2021 SPC annual review of the Social Protection
Performance Monitor (SPPM) and developments in
social protection policies
Report on key social challenges and key messages

LEGAL NOTICE
The information and views set out in this document are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official opinion
of the European Union. Neither the European Union institutions and bodies nor any person acting on their behalf may be
held responsible for the use which may be made of the information contained therein. More information on the European
Union is available on the Internet (http://www.europa.eu).

PDF

ISBN 9978-92-76-43539-6

ISSN 2315-1552

doi: 10.2767/606395

KE-BG-21-001-EN-N

Manuscript completed in October 2021
The European Commission is not liable for any consequence stemming from the reuse of this publication.
Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2021
© European Union, 2021

Reuse is authorised, provided the source is acknowledged and the original meaning or message of the document are not
distorted. The Council shall not be liable for any consequence stemming from the reuse. The reuse policy of the Council
documents is implemented by Council Decision (EU) 2017/1842 of 9 October on the open data policy of the Council and the
reuse of Council documents (OJ L 262, 12-10-2017, p. 1).”

For any use or reproduction of elements that are not owned by the European Union, permission may need to be sought
directly from the respective rightholders. The European Union does not own the copyright in relation to the following
elements: Cover: © Shutterstock

2021 SPC Annual Review of the Social Protection
Performance Monitor (SPPM) and developments in social
protection policies
Report on key social challenges and key messages

1

T ABLE OF CONTENTS
Acknowledgments ................................................................................... 4
Key messages ..........................................................................................5
I. Introduction ......................................................................................... 11
II. Progress on the Europe 2020 target on reducing poverty and social
exclusion ............................................................................................... 14
III. Future monitoring of the social situation in the context of the Action Plan
for the Implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights ................... 19
IV. Overview of developments in the social situation in the EU ...................22
Development in the social situation up to 2020......................................................................................... 22
SPPM dashboard update (2019 EU-SILC data available for all Member States)...........................31
Latest indications from available 2020 EU-SILC data...........................................................................35
Developments in the social situation from 2020 onwards, following the COVID-19 outbreak .. 38

V. Overview of key social challenges and good social outcomes in EU
Member States.......................................................................................55
VI. Main recent social policy developments in EU Member States ...............58
Multilateral reviews of the implementation of Country Specific Recommendations under the
European Semester.............................................................................................................................................. 58
Reforms in the areas of social protection and social inclusion ..........................................................58
Reforms in the area of pensions..................................................................................................................62
Reforms in the area of healthcare ..............................................................................................................64
Reforms in the area of long-term care ......................................................................................................66

VII. Council Recommendation on Access to Social Protection – First Overview
of the National Plans ..............................................................................68
Annex 1: SPPM Country Profiles......................................................................73
Annex 2: Information collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG on take up of short time
work schemes or similar measures, and other emergency measures aimed at supporting
the self-employed and households ................................................................

74

Annex 3: Technical Annex............................................................................. 81

2

Abbreviation

Full name

EU28

European Union (28 countries
composition as of 2013-2020)
European Union (27 countries
composition as of 2007-2013)
European Union (27 countries
composition from 2020)
Euro area (18/19 countries)
Belgium
Bulgaria
Czechia
Denmark
Germany
Estonia
Ireland
Greece
Spain
France
Croatia
Italy
Cyprus
Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Hungary
Malta
Netherlands
Austria
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovenia
Slovakia
Finland
Sweden

EU27_2007
EU27_2020
EA18/19
BE
BG
CZ
DK
DE
EE
IE
EL
ES
FR
HR
IT
CY
LV
LT
LU
HU
MT
NL
AT
PL
PT
RO
SI
SK
FI
SE
UK

United Kingdom

3

Acknowledgments
The present report has been prepared as part of the mandate given to the Social Protection
Committee (SPC) by the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) to monitor the
social situation in the European Union and the development of social protection policies (art. 160
of the TFEU).
The report is prepared by the Secretariats of the Committee and its Indicators Sub-Group. The
Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion provided the SPPM dashboard
calculations used in the report with the extensive assistance and data provision of Eurostat. The
principal authors are Paul Minty and Georgi Karaghiozov, with specific support from Flaviana
Teodosiu, Katalin Szatmari and Laurent Aujean. The members of the SPC and its Indicators SubGroup contributed extensively to the drafting of the report and its key messages. The report was
approved by the SPC on 16 September 2021. The Council of the European Union endorsed the key
messages of the report on 15 October 2021.

4

Key messages
(Endorsed by the Council of the European Union on 15 October 2021)
1.

Delivering on its mandate as set out in Article 1 60 of t he TF EU , t h e Social Protection
Committee (SPC) has produced for the Council its annual review of the social situ ation in
the EU and the policy developments in the Member States, based on the most recent data
and information available. On this basis, the SPC highlights the following findings and
common priorities, which should guide the preparatory work for the 2022 Annual
Sustainable Growth Strategy.

Widespread social improvements towards the end of t h e de cade cove red b y t h e Eu rope 2 020
Strategy …
2. Prior to the outbreak of t he COV ID-19 p andemic i n early 2 020, t he E U h ad been
experiencing a period of steady economic and em ploymen t expansion , allowing it to
recover further from, and even progress beyond, the negative effects of the financial and
economic crisis that hit in 2008-2009, around the start of the Europe 2020 Strategy.
3. During 2019, the EU economy continued to expand and employment reached the highest
level ever recorded, while unemployment in the EU, at 6.7%, returned to levels last
observed before the 2008 crisis.
4. With employment having risen strongly, the financial situation of EU households, as
reflected in gross household disposable income (GHDI), was improving, which led to
widespread improvements in many of the other social indicators . This included reductions
in the severe material deprivation rate, the housing cost overburden rate and the risk of
poverty or social exclusion of the overall population and for children in many Member
States. Nevertheless, rises in the poverty risk for people living in (quasi-)jobless households
and a worsening in the depth and persistence of poverty in many Member States showed
that some aspects of the social situation were still noticeably worse compared to 2008.
5. The num ber of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, while remaining far from the
poverty reduction target set in the Europe 2020 strategy of 20 million fewer people at risk,
continued to decline, approaching 10 million fewer people at risk in 2019 compared to
2008 (or approaching 12 million fewer when excluding the UK). This was mainly driven by a
strong reduction in the number of people experiencing severe material deprivation and to
a lesser extent in the share of people living in (quasi-) jobless households.
… h ave been h alted since the Covid 19 outbreak
6. The widespread positive developments in the social situation were interupted and then put
into reverse by the crisis caused by the COVID-19 outbreak and the related containm ent
measures adopted by the Member States to fight the pandemic and protect the lives and
livelihoods of their citizens.
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7. The various restrictions on social and economic activities have taken a significan t toll o n
the EU economy. GDP in Europe declined by 6.0% for 2020 as a whole, despite the strong
rebound in Europe's economy in the third quarter of 2020 when restrictions were eased
over the summer, before being introduced again to contain the second COVID-19 wave.
8. In the same period, employm ent d ecreased m oderately c ompared to t he drop in
economic activity, falling by 1.5% (representing approximately 3 million people fewer in
employment) compared to 2019. This relatively mild employment decrease was due to the
strong contribution of automatic stabilisers and to the massive introduction of short-time
work schemes by the Member States, some of which with EU support through the
Temporary Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency (SURE), and other
similar labour market measures.
Social protection systems have been the main stabilisation factor for hou se hold in come s a n d for
su pporting continued access to social services…
9. Social protection systems were the main stabilisation factor i n s u pporting h ou sehold
incomes, as social benefits, including short time working schemes, played a major role i n
m itigating the overall drop in household incomes in 2020. Access to social protection
systems was often temporarily eased in order to increase the effectiveness of the systems
in protecting those who lost their job or income. This was supported to a lesser extent by
adjustments to taxes on income and wealth and other rapidly adopted social policy
measures.
10. Reflecting this stabilising impact, while the median employment income of the working age
population (18-64) is estimated to have decreased by 7.2% in the EU compared with 2019,
the median disposable household income as well as the overall income inequality an d atrisk-of-poverty rate, are estimated to have remained broadly stable (according to Eurostat
flash estimates for 2020 incomes), although with considerable variation across countries
and age groups.
… bu t still the current crisis has affected more those who were already in vulnerable situations .
11. Despite the mitigating role played by the social protection systems, the current crisis h as
affected more strongly the vulnerable – including those in precarious or non- standard
forms of employment; persons with disabilities and long-term care needs (as well as their
carers); younger workers, who are likely overrepresented in sectors impacted more
severely by the social distancing measures; families and children in vulnerable positions;
homeless persons; migrants; and ethnic minorities. Older persons in particular, or those
with underlying health conditions, have been particularly exposed to the health risks posed
by the COVID-19 virus. In addition, women, over-represented in critical health and social
services sectors and in particular single parent households, have had to cope with an
increased workload and care responsibilities during the crisis.
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12. In 2021, despite certain improvements in the overall financial situation of the European
households, financial distress1 remains particularly high for those on low incomes,
suggesting that the financial impact of the crisis continues to be felt much more s trongly
by those in the lower part of the income distribution. Low-income households often faced
more difficulties during the pandemic, as they are more likely to live in overcrowded or
poor housing conditions and to lack access to the internet at home.
13. Despite the relatively limited impact of the pandemic on pension systems in the shortterm, income inequalities among older people persist, with gender inequalities becoming
more pronounced in old age. After a decade of improvement, progress in reducing the
risk of poverty or social exclusion for older people in the EU has been halted.
Upcoming developments:
14. Latest forecasts2 show that the improving health situation, linked to increasing vaccination
rates, and the continued easing of containment measures are putting the EU economies
back in motion, with GDP expected to grow by 4.8% in 2021. And while the speed of the
recovery will vary across the Member States, all Member States are e xpected to s ee t he
gap to their pre-crisis output levels close by the end of 2022.
15. Em ployment is expected to take more time to recover to pre-crisis levels, as there is scope
for working hours to increase before companies start hiring again. In addition to the speed
of the economic recovery, the labour market outlook will depend also on the timing of
policy support withdrawal and the pace at which workers reallocate across sectors and
firms in the aftermath of the pandemic and in the context of the green and digital
transitions.
16. Social protection systems, are expected to remain under pressure in the short and medium
term, given the complexity of the challenges and the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the
most vulnerable.
Against this background, the following policy guidance is to be considered:
17. To rebuild from the crisis and prepare better for future emergencies, Mem ber States
should continue to prioritise measures to combat poverty and social exclusion, to address
rising income inequalities, as well as to enhance the resilience of social protection systems .
National responses should continue to focus on the situation of the vulnerable and include
mechanisms to support them.
18. Efforts should be stepped up to provide strong minimum income protection, l inked w ith
access to high quality social services and inclusive labour markets, in line with the active
inclusion approach and with a view to the EU headline target on poverty and social
exclusion. In that sense, investment in the social, long-term care and health sectors and in
human capital will need to be maintained or expanded where necessary.
1
2

The share of households declaring having to “draw on savings or go into debt to meet current expenditure”.
Summer 2021 Economic Forecast: Reopening fuels recovery | European Commission (europa.eu)
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Such

investments would support the recovery and contribute to strengthening the automatic
stabilisers, thus making economies and societies more resilient to future crises. For the
delivery of social services, social economy organisations can be an important partner for
public authorities.
19. The coverage, transferability, adequacy and transparency of social protection rights should
continue to be addressed in a structural manner, also by considering the temporary
measures taken as a response to the crisis. The Council Recommendation on Access to
Social Protection for workers and the self employed 3 should guide the Member States’
efforts. Member States are encouraged to effectively implement the national plans recently
submitted under the Recommendation. The impact of the plans should be carefully
monitored.
20. Targeted efforts to support children at risk of poverty or social exclusion, also in line with
the Council Recommendation on a European Child Guarantee 4, will continue to be
required. Comprehensive actions to promote equal opportunities by providing a set of key
services for children in need may contribute to breaking the transmission of poverty across
generations.
21. The social inclusion of person with disabilities needs to be enhanced, in line with the
European Disability Strategy 2021-20305, through providing more inclusive education,
appropriate access to quality health and long-term care and active labour market policies
adapted to their needs.
22. Further efforts are required for the social inclusion of m igrants a nd refugees, which will
require an integrated approach linking training and skills enhancement with employment
opportunities, as well as access to services, notably healthcare and housing.
23. Structural measures are also required to address homelessness an d hou sing exclu sion.
Such measures should prioritise integrated approaches that combine prevention, rapid
access to permanent housing and the provision of enabling support services. The
construction of new social housing, or access to housing assistance, should be accelerated,
or improved, where needed. Member States’ vaccination plans should ensure adequate
outreach to people in shelters and those experiencing unsheltered homelessness. The
potential of the European Platform on Combatting Homelessness to strengthen the
cooperation among different stakeholders involved in tackling the issue should be fully
utilized.

3

Council Recommendation on access to social protection for workers and the self-employed (2019/C 387/01)

4

Council Recommendation establishing a European Child Guarantee ((EU) 2021/1004 )

5

Strategy on the rights of persins with disabilities (COM(2021) 101 final)
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24. In line with findings from the 2021 joint SPC-Commission Pension Adequacy Report6, focus
should remain on the longer-term challenges related to m aintaining a dequac y and
sustainable financing of pensions in the context of an ageing society and the changing
economy and labour market.
25. Member States should continue taking action to prolong working liv es. Efforts to adjust
pensionable age or career requirements, benefits or accumulation rates to reflect
increasing life expectancy should be complemented with active ageing strategies and
flexible working options, including the possibility to combine pensions with income from
work.
26. Sustained efforts are needed to reduce the gender pension gap , as well as to ensure
adequate coverage and opportunities to accrue pension rights for non-standard w orkers
and the self-employed.
27. In the area of healthcare, strengthening the resilience, effectiveness and access of the
health systems should remain a primary focus of Member States’ efforts. The crisis has
demonstrated the value of strong safety nets, along with the strategic importance of
efficient coordination between social and health care s ys tems for providing access to
quality care for all.
28. Renewed focus on disease prevention and health promotion, as well as on improving the
provision of primary care, is needed. This includes ensuring the availability of well - trained
and adequately supported m edical personnel.
29. Innovative approaches in the provision of healthcare could contribute to addressing the
shortage of health workers. A mixed approach, complementing the physical provis ion of
services with digital ones, may help to promote access to quality healthcare for all. At the
same time, additional information and support should be given to those with limited digital
skills and limited access to digital infrastructure, to ensure they are not left behind.
30. Beyond the COVID-19 pandemic, and in line with the findings of the 2021 joint SPCCommission Long-term Care Report7, Member States need to significantly step up their
efforts to address the structural challenges in relation to long-term care. In particular, this
entails ensuring the availability of high-quality, affordable and accessible long-term care
services to all those in need; addressing the workforce challenges and supporting longterm carers; and enhancing the cost-effectiveness of long-term care in times of rising
demand and a shrinking workforce, including through tapping into the potential of
digitalisation and focussing on prevention.
31. Measures beyond the social policy dom ain should also aim at improving the social
situation across the Union as a priority. All reforms, including those addressing the green

6

2021 Pension Adequacy Report, prepared jointly by the SPC and the European Commission

7

2021 Long-term Care Report, prepared jointly by the SPC and the European Commission
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and digital transitions, need to take into account social and employment concerns.
Distributional impact assessments can help prevent adverse social effects.
32. The European Pillar of Social Rights, should continue to guide efforts during the recovery
period. The three new EU headline targets of the European Pillar of Social Rights Action
Plan, which were welcomed by the EU leaders in the Porto declaration8 and which are to
be achieved by the end of the decade in the areas of employment, skills, and poverty
reduction, should drive the implementation of the Pillar in the coming months and years.
To that end, Member States are invited to set ambitious and realistic national targets that
are an adequate contribution to the achievement of the EU targets, taking into account
national circumstances.
33. Member States should make optimal use of the funds made available under the Next
Generation EU recovery instrument, as well as the reinforced 2021 - 2027 E U budget. In
particular, synergies between climate protection and digitalisation on the one hand and
investments in social infrastructure and skills on the other hand should be exploited,
thereby contributing to a just transition.The funds will play an important role in supporting
the recovery, by providing funding to programmes to restart the economy and reverse the
social impact of the pandemic.
34. The European Semester continues to be an e ffectiv e coordination t ool for fostering
sustainable and inclusive economic growth, competitiveness, employment and adequate
social protection and social inclusion. It remains important that a balance between the
temporary, targeted adjustments related to the launch of the Recovery and Resilience
Facility, and the original purpose of the Semester is observed. In that context, t h e r ole o f
EPSCO and its advisory bodies in the Semester process should be maintained in line with
past Semester cycles and in full application of the Treaty (Article 148 TFEU) and the
respective mandates of the advisory bodies.
35. To strengthen Social Europe and support the implementation of the European Pillar of
Social Rights at EU and Member States level, with due regard for respective competences,
constructive dialogue should be maintained between EU institutions, Member States, social
partners and civil society organizations.
36. The European Commission is invited to take into account the above policy guidance in the
preparatory work of the 2022 Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy.
-----------------

8

Porto Declaration (Consilium Website, 7 May 2021)
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I. Introduction
The present report has been prepared as part of the mandate given to the Social Protection
Committee (SPC) by the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) to monitor the
social situation in the European Union and the development of social protection policies ( Article
160 of TFEU).
The SPC is an advisory policy committee that provides a representative forum for multilateral social
policy coordination, dialogue and cooperation at EU level. It brings together policy makers from all
EU Member States and the Commission in an effort to identify, discuss and implement the policy
mix that is most fitted to respond to the various challenges faced by Member States in the area of
social policies. It uses the social open method of coordination (OMC) as the main policy framework
combining all major social policy strands - social inclusion, pensions, health and long-term care and focuses its work within these strands. It is assisted in carrying out its tasks by the Indicators
Sub-Group.
In 2021 the Indicators Sub-Group of the SPC celebrates 20 years of achievement, having been
created in 2001 to provide technical and analytical support to the Committee, especially with
regard to the development of social indicators and monitoring frameworks. Over the years the
group has developed a wide range of commonly agreed EU indicators in the fields of social
protection (pensions, healthcare and long-term care), social inclusion and on the wellbeing of
children, and has also been instrumental in the development of several key monitoring and
benchmarking frameworks at EU level (see Box 1). It has actively supported the development of
statistical capacity to monitor the social situation in the EU and its Member States.
The main objective of the 2021 SPC Annual Report is to deliver on the mandate of the Committee
and, through its analysis, to provide input to the Council on the main social policy priorities to
recommend to the Commission in the context of the preparation of the 2022 Annual Sustainable
Growth Strategy. On the basis of the Social Protection Performance Monitor (SPPM) and Mem ber
States' social reporting, the report aims at i) m onitoring the social situation 9 , especially the
progress towards the Europe 2020 target on reducing poverty and social exclusion and
highlighting the common social trends to watch, and ii) identifying the key structural social
challenges facing individual Member States a s w ell a s t heir good s ocial out com es , a nd iii)
reviewing the most recent social policy developments in Europe. An overview is also provided,
based on available data, of the very latest evolution in developments in the social situation and
social policies in the EU and its Member States in light of the COVID-19 crisis. This year’s report
also includes a short summary of the national plans setting out the corresponding measures to be
taken at national level in the context of the Council Recommendation on Access to Social
Protection adopted in 2019.
A separate annex to the report provides the SPPM country profiles for each Member State.

9

The figures quoted in this report are based on data available around mid-June 2021, unless otherwise stated. This
means that for EU-SILC based indicators the most recent data generally available for all Member States are for the 2019
survey and that is the reason why this reference year is generally used throughout the report for these indicators.
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Box 1: The Indicators Sub-Group of the SPC celebrates 20 years supporting the
development of key social indicators and monitoring frameworks
Brief history of the group
The Indicators Sub-Group (ISG) of the Social Protection Committee was set up in 2001 to provide
technical/analytical support to the Committee, especially with regard to the development of social
indicators and monitoring frameworks. Its first meeting took place in February 2001, and this year it
celebrates 20 years of achievement.
A key purpose of the group has been to monitor progress towards a set of EU objectives for social
protection and social inclusion, which have been jointly agreed by EU Member States and the
European Commission. The first objectives were agreed in 2001. They were limited to social
inclusion and led to the adoption by EU Heads of State and Government of a first set of 18 EU
social indicators in the fields of poverty and social exclusion (often referred to as the Laeken
indicators, after the name of the Belgian city where they were adopted in December 2001). In
2001/2002, these objectives were complemented with objectives on pensions; and in 2004, with
objectives on healthcare and long-term care. These commonly agreed EU objectives on social
protection and social inclusion have slightly evolved over time (including a rephrasing and
integration of the three sets of objectives in one set of common objectives for the integrated O pen
Method of Coordination on Social Protection and Social Inclusion in 2006) and the ones which
currently underpin EU cooperation in the social field were adopted by the EU Council of Ministers
(i.e. Employment and Social Affairs Ministers in the Employment and Social Affairs Council
(EPSCO)) in 2011. The group continues to develop new indicators, improve existing ones where
necessary and improve its monitoring and analytical tools.
As a forum for Member States and the Commission to develop common approaches with regard
to indicators and monitoring, the ISG is composed of national experts from each EU country and
the European Commission in the fields of social inclusion, pensions and health and long term care.
It is supported by the Commission’s policy analysts (DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion)
and statisticians (Eurostat), and draws on academic expertise through studies and specific
contributions.

Main achievements
A main achievement of the ISG over the past two decades has been the development of
commonly agreed EU indicators for monitoring progress towards the objectives underpinning the
Open Method of Coordination for social protection and inclusion. A wide range of indicators have
been developed in the fields of social protection (pensions, healthcare and long -term care), social
inclusion and on the wellbeing of children. The work on indicator development and the guiding
methodological principles is reflected in the Portfolio of EU Social Indicators. The group was also
heavily involved in the development of the poverty & social exclusion target and the related
indicator (at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion, (AROPE)) under the Europe 2020 Strategy.
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The list of indicators developed in the ISG has been continuously improved as statistics, data
collection and policy needs evolve, and the ISG has actively contributed to the improvement of
social statistics at EU level, especially through the development of the EU Survey on Income and
Living Conditions (EU-SILC), but also through contributions to other statistical frameworks like the
European System of Social Protection Statistics (ESSPROS) and the System of Health Accounts
(SHA).. It has actively supported the development of statistical capacity, for example with regard to
timeliness of social data. In recent years it has developed indicators focused on inequality,
inequality of opportunity, coverage and impact of benefits on poverty, health- and long term care.
The ISG has also been instrumental in the development of several key monitoring and
benchmarking frameworks, including the Joint Assessment Framework, the Social Protection
Performance Monitor and frameworks on health, pensions, minimum income, access to social
protection and work-life balance. It also contributed to the further development of the Social
Scoreboard used to monitor progress in the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights
(EPSR). More recently, the group has been involved in the revision of the at-risk-of-poverty-orsocial-exclusion indicator which will underpin the assessment of progress towards the 2030 target
on poverty and social exclusion.
The analytical work the ISG has conducted on the basis of the agreed EU social indicators includes
inputs to thematic reports on relevant topics as well as the regular production of the monito ring
elements of the SPC Annual Report. Currently it also contributes to the production of a quarterly
monitoring report on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the employment and social
situation in the EU.
The ISG has worked in close collaboration with different Commission services, especially DG
Employment (which supplies the secretariat of the group) and Eurostat. Over recent years, the
group engaged increasingly in joint work with the Indicator Group of the Employment Committee,
while it also sought collaboration with other fora like the Expert Group on Health System
Performance Assessment.

Looking ahead
As tasked by the SPC, the ISG will continue to monitor the social situation and support the role of
social monitoring in the context of the European Semester. It will contribute to the implementation
of the Action Plan on the European Pillar for Social Rights by developing the required monitoring
tools and especially by monitoring the new target on the reduction of poverty and social exclusion.
It is currently working on monitoring frameworks on access to social protection, long-term care,
pensions adequacy and childcare and support to children.
Societal developments like the financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as governance
and policy developments, have significantly increased the role of social monitoring. In this context,
the ISG continues to develop new indicators and monitoring tools, improve existing ones and
continues to support initiatives aimed at enhancing monitoring capacity to support social policy
coordination and policy recommendations, mutual learning and the upward convergence in the
living conditions of EU citizens.
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II. Progress on the Europe 2020 target on reducing
poverty and social exclusion10
In 2010, the EU Heads of States and Governments committed to lifting at least 20 million people
out of being at risk of poverty or social exclusion11, in the context of the Europe 2020 strategy. This
commitment stressed the equal importance of inclusive growth alongside economic objectives for
the future of Europe, and it introduced a new monitoring and accountability scheme 12. Member
States set national poverty and social exclusion targets (Table 1), however, the individual povertyreduction ambitions of the Member States sum to a figure lower than the EU level commitment to
reduce poverty and social exclusion by 20 million and were not always based on the headline
composite indicator, the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (AROPE).
EU-SILC 2019 figures generally point to positive developments in the social situation at that time
(before the COVID-19 pandemic hit), with a further reduction over 2018-2019 in the population at
risk of poverty or social exclusion, reflecting the continuing improvement in the economy and the
labour market. Overall, there was a fall of around 2.3 million between 2018 and 2019 in the then
EU2813 population at risk of poverty or social exclusion (Figure 1). Underlying the fall in the overall
figure were strong reductions in the population experiencing severe material deprivation (down
around 2.2 million), in the population at risk of poverty (down 1.4 million) and in the number of
people living in (quasi-)jobless households (down 1.1 million).
Nevertheless, with regard to the Europe 2020 target of lifting at least 20 million people from the
risk of poverty or social exclusion by 2020, progress remained rather limited. In 2019, for the EU28,
the number of people living at risk of poverty or social exclusion was only down by around 10
million compared to 200814, with a total of 107.5 million people. The improvement was mainly
driven by strong falls in the population experiencing severe material deprivation (down around
14.7 million), and to a lesser exent in the number of people living in (quasi-)jobless households
(down 3.9 million), while the population at risk of poverty actually increased (up 2.7 million). W hile
acknowledging that poverty and social exclusion remain complex and multidimensional issues, any
future projections related to target setting should adequately reflect the particular situations within
Member States, including the diverse population growth rate forecasts.
Furthermore, the overall trend masks divergence between Member States. Higher AROPE rates
compared to 2008 were still observed in some of the countries most affected by the economic

10

Monitoring will now shift from reporting on progress under the Europe 2020 Strategy to implementation of the
European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) and the new targets for 2030, as set out in the following section.
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12
13
14

The EU poverty and social exclusion target is based on a combination of three indicators – the at-risk-of-poverty
rate, the severe material deprivation rate, and the share of people living in (quasi-)jobless (i.e. very low work
intensity) households. It considers people who find themselves in any of these three cate gories and reflects the
multiple facets of poverty and social exclusion across Europe. This definition extends the customary concept of
income poverty to cover the non-monetary dimension of poverty and labour market exclusion. The target is
expressed in absolute terms without taking into account the change in the size of the population since 2008.
COM (2010) 758 final
Reference is made to EU-28 when assessing progress towards the Europe 2020 poverty and social exclusion target.
The reference year, due to data availability, for the target adopted in 2010
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crisis (EL and ES) but also some others (NL and SE). In contrast, for almost half of the Member
States, mainly eastern European countries, the AROPE rate in 2019 was significantly better than the
2008 figure, most notably in HU, LV, PL and RO (Table 2).

Table 1. Europe 2020 poverty and social exclusion target - national targets

National 2020 target for the reduction of poverty or social exclusion (in number of persons)
EU28

20,000,000

BE

380,000

BG

260,000 persons living in monetary poverty*

CZ

100,000

DK

Reduction of the number of persons living in households with very low work intensity by 22,000 by 2020*

DE

Reduce the number of long-term unemployed by 320,000 by 2020*

EE
IE

Reduction of the at risk of poverty rate after social transfers to 15%, equivalent to an absolute decrease by
36,248 persons*
Reduce the number of person in combined poverty (either consistent poverty, at-risk-of-poverty or basic
deprivation) by at least 200,000*

EL

450,000

ES

1,400,000-1,500,000

FR

1,900,000

HR

Reduction of the number of persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion to 1,220,000 by 2020

IT

2,200,000

CY

27,000 (or decrease the percentage from 23.3% in 2008 to 19.3% by 2020)

LV

Reduce the number of persons at the risk of poverty and/or of those living in households with low work
intensity by 121 thousand or 21 % until 2020*

LT

170,000 (and the total number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion must not exceed 814,000 by
2020)

LU

6,000

HU

450,000

MT

6,560

NL

Reduce the number of people aged 0-64 living in a jobless household by 100,000 by 2020*

AT

235,000

PL

1,500,000

PT

200,000

RO

580,000

SI

40,000

SK

170,000

FI

140,000 (Reduce to 770,000 by 2020 the number of persons living at risk of poverty or social exclusion)

SE

Reduction of the % of women and men aged 20-64 who are not in the labour force (except full-time students),
the long-term unemployed or those on long-term sick leave to well under 14%*

UK

Nine national indicators ( 2 statutory and 7 non-statutory) underlying measures to track progress in tackling
the disadvantages that affect outcomes for children and families*

Source: National Reform Programmes. Notes: * denotes countries that have expressed their national target in relation to
an indicator different to the EU headline target indicator (AROPE). For some of these Member States (BG, DK, EE, LV) it is
expressed in terms of one or more of the components of AROPE, but for the others (DE, IE, NL (age range differs), SE and
UK (target not defined)) the target is neither in terms of the AROPE nor the standard definition of one or more of its
components.
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Figure 1. Evolution of the Europe 2020 poverty and social exclusion indicator and its
components, EU28 (figures in 1000s), 2008-2019

Source: Eurostat (EU-SILC)
Note: AROPE – population at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion; AROP – population at-risk-of-poverty; (Quasi-)jobless
HHs - population living in (quasi)-jobless households (i.e. very low work intensity (VLWI) households); SMD – population in
severe material deprivation. For the at-risk-of-poverty indicator, the income reference year is the calendar year prior to the
survey year except for the UK (survey year) and Ireland (12 months preceding the survey). Similarly, the (quasi-)jobless
households indicator refers to the previous calendar year while for severe material deprivation it is the current survey year.
*2008 and 2009 figures are estimates that include 2010 figures for HR on top of the EU27_2007 totals.

Table 2. At-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (in %), evolution (in pp) 20182019 and 2008-2019
EA18

EA19

BE

BG

CZ

DK

DE

EE

IE

EL

ES

FR

HR

2019
2018-2019
change in pp
2008-2019
change in pp

EU28
21.4

20.9

20.9

20.7

20.8

19.5

32.8

12.5

16.3

17.4

24.3

20.6

30.0

25.3

17.9

23.3

-0.4

-0.7

-0.9

-0.8

-0.8

n.a.

0.0

0.3

-0.7

-1.3

-0.1

-0.5

-1.8

-0.8

0.5

-1.5

n.a.

n.a.

-2.8

-0.9

-0.9

-0.8

n.a.

-2.8

n.a.

-2.7

n.a.

-3.1

1.9

1.5

-0.6

n.a.

IT

CY

LV

LT

LU

HU

MT

NL

AT

PL

PT

RO

SI

SK

FI

SE

2019
2018-2019
change in pp
2008-2019
change in pp

25.6

22.3

27.3

26.3

20.6

18.9

20.1

16.5

16.9

18.2

21.6

31.2

14.4

16.4

15.6

18.8

-1.7

-1.6

-1.1

-2.0

-0.1

-0.7

1.1

-0.2

-0.6

-0.7

0.0

-1.3

-1.8

0.1

-0.9

0.8

0.1

-1.0

-6.9

-2.0

n.a.

-9.3

0.0

1.6

-3.7

-12.3

-4.4

-13.0

-4.1

-4.2

-1.8

2.1

EU27_2020 EU27_2007

Source: Eurostat (EU-SILC)
Note: i) Only significant (for the definition of this see table 13 in the section on SPPM methodology) changes have been
highlighted in green/red (positive/negative changes). "n.a." refers to data not being available; ii) For BE, due to a major
break in EU-SILC data in 2019, the 2019 figures are not comparable to previous years, so “n.a.” shown for comparison to
2018 and the longer term change refers to the period 2008 -2018. iii) For BG, major break in the time series in 2014 for the
material deprivation indicators, so "n.a." shown for the period compared to 2008. Also a break in 2016 for EU-SILC based
indicators, but comparison of changes are still valid; iv) For DK, breaks in series for the period since 2008 which mainly
affect indicators related to incomes and to a lesser degree variables highly correlated with incomes ("n.a." shown for the
period compared to 2008).; v) For EE, major break in series in 2014 for variables in EU-SILC due to implementation of a
new methodology based on the use of administrative files. Hence "n.a." shown for the period compared to 2008; vi) For HR,
no long-term comparison for EU-SILC-based indicators compared to 2008 as no EU-SILC data published by Eurostat
before 2010; vii) For LU, major break in series in 2016 for EU-SILC based indicators ("n.a." shown for long-term comparison
versus 2008).
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In conclusion, while over the years preceeding the COVID-19 pandemic improvements in
economic activity and labour markets led to reductions in the number of (quasi -)jobless
households and improvements in living standards, leading in turn to reductions in severe material
deprivation, only recently were the benefits of the economic recovery distributed so as to bring
down the risk of relative income poverty among the overall population at EU level. Member States
have generally been more effective in raising living standards and better ensuring that needs for
basic goods and services are met more widely (i.e. reducing the severe material deprivation rate)
and encouraging wider labour market participation (i.e. reducing the share of (quasi-)jobless
households) than on reducing the overall risk of relative income poverty (AROP).
In 2019, thirteen Member States had achieved their national targets set in relation to the EU
poverty and social exclusion headline target (Table 3). A further five had made progress towards
the target compared to the figure at the start of the Europe 2020 strategy. Altogether, the
progress observed in these Member States entailed a decline in the number of people at risk of
poverty or social exclusion by around 14 million since 2008. However, for nine Member States the
gap to the national target has actually not reduced, but rather increased, such as in Italy, Spain or
the UK, while in some, such as France, there has been rather limited improvement in reducing
poverty and social exclusion. Given that the larger Member States have a big influence on
progress towards the overall EU target, since national targets reflected in part the size of the
population, this altogether had a large impact on the limited progress towards the aggregate
target for the EU28 as a whole. Furthermore, the progress achieved on the national targets in the
Netherlands and Sweden (where the national targets were not directly related to the AROPE
indicator) is associated at the same time with a noticeable increase in the number of people at risk
of poverty or social exclusion, and hence have not contributed either towards meeting the EU
headline target. In contrast, strong reductions in the number of people at risk of poverty or social
exclusion especially in Bulgaria, Germany, Hungary, Poland and Romania have contributed
strongly to making progress towards the Europe 2020 target.
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Table 3. Progress in 201915 with respect to national poverty and social exclusion
targets set by Member States in their National Reform Programmes.

15

For some countries, progress is assessed up to another year.
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III. Future monitoring of the social situation in the
context of the Action Plan for the Implementation of
the European Pillar of Social Rights
This section provides an overview of developments concerning future monitoring of the social
situation in the EU over the decade ahead. This focuses on the recently published Action Plan for
implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR), which sets the backdrop for future
monitoring of the social situation under the European Semester, and the new target on poverty
and social exclusion for 2030. Information is also provided on the main achievements of the Porto
Summit in May 2021, and the ongoing revision of the EPSR Social Scoreboard.
European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan
On 4 March 2021, the European Commission published its Communication on the European Pillar
of Social Rights Action Plan16, outlining concrete actions to further implement the Pillar principles 17
as a joint effort by the Member States and the EU.
The Commission proposed three EU headline targets to be achieved by the end of the decade in
the areas of employment, skills, and social protection18:
 At least 78% of the population aged 20 to 64 should be in employment by 2030;
 At least 60% of all adults should participate in training every year;
 The number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion should be reduced by at least 15
million by 2030.
The members of the European Council welcomed these three targets at the Porto Summit in May
2021. As under the Europe 2020 Strategy, Member States will propose national targets to support
achievement of the common EU headline targets for 2030.
Complementary goals were also set out by the Action Plan which aim to support the achievem ent
of the headline targets. With regard to the employment rate target, these include at least halving
the gender employment gap, increasing the provision of formal early childhood education and
care and reducing the rate of young people aged 15-29 neither in employment, nor in education
or training (NEETs) from 12.6% (2019) to 9%. Concerning the poverty and social exclusion target,
out of the 15 million people to lift out of poverty or social exclusion, at least 5 million should be
children. It should be noted that the indicator that is the basis for monitoring progress against the
poverty and social exclusion target, the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (AROPE), has
been slightly revised as compared to the one used to monitor progress against the Europe 2020
target in this area (see Box 2).
16

ST 6649/21 + ADD 1-2
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32017C1213%2801%29
18 For reference, the starting values for the three targets were 73.1% (in 2019), 37.4% (in 2016), and 92.2 million (in 2019)
respectively.
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Porto Social Commitment and the Porto Declaration
The historical Porto Social Commitment 19 and the Porto Declaration20 by EU Heads of State and
Government adopted at the Social Summit in May 2021 will drive the implementation of the
European Pillar of Social Rights in the coming months and years.
EU institutions, Member States, social partners and civil society have committed to join forces to
strengthen social Europe and further deepen the implementation of the European Pillar of Social
Rights. The Porto Social Commitment represents a unique document, also engaging EU social
partners and civil society alongside EU institutions for the implementation of the European Pillar of
Social Rights and the Action Plan. It is a joint commitment for action at all levels and by all relevant
actors to achieve the 2030 headline targets, and calls for a regular assessment at the highest
political level of the progress made.
The Porto Declaration encompasses:
 an endorsement of the new EU-level 2030 headline targets to increase employment,
improve skills and reduce poverty;
 a central recognition of the Action Plan as a useful tool to rally forces around concrete
legislative and non-legislative actions to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights;
 a confirmation of the European Semester as the main tool to monitor progress toward the
targets and welcoming of the proposal for a revised Social Scoreboard
 a very strong link between the economic recovery and the European Pillar of Social Rights.
Revised Social Scoreboard
The Action Plan included a proposal to revise the EPSR Social Scoreboard, through updating the
existing set of indicators so as to allow to track progress in the implementation of the Pillar in a
more comprehensive manner. This included proposals for the addition of some new headline
indicators for the scoreboard as well as a range of additional secondary indicators. At their
informal meeting on 8 May 2021, the EU leaders welcomed the proposal for a revised Social
Scoreboard.
During Spring 2021, the Social Protection Committee and the Employment Committee (EMCO),
together with their respective indicator groups, have reviewed the proposal for revising the
existing Social Scoreboard. The Committees support the objective of improving the monitoring
and assessment of the employment and the social situation across the Union in an integrated and
more visible way and have agreed on including the proposed new headline indicators alongside
the existing ones in the Social Scoreboard, while taking into account further clarifications on their
definitions and use. These new headline indicators extend the scoreboard to include coverage of
the dimensions of child poverty, adult participation in learning, housing cost overburden and the
19
20

Porto Social Commitment (Portuguese Presidency Website, 7 May 2021)
Porto Declaration (Consilium Website, 7 May 2021)
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employment gap for persons with disabilities, and were endorsed at the 14 June EPSCO Council.
Further discussion will take place on whether to include the secondary indicators in the Social
Scoreboard as used in the Joint Employment Report, and to examine proposals for suitable
indicators to fill the remaining gaps in relation to the Pillar principles currently not covered or not
sufficiently covered. The Committees also consider it necessary to have a broad discussion in the
near future on the role of the Social Scoreboard in relation to other existing monitoring tools.

Box 2: Revision of the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion (AROPE) indicator
While the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion (AROPE) indicator has underpinned the Europe
2020 poverty and social exclusion reduction target, it was recognised that going forward there was
a need to adjust the definition of the indicator. This was in follow up of the joint report of the
EMCO and SPC on the assessment of the Europe 2020 Strategy, where various potential
improvements were identified regarding the AROPE indicator as a headline indicator for poverty
and social exclusion.
Among these there was strong support to revise certain components of the indicator, namely the
severe material deprivation (SMD) and the (quasi-)jobless households components, while keeping
the component on at-risk-of-poverty (AROP) unchanged. In particular, it was suggested to
examine whether to replace the current severe material deprivation component by a new severe
material and social deprivation indicator (SMSD), based on the revised list of items now collected
through EU-SILC, and whether some improvements to the (quasi-)jobless household indicator
could be foreseen.
During 2020 and 2021, the indicators subgroup of the SPC carried out a review of the AROPE
indicator and agreed on the following modifications:
- Adjusting the severe material deprivation component, in light of the transition towards
the improved material and social deprivation measure, by using instead the newly
developed indicator of severe material and social deprivation (SMSD), defined as the
percentage of the total population lacking at least 7 items out of the new list of 13
material and social deprivation items due to an enforced lack 21;
-

Extending the age bracket of the (quasi)-jobless household indicator from 59 to 64 years,
while making some adjustments to the reference population so as not to include retired
persons22.

These revised definitions of the above components will be used from now on in the overall AROPE
indicator in order to measure progress towards the 2030 headline target on poverty and social
exclusion.
The new SMSD is expected to be more reactive than the old SMD indicator (which included static items such as
having a TV, telephone or washing machine).
22 When extending the age bracket to 64 years, people who are retired according to their self-defined current economic
21

status or who receive any pension (other than a survivors pension), as well as people in the age bracket 60 -64 who are
inactive and living in a household where the main income is pensions (other than survivor pensions) are excluded from
the reference population.
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IV. Overview of developments in the social situation in
the EU
This section provides, following a scene setting on the main economic and labour market
developments up to last year, a review of the latest trends from the Social Protection Performance
Monitor (SPPM) dashboard. It is mainly based on the June 2021 update of the dashboard, a tool
that uses a set of key EU social indicators for monitoring developments in the social situation in the
European Union. The latest update of the SPPM dashboard is based on the complete set of 2019
EU-SILC data and the 2020 Labour Force Survey data.
In addition, some indications are provided on more recent developments following the Covid-19
outbreak, based on available 2020 EU-SILC data and Eurostat flash estimates, together with a
summary of the very latest developments based on a range of sources where preference is given
to timeliness and relevance of data/indicators rather than their precision.

Development in the social situation up to 2020
Prior to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, the EU had been recovering from
many of the negative effects of the financial and economic crisis that hit the EU in 2008-2009,
around the start of the Europe 2020 strategy. During 2019, the EU economy continued to expand
(Figure 2) and employment reached the highest level ever recorded, while unemployment in the
EU returned to below pre-crisis levels. With employment having risen strongly, in general the
financial situation of EU households, as reflected in gross household disposable income (GHDI) was
improving and this led to widespread improvements in many of the other social indicators, as
reported on in this sub-section (which focuses mainly on the latest available EU-SILC data covering
the situation in 2019).
The COVID-19 pandemic led to an unprecedented economic shock. The health crisis and the
necessary containment measures adopted to fight the pandemic have taken a toll on the EU
economy, with GDP for 2020 as a whole down by 6.0% compared to the previous year and total
employment down by 1.5%, with approximately 3 million fewer people in employment in the EU in
2020 compared to 2019. Nevertheless, the rise in unemployment that might have been expected
with such a decline in economic activity was contained through the strong contribution of
automatic stabilisers and also by short-time work schemes and other similar measures, while the
impact on aggregate household income was also mitigated by these and other rapidly adopted
policy measures.
While EU-SILC data for 2020 is not yet available for many Member States, and hence it is not yet
possible to provide a detailed assessment of the social impact of the pandemic, an overview of the
more recent evolution in the social situation in the EU and its Member States is provided in the
sub-section on developments in the social situation from 2020 onwards, based on the currently
available data from other sources.
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Figure 2: Real GDP, GDHI and employment growth in the EU, 2012-2021q1

Source: Eurostat, National Accounts (DG EMPL calculations for GDHI), data not seasonally adjusted.
Note: GDHI EU aggregate for Member States for which data are available. Nominal GDHI is converted into real GDHI by
deflating with the deflator (price index) of household final consumption expenditure.

Main recent trends from the SPPM
The latest update of the Social Protection Performance Monitor dashboard 23, which is mainly
based on 2019 EU-SILC data24 and 2020 LFS data, generally points to widespread positive
developments in the social situation in 2019, but with the more recent LFS-based indicators already
indicating some negative trends in the labour market due to the COVID-19 outbreak. Changes
over the latest annual reference period available showed 25 signs of a broad improvement in the
social situation in 2019, with most indicators mainly flagging up positive changes across Member
States (Figure 3). In particular, strong positive developments in the social situation could be
observed in the following areas:
−

rises in real gross household disposable income in 21 MS along with significant reductions
in the severe material deprivation rate in 11 MS. There were also significant declines in t h e
housing cost overburden rate in 8 MS. All these reflect that household incomes and
financial conditions of EU households further improved in 2019, benefitting from the then
continued economic growth and improved labour markets;

23
24

The SPPM dashboard is a tool which uses a set of key EU social indicators for monitoring developments in the social
situation in the European Union (for details on the methodology see the appendix "SPPM dashboard methodology")
For preliminary analysis of the partially available EU-SILC 2020 data see the later section entitled “Latest indications
from available 2020 EU-SILC data”.
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Generally 2018-2019, but for the LTU rate, early school leavers, youth unemployment ratio, NEETs and the
employment rate (55-64), the change refers to the period 2019-2020.
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−

a reduction in the risk of poverty or social exclusion for the overall population in 12 MS,
driven by falls in the risk of poverty (down in 9 MS), severe material deprivation (down in 11
MS) and in the share of the population living in (quasi-)jobles s h ous eholds (down in 12
MS).

−

During the reference period there were also significant declines in income inequality in 8
MS as well as in the depth of poverty (the relative median poverty risk gap) in 8 MS.

−

reductions in the share of children at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 12 MS;

−

further reductions in the in-work at-risk-of poverty rate (in 9 MS), reflecting continued
improvements in the labour market at that time;

−

and, in contrast to previous years’ trends, a reduction in the at-risk-of-poverty rates f or
people residing in (quasi-)jobless households in many Member States (9).

Nevertheless, there were some areas of concern arising from the developments in the income
distribution at the time, namely the continuing decline in the relative incom e o f t he elderly (i.e.
those aged 65 or older), with significant rises in the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate of
the elderly in 11 countries, together with falls in the aggregate replacement ratio in 13 and in the
median relative income ratio of the elderly in 9 MS. In addition, several MS nevertheless recorded
worsening income inequalities (7 MS) or increases in the housing cost overburden rate (6 MS).
Also of concern are the more recent developments in the labour market in 2020, in particular for
young people, as highlighted by the deterioration in the youth unemployment ratio in 7 MS and
the rise in NEET (15-24) rates in 10 MS.
Figure 4 highlights per country the number of significant improvements or deteriorations that have
taken place in the social indicators in the SPPM dashboard in the latest reference period. Around
two thirds of MS recorded a substantially higher number of indicators showing improvements than
declines. The Member States with the highest number of significant positive changes were Croatia,
Greece, Lithuania and Portugal, all recording improvements on 10 or more indicators and
generally with very few or no indicators showing a deterioration.
In contrast, developments in France, Luxembourg, Malta and Sweden were much less positve, with
significant improvements only registered on one or two indicators and with a larger number of
deteriorating indicators. These results should be considered alongside the longer term situati on of
Member States with regard to the number of indicators that show a deterioration or improvement
compared to 2008 (Figure 6) and with the absolute level of the indicator values – for those
Member States where they started from a comparably favourable level the chance of further
improvement is more unlikely.
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Figure 3: Areas of deterioration (social trends to watch) and improvement for the
period 2018-2019+

Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor
Notes:

+

For EU-SILC based indicators the changes refer to 2018-2019 (although for income and household work intensity

indicators the changes generally actually refer to 2017-2018). Major break in EU-SILC series for BE in 2019 so EU-SILC
based changes not included for that Member State. For LFS-based indicators (LTU rate, early school leavers, youth
unemployment ratio, NEETs (15-24), ER (55-64)) the changes refer to the period 2019-2020. * At-risk-of-poverty rate
(AROP), severe material deprivation rate (SMD) and the share of the population in (quasi-)jobless households indicators
are components of the AROPE indicator.
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Figure 4. Number of SPPM key social indicators per Member State with a
statistically significant improvement or deterioration from 2018 to 2019+

Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor
Notes: Bars refer to the number of SPPM indicators which have registered a statistically and substantively significant
deterioration or improvement between 2018 and 2019. +For EU-SILC based indicators for income and household work
intensity, changes actually refer to 2017-2018. Major break in EU-SILC series for BE in 2019 so EU-SILC based changes not
included. For some indicators (LTU rate, early school leavers, youth unemployment ratio, NEETs, ER (55-64)) the changes
refer to the period 2019-2020.
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Main longer-term trends from the SPPM
Looking at the longer-term developments since 2008 and the beginning of the Europe 2020
strategy, the overall picture in the latest SPPM update was positive as a whole across indicators,
especially those relating to the labour market situation of older workers, the income and living
conditions of the elderly, and the living standards of the overall population (Figure 5).
The dashboard shows there have been a large number of Member States that recorded significant
improvements compared to 2008, notably in the employment of older workers (with the
employment rate for the age group 55-64 up in 26 MS) and in the relative income and living
conditions of the elderly (with the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate of those aged 65 and
over down in 13 MS, alongside improvements in the aggregate replacement ratio in 9 MS and in
the median relative income ratio of elderly people in 11 MS). However, this trend should be
interpreted with caution, as it does not necessarily show an improvement in absolute terms, and
with the improvement in the labour market and in the income of people of working age up until
the pandemic, the trend had been reversing.
Other areas which have seen an improvement include an increasing number of healthy life years
among the population aged over 65 in many countries, and significant decreases in the number of
early school leavers in Europe (with reductions in 18 MS). Overall, there have also been significant
improvements compared to 2008 in real gross household disposable income in many Member
States (17), which has fed through to reductions in the severe material deprivation rate, the
housing cost overburden rate and the risk of poverty or social exclusion of the overall population
and for children in around a third of MS.
Nevertheless there remain some areas where indicators show the situation is still noticeably
worse26 compared to 2008, namely:
− rises in the poverty risk for people living in (quasi-)jobless households (in almost two thirds
of MS);
− a worsening in the depth of poverty (with the poverty risk gap higher in 10 MS) and in the
persistence of poverty (with the persistent at-risk-of-poverty rate higher in 7 MS);
Other areas where outcomes compared to 2008 remain noticeably worse in several Member
States concern rises in income inequality (in 7 MS) and declines in the im pact of social transfers on
poverty reduction (in 7 MS).
Figure 6 shows the number of indicators in the SPPM dashboard for which a given country
registered a significant deterioration or improvement over the period 2008 to 2019/20. For most
Member States, there is a significantly higher number of indicators showing positive developments
rather than negative ones, most notably in Ireland, Latvia and Poland. On the other hand, Member
States such as Greece, Spain and Sweden still recorded many indicators showing a deterioration
compared to 2008, although also with several indicators showing an improvement.
26

Where the changes compared to 2008 are statistically significant and show a negative development.
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Of course the varying developments in the social situation across countries reflect differences in
the impacts of the economic crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic, but also changes in the the
population (including size, composition and rate of ageing), the varying pressure on pension
systems and needs for long term care etc. One important issue, especially regarding the progress
towards the target on the reduction of the population living at risk of poverty or social exclusion, is
the change in the size of the overall population since 2008, which has been quite dramatic in
certain Member States. For example, between 2008 and 2021 the total population in LV and LT
had declined by around 13%, in BG by 8% and in RO by 7%, while it expanded by over 12% in IE
and SE, by 15.4% in CY, and by as much as 26.5% in MT and 31.2% in LU (Table 4). Other Member
States with sizeable relative increases in the population include BE (8.4%), AT (7.5%), DK (6.7%), NL
(6.5%) and FR (5.4%). For the EU27 as a whole, the total population increased by around 2% or 8.3
million, mainly reflecting net rises of around 0.9 million in BE and DE, over 1 million in NL and SE,
around 1.7 million in ES and 3.4 million in the FR.

Table 4: Population change between 2008 and 2021
2008

2021

% change

EU27_2020

438,725,386

447,007,596

1.9

EA19

333,096,775

342,376,602

2.8

EA18

329,884,170

339,580,922

2.9

BE

10,666,866

11,566,041

8.4

BG

7,518,002

6,916,548

-8.0

CZ

10,343,422

10,701,777

3.5

DK

5,475,791

5,840,045

6.7

DE

82,217,837

83,155,031

1.1

EE

1,338,440

1,330,068

-0.6

IE

4,457,765

5,006,907

12.3

EL

11,060,937

10,682,547

-3.4

ES

45,668,939

47,394,223

3.8

FR

64,007,193

67,439,599

5.4

HR

4,311,967

4,036,355

-6.4

IT

58,652,875

59,257,566

1.0

CY

776,333

896,005

15.4

LV

2,191,810

1,893,223

-13.6

LT

3,212,605

2,795,680

-13.0

LU

483,799

634,730

31.2

HU

10,045,401

9,730,772

-3.1

MT

407,832

516,100

26.5

NL

16,405,399

17,475,415

6.5

AT

8,307,989

8,932,664

7.5

PL

38,115,641

37,840,001

-0.7

PT

10,553,339

10,298,252

-2.4

RO

20,635,460

19,186,201

-7.0

SI

2,010,269

2,108,977

4.9

SK

5,376,064

5,459,781

1.6

FI

5,300,484

5,533,793

4.4

SE

9,182,927

10,379,295

13.0

Source: Eurostat, population statistics.
Notes: Population figures on 1 January of given year.
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Figure 5. Areas of deterioration (social trends to watch) and improvement for the
period 2008-2019+

Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor
Notes: For EU-SILC based indicators the changes refer to 2008-2019 (although for income and household work intensity indicators the
changes generally actually refer to 2008-2018). For LFS-based indicators (LTU rate, early school leavers, youth unemployment ratio, NEETs
(15-24), ER (55-64)) the changes refer to the period 2008-2020. * AROP, SMD and (quasi-)jobless households indicators are components of
the AROPE indicator. i) For AT, break in series in 2011 for persistent poverty risk (so trend in this indicator not considered for the period
compared to 2008); ii) For BE, due to a major break in EU-SILC data in 2019 the 2019 figures are not comparable to previous years, so
longer term change refers to the period 2008-2018. In addition, major break in 2011 in the self-reported unmet need for medical
examination (so trend for this not considered for the period compared to 2008); iii) For BG, major break in the time series i n 2014 for the
material deprivation indicators, so for SMD and AROPE trends not considered for the period compared to 2008. Also a break in 2016 for
EU-SILC based indicators, but comparison of changes are still valid;; iv) For DK, breaks in series for the period since 2008 whi ch mainly
affect indicators related to incomes and to a lesser degree variables highly correlated with incomes (so trends in these not considered for
the period compared to 2008 for these); v) For EE, major break in series in 2014 for variables in EU-SILC due to implementation of a new
methodology based on the use of administrative files. Hence changes not considered for the period compared to 2008 for these; vi) For
HR, no EU-SILC data published by Eurostat before 2010; vii) For LU, major break in series in 2016 for EU-SILC based indicators. Hence
changes not considered for the period compared to 2008 for these; viii) For NL, improvement to the definition of income in 2016 has some
impact on comparison of income-based indicators over time; ix) For RO, breaks in series in 2010 for LFS-based indicators, so changes
2010-2019 used for longer term change for these; x) For SI, break in time series in Healthy Life Years indicator in 2010 which affects
comparison of change since 2008 and for the self-reported unmet need for medical care, where the change in the indicator is attributable
to a minor change of question wording, better training of interviewers and sensibilisation of general public to the issue of waiting lists due
to wide media debate.
+
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Figure 6. Number of SPPM social indicators per Member S t ate w i th a s i g nificant
deterioration or improvement between 2008 and 2019

Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor

Notes: The bars refer to the number of SPPM indicators which have registered a statistically and substantively significant
deterioration or improvement between 2008 and 2019.;i) For AT, break in series in 2011 for persistent poverty risk (so trend
in this indicator not considered for the period compared to 2008); ii) For BE, due to a major break in EU-SILC data in 2019
the 2019 figures are not comparable to previous years, so longer term change refers to the period 2008-2018. In addition,
major break in 2011 in the self-reported unmet need for medical examination (so trend for this not considered for the
period compared to 2008); iii) For BG, major break in the time series in 2014 for the material deprivation indicators, so for
SMD and AROPE trends not considered for the period compared to 2008. Also a break in 2016 for EU -SILC based
indicators, but comparison of changes are still valid;; iv) For DK, breaks in series for the period since 2008 which mainly
affect indicators related to incomes and to a lesser degree variables highly correlated with incomes (so trends in these not
considered for the period compared to 2008 for these); v) For EE, major break in series in 2014 for variables in EU-SILC due
to implementation of a new methodology based on the use of administrative files. Hence changes not considered for the
period compared to 2008 for these; vi) For HR, no EU-SILC data published by Eurostat before 2010; vii) For LU, major break
in series in 2016 for EU-SILC based indicators. Hence changes not considered for the period compared to 2008 for these;
viii) For NL, improvement to the definition of income in 2016 has some impact on comparison of income -based indicators
over time; ix) For RO, breaks in series in 2010 for LFS-based indicators, so changes 2010-2019 used for longer term change;
x) For SI, break in time series in Healthy Life Years indicator in 2010 which affects the comparison of change since 2008 and
for the self-reported unmet need for medical care, where the change in the indicator is attributable to a minor change of
question wording, better training of interviewers and sensibilisation of general public to the issue of waiting lists due to
wide media debate.
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SPPM dashboard update (2019 EU-SILC data available for all Member States)
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Note: i) Only significant changes have been highlighted in green/red (positive/negative changes). "~" refers to stable perfor mance (i.e. insignificant change), "n.a." refers to data not being available.
See table at end of document for full details of significance tests; ii) The method used to estimate the statistical signific ance of the net changes, based on regression and developed by Net-SILC2 (an
EU funded network consisting of a group of institutions and researchers conducting analysis using EU-SILC) is still under improvement; iii) For AT, break in series in 2011 for persistent poverty risk
("n.a." shown for the period compared to 2008); iv) For BE, due to a major break in EU-SILC data in 2019 the 2019 figures are not comparable to previous years, so “na” shown for comparison to
2018 and the longer term change refers to the period 2008 -2018. In addition, major break in 2011 in the self-reported unmet need for medical examination (so trend for this not considered for the
period compared to 2008); v) For BG, major break in the time series in 2014 for the material deprivation indicators, so for SMD and AROPE (and population breakdowns) "n.a." shown for the period
compared to 2008. Also a break in 2016 for EU-SILC based indicators, but comparison of changes are still valid; vi) For DK, breaks in series for the period since 2008 whic h mainly affect indicators
related to incomes and to a lesser degree variables highly correlated with incomes ("n.a." shown for the period compared to 2008 for these); vii) For EE, major break in series in 2014 f or variables in
EU-SILC due to implementation of a new methodology based on the use of administrative files. Hence "n.a." shown for the period compared to 2008; viii) For HR, no long-term comparison for EUSILC-based indicators compared to 2008 as no EU-SILC data published by Eurostat before 2010; ix) For LU, major break in series in 2016 for EU-SILC based indicators ("n.a." shown for long-term
comparison versus 2008); x) For NL, improvement to the definition of income in 2016 has some impact on comparison of income -based indicators over time; xi) For RO, breaks in series in 2010 for
LFS-based indicators, so changes 2010-2019 shown for longer term change; xii) For SI, break in time series in Healthy Life Years indicator in 2010 which affects the comparison of change since 2008,
and for the self-reported unmet need for medical care, where the change in the indicator is attributable to a minor change of question wording, better training of interviewers and sensibilisation of
general public to the issue of waiting lists due to wide media debate;
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Latest indications from available 2020 EU-SILC data
Just over half (14) of the Member States have already reported the results of the 2020 EU-SILC
survey27, while 19 have provided data or early estimates for the severe material deprivation (SMD)
indicator. This section presents the findings based on this most recent data, although incomplete
and with no estimates for the EU aggregate yet available. The table below (Table 5) shows the
available figures for the changes in the EU-SILC based SPPM indicators between 2019 and 2020
surveys, highlighting where changes are significant 28.
The results (Figure 7) indicate significant improvements in the at-risk-of-poverty-or-socialexclusion rates in several countries (6) that have reported so far. Underlying this there were
reductions reported in the severe material deprivation rate in 5 Member States and in the share of
the population living in (quasi-)jobless households in 6. In addition, the housing cost overburden
rate fell in 7 of the reporting countries, while the at-risk-of-poverty gap and the inequality measure
the S80/S20 income share ratio have each improved in 5. There were no signs from the available
EU-SILC 2020 figures of a major worsening in the social situation, with only the at-risk-of-poverty
rate and the aggregate replacement ratio having a noticeable number of Member States (4 in
each case) flagging up significant deterioration. It should be borne in mind, however, that the
income-based and work intensity based indicators from EU-SILC actually refer to the situation in
the previous year (i.e. 2019) rather than 2020.

27 This refers to the situation on 3rd September 2021, at which time 14 Member States (AT, BG, CY, DK, EE, EL, ES, FI, HR,
HU, NL, RO, SI and SE) had reported 2020 SILC data for the SILC-based indicators included in the SPPM. For the
SMD indicator, 19 Member States had provided early data or estimates.
28 The estimates of significance used are the statistical significance and substantive significance ones employed to
investigate the changes 2018-2019.
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Figure 7. Overview of the number of Member States showing an improvement or
deterioration on EU-SILC based SPPM indicators between 2019 and 2020

Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor using available 2020 EU-SILC results.
Note: Figures available for 14 Member States for all indicators except SMD, where 19 countries have provided data by
September 2021. The chart shows the number of Member States with a significant improvement on a given indicator in
blue, and those with a significant deterioration in red. * At-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP), severe material deprivation rate
(SMD) and the share of the population in (quasi-)jobless households indicators are components of the AROPE indicator.
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Table 5: Dashboard of changes 2019-2020 for available EU-SILC based figures

Note: i) Only significant changes have been highlighted in green/red (positive/negative changes). "n.a." refers to data not ( yet) being available. Eurostat calculations on statistical significance of net change have been used
where available, combined with checks for substantive significance. In all the remaining cases a 1pp threshold has been used for all percentage-based indicators or for indicators based on ratios a 5% threshold has been
used; ii) The method used to estimate the statistical significance of the net changes, based on regression and developed by Net-SILC2 (an EU funded network consisting of a group of institutions and researchers conducting
analysis using EU-SILC) is still under improvement;
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Developments in the social situation from 2020 onwards,
following the COVID-19 outbreak
This section provides an overview of the very latest evolution in the social situation in the EU 29 and
its Member States from 2020 onwards, in light of the COVID-19 crisis, based on the currently
available data. It uses a range of more timely sources to provide an initial overview of how the
social situation is developing, with preference here given to timeliness and relevance of
data/indicators rather than their precision, together with some initial estimates of the impact of the
pandemic on household incomes and poverty.
Economic, employment and household income developments
The COVID-19 pandemic that struck Europe in the beginning of 2020 presented an
unprecedented challenge across the European Union, and indeed across much of the world, and
has led to a major economic shock. The health crisis and the necessary containment measures
adopted to fight the pandemic have taken a toll on the EU economy, with GDP falling by 11.2% in
the second quarter of 2020 compared to the previous quarter, and by 13.9% compared to a year
earlier (the sharpest contraction observed since the time series started in 1995). The number of
employed persons in the EU decreased by 2.7% compared with the first quarter, and by 2.8%
compared with a year earlier (Figure 8), but short-time work schemes and other similar m easures
helped to mitigate significantly the reduction in employment.

Figure 8: Real GDP and employment growth (% change on previous year) in the
EU27 (2020 composition), 2012-2021

Source: Eurostat, National Accounts [namq_10_gdp, namq_10_pe]. Data not seasonally adjusted.

29

In this section the focus is on the EU27 composition of Member States from 2020 (ie. without the UK), the UK having
left the EU in early 2020.
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Although there was a strong rebound in Europe's economy in the third quarter of 2020, as
restrictions were eased over the summer, the rebound stalled in the fourth quarter and was more
limited in the first quarter of 2021, as fresh public health measures were introduced to contain the
new COVID-19 wave. As a result, GDP remained around 4% below the previous year’s levels in
both the third and fourth quarters of 2020, before improving to 1.3% below in the first quarter of
2021. Employment also partially recovered in the third (up 0.9% quarter -on-quarter) and fourth
quarters (up 0.4%), but declined slightly in the first quarter of 2021 (down 0.3%), and remained well
down (of the order of 1.6%) on levels compared to a year earlier.
The unemployment rate in the EU rose to 7.8% in August 2020, before edging down subsequently
to 7.4% by the end of the year and 7.3% by spring 2021, in line with consumers’ expectations for
unemployment over the next 12 months (Figure 9). This nevertheless remains around 1 pp higher
than the low of 6.4% of March 2020. Unemployment rates have decreased from their peaks in
most Member States.

Figure 9: Unemployment rate versus unemployment expectations in the EU

Source: Eurostat, series on unemployment; European Commission, Business and Consumer Surveys [une_rt_m, ei_bsco_m].
Data seasonally adjusted
Notes: Unemployment expectations: consumers' expectations for unemployment in the country over next 12 months,
moving average over past 3 months The right scale is the balance between the share of respondents who expect higher
unemployment and those who expect a lower one.

The European Commission’s Summer 2021 Economic Forecast30 reports that the improving health
situation, linked to increasing vaccination rates, and the ensuing continued easing of containment
measures are putting the EU economies back in motion. GDP in the EU is now forecast to expand
by 4.8% in 2021 and by 4.5% in 2022, and with the volume of output projected to return to its precrisis level (2019-Q4) in the last quarter of 2021. The speed of the recovery will vary significantly
across the Member States, with some expected to see economic output return to their pre30

Summer 2021 Economic Forecast: Reopening fuels recovery | European Commission (europa.eu)
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pandemic levels by the third quarter of 2021, while for others it would take longer. All Member
States are nevertheless expected to see the gap to their pre-crisis output levels close by the end of
2022.
With labour market conditions slowly improving after the initial impact of the pandemic, a previous
forecast saw the annual unemployment rate in the EU falling to 7.0% by 2022, nonetheless
remaining higher than pre-crisis levels. Employment is expected to take time to fully recover, as
there is scope for working hours to increase before companies start hiring again. The labour
market outlook hinges not only on the speed of the economic recovery, but also on the timing of
policy support withdrawal and the pace at which workers are reallocated across sectors and firms.
Adjustment in the labour market during the pandemic has mainly taken place through reductions
in working time and temporary layoffs, to a large degree supported by government financed short
time working, temporary layoff and furlough schemes. As a result, there was a sharp fall in total
hours worked in the first and second quarters of 2020 (Figure 10), which was then followed by a
marked rise in the third quarter as economic activity partly recovered. 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. For women, the index of hours worked dropped from 108
to 90 index points between the fourth quarter of 2019 and the second quarter of 2020, compared
to a drop of 98 to 83 for men. Total hours worked then increased for both in the third quarter,
before edging down in the fourth quarter and remaining some 6 and 4 index points down
respectively on the levels at the end of 2019.

Figure 10: Trends in hours worked in the EU 2012 to 2020 Q4

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey. (2006=100). Seasonally adjusted data, not calendar adjusted.
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The number of people aged 20-64 absent from work rose dramatically in the second quarter of
2020 to reach over 35 million. This increase was to a large extent due to a sharp increase in
temporary lay-offs, which rose from 0.3 million persons in the last quarter of 2019 to 13.8 million
persons in the second quarter (Figure 11). Absences for “other” reasons, which include, but are not
limited to, absences due to personal or family responsibilities also increased markedly (from 3.3
million to 8.7 million). The overall number of people absent from work then fell back sharply in the
third quarter, as restrictions eased and many resumed work, but then picked up again in the fourth
quarter with the second wave of the pandemic, although to a much lesser extent than during the
first wave. In the fourth quarter of 2020, a total of 22.3 million people aged 20-64 were absent
from work in the EU, 13 million fewer than in the second quarter, but 4.5 million more than in the
third quarter.

Figure 11: Trends in absences from work by reason in the EU, 2012 to 2020 Q4

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force Survey. Seasonally adjusted data, not calendar adjusted.

The activity rate in the EU for the working age population fell by 1.4 pps between the last quarter
of 2019 and the second quarter of 2020, but had almost recovered to pre-crisis levels by the last
quarter of 2020 (remaining down by only 0.2 pps). Underlying this overall trend, the declines for
men and women were similar through to the second quarter of 2020, but subsequently the
recovery in the rate for women was stronger (back to the 2019 Q4 level by the last quarter of
2020), while it remained 0.5 pps lower for men. It terms of age groups, young people (aged 15-24)
saw strong falls in activity rates of 2.6 pps through to the second quarter and these only recovered
weakly to 1.7 pps below the 2019 Q4 level by the last quarter of 2020. While activity rates for those
of prime working age and older workers also declined in the first half of 2020, they had fully
recovered for the former by the last quarter and were actually 0.7 pps higher for the latter.
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Turning to the impact on household income, year-on-year growth in aggregate household
incomes in the EU27, as measured through real gross household disposable income (GHDI), fell
sharply in the second quarter of 2020 (down 2.7% on a year earlier), but recovered strongly in the
third quarter (Figure 12). It then edged down in the last quarter, with household disposable income
ending the year up by 0.6% compared to a year earlier. Over 2020 there was a very strong
positive contribution to overall income from (net) social benefits, which played a major role in
mitigating the overall drop in household incomes in the second quarter, also supported to a lesser
extent by adjustments to taxes on income and wealth. This continued in the third and fourth
quarters, with growth in income from social benefits more than offseting the declines in
compensation of employees and of the self-employed (which were much reduced compared to
the second quarter decline) and the fall in net income from property.
All in all, social protection systems were the main stabilisation factor in supporting household
incomes in 2020. Contrary to the positive development in real GDHI, real GDP remained around
4% down year-on-year, indicating that policies in place continued to mitigate the effect of the fall
in GDP on household incomes and reflecting a continuing strong automatic stabilisation effect of
social protection systems on household incomes as well as of additional policy measures taken.

Figure 12: Real GDP growth, real GHDI growth and its main components - EU

Source: 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.
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Financial distress among consumers based on EU consumer surveys
A “financial distress“ indicator derived from harmonised EU consumer surveys (see Box 3) is one of
the most timely indicators available and well suited to signal changes in the financial situation of
households by broadly defined income groups (income quartiles).

Box 3: Financial distress indicator
The Commission collects monthly information on consumer sentiment as part of the programme
of joint harmonised EU business and consumer surveys. These very timely surveys include a
question on household financial situations, which has been used to derive a “financial distress”
indicator. The indicator focuses on households declaring that they had to “draw on their savings or
go into debt in order to meet current expenditure”. Breakdowns are provided by household
income quartile.
The “financial distress” indicator provides a timely indication of trends in the share of the
population whose households are facing financial difficulties, and how households in the different
income quartiles have been affected by the crisis. While subjective, it can provide a timely
indication of the deterioration/improvement in the financial situation of households, and help to
signal expected notable developments in the main indicators derived from EU-SILC. Still, both its
subjective nature and the limited information on sampling and data-collection issues require som e
caution in the interpretation of the results.

The latest data available indicates that the overall share of people in the EU reporting financial
distress continued to edge down in recent months. After peaking in April 2020 it has been on a
gradually reducing trend since then (Figure 13). In May 2021, 12.7% of the population reported
being in financial distress, 1 pp lower than the April 2020 peak of 13.7%. Underlying the May 2021
figure, 9.3% reported a need to draw on savings and 3.4% the need to run into debt.
This reduction in financial distress following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic may appear
counterintuitive, but seems to reflect lower household expenditure coupled with a higher
household saving rate. Data show that in the second quarter of 2020 household final consumption
expenditure in the EU27 suddenly fell year-on-year (falling 17.3%) and was still 3.6 % lower in the
third quarter compared to a year earlier. At the same time, the household saving rate was 4.5pp
higher in the third quarter compared to a year earlier.
However, financial distress remains particularly high for those on low incomes and, unlike for other
income groups, has actually been rising over recent months. In fact, the overall improvement in
the financial distress indicator since spring 2020 mainly reflects the reductions for the more affluent
groups in the third and fourth income quartiles, which saw falls of 1.9 pp and 1.8 pp repectively
compared to their corresponding peaks in April 2020, while financial distress among the lower
43

income quartile rose 0.4 pp over the same period. In May 2021, 24.0% of those in the lowest
income quartile reported being in financial distress, compared to 5.8% for those in the highest
income quartile, and with the gap between them increasing almost continuously since the
outbreak of the pandemic. Shares of those in financial distress in the second and third quartiles
were 14.5% and 10.1% respectively. These results suggest that the financial impact of the crisis
continues to be felt much more strongly by those in the lower part of the income distribution.

Figure 12: Reported financial distress in the EU by income quartile – 2012 to 2021

Source: 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). The overall share of adults
reporting having to draw on savings and having to run into debt are shown respectively by the light grey and dark grey
areas, which together represent total financial distress.

Reported financial distress has increased for the lowest incom e quartile in several Member States
since the pandemic hit, but there is a wide diversity in levels and trends (Figure 14). By the first
quarter of 2021 financial distress was higher in eleven countries compared to the last quarter of
2019, most markedly in Croatia, Hungary, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain and Sweden. Spain
was the country with the highest overall share of people in the lowest income quartile reporting
financial distress, followed by Slovakia, Belgium and France (all above 30%). In a few countries
(Cyprus, Finland and Latvia) shares remained rather stable. In contrast, decreases were recorded in
twelve Member States, most noteably in Bulgaria, Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Lithuania, the
Netherlands and Malta.
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Figure 14: Reported financial distress in lowest income quartile across Member
States, 2019 Q4 and 2021 Q1

Source: European Commission, Business and Consumer Surveys. 3-month moving average (DG EMPL calculations)

Trends in social expenditure and the take-up of selected social benefits
Since the financial crisis of 2008, the SPC has been collecting data on the number of social benefit
recipients for different social schemes31 (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.
The latest figures, generally covering up to spring or early summer 2021 for around two-thirds of
Member States, 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 national measures adopted to protect workers, the impact of the COVID - 19
crisis on EU employment is very significant and unemployment in the EU rose from May
onwards to peak at 16.3 million in August and September, before edging down over the
following months. By May 2021, although remaining above pre-pandemic levels for most
countries, unemployment levels were well down on the peak values recorded following the
outbreak of the pandemic in a large majority of Member States (Figure 15).

31

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.)
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With few exceptions there was an (often sharp) uptick in unemployment benefit recipients
in Member States in the months following the COVID outbreak, with especially marked
relative increases to peak values in BG, EE, ES, HU, MT, RO and SK . Among those
countries for which more recent data are available, the relative rise in unemployment
benefit recipients since February 2020 to spring or early summer 2021 remains especially
strong (a relative increase of around 40% or more) in EE, PT, RO, SK and SE (Table 6).
However, in the majority of 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 and the peak levels recorded in 2020.



In contrast, for most countries there was not much to signal so far in terms of increases in
the number of recipients of social assistance benefits, with no clear signs of a general
marked rise in recipient levels following the start of the pandemic (Table 7). However, for
some Member States (such as CZ, EL, ES, LV, LT and SI) there have been notable rises
observed in numbers of recipients of these benefits at some point over the last year.

Figure 15: Rise in unemployment levels (ILO definition) since the start of the crisis percentage change in total unemployment from February 2020 to May 2021

Source: Eurostat, monthly unemployment figures
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Table 6: Change in unemployment benefit recipient numbers from February 2020
to latest month of data available and to the post-pandemic peak
Change in unemployment benefit recipient numbers
from February 2020 to latest month of data available
Absolute change Relative change
(1000s)
(%)
BE
BG
CZ
DK
DE
EE
IE
EL
ES
FR
HR
IT
CY
LV
LT
LU
HU
MT
NL
AT
PL
PT
RO
SI
SK
FI
SE

-44.1
10.9
-15.0
-7.3
31
5.4
-5.0
-16.0
67.7
293.9
-13.6
na
-12.0
-7.0
6.3
0.8
5.3
0.1
13.0
35.0
-17.2
92.9
21.0
-6.7
37.0
110.0
116.1

-11.6
14.5
-16.7
-7.9
0.7
42.9
-2.9
-6.9
3.4
10.0
-36.1
na
-60.0
-18.9
9.4
9.3
7.3
11.2
6.3
11.5
-11.1
50.6
36.8
-27.7
90.5
33.4
48.1

Change in unemployment benefit recipient numbers
from February 2020 to peak month of data available

Latest month of Absolute change Relative change
data
(1000s)
(%)
Jun 2021
Mar 2021
Jun 2021
June 2021
July 2021
June 2021
Jun 2021
Apr 2021
May 2021
Mar 2021
May 2021
Feb 2021
Jun 2021
May 2021
May 2021
Dec 2020
May 2021
May 2021
Mar 2021
June 2021
May 2021
May 2021
May 2021
May 2021
Dec 2020
Apr 2021

25.1
59.9
18.0
31.0
443
9.1
17.0
23.0
2945.6
717.9
5.4
na
2.0
13.0
25.0
2.0
59.0
2.1
65.0
159.0
30.9
92.9
44.0
7.1
37.0
180.0
116.1

Source: SPC data collection on social benefits recipients
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6.6
79.8
20.0
33.2
9.7
72.9
10.0
9.9
147.1
24.3
14.3
na
10.0
35.1
37.3
22.8
80.8
211.1
31.6
52.3
20.0
50.6
77.2
29.5
90.5
54.7
48.1

Month of postFebruary 2020
peak
Aug 2020
May 2020
Jan 2021
Feb 2021
July 2020
Feb 2021
July 2020
Mar 2021
May 2020
May 2020
May 2020
Mar 2020
July 2020
Jan 2021
June 2020
May 2020
May 2020
June 2020
April 2020
June 2020
May 2021
Dec 2020
May 2020
May 2021
April 2020
Apr 2021

Table 7: Change in social assistance benefit recipient numbers from February 2020
to latest month of data available and to the post-pandemic peak

BE
BG
CZ
DK
DE
EE
IE
EL
ES
FR
HR
IT
CY
LV
LT
LU
HU
MT
NL
AT
PL
PT
RO
SI
SK
FI
SE

Change in social assistance benefit recipient numbers
from February 2020 to latest month of data available

Change in social assistance benefit recipient numbers
from February 2020 to peak month of data available

Absolute change Relative change
(1000s)
(%)

Absolute change Relative change
(1000s)
(%)

10.6
4.0
8.0
-11.9
na
na
-5.0
59.2
315.8
36.4
-4.0
na
-8.1
4.0
8.7
0.7
3.0
-0.1
17.0
na
na
18.1
-4.0
14.1
-2.1
4.0
-2.4

7.1
20.0
13.6
-17.1
na
na
-33.3
13.7
86.1
1.9
-6.7
na
-23.0
40.0
12.9
7.4
3.2
-1.4
4.1
na
na
9.1
-2.4
14.8
-3.4
2.7
-2.5

Latest month of
data
March 2021
May 2021
May 2021
July 2021
Jun 2021
May 2021
May 2021
Apr 2021
May 2021
June 2021
May 2021
June 2021
May 2021
Dec 2020
May 2021
May 2021
May 2021
May 2021
Jun 2021
May 2021
May 2021
Mar 2021

11.0
5.0
9.0
2.4
na
na
89.0
315.8
147.7
na
4.0
13.4
0.7
10.0
18.0
na
na
18.1
7.0
16.1
3.6
27.0
0.6

Month of postFebruary 2020
peak

7.4
25.0
19.3
3.4
na
na
Figures lower than Feb 2020
20.5
86.1
7.7
Figures lower than Feb 2020
na
Figures lower than Feb 2020
40.0
20.0
7.4
10.5
Figures lower than Feb 2020
4.3
na
na
9.1
4.1
16.9
6.0
18.4
0.6

Feb 2021
Nov 2020
Apr 2021
April 2020
Apr 2021
May 2021
Nov 2020
May 2021
Apr 2021
May 2021
July 2020
April 2021
May 2021
Jan 2021
Apr 2021
July 2020
June 2020
Apr 2020

Source: SPC data collection on social benefits recipients

Trends in Member States regarding the number of benefit recipients can be found in the related
chart in the country profiles produced as a separate annex to this SPC annual report.

Trends in the number of recipients of special crisis support measures
In most EU countries, social protection schemes protect individuals and companies against
situations of temporary loss of activity due to extraordinary circumstances. Many countries have
decided to put in place extraordinary income support measures or to significantly modify/expand
existing ones. These programmes are normally outside the scope of the regular ISG data
collection, but information on them enable a fuller account of the r each of COVID-response
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measures, and so information has been collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG on the following
sorts of measures:
-

the take up of short time work schemes32 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 aimed at supporting 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.).

The information and figures collected via the EMCO and SPC are presented in Table 8 (for short
time work schemes or similar measures) and in the remaining tables (Tables 10 to 12) in an
appendix to this report. 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.

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 available there were a total of at least 17.3 million
people receiving benefits under such schemes in March 2020, massively up from 0.6 million in
February (Table 8 in annex 2). The number of persons receiving support continued to increase
sharply in April 2020, reaching more than 33 million people, before reducing slightly in May.
For most Member States the number of recipients seems to have peaked in April or May 2020 and
then declined markedly through to the summer to reach below 9 million in September and
October 2020. Although figures then started to increase again, following the second wave of
COVID infections and related sanitary measures, the number of recipients did not rise to anywhere
near the levels seen during the first wave. Over the first months of 2021, the number of recipients
started to edge down again.
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 9) shows that the schemes in
Croatia, Cyprus, Luxembourg and Malta, were the most important in terms of peak coverage to
date, with 30-40% of the active population receiving support. Support was also considerable in
Austria, Belgium, France, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain, with 20-30% of the active
population benefiting from STW or similar measures. In contrast, countries such as Bulgaria,
32

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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Finland, Poland and Sweden seem to have made much lower recourse to the use of STW or
similar measures, with less than 10% of the active population receiving support from such
measures. Some of these have employed different measures to address the impacts of the crisis
on household incomes, which are described in the following section.

Table 9: Comparison of the maximum available monthly figure in the period April 2020 – J anuary
2021 for the number of recipients of STW or similar measures to t h e active p opu lation i n t he
corresponding quarter of 2020/21 (%)
BG

SE

FI

PL

LV

RO

DE

SK

EL

SI

EE

IE

IT

BE

AT

NL

ES

FR

MT

HR

CY

LU

4.4

6.2

6.7

8.8

10.3

13.3

13.6

15.2

15.8

17.2

17.5

21.3

21.8

22.9

23.4

28.8

29.1

29.3

31.3

32.5

33.5

40.0

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

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 10 in annex 2). For those countries for which data has been
provided, there were over 5 million self-employed people receiving income support in April 2020,
with 2.8 million in Italy alone. Support levels to the self-employed peaked in spring 2020, and
generally declined subsequently in most Member States through to September 2020 (with the
number of recipients falling to around 380 thousand), before rising again subsequently with the
second COVID wave. From November 2020 to May 2021 the number of self-employed receiving
income support remained relatively stable at between 1.1 and 1.5 million.
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, Latvia,
Luxembourg, Slovakia, Spain and Sweden (Table 11 in annex 2). Again, there was a rise in the
figures after the summer in several Member States following the second COVID wave, especially
among many of those that made extensive use of such measures, reversing the declining trends to
the lows observed in the summer of 2020.
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, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and
Slovenia the numbers of households or individuals that have been supported by these particular
schemes has been substantial (Table 12 in annex 2). For some Member States the number of
recipients of support under such schemes remained sizeable over early 2021, and has even been
rising in a few in recent months.
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Eurostat flash estimates of the impact of the pandemic on household incomes and poverty
In June 2021, Eurostat published flash estimates33 of the expected developments in income and
poverty for the year 202034, which provide a general indication of the expected annual change in
certain income-related indicators35 compared to 2019. Results are based on modelling taking into
account both the impact of the labour market evolution on employment income and the effect of
social protection schemes and special crisis support measures put in place by national
governments.
The flash estimates for 2020 incomes indicate that while the median employment income of the
working age population (18-64) in the EU decreased by 7.2% compared with 2019 (see following
chart), median disposable household income as well as the at-risk-of-poverty rate remained stable,
although with considerable variation across countries and age groups.

The losses in employment income were largely due to the unprecedented rise in the number of
workers absent from work or working reduced hours, and are estimated to be very unevenly
spread between countries and particularly pronounced for the most vulnerable sub-groups of the
working population. However, at EU level, the usual government transfers and taxes as well as

33 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/7894008/8256843/Methodological-note-2020.pdf
34 For further details see Early estimates of income inequalities during the 2020 pandemic - Statistics Explained
(europa.eu)
35 All figures provided are part of the experimental statistics produced by Eurostat in the frame of advanced estimates
on income inequality and poverty indicators. The flash estimates use a magnitude-direction scale, which gives a
general message on the expected change, and estimates are currently produced for the at-risk-of-poverty rate (and
some breakdowns including in-work poverty), the at-risk-of-poverty threshold for a single person household, and
the income quantile ratio (S80/S20).
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temporary measures put in place to mitigate the effects of the pandemic 36, most notably shortterm work schemes, are likely to have alleviated the overall impact of the COVID-19 crisis on
disposable income and on the poverty rate. In all Member States, monetary compensation for
reduced working hours or lay-off has been a prime policy tool for the stabilisation of income, while
the second most important source for compensation of losses has been the reduction of taxes.
These temporary schemes played an important role in the stabilisation of household income, in
particular for those with lower income. Although people in lower income quintiles were more
affected by the COVID-19 crisis, these temporary schemes helped to compensate for their incom e
losses. The compensation benefits follow a progressive distribution, being higher for those with
lower incomes (see following chart).

Developments in the at-risk-of-poverty rate in 2020 are estimated to show considerable variation
across Member States. About half the Member States do not show particular differences
compared with 2019. A statistically significant increase is estimated for Member States such as
Spain, Croatia, Italy, Slovenia and Greece while for the other Member States a decrease in incom e
poverty is likely to be observed. A deeper analysis of different sub-groups shows substantially
different patterns across age groups.

36

Including measures such as wage compensation schemes, transfers from government to firms and households, lumpsum benefits, reduction or exemption in taxes
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Compared with 2019, among the Member States with estimated statistically significant changes
(orange and blue in the following map), increases in at-risk-of-poverty rate of the working age
population are expected in Portugal, Greece, Spain, Italy, Ireland, Slovenia, Bulgaria, Austria and
Sweden. In around half of the Member States, the at-risk-of-poverty rate of the working age
population is expected to have remained stable in 2020, while it decreased in Estonia.
When considering the anchored AROP rates, flash estimates suggest that for most M ember States
the sign of the change is similar to the one for the AROP rate. Logically, when the poverty
threshold is estimated to have increased in a given Member State, then the anchored AROP rate is
estimated to have declined more (such as for instance in DE) or increased less. When on the
contrary the poverty threshold is estimated to have declined in a given Member State, then the
anchored AROP rate is estimated to have declined less or increased more (such as for instance in
ES and IT).
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Younger workers (aged 16-34), who generally suffered higher employment income losses, are
more likely to be affected by increases in the at-risk-of-poverty rate, while for the 65+ age group a
consistent decrease is estimated, which is particularly evident in countries such as Bulgaria,
Czechia, Estonia, Ireland, Cyprus and Sweden. This effect might be due to the relative stability or
increases of pensions, which were protected against the labour shocks caused by the crisis.
With regard to income inequality, when considering the S80/S20 income ratio, flash estimates
suggest there would be stability or a slight drop in this ratio at EU27 level (with the estimated
range for the change in this ratio ranging from -1.0 to 0.3). At individual Member State level,
however, in most countries the estimated change in this ratio would not be statistically significant.
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V. Overview of key social challenges and good social
outcomes in EU Member States
This section presents the findings concerning the main social challenges and good social
outcomes in the EU Member States37, as highlighted in the SPPM Country Profiles annexed to the
report. The assessment is based on a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the levels for the
selected indicators, together with the changes over a three-year reference period, based on the
methodology of the Joint Assessment Framework38. Further analysis is conducted to complement
these results with other relevant findings, emerging from national sources, policy documents,
reports or studies. As compared with previous similar exercises, the working method for the 2021
Annual Report involved a shift from an age-based to a more policy-based approach, as well as a
more robust prioritisation of the JAF-based key social challenges.
The SPPM analysis of Member States' key social challenges and good social outcomes, considering
trends from 2016 to 2019, continues to point to a heterogeneous performance of social protection
systems across the European Union.

The main findings in a nutshell:


Most Member States (23) face a structural challenge in one dimension of the area of
poverty and social exclusion for one or several age groups, with good outcomes
registered in 14 Member States. Inequality appears as a key challenge in 7 Member States,
while 5 Member States have good social outcomes in the area.



Concerning the social situation of persons in vulnerable situations: for persons with
disabilities, challenges are identified in 10 Member States, Roma inclusion features as a
challenge in 4 Member States, and the social situation of migrants and refugees raises
concerns in 12 Member States. The regional dimension of poverty and social exclusion is
flagged as a key challenge for 7 Member States.



The housing situation, for all age groups, is a key challenge in 13 Member States with 4
Member States registering good social outcomes in this area.



In the area of children’s social inclusion, 17 Member States registered key challenges, with
10 of them showing good outcomes.



In the area of active inclusion, 11 Member States registered key challenges, with another 11
showing good outcomes.



In the area of access to social protection, key challenges were observed in 8 Mem ber
States.

37
38

For further details on the assessment methodology, see the appe ndix "SPPM methodology used for the identification
of Member States' key social challenges and good social outcomes".
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=14 727&langId=en
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In the area of pensions, 8 Member States registered key challenges concerning the
effectiveness of social protection in old age, with 7 showing good outcomes. while 6
Member States registered key challenges as regards systemic pensions adequacy issues.



The insufficient access to long-term care services, their affordability, quality, or the sub optimal design of long-term care systems has been identified as a key challenge in 10
Member States.



Health status appears a key challenge in 15 Member States, with effectiveness of curative
or preventive healthcare highlighted as a challenge for 4 Member States and access issues
raised for 10 Member States.

Details about more specific findings are presented in what follows, in line with the narrative of the
structure of the country profiles, whereby the focus is first on outcomes for all ages (such as
poverty, inequality, housing, social situation of persons in vulnerable situations, regional aspects),
followed by a closer look at how social protection works for the different age groups (children,
working age, and old age) and by long-term care and healthcare.
Poverty, social exclusion and inequality
Across the Union, poverty or social exclusion, for all age groups, appears to be a key challenge in
23 Member States, with good outcomes registered in 14 Member States. This set of challenges
encompasses various specific challenges, ranging from the share of people living in (quasi)-jobless
households, at-risk-of-poverty rate, severe material deprivation rate, persistent at-risk-of- poverty
rate, and relative median poverty risk gap.
Inequality appears as a key challenge in 7 Member States, while 5 Member States have good social
outcomes in the area. Material and social deprivation appears as a key challenge in 2 Member
States, with 1 Member State registering a good social outcome.
The housing situation, notably issues related to housing deprivation, housing cost overburden,
access to social housing, for various age groups, is a key challenge in 13 Member States, with 4
Member States registering good social outcomes in this area.
Challenges concerning the social situation of persons with disabilities are identified in 10 Mem ber
States, notably in relation to their risk of poverty and social exclusion, but also sometimes to
insufficient provision of community-based services and policies to support independent living.
Roma inclusion features as a challenge in 4 Member States. The social situation of migrants and
refugees is a key concern in 12 Member States, including sometimes their labour market situation.
The regional dimension of poverty and social exclusion is flagged as a key social challenge for 7
Member States. This encompasses not only disparities in poverty across regions, but also between
rural and urban areas.
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Effectiveness of social protection
Challenges and good social outcomes concerning the social inclusion of children were analysed
from the perspective of the effectiveness of social protection for children and that of equal
opportunities for children, especially for those from a disadvantaged socio-economic background .
Overall, in these areas, 17 Member States registered key challenges, with 10 of them showing good
outcomes.
Challenges in the area of active inclusion include concerns related to the effectiveness of social
benefits for the working age population, the effectiveness of social services, and inclusive labour
markets. In some cases, the adequacy, coverage and take up of social assistance were found to
remain limited, while the access to social services and links to social services left room for
improvement. Overall, in these areas, 11 Member States registered key challenges, with another 11
showing good outcomes.
Key challenges in access to social protection were observed in 8 Member States. Those concerned,
for instance, formal gaps in access to social protection for some categories of non-standard
workers or self-employed, challenges regarding effective access, or linked to adequacy.
Pensions
In the area of pensions, the analysis encompassed issues related to the effectiveness of social
protection in old age, as well as pensions adequacy issues. As concerns the effectiveness of social
protection in old age, in terms of poverty prevention or income replacement, 8 Member States
registered key challenges, with 7 showing good outcomes. Key challenges were observed for 6
Member States concerning pensions adequacy issues, such as high gender pension gaps.
Long-term care
The insufficient access to long-term care services, their affordability, quality, or the sub-optimal
design of long-term care systems has been identified as a key challenge in 10 Member States.
Healthcare
The health status of the population proves to be a key challenge in 15 Member States, while 8
Member States display good results. There are indications that the effectiveness of curative or
preventive health care represent a challenge for 4 Member States, with 1 Member State registering
good outcomes. As concerns access to health care, challenges have been identified for 10 Member
States, with 2 Member States showing good results.
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VI. Main recent social policy developments in EU
Member States
Multilateral reviews of the implementation of Country
Specific Recommendations under the European Semester
As part of its treaty-based mandate, the Social Protection Committee systematically monitors
Member States’ reform activities. One of the key instruments used in this task is multilateral
surveillance, which entails conducting reviews of Member States’ reform implementation efforts in
the context of the European Semester. The reviews provide a shared understanding of interrelated
challenges and support Member States’ reform efforts through exchanges of policy knowledge
and best practices.
During the 2021 Semester cycle, the SPC conducted 54 such reviews, with challenges of common
interest being reviewed jointly with the Employment Committee (EMCO). In addition, several peer
reviews, dedicated to exploring specific aspects of the policy areas coverd by the Committee were
held in the course of 2020 and 2021. (see Box 4) The country-specific reviews were organised
thematically, and were followed by in-depth thematic discussions, which allowed for the
preparation of horizontal conclusions for each of the policy areas under SPC competence, as
presented in this section.

Reforms in the areas of social protection and social inclusion
The COVID-19 crisis has served as a powerful reminder of the importance of social protection
systems in mitigating the economic and social effects of reduced economic activity and for
enabling the social inclusion of the vulnerable. While social protection systems have fully played
their role of automatic stabilisers, protecting the livelihood of many, the crisis also highlighted
structural gaps in adequacy and coverage of social protection and social inclusion measures.
As the pandemic developed, all Member States took emergency measures 39 to strengthen their
social protection systems, often in addition to ongoing reforms. Such measures included easing
eligibility conditions; temporarily introducing new benefits; scaling up existing support schemes; as
well as setting-up emergency measures to provide adequate replacement income to workers.
39

See 2020 Annual Report of the Social Protection Committee, for a detailed overview of the measures taken at

national

and

EU

levels

in

the

wake

of

the

COVID-19

crisis

(between

March

and

July

2020).

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=758&furtherNews=yes&newsId=9820 . See also the latest report
produced by the European Social Policy Network (ESPN), which examines countries’ social policy measures between
February 2020 and April 2021: Baptista, I. et al. (2021), “Social protection and inclusion policy responses to the COVID-19
crisis. An analysis of policies in 35 countries”, ESPN, Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.
(https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8418&furtherPubs=yes).

58

At the same time, the crisis has exposed pre-existing access and coverage gaps in the social
protection systems in a number of Member States. The SPC reviews and thematic work in the
context of the European Semester confirmed that not all population groups have been shielded
effectively and there are still difficulties faced by several groups (notably the self -employed and
non-standard workers), who tend to experience greater economic uncertainty with more limited
access to social protection. Temporary emergency measures, such as short-time working schem es
in which substantial financial resources were invested, did not benefit all categories of workers to
the same extent. More crucially, it has been demonstrated that temporary measures cannot
substitute the need to expand social protection for those who are not covered on a more
permanent basis. More efforts will be needed to address, in a structural manner, the coverage,
adequacy and transferability of social protection rights, in line with the Council Recommendation
on Access to Social Protection (see next Section VII).
Box 4. Peer review activities of the SPC (2020-2021)
Peer reviews are a key instrument under the social open method of coordination 40, used by the
SPC to promote mutual learning and exchange of best practices in the policy areas, covered by
the Committee. Each peer review meeting is hosted by one country which presents a selected
good practice (e.g. a programme, policy reform, institutional arrangement). The host country can
also hold a Peer Review meeting to gather expert advice from other countries to inform the
process of preparation of a major policy reform (or new programme or institutional arrangement)
in the field of social protection and social inclusion. The meetings are attended by experts from the
European Commission, peer countries and relevant stakeholders who provide feedback.
In the course of 2020 and 2021, 5 peer reviews and one mutual learning conference organized by
the European Commission took place. Most events took place online, in view of the travel and
social distancing restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
This box provides an overview of the events, while all documents from the reviews, such as the
host country discussion papers, peer country commenting papers, presentations, as well as the
detailed outcome reports are available on the dedicated SPC peer review website
(https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1024&langId=en).
Financing long-term care
Online event, hosted by Estonia, 22-23 September 2020
This peer review explored financing schemes of long-term care (LTC) systems and
discussed ideas, practices and results of scientific evidence on how to make LTC financing
effective and sustainable in the context of EU’s ageing societies.

40

The SPC uses the social open method of coordination (social OMC) as its main policy framework. The social OMC
is a voluntary process for political cooperation based on agreeing common objectives and measuring progress
towards these goals using common indicators. The process also involves close co-operation with stakeholders,
including Social Partners and civil society.
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Housing Exclusion – the role of legislation
Prague (Czech Republic), 8-9 October 2020
This peer review discussed effective social or affordable housing legislation and policies, as
well as the role of public and non-profit actors in the implementation of housing policies,
supporting people at risk of social exclusion.
Innovative approaches for the integration and inclusion of migrants
Online event, hosted by the European Commission, 26 October 2020
This conference offered an opportunity to exchange innovative practices on labour market
and social inclusion of migrants and people with a migrant background, in particular those
facing specific obstacles such as women or the low-skilled, and tackled policy areas such as
skills assessment, recognition and development. It also reflected on the impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic on the labour market integration and social inclusion of migrants in
the EU.
Work-life balance: promoting gender equality in informal long-term care provision
Online event, hosted by the Germany, 3-4 December 2020
This peer review discussed the factors that lead to gender inequality in (informal) longterm care provision and how informal carers can be better supported to reconcile work
and care obligations, such as care leave arrangements and flexible working options,
including job-sharing, flexi-time and tele-working. Furthermore, participants reviewed
initiatives by employers to encourage gender equality in informal care provision
Social activation and participation
Online event, hosted by Belgium, 3-4 December 2021
The peer review explored good practices and challenges of activation policies that support
social inclusion and, as far as possible, integration into employment for those excluded
from the labour market.
Furthering quality and accessibility of foster care service in Croatia
Online event, hosted by Croatia, 23 March 2021
The purpose of this Peer review was to discuss challenges and good practices in providing
foster care services to children without adequate parental care. The event focused on
standards for foster families, professional care schemes as well as measur es to prepare and
support foster carers of children with severe disabilities.

The crisis also exposed existing gaps in the delivery of social assistance ben efits . Many Mem ber
States introduced temporary measures to support the income of households in fr agile situations.
The measures consisted of relaxing eligibility criteria; easing administrative procedures; improving
the benefit levels; providing additional in-kind benefits or enhancing services. The crisis-related
responses of the Member States highlighted the importance of adequate income protection. The
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need for further structural reforms in the area was confirmed by the multilateral reviews. Looking
forward, Member States are to step up their efforts to improve the effectiveness of adequate
income support provision, well linked with access to high quality social services and inclusive
labour markets, in line with the active inclusion approach. Stronger minimum income protection
could support the recovery and by acting as an effective automatic stabiliser would make
economies and societies more resilient to future crises.
The provision of social services has been under enormous strain in the aftermath of the COVID
pandemic, as lock-down measures, staff shortages, communication problems and difficulties in
coordinating with stakeholders heavily affected service delivery. The use of online tools and other
ICTs helped to ensure the continued provision of services. At the same time, factors such as socio economic status, age of the recipients, territorial inequalities and shortage of infrastructure
challenged the delivery of services to the most vulnerable. While the SPC reviews recognised the
potential of new technologies in the development of social services in today’s rapidly digitalising
societies, Member States should take into account the specific needs of the most vulnerable and
their heavier reliance on personal contact for services. Efforts to increase the effective cooperation
and coordination among service providers need to continue, in order to ensure that people have a
single point of contact through which to access relevant support. To that end, the capacity of the
relevant providers –– and the coordination of their actions could be further strengthened.
The partial or complete closure of schools and childcare facilities during the pandemic may have
exacerbated existing inequalities in educational outcomes and the take up of early childhood
education and care (ECEC). In response to the COVID-19 crisis and the closure of schools and
childcare facilities, many Member States introduced emergency actions to support parents and
carers, such as additional and temporary financial benefits and continued provision of childcare for
essential workers. Structural measures taken by the Member States to broaden participation and
improve ECEC quality include lowering the compulsory pre-school age, or ensuring universal free
access to pre-school education, the construction and renovation of kindergartens, as well as
increasing tuition fee support for nursery attendance. Targeted efforts to support children at risk of
poverty or social exclusion, also in line with the Council Recommendation on a European Child
Guarantee, will continue to be required.
The on-going crisis has been shown to have a strong gender dim ensio n. With school closures
during the pandemic, the burden of (unpaid) care increased for both women and men, but
women were more strongly affected. The lack of (or reduction in) ECEC provision has in turn
reduced support for the labour market participation of parents (especially women), which rem ains
one of the most effective ways of addressing the root causes of child poverty. To enhance the
participation of women in the labour market, a number of Member States are planning reforms of
their parental leave systems.
Lack of affordable housing, hom elessness and housing exclusion are increasingly becom ing a
problem in the EU. The pandemic has caused homelessness rates to increase even further, as the
crisis made it more difficult for many households to pay for adequate housing, while also
disrupting the construction of new homes. Low-income owners and private renters were
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particularly affected, but also people with an average income became burdened by increased
housing and maintenance costs.
Measures to protect tenants and mortgage-holders included offering relief for payments on
housing, mortgages and other household expenses, suspension of evictions for the duration of the
crisis, and new low- or interest-free loans to individuals. Some Member States have also stepped
up their support and care services for the homeless through the expansion of shelters, conversion
of night- into day-shelters, and distribution of aid packages (food and hygiene products).
Structural efforts to address homelessness and housing exclusion should prioritise integrated
approaches that combine prevention, rapid access to permanent housing and the provision of
enabling support services. The construction of new social housing also needs to be accelerated.
Member States’ vaccination plans should ensure adequate outreach to people in shelters and
those experiencing unsheltered homelessness.

Reforms in the area of pensions
In all Member States, public pensions have continued to guarantee most retirees a stable source of
income. In that sense, while it can be expected that the Covid-19 crisis, with its significant impact
on labour and financial markets, will also impact old-age incomes and will put further pressure on
the financing of pension systems, the effects of the pandemic are not yet fully visible.
Despite the relatively limited impact of the pandemic on pension systems in the short-term, there
are a number of longer-term challenges, related to maintaining adequacy and sustainable
financing of pensions in the context of an ageing society and the changing economy and labour
market. Given the complexity of the challenges, Member States have been implementing reform s
in the context of multiannual cycles.
The most common approach in past reforms has centred on raising retirement ages. Over the past
years, Member States have increased statutory pension ages, restricted access to early retirem ent,
revised contributory requirements and strengthened (dis)incentives to encourage later retirem ent.
Flexible retirement pathways, aimed at facilitating longer working lives and discouraging early
retirement, have become increasingly widespread. Many of the reforms included the introduction
of automatic adjustment mechanisms, directly linking key pension parameters such as pension age
or benefits to demographic change.
Recent reforms also indicate a trend towards the phasing out of special pensions that grant
preferential treatment to certain groups of the population. Some reforms have improved access to
pension systems for people in types of work other than permanent, full-time employment but
significant gaps remain. Some reforms also addressed the role of supplementary or private
pensions in old-age income provision.
Despite the measures taken, additional efforts will be needed to address the adequacy and
sustainability challenges confronted by the pension systems across the EU. Member States should
continue taking action to prolong working lives. Efforts to adjust pensionable age or career
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requirements, benefits or accumulation rates to reflect increasing life expectancy should be
complemented with flexible working options, including the possibility to combine pensions with
income from work. Raising awareness and making the pensions systems more attractive to people
earlier in their careers can affect workers’ behaviour. In that sense, the promotion of longer
working lives should start earlier in the career and not only when the individual is approaching
pensionable age. Tax incentives for deferred retirement or for investing in supplementary pensions
will continue to play a role, though their distributional effect needs to be carefully considered.
At the same time, ensuring a longer working life is a cross-cutting issue which needs to be
promoted by actions in several policy fields. An essential prerequisite are labour markets enabling
the prolongation of working life – that includes life-long learning options and ensuring a flexible,
healthy and safe working environment, suitable for the needs of older workers. Access to highquality health and social services is needed to facilitate older workers remaining in work.
Enhanced cross-policy cooperation and the involvement of social partners and civil society
organisations remain important factors for developing strategies for longer working lives.
The SPC reviews have also shown that workers in non-standard employment and self-employment
remain under-protected, which undermines both the adequacy and the contribution base of
pension systems. These groups, as well as lower income earners in general, also have less access
to supplementary pension schemes. In that sense, sustained efforts are needed to ensure
adequate coverage and opportunities to accrue pension rights for such workers, following up on
the Council Recommendation on access to social protection41, and to adapt pension systems to
the changing nature of work to better protect all workers.
Past reforms, on average, have helped to stabilise long-term pension expenditure, but that has
often been at the expense of the future adequacy of pensions. In that sense, the challenge of
ensuring sufficient funding to provide adequate benefits and coverage of pensions remains strong.
The discussions have revealed that there is an on-going shift from contribution financing to more
tax-based financing in a number of Member States. Given the different national circumstances,
attaining the social objectives of pension systems while maintaining their sustainability may require
different financing approaches in Member States.
In the light of these observations, SPC calls for a broad and open debate on how pension system s,
and social protection systems more generally, can support adequate benefits against the
background of ageing population and changing labour market.
A more detailed analysis of the key common challenges is available in the 2021 Pension Adequact
Report42, prepared by the Social Protection Committee and the European Commission (see box 5).

41
42

Council Recommendation of 8 November 2019 on access to social protection for workers and the self -employed
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8397
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Box 5: Key findings from the 2021 Pension Adequacy R eport and 2021 L o ng-te rm
Care Report of the Social Protection Committee and the European Commission
The Social Protection Committee has been at the forefront of the discussions on a wide range
of policy areas that impact on older or retired people. In close cooperation with the European
Commission, the SPC has been publishing a tri-annual flagship Pension Adequacy Report (PAR)
since 2012. In 2021, the fourth edition of the PAR is complemented by the second joint
Commission and SPC report on Long-term Care.
The two reports put forward an in-depth analysis of current pension adequacy and long-term care
provision, an overview of recent reforms in EU Member States, as well as an insight into the main
challenges and financing options for pensions and long-term care. They are mutually
complementary with the 2021 Ageing Report of the Economic Policy Committee (published in May
2021), which focuses on the sustainability of ageing-related expenditure.
The key conclusions of the two SPC reports have been endorsed at the June meeting of the
Ministers in the Employment and Social Affairs Council (EPSCO). The conclusions highlight, inter
alia, that the ageing population will lead to a growing demand for long-term care services,
exacerbating the need for a qualified formal workforce, while adequate pensions will increasingly
depend on longer working lives, also raising questions about how pension systems treat different
groups of workers. Ensuring adequate social protection in old age is particularly important for the
living standards of women, who are both the main recipients and main providers of long-term
care and have much lower pensions and higher poverty risks in old age than men.
In the light of these observations, the Social Protection Committee considers that further efforts
are needed to implement the relevant principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights, as also
called for in the Action Plan. The SPC therefore calls for a broad and open debate on how pension
systems together with broader social, employment and tax policies can support adequate old - age
incomes, as well as for further consideration of how to shape long-term-care policies and system s
against the background of an ageing population and changing labour market.

Reforms in the area of healthcare
The COVID-19 pandemic has put national health systems under unprecedented strain, exposing
existing structural weaknesses and highlighting the need to improve their preparedness to better
respond to crisis events in all Member States. Accordingly, the 2020 cycle of the European
Semester put a strong emphasis on reforms in the area of healthcare, with all Member States
receiving a CSR to address the resilience of their systems.
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, all Member States took emergency measures to support
the functioning of their health systems. F inancing for health was significantly increased by
reallocating funds from other items in the national budget, as well as from several EU instrum ents.
The extra funding was used to expand the capacity of intensive care, and ensure the availability of
critical medical supplies and health personnel. A number of Member States also made provisions
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to compensate hospitals, healthcare providers and institutions for the financial losses due to
COVID-19 related changes in demand and supply of medical treatment, such as hospital beds left
unoccupied due to postponed treatments.
The crisis also made apparent that a number of Member States face structural shortages of health
workers that need to be addressed. All Member States implemented extraordinary m easures to
support the limited supply of health personnel at the onset of the pandemic. Frontline hospital
staff received additional compensation and mental health support services were set up in a
number of Member States. Training opportunities, to facilitate the reassignment of staff, were
stepped up and medical students, volunteers and military personnel were deployed to carry out
certain non-clinical tasks.
Changes were also made to the roles and responsibilities of health workers at the individual and
organisational levels. In hospitals, existing staff were repurposed and reassigned to deal with the
outbreak. The organisation of non-COVID care delivery pathways was revised to optimise clinical
roles. The role of community pharmacists and GPs was broadened in many countries, at least
temporarily, to reduce the need for doctor consultations for non-COVID-19 patients. With a view
to addressing the workforce challenges in the long-run, many Member States reported measures
to finance the creation of additional jobs in healthcare, to improve the attractiveness of the
medical profession, and to offer additional training and specialisation opportunities to existing
personnel. In the most immediate post-pandemic phase, careful consideration needs to be given
to the burden on medical professionals due to the backlog of planned medical interventions that
were postponed due to the crisis.
The crisis has highlighted the importance of strong safety nets for providing healthcare access to
the most vulnerable, as well as the strategic need for an efficient coordination between social and
healthcare systems. The Member States’ actions to provide financial support, as well as to ens ure
continued access to healthcare, appear to have mitigated, but not eliminated, the impact of the
pandemic on the most vulnerable, who have born the brunt of the pandemic’s health impacts until
now. What is more, the focus on COVID-19 patients and the urgent care they needed in the initial
phase of the pandemic may have also resulted in less attention being paid to the major social
determinants responsible for greater vulnerability to poor health – this includes factors such as
unhealthy life-style and physical environment, as well as other social problems such as the housing
situation, debt, stress and loneliness.
In the post pandemic period, Member States should renew their focus on prevention a nd h ealth
promotion, as well as strengthen their efforts to im prove the provision of primary care. This could
not only promote better health outcomes for the population, but also alleviate the need for
specialised medical personnel and costly hospital care. It also remains vital that the short-term
support is translated into actions to achieve long-term improvements, in line with the European
Pillar of Social Rights. Many of the aspects that could be leveraged for this purpose lie outside the
field of health, such as the domains of work and labour, education, the physical living environment
and social security. In that sense, more intensive cross-domain cooperation between ministries, but
also stakeholders, is needed.
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The COVID-19 outbreak also served as a catalyst for innovation. The efforts to limit the spread of
the virus, while maintaining the quality of primary health care services, resulted in an
unprecedented increase in the use of telemedicine and other digital solutions across the Member
States. By replacing physical visits and by streamlining the assessment of service needs, the
increased use of telemedicine has the potential to improve access to medical care, reduce ov erall
costs and regional access inequalities, as well as contribute to addressing the shortages of health
workers.
At the same time, innovation in the provision of healthcare services may pose a threat of
increasing the digital divide related to limited digital skills and IT access issues. This could have a
negative impact on social groups with disadvantaged socio-economic status, or on people in areas
with less developed digital infrastructure. Such groups need to be provided with additional
information and support to ensure they are not left behind.

A mixed approach, with a

combination of digital and physical provision of health services, may need to be maintained to
promote access to quality healthcare for all.
With a view to the longer term, a number of Member States are proceeding with the
im plementation of healthcare reforms that were launched before the pandemic. Others revealed
new, comprehensive plans for health system reforms, which foresee significant new investments in
the health and long-term care sectors over the course of several years and with the support of EU
funding. Several MS are also setting up inquiry committees to take on board lessons learned from
the crisis. Acting upon the findings of such inquiries might lead to improved measures in future
crisis preparedness.

Reforms in the area of long-term care
The strong impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the provision of long-term care (LTC) has
highlighted the need to review developments in the sector.
The SPC reviews and related thematic discussions confirmed that long-term care systems have
been strongly affected by the pandemic. Mortality in care homes represented a significant part of
all COVID-19-related deaths, due to their users’ high vulnerability to the disease, and - particularly
in the first months of the outbreak - capacity issues for testing and lack of personal protective
equipment. Social distancing and isolation often had a negative impact on the health and well being of residents in long-term care facilities. Reconciliation of work and care for informal
caregivers, most of whom are women, has become more difficult. In some countries professional
support providers reduced their services, further increasing the psychological strain experienced by
the caregivers.
Public authorities responded to this multitude of challenges by introducing a number of shortterm measures to maintain long-term care provision and protect the lives of users and carers.
Close cooperation of the social and health authorities was singled-out as particularly important in
the containment of the pandemic, however the SPC reviews have shown that the cooperation
between social services and healthcare systems should be reinforced.
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Beyond the COVID-19 pandemic and in light of the ageing population in Europe, Member States
need to continue with their efforts to address the structural challenges in relation to l ong-term
care. These include, in particular, how to: provide affordable and adequate access to long-term
care services for all in need; provide long-term care services of good quality; ensure an adequate
long-term care workforce and support informal carers; and finance long-term care systems in
times of rising demand for care and a shrinking workforce. A more detailed analysis of the key
common challenges is available in the 2021 joint Report on Long-Term Care, prepared by the
Social Protection Committee and the European Commission43.
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https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8396
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VII. Council Recommendation on Access to Social
Protection for Workers and the Self-employed:First
Overview of the National Plans
The Council Recommendation on access to social protection for workers and the self-employed 44
adopted in 2019 aims at addressing the e xisting gaps i n a ccess to s ocial protection and a t
im proving the adequacy and transparency of social protection schemes in view of the changes
occurring in labour markets. It supports the implementation of Principle 12 (Social Protection) of
the European Pillar of Social Rights45.

B ox 6: Provisions of the 2019 Council Recommendation on Access to Social Protection
On 8 November 2019, the Council adopted the Recommendation on Access to Social Protection
for workers and the self-employed, a key initiative supporting the implementation of the European
Pillar of Social Rights
The Recommendations calls on Member States, inter alia, to:
- ensure access (form al coverage) to adequate social protection for all workers and selfemployed persons in respect of the listed social protection branches;
- ensure effective coverage for all workers, regardless of the type of employment relationship,
and for the self-employed and avoid that the rules governing contributions and entitlements
prevent individuals from accruing or accessing benefits because of their type of employment
relationship or labour market status; ensure that entitlements – whether they are acquired
through mandatory or voluntary schemes – are preserved, accumulated and/or transferable;
- ensure that schemes provide an adequate level of protection to their members, by
maintaining a decent standard of living and providing appropriate income replacement, while
always preventing those members from falling into poverty;
- ensure that the conditions and rules for all social protection schemes are transparent, and
sim plify, where necessary, the administrative requirements of social protection schemes for
workers, the self-employed and employers.

44
45

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2019.387.01.0001.01.EN G.
The Action Plan implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights encouraged Member States to further extend
access to social protection and highlighted that the exceptional me asures taken during the pandemic to extend
social protection to previously uncovered groups can be a source of inspiration for structural reforms that improve
the protection of the unemployed, non-standard workers and the self-employed.
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Member States were recommended to “implement the principles set out in this Recommendation
as soon as possible and [to] submit a plan setting out the corresponding measures to be taken at
national level by 15 May 2021”46. In order to facilitate follow-up and mutual learning at EU level, the
Social Protection Committee endorsed in November 2020 guidance for th e preparation of the
plans. It suggested that Member States cover in their plans: the challenges they face, the lessons
learnt from measures taken during the pandemic, the policy objectives and measures (to be put in
place or already launched) in order to improve access to social protection for all as well as further
reflections on possible ways forward. Member States were also encouraged to develop their plans
through “broad dialogue at national level involving social partners and all other relevant
stakeholders”.
Between mid-May-2021 and early September 2021, 23 Member States (AT, BE, BG, CZ, DE, DK, EE,
EL, ES, FI, FR, HR, HU47, IE, IT LT, LV, NL, PL, PT, RO, SE and SK) submitted their national plans. A
first overview of the main features of 22 of those national plans48 is provided below.
Almost all Member States (19 out of 22) included in their national plan their assessment of
existing/remaining gaps in access to social protection, in particular as regards formal coverage 49,
i.e. in terms of access for the various categories of non-standard workers and self-employed to
certain branches of social protection50. In this area, m ost Member States do signal some g aps for
some categories of non- standard workers, such as apprentices and trainees, seasonal workers,
casual workers or simplified, short-term fixed contracts, especially as regards unemployment and
sickness benefits as well as the need to opt-in to have access to old-age, invalidity or maternity
benefits. National plans also refer to gaps faced by (some groups of) sel f- employed as regards
formal coverage for unemployment benefits, benefits in respect of accidents at work and
occupational diseases and paternity benefits, and with a ‘voluntary access’ for old-age benefits,
sickness and invalidity. Some Member States explained the m easures that will be taken to address
those gaps in formal coverage, while others report that providing (full) access to certain groups
currently not covered would be problematic. Finally, a few Member States consider that they f a ce
no (or very lim ited) gap s in formal coverage and therefore do not plan any further specific
measures in this area.
Slightly more than half of the national plans (12 out of 22) refer to the effective access51 dimension,
with most of them focusing on the entitlement rules which can impact on access to e.g.
46

Para 19 of the Council Recommendation
At this stage, the Hungarian submission consists in a number of follow up actions for data collection and mapping
coverage gaps by several public authorities, based on which a report will be submitted to the Commission by
November 2021.
48 The analysis below does not include the national plan for Poland, provided early September.
49 Workers and self-employed persons can be identified as for mally covered by a specific social protection branch if the
existing legislation or collective agreement states that they are entitled to participate in a social protection scheme in
that specific branch. Formal coverage can be provided via mandatory or voluntary schemes
50
For a number of Member States, the analysis is based on the data collection on formal coverage undertaken in the
context of the Monitoring framework on access to social protection. Nevertheless further efforts could be done to
ensure consistency between data collected on formal coverage and gaps identified in the national plans.
51
Workers and self-employed persons can be identified as e ffe ctive ly covered in a specific social protection branch if
they have the opportunity to accrue adequate benefits and the ability, in of the event that the corresponding risk
47
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unemployment, sickness or maternity benefits, especially for workers with short or non-standard
contracts, as well as for the self-employed. Ten countries provide also some analysis of the level of
adequacy 52 of social protection branches with a range of thematic focuses, from pensions for self employed to the situation of employees with interrupted careers and to minimum income
schemes53. Few Member States focus in their plans on the level of adequacy of social protection
for workers in non-standard versus standard forms of jobs or refer to the indicators on adequacy
endorsed as part of the monitoring framework on access to social protection.
Nine national plans touch upon the transparency dimension, with some Member States
highlighting existing websites and efforts to ensure transparency and accessibility of information
(with some thematic focus on pensions rights), while others refer to on-going simplification efforts
and the need to address the potential negative impact of the digital divide on the use of social
security rights.
Most national plans (19 out of 22) refer to policy objectives to be pursued at national level, in line
with the Council Recommendation, either about ensuring access, improving the adequacy or
transparency or to specific policy and/or legislative measures on access to social protection. The
range and scope of measures as well as their timing (already taken versus planned for the future)
vary a lot across countries: 9 national plans mention one main policy and/or legislative measure, 7
plans include a set of 3 to 6 measures, and up to more than 30 measures in one Member State.
Most measures included in the national plans related to two areas of the Council
Recommendation: form al coverage for non-standard workers or self-employed (12 Member
States) and improving adequacy (11 Member States). Fewer MS refer to measures in the four other
areas: reviewing the rules governing entitlement and contributions; preservation , acc umulation
and/or transferability of entitlements; improving transparency or simplification of administrative
requirements; addressing gaps in data about access to social protection.
The scope of the measures included in the 19 national plans that set objectives at national level
cover a wide range of social protection branches, but the 3 most frequently covered are pensions,
unemployment and sickness benefits. This appears consistent with the picture in terms of gaps
identified either in terms of formal/effective access or in terms of adequacy. Some but fewer
measures are planned in the branches related to paternity and maternity, accidents at work and
occupational disease, and invalidity.
In terms of tim ing, 12 Member States refer to measures taken since the adoption of the
Recommendation in November 2019 (for 5 of them this relates exclusively to measures taken as a

52

53

materialises, to access a given level of benefits. A person may be granted formal access without de facto being able
to build and take up entitlements to benefits
Social protection is considered to be ade quate when it allows individuals to uphold a decent standard of living,
replace their income loss in a reasonable manner and live with dignity, and prevents them from falling into poverty
while contributing, where appropriate, to activation and facilitating the return to work.
Although minimum income schemes are outside the scope of the Recommendation, it also mentions that “When
assessing the adequacy, the Member State’s social protection system as a whole needs to be taken into account,
which means that all social protection benefits of a Member State need to be considered.”
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response to the COVID-19 pandemic) while 16 Member States refer to measures ‘planned for the
future’. Many Member States also refer to measures on access to social protection taken in the
past (i.e. before the adoption of the Council Recommendation).
In terms of target groups, a number of measures are addressed to all persons in employment but
many of them do address the situation of specific groups: the situation of self -employed is
addressed with specific measures in 11 Member States and the situation of workers with nonstandard contracts in 8 Member States, with measures focused on platform workers in 3 of them.
A few Member States included detailed information about each measure they plan, in term s of
branch, target group and expected impact but also in terms of timeline, budget, implementing
body and plan for monitoring/evaluating. For some other countries, the measures to be taken still
need to be elaborated including through legislative proposals.
With few exceptions, the national plans do not aim to address all gaps (either in term s of form al
coverage or in terms of effective access and adequacy) identified in the monitoring framework or
in the context of the European Semester (e.g. see notably ‘Key social challenges’ in the SPPM
section V and Annex 1) .
Almost all Member States included in their national plan a section on m easures taken during t he
COVID- 19 pandem ic 54. Anti-crisis measures reported relate notably to relaxation of the rules,
extension of the duration and/or increase in the amounts of (e.g. unemployment and sickness)
benefits, as well as specific support to some groups in terms of status (work with precarious
contracts, self-employed) or sector/occupation (workers in cultural sector, healthcare workers,
domestic workers, etc.).
A few Member States reported that some of the anti- crisis m easures w ere (or w ill b e) m ade
permanent feature of their social protection system. In other countries, the majority of m easures
taken (during 2020/early 2021) appear to be temporary. Some countries mention that anti-crisis
measures were mostly aimed at mitigating the economic, employment and social impact and that
structural reforms had to be postponed.
Half of the national plans (11 out of 22) refer to involvement of social partners in the preparation of
specific measures, with some countries mentioning a close involvement. Other stakeholders such
as civil society organisations are less frequently referred to in the national plans.
Finally, the national plans do not contain references to the European Semester country- specificrecommendations55 while 5 national plans make explicit linkages with the Recovery and Resilience
Plans.

54

55

As those “crisis measures” were taken from early 2020 to mid-2021 (which corresponds almost exactly to the period
since the adoption of the Recommendation) it is not possible to draw the line between measures related to the
Recommendation and those driven by the COVID-19 pandemic.
In 2020, 16 MS (BG, CY, EE, ES, HU, HR, IT, LT, LV, MT, NL, PL, PT, RO, SI, SK) were issued a country specific
recommendation on social protection, often with a very clear focus on improving access for non-standard workers
and self-employed (CY,EE, ES, IT, LT, NL, PL, PT, SI).
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As regards challenges to implement the Recommendation, a number of Member States m entio n
the complexity of improving formal coverage for self-employed (notably as regards
unemployment insurance, paternity leave or disability insurance) as well as non-standard workers
(including platform workers, domestic workers and farmers). Some Member States also refer to
broader issues such as: limiting the use of non-standard contracts, preventing false selfemployment and regulating platform work, tax-related issues and adaptation of the overall social
protection systems, including addressing the “low take-up rate” for some social benefits and
ensuring more universal access.
Finally, 7 Member States refer to the importance of EU support to im plem ent the Council
Recommendation, mentioning the added value of exchanges on best practices and mutual
learning in the area of access to social protection and calling for a close monitoring of the
implementation efforts at EU level and a strong commitment to implement the Recommendation.
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Annex 1: SPPM Country Profiles
Click here to see separate annex
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Annex 2: Information collected via the SPC-ISG and EMCO-IG on take up of short time w ork schemes or
similar measures, and other emergency measures aimed at supporting the self-employed and households
Table 8: 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
continues. Figures are generally the total number of benefit recipients during the month in question (i.e. the stock of all recipients of benefits). For CY, figures for the cells do not correspond strictly to calendar moths (e.g. March, April, May and June
2020 respectively actually refer to the periods: 16/03/2020 – 12/04/2020, 13/04/2020 – 12/05/2020, 13/05/2020 – 12/06/2020, 13/06/2020 – 30/06/2020). For DK the figure shown for the temporary wage compensation scheme 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 sche me i.e. from March 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 the
following phases. NOW1 March-May 2020, NOW2 June-September 2020, NOW3.1 October - December 2020, NOW3.2 January - March 2021, while last figure covers April to May. For SE, July 2020 figure Includes data until 11th August.
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Table 10: 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 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 11: 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. For MT, number of Individuals receiving the benefit (cumulative). Numbers of unique beneficiaries are for Covid Disability
Benefit 379, for Covid Medical Benefit 1679, and for Covid Parent Benefit 4570.
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Table 12: 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.

80

Annex 3: Technical Annex
1. SPPM dashboard methodology
2. SPPM methodology used for the identification of Member
States' key social challenges and good social outcomes
3. Definitions and data sources
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SPPM dashboard methodology
The Council endorsed on 4 October 2012 the main features of a new instrument, proposed by the
Social Protection Committee (SPC), called the "Social Protection Performance Monitor" (SPPM)
aimed at contributing to strengthening the monitoring of the social situation and the development
of social protection policies in the EU, according to the Treaty mandate (art. 160 of TFEU) of the
SPC to work in this area. One key element of this is a dashboard of key social indicators.
W hat is the objective?
The objective of the SPPM dashboard is to identify annual "social trends to watch" and "positive
recent social trends" in the EU, common to several Member States, which can stimulate in-depth
review and targeted multilateral surveillance. Given the objective of the dashboard, the focus is on
both most recent changes and changes in comparison to 2008, as the base year for monitoring
progress for the social aspects of the European 2020 Strategy.
W hat is the basis of the SPPM dashboard?
The SPPM makes use of the EU portfolio of social indicators56, recognizing effectively the
importance of the overarching portfolio as a summary set/first tier of indicators to be used for
monitoring the major social trends in EU countries across the relevant social policy areas.
How are trends identified?
The indicators are monitored mainly on the basis of evolutions. In order to assess the statistical
significance of the year-to-year changes and the changes in comparison to the reference year
2008, use is made of accuracy estimates, developed by Eurostat in cooperation with the Second
Network for the analysis of EU-SILC (Net-SILC 2, an EU funded network consisting of a group of
institutions and researchers conducting analysis using EU-SILC). For certain of the indicators in the
dashboard further work to produce estimates of the significance of net changes is ongoing. Where
such estimates are not yet available, specific tentative criteria have been agreed, awaiting further
statistical developments. In addition to the checks for statistical significance of changes, in March
2018 the SPC ISG and the Employment Committee’s Indicators Group agreed on a common
methodology to apply to assess the substantive significance of changes 57 (a second criterion of
substantive significance is applied in parallel to the statistical significance checks to avoid flagging
up very small changes in the indicator). The current situation regarding the statistical and
substantive significance rules applied for each SPPM indicator is summarised in the following table.
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http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=14239&langId=en

57

This consists of setting thresholds based on the historical variability in the distribution of each indicator rather than

using a rule-of-thumb approach. This allows for tailoring of the checks for substantive changes with regard to the
historical volatility of the different indicators. Common parameter values to use for the cut-off point for outliers in the
distribution and the significance threshold for the remaining distribution have been agreed - a 7.5% cut-off value for
outliers and a threshold of 1 Standard Deviation for flagging up significant changes.
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Table 13: Summary table of the current statistical and substantive
significance rules applied for the SPPM indicators

Notes:
i) The method used to estimate the statistical significance of the net changes, based on regression and developed by
Net-SILC2 (an EU funded network consisting of a group of institutions and researchers conducting analysis using EU SILC) is still under improvement; ii) Substantive changes are assessed with regard to the historical volatility of the
different indicators using common parameters of a 7.5% cut-off value for outliers and a threshold of one Standard
Deviation for flagging up significant changes.. * For LTU rate, early school leavers, youth unemployment ratio, NEETs, ER
(55-64) the reference periods are 2017-2018 and 2008-2018.

A trend needs to be evident in a certain number of Member States in order to qualify as a "social
trend to watch" or a "positive recent social trend." The general criterion of at least around 1/3 of
Member States is used in order to ensure that there is a significant basis for conclusions. However,
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a certain level of flexibility is kept and if a strong trend is evident in a smaller number of countries
or this is the case for a specific group of countries, it could still be considered as a "trend to watch"
or a "positive trend."
How are the SPPM results used?
The SPPM results are presented in the SPC annual report and are endorsed by the EPSCO Council.
On the basis of the identified social trends to watch, the SPC may undertake thematic in-depth
reviews where drivers and policy solutions for the identified challenges are discussed among
Member States.
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SPPM methodology used for the identification of
Member States' key social challenges and good
social outcomes
Introduction
SPPM Country Profiles are presented as an annex to the SPC Annual Report. For all Member
States, Country Profiles provide, among other elements of analysis, a summary table giving an
overview of the key social challenges (KSCs) and good social outcomes (GSOs) identifi ed for each
country.
This appendix describes the methodology established by the SPC Indicators' sub -group (ISG) to
identify each Member States' KSCs and GSOs, which had been adapted in 2021 to follow a more
policy-based approach. The results of this process are compiled at the end of each Country Profile
in the form of summary tables. As they constitute part of the Country Profile, their content will
contribute to shape the Key Messages of the SPC for the October EPSCO as concerns the social
policy priorities for the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy.
Scope of the exercise
The assessment of KSCs and GSOs included in the SPPM Country Profiles now follows a more
broad policy-based approach instead of the previous one that reflected the age-based structure
of the Joint Assessment Framework (JAF) Policy Area 11 – Poverty and Social Exclusion, to which
selected indicators from the JAF module on Health were added to make the indicators' framework
more exhaustive.
The new summary table for the country profiles is divided in the following five main policy areas:
1.

Poverty, social exclusion and inequality

2.

Effectiveness of social protection

3.

Pensions

4.

Long-term care

5.

Healthcare

Each policy area is further broken down into sub-categories that cluster a number of more
granular metrics and specific areas which have been agreed with the SPC-ISG, as indicated in the
table at the end of this appendix.
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Methodology
The identification of the key social challenges and good social outcomes follows a "two -step"
methodology, which foresees the use of both quantitative and qualitative sources of information,
in this order 58.


The quantitative step of the exercise is based on an assessment of levels 59 and three-year
changes60 in relation to the EU average for selected JAF indicators. In the JAF
methodology, the values of each indicator are standardised, in order to put different
indicators on the same scale and compare them to the EU28 average.

The standardised scores for levels (1) and changes (2) are calculated as follows:
(1) Standardised score indicator x =
[(value of indicator x – EU average of x)/standard deviation across EU MS of x] * 10
(2) Standardised 3-year change score indicator x =
[(3-year change value of indicator x – 3-year change of EU average of x)/standard deviation of 3year changes across EU MS of x] * 10
Standardised scores for changes should be interpreted as relative changes with respect to the EU
average61.
The SPC-ISG agreed to develop a scale that sets five performance bands based on the following
standardised scores' intervals/thresholds:
 (-7; +7): the performance of an indicator is classified as around the EU average (0) for
levels and constant (0) for changes;
 (-7; -13 or +7; +13): the performance of an indicator is classified as better (+) / worse () than the EU average for levels, and registering a positive (+) / negative (-)
development for changes, depending on the polarity of the indicator;
 (< -13 or > +13): the performance of an indicator is classified as significantly better (++)
/ significantly worse (--) than the EU average for levels, and registering a significantly
positive (++) / significantly negative (--) development for changes, always depending
on the polarity of the indicator.

The methodology is analogous to the one set in place for the identification of key employment challenges
(KECs) and good labour market outcomes (GLMOs) in the context of the Employment Performance Monitor
(EPM) by the EMCO Committee.
59
The latest year available for EU – e.g. the SPC Annual Report 2021 looks at 2019 data for levels.
60
From [latest year available for EU – 3 years] to [latest year available for EU] - e.g. the SPC Annual Re port
2021 looks at 2016-2019 data for changes.
61
E.g. there may be cases in which a 3-year positive change in absolute values can correspond to a rel ati ve
negative change of the standardised score.
58

86

The following categories of messages result from the analysis and are used as a basis for
determining KSCs and GSOs, based on the 5 x 5 two-way table below:

Changes
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Within the ‘low performance’ band (i.e. area highlighted in red), a variety of situations are
described:
1. Indicator substantially62 worse than the EU average, and no clear improvement or
getting worse
2. Indicator worse than the EU average, and no clear improvement or getting worse
4. Indicator worse than the EU average and some positive development
5. Indicator worse than the EU average and substantially positive development
6. Indicator better than the EU average and substantially negative development
9. Indicator around EU average and some negative development
10. Indicator around EU average and substantially negative development

62

The term ‘significant(ly)’ is replaced with ‘substantial(ly)’ to prevent any confusion with statistical significance
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A two-step approach is then used to support a robust prioritisation. In a first step, messages of
type 1, 2, and 4 are scrutinised for the purpose of identifying KSCs, as they relate to the levels and
there are no signs of strong improvement, which is indicative of structur al challenges. Should the
scrutiny lead to the identification of none or a very low number of underperforming areas (1 -2), in
a second step, the scrutiny may be extended to indicators for which a message of type 5 or 10 are
flagged.
Further, these results are assessed in a third step from the perspective of their priority at countrylevel, with a view to identifying the most important challenges. Assigning priority levels draws
primarily on the available country-specific expertise and may involve several aspects, e.g.
 a review of already identified key challenges,
 an integrated look across all policy areas,
 review of findings from relevant studies and other international bodies like the OECD etc.
on key social policy challenges, or
 a quantitative look at groups most at-risk of poverty and exclusion to see which specific
problem areas, if tackled, would contribute strongest to achieving progress.
The table below summarises the relation between the three steps and the final classification of an
area as a JAF-based key social challenge or good outcome.

When a break in the time series of an indicator is flagged for a country, the assessment of changes
over the three-year time span might not be reliable. In this case, the identification of KSCs and
GSOs is based on the identification of levels of performance only - changes over the three-year
time span affected by the break in the time series are therefore assumed to be constant (0).
In some social policy areas assessments are based on a set of non-JAF based data and information,
including expert knowledge from country analysts and the findings of the relevant literature. The
non-JAF based challenges stemming from the results of this analysis are identified in a transparent
manner and presented during the consultation phase on the basis of a reasoned assessment
detailed by the Commission as per the table below:
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Description of the challenge
Reasoning, including reference to data (not already included in JAF) when
available
Data sources
Additional background information

The draft country-specific sets of KSCs and GSOs (both JAF-based and non JAF-based) are
checked with SPC and ISG delegates via written procedure, followed by bilateral clarifications if
needed, as a last step in the process of finalisation of the SPC Country Profiles.

89

Social Policy areas covered by the assessment and subcategories 63
The synthesis table follows a policy-based approach. The indicators and information underpinning
the assessment sub-categories (including JAF indicators and/or the non-JAF policy areas) is
presented in a separate column.

Social policy area

Subcategory

Underpinning

1. Poverty, social
exclusion
and
inequality

1.1

Poverty and social exclusion
(all age brackets)

1.2

Inequality
(general population)

At-risk-of-poverty rate, Severe material
deprivation, (Q uasi-)jobless households
(VLWI), At-risk of poverty rate for
people
living
in
(quasi-)jobless
households, Poverty gap, Persistent atrisk-of-poverty rate
Income inequality S80/S20, Interquintile
income share ratio S80/S50, Interquintile
income share ratio S50/S20

1.3

Material and social deprivation rat e
(all age brackets)

Material and social deprivation rate

1.4

Housing situation
(all age brackets)

Housing cost overburden, Housing
deprivation, Homelessness and housing
exclusion (via justification table)

1.5

Social situation of persons with
disabilities
Social situation of Roma
Social situation of migrants and
refugees
Regional dimension of povert y a n d
social exclusion

Via justification table

1.6
1.7
1.8
2. Effectiveness of
social protection

2.1 Social
inclusion 2.1.1 Effectiveness of
of
protection for children
children

2.2 Active
inclusion

social

2.1.2 Equal opportunities for
children
2.2.1 Effectiveness of social benefits
for the working age population

2.2.2 Effectiveness of social services
2.2.3 Inclusive labour markets

3. Pensions
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2.3 Social Gaps in access to social protection
protection
for all
3.1
Effectiveness of social protection in
old age (poverty prevention and
income replacement)

Via justification table
Via justification table
Via justification table
Impact of social transfers [excluding
pensions] in reducing child poverty,
Impact of social transfers [including
pensions] in reducing child poverty, Atrisk-of-poverty rate for children living in
households at work [0.2<WI<=0.55 and
0.55<WI<=1], Poverty gap
Via justification table
Impact of social transfers [excluding
pensions] in reducing working age
poverty risk, Impact of social transfers
[including pensions] in reducing worki n g
age poverty risk, Poverty gap, At-risk-ofpoverty rate for population living in
(quasi-)jobless households, Adequacy,
coverage and take-up of social assistance
(via justification table)
Via justification table
In
work
poverty,
Long-term
unemployment, At-risk-of-poverty rate
for population living in low-work
intensity households
Via justification table

Poverty gap, Aggregate replacement ratio
[excluding other social benefits], Median
relative income

Elements written in bold roman are based on an assessment of J AF-based information.
Elements written in italics are based on an assessment of non-JAF based information.
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4. Long-term care
5. Health

3.2

Systemic pensions adequacy issues

Via justification table

4
5.1

Long-term care
Health status

Via justification table

5.2

Effectiveness of curative
preventive health care

5.3

Access to health care

Life expectancy at birth and 65, Healthy
life years at birth and 65, Child mortality

91

or

Potential years of life lost, Treatable
mortality standardized rate, Preventable
mortality standardized rate, Vaccination
coverage rates for children
Self-reported unmet need for medical
care [total and by reason: cost, waiting
time, distance], Self-reported unmet need
for medical care – income quintile gap
[q1-q5 by the three reasons: cost +
waiting time + distance]

Definitions and data sources
Indicator

Definition

At risk of poverty or social The sum of persons who are: at risk of poverty and/or
e xclusion rate
severely materially deprived and/or living in (quasi -) jobl ess
households (i.e. with very low work intensity) as a share of the
total population.
At-risk-of-poverty rate

Data source
Eurostat – EU
SILC

Share of persons aged 0+ with an equivalised disposable Eurostat – EU
income below 60% of the national equivalised median SILC
income. Equivalised median income is defined as the
household's total disposable income divided by its
"equivalent size", to take account of the size and composition
of the household, and is attributed to each household
member. Equivalisation is made on the basis of the OECD
modified scale. This relative measure of poverty is also
referred to as “income poverty”.

Se vere material
de privation rate

Material deprivation rate

Share of population(0-59)
i n (quasi-)jobless, i.e. very
l ow work intensity (VLWI),
households
Relative poverty risk gap
rate

Share of population living in households unable to af ford at
least 4 items out of the following 9 items: i ) to pay re nt or
utility bills, ii) keep home adequately warm, iii) face
unexpected expenses, iv) eat meat, fish or a protein
equivalent every second day, v) a week hol iday away f rom
home, or could not afford (even if wanted to) vi) a car, vii ) a
washing machine, viii) a colour TV, or ix) a telephone.
Share of population living in households unable to af ford at
least 3 items out of the following 9 items: i) to pay re nt or
utility bills, ii) keep home adequately warm, iii) face
unexpected expenses, iv) eat meat, fish or a protein
equivalent every second day, v) a week hol iday away f rom
home, or could not afford (even if wanted to) vi) a car, vii ) a
washing machine, viii) a colour TV, or ix) a telephone.
People aged 0-59, living in households, where working-age
adults (18-59) work 20% or less of their total work potential
during the past year.

Difference between the median equivalised income of
persons aged 0+ below the at-risk-of poverty threshold and
the threshold itself, expressed as a percentage of the at-riskof poverty threshold.
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Eurostat – EU
SILC

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Pe rsistent at-risk-ofpoverty rate

Share of persons aged 0+ with an equivalised disposable
income below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold in the current
year and in at least two of the preceding three years.

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Material and social
de privation rate

Share of people in the total population unable to af ford at
least five items out of the followi ng 1 3 depri vation i tems:
Household items 1. face unexpected expenses; 2. afford one
week annual holiday away from home; 3. avoi d arrears ( in
mortgage, rent, utility bills and/or hire purchase instalments) ;

Eurostat – EU
SILC

4. afford a meal with meat, chicken or fish or vegetarian
equivalent every second day; 5. afford keeping thei r home
adequately warm; 6. have access to a car/van f or personal
use; and 7. replace worn-out furniture. Personal items 8.
replace worn-out clothes with some new ones; 9. have two
pairs of properly fitting shoes; 10. spend a sm all am ount of
money each week on him/herself (“pocket money”); 11. have
regular leisure activities; 12. get together with frie nds/fam il y
for a drink/meal at least once a month; 13. have an i nternet
connection.
Income quintile ratio
S80/S20

The ratio of total income received by the 20% of the
country's population with the highest income (top quintile) to
that received by the 20% of the country's population with the
lowest income (lowest quintile). Income must be understood
as equivalised disposable income.

Eurostat – EU
SILC

At risk of poverty or social The sum of children (0-17) who are: at risk of poverty and/or
e xclusion rate of children severely materially deprived and/or living in (quasi -) jobl ess
households (i.e. households with very low work intensity
(below 20%) as a share of the total population aged 0-17.

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Im pact of social transfers
( e xcluding pensions) on
poverty risk reduction

Reduction in the at-risk-of-poverty rate in % due to cash
social transfers, calculated as the percentage difference
between the at-risk-of-poverty rate before and af te r social
transfers

Eurostat – EU
SILC

At-risk-of-poverty rate for
the population living in
( quasi-)jobless (i.e. very
l ow work intensity)
households

Share of persons aged (0-59) with an equivalised disposabl e
income below 60% of the national equivalised median
income who live in households where worki ng -age adults
(18-59) worked 20% or less of their total work potential
during the past year.

Eurostat – EU
SILC

In-work at-risk-of-poverty
rate

Individuals (18-64) who are classified as employed according
to their most frequent activity status and are at risk of
poverty. The distinction is made between “wage and sal ary
employment plus self-employment” and “wage and sal ary
employment” only.
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Eurostat – EU
SILC

Long-term
unemployment rate
(active population, 15+)
Youth unemployment
ratio

Total long-term unemployed population (≥12 months'
unemployment; ILO definition) as a proportion of total active
population.
Total unemployed young people (ILO definition), 15-24 years,
as a share of total population in the same age group (i.e.
persons aged 15-24 who were without work during the
reference week, were currently available for work and were
either actively seeking work in the past four wee ks or had
already found a job to start within the next three months as a
percentage of the total population in the same age group).
Share of persons aged 18 to 24 who have only lower

E arly leavers from
e ducation and training

secondary education (their highest level of education or
training attained is 0, 1 or 2 according to the 1997
International Standard Classification of Education – ISCED 97)
and have not received education or training in the four
weeks preceding the survey.

Eurostat – LFS

Eurostat - LFS

Eurostat – LFS

NEETs (15-24)

Share of young people aged 15-24 not in employment,
education or training

Eurostat - LFS

E mployment rate of older
workers

Persons in employment in age group 55-64, as a proporti on
of total population in the same age group.

Eurostat – LFS

The sum of elderly (65+) who are: at risk of poverty and/or
At risk of poverty or social
severely materially deprived and/or living in (quasi -) jobl ess
e xclusion rate of the
households (i.e. with very low work intensity) as a share of the
e l derly
total population in the same age group.
Median relative income
ratio of elderly people
Aggregate replacement
ratio
Share of the population
with self-reported unmet
need for medical care
He althy life years at 65

Median equivalised disposable income of people aged 65+
as a ratio of income of people aged 0-64.

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Median individual gross pension income of 65-74 relati ve to
median individual gross earnings of 50-59, excludi ng other
social benefits64
Total self-reported unmet need for medical examination for
the following three reasons: financial barriers + waiting times
+ too far to travel.

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Number of years that a person at 65 is still expected to live in
a healthy condition. To be interpreted jointly with life
expectancy (included in the SPPM contextual information).

Eurostat

64

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Pension income covers pensions from public old-age pension schemes, means-tested welfare schemes, early
retirement and survivor’s benefits and other old age-related schemes. Other social benefits include unemploymentrelated benefits, family-related benefits, benefits relating to sickness or invalidity, education-related allowances, and any
other personal social benefits. Work income includes income from wage and salary employment and income from self employment.
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At risk of poverty or social The sum of persons with disabilities who are: at risk of
e xclusion rate for persons poverty and/or severely materially deprived and/or living in
with disabilities (16+)
households with very low work intensity as a share of the
total population of persons with disabilities. Here the
reference population is persons aged 16+ with moderate or
severe disabilities, based on the Global Activity Limitation
Indicator (GALI) approach (i.e. persons who report either
moderate or severe health-related activity limitations).

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Housing cost overburden
rate

Percentage of the population living in a household where
total housing costs (net of housing allowances) represent
more than 40% of the total disposable household income
(net of housing allowances).

Eurostat – EU
SILC

Real growth in gross household disposable income (GHDI).

Eurostat National
accounts

Change in real gross
household disposable
i ncome (GHDI)

Real GDHI is calculated as nominal GDHI divided by the
deflator of household final consumption expenditure.

Definition of the in-work at-risk-of-poverty rate
Individuals who are classified as employed, defined here as being in work for over half of the year
and who are at risk of poverty, i.e. live with an equivalised disposable income after social transfers
below 60% of the national median equivalised disposable income.
In defining in-work poverty risk, the income for people who are employed is for the total
household income, but the poverty status is assigned to the individual. This means that in-work
poverty risk, when measured, is influenced by both the total disposable income (including nonwage income) of the household and the household composition. The assumption of equal sharing
of resources within households (giving the so-called equivalised income) that underlies the
definition of poverty risk means that the economic well-being of individuals depends on the total
resources contributed by all members of the households. In this respect, some income can move
from one household member to the other without affecting the actual income of the individual.
Hence, measuring attachment to the labour market at the level of households provides a better
indicator of the welfare implications associated with labour market status than individual
employment rates.
Income/disposable income
Household income comes from different sources. Employment is generally the main source of
income but it is not the only one. Individuals may receive transfers from the state (e.g.
unemployment benefits, pensions, etc.); property income (e.g. dividends from financial assets, etc.);
and income from other sources (e.g. rental income from property or from the sale of property or
goods, etc.).
Em ployed
In EU SILC, people are defined as employed based on the self-declared economic status.
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W orking full year/less than full year
Working full year corresponds to working during the total number of months for which
information on the activity status has been provided. Less than full year corresponds to working for
more than half, but less than all, the numbers of the months for which information on activity
status is provided.
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GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE EU
In person
All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct information centres. You can find the
address of the centre nearest you at: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
On the phone or by email
Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You can contact
this service:
– by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls),
– at the following standard number: +32 22999696 or
– by email via: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en

FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE EU
Online
Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on the Europa
website at: https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en
EU publications
You can download or order free and priced EU publications at:
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publications. Multiple copies of free publications may be obtained by
contacting Europe Direct or your local information centre (see https://europa.eu/europeanunion/contact_en).
EU law and related documents
For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1952 in all the official language
versions, go to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu
Open data from the EU
The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en) provides access to datasets from the EU.
Data can be downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and non-commercial purposes.

The widespread positive developments in the social situation up until early 2020 were interrupted and then
put into reverse by the crisis resulting from the COVID-19 outbreak and the related containment measures
adopted by the Member States to fight the pandemic and protect the lives and livelihoods of their citizens.
The report of the Social Protection Committee provides an overview of the impact of the decisive action
taken by Member States to protect employment, income and access to services. It highlights that social
protection systems were the main stabilisation factor in supporting household incomes, as social benefits,
including short time working schemes, played a major role in mitigating the overall drop in household
incomes in 2020. Access to social protection systems was often temporarily eased in order to increase the
effectiveness of the systems in protecting those who lost their job or income.
Although the overall situation has been improving over 2021 as the EU recovers from the crisis, there
remains a need to address the longer-term socio-economic impacts of the pandemic. Despite the mitigating
role played by the social protection systems, the current crisis has affected more strongly the vulnerable
and social protection systems are expected to remain under pressure in the short and medium term.
To rebuild from the crisis and prepare better for future emergencies, Member States should continue to
prioritise measures to combat poverty and social exclusion, to address rising income inequalities, as well as
to enhance the resilience of social protection systems. Furthermore, national responses should continue to
focus on the situation of the vulnerable and include mechanisms to support them. The European Pillar of
Social Rights should continue to guide Member States’ reform efforts and its principles should continue to
be systematically implemented.

SPC website
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=758&langId=en
You can download our publications or subscribe for free at
http://ec.europa.eu/social/publications
If you would like to receive regular updates about the Directorate-General for Employment,
Social Affairs and Inclusion sign up to receive the free Social Europe e-newsletter at
http://ec.europa.eu/social/e-newsletter
https://www.facebook.com/socialeurope
https://twitter.com/EU_Social

