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Abstract: This paper aims to analyse the relationship between household income 
sources and household economic welfare over a medium-term period spanning 
different political-economic cycles in Argentina. It bases on the convergence be-
tween social class studies and welfare regimes analysis. We used a quantitative 
methodological strategy based on microdata from the Permanent Household 
Survey (EPH for its acronym in Spanish) of the National Institute of Statistics and 
Census (Indec for its acronym in Spanish), Argentina. The class scheme known 
as EGP/Casmin was constructed. The income sources for the different years 
were harmonised into labour and non-labour sources, differentiating the latter 
between market income and welfare income. The relationship between social 
class and income sources was analysed descriptively. A decomposition analysis 
by income sources and social class of the Gini economic inequality index was 
applied at the household level. Among the main conclusions of the paper, the 
strong dependence of households of all social classes on labour income for their 
social reproduction is highlighted, even in periods of strong dynamism in the 
field of social policies, such as the governments framed within the “progressive 
turn” or “pink tide”.

Keywords: Social structure. Welfare regimes. Pink tide. Argentina. Gini Index.

Resumen: Este artículo tiene como objetivo analizar la relación entre las fuen-
tes de ingresos de los hogares y el bienestar económico de los mismo, en un 
periodo de media duración que abarca diversos ciclos políticos – económicos 
en Argentina. Se parte de la convergencia entre los estudios de clase social y 
regímenes de bienestar para analizar el bienestar material de los hogares. Se 
utiliza una estrategia metodológica cuantitativa a partir de los microdatos de la 
Encuesta Permanente de Hogares (EPH) del Insituto Naiconal de Estadiscticas 
y Censos (Indec), Argentina. Se construyó el esquema de clases conocido como 
EGP/Casmin, y se armonizaron las fuentes de ingresos de los diferentes años 
en fuentes laborales y no laborales, diferenciando estas últimas entre ingresos 
de mercado e ingresos de protección social. Se analizó la relación entre clase 
social y fuentes de ingresos de manera descriptiva y se aplicó un análisis de la 
descomposición por fuentes de ingreso y clase social del índice de desigualdad 
económica Gini, a nivel de los hogares. Entre las principales conclusiones del 
artículo se destaca la fuerte dependencia de los hogares de todas las clases 
sociales de los ingresos laborales para su reproducción social, aún en periodos 
de fuerte dinamismo del campo de las políticas sociales, como los gobiernos 
enmarcados dentro del “giro progresista” o “marea rosa”.

Palabras-clave: Estructura social. Regímenes de bienestar. Marea rosa. Ar-
gentina. Índice de Gini.
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Resumo: Este artigo tem como objetivo analisar a re-
lação entre as fontes de renda e bem-estar de famílias 
na Argentina, no período de vários ciclos político-e-
conômicos recentes. Parte-se da convergência entre 
estudos de classes sociais e regimes de bem-estar para 
analisar o bem-estar familiar. Para tanto, utilizam-se 
microdados da Pesquisa Domiciliar Permanente (EPH) 
do Instituto Nacional de Estatística e Censos (Indec). 
Adota-se o esquema de classes conhecido como EGP/
Casmin, e as fontes de renda dos diferentes anos foram 
categorizadas em fontes laborais e não-laborais, dife-
renciando-se estas últimas entre renda de mercado e 
renda de proteção social. A relação entre classe social 
e fontes de renda foi analisada descritivamente e foi 
aplicada uma análise da decomposição por fontes de 
renda e classe social do índice de desigualdade eco-
nômica de Gini, no nível domiciliar. Entre as principais 
conclusões do artigo, destaca-se a forte dependência 
das famílias, de todas as classes sociais, da renda 
do trabalho para sua reprodução social, mesmo em 
períodos de forte dinamismo no campo das políticas 
sociais, como nos governos denominados como parte 
da “virada progressista” e “maré rosa”.

Palavras-chave: Estrutura social. Regimes de bem-
-estar. Maré rosa. Argentina. Índice de Gini.

Introduction2

During the first decade of the current century, 

some Latin American countries, especially those 

in the Southern Cone, witnessed a re-centrali-

sation of the State as a political actor and a shift 

towards moderate economic growth, careful fiscal 

balance, job creation and appropriate targeting 

of social spending. Even with varying assump-

tions, there is some consensus that this series 

of measures would have significantly reduced 

poverty and, to a lesser extent, inequality. Within 

this framework, political and cultural discussions 

centred on the link between work and social po-

licy. In this debate, excessive social intervention 

in detriment of “genuine” (labour) income sources 

has been pointed out, making evident a revival 

of the old issue of welfare’s “social foundations”.

In this paper, we revisit these discussions within 

the context of more far-reaching research that 

sustains the theoretical thesis. The processes 

of structuring society into social classes cannot 

be understood without paying attention to the 

State’s role in these processes. 

Specifically, this paper aims to analyse the 

2  Research funding source Scientific and Technological Research Projects (Proyectos de Investigación Científica y Tecnológica PICT for 
its acronym in Spanish), Fund for Scientific and Technological Research (Fondo para la Investigación Científica y Tecnológica FONCyT for 
its acronym in Spanish), National Agency for the Promotion of Research, Technological Development and Innovation (Agencia Nacional 
de Promoción de la Investigación, el Desarrollo Tecnológico y la Innovación).

relationship between household income sources 

and economic welfare in a medium-term period. 

We observed the evolution of the composition of 

household income in the different class positions 

in the social structure for the period 2003-2020. 

We focus on the relationship between labour 

and non-labour income, from a comparative 

temporal perspective that includes the periods 

of the Kirchnerist governments (2003-2015) and 

the period of the Let’s Change Alliance (Alianza 

Cambiemos) government (2015-2019), as well as 

the Covid19 pandemic (2020) under a new go-

vernment that, in the beginning, was presented 

as part of the governments of the “progressive 

cycle”. We seek to provide empirical evidence that 

makes visible both the validity of the structuralist 

perspective from the class theory to address the 

study of inequalities and the uncertainty faced by 

Argentinean households concerning the market, 

even in so-called “statist” cycles.

The paper consists of six sections. The first one 

is this introduction. The second presents theore-

tical references for studying the class and social 

policy relationship. The third section summarises 

the main milestones in economic and social policy 

during the various political and economic cycles, 

which are necessary to understand the class-in-

come relationship. The fourth section presents our 

methodological choices. The fifth section presents 

results, both descriptive and explanatory. Finally, 

the paper closes with conclusions emerging from 

our research work.

About social policy and social class

We situate our theoretical thesis in social po-

licy and social structure fields. The conceptual 

debates that mark the centrality of labour in the 

analysis of social policy are also reflected in the 

question about social structure, the processes of 

social stratification and the dynamics of social 

classes and groups. The already classic work by 

Esping-Andersen (1993; 2000) or the more recent 
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work by Adelantado et al. (1998) show social po-

licy in the process of co-constitution with social 

structure. By linking these two fields of study, 

we also focus on studies that approach social 

classes and the market (or the economy) as the 

only constitutive dimension of social stratification.

Recent studies in social policy and welfare re-

gimes point out the need to abandon the view of 

social interventions as appendicular phenomena 

to the processes of social stratification, as mere 

“palliatives” of social inequality, to situate them 

as constitutive gears in the social production of 

inequalities. At the same time, this social policy 

/social class structuring relationship has been 

approached classically from the debate about 

the “social bases” of social policies. (Baldwin 1992; 

Esping-Andersen 1993; 2000). 

Stratification processes are not only explai-

ned by the logic of the market. These also are 

defined by political interventions involving ei-

ther re-distributive or regressive aspects, aimed 

at modifying the distribution produced by the 

market or designed to encourage or preserve 

the structure of inequality induced by the market 

(Nolan et al. 2010). 

Social policy in Argentina in the 21st 
century

Whereas in the middle of the last century as-

sistance sector was seen as a “marginal” area, the 

neoliberal reform of the 1990s gave it renewed 

importance. One of its most characteristic orien-

tations is the decentralisation of social security 

to “assistance” as the new protagonist in the 

social policy field. The new centrality of assis-

tance retook a tradition based on the principle 

of need, their characteristics and behaviour on 

the subjects. It thus moved away from a notion of 

rights: a process known as the individualisation of 

welfare (Cortés and Marshall 1999; Danani 2005; 

Soldano and Andrenacci 2006; Danani and Hintze 

2010). Since the mid-2000s, in line with Argenti-

na’s political and economic transformations, we 

have witnessed a series of changes that mark a 

re-centralisation of social security. 

Several “counter-reforms” were implemented, 

which based their legitimacy on a confrontation 

with the senses that organised the neoliberal 

policies of the previous decade. In pension provi-

sion, this occurred first with an intense coverage 

expansion (due to “Pension Moratorium”) and with 

an increase in the level of benefits. However, the 

most significant impact was the elimination of 

the funding regime in 2008 and the consequent 

creation of the “Argentine Integrated Pension 

System” under the pay-as-you-go system, which 

contrasted a “guarantor” orientation regarding 

public and State responsibility for social security 

with the individualising and privatising content of 

the 1992 reform (Danani and Hintze 2010).

This trend towards a re-centralisation of social 

security in the field of Argentine social policies 

finds another of its most intense moments in an 

intervention that reconfigured the relationship 

between social security and assistance, marking 

a break with the logic of the predominant work-

fare programmes. We are referring to the reform 

of the family allowance system. The creation in 

2009 of the Universal Child Allowance for Wel-

fare (AUHPS for its acronym in Spanish; Decree 

1602/9) extended a social security intervention 

to informal and unemployed workers (Lo Vuolo 

2009; Hintze and Costa 2014).

In global terms, welfare coverage expanded 

considerably: by 1999, the total coverage of older 

adults was 63-65% (with gender gaps close to 

20 points in disadvantage of women), and the 

percentage of children and adolescents reached 

by the family allowance system was 47%. By the 

end of 2015, the coverage for older adults was 

more than 90% (between 3 and 6 points favouring 

women), and it was 77% for children and adoles-

cents (Danani et al. 2018).

In 2015, the government changed its political 

signal due to the electoral victory of the “Cam-

biemos” Alliance, which opposed the outgoing 

government. In general terms, the end of the 

period registered a deep regression in income 

distribution and the deepening of a segmenta-

tion of the productive structure, already present, 

however, since the previous government (Canta-

mutto, Constantino and Schorr 2019). Regarding 
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the transformations in welfare within this new 

cycle, trends can be observed towards a mer-

cantilist view of social rights, assistentialisation 

and individualisation of welfare. In pensions, there 

were two laws: no. 27260 passed in June 2016, 

known as “Historical Reparation”, and no. 27426 

passed in December 2017, known as “Pension 

Reform”. The first one meant the closure of the 

pension moratorium in force at the time, creating 

the Universal Pension for the Elderly (Puam for 

its acronym in Spanish). This non-contributory 

component included only 80% of the minimum 

benefit and raised the retirement age for women 

to 65 years old (previously, 60 years old). In this 

way, the equalisation between formal and infor-

mal workers promoted by the moratorium was 

aborted, tending towards the assistentialisation 

of this protection space. The second law implied 

a substitution formula for the mobility of pension 

assets under the diagnosis of the fiscal sustaina-

bility of the system. The new formula prioritised 

inflation calculation as a fundamental component 

and introduced a stratification procedure for 

beneficiaries to the detriment of those who had 

entered through the moratorium modality (Hopp 

and Lijterman 2019).

Concerning the protection of children and 

adolescents, the “ horizontal” coverage during 

the period 2015-2019 expanded, although in a 

heterogeneous manner (Beccaria et al. 2020). 

Regarding “vertical” coverage, the most notable 

feature of the period was the fall in real incomes 

of all components of social security, though with 

varying degrees of intensity. These processes 

were accompanied by trends towards the finan-

cialisation of the social security system and an 

increase in the indebtedness of its recipients 

(Beccaria et al. 2020; Arcidiácono and Bermúdez 

2020).

The period starting in 2020 is marked by the 

economic and social crisis and the consequences 

of the Covid 19 pandemic. The social, preventive 

and mandatory isolation (Aspo for its acronym in 

3  A transfer of ARS10,000 (about USD100), aimed at unregulated and unemployed workers 
4  Arcidiácono, Pilar and Gustavo Gamallo. 2020. El ingreso familiar de emergencia. Respuesta inmediata y debates futuros. Grupo de 
trabajo interdisciplinario: Derechos sociales y políticas públicas. DSPP-UBA y Rieti. https://www.dspp.com.ar/wp-content/uploads/DS-
P-2007010-Debates-02-IFE-Arcidiacono-y-Gamallo.pdf.

Spanish) established by the national government 

had profound socio-economic implications. It 

completely disrupted the organisation of living 

and working conditions. The pandemic forced 

reconversion of the State’s relationship with ci-

tizens, especially regarding assistance policies 

(Arcidiácono and Perelmitter 2021). The main me-

asures implemented by the national government 

in this field were the Emergency Family Income 

(IFE for its acronym in Spanish),3 the distribution 

of food, mainly via educational institutions and 

territorial organisations, and a broad programme 

of subsidies to companies for the payment of sa-

laries.4 These measures were complemented by 

other transfers of pre-existing resources such as 

AUHPS, the Complementary Social Wage and the 

former We Make Future, which has been part of 

the new Boosting Labour (Potenciar Trabajo) plan 

and Argentina Against Hunger (Argentina Contra 

El Hambre) plan card since March. The unequal 

socio-economic conditions of households to cope 

with quarantine (Kessler 2020; Bonfiglio, Salvia 

and Vera 2020; Haidar and Pla 2020) were one of 

the emerging issues in the public debate, along 

with the issue of care in the reorganisation of the 

tensions between work and daily life (Pla 2022).

Methodology

The paper analyses the income composition of 

households of different social classes. As detailed 

above, the years represent periods of particular 

economic cycle milestones in political orienta-

tion. Utilising the Permanent Household Survey 

(EPH for its acronym in Spanish), a quantitative 

methodology was applied,

The choice of comparison at the household le-

vel by social class focused on society, not only on 

income inequality. On the contrary, we recognise 

this inequality as an emergent economic, social 

and institutional factors (Salvia 2012).

Income can come not only from various sour-

ces but also from various members. In previous 

https://www.dspp.com.ar/wp-content/uploads/DSP-2007010-Debates-02-IFE-Arcidiacono-y-Gamallo.pdf
https://www.dspp.com.ar/wp-content/uploads/DSP-2007010-Debates-02-IFE-Arcidiacono-y-Gamallo.pdf
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works (Ayos and Pla 2021), we observed the 

composition of income sources at the level of 

individuals who are active in the labour market 

and then compared it at the household level. 

Inequalities in market dependency and the low 

prevalence of social assistance were more cle-

arly evident at the household level. Filgueira and 

Peri’s (2004) point out that the high rates of share 

of family members in the labour market consider 

inadequate individual approaches that do not take 

the family as an intermediate institution whose 

effects on social stratification are decisive. 

The household social class was construc-

ted based on the highest social class within the 

household. The operationalisation was based on 

Erikson, Goldthorpe and Portocarero’s (EGP) class 

scheme (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1993), widely 

disseminated internationally and with recent 

applications to the Latin American case (see a 

reference in Solís and Boado 2016). 

Class positions were regrouped into five cate-

gories, which is appropriate for an urban study: I 

+ II) Service class; IIIa + IIIb) Routine non-manual 

workers; IVa + IVb) Small proprietors and own-

-account workers:5 V + VI) Skilled workers; VIIa) 

Non-skilled workers. Agricultural workers were 

excluded from the analysis since the data source 

corresponds to the urban population. The cons-

truction of this scheme required the use of the 

International Standard Classification of Occupa-

tions (Isco). Since occupations in EPH are coded 

with a specific national classifier, a conversion 

to Isco-08 had to be made to construct the EGP 

scheme used here. 

EPH collects information on various income 

sources, which were regrouped according to the 

aims of this paper as follows:

Labour income: Defined as all income of any 

household member from an occupation, whether 

own-account or salaried. It includes monthly in-

come from the main occupation, monthly income 

from other occupations, compensation income 

and income from unemployment insurance.

5  The decision to assemble classes IVa + IVb lies in the similar labour conditions and informality that both social classes represent in 
our country. Previous research has demonstrated that small enterprises are characterized as family units more than capitalist ones (Pla, 
Poy and Salvia 2022).

Non-labour income for welfare: Called as such in 

analytical terms because it is the income coming 

from systems designed to address the social 

question, such as pensions, social aids (in which 

variable assistance aid and state transfers are 

concentrated) or scholarships.

Non-labour market income: Non-labour income 

derived from commercial, financial or rental acti-

vities. It includes income from rentals, company 

profits, fixed-term deposits, and alimony interests. 

The income of children under 14 years of age is 

considered here, although their share in hou-

sehold income is almost zero in all social classes.

Data analysis was based on descriptive mea-

sures, means of income, the weight of the source, 

and the application of a decomposition analysis 

of the Gini coefficient and its variations for three 

constituent components: a) the relative weight 

of the source in the household budget (Sk), b) 

the internal inequality of each type of income 

(Gk), and c) the correlation concerning total in-

come (Rk). This exercise allowed accounting for 

both the direction and magnitude in which each 

component and source explains the variations 

in economic inequality, both at the general le-

vel and for each social class. Additionally, this 

exercise of decomposing the Gini coefficient 

allowed calculating the impact that a marginal 

change in a particular income source will have 

on inequality (Lerman and Yitzhaki 1985; Wodon 

and Yitzhak 2002).

Outputs 
 
Class structure and income sources 

This paper aims to examine household income 

in the light of social class and income sources. 

We thus sought to observe the conditions under 

which households reproduce their living condi-

tions in diverse economic, political and institutio-

nal contexts. Table 1 presents the distribution of 

households in social classes for each year-study 

window and the share that each social class has 
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in terms of the total mass of income. The joint 

observation of these two “shares” allows a first 

assessment of the unequal effort distribution of 

households in the various social classes (which 

correspond to unequal insertions in the productive 

structure) and their economic retribution. 

In 2003, around two out of every ten house- 

holds in Argentina were service class, but these 

households account for a much larger share 

of the total income: 35%. At the other extreme, 

households classified as non-skilled working-

-class account for a 33% share of all Argentinean 

households, while they account for only one-fifth 

of the disposable income mass. The other three 

classes represent around 15% of the social struc-

ture of Argentine households. In terms of income 

share, the routine middle class is three points 

above the weight it assumes in the population, 

whereas the small proprietor class and the skilled 

working class are below it. Although we do not 

evaluate the differences in formality or labour 

precariousness, these variables’ weight in the 

working classes has been studied. In a particular 

way, t has been noted in the small proprietors 

who, rather than representing the petty bour-

geoisie, are more associated with own-account 

workers who develop subsistence strategies for 

social reproduction (Pla, Poy and Salvia 2022).

Table 1 – Population share and income share. Total household income

2003 2007 2010 2014 2018 2020

PS* IS** PS IS PS IS PS IS PS IS PS IS

I + II 19.2% 32.5% 19.0% 26.6% 19.0% 25.2% 18.0% 23.0% 14.3% 17.3% 14.4% 17.2%

IIIa + IIIb 15.5% 17.7% 17.4% 20.9% 17.9% 21.3% 18.6% 21.7% 15.8% 18.8% 13.7% 18,1%

IVa + IVb 14.3% 12.2% 12.5% 9.8% 12.0% 9.9% 13,20% 11.1% 13.4% 11.2% 15.8% 13.5%

V + VI 17.5% 14.2% 20.7% 19.4% 21.0% 20.2% 20.9% 20.1% 17.2% 19.0% 17.6% 18.2%

VIIa 33.5% 23.5% 30.4% 23.3% 30.0% 23.4% 29.3% 24.2% 39.3% 33.8% 38.4% 32.9%

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on  EPH-Indec (fourth  quarter). 
* Population share     ** Income share

The trends outlined so far describe general 

relationships between social class and income. 

However, as we aim to observe, different political 

and economic cycles affect this relationship to a 

greater or lesser extent. In this respect, we can 

observe some variations in 2007. The service class 

maintains its share in the total population, but its 

share in the total household income mass decre-

ases by six percentage points. This downward 

trend in the share of total income is pronounced 

throughout the whole period analysed, hand 

in hand with the decline in the full share in the 

social structure.

On the other hand, in the routine middle class 

and the skilled working class, growth is observed 

in 2007 and 2010 in the share of households in 

the social structure and total income, although 

the distance between the two shares is maintai-

ned. Various studies have reported these growth  

 

processes in both the routine middle class and 

skilled working class, with the manufacturing 

industry growing (24.2% cumulative annual growth 

over the period, a percentage similar to the total 

goods sector). In contrast, the service sector 

contracted by around 20% (Arceo et al. 2008, 69), 

which explains the reduction in the service class 

mentioned above.

Households classified as small proprietors 

decrease their share in the social structure during 

years of economic growth or stability (2007-2010) 

and increase their share during the crisis (2018-

2020). This counter-cyclical behaviour evidences 

a “sheltered sector” (Pla; Poy and Salvia 2022). 

Households of the non-skilled working class, a 

class with a solid imprint of informality and labour 

precariousness, remain stable in the two obser-

ved shares and grow from 2018 onwards. The 

Let’s Change Alliance government’s period had 
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regressive consequences on the social structure. 

It is from 2018 onwards that deterioration is 

observed in terms of the composition of the hou-

sehold structure, with a substantial increase in the 

volume of households of the non-skilled working 

class: it grows ten percentage points in the period 

2014-2018, whereas it was previously stable or 

slightly decreasing since 2003. This substantial 

weight in the total structure of households, added 

to the depreciation of the real wage of the total 

mass of salaried workers, increases the proportion 

of the income mass from which this class is made 

in its entirety. However, proportionally it is still 

below the total population. The year 2020, after 

the pandemic, shows no significant variations 

concerning the trends observed in the previous 

period, consolidating a regressive movement.

Decomposition of income inequality by 
household social class 

So far, the relationship between social class 

and income has been analysed based on the 

total household income mass, without distinc-

tion by source. However, it is interesting to look 

at the relationship between classes and income 

sources because, in this way, we can account for 

the economic inequality between households 

within social classes and their dependence on 

the market or the State for their reproduction.

As observed in table 2, the share of the non-

-labour source from social security income is 

relatively low across all classes, even more so 

among households in the classes that are less 

well-positioned in the social structure. On the 

contrary, in times of economic downturn and cri-

sis, the share of this source increases, particularly 

among households in the non-salaried classes, 

such as small proprietors or non-skilled classes, 

as the lowest in the social structure.

Table 2 – Weight of each income source in the total income mass of each social class.  
Argentina 2003–2020 

2003 2007 2010 2014 2018 2020

I + II

Labour 81% 89% 89% 88% 78% 80%

Welfare 7% 6% 8% 9% 17% 16%

Market 12% 5% 4% 3% 5% 4%

IIIa + IIIb

Labour 89% 85% 90% 89% 82% 80%

Welfare 7% 6% 7% 8% 13% 14%

Market 3% 9% 3% 2% 5% 6%

Iva + IVb

Labour 84% 86% 85% 82% 66% 65%

Welfare 12% 11% 12% 15% 30% 27%

Market 4% 3% 2% 2% 4% 8%

V + VI

Labour 91% 92% 91% 90% 83% 83%

Welfare 8% 7% 8% 9% 15% 15%

Market 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1%

VIIa

Labour 89% 88% 88% 86% 77% 73%

Welfare 9% 9% 11% 13% 20% 24%

Market 2% 2% 2% 2% 3% 3%

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on  EPH-Indec (fourth  quarter).



8/16 Civitas 22 (1): 1-16, jan.-dez. 2022 | e-42115

More profoundly, Table 3 summarises the con-

tribution that household social class makes to the 

total explanation of income and each source’s 

explanation.

Table 3 – Relative contribution of social class to inequality in each source

2003 2007 2010 2014 2018 2020

Total household income

Gini index 0,462 0,416 0,391 0,370 0,435 0,412

Whithin 19% 20% 20% 20% 22% 22%

Between 42% 34% 30% 28% 22% 21%

Overlap 39% 46% 50% 52% 56% 58%

Labour income

Gini index 0,493 0,452 0,430 0,418 0,772 0,499

Whithin 20% 20% 20% 20% 23% 21%

Between 38% 32% 29% 28% 11% 25%

Overlap 42% 48% 51% 52% 66% 54%

Welfare income

Gini index 0,863 0,836 0,814 0,792 0,772 0,499

Whithin 21% 21% 9      0,2087 21% 23% 21%

Between 17% 12% 8% 8% 11% 25%

Overlap 62% 67% 0      0,7113 71% 66% 54%

Market income

Gini index 0,973 0,957 0,956 0,952 0,925 0,722

Whithin 20% 20% 20% 20% 21% 23%

Between 47% 35% 32% 24% 26% 9%

Overlap 33% 45% 48% 55% 53% 68%

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on  EPH-Indec (fourth  quarter).

Inequality in the distribution of household inco-

me decreases until 2014, and from that moment 

onwards, it starts to rise again. Inequality in the 

distribution of household income is explained 

by social class by 42% in 2003; since then, this 

contribution has decreased. The reduction in 

the class contribution to explaining inequality 

in total household income is not repeated when 

looking at the contribution to the intra-class va-

riance. This variance remains stable throughout 

the period, showing homogeneous groups from 

this perspective.

When considering the relative contributions 

of social class to explaining the different sour-

ces of household income, we observe a similar 

behaviour to that of total income in labour in 

 

come. Given this, the decline in the explanatory 

capacity of social class to measure household 

income inequality is due more to variations in 

market and welfare sources than to labour in-

come, which remains stable in its unequalising 

effect, as expected.

We will analyse these processes in more depth 

in the next section, examining each income source 

in terms of its components to provide more robust 

evidence for the aims of the present paper.

So far, the economic inequality of households 

in Argentina has been observed concerning the 

explanatory capacity of both the household social 

class and income sources. The elements (Gk) 

(internal inequality of each type of income) and 

(Rk) (correlation to total income) are presented 



Jésica Lorena Pla • Emilio Jorge Ayos
Social class and income distribution. Analysis of household inequality sources in Argentina, 2003–2020 9/16

below, together with an estimate of the impact 

that a marginal change in a particular income 

source will have on inequality. The analysis is 

carried out by disaggregating the components 

of each of the income sources to observe which 

ones affect the various sources within households 

of diverse social classes. 

Table 4 – Decomposition of total household income. Argentina. 2003 – 2010

Source Component 2003 2007 2010

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

Labour 0.4932 0.9404 0.0040 0.4520 0.9521 0.0306 0.4301 0.9438 0.0324

W 
e 
l 
f 
a 
r 
e

Retirement/ 
pension

0.8865 0.4598 -0.0101 0.8681 0.3594 -0.0195 0.8529 0.3972 -0.0126

Social aid 0.9742 0.2331 -0.0068 0.9297 -0.3399 -0.0134 0.9147 -0.3298 -0.0187

Scholar-
ships

0.9949 0.2014 -0.0012 0.9906 0.0214 -0.0016 0.9936 0.1576 -0.0008

M 
a
r 
k 
e 
t

Company 
profits

0.9996 0.9748 0.0213 0.9988 0.9255 0.0078 0.9982 0.8755 0.0043

Rentals 0.9860 0.5933 0.0023 0.9854 0.7031 0.0075 0.9851 0.6453 0.0054

Alimony 0.9677 0.1436 -0.0099 0.9625 0.0355 -0.0132 0.9653 0.0437 -0.0107

Other inco-
mes

0.9994 0.7404 0.0003 0.9994 0.8674 0.0017 0.9995 0.7513 0.0006

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on EPH-Indec (fourth quarter).

The total income of Argentinean households 

in 2003, a time of economic, political and social 

crisis, is strongly correlated with the labour source. 

This correlation is maintained until 2010, after a 

re-composition of the labour market and social 

indicators in general. About non-labour income 

sources, it is observed that, within the income 

from some component of welfare, pensions and 

retirement benefits have the highest correlation 

with total income and, therefore, the most sig-

nificant capacity to explain inequality within this 

source. At that time, Argentina had a mixed retire-

ment and pension system under which pensions 

could come from different schemes. 

As noted above, the scheme was unified in 

2008, which had a homogenising effect on this  

 

source. Social assistance or aid has a very low 

correlation, and its weight is almost null in the 

total mass of households, as mentioned in the 

previous section. Towards 2007 and 2010, the 

correlation of this source increases inversely 

with income: that is, the lower the household 

income, the higher the correlation. This effect 

is possibly the result of a certain dynamism in 

social policies since the presidency of Cristina 

Fernández de Kirchner, particularly since 2009 

with the implementation of AUHPS. In both ca-

ses, 2007 and 2010, it is observed that a change 

in the marginal has a slight reducing effect on 

inequality, mainly in 2010. 
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Table 5 – Decomposition of total household income. Argentina. 2014 – 2020

Source Component 2014 2018 2020

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

Labour 0.4181 0.9311 0.0447 0.4181 0.9311 0.0447 0.4994 0.8826 0.0528

W 
e 
l 
f 
a 
r 
e

Retirement/ 
pension

0.8325 0.3712 -0.0173 0.8325 0.3712 -0.0173 0.8049 0.5066 -0.0017

Social aid 0.9113 -0.2815 -0.0223 0.9113 -0.2815 -0.0223 0.8123 -0.0206 -0.0441

Scholar-
ships

0.9918 0.3022 -0.0003 0.9918 0.3022 -0.0003 0.9849 0.1753 -0.0006

M 
a 
r 
k 
e 
t

Company 
profits

0.9982 0.7869 0.0019 0.9982 0.7869 0.0019 0.9966 0.8308 0.0037

Rentals 0.9895 0.6083 0.0037 0.9895 0.6083 0.0037 0.9804 0.5853 0.0032

Alimony 0.9582 0.0273 -0.0129 0.9582 0.0273 -0.0129 0.9317 0.0772 -0.0135

Other inco-
mes

0.9996 0.8965 0.0026 0.9996 0.8965 0.0026 0.9995 0.5492 0.0001

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on EPH-Indec (fourth quarter).

In 2014, a hinge moment between two different 

forms of government, the correlation retirement/

pension remained stable, but that of social aid 

increased and the equalising effect that a 1% 

change in the income source of social assistan-

ce would have on inequality. In 2014 and 2018, 

a slight increase in the correlation between the 

income source “scholarships” and total household 

income is observed within households, possibly 

as an effect of the installation of Progresar, the 

policy aimed at the education and training of 

young people that was implemented in 2014 

and is still in force. However, its characteristics 

have mutated from a more welfare-type plan to 

a targeted assistance plan. 

In all periods, the share of income from non-

-market labour sources is low, and within hou-

seholds, the sources are very heterogeneous. 

In terms of the analyses carried out, it is worth 

noting that the central inequality generating 

sources are rentals and company profits, which 

are highly positively correlated with income: they 

are null or scarce among the lowest incomes and 

very high among the best-positioned incomes in 

the distribution of the household income mass. 

The last two tables present the decomposition 

of the Gini coefficient according to household 

social classes. The information in both tables is 

extensive, but we will summarise based on our 

aim.
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Table 6 – Decomposition of total household income by social class. Argentina. 2003–2010

Source 2003 2007 2010

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

 
 
 
 
I 
+ 
II

Labour 0.4868 0.9462 -0.0156 0.4198 0.9405 0.0199 0.4085 0.9292 0.0071

Retirement 
pension

0.8727 0.3801 -0.0245 0.8683 0.3150 -0.0222 0.8647 0.3788 -0.0116

Social aid 0.9949 0.3414 -0.0008 0.9877 -0.4620 -0.0020 0.9829 -0.4668 -0.0038

Scholarships 0.9959 0.0398 -0.0008 0.9952 0.1108 -0.0003 0.9973 0.2297 -0.0004

Company 
profits

0.9993 0.9758 0.0562 0.9940 0.8453 0.0102 0.9946 0.8089 0.0097

Rentals 0.9711 0.4327 -0.0012 0.9684 0.6391 0.0120 0.9690 0.6145 0.0089

Alimony 0.9624 -0.0884 -0.0138 0.9565 -0.1262 -0.0184 0.9604 0.0332 -0.0126

Others inco-
mes

0.9995 0.7990 0.0005 0.9995 0.8272 0.0008 0.9994 0.9460 0.0026

 
 
 
 
 

IIIa 
+ 

IIIb

Labour 0.4378 0.9285 0.0273 0.4134 0.9426 0.0114 0.3841 0.9339 0.0140

Retirement 
pension

0.8637 0.3601 -0.0193 0.8573 0.2815 -0.0284 0.8616 0.4079 -0.0004

Social aid 0.9901 0.2940 -0.0015 0.9798 -0.5139 -0.0041 0.9676 -0.3547 -0.0060

Scholarships 0.9968 0.4338 0.0003 0.9934 0.1014 -0.0010 0.9932 0.0643 -0.0011

Company 
profits

0.9987 0.9380 0.0056 0.9990 0.9733 0.0270 0.9977 0.8582 0.0059

Rentals 0.9816 0.5674 0.0037 0.9859 0.7169 0.0119 0.9820 0.4842 0.0023

Alimony 0.9562 0.0182 -0.0160 0.9518 0.0170 -0.0172 0.9573 -0.0650 -0.0152

Others inco-
mes

0.9990 0.3487 -0.0000 0.9996 0.8018 0.0003 0.9991 0.5578 0.0004

 
 
 
 
 

IVa 
+ 

IVb

Labour 0.5121 0.9134 0.0303 0.4906 0.9295 0.0534 0.4777 0.9273 0.0547

Retirement 
pension

0.8608 0.4301 -0.0203 0.8259 0.3761 -0.0330 0.8088 0.4165 -0.0258

Social aid 0.9688 0.1986 -0.0106 0.9174 -0.4013 -0.0187 0.8861 -0.2753 -0.0282

Scholarships 0.9971 0.1344 -0.0008 0.9900 0.0366 -0.0018 0.9933 0.0821 -0.0007

Company 
profits

0.9967 0.9101 0.0091 0.9976 0.6969 0.0014 0.9980 0.8888 0.0039

Rentals 0.9825 0.5504 0.0023 0.9811 0.5856 0.0036 0.9779 0.6095 0.0062

Alimony 0.9668 0.2361 -0.0099 0.9609 0.0852 -0.0138 0.9696 0.0683 -0.0100

Others inco-
mes

0.9972 0.4125 -0.0000 0.9986 0.9913 0.0089 0.9979 0.1699 -0.0001

 
 
 
 
V 
+ 

VI

Labour 0.4237 0.9479 0.0056 0.9325 -0.2265 -0.0135 0.3898 0.9545 0.0164

Retirement 
pension

0.8960 0.4253 -0.0031 0.9881 -0.0324 -0.0020 0.8650 0.4324 0.0019

Social aid 0.9679 0.3153 -0.0038 0.9994 0.7862 0.0006 0.9127 -0.3337 -0.0194

Scholarships 0.9965 0.4861 0.0003 0.9883 0.6081 0.0027 0.9916 0.1904 -0.0005

Company 
profits

0.9991 0.8902 0.0032 0.9835 0.0166 -0.0050 0.9991 0.7545 0.0006

Rentals 0.9905 0.4933 0.0012 0.9989 0.6597 0.0008 0.9931 0.7543 0.0045

Alimony 0.9837 0.1971 -0.0036 . . . 0.9831 0.1475 -0.0034

Others inco-
mes

0.9990 0.5565 0.0002 0.3785 0.9987 -0.0344 -0.0001
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VIIa

Labour 0.4522 0.9239 0.0072 0.4546 0.9501 0.0535 0.4363 0.9410 0.0623

Retirement 
pension

0.8972 0.4759 0.0025 0.8659 0.3766 -0.0157 0.8376 0.3733 -0.0181

Social aid 0.9598 0.3850 -0.0031 0.8703 -0.1402 -0.0241 0.8523 -0.1194 -0.0303

Scholarships 0.9909 0.2545 -0.0019 0.9876 0.1678 -0.0018 0.9909 0.1747 -0.0010

Company 
profits

0.9995 0.5994 0.0002 0.9991 0.1398 -0.0002 0.9996 0.7134 0.0001

Rentals 0.9949 0.6534 0.0030 0.9920 0.6186 0.0024 0.9935 0.6205 0.0027

Alimony 0.9668 0.2137 -0.0085 0.9571 0.0435 -0.0161 0.9567 -0.0349 -0.0158

Others inco-
mes

0.9996 0.9416 0.0005 0.9991 0.8570 0.0020 0.9992 0.3803 -0.0000

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on EPH-Indec (fourth quarter).

In 2003, the negative correlation between social 

aid and income in the non-skilled working-class 

stands out: that is to say, within the households 

of this class, the lowest in the social structure, 

those with the lowest income receive the highest 

income from this source. In addition, a 1% change 

in this source would reduce inequality within this 

social group by 30%. It shows a strong impact 

of coverage within this class in times of crisis. 

This trend continues until 2010, growing steadily, 

although no longer with an inverse correlation. 

Also, an increase from 0.3 to 0.5 in the reti-

rement/pension source is an effect of salaries 

increases, visible in 2003. Both movements are 

even more strongly repeated in the small pro-

prietor class.

Market income is a generator of inequality in 

all classes. However, more markedly so in the 

service class and the routine middle class, since 

households with some of this income, being a 

very heterogeneous source, tend to rank higher 

than those with only labour income.
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Table 7 – Decomposition of total household income by social class. Argentina. 2014–2020

Source 2014 2018 2020

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

Gk Rk % 
Change

 
 
 
 
 
 
I 
+ 
II

Labour 0.4069 0.9214 0.0227 0.4069 0.9214 0.0227 0.5023 0.8829 0.0027

Retirement 
pension

0.8470 0.3734 -0.0138 0.8470 0.3734 -0.0138 0.8279 0.5569 0.0078

Social aid 0.9795 -0.4274 -0.0046 0.9795 -0.4274 -0.0046 0.9581 -0.2395 -0.0066

Scholarships 0.9961 0.5821 0.0011 0.9961 0.5821 0.0011 0.9960 -0.1350 -0.0008

Company 
profits

0.9961 0.8481 0.0057 0.9961 0.8481 0.0057 0.9901 0.8098 0.0047

Rentals 0.9790 0.5823 0.0062 0.9790 0.5823 0.0062 0.9636 0.5763 0.0045

Alimony 0.9548 -0.1077 -0.0176 0.9548 -0.1077 -0.0176 0.9394 -0.0026 -0.0126

Others inco-
mes

0.9995 0.5790 0.0003 0.9995 0.5790 0.0003 0.9992 0.6337 0.0003

 
 
 
 
 

IIIa 
+ 

IIIb

Labour 0.3663 0.9225 0.0108 0.3663 0.9225 0.0108 0.4743 0.9059 0.0188

Retirement 
pension

0.8538 0.3959 0.0012 0.8538 0.3959 0.0012 0.8440 0.4973 -0.0001

Social aid 0.9762 -0.4316 -0.0069 0.9762 -0.4316 -0.0069 0.9251 -0.1621 -0.0121

Scholarships 0.9950 0.3352 -0.0000 0.9950 0.3352 -0.0000 0.9879 0.1624 -0.0004

Company 
profits

0.9976 0.6680 0.0011 0.9976 0.6680 0.0011 0.9898 0.7342 0.0026

Rentals 0.9890 0.7091 0.0061 0.9890 0.7091 0.0061 0.9751 0.6199 0.0035

Alimony 0.9475 -0.0978 -0.0208 0.9475 -0.0978 -0.0208 0.9360 0.1359 -0.0121

Others inco-
mes

0.9993 0.9778 0.0085 0.9993 0.9778 0.0085 0.9990 0.3356 -0.0002

 
 
 
 
 
 

IVa 
+ 

IVb

Labour 0.4810 0.9021 0.0736 0.4810 0.9021 0.0736 0.5636 0.8247 0.0581

Retirement 
pension

0.7953 0.3846 -0.0334 0.7953 0.3846 -0.0334 0.7538 0.5432 -0.0102

Social aid 0.8729 -0.2120 -0.0343 0.8729 -0.2120 -0.0343 0.7903 -0.0091 -0.0520

Scholarships 0.9929 0.3696 -0.0001 0.9929 0.3696 -0.0001 0.9859 0.3658 -0.0002

Company 
profits

0.9977 0.7770 0.0022 0.9977 0.7770 0.0022 0.9972 0.8742 0.0117

Rentals 0.9847 0.4719 0.0014 0.9847 0.4719 0.0014 0.9729 0.5853 0.0046

Alimony 0.9657 0.0425 -0.0125 0.9657 0.0425 -0.0125 0.9355 0.1909 -0.0124

Others inco-
mes

0.9993 0.9344 0.0031 0.9993 0.9344 0.0031 0.1001 0.9448 0.0004

 
 
 
 
 
 
V 
+ 

VI

Labour 0.3689 0.9451 0.0304 0.3689 0.9451 0.0304 0.4429 0.9043 0.0432

Retirement 
pension

0.8482 0.3660 -0.0064 0.8482 0.3660 -0.0064 0.8307 0.4713 0.0041

Social aid 0.9152 -0.3306 -0.0235 0.9152 -0.3306 -0.0235 0.8351 -0.1106 -0.0414

Scholarships 0.9899 0.0586 -0.0008 0.9899 0.0586 -0.0008 0.9845 0.0206 -0.0008

Company 
profits

0.9981 0.7139 0.0006 0.9981 0.7139 0.0006 0.9967 0.6500 0.0006

Rentals 0.9946 0.6075 0.0023 0.9946 0.6075 0.0023 0.9838 0.4901 0.0009

Alimony 0.9759 0.1976 -0.0029 0.9759 0.1976 -0.0029 0.9569 0.0108 -0.0065

Others inco-
mes

0.9994 0.7143 0.0004 0.9994 0.7143 0.0004 0.9981 0.4607 0.0000
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VIIa

Labour 0.4208 0.9280 0.0659 0.4208 0.9280 0.0659 0.4754 0.8687 0.0651

Retirement 
pension

0.8015 0.3718 -0.0205 0.8015 0.3718 -0.0205 0.7780 0.5203 0.0130

Social aid 0.8449 -0.0609 -0.0328 0.8449 -0.0609 -0.0328 0.7027 0.1326 -0.0619

Scholarships 0.9837 0.1960 -0.0010 0.9837 0.1960 -0.0010 0.9779 0.2736 -0.0004

Company 
profits

0.9989 -0.4454 -0.0005 0.9989 -0.4454 -0.0005 0.9989 0.8239 0.0013

Rentals 0.9942 0.4829 0.0008 0.9942 0.4829 0.0008 0.9885 0.5390 0.0016

Alimony 0.9495 0.0745 -0.0142 0.9495 0.0745 -0.0142 0.9096 0.0507 -0.0186

Others inco-
mes

0.9995 0.8309 0.0023 0.9995 0.8309 0.0023 0.9987 0.0442 -0.0002

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on EPH-Indec (fourth quarter).

Paradoxically, in all classes, the weight of la-

bour income in the composition of total income 

falls since 2018, under the new orthodox gover-

nment, and the weight of non-labour income  

increases. However, this is due to a rapid and 

sharp deterioration in real wages, rather than the 

extension of welfare or social security coverage, 

evidenced by the Gini index increase. State inter-

ventions are targeted under the idea of assistance. 

In 2020, households in all but the lowest social 

classes showed an inverse correlation with social 

aid, which evidences an increase, at the total 

level, of the effect that a change in this source 

of 1% would have on the total mass of income: a 

44% reduction in inequality. Therefore, at the end 

of the period, we find a regressive panorama re-

garding the relationship between class structure 

and economic inequality.

Conclusions

The paper responded to the aim of analysing 

the relationship between household income 

sources and household economic welfare over 

two decades in Argentina. 

To do so, the discussion was situated in two 

theoretical trajectories, analysed in a convergent 

manner. On the one hand, the relational pers-

pective of social classes. On the other hand, the 

study of welfare regimes and their components. 

We avoided the excessive “market-centric” bias 

of class studies by bringing the two perspectives  

 

 

together. We focused on the household environ-

ment, where social reproduction “happens” rather 

than on individuals. 

When analysing descriptively the relationship 

between household social class and income over 

the 2003-2020 cycle, the following can be obser-

ved: (1) worsening of the share of the service class 

in the total mass of household income, particularly 

since 2007, in response to processes of paupe-

risation of lower sectors within this class; (2) a 

certain re-composition of the share in terms of the 

social structure of the skilled working class and 

the routine middle class, due to the dynamism 

of occupational positions found in these strata in 

periods of economic recovery and dynamism of 

the economy; (3) simultaneously, a convergence 

of the incomes of these two classes in terms of 

assimilation of their share in the total household 

income mass; (4) an anti-cyclical behaviour of the 

sector known as petty bourgeoisie, but which in 

peripheral countries assumes the characteristics 

of a shelter sector; (5) the persistence of a third 

of Argentine households both in the lowest so-

cial class and in the lowest share in terms of the 

distribution of the total income mass.

An analysis of household income by income 

source reveals a strong dependence of househol-

ds on labour income for social reproduction. This 

phenomenon remains invariable to the political 

and economic cycles. The influence of social 

class on household income remains relatively 

stable throughout the period analysed. When it 
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decreases, it is due to a greater extent to varia-

tions in market and welfare sources than to labour 

income, which maintains its unequalising effect. 

The period 2003-2020 went through five pre-

sidential terms (the last one in progress), two 

alliances of governments and economic reac-

tivation and growth processes, transformations 

in the field of social policies, and regressions in 

terms of distribution. During the two decades, 

households of all social classes depended al-

most exclusively on the income obtained in the 

labour market. Only towards the end of the two 

presidencies of Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner 

was it possible to observe the effect of massive 

income transfer policies without reversing either 

the explanatory capacity of social class, that is, 

inequality in insertion into the productive system, 

or abruptly changing the weight of the labour 

source in the reproduction of households of all 

social classes, particularly the lowest ones.

As pointed out above, discussions on the ex-

cessive weight of state intervention in progres-

sive governments are based on a dispute over 

the legitimacy of welfare programmes and the 

“deserving” populations rather than on a funda-

mental redistribution of income. The empirical 

evidence sheds light on this fact. It challenges 

us to continue advancing in social research to 

provide elements to study the processes of social 

inequality and the political and cultural disputes 

that are at play during these processes.
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