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OVERVIEW OF KEY INDICATORS FOR THE EU27 

GDP growth 

2019 Q3 2019 Q4 2020 Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3

% change on previous quarter 0.3 0.2 -3.3 -11.3 11.5

% chage on same quarter of previous year 1.6 1.3 -2.6 -13.9 -4.2
 

Employment growth 

2019 Q3 2019 Q4 2020 Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3

% change on previous quarter 0.0 0.2 -0.2 -2.8 0.9

% change on same quarter of previous year 0.8 1.0 0.4 -2.9 -2.0
 

Unemployment (rate (%) and total (mlns), seasonally adjusted) 

2019M11 2019M12 2020M01 2020M02 2020M03 2020M04 2020M05 2020M06 2020M07 2020M08 2020M09 2020M10 2020M11

Total unemployment (millions) 14.1 14.0 13.9 13.9 14.1 13.8 14.6 15.2 16.6 16.5 16.3 16.2 15.9

Unemployment rate (%) 6.6 6.5 6.5 6.5 6.6 6.6 7.0 7.2 7.8 7.7 7.6 7.6 7.5
 

Other Labour Market indicators 

2019q1 2019q2 2019q3 2019q4 2020q1 2020q2 2020q3

Labour market slack (% of extended labour 

force 20-64, seasonally adjusted)
27,7 26,8 26,6 26,4 26,9 29,7 29,4

Absence from work (million persons aged 

20-64, seasonally adjusted)
18,0 18,4 18,5 18,5 23,0 35,0 17,0

Index of total actual hours worked in the 

main job (2006 = 100) 
101,8 100,9 101,4 101,8 96,9 85,7 99,0
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Developments in household income  

2019 Q2 2019 Q3 2020 Q4 2020 Q1 2020 Q2

GHDI growth (% change on same 

quarter of previous year)
2.2 2.5 1.3 1.3 -5.4

 

2019M11 2019M12 2020M01 2020M02 2020M03 2020M04 2020M05 2020M06 2020M07 2020M08 2020M09 2020M10 2020M11

Financial distress in lowest income 

quartile (% of low income group)
22.6 22.7 22.9 23.0 23.3 23.4 23.3 23.2 23.2 23.3 23.2 23.0 23.3
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Synopsis 

This report uses a wide range of more timely sources of data and analysis1 to provide a 

regular update on the very latest evolution in the employment and social situation, with 

preference given to timeliness and relevance of data/indicators rather than their precision, 

together with some initial estimates and research findings of the expected impact of the 

pandemic on employment, household incomes and poverty or inequality. 

GDP rebounded strongly in the EU the third quarter, increasing by 11.5% compared to the 

previous quarter and reflecting the gradual loosening of the containment measures during 

the summer. Nevertheless, it remains well below the level observed one year before (down 

4.2%) and growth is expected to slow down again in the fourth quarter due to the pick up in 

the spread of infections and the renewed implementation of containment measures. 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the main labour market indicators is now 

increasingly visible. The rise in unemployment in the initial phase of the pandemic in the 

second quarter was contained by short-time work schemes and other measures, but also 

reflected an underlying general decline in activity rates. Although the number of people in 

employment in the EU increased by 0.9% in the third quarter, overall employment remained 

2% below the level one year before. Compared to February, when the rate troughed and just 

before the pandemic hit in Europe, the unemployment rate in the EU was up 1 pp in 

November, to 7.5%, slightly down on the peak rate of 7.8% in July.  

                                                           
1 Including the Employment and Social Developments in Europe Quarterly Review produced by DG 

Employment, Social Affiar and Inclusion and other relevant reports produced by Eurostat. 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8364
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The aggregate financial situation of households, as measured through gross household 

disposable income (GHDI), worsened considerably in the second quarter of 2020, with 

household disposable income in the EU27 down by 5.4% compared to a year earlier. Figures 

on “financial distress“ derived from harmonised EU consumer surveys indicate that the 

share of people reporting financial distress slightly decreased overall between May and 

November 2020 after previously rising for 12 months, but remains particularly high for those 

on low incomes, for whom it has not reduced noticeably since the April peak. Figures 

suggest the financial impact of the crisis is being fealt much more strongly by those in the 

lower half of the income distribution.  

In many Member States there has been an (often sharp) uptick in unemployment benefit 

recipients during the crisis, but as yet not much to signal in terms of changing trends in the 

number of recipients of standard social assistance benefits. Special emergency support 

measures such as short time work schemes and similar measures, together with other main 

emergency measures aimed at providing support to the self-employed and to households, 

have been extensively deployed across EU countries and have played an important role in 

mitigating the employment and social effects of the crisis. 

Eurostat reports that initial analysis on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

employment income indicates that, without any government compensation, the estimated 

income loss for EU workers is around 5 % of their total earnings. This loss is largely due to 

employed people that were absent from work or working reduced hours. The income loss 

due to unemployment seems to be concentrated more on vulnerable sub-groups, such as 

the young and temporary workers. Employment income losses are generally skewed 

towards the left of the distribution, with losses linked to the lockdown much higher for low 

wage earners than for people in high income groups. However, wage compensation schemes 

have played an important part in mitigating the loss of employment income, limiting the 

overall income loss at EU level to about 2 %, and in reducing the impact on low wage 

earners. For many countries, the low-income group receives the highest share from the 

wage compensation schemes.  
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Detailed developments in the social situation following the 

COVID-19 outbreak 

Economic and labour market developments 

Ecomomic output rebounded in the EU27 in the third quarter of 2020, with GDP up by 11.5% 

compared with the second quarter, reflecting a gradual loosening of confinement measures 

during the summer. This was by far the sharpest increase observed since the time series 

started in 1995. However, GDP was well below the level observed a year before (down 4.2% 

for the EU27). The Commission Autumn Forecast expects GDP to have declined by 7.4% 

overall in 2020 and to rise by 4.1% in 2021. Moreover, following the resurgence of the 

pandemic and the renewal of containment measures, economic acitivity is expected to have 

slowed down again in the fourth quarter.  

This improvement in economic activity in the third quarter followed sharp declines in the 

preceeding two quarters. In the first quarter of 2020, EU GDP fell by 3.3% compared to the 

previous quarter, and by 2.7% compared to a year earlier (Figure 1). The contraction in GDP 

continued, and was even sharper, in the second quarter (11.4% quarter-over-quarter and 

13.9% compared to a year earlier).  

 
Figure 1: Real GDP and employment growth (% change on previous quarter) in the EU27 (2020 

composition), 2007-2020 

 

Source: Eurostat, National Accounts, data seasonally adjusted 

GDP volumes recovered significantly in the third quarter of 2020 compared to the previous 

quarter, with GDP increasing in all Member States (Figure 2). Among Member States, France 

(+18.7%), Spain (+16.7%) and Italy (+15.9%) recorded the sharpest increases in GDP. 

However, these countries were also among those having experienced the strongest 

decreases in the second quarter. Greece (+2.3%), Estonia and Finland (both +3.3%), and 
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Lithuania (+3.8%) recorded the lowest third quarter increases in GDP. Except for Greece, 

which registered a decrease of 14.1% in the second quarter, these other countries had less 

pronounced declines during the second quarter.  

Despite the rebound in growth in the third quarter, for most MS the cumulative effect of the 

crisis meant GDP growth remained negative in the third quarter compared to the first 

quarter, with only a few recording positive growth, most notably Ireland. The most heavily 

impacted countries have been Greece, Croatia, Romania, Malta and Bulgaria.  

Reasons for the asymmetric impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on GDP across Member 

States include the difference in economic structures, with some countries more dependent 

on sectors that have been hit hardest in the pandemic, and the differences in the duration 

and strictness of lockdown measures.  

 

Figure 2: Recent GDP changes in EU Member States (% change).  

 

Source: Eurostat, national accounts, data seasonally and calendar adjusted. Figures for SK not available. Note: GDP % 

growth Q1-Q3 own calucalations, Eurostat, national accounts, Chain linked volumes million (2015). 

In the third quarter of 2020 the number of people in employment in the EU increased by 

0.9% compared to the second quarter, to a seasonally adjusted total of 205.2 million. 

However, total employment in the EU was still 2% lower compared to a year earlier, with 

approximately 4 million fewer people employed. Employment inceased in many MS in the 

third quarter, but continued to decrease in a few, most notably Lithuania, Romania and 

Bulgaria (Figure 3). Despite the improvement of the employment situation in most countries 

in the third quarter, the cumulative effect of the crisis means that employment levels 

remained below those in the first quarter of 2020, just before the pandemic hit, Luxembourg 

being the only exception. Cumulative employment effects of the crisis have been especially 

marked in Estonia, Spain, Lithuania and Romania.  
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Figure 3: Employment changes (as %) in EU Member States in 2020 Q3 and compared to the first 

quarter of 2020 

 
Source: Eurostat national accounts, data seasonally adjusted. Figures for CZ, EL, FR, MT, PL, PT, SK not available. Note: % 

change Q1-Q3 own calculations, Eurostat, national accounts, total employment thousand persons.   

 

In terms of sectoral developments, in the third quarter the sharpest increases in 

employment (Figure 4) were recorded in the arts, entertainment and recreation activities 

(3.1%), real estate (2.6%), information and communication activities (1.6%), financial and 

insurance (1.6%), and wholesale and retail trade, transport and accommodation (1.5%) 

sectors. However, employment continued to decline in agriculture, forestry and fishing 

(down 0.3%), industry (except construction) (down 1%) and manufacturing (down 1.1%). 

 

Figure 4: Employment change breakdowns by sector in the EU27, 2018 Q2 - 2020 Q3 (% change 

on previous period (based on persons)) 

 

 Source: Eurostat national accounts, seasonally adjusted 
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Concerning hours worked (Figure 5), the greatest increases in the third quarter took place 

again in the arts, entertainment and recreation activities (27%), wholesale, and retail trade, 

transport and accommodation (20.6%), real estate activities (15.8%), construction (15%), and 

the professional, scientific and technical activities (11%) sectors. Gains were lower in 

agriculture, forestry and fishing (2.8%), financial and insurance activities (5.5%), and public 

administration etc. activities (5.9%).   

 

Figure 5: Employment change breakdowns by sector in the EU27, 2018 Q2 - 2020 Q3 (% change 

on previous period (based on hours worked)) 

 

Source: Eurostat national accounts, seasonally adjusted 

Unemployment remained relatively stable in November 2020, standing at 7.5%, 1 pp above 

the level of February 2020, just before the COVID-19 outbreak hit (Table 1). Unemployment 

for men was 7.1% in November (up from 6.2% in February), while for women it stood at 

7.9% (up from 6.8% in February). Youth unemployment (Table 2) in the EU27 was at 17.7%, 

slightly down compared to its summer peak but still 2.8pp higher than in February. 

Unemployment for young men was 17.7% in November (up from 15% in February) while for 

young women it was 17.8% (up from 14.6% in February).  

Table 1: Unemployment (rate (%) and total (mlns), seasonally adjusted) 

2020M02 2020M03 2020M04 2020M05 2020M06 2020M07 2020M08 2020M09 2020M10 2020M11

Unemployment 

rate
6,5 6,6 6,6 7,0 7,2 7,8 7,7 7,6 7,6 7,5

Total 

unemployment 

(thousands)

13.859 14.131 13.849 14.607 15.186 16.558 16.452 16.271 16.155 15.933

 

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey 
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Table 2: Youth Unemployment (rate (%) and total (mlns), seasonally adjusted) 

2020M02 2020M03 2020M04 2020M05 2020M06 2020M07 2020M08 2020M09 2020M10 2020M11

Youth 

unemployment 

rate

14,9 15,2 16,0 16,8 17,4 18,4 18,1 17,3 17,5 17,7

Total youth 

unemployment 

(thousands)

2.701 2.693 2.746 2.826 2.942 3.209 3.178 3.068 3.120 3.171

 

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey 

 

The employment rate in the EU stood at 72.4% in the third quarter of 2020 having dropped 

from 73.1% in the first quarter. The overwhelming majority of MS saw their employment 

rates decrease during this period (Figure 6) – the exceptions being Luxembourg and Poland. 

At EU level, the employment rate for men was 78.1% in the third quarter (78.9% in the first 

quarter) while that for women was 66.6% (67.2% in the first quarter). The EU activity rate 

was 78% in the third quarter (at the same level as the first quarter), while activity rates 

edged upwards between the first and the third quarters in slightly more Member States than 

for those where it declined. The activity rate of men at EU level was 83.9% in the third 

quarter (84% in the first quarter) while that of women was 72.2% (72.1% in the first quarter). 

 

Figure 6: Change in employment, unemployment and activity rates in the EU-27: cumulative 

change (in pps) between 2020 Q1 and 2020 Q3 

 
Source: Eurostat, LFS. Seasonally adjusted data, not calendar adjusted 

 

Focusing on who was most impacted by the employment drop in the second quarter, 

comparing changes in employment rates in the EU for different subgroups of the population 

(Figure 7) indicates that, among age groups, young people (aged 15-24) experienced the 

strongest decline in employment rates between the first (pre-pandemic) and second 

quarters of 2020. Older workers were the least impacted by job losses. The low and medium 

skilled saw strong falls in employment rates of around double those of the high skilled, while 

no differences were observed between the falls in employment rates for men and women. 

In all cases, declines in employment rates were closely mirrored by similar falls in activity 

rates, likely reflecting the lack of job search activity during the pandemic. 
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Figure 7: Changes in activity rates and employment rates by population characteristics from 2020 

Q1 to 2020 Q2 (in pps) 

 

Source: Eurostat, LFS. Seasonally adjusted data, not calendar adjusted 

Note: No seasonally adjusted figures for ARs by skill level 

 

 
In the third quarter of 2020, seasonally adjusted total labour market slack2 in the EU 

(consisting of all persons who have an unmet need for employment) amounted to 29.4 

million persons, which represented 13.9% of the extended labour force, up from 12.8% in 

the first quarter (Figure 8). EU labour market slack for men amounted to 13.2 million people 

while the figure for women was 16.1 million. There was a slight reduction in the level of 

slack, reflecting a small pick up in people seeking work again. 

 

Figure 8: Labour market slack in the EU27 (% of extended labour force), 2008 – 2020 Q3 

 
 Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey. Note: Total labour market slack is the sum of the four components shown. 

                                                           
2 The sum of unemployed persons, underemployed part-time workers, persons seeking work but not immediately 

available and persons available to work but not seeking, expressed as percentage of the extended labour force. 
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In the third quarter 2020, a total of 17 million persons were absent from work in the EU, a 

drop of more than 50% (18 million) compared to the second quarter 2020. This return to 

pre-COVID levels is due to a sharp decrease in temporary lay-offs, while absences due to 

holidays dropped to a record low. At the same time, absences due to other reasons (i.e. 

absences not due to lay-off, holiday or illness), fell to pre-COVID levels between the two 

quarters (Figure 9).   

Figure 9: Trends in absences from work by reason in the EU27 (thousands, 20-64 years), 2008 – 

2020 Q3 

 

 Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey 

 

Compared with the second quarter of 2020, all Member States for which data are available 

experienced a drop in overall absences from work in the third quarter. The largest drops 

were registered in Cyprus (-21.0 pp), Greece (-18.8 pp) and Slovakia (-18.6 pp). The highest 

rates of absences were observed in Sweden (16.1%), France (14.4%) and Austria (12.6%). 

Total actual hours worked recovered in the EU between the second and third quarters, but 

failed to return to pre-COVID levels (Figure 10). The levels of total actual hours worked are 

influenced by the total number of persons working, as well as the number of hours worked 

by each of these persons. Between the second and the third quarter 2020, total actual hours 

worked have recovered for women more than for men, increasing to 105 index points for 

women and to 95 index points for men. This is an increase of 16.0% over the quarter for 

women, and of 15.3% for men. Compared with the third quarter 2019, however, total actual 

hours worked was down for both women and men, by 2.1% and 2.6% respectively. 

All Member States for which data are available experienced a recovery in total actual hours 

worked between the second and third quarters, with the exception of Sweden (-0.3%). The 

highest increases were observed in Greece (+33.4%), Italy (+28.3%), Spain (+27.8%), Portugal 

(+27.3%) and Cyprus (+24.5%). Despite these large quarter-over-quarter increases, total 

actual hours worked failed to return to levels observed in the third quarter of 2019. 
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Figure 10: Trends in actual hours worked in main job in the EU27, 2008 – 2020 Q3 (20-64 years) 

 

   Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey. (2006=100) 

Developments in household income 

The aggregate financial situation of households, as measured through gross household 

disposable income (GHDI), worsened considerably in the second quarter of 2020, with 

household disposable income in the EU27 down by 5.4% compared to a year earlier (Figure 

11). This reflects a year-on-year decline of 7.6% in the compensation of employees and of 

1.9% for that of the self-employed, driven by job losses, deferred decisions about hiring new 

employees, reductions in working hours and temporary lay-offs. Income from property also 

decreased, falling by 2.8%. These income losses were only partially offset by public 

interventions, covering both existing schemes and newly created schemes and ad-hoc 

measures, with net social benefits increasing by 4.8% year-on-year and the negative effect of 

taxes on income and wealth reducing by 2.0%. This already indicates a very strong automatic 

stabilisation effect of social protection on household incomes in the early stages of the crisis, 

with social protection systems providing the largest contribution to household income 

stabilisation, as in former recessions. 

Year-on-year changes in real GDHI per capita were negative in the second quarter of 2020 

for most Member States for which such data is available, with the most severe reductions 

being recorded in Austria, Italy, Slovenia, Spain and Sweden. Declines were more subdued in 

Belgium, Finland, France, Germany and Portugal, while incomes per capita were little 

changed in Czechia and the Netherlands. In contrast, GDHI per capita was improved in the 

second quarter in Denmark and Ireland compared to the situation a year before. 

The ECFIN Autumn forecast foresees a limitation in the increase of wages and salaries over 

the next two years due to the deterioration in the labour market situation that will weigh on 

real disposable incomes in combination with a small uptick in inflation. 
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Figure 11: Real GDP growth, real GHDI growth and its main components in the EU, 2012 – 2020 Q2 

 
 

Source: Employment and Social Developments in Europe Quarterly (December 2020 edition), Eurostat, National Accounts 

[nasq_10_nf_tr and namq_10_gdp]. Data non-seasonally adjusted.  

Notes: DG EMPL calculations. The nominal GHDI is converted into real GHDI by deflating with the deflator (price index) of 

household final consumption expenditure. The real GHDI growth for the EU is DG EMPL estimation, and it includes 

Member States for which quarterly data based on the ESA2010 are available (which account for 95% of EU GHDI). It is a 

weighted average of real GHDI growth in Member States. 

Financial distress among consumers based on EU consumer surveys 

The “financial distress“ indicator derived from harmonised EU consumer surveys3 indicates 

that the overall share of people reporting financial distress slightly decreased between May 

and November 2020 after previously rising for 12 months. (Figure 12). In November, 13.4%  

of the population reported being in financial distress, 0.2 pp higher than the same month 

one year before but 0.4 pp lower than the peak of 13.8% reached in April. Underlying the 

November figure, 9.8% reported a need to draw on savings and 3.6% the need to run into 

debt. 

This reduction in financial distress following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic may 

seem counterintuitive, especially when compared with the developments in aggregate 

household disposable income described previously. There are two trends that could help 

explain the reduction of the share of financially distressed households - in the second 

quarter of 2020 household final consumption expenditure suddenly fell year-on-year (falling 

17.3% in the EU27) while the household saving rate recorded the highest year-on-year 

increase (+10.8pp in the EU27) since the beginning of the time series. 

 

                                                           
3 Reported financial distress is defined as the need to draw on savings or to run into debt to cover current 

expenditures, based on personal perceptions 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8364
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Figure 12: Reported financial distress in the EU by income quartile, 2012 to November 2020 

 

 

Source: Employment and Social Developments in Europe Quarterly (December 2020 edition), European Commission, 

Business and Consumer Surveys. 12-month moving average (DG EMPL calculations) 

Notes: Reported financial distress by income quartile, and components of reported financial distress (share of adults 

reporting necessity to draw on savings and share of adults reporting need to run into debt) 

 

However, financial distress remains particularly high for those on low incomes and has not 

reduced noticeably since the April peak, as is also the case for those within the second 

quartile income bracket. In fact, the overall improvement in the financial distress indicator 

solely reflects the reductions for the more affluent groups in the third and fourth income 

quartiles, which both saw a drop of 0.8 pp compared to the peak in April. In November, 

23.3% of those in the lowest income quartile reported being in financial distress, compared 

to 6.9% for those in the highest income quartile, and with the gap between them increasing 

since the outbreak of the pandemic. Shares of those in financial distress in the second and 

third quartiles were 15.2% and 11.2% respectively. These results tend to suggest the 

financial impact of the crisis is being fealt much more strongly by those in the lower half of 

the income distribution. 

Reported financial distress has increased for the lowest income quartile in several Member 

States, but there is a wide diversity in levels and trends (Figure 13). On a year-on-year basis, 

by the third quarter of 2020 financial distress had increased in several countries, most 

markedly in Belgium, Hungary, Luxembourg, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia and Spain. Belgium 

was the country with the highest overall share of people in the lowest income quartile 

reporting financial distress (40.8%), followed by Spain (33.4%) and Slovakia (30.4%). In a few 

countries (Bulgaria, Finland, Latvia, Malta and Sweden) more limited rises were observed 

and for some others (Cyprus, Estonia, Germany, Greece, Ireland and Italy) shares remained 

rather stable. In contrast, decreases were recorded in eight Member States, most noteably 

in France and the Netherlands, although the shares in financial distress in those two 

countries remain relatively high at 28.5% and 26.8% respectively. 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8364
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Figure 13: Reported financial distress in the lowest income quartile across the EU Member States, 

2020 Q3 

Source: Employment and Social Developments in Europe Quarterly (December 2020 edition), European Commission, 

Business and Consumer Surveys. 3-month moving average (DG EMPL calculations) 

Trends in the take-up of selected social benefits 

Since the financial crisis of 2008, the SPC4 has been collecting data on the number of social 

benefit recipients for different social schemes (generally unemployment, social assistance 

and disability benefits). From this data, it is possible to get an idea of how the COVID-19 

crisis is putting pressure on social security systems across the EU. Trends in Member States 

regarding the number of benefit recipients in the different schemes can be found in the 

charts in annex 1 to this report. 

The latest figures, generally covering up to September/October for around two-thirds of 

Member States and up to July/August for most of the others, suggest the following main 

recent developments identified from the administrative data: 

 In the initial period following the COVID-19 outbreak in the EU the recourse to 

emergency support measures which preserved the link with employment was 

massive and this prevented a sudden, substantial increase of ‘classic’ unemployment, 

However, in spite of the important government measures adopted to protect 

workers the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on EU employment is very significant and 

there are now signs of a notable increase in the number of unemployed in many 

Member States (Figure 14), and in many an (often sharp) uptick in unemployment 

benefit recipients compared to the situation before the crisis hit (in AT, BG, DE, DK, 

EE, ES, FI, FR, HU, LU, LT, LV, MT, NL, PT, RO, SK and SE). Among those countries for 

which more recent data are available, the relative rise in unemployment benefit 

recipients since February 2020 has been especially strong (a rise of 30% or more) in 

                                                           
4 Although this information needs to be assessed with due caution (as it does not offer cross-country 

comparability due to the diversity of concepts and underlying definitions used) the numbers of beneficiaries are 

available every month in most Member States, and help to observe trends and the timing of the impact of crises.) 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8364
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BG, EE, ES, FI, LT, MT, RO, SE and SK (Table 3). However, in several Member States 

the number of unemployment recipients has declined in the latest months, in 

contrast to the sharp rises in the months following the COVID outbreak. 

 In contrast, apart from a couple of countries (BG and EE) as yet there is not much to 

signal in terms of increases in the number of recipients of social assistance benefits, 

with as yet no immediate, clear signs of a marked rise in recipient levels (Table 4); 

Figure 14: Rise in unemployment levels (ILO definition) since the crisis – percentage change in total 

unemployment from Februay to October* 2020 

 

    Source: Eurostat, monthly unemployment figures, seasonally adjusted data, not calendar adjusted data. 

    Notes: *For EE, EL and HU, change from February to September, for CY from February to November 

Table 3: Change in unemployment benefit recipient numbers from February to latest month of 

data available in 2020 

Absolute change 

(1000s)

Relative change 

(%)

Latest month of 

data in 2020

BE -6 -1.6 Sep

BG 23 30.5 Aug

CZ -4 -4.4 Oct

DK 14 14.9 Sep

DE 192 4.2 Dec

EE 7 56.0 Oct

IE 5 2.9 Oct

EL na na -

ES 542 60.7 Oct

FR 297 10.5 Aug

HR -5 -14.0 Oct

IT na na -

CY -9 -45.0 July

LV 10 27.0 Sep

LT 23 34.5 Sep

LU 1.3 14.7 Oct

HU na na -

MT 0.8 81.8 Oct

NL 55 26.8 Sep

AT 29 9.5 July

PL 11.1 7.2 Oct

PT 52 29 Sep

RO 37 64.9 Sep

SI -0.9 -3.8 Sep

SK 12.7 31.1 Oct

FI 115 35.0 June

SE 72 29.9 Sep  
         Source: SPC data collection on social benefits recipients 
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Table 4: Change in social assistance benefit recipient numbers from February to latest month of 

data available in 2020 

Absolute change 

(1000s)

Relative change 

(%)

Latest month of 

data in 2020

BE 4.4 3.0 June

BG 5.0 25 Sep

CZ 4.0 6.9 Sep

DK -1.8 -2.7 Aug

DE na na -

EE 31 189 Sep

IE -2.0 -13.3 Oct

EL na na -

ES 13.2 1.3 Oct

FR na na -

HR -2.0 -3.3 Oct

IT na na -

CY -5.8 -17 Oct

LV -1.0 -10 Sep

LT -28 -41 Oct

LU 0.4 4.3 Oct

HU na na -

MT -0.1 -1.4 Oct

NL 8.0 1.9 Sep

AT na na -

PL na na -

PT 12.1 6.1 Sep

RO 1.0 0.6 Oct

SI 3.2 3.3 Oct

SK 0.9 1.5 Oct

FI -13.0 -8.8 Sep

SE -1.3 -1.3 Aug  

         Source: SPC data collection on social benefits recipients 

 

Trends in the number of recipients of special crisis support 

measures 

This section presents the latest figures5 collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG on the 

following sorts of measures: 

- the take up of short time work schemes6 or similar measures such as temporary 

unemployment schemes (e.g. furlough, or temporary layoff from work) where a link 

to the job is maintained; 

- other main emergency measures aim to support the self-employed and households 

(e.g. extraordinary payments as income support, sickness benefits schemes to 

protect workers and self-employed in quarantine or self-isolation for a limited period 

of time, “caring benefits” (i.e. earnings replacement paid to people who need to 

suspend earnings activities to take care of a child or a sick relative), etc. 

                                                           
5 It should be noted that the figures present information on the developments in the emergency benefits situation 

in Member States and are not fully comparable across countries, and for this reason the focus should be on the 

evolution in numbers of the recipients within countries, rather than on the levels.   
6 Those receiving benefits compensating for the loss of wage or salary due to formal short-time working 

arrangements, and/or intermittent work schedules and where the employer/employee relationship continues. 
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Short time work schemes or similar measures 

Regarding short time work (STW) schemes or similar measures such as partial 

unemployment schemes, temporary unemployment schemes, furlough etc., where a link to 

the job is maintained, for those Member States for which figures are available7 there were a 

total of at least 17.5 million people receiving benefits under such schemes in March 2020, 

massively up from 0.6 million in February (Table 5 in annex). The number of persons 

receiving support continued to increase in April, reaching more than 29 million people, 

before reducing slightly in May.  

For most Member States the number of recipients seems to have peaked in April or May and 

then declined markedly through to the summer. Data are not yet available to show if there 

has been a strong resurgence in the number of recipients of support from September 

onwards, following the second wave of COVID infections and related sanitary measures.  

A rough comparison of the maximum reported monthly number of recipients of such 

support to date in each Member State to the size of the active population (Table 6) shows 

that the schemes in France, Croatia, Cyprus and Luxembourg were the most important in 

terms of peak coverage to date, with 30-40% of the active population receiving support, 

followed by Austria and Belgium with around one in four, and Estonia, Ireland and Italy with 

around one in five.  

The number of companies receiving support from STW or similar schemes (Table 10 in 

annex) stood at around 1.21 million in June (based on data for 17 MS). It decreased to 0.93 

million in July (15 MS, those as in June but without EE and LV) and to 0.72 million in August 

(15 MS), reflecting the improvement of the labour market situation8.  

Table 6: Comparison of the maximum available monthly figure April-October/November for the 

number of recipients of STW or similar measures to the active population in the corresponding 

quarter of 2020 (%) 

BG LV SE FI PL ES RO DE SK EL SI EE IE IT BE AT FR HR CY LU

4.3 4.3 6.2 6.7 8.8 12.1 13.1 13.5 15.2 15.6 17.3 17.5 21.2 22.0 22.9 23.2 30.6 32.4 33.3 40.0
 

Source: Author’s calculations based on EMCO/ SPC data collection on crisis support measure recipients and Eurostat LFS 

In terms of breakdowns for individual recipients of STW or similar scemes, for those nine MS 

reporting such data, 54% of individual recipients were men and 46% were women in June 

2020 (Figure 15). As regards age, in June 2020 77% of individual recipients were of prime 

working age; 7% were youth and 16% were older workers (Figure 16). 

 

                                                           
7 BE, BG, DK, DE, EE, IE, EL, ES, FR, HR, IT, LV, LU, HU, NL, AT, PL, RO, SI, SK, FI, SE 
8 BE, BG, CZ, DE, EE, IE, HR, IT, CY, LV, LT, LU, AT, RO, SK, SI, SE for June. BE, BG, CZ, DE, IE, HR, 

IT, CY, LT, LU, AT, RO, SK, SI, SE for July and August. 
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Figure 15: Individual recipients (STW or similar) by gender 

 

Notes: June based on data from AT, BE, BG, EE, FI, IT, LV, RO, SI. July and August based on AT, BE, BG, FI, IT, RO, SI  

Figure 16: Individual recipients (STW or similar) by age 

 

Notes: June based on data from AT, BE, BG, EE, FI, IT, LV, RO, SI. July and August based on AT, BE, BG, FI, IT, RO, SI  

With regard to the types of companies receiving support, for those eleven MS reporting 
breakdowns with such data, in May 72% of companies benefiting were micro and 20% were 
small (Figure 17). There was a strong sectoral concentration of companies receiving support 
(Figure 18). For those 10 MS reporting relevant breakdowns, 46% of companies benefiting 
belonged to the Wholesale, retail and trade, accommodation, transport and food services 
sector. A further 14% belonged to the professional, scientific and technical sector, 6% to the 
Arts and entertainment sector and 11% to industy (except construction).  

Figure 17: Companies receiving support (STW or similar) by size  
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Notes: June based on data from AT, BE, BG, CZ, DE, EE, HR, IT, LV, RO, SK. July, August based on AT, BE, BG, CZ, 

DE, HR, IT, RO, SK. 

 

Figure 18: Companies receiving support (STW or similar) by sector 

 

Notes: June based on data from AT, BE, BG, EE, IT, LT, LU, LV, RO, SK. July, August based on AT, BE, BG, IT, LT, LU, 

RO, SK 

 

Other main emergency measures aim to support the self-employed and households 

Beyond the support to employees, many Member States have implemented specific 

schemes to support the self-employed (see Table 7 in annex). For those countries for which 

data has been provided, there were over 5 million self-employed people receiving income 

support in April, with 2.8 million in Italy alone. Support levels to the self-employed peaked in 

the spring, and have generally declined subsequently in most Member States through to 

October. 

Further, exceptional income support schemes have also been a feature of the COVID-19 

crisis. This has included extraordinary payments under sickness benefits schemes to protect 

workers and the self-employed in quarantine or self-isolation for a limited period of time 

and “caring benefits” (i.e. earnings replacement paid to people who need to suspend 

earnings activities to take care of a child or a sick relative). Such measures have been 

particularly significant in Czechia, Ireland, Luxembourg, Slovakia and Sweden (Table 8 in 

annex). For several countries, there are signs of a rise in the figures again from September or 

October, perhaps reversing the declining trends to the lows observed in the summer. 

There are also a range of further schemes providing income support to households and 

individuals. In terms of size, these are generally less significant than the schemes previously 

mentioned, although in Austria, France, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Poland and Slovenia the 

numbers of households or individuals that have been supported by these particular schemes 

has been substantial (Annex Table 9). 
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Recent studies, forecasts and early estimates of the impact of the 

pandemic on employment, household incomes and poverty 

Latest European Commission Economic Forecast 

The Autumn 2020 Economic Forecast projects that the EU economy will have contracted by 

7.4% in 2020 before recovering with growth of 4.1% in 2021 and 3% in 2022. Compared to 

the Summer 2020 Economic Forecast, growth projections are slightly higher for 2020 and 

lower for 2021. Output in the EU is not expected to recover to its pre-pandemic level before 

2022. 

As a result of the policy measures taken by Member States, in particular short-time work 

schemes and temporary lay-offs, the reduction in employment in 2020 was less dramatic 

than the drop in GDP and the reduction in working hours. However, the Commission’s 

Autumn economic forecast predicts that, while these measures have been effective in 

protecting employment so far, the recovery will not initially be rich in employment creation 

as companies will first focus on re-instating temporarily laid-off workers and getting back to 

the previous level of working hours. Moreover, Member States might in 2021 discontinue or 

impose harder conditions on policy support schemes, with a potential negative effect on 

total employment.- 

Unemployment is set to continue rising in 2021 as Member States phase out emergency 

support measures and new people enter the labour market, but should improve in 2022 as 

the economy continues to recover. The unemployment rate in the EU is forecast to rise from 

6.7% in 2019 to 7.7% in 2020 and 8.6% in 2021, before declining to 8.0% in 2022. 

Other studies and country focuses 

 

Eurostat study on the COVID-19 impact on employment income9 

Eurostat recently published the results of work to provide an initial estimate of the impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on employment income, focusing on the income losses in 2020 and 

their distribution. The results refer to the yearly change 2019-2020, but do not yet account 

for the second wave of the sanitary crisis in the latter part of the year. The study shows the 

impact on income of the pandemic and the resulting economic shutdown due to sanitary 

measures, which led to an unprecedented rise in the number of workers absent from work 

or working reduced hours, as well as job losses.  

The loss in employment income at EU level in 2020 (before accounting for support from 

government compensation schemes) is estimated at 4.8%, with the largest decreases due to 

absences and reduced hours. The estimated losses are particularly strong for the most 

                                                           
9 For further details please see the Statistics Explained report here: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php?title=Impact_of_COVID-19_on_employment_income_-_advanced_estimates&stable=1 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Impact_of_COVID-19_on_employment_income_-_advanced_estimates&stable=1
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Impact_of_COVID-19_on_employment_income_-_advanced_estimates&stable=1
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vulnerable sub-groups of the working population. Related preliminary analysis on labour 

aspects already showed particular sub-groups were especially at risk: the young, those in low 

skilled occupations, and workers in specific economic sectors. However, these unequal 

effects on the labour market are mitigated by temporary policy measures introduced in all 

countries in order to support household incomes and workers most affected by the 

pandemic. It is estimated that these wage compensation schemes mitigated the overall 

income loss to about -2% at EU level in 2020. 

The estimated losses in employment income are very unequally spread between countries. 

The year on year change in median employment income ranges from -12 % to -1 % with the 

largest income losses in Croatia, Slovakia, Cyprus, Greece, Ireland, France and Italy. 

 

Estimated income losses also reflect a strong sectoral dimension, with the food and 

accommodation sector registering losses of close to 20 % and the arts and entertainment 

sector almost 15%, and with the exposure risk at country level proportional to the weight of 

the sectors most affected in the economy. The study reports that the percentage of people 

absent for the sector “food and accommodation” reached staggering numbers in April with 

half of the countries registering more than 50 % of workers absent or in a temporary 

government support scheme. The largest decreases in income are due to absences and 

reduced working hours, and much less so to job losses. 

Income losses are highly concentrated in vulnerable sub-groups. The highest decreases in 

employment income are for youth - the estimated income loss is more than two times 

higher for young workers (16-24) than for adults workers (25-65). Women are also likely to 

be more affected, mainly due to a larger prevalence of female employment in the affected 

sectors. Workers on temporary contracts also suffered more, as their employment income 

decreased in all countries due to transitions to unemployment consistently more often when 

compared with those on permanent contracts.  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Chart_02_Median_employment_income_by_country_Year_on_Year_change_2019-2020.png
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Finally, income losses linked to the lockdown measure were much higher for low wage 

earners than for people in high income groups. 

 

 
 

The Eurostat analysis shows the expected impact of wage compensation schemes, although 

at this stage the effect of the compensation schemes for the self-employed is not included 

due to lack of complete data. Results show that the simulated compensation measures 

made an important contribution to mitigate the income loss in all EU Member States, 

attenuating the reduction of employment income between 1 % and 5 %. At EU level, the 

overall income loss passed from above -4 % to about -2 %. In about 15 countries the wage 

loss was reduced by half. Countries such as Croatia, France, Austria, and Slovakia and the 

Netherlands experienced the highest reductions in income loss in the employment sector, 

due to the compensation schemes. 

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Chart_08a_Percentage_employment_income_loss_by_income_group.png
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The wage compensation benefits are generally of a progressive nature along the income 

distribution. For most countries, the low income group receives the highest share of wage 

compensation, with Croatia, France, Greece, Luxembourg, Slovenia and Slovakia 

experiencing a particularly strong attenuation of the income losses for low earners. In a few 

countries, such as Austria, Germany and Bulgaria, no significant differences can be observed 

among the income groups regarding how the benefits have been distributed. 
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Annex 1 

Table 5: Number of recipients of benefits under short time work schemes or similar support measures 
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Source: Data on recipients of crisis support measures collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG.  

Notes: Figures show the number of persons receiving benefits compensating for the loss of wage or salary due to formal short-time working arrangements, and/or intermittent work schedules and where the employer/employee relationship 

continue. Figures are generally the total number of benefit recipients during the month in question (i.e. the stock of all recipients of benefits). Cells highlighted in green indicate preliminary data/estimates. For DK the figure shown is the total 

number for the period (i.e. those who received compensation/benefit at one point in time from the beginning of the start of the scheme i.e. from March 2020 to 23 November 2020). For EL, first entry for the "Special purpose compensation for 

employees" covers a period of 45 days (mid March-end April). For HU the figures are the number of new recipients of benefits only (i.e. those that started receiving benefits in the month in question). For LV figures are the new recipients in the 

month only. For NL, figures cover three phases. NOW 1 ran from March-May 2020, NOW 2 ran from June-September 2020, NOW 3.1 runs from October - December 2020. For SE, the July figure includes data until 11th August - no separate data 

for July available. 
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Table 7: Recipients of income support payments for the self-employed 

 

 

 

Source: Data on recipients of crisis support measures collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG.Notes: Figures are generally the total number of benefit recipients during the month in question (i.e. the stock of all recipients of benefits) except for AT, 

DK, DE, HU and LV. For AT, HU and LV figures are the new recipients in the month only. For DK the figure shown is the total number for those who received compensation/benefit at one point in time from the beginning of the start of the scheme, 

i.e. for unique recipients during the period from March to 23 November 2020. For DE the figures for the self-employed are cumulative i.e. total number of recipients up to the respective month. 
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Table 8: Recipients of sickness benefits schemes to protect workers and self-employed in quarantine and “caring benefits” 

 

 

 

Source: Data on recipients of crisis support measures collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG. 

Notes: Figures are generally the total number of benefit recipients during the month in question (i.e. the stock of all recipients of benefits). For BE the figure shown is the total number for the period (i.e. those who received compensation/benefit at 

one point in time from the beginning of the start of the scheme)). For LV figures are the new recipients in the month only. 
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Table 9: Recipients of further income support measures for households and individuals 
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Source: Data on recipients of crisis support measures collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG. 

Notes: For AT, figures on recipients of wage subsidy (Neustartbonus) are monthly totals, for Einmalzahlung it is the total of one-time payments in the month. For CZ, for COVID rent schemes figures are new recipients only. For LV, figures other 

than for crisis benefit recipients are the new recipients in the month only. For NL, 7,500 subsidies were granted in June under the TOFA scheme (income support for flexible workers) 
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Table 10: Number of companies benefiting under short time work schemes or similar support measures 
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Source: Data on recipients of crisis support measures collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG. Notes: Figures show the number of companies receiving benefits for employees. Figures are generally the total number of benefiting companies during 

the month in question (HU, PL only new beneficiaries; those that started receiving benefits in the month in question for 3 months). For DK the figure shown is the total number (unique companies) from March 2020 to 23 November 2020. For LT the 

data are updated (some companies returned subsidies because of irregularities or other reasons). For NL, figures cover three phases a=NOW 1 March-May 2020, b=NOW 2 June-September 2020, c=NOW 3.1 October - December 2020. For SE, the 

July figure includes data until 11th August - no separate data for July available.
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Annex 2 

 

Standard benefit recipient numbers charts 
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