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Abstract: What do people think about becoming poor? Shobkel poor be blamed? Are
community or society mainly responsible for thedndition? Or Bad Luck? This paper analyses
the causal attributions for Poverty in Italy, inder to better understand people's viewpoint.
According to literature, we can detect three méinbations, depending on explaining poverty as
ascribable to individual, external-tangible or fatéc factors. The data analyzed come from a
study conducted in 2012, in Italy, which involvedoand 1000 participants. A Principal
Component Analysis has allowed to ‘weed-out’ tleemis by identifying three main components.
Following analyses have showed significant relatibetween attributions and factors like sex,
age, education level and economic condition.
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Introduction

most present in current public debate, showing ititaetnational Institutions care for (and to someent are

worried by) poverty: World Bankréams a World free of Poverty [1] and has reached so far one of the
Millennium Development Goals (halving, before 201% amount of people whose income is less thaR5%a.
day). The proportion of who lives in extreme poyeghowever, remains alarmingly high, about 1 Billipeople (in
2011.1vi). World Bank is determined to eradicate extremeepty and to foster growth of income level in every
Country. The first goal is supposed to be reachehdving the threshold of people living in extrepwverty to 3%
(in 2011 was 17%lvi).Furthermore, WB intervention will be focused ke thottom 40% of income distribution in
each Country and will aim to increase the incomehif group of people. As for European Countries, lias
declared 2010 “European year for combating Powenty Social exclusion” and has marked fighting Pigvas one
of the seven priorities of EU 2020: letting 20 Ntih people out from poverty within 2020.
Political institutions, in the early 15 years o&tB® millennium, seem to mobilize against poverty, inalty and
extreme violations of human dignity.

Poverty is a problem that humanity has been facorgafl of its history. In our world this topic ime of the

Although this is a desirable project, seems natdpeinough to instil confidence in the future: intfahese positions
prove indirectly that these phenomena still raiseagconcern and that their persistence, despitgemidy and
progress, is a heavy issue for all societies. rtbeoobstacle most affecting these commendablpgses is that,
although poverty is a common-sense term and despite attempts teiderd'simplistic” [2] or reductionist
interpretations [3], we are in the face of a compgleenomenon, influenced by multiple factors, edato defined
contexts or to the impact of global phenomena agsdhlevels [4][5][6]. Moreover, these factors aféero
intertwined, result from recent or distant evebtd, still able to influence the economic and pcéitiprocesses.
Seems to be necessary, hence, taking into acdear@omplexity of the phenomenon and to identifyfiicgently
inclusive definition of poverty that motivates timethodological choices assumed in the analysis.

On the other hand, taking a look at the world @eerch on this topic, remarkable weaknesses emenggirical

investigations are seldom conducted in very clasgact with the identification of relevant policjémit rather these
two fields stand separate. In addition, studiesroftim at identifying universal laws, valid in azgntext, not giving
account of the specificity of their territorial,lttural and social features [7]. On the contrarylyancareful reflection
on this variety and diversity can allow better urstiending Poverty and identifying the most effegtinterventions
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[8]. “Community anti-poverty programs are designsélected, and implemented in response to diffetfetries
about the causes of poverty that ‘justify’ the conmity development interventions”: with this sentenBradshaw
[9:8] highlights how “different views about the wartying causes of poverty lead to very differentiggochoices”

(ivi: 458). Then, studying people’s beliefs about causfepoverty means focusing on factors stricthated to
public policies and interventions. Examining liten&, theories about what originates Poverty cagrbeped into
three main streams: a first group comprises thrébations that seek for responsibility of individisacondition in

his own effort and abilities and in his “own doiagnot doing” [10:151][11][12]. “Just world theoryfor instance,
upholds the idea that people have “what they metftat is what ‘mathematically’ derives from theictions

[13][10]: a sort of “Social Darwinism” [14].

A second group of theories comprises contextualofacand traces poverty/wealth status back to tiraic
variables: Bradshaw [9] talks explicitly about “ttue of poverty” as a subculture of poor peoplevhrich a set of
shared values and norms that is separate fromuthee of the main society is developed. Likewite Dominant
ideology thesis [15] underlines the importance wfural factors: in all societies, the subordinelgsses “introject”
the socio-cultural values of the predominant classording to “Public arena theory”, several soghknomena -
like poverty - are built in specific ‘places’, trem-called ‘public arenas’ (media, cinema, scierate,). In these
places, social problems “are discussed, selectefinedl, framed, dramatized, packaged, and presetatetie

public.” [16:59]. Gwartney & McCaleb [17], finallytalk about “Welfare dependency”, that is the dogatof

disincentives to work caused (and consequently ivéy cash assistance programs [18][9][19]. Thiedt set,
finally, emphasizes “no tangible” explanations andludes attributions referred to God's will, faie bad luck
[20][21]. Several studies, finally, demonstratettpaople often have more than one belief about pavéhey

consider poverty as the result of the interactietween several factors, among which they detecteomas a
prevalent one. “Cyclical Theory”, for instance, s that poverty originates from a sort of ‘spicd problems of
different kind which can create disinvestment aedlide at community / individual level (people bewo poorer
and consequently less self-confident and so f¢@ih)

Poverty And Attributionsin Italy: Aims And M ethod

The study presented in this paper analyses howlsg@al and economic categories are in relatiothwhat
people think about poverty. Specifically, the aiftlois study is to better understand the causaibatton for
poverty, that is people’s opinion about what poyeriginates from. This work come after other sanibnes which
have focused on relation among people’s charatiteriand their beliefs about impoverishment [22][28]. Data
analyzed in this study were collected in 2012,talyl (Lazio). Data collection has involved almo800 subjects
(992), chosen complying Istat data about populasivatums (stratified sample) [25]. Respondentseveantacted
by interviewers in different places and at différeéme in the day, in order to improve randomizataf the sample.

Table 1l: The sample

Educatior} Age (years) Sex Total
=z I % % ¥ & § § ¥ 7
= = ~ w I a1 o)) +

B~ B~ B~ H

N 390 421 181 108 172 190 154 143 225 478 514 992
% 39,3 42,4 18,2 10,9 17,3 19,1 15,5 14,4 22,7 48,51,9 100

In order to detect poverty perceived causes, tHewing introductive question has been addressedalto
respondents: “In your opinion, why @mmon man gets poor?”. The suggested poverty attributionsewhis
characteristics; his behaviours; bad luck; natdisdsters; other people’s actions; illness/accgjestciety; failures
of the institutions/economic crisis. In the followji step, respondents were asked to indicate tbaicardance rate
per item, according to a 5-point Likert scale.

In order to detect possible grouping factors, a Bf@8 been carried out. The analysis has allowetifgieg three
factors accounting for almost 61% of the variancthe data (see Tab.2).

! Education levels: Low (primary and middle schoMjd (high school); High (degree and post-degree).
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Table 2: Components, eigenvalues and explained variance

Components Initial Eigenvalues Rotation Sums of Squared Logslin
P Eigenvalue Variance (%) Eigenvalue Variance (%)
Powerful Others 2,28 35,3 1,703 21,3
Chance 1,05 13,1 1,638 20,5
Internal ,98 12,2 1,511 18,9
Cumulative percentage of variance 60,6 60,6
307
207
1.59
1,07
0.57
0.0+
H : H H 4 6 ; B
Figure 2: Scree plot of the eigenvalues of principal comptsévertical axis: eigenvalues; horizontal axis:
components).

Eigenvalues for the first three components wer8,21205 and 0,98. According to the eigenvahsd criterion, we
can reasonably retain these three components (alththe eigenvalue for the third component washtiigoelow
1), a decision that fits with previous research[).

Table 3: Varimax-rotated components

Components

ltems Powerful Others Chance Internal

Individual characteristics ,039 ,060 ,861
Bad Luck 227 ,501 ,092
Natural disasters -,035 ,83( , 116
Other people ,635 ,027 ,292
Individual behaviors ,210 , 179 , 735
lliness ,189 716 ,123
Institutions ,852 ,140 ,135
Economic system ,855 ,153 147

*The names we have used have been borrowed frormsend26].
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The first factor can be interpreted as internaltaition (Cronbach’s: of this subscale =,57), and the other detected
component is related to external attribution. TH@AR have furthermore allowed detecting a distinctioto the
external component: it emerges, namely, a firstpament that we could name “Powerful Others” (otheople,
Institutions, economic system. Cronbact’s,66) and a second component “Chance” (or, ratkleat people can't
control. Cronbach’se=,63).

The factor loadings let also emerge that there dssignificant inverse relationship between différeausal
attributions: individuals who tend, for instance, ¢hoose internal attributions, do not necessatfilgose less
external explanations.

The following analyses will test the relationshigtween hidden response patterns emerged from PG@A aeries
of independent variables: sex, age, education degnd income.

In particular, respondents have been grouped fey agcording to the following categories: 18-34,635and 65-99
years old. This categorization aimed at separdtirge main periods in people’s life (at least aiyll: the course of
one's studies (high school, university), startinfamily/the entrance in labour market and the ajé/eetirement
phase.

Educational qualification has been grouped as \igloelementary education and junior high schoahhschool;
degree and postgraduate qualification (PhD, Mastggree).

Finally, as for income, poverty threshold has bdetected according to OECD standards: low-inconupleehave
been defined as those who earn less than 60% ofamdtbusehold income; on the contrary, high-income
respondents are those who earn more than 200% sktine median.

Next page
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Results
Sex of the respondent
Table 4: Causal attributions for poverty * sex of the resgent
N M SD SEM ANOVA
Variance  Sum of df Squared F Sign.
squares mean
Internal Male 445 ,0225 ,61471 ,02914 between ,942 1 ,942 2,690 ,101
Female 485 -0412 56986 ,02588 within 324,951 9850
total 930 -,0108 ,59228 ,01942 325,892 929
Powerful Male 447 -0134 57978 ,02742 between ,042 1 ,042 129, ,720
others Female 481 0,0000 ,55902 ,02549 within 299,919 974
total 928 -,0065 ,56884 ,01867 299,961 927
Chance Male 445 -0449 59861 ,02838 between 2,362 1 2,362 7,357 ,007

Female 481 ,0561 ,53519 ,02440 within 296,586 93P1,

total 926 ,0076 ,56849 ,01868 298,947 925
0,25
0,15
0,05 m Internal

Powerful others

0,05 Mal male m Chance

-0.25

Figure 2: Causal attributions for poverty * sex of the resgemt

Data show that, when thinking to impoverishmentmea seem to choose external and fatalistic exptarsatmore

frequently than men do. The first difference is sighificant.

Males, although this difference is weakly signifitg§p=,1), seem to prefer internal explanationpmierty.

Next page
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Age of the respondent

Table 5: Causal attributions for poverty * age of the respemt

N M SD SEM ANOVA
Variance Sum of df  Squared F Sign.
squares mean

Internal 18-34y.0. 272 ,1507 59151 ,03587 betwe 10,176 2 5,088 14,940,000
35-64y.0. 459 -0675 ,61087 ,02851 within 316,71927 341
65-99y.0. 199 -1005 ,50247 ,03562
total 930 -,0108 ,59228 ,01942 325,892 929

Powerful 18-34y.0. 272 ,0404 55193 ,03347 between 2,9172 1,459 4,542 011
others 35-64y.0. 459 ,0109 ,60375 ,02818 within 297,04925 321

65-99y.0. 197 -1117 ,49251 ,03509

total 928 -,0065 ,56884 ,01867 299,961 927

Chance 18-34y.0. 272 -0294 56256 ,03411 betwees28 2 ,264 ,817 442
35-64y.0. 457 ,0219 56928 ,02663 within 298,41923 ,323
65-99y.0. 197 ,0254 57531 ,04099
total 926 ,0076 ,56849 ,01868 298,947 925

0,25

0,05 7 M Internal

Powertul others

m Chance

-0,05

-0,15

-0,25

Figure 3: Causal attributions for poverty * age of the resgent

How the age of the respondent is related to higefsehbout impoverishment? Data show — signifigantthat
younger respondents think more frequently that pgue in relation with individuals’ behaviours oharacteristics.
Older respondents, on the other hand, think thagrwyou get poor, you have to blame society, otleaple’s
actions, the economic system or the fate.

Next page



Norcia and Rissotto /OI DA International Journal of Sustainable Development 08:07 (2015) 65

Education level

Table 6: Causal attributions for poverty * education leg&the respondent

N M SD SEM ANOVA
Variance Sum of df  Squared F Sign.
squares mean
Internal  low degree 348 -,0287 ,56740 ,03042 betwed, 825 2 ,912 2,586 ,076
medium 391 ,0358 ,61914 ,03131 within 320,065 907 ,353
degree
high degree 171 -,0819 ,58839 ,04500
total 910 -,0110 ,59508 ,01973 321,890 909
Powerful low degree 348 ,0259 56499 ,03029 between 1,332 2667 2,059 ,128
others medium 389 -,0077 ,56754 ,02878 within 292,598 905 ,323
degree
high degree 171 -0819 ,57830 ,04422
total 908 -,0088 ,56927 ,01889 293,930 907
Chance low degree 346 ,0029 ,61148 ,03287 betwe®30 |, 2 ,025 ,078 925
medium 389 ,0129 ,54898 ,02783 within 291,839 903 ,323
degree
high degree 171 ,0234 51965 ,03974
total 906 ,0110 ,56792 ,01887 291,890 905
0,25
0,15
0,05 H Internal

Powerful others

degree Medium
degree

igh
gree

0,05 H Chance

0,15

0,25

Figure4: Causal attributions for poverty * education legkthe respondent

Crossing education level with attributions for pdye outcomes regarding ‘powerful others’ and ‘fistiéc’
attributions show clear trends, although not sigaiit. ‘Powerful others’ beliefs, unlike ‘fatalistiones, seem to be
positively related with education level of the resgents. Furthermore, looking at the chart (figidgmerges that
low/high educated respondents choose less frequiatglnal explanations of impoverishment.
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Household income

Table 7: Causal attributions for poverty * household incomi¢he respondent

N M SD SEM ANOVA
Variance Sum of df Squared F Sign.
squares mean
Internal low 245 -0286 ,56829 ,03631 between ,845 2 ,423 1,224 295

medium 564 -,0053 ,59450 ,02503 within 313,150 90345
high 101 ,0792 ,59470 ,05917
total 910 -,0022 ,58773 ,01948 313,996 909
Powerful  low 243 ,0864 ,64020 ,04107 between 6,612 2 3,306 0,484 ,000
others medium 564 -0089 ,50742 ,02137 within 285,349 90515
high 101 -,2178 ,64193 ,06387
total 908 -,0066 ,56736 ,01883 291,960 907
Chance low 243 -0082 ,61652 ,03955 between 7,810 3,905 12,368 ,000
medium 562 ,0623 ,53873 ,02273 within 285,101 90316,
high 101 -,2376 ,55043 ,05477
total 906 ,0099 ,56891 ,01890 292,911 905

0,25

0,15

0,05
u Internal

Powerful others

medium ® Chance

-0,05

-0,15

-0,25
Figure5: Causal attributions for poverty * household incoofi¢he respondent

Household income of the respondent seems to irdkibis beliefs about impoverishment: low incomepbeprefer
external (p>,000) but not internal explanationsits are not significant, p>,295). High incomeness seem to
prefer internal causes of impoverishment but notreral/fatalistic (p>,000 for both crosses).

Discussion And Conclusion

This study has been carried out with the aim ofu$img on relation between a group of social economi
characteristics of individuals (sex, age, educatewel and income) and their attributions towarkdle tauses of
poverty.

Drawing on the pioneering study on attribution ttyelby Heider [27], many studies have been made tabausal
attribution for poverty. Since Gallup survey [28agin’s groundbreaking work [29][14] and, a fevargeafter,
Kluegel & Smith [30][31], USA has been the Counitmywhich most relevant and earliest studies onftitysc have
been carried out (see also [32][33][34][35]). Btudies on beliefs on impoverishment have been mdabized in
Europe [36][37][22][38][39][24][40][56], in Africa\liddle East [41][42][43][44][45] and in the Easti~&ast
[46][47][48] [21][1][55]-

Going through this broad literature, sex emergea elear intervening variable: consistently witle utcomes of
the present study, women result to be more exigtnialit less internalist than men [38][22][34]. Atisfying
explanation of these outcomes could be relatedgatltural-grounded role of the man as “bread-eifyrin charge
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for sustenance of his family, and the woman who e®ifinom periods in which discrimination generateabjems
beyond her personal control. Furthermore, discratiom that afflicted women calls to mindftatis mutandis)
Feagin’s work [14] in the American context: blagksd Jews — other minority groups —emerged to be imatined
to choose structural factors in explaining poverty.

Outcomes about age, on the other hand, seem tohkeaonsistent with some studies [22][38], leshwither ones
[49]: as the age increases, the tendency to attripaverty to internal causes decreases (in caniidis Feather's
results) whereas fatalistic explanations for povértrease. If we consider once more Kreidl's st{ly], we can
make a similar discussion about the age; being rmakened of a particular complex situation, oftglated to a
higher age, can promote a different idea of thenpheenon, which takes into account a wider ranggetdérmining
factors.

Our data also show that a higher education leveksponds to a general higher ‘chance’ attributibre examine
other previous cases, opposite conclusions arerdbgwKreidl in his research\{), in which a negative correlation
between education levels and metaphysical explamatiemerged: the more education increases, the more
metaphysical explanations decrease. Outcomestesgigistated, are not significant at all.

Finally, crossing income with attributions for peotye significant outcomes emerge for ‘powerful asieand
‘fatalistic’ beliefs. As the income increases, bdkiese dimensions decrease (with the exceptiorfapélistic’
attribution for low income respondents). It seenasyeto understand according to the concept of fumfe
externality’: the tendency that emerges from thia demonstrates that people having a bad econdaticsrefer
external/fatalistic explanations for poverty. Alsever & Trejo [50], Hayati & Karami [43] argue thkiw-income
individuals are more inclined to external perceptioThis outcome seems to recall the Learned reslipéss theory
[51][52][53]: in our case, low-income subjects wadbidhow a tendency to attribute events to factoy®te their
forces, with the aim of avoiding the perceptiorifafiure’.

“Which view of poverty we ultimately embrace wilate a direct bearing on the public policies we petsWith
this sentence, Schiller [54] highlights the impaoda of studies like the one we have just preseatedwhich aims
at bettering the connection between research alicigsdinterventions. Interventions for fighting \mrty, indeed,
are highly influenced by the people’s vision of lsicphenomenon: in a few words, a policy-maker thirks that
causes of poverty have to be detected in the iddalis characteristics or lacks, will intervene tbis by making
policies that support people’s improvement of tipeirsonal background.

This research introduces a number of suggestianfufiore research to investigate the implicationd application
of these results. For example, it will take futuesearch to determine the relation between peragiviterventions
as not being planneipriori, but as a result of debate and sharing, and ¢figacy.

Second, outcomes of this study could be usaqaleass of a puzzle in order to build a thorough model of Poverty that
explains not only ‘traditional’ dimensions of thghenomenon but also all its psychological and dogiocal
surroundings, related to the relationship between poor peoptetheir living environment.

Finally, this study has one main limitation relatedsampling design: the sample was stratified stnatums (as
seen above) exactly complied Istat data about adipul [25]. In order to bettering randomizationdafta collection,
it would be more advisable to use civil registry.
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