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Introduction  
 

When the EUôs growth and jobs strategy was launched in March 2000, EU leaders pledged to make ña 

decisive impact on the eradication of povertyò by 2010. However, many people still live in destitution 

with no access to basic services such as healthcare. Almost 80 million Europeans live below the 

poverty threshold. To focus on the situation, 2010 has been designated as the ñEuropean Year for 

combating poverty and social exclusionò, in order to recognise that:  

 

¶ All people have a right to live in dignity and take part in society 

¶ Public and private sectors share the responsibility to combat poverty and social exclusion 

¶ Eradicating poverty for a more cohesive society benefits all 

¶ Commitment at all levels of society is needed to achieve this goal
1
. 

 

In response to the current global economic crisis, on 26 November 2008, the European Commission 

presented a comprehensive action plan to protect Europeôs citizens from the worst effects of the 

financial crisis. It includes extensive action at national and EU levels to help households and industry 

and to concentrate support on the most vulnerable
2
.  

 

It is in this context that the Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal 

Opportunities decided to regularly monitor public opinion about the social impact of the global 

economic crisis. The first survey was conducted in July 2009 ï Flash Eurobarometer survey N
o 

276. 

The current report presents results of the second wave ï Flash Eurobarometer survey N
o 

286 

(conducted in December 2009) ï and looks at comparative data between the two waves. 

 

The objectives of the Flash Eurobarometer survey ï ñFL286 Monitoring the social impact of the crisis: 

public perceptions in the European Union (Wave 2)ò ï were:  

 

¶ To investigate perceptions about the existence of poverty  

¶ To gain knowledge about the degree of financial difficulty of households ï at present and in 

the 12 months leading up to the survey 

¶ To measure changes in healthcare and social-care affordability in the past six months 

¶ To understand how people feel about their future pension entitlements and their concerns 

about their financial situation in their old age. 

 

In addition, the survey looked at the perceptions of EU citizens in the near future (in the following 12 

months). More precisely it covered the following issues: 

 

¶ General expectations about householdsô financial situation  

¶ Perceptions about the risk of falling behind with various payments  

¶ The ability to afford oneôs current accommodation  

¶ The likelihood of keeping oneôs job. 

 

The survey obtained interviews ï fixed-line, mobile phone and face-to-face ï with nationally 

representative samples of EU citizens (aged 15 and older) living in the 27 Member States. The target 

sample size in most countries was 1,000 interviews; in total, 25,630 interviews were conducted by 

Gallupôs network of fieldwork organisations from November 30 to December 4, 2009. Statistical 

results were weighted to correct for known demographic discrepancies. More details on the survey 

methodology are included in the Annex of this report.  

 

Please note that due to rounding, the percentages shown in the charts and tables do not always exactly 

add up to the totals mentioned in the text. 

                                                      
1
 Source: : http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=637  

2 See, for example: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=89&langId=en&newsId=422&furtherNews=yes 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=637
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=89&langId=en&newsId=422&furtherNews=yes
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Main findings  
 

Perceptions about poverty in the EU 

 

¶ The trends in EU citizensô views about poverty were negative: more than half of respondents 

(between 54% and 76%) considered that poverty had increased at local, national and EU levels 

during the 12 months prior to December 2009. 

 

¶ Three-quarters of EU citizens said that poverty had increased in their country  in the 12 months 

prior to the survey, but they were less likely to think that poverty in their local area had increased 

in that timeframe; this opinion was held by roughly 6 in 10 interviewees. 

 

¶ As opposed to national and local levels of poverty, respondents found it difficult to estimate any 

change in poverty levels across the EU. Nevertheless, the proportion who thought that poverty 

had strongly or slightly increased across the EU was significantly higher than those who thought 

there had been a decrease in the year prior to the survey.  

 

¶ Individual country results showed the greatest degree of variation in citizensô perceptions 

regarding changes in poverty levels in their area. While less than 4 in 10 respondents in Sweden, 

Denmark and the Netherlands considered that local poverty had strongly or slightly increased in 

the period under consideration, more than three-quarters of respondents in Hungary, Lithuania, 

Bulgaria, France and Latvia had a similar perception. 

 

Perceptions about the numbers of poor people in the EU 

 

¶ The majority of EU citizens considered that poverty was rather widespread in their country: 31% 

of respondents estimated that one person in five was poor in their country, and approximately the 

same proportion (30%) felt that one person in three was poor. 

 

¶ The most pessimistic citizens were those of Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania, where more than 6 in 

10 interviewees estimated that about one-third of their fellow citizens lived in poverty (67%, 64% 

and 62%, respectively). In each of these countries, less than a fifth of citizens believed that the 

proportion of poor people in their country did not exceed 10%. 

 

Respondentsô views about their householdôs degree of financial difficulty 

 

¶ A fifth of EU citizens surveyed in December 2009 had difficulties in keeping up with household 

bills and credit commitments and a similar proportion (19%) stated that their household had had 

no money to pay ordinary bills, buy food or other daily consumer items, on at least one occasion, 

in the 12 months prior to the survey. 

 

¶ In Greece, 58% of respondents stated that their household was having difficulties in keeping up 

with day-to-day bills and credit commitments. In all other Member States, less than half of 

interviewees had had such an experience, ranging from 3% in Denmark and the Netherlands to 

44%-45% in Malta, Cyprus, Bulgaria and Latvia. 

 

¶ Romanians (40%) and Latvians (39%) were the most likely to have run out of money to pay for 

essential goods and services at least once during the 12 months prior to the survey. In Denmark 

(4%), the Netherlands (7%), Sweden and Austria (both 10%), however, far fewer residents had had 

such problems. 
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Coping with the costs of various types of healthcare in the past six months 

 

¶ Between 27% and 34% of EU citizens (where a specific type of healthcare was applicable) had 

noted it had become somewhat or much more difficult in the past six months to bear the costs of 

general healthcare, childcare and long-term care. 

 

¶ About half of respondents (48%-53%) who had had difficulties in paying day-to-day bills in 

the past year now found it more difficult to afford (applicable) healthcare. By comparison, in the 

group of respondents who had had no difficulties in paying bills, roughly half as many 

interviewees said things had changed for the worse. 

 

¶ More than 6 in 10 (65%) Latvians said that in the half year prior to the survey, they had noted 

it had become somewhat or much more difficult to bear the costs of general healthcare. Just under 

half of Hungarians (49%) and Poles (48%) also felt that it was now harder for them to afford 

general healthcare.  

 

¶ Putting the focus solely on respondents who considered the question about childcare to be 

relevant to their personal situation showed that more than 4 in 10 citizens in Greece (57%), Malta 

(50%), Hungary (45%), Latvia (43%) and Bulgaria (41%) felt that it was now somewhat or much 

more difficult to afford childcare. 

 

¶ The most likely to have had difficulties in coping with long-term care costs were Latvians 

(72% of those who answered the question on this subject), followed by Hungarians (56%) and 

Greeks (55%).  

 

Expectations about respondentsô household financial situation in the next 12 months 

 

¶ Looking ahead, roughly a quarter (22%) of EU citizens said they expected their householdôs 

financial situation to deteriorate during the next 12 months. Over half (54%) of interviewees 

thought the situation would be stable and 21% anticipated that it would improve in the near future. 

 

¶ These results were more positive than those from the previous wave of the survey (July 2009) 

when 26% of EU citizens expected their householdôs financial situation to be worse in the 12 

months following the study, and 16% anticipated that it would improve. 

 

¶ Respondents who had run out of money ï at least once ï to pay for essential goods and services in 

the year prior to the survey were more likely, than those who had not been through such an 

experience, to state that they expected their householdôs financial situation to deteriorate (32% vs. 

19%) in the year to come; however, members of the group were also more likely to expect an 

improvement in the situation (27% vs. 19%). 

 

¶ At least half of respondents in Lithuania (56%) and Latvia (50%) expected their householdôs 

financial situation to be worse in the next 12 months, and at least 4 in 10 citizens expected the 

same in Ireland (48%), Cyprus (45%) and Malta (40%). In all other Member States, 60%-90% of 

citizens anticipated the same or a better financial situation for their households in the next 12 

months. 

 

Respondentsô views as to whether they could cope financially in the next 12 months 

 

¶ Of the four types of payments under review, an unexpected expense of ú1,000 (or its equivalent 

in national currency) worried EU citizens the most: more than 6 in 10 respondents said there was 

at least a low risk of not being able to cope with an unexpected expense of ú1,000 in the year to 

come. Day-to-day expenditures (paying bills, buying food or other daily consumer items) were 

reasons for anxiety for 45% of EU citizens. 
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¶ While more than three-quarters of citizens in Lithuania and Hungary (both 77%), Bulgaria (79%), 

Poland (80%), Portugal (84%) and Latvia (92%) thought that, in the year to come, they might not 

be able to cope with an unexpected expense of ú1,000, this proportion decreased to less than 40% 

in Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands (between 27% and 34%). 

 

¶ More than a quarter (27%) of respondents felt that the question about paying rent or mortgage was 

not relevant to their personal situation and 36% said the same for the question about repaying 

consumer loans. Among those who did reply, 46% said there was at least a low risk that they 

would not be able to pay the rent or mortgage on time in the year to come and 49% expressed such 

pessimism about their ability to repay consumer loans on time. 

 

Respondentsô ability to afford their current accommodation in the next 12 months 

 

¶ Six percent of EU citizens said that it was very or fairly likely that they might be forced by 

financial circumstances to leave their accommodation within the next 12 months. In four Member 

States, about 1 in 10 or more respondents considered it likely that they would have problems 

meeting the costs of their accommodation: Latvia (14%), Spain, Greece and Italy (9%-11%).  

 

Views on the employment situation 

 

¶ While 77% of respondents in employment were very or fairly confident that they would be able to 

keep their job in the next 12 months, just 45% thought it would be very or fairly likely that they 

would be able to find a new job within six months, in the event that they were laid off. 

 

¶ Citizens of the Baltic states were the most pessimistic about their ability to stay in their current job 

in the next 12 months: more than 4 in 10 Lithuanians, Latvians and Estonians were not confident 

about this. In comparison, less than 1 in 10 Finnish, Austrian, Dutch, Danish and German 

residents, in employment, were concerned about keeping their job.  

 

¶ Italian, Maltese, Lithuanian, Spanish, Irish, Portuguese and Latvian citizens were the most 

pessimistic about their likelihood of finding a new position in case they were laid off: 62%-66% 

felt that it would not be at all likely or fairly unlikely that they would find a new job within six 

months of that happening. Danish citizens were the least pessimistic: just 27% felt that it would not 

be likely that they would find a new job within six months of being laid off. 

 

The impact of the crisis on future pension entitlements 

 

¶ Turning to EU citizensô views about how their pension entitlements might change in the future, a 

quarter of interviewees thought that they would have to save more for when they retired. A further 

one in four (24%) thought that they would receive lower pension benefits than expected, while about 

one in five (19%) respondents said that they would have to retire later than planned. 

 

¶ Roughly half of EU citizens were worried ï compared to 46% who were not worried ï about the 

chances that their income in old age would not be sufficient to allow them to live in dignity.  

 

¶ Respondents in Italy and Portugal were the most likely to be very or fairly worried that their 

income in old age would not be adequate to enable them to live in dignity (71% and 66%, 

respectively). Danes were the most optimistic, with 83% of citizens expecting an income in old 

age that would make it possible for them to live in dignity.  
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1. Perceptions about the existence of poverty  
 

This survey gauged EU citizensô perceptions of poverty. First of all, it focused on their views 

regarding poverty trends at various levels. Such trends were seen as negative by EU citizens: more 

than half of the respondents (between 54% and 76%) considered that poverty had increased at local, 

national and EU levels during the 12 months prior to December 2009.  

 

In addition, EU citizens were asked to make an estimate of the proportion of poor people living in their 

country. About 6 in 10 interviewees thought that poverty was rather widespread ï i.e. they estimated 

that at least 20% of their countryôs inhabitants lived in poverty. 

1.1 Perceived trends in poverty at local, national and EU levels  

 

Roughly three-quarters of EU citizens said that poverty had increased in their country  in the 12 

months prior to the survey. Furthermore, 4 in 10 interviewees thought that poverty had strongly 

increased at national level. Roughly 1 in 10 respondents ï in each case ï considered that poverty in 

their country had either remained unchanged (8%) or had strongly or slightly decreased (11%) in the 

period under consideration.  

 

EU citizens were less likely to think that poverty in their local area had increased in the 12 months 

prior to the survey; this opinion was held by roughly 6 in 10 interviewees (25% felt it had ñstrongly 

increasedò and 36% ñslightly increasedò). Approximately a quarter (24%) of respondents felt that ï in 

their area ï poverty had stayed at the same level. A positive view about the change in the level of 

poverty in their local area was supported by 11% of respondents ï i.e. they considered that poverty had 

strongly or slightly decreased. 

 

Considering the three levels reviewed in the survey, respondents found it difficult to express an 

opinion about the change in the level of poverty at EU level: 27% gave a ñdonôt knowò response 

(compared to 4%-5% for local and national level questions). Nevertheless, as with changes in the 

degree of poverty at local or national levels, interviewees who thought that poverty had strongly or 

slightly increased across the EU largely outnumbered those who thought there had been a strong or 

slight decrease in the year prior to the survey (54% vs. 10%).  

 
Perceived changes in the level of poverty in the past 12 months in...
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A comparison, between the results of the first (July 2009) and second wave (December 2009), 

concerning EU citizensô perceptions about poverty trends, showed no differences for the national and 

European level questions. Respondents in the current survey, however, were somewhat more likely to 

think that poverty in their local area had strongly or slightly increased in the 12 months prior to the 

survey (61% vs. 57% in July 2009). 
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Country variations 

 

The opinion that poverty at country level had strongly or slightly increased in the 12 months prior to 

the survey was shared by at least half of respondents in all Member States. Latvians had the most 

pessimistic view: an overwhelming (95%) majority felt that the level of poverty in their country had 

increased in the past 12 months. A similar view was held by 9 in 10 respondents in Lithuania, Portugal 

and France (90%-91%).  

 

The conviction that poverty had strongly increased in their country was felt by three-quarters of 

interviewees in Latvia and more than 6 in 10 respondents in Hungary (64%), Greece (63%) and 

Portugal (62%). In a further five countries (e.g. Lithuania and Romania), between 57% and 59% of 

respondents had a similar perception. In Denmark and Sweden, on the other hand, just 13%-14% of 

respondents said poverty had strongly increased in their country. 

 

Respondents in the two last-named countries were among the most likely in the EU to sense that the 

level of poverty was stable in their country (18% and 15%, respectively), while Polish, Czech, Irish 

and British respondents had the most positive view ï at least a fifth of respondents in these countries 

said that poverty in their country had strongly or slightly decreased in the 12 months prior to the 

survey (between 20% and 26%). 

 

Q1. Generally speaking, would you say that poverty has strongly decreased, slightly decreased, slightly increased 
or strongly increased in the last 12 months iné?

Base: all respondents, % by country
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In comparison with perceptions about poverty trends at a national level, the country results at a local 

level showed a greater degree of variation. The proportion of respondents who thought that poverty in 

their  local area had strongly or slightly increased in the 12 months prior to the survey was as low as 

30% in Sweden and as high as 89% in Latvia.  

 

Hungary, Lithuania, Bulgaria and France joined Latvia at the higher end of the scale: between 76% and 

80% of citizens in these countries felt that the level of poverty around them was getting worse. Almost 

6 in 10 respondents in Latvia said poverty had strongly increased in their area (58%). A similar view 

was shared by roughly half of Bulgarians and Hungarians (52% and 47%, respectively). 

  

On the contrary, as well as Swedish respondents, Danish and Dutch citizens (37%-38%) were the least 

likely to think that poverty had increased in their area in the past 12 months. In these three countries, 

just about 1 in 20 respondents considered that poverty in their area had strongly increased (5%-6%).  

 

Furthermore, more than 4 in 10 Swedes and Danes said that the level of poverty had remained the 

same in their area (48% and 45%, respectively); Dutch respondents, however, were less likely to share 

this view (39%). More than a tenth (15%) of the latter said that poverty in their area had strongly or 

slightly decreased in the period under consideration. Czech, British, Irish and Polish respondents, 
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nonetheless, had the most positive view ï at least a fifth said the level of poverty around them was 

decreasing (21%-22%). 

 

Q1. Generally speaking, would you say that poverty has strongly decreased, slightly decreased, slightly increased 
or strongly increased in the last 12 months iné?

Base: all respondents, % by country

Perceived changes in the level of poverty in the past 12 months in the area where 
respondents live
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Note: increased = ñstrongly increasedò + ñslightly increasedò 
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Respondents found it difficult to estimate any change in poverty levels across the EU: between 9% of 

respondents in Luxembourg and 44% in Bulgaria could not or would not say whether poverty had 

decreased or increased in the EU in the year prior to the survey. In several Member States that joined 

the EU in 2004 or later, a third or more respondents did not answer: in addition to Bulgaria, these 

countries were Poland and Romania (both 37%), Estonia (35%), Latvia, Hungary and Malta (all 33%). 

In addition, 38% of British interviewees gave no response. 

 

Focusing solely on those who did respond, it was noted that residents in France, Portugal and Cyprus 

were the most likely to think that poverty had strongly or slightly increased at EU level (90%-91%). 

Roughly 6 in 10 Cypriots (61%) and about half of Portuguese and French respondents (49% and 51%, 

respectively) said there had been a strong increase of poverty in the EU in the previous 12 months.  

 

In Poland, on the other hand, less than half as many respondents as in Cyprus thought that poverty had 

increased at EU level (42% vs. 91%; a 49-percentage point differences with Cyprus). In one additional 

country ï the Czech Republic ï less than half of respondents thought that there had been an increase of 

poverty in the EU (49%).  

 

A quarter of Czech and Polish residents felt that the level of poverty across the EU had been stable 

(25%-26%) and a somewhat higher proportion perceived a strong or slight decrease in the level of 

poverty in the EU (26% and 32%, respectively). Respondents in Slovakia were as likely as 

respondents in the two former countries to think that the level of poverty had remained the same 

during the past year (26%), while those in the UK were as likely to think that the amount of poverty 

had deteriorated (28%). 

 

Perceived changes in the level of poverty in the past 12 months in the EU
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A comparison with EU citizensô perceptions about poverty in July 2009  

 

Based on individual country results ï both in July and December 2009 ï regarding EU citizensô 

perceptions about poverty trends at various levels, a few conclusions can be drawn:  

 

¶ In both waves of the survey, perceptions varied the most between countries when respondents 

were asked about the level of poverty in their area. Similarly, in both surveys, respondents found 

it the most difficult to express an opinion about the change in the level of poverty at EU level. 

  

¶ Examining country breakdowns, it was noted that their ranking remained more or less the same 

between the two surveys. For example, citizens in Latvia, Portugal and Hungary were among the 

most likely to feel that the situation of poverty in their country had worsened in the past 12 

months ï both in July and in December 2009. 

 

¶ It was noted above that, when asking EU citizens about changes in poverty trends, the results at 

EU level were similar in July and December 2009. There was, however, no overall pattern, and in 

some Member States there was no difference in perceptions, while in others, there were examples 

of both positive (i.e. a lower proportion who felt there had been a slight or strong decrease) and 

negative (i.e. a higher proportion who felt there had been a decrease) trends. 

 

Socio-demographic considerations 

 

The youngest respondents were less likely than their older counterparts to consider that poverty had 

increased in the 12 months prior to the survey in their local area or in their country. For example, 

while 72% of 15-24 year-olds felt that the level of poverty had risen in their country, between 75% and 

79% of the other age groups had a similar view. At the same time, 15-24 year-olds were more likely 

than their older counterparts to sense that poverty had tended to decrease in their country (16% vs. 

10%-11%) and in their local area (18% vs. 9%-10% of older respondents).  

 

Over 54 year-olds were more likely to give a ñdonôt knowò response when asked about poverty in the 

EU (33% vs. 21%-25% of all the other age groups). When taking this difference into account, 

however, a similar pattern of differences emerged as discussed above: 15-24 year-olds were less likely 

than their older counterparts to consider that poverty had increased at EU level.  

 

Full-time students, compared to all other respondents, also felt there had been greater decreases in the 

degree of poverty at local, national and EU levels during the 12 months prior to the survey. For 

example, about a fifth (19%) of full-time students thought that poverty had decreased in their local 

area compared to only about half as many of those no longer in education (9%-12%). 

 

Respondents with the lowest level of education found it most difficult to express an opinion about the 

change in the level of poverty at EU level (34% gave a ñdonôt knowò response vs. 23%-28% of those 

with a higher level of education). Nevertheless, after controlling for the number of ñdonôt knowò 

responses ï and as for the findings for poverty at local and country levels ï it appeared that the 

respondentôs educational background had little impact on their perceptions about trends in the levels of 

poverty.  

 

Within occupational segments, the self-employed were the least likely to sense that poverty had 

increased at local, national and EU levels during the 12 months prior to the survey. The most liable to 

say that poverty had increased at local and national levels were manual workers; employees were the 

most likely to state that poverty had increased in the EU in the 12 months prior to the survey For 

example, 70% of the self-employed thought that poverty had increased in their country, compared to 

80% of manual workers, 78% of employees and 75% of non-working respondents.  

 

Although men and women did not differ in the overall proportions who thought there had been an 

increase in the levels of poverty, the latter were more likely to sense that there had been a strong 

increase. For example, a slim majority of both men and women said that poverty had increased in the 
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EU in the 12 months prior to the survey (53% and 55%, respectively); however, while 27% of women 

said that this had been a strong increase, just 20% of men agreed. 

 

For further details, see annex table 1b, 2b and 3b. 

 

1.2 Estimating the proportion of poor people in the respondentôs country 

 

About 6 in 10 EU citizens considered that poverty was rather widespread in their country ï i.e. they 

thought that at least 20% of their countryôs inhabitants lived in poverty. This was unchanged from the 

previous wave of the survey. 

 

More precisely, 30% of respondents estimated that one person in three (i.e. roughly 30% of the 

countryôs population) was poor, and approximately the same proportion (31%) said that one person in 

five (i.e. 20%) was poor in their country. 

 

Somewhat more than a fifth (22%) of EU citizens estimated that the proportion of poor people in their 

country was about 10%, and roughly 1 in 10 (9%) thought that about 5% of their fellow citizens lived 

in poverty. Finally, less than 1 in 20 (4%) respondents thought that the proportion of poor people in 

their country was less than 5%. 

 

29

31

21
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5

1 person out of 3 - or about 30%

1 person out of 5 - or 20%

1 person out of 10 - or 10%

1 person out of 20 - or 5%

Less than 5%

DK/NA

Q2. If you were to say how many poor people there are in (OUR COUNTRY), would you say thaté ? 
Base: all respondents, % EU27

Estimate of the proportion o f poor people in respondentsô countries 

30

31

22

9

4

5

Fl276 (07/2009) Fl286 (12/2009)

 
 

The most pessimistic citizens were those of Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania, where more than 6 in 10 

interviewees estimated that about one-third of their fellow citizens lived in poverty (67%, 64% and 

62%, respectively). Lithuania, Latvia and Greece had more than 4 in 10 interviewees stating that 

poverty affected roughly 30% of their countryôs population (49%, 48% and 45%, respectively). In 

each of these countries, less than a fifth of citizens believed that the proportion of poor people in their 

country did not exceed 10% (between 10% and 19%). 

 

Turning to the most ñoptimisticò country, just 2% of respondents in Denmark thought that one person 

in three was poor in their country, and 12% thought the figure was one person in five. Three in 10 

Danes estimated that the proportion of poor people in their country was about 10%, and another 27% 

thought that about 5% of the countryôs residents were poor. Finally, about a quarter (24%) believed 

that poverty affected less than 5% of the countryôs residents. 

 

Luxembourg, Finland, Sweden and the Netherlands had roughly 1 in 10 interviewees (9%-11%) 

stating that poverty affected about 30% of their countryôs population. Overall, almost two-thirds of 

respondents in the Netherlands, Sweden and Finland (all 64%) and a slim majority in Luxembourg 

(53%) thought that the proportion of poor people in their country did not exceed 10% of the 

population. 
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The map (following the bar chart) shows for each country the proportion of respondents who thought 

that poverty was rather widespread in their country (i.e. at least 20% of their countryôs inhabitants 

lived in poverty). This map illustrates ï once again ï the contrast between the pessimism shown by 

respondents in many eastern and south-eastern European countries and the relative optimism shown by 

interviewees in the Nordic countries and certain northern and central European Member States. 
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Base: all respondents, % by country

Estimate of the proportion o f poor people in respondentsô countries 

67 64 62
49 48 45

39 38 38 37 34 33 30 28 26 25 25 24 23 22 20 17 15 11 10 10 9
2

16 23
15

26 28 33

28 30 29 29 33 33
31

25
39

30
22

34 28 30
41

30 32

20 22 24
32

12

8
8

10 11 13 14

19 18 18 22 17 18
22

22

22

23

19

29

20 24

24

26 30

35 34
36

35

30

4
2

4 6 4 4
5 6 6

6
8 7 9

11

7

9

9

8

14 11
6

14
13

19 19
19

14

27

1 0
1 2 1 1

2 1 3 2 3 2 4
6

3
4

8

3
10 7

4 8 6 10 11
9 4

24

5 3 8 7 6 3 8 6 6 3 5 7 5 8 3 9
16

2 4 6 5 5 4 5 5 2 5 5

0

20

40

60

80

100

B
G

H
U

R
O

L
T

L
V

E
L

S
K

E
E

P
L S
I

IT P
T

E
U

2
7

C
Z

F
R

E
S

M
T

D
E

C
Y

U
K

B
E IE A
T

N
L

S
E F
I

L
U

D
K

1 person out of 3 - or about 30% 1 person out of 5 - or 20% 1 person out of 10 - or 10%

1 person out of 20 - or 5% Less than 5% DK/NA

 



Flash EB No 286 - Monitoring  the social impact of the crisis (Wave 2)  Analytical Report  

   page 15 

EU citizensô perceptions about poverty ï a comparison between July and December 2009  

 

Between July 2009 and the current survey, the individual country results mostly showed small 

differences between respondentsô perceptions about the amount of poverty in their countries. There 

were, however, a few exceptions.  

 

The July 2009 results showed that more than three-quarters (77%) of Portuguese respondents thought 

that at least one-fifth of their fellow citizens lived in poverty; in December 2009, however, far fewer 

Portuguese respondents selected this response (66%, -11 percentage points). A similar trend was 

observed in Spain (from 61% in July to 55% in December, -6 percentage points).  

 

Luxembourg and Malta, on the other hand, had seen an increase of at least 15 percentage points in the 

proportion of respondents who estimated that the share of poor people in their country was at least 

20% (Luxembourg: from 27% to 42%, +15 percentage points; Malta: from 29% to 47%, +18).  

 

Q2. If you were to say how many poor people there are in (OUR COUNTRY), would you say thaté ?  
Base: all respondents, % by country
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Socio-demographic considerations 

 

Generally, women were more likely to believe that there was a higher proportion of poor people in 

their country: 32% of women thought that about one-third of their fellow citizens were poor compared 

to 27% of men who held that opinion. Almost 4 in 10 (39%) men felt that 10% or less people were 

poor in their country, compared to 31% of women who had that view. 

 

Similarly, manual workers made more negative estimates about the issue compared to respondents in 

other occupational categories. While more than a third (36%) of manual workers considered that 

about 30% of the population in their respective countries were poor, between 26% and 31% of 

respondents in other occupational groups felt that way. Almost 4 in 10 employees and self-employed 

respondents estimated the share of poor people to be 10% or less (39% and 37%, respectively), the 

corresponding proportions for manual workers and non-working respondents were, respectively, 27% 

and 33%.  

 

The opinion that poverty affected roughly 30% of their countryôs population was less frequently held 

by the most educated respondents: 22% selected this response vs. 33%-34% of those with a lower 

level of education. The most educated respondents were more likely to think that either about 20% or 

10% of their fellow citizens lived in poverty. For example, 26% of the former thought that about one-

tenth of their fellow citizens were poor compared to 20%-21% of respondents with a lower level of 

education. 
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Finally, within the various age groups, it was noted that a lower proportion of the oldest respondents 

mentioned the highest ratios of poverty: 56% of the over 54s said that either one person in three or one 

person in five was poor in their country, compared to 61%-63% of other age groups. The oldest 

respondents found it more difficult to estimate the proportion of poor people in their country: 8% gave 

a ñdonôt knowò response (compared to 2%-4% for other age groups).  

 

For further details, see annex table 4b. 
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2. Degree of financial difficulty  
 

This survey used two subjective measures to identify the degree of financial difficulty existing in EU 

households: 

 

¶ the ability of households to keep up with bills and credit commitments at the time of the survey, 

and 

¶ whether households had run out of money to pay essential goods and services at some time in the 

12 months prior to the survey. 

 

Both measures gave similar results: a fifth of EU citizens surveyed in December 2009 had difficulties 

in keeping up with household bills and credit commitments and a similar proportion (19%) stated that, 

on at least one occasion in the 12 months prior to the survey, their household had had no money to pay 

ordinary bills, buy food or other daily consumer items. 

2.1 Keeping up with household bills and credit commitments  

 

In December 2009, keeping up with household bills and credit commitments was a problem for a fifth 

of EU citizens: 15% said that this was a constant struggle, 3% had fallen behind with some bills and 

credit commitments, and 2% had had real financial problems and had fallen behind with many such 

payments. 

 

A third of EU citizens stated that their household occasionally struggled to keep up with day-to-day 

bills and credit commitments; more than 4 in 10 (45%) said that this was never a problem. 

 

45

33

15

3

2

1

45

34

15

3

2

1

I am / we are keeping up without any difficulties

I am / we are keeping up but struggle to do so from 
time to time

I am / we are keeping up but it is a constant struggle

I am / we are falling behind with some bills / credit 
commitments

I am / we are having real financial problems and 
have fallen behind with many bills and credit 

commitments

DK/NA

Q3. Which of the following best describes how your household is keeping up with all its bills and credit 
commitments at present?
Base: all respondents, % EU27

Householdsô ability to keep up with household bills and credit commitments

Fl276 (07/2009) Fl286 (12/2009)

 
 

In Greece, 58% of respondents stated that their household was having difficulties in keeping up with 

day-to-day bills and credit commitments
3
. In all other Member States, less than half of interviewees 

were struggling to that extent, ranging from 3% in Denmark and the Netherlands to 44%-45% in 

Malta, Cyprus, Bulgaria and Latvia.  

 

The proportion of interviewees who said that their household was in real trouble (i.e. had fallen behind 

with some or many bills and credit commitments) was higher than 10% in eight Member States: 

Bulgaria (15%), Greece (14%), Malta, Latvia, Lithuania and Hungary (all 13%), Estonia (12%) and 

Romania (11%). 

 

                                                      
3
 Sum of: ñconstant struggleò + ñfalling behind with some billsò + ñfalling behind with many billsò 
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In Denmark, the Netherlands and Sweden, on the other hand, at least three-quarters of respondents 

stated they had absolutely no difficulty in keeping up with day-to-day bills and credit commitments 

(82%, 76% and 75%, respectively). In five further countries, a majority of respondents selected this 

response: Slovenia (51%), Slovakia (57%), Austria (63%), Finland and Luxembourg (both 66%).  

 

Q3. Which of the following best describes how your household is keeping up with all its bills and credit 
commitments at present? 

Base: all respondents, % by country

Householdsô ability to keep up with household bills and credit commitments
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Examining the country breakdown in December 2009 compared to July 2009, it was noted that the 

ranking of countries remained more or less the same between the two surveys. For example, in both 

waves, the highest proportions of respondents who stated that their household was having difficulties 

in keeping up with day-to-day bills and credit commitments were found in Greece, Latvia and 

Bulgaria. Moreover, as in July 2009, it can be concluded that Danish, Swedish and Dutch respondents 

were the least likely to have such financial problems. 

 

Two countries are worthy of extra attention: Cyprus and Malta. These countries saw an increase of 

more than five percentage points from July 2009 to December 2009 in the proportions of interviewees 

who stated that their household was having difficulties in keeping up with their day-to-day bills and 

credit commitments (Malta: from 36% to 44%, +8 percentage points; Cyprus: from 38% to 45%, +7).   

 

Q3. Which of the following best describes how your household is keeping up with all its bills and credit 
commitments at present? 
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Socio-demographic considerations 

 

Respondents with the lowest level of education and manual workers were the most likely to state that 

their household was having difficulties
4
 in keeping up with day-to-day bills and credit commitments 

(28%-29%, compared to an EU average of 20%). On the other hand, respondents with the highest level 

of education, employees, full-time students and respondents younger than 25 were the ones least 

frequently encountering financial difficulties (between 13% and 16%).  

 

Although the proportion of respondents who stated that their household was having financial 

difficulties was not very different for the youngest (under 25) and oldest respondents (over 54), the 

latter were more likely to state that they had absolutely no difficulty in keeping up with day-to-day 

bills and credit commitments (53% vs. 43% of 15-24 year-olds). The most educated respondents, 

employees, men and metropolitan residents were as likely as the over 54 year-olds to have this 

viewpoint (between 49% and 56% ï compared to, for example, 32% of manual workers, 38% of the 

least educated respondents and 42% of women).  

 

For further details, please see annex table 5b. 

2.2 Running out of money to pay for essential goods and services  

 

About one in five (19%) EU citizens stated that their household had run out of money to pay ordinary 

bills, buy food or other daily consumer items, on at least one occasion, in the 12 months prior to the 

survey. These results were similar to those in July 2009: 18% of EU citizens stated that their 

household had had such an experience. 

 

Has respondentôs household had no money to pay ordinary bills 
or to buy food in past 12 months?

18

81

1

Yes

No

DK/NA

Q9. Has your household at any time during the past 12 months run out of money to pay ordinary 
bills or buying food or other daily consumer items?

Base: all respondents, % EU27
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Romanians (40%) and Latvians (39%) were the most likely to have run out of money to pay for 

essential goods and services during the 12 months prior to the survey. In some of the other eastern 

European countries, such as Lithuania, Hungary and Bulgaria, at least 3 in 10 respondents stated that 

their household had lived through a similar experience (between 30% and 36%). In Denmark (4%), the 

Netherlands (7%), Sweden and Austria (both 10%), however, far fewer residents had had such 

problems. 

 

In accordance with the results discussed in the section 2.1, compared to July 2009, respondents in 

Malta and Cyprus were now more likely to state that their household had run out of money to pay 

ordinary bills, buy food or other daily consumer items, on at least one occasion, in the 12 months prior 

                                                      
4
 Sum of: ñconstant struggleò + ñfalling behind with some billsò + ñfalling behind with many billsò 
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to the survey (Malta: +5 percentage points; Cyprus: +7 percentage points). The opposite trend was 

observed in Romania: in July 2009, 45% of Romanians said their household had run out of money to 

pay for essential goods and services; in the current survey, this proportion had decreased to 40%. 

 

Q9. Has your household at any time during the past 12 months run out of money to pay ordinary bills or buying 
food or other daily consumer items?

Base: all respondents, % by country

Has respondentôs household had no money to pay ordinary bills or to buy food in 
past 12 months?
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As stated in section 2.1, respondents in the Nordic countries ï Denmark, Sweden and Finland ï were 

among the least likely to state that they had had difficulties in keeping up with day-to-day bills and 

credit commitments. In the current section, it was noted that they were also among the least liable to 

have run out of money to pay for essential goods and services during the 12 months prior to the 

survey; this can be seen on the map on the next page. Less than a sixth of respondents in these 

countries and in other central and northern European Member States had run out of money to pay for 

essential goods and services; however, the map also indicates that this proportion increased to more 

than a third of respondents in some eastern European countries, such as Romania and Bulgaria. 

 



Flash EB No 286 - Monitoring  the social impact of the crisis (Wave 2)  Analytical Report  

   page 21 

 

 
 

Socio-demographic considerations 

 

Looking at the socio-demographic segments, those most affected by financial problems in the year 

prior to the survey (i.e. they had run out of money to pay for essential goods and services on at least 

one occasion) were 25-39 year-olds, the least educated respondents and manual workers; the least 

affected were the most educated respondents, those still in education and over 54 year-olds.  

 

Across age groups, 24% of 25-39 year olds said that during the 12 months prior to the survey their 

household had run out of money to pay ordinary bills, buy food or other daily consumer items, 

compared to 14% of over 54 year-olds and 16% of 15-24 year-olds. 

 

While 13% of the most educated citizens and 16% of those still in education stated that their household had 

had problems with ordinary payments in the year prior to the survey, this compared to more than one in five 

of those with a lower level of education (21%-24%). Similarly, 28% of manual workers had had a similar 

experience; this proportion dropped to 14% for employees and 18% for the self-employed.   

 

Finally, although differences were smaller than the ones discussed above, women were somewhat more 

likely to state that they had had no money to pay for essential goods and services, on at least one occasion, 

in the 12 months prior to the survey (21% vs. 17% of men). 

 

For further details, see annex table 11b. 
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3. Changes in  healthcare  and soci al -care  affordability  
 

The survey next asked whether, in the past six months, respondents had noted any changes in their 

ability to afford general healthcare, childcare or long-term care services. A few respondents (6%-9%) 

now found it easier to afford such services ï that were applicable to them ï than six months ago, while 

between 27% and 34% of interviewees said things had changed for the worse. For the majority of EU 

citizens (where a specific type of healthcare was applicable to the respondent), no changes were 

noticed in these three areas.  

 

Three in 10 (30%) respondents said it had become somewhat or much more difficult to afford general 

healthcare for themselves or their relatives in the past six months. Almost six in 10 (57%) 

interviewees stated that, in this timeframe, there had been no changes in their ability to bear the costs 

of general healthcare for themselves or their relatives. Finally, 6% of interviewees said that they felt 

that healthcare had become more affordable in the past six months.  

 

A slim majority (54%) of respondents did not answer the question about changes in the affordability of 

childcare ï as this question was not relevant to their personal situation. Among respondents who did 

respond, 58% thought that the affordability of childcare had remained stable in the past six months and 

about half as many ï 27% ï noted that it had become somewhat or much more difficult to afford 

childcare. Just 9% of respondents had noted a positive change. 

 

The question about long-term care for themselves and their relatives was answered by almost two-

thirds of respondents ï 31% of respondents considered that the question was not relevant to their 

personal situation. Roughly one in three (34%) respondents ï who answered this question ï found it 

now more difficult to cope with the costs involved in long-term care services than six months ago, 

while less than a tenth of interviewees (8%) had noted that such services had become more affordable. 

Finally, 51% of interviewees felt that the affordability of long-term care had not changed in the past 

six months.  
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Country variations 

 

Latvians stood out from respondents in other Member States with almost two-thirds (65%) of them 

saying that, in the half year prior to the survey, they had noted it had become somewhat or much more 

difficult to bear the costs of general healthcare for themselves and their family members. 

Furthermore, 42% of Latvians stated that it was now much more difficult to afford such care. Almost 

half of Romanians (49%) and Poles (48%) also felt that it was now harder for them to afford general 

healthcare ï about a quarter stated that it was much more difficult (25%-26%).  

 

In the last six months, less than 1 in 10 citizens in the Nordic countries ï Denmark, Sweden and 

Finland ï found it more difficult to meet the costs of general healthcare services (between 5% and 

9%). In this regard, these countries were the most stable of all the EU countries. Roughly 8 in 10, or 

more, of respondents in Denmark (85%), Sweden and Finland (both 79%) had seen no changes in the 

affordability of general healthcare in the past six months. 

 

In almost all Member States, not more than 1 in 10 respondents had seen an improvement in their 

ability to afford general healthcare services for themselves and their family members in the past six 

months. In Bulgaria, the UK, Cyprus and Luxembourg, however, between 11% and 14% of 

respondents had seen an improvement in this respect. 

 

Q4. In the last six months, have you noted any changes in your ability to afford healthcare for you or your relatives?
(IF YES) Has it become much more easy, somewhat more easy, somewhat more difficult, much more difficult?

Base: all respondents, % by country
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The proportion of respondents who considered that the question about childcare was not relevant to 

their personal situation ranged from 27% in Italy to 81% in Finland. Other countries with a high 

proportion of ñnon-applicableò responses were Portugal (78%), the Netherlands (75%), Latvia and 

Bulgaria (both 69%). 

 

Putting the focus solely on interviewees who considered the question about the affordability of 

childcare to be relevant to their personal situation showed that almost 6 in 10 (57%) respondents in 

Greece and half of interviewees in Malta felt that it was now somewhat or much more difficult to 

afford childcare. In Bulgaria, Latvia and Hungary, between 41% and 45% of respondents shared this 

opinion. 

 

On the other hand, virtually no Swedes (3%) agreed that it had become somewhat or much more 

difficult to bear the costs of childcare in the past six months, while a majority (59%) thought that the 

situation in this regard was stable (note: 35% of Swedes who responded said they did not know 

whether there had been a change in affordability). Respondents in Denmark were the most likely to 

say that the affordability of childcare had remained stable (87%). 
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Approximately one in seven respondents in Cyprus, Austria and Luxembourg had seen an 

improvement in this matter in the six months prior to the survey (15%-16%). In a majority of the 

Member States, however, between 5% and 10% of respondents felt that childcare was now more 

affordable.  

 

Perceived c hanges in the ability to afford childcare
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Respondents were also asked to evaluate any changes in their ability to afford long-term care for 

themselves and family members. Hungarian and Latvian residents were the least likely to answer this 

question (71% and 68%, respectively, of interviewees said the question was ñnon-applicableò). In 

Sweden, Portugal and Finland, at least half of respondents considered that this question was not 

relevant to their personal situation (between 50% and 63%). 

 

As in the case of the affordability of general healthcare ï again placing the focus on those interviewees 

who had actually responded ï citizens of Latvia and those of Sweden and Denmark were at the 

extremes. While more than 7 in 10 Latvians said that it had become somewhat or much more difficult 

for them to afford long-term care in the past six months (72%), not more than 1 in 10 Danes and 

Swedes felt that way (7% and 10%, respectively). Furthermore, 49% of Latvians ï compared to 2% of 

Danes and Swedes ï said that it had become much more difficult to bear the costs of long-term care. 
































































































































































