it for life. I like that. In the U.S., you’ve always got to worry. Here, you don’t.” But even more than they value their great job security, Italians workers appreciate their benefits provided by the state. Though the job market may be grim, Italy’s these added benefits make Italians feel like the job market is fair. 

Hammad said, “Sure, it’s hard to find a job. But I like it that our state makes sure of certain things. Italy values socialist principles that the U.S. just doesn’t.” I asked her what she meant, “I don’t mind trading off [job mobility] for a good welfare state. I know that if I get hurt, I can go to the hospital right away. It’s free. I know that my kids can go to school for free. Also, we’ve got a minimum wage. You’re always guaranteed something.” 

I asked her what she was guaranteed if she couldn’t find a job at all. “Unemployment benefits,” she said. Due to the strong welfare state, unemployment benefits are very good. Unemployment benefits are calculated as 30% of average gross earnings for the last three months of employment and are exempt from social security contributions. The system is defined as follows:

Unemployed persons can receive a contributory unemployment insurance benefit for a maximum period of six months. A local social assistance scheme (Minimo Vitale) exists, but benefits are available in some municipalities only and on a case-by-case basis in the absence of national guidelines. There are no housing benefits, but there are income-tested family benefits. The tax unit is the individual, partners are taxed separately (Italy http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/10/39/29733117.PDF).


With family support, the Italians I interviewed felt that they could survive on 30% of their income while they search for a new job. Upon being rehired, as previously discussed, a worker can have faith that while they will be able to keep that job for a long time. A tradeoff between job mobility and job security combined with Italy’s strong welfare state is clearly one that many Italians, like Karout and Hammad, accept. 


In conclusion, it is the combination if Italy’s tourist-driven, small family-owned businesses in a service-based economy, strong welfare state, coupled with differing cultural norms that causes middle-aged Italian men to perform jobs that Americas are more likely to leave to students or immigrants. The prevailing reasons that we may observe older Italian men making our coffee in Italy, instead of the younger employees who plan to move up the rungs of the ladder that we see in America, is due primarily to the fact that some Americans are thought to have different values and accept different norms than Italians, in part due to the fact that in America, most people aren’t employed by “mom and pop,” firms as so many Italians are. The result is that Italians tend to have more job security, but less job mobility than Americans do. American employees cannot depend on the welfare state, either, with the same intensity as the Italians can, because as previously discussed, it simply does not exist in such a prevalent way in America as it does Italy. 

Admittedly, Italian’s secure and relaxed job situation has appeal. However, from my perspective, that of a university student from America who is determined to climb up the working ladder, the trade-off between the stressful American “rat race,” and the uniquely American job mobility is an exchange that I am willing to accept.
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