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AAbbreviation  FFull name  
EEU28  EEuropean Union (28 countries)  

EEU27//EU27_2007  EEuropean Union (27 countries)11  
EEA18//19  EEuro arrea (18//19  ccountries)  

BBE  BBelgium  
BBG  BBulgaria  
CCZ  CCzechiia  
DDK  DDenmark  
DDE  GGermany   
EEE  EEstonia  
IIE  IIreland  
EEL  GGreece  
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FFR  FFrance  
HHR  CCroatia  
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CCY  CCyprus  
LLV  LLatvia  
LLT  LLithuania  
LLU  LLuxembourg  
HHU  HHungary  
MMT  MMalta  
NNL  NNetherlands  
AAT  AAustria  
PPL  PPoland  
PPT  PPortugal  
RRO  RRomania  
SSI  SSlovenia  
SSK  SSlovakia  
FFI  FFinland  
SSE  SSweden  
    

UUK  UUnited Kingdom  
 

                                                           
1 European Union 27 composition of countries as of 2007-2013 
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KKey messages 
(Endorsed by the Council of the European Union on …… October 2020) 

1. Delivering on its mandate as per article 160 of the TFEU the Social Protection Committee 
(SPC) has produced for the Council its annual review of the social situation 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 2021 Annual Sustainable 
Growth Strategy. 

2. Until the start of 2020, the EU had been benefiting from continued economic growth and 
record-high employment, which lead to widespread improvements in the social situation in 
Europe. The nnumber of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, while remaining above 
the poverty reduction target set in the Europe 2020 strategy, had continued to decline, 
approaching 7.2 million fewer people at risk in 2018 compared to 2008. 

3. However, the period of steady economic growth and corresponding improvements in the 
social situation in most European countries came to an end in the spring of 2020, when the 
COVID-19 pandemic swept across Europe. The outbreak resulted in unprecedented 
disruptions in economic, employment and social conditions.  

4. Member States put in place various containment measures to stop the spread of the virus 
and ultimately reduce the death toll resulting from the pandemic. They also took ddecisive 
action to protect employment, income and access to services through a variety of support 
measures. 

5. The EU has been coordinating a common European response to the COVID-19  crisis and 
providing emergency funding to support the Member States through a number of 
financial instruments,  such as the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiatives (CRII I & II) 
and the Temporary Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency (SURE). The 
activation of the General Escape Clause of the Stability and Growth Pact also allowed for 
exceptional budgetary flexibility, helping to mitigate the socio-economic impact of the 
crisis. 

6. In the initial period following the COVID-19 outbreak in the EU, the rrecourse to emergency 
support measures that preserved the link with employment was massive. This prevented a 
sudden, substantial increase of ‘classic’ unemployment. However, in spite of the important 
government measures adopted to protect workers, the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on 
EU employment is very significant and in recent months there are now signs of a notable 
increase in the number of unemployed in many Member States. DDespite the measures 
taken, the unemployment rate in the EU is forecast to rise from 6.7% in 2019 to 9% in 
2020, before receding again to around 8% in 2021, with differences across sectors, 
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countries and regions. There is also a ssignificant rrisk of widening economic and social 
disparities between and within the Member States.   

7. Effectively containing the COVID-19 virus in Europe and around the world is a prerequisite 
for overcoming the crisis. Following the initial drop in confirmed new COVID-19 cases in 
Europe before the summer, Member States started to reduce containment measures and 
began focusing on actions to support the recovery from the crisis. The latest virus 
outbreaks indicate that continued vigilance is needed and that measures to address the 
longer-term socio-economic impacts of the pandemic may still need to be combined with 
targeted containment and support measures in the short term. 

8. In this context, tthe Recovery Plan for Europe, as well as the reinforced 2021-2027 EU 
budget 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, 

9. Member States should continue pursuing their reform agendas, taking into account 
lessons learnt from the past and addressing gaps unveiled by the current crisis. Sustained 
efforts are required to stimulate economic growth, increase employment, address poverty 
and inequality challenges and enhance the resilience of social protection systems, thus 
underpinning well-being and social cohesion in the longer-term. 

10. Against this background, the following policy guidance is to be considered: 

o The EEuropean Pillar of Social Rights should continue to guide Member States’ reform 
efforts and its principles should continue to be systematically implemented. Member 
States should make use of the substantial EU funding made available to support the 
implementation of the related reforms. In that respect, the European Semester and the 
Social Open Method of Coordination remain effective coordination tools to ensure 
coherence in the reform agendas of the Member States.  

o Poverty and social exclusion remain key challenges in Europe, and are likely to worsen 
due to the current crisis. Even before the crisis hit, the positive developments of the 
preceding period were offset by ccertain areas of concern arising from uneven 
developments in the income distribution, including increasing depth of poverty, the 
rising risk of poverty for people living in (quasi-)jobless households and the limited 
progress towards the Europe 2020 target to reduce poverty and social exclusion. 
Policy reforms based on an active inclusion approach, which combine adequate 
income support, high quality social services and inclusive labour markets, continue to 
be necessary. Special focus is required to ensure improved coverage and take-up of 
benefit schemes through simplifying access to benefits and avoiding excessively 
restrictive eligibility criteria. It remains essential to ensure the adequacy of benefits, 
while incentives to take up work need to be maintained. 

o Measures to address the poverty and social exclusion of the most vulnerable are of 
utmost importance. Preventing and tackling cchild poverty aand social exclusion as well 
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as promoting child well-being, including through the provision of early childhood 
education and care, education, housing, nutrition and healthcare, must remain a key 
priority of the Member States. The social inclusion of pperson with disabilities needs to 
be enhanced through providing more inclusive education, appropriate access to health 
care and active labour market policies adapted to their needs.  Further efforts are 
required for the inclusion of migrants and refugees, which will require an integrated 
approach inter-linking training and skills enhancement with employment opportunities, 
as well as access to services, notably healthcare and housing. To address hhousing 
exclusion and homelessness, Member States should prioritize integrated approaches 
that combine prevention, rapid access to permanent housing and the provision of 
enabling support services.  

o With the deterioration in the employment situation and the growing number of people 
who are unemployed or working in precarious jobs, more people are in need of social 
protection. Further policy reforms to improve the coverage, while maintaining or 
improving the adequacy of ssocial protection, including for the self-employed and 
people in non-standard forms of employment, are needed. 

o The adequacy and sustainability of ppension systems for workers and the self-employed 
should be ensured, along with the provision of equal opportunities for women and 
men to acquire pension rights. Pension reforms should be supported by active ageing 
strategies and other measures that promote longer working lives and by policies that 
aim to reduce the gender pension gap. 

o Strengthening the resilience, effectiveness and access of hhealth systems should remain 
a primary focus of the Member States’ efforts.  Investment in health promotion and 
disease prevention, and in well-trained and adequately supported medical personnel, 
will be critical to make health and social care systems more resilient to health 
emergencies and improve the well-being of all.  

o Access to adequate, affordable and quality llong-term care, alongside (pre-emptive) 
measures to reduce the need for long-term care, should remain a priority, both in light 
of the ageing population in Europe and the deficiencies in the provision of care laid 
bare by the crisis. An affordable, needs-oriented system of social services is required to 
provide adequate care for the elderly and people with disabilities, as well as to support 
informal caregivers. The cooperation between social services and healthcare systems 
should be reinforced. 

o Measures beyond the social policy domain should also aim at on improving the social 
situation across the Union as a priority. Reforms need to take into account social and 
employment concerns and should be subject to distributional impact assessments to 
prevent adverse social effects. Member States should also maintain a constructive 
dialogue with ssocial partners, civil society representatives and other relevant 
stakeholders when designing and implementing their reform agendas. 
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o To guide the reform efforts, the development of a ssuccessor to the Europe 2020 
Strategy remains important, in particular in the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis. Such 
a strategy should include clear and ambitious social and employment targets, based 
on the European Pillar of Social Rights and the experience acquired from the Europe 
2020 strategy, also taking into account the 2019 joint EMCO and SPC assessment of 
Europe 2020 and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.   

11. The European Commission is invited to take into account the above policy guidance in the 
preparatory work of the 2021 Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy.  

----------------- 

 

www.parlament.gv.at



 

10 

II. 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 (art. 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 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. 

The main objective of the 2020 SPC Annual Report is to deliver on the mandate of the Committee 
and, through its analysis, to provide input to the Council on identifying the main social policy 
priorities to recommend to the Commission in the context of the preparation of the 2021 Annual 
Sustainable Growth Strategy. On the basis of the Social Protection Performance Monitor (SPPM) 
and Member States' social reporting, the report aims at i) mmonitoring the social situation2, 
especially the progress towards the Europe 2020 target on reducing poverty and social exclusion 
and highlighting the common social trends to watch, and ii) iidentifying the key structural social 
challenges facing individual Member States as well as their good social outcomes, and reviewing 
the most recent social policy developments in Europe. An overview will also be 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. 

A separate annex to the report provides the SPPM country profiles for each Member State. 

 

 

                                                           
2  The figures quoted in this report are based on data available around mid-June 2020, unless otherwise stated. This 
means that for EU-SILC based indicators the most recent data generally available for all Member States are for the 2018 
survey and that is the reason why this reference year is generally used throughout the report for these indicators. 
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III. Progress on the Europe 2020 poverty and social 
exclusion target  
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 exclusion3, 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 scheme4. Within the 
framework of the Europe 2020 strategy, Member States set national poverty and social exclusion 
targets (Table 1). However, the individual poverty-reduction 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 are not always based on the headline composite indicator, the at-risk-of-poverty-or-
social-exclusion rate (AROPE). 

The latest figures for the AROPE indicator generally point to a further improvement in the social 
situation over 2017-2018, reflecting the continuing improvement in the economy and the labour 
market at that time, and with significant falls in the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate 
observed in around half the Member States. Overall, this resulted in a fall of around 3 million 
between 2017 and 2018 in the EU population at risk of poverty or social exclusion (Figure 15). 
Underlying the fall in the overall figure were continued strong reductions in the population 
experiencing severe material deprivation (down around 3.4 million) and in the number of people 
living in (quasi-)jobless households (down 3 million), but in contrast 2018 saw a rise of 0.7 million in 
the population at risk of poverty.  

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 remains rather limited. In 2018, the number of 
people living at risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU28 was only down by around 7.2 million 
compared to 20086 (or 1.9 % of the population), with a total of 110 million people. The 
improvement has mainly been driven by strong falls in severe material deprivation, while the 
population at risk of poverty has actually increased. 

Furthermore, the overall trend masks persistent divergence between Member States. Significantly 
higher AROPE rates compared to 2008 are still observed in some countries most affected by the 
economic crisis (EL and ES). For just under half of the Member States, the AROPE rate in 2018 was 

                                                           
3  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 categories and, while very 
broad, it 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.  

4  COM (2010) 758 final 
5  Note that figures here refer to the EU27 aggregate, since time series for the EU28 aggregate is not available back to 

2005.  
6  The reference year, due to data availability, for the target adopted in 2010 
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not significantly different to the 2008 figure, while in a third of countries, mainly eastern European 
Member States, it was substantially lower, most notably in HU, LV, PL and RO (Table 2). 

TTable 11. Europe 2020 poverty and social exclusion target - national targets 

 

 
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 yet defined)) the target is neither in terms of the AROPE nor the standard definition of one or more of its 
components.  

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
Reduction of the at risk of poverty rate after social transfers to 15%, equivalent to an absolute decrease by 

36,248 persons*

IE
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*
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FFigure 1. Evolution of the Europe 2020 poverty and social exclusion indicator and its 
components, EU27_(2007)7 (figures in 1000s), 2005-2018 

 

 
Source: Eurostat (EU-SILC)  

Note: AROPE - at-risk-of poverty-or-social-exclusion rate; AROP - at-risk-of-poverty rate; (Quasi-)jobless HHs - share of 
population living in (quasi)-jobless households (i.e. very low work intensity (VLWI) households); SMD - severe material 
deprivation rate. For the at-risk-of-poverty rate, 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   
rate refers to the previous calendar year while for the severe material deprivation rate the current survey year. 
 

Table 2. At-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (in %), evolution (in pp) 2017-
2018 and 2008-2018 

 

Source: Eurostat (EU-SILC) 

 
Note: i) Only significant (for the definition of this see table 12) changes have been highlighted in green/red 
(positive/negative changes). "~" refers to stable performance (i.e. insignificant change), "n.a." refers to data not (yet) being 
available; ii) For BG, major break in the time series in 2014 for the material deprivation indicators, so for SMD and AROPE 
"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; iii) For DK, breaks in series for the period since 2008 which mainly affect indicators related to 

                                                           
7  Note figures here refer to EU27 aggregate for the composition of EU countries as of 2007-2013, since time series for 

the EU28 aggregate is not available back to 2005. 

EU28 EU27 EA18 EA19 BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT
2018 21.8 21.8 21.5 21.6 20.0 32.8 12.2 17.0 18.7 24.4 21.1 31.8 26.1 17.4 24.8 27.3

2017-2018 
change in pp

-0.6 -0.6 -0.6 -0.5 -0.6 -6.1 0.0 -0.2 -0.3 1.0 -1.6 -3.0 -0.5 0.4 -1.6 -1.6

2008-2018 
change in pp

n.a. -1.9 -0.1 -0.1 -0.8 n.a. -3.1 n.a. -1.4 n.a. -2.6 3.7 2.3 -1.1 n.a. 1.8

CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE UK
2018 23.9 28.4 28.3 21.9 19.6 19.0 16.7 17.5 18.9 21.6 32.5 16.2 16.3 16.5 18.0 23.1

2017-2018 
change in pp

-1.3 0.2 -1.3 0.4 -6.0 -0.3 -0.3 -0.6 -0.6 -1.7 -3.2 -0.9 0.0 0.8 0.3 1.1

2008-2018 
change in pp

0.6 -5.8 0.0 n.a. -8.6 -1.1 1.8 -3.1 -11.6 -4.4 -11.7 -2.3 -4.3 -0.9 1.3 -0.1
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incomes and to a lesser degree variables highly correlated with incomes ("n.a." shown for the period compared to 2008 for 
these).; iv) 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; v) For HR, no long-term 
comparison for EU-SILC-based indicators compared to 2008 as no EU-SILC data published by Eurostat before 2010; vi) For 
LU, major break in series in 2016 for EU-SILC based indicators ("n.a." shown for long-term comparison versus 2008); vii) For 
NL, improvement to the definition of income in 2016 has some impact on comparison of income-based indicators over 
time; viii) For UK, changes in the EU-SILC survey vehicle and institution in 2012 might have affected the results on trends 
since 2008 and interpretation of data on the longer-term trend must therefore be particularly cautious; 
 
 

IIII. Overview of developments in the social situation in 
the European Union  

This section provides, following a scene setting on the main economic and labour market 
developments up to and including last year, a review of the latest trends from the SPPM 
dashboard. It is mainly based on the June 2020 update of the Social Protection Performance 
Monitor (SPPM) 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 2018 EU-SILC data and the 2019 Labour Force Survey 
data. 

In addition, a summary of the very latest developments following the Covid-19 outbreak is 
provided based on available data and information.  

Development in the social situation up to the end of 2019 
Until recently, 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, although less dynamically than in the preceding 
years, and employment in the EU, which had been growing strongly over recent years, kept 
increasing at a moderate rate over 2019, reaching the highest level ever recorded with 241.5 
million people in work in the third quarter of 2019 (Figure 2). Even though large differences 
remained between EU countries, unemployment was decreasing, and the unemployment rate in 
the EU returned to below pre-crisis levels. Youth unemployment in particular was falling steadily. 
Nevertheless, in some Member States (Greece, Italy and Spain) unemployment rates had not fully 
recovered and were still above 10%, with the situation of young people remaining a challenge in 
several countries. 

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. However, certain challenges remained, 
especially in relation to developments in indicators based on the shape of the distribution of 
household incomes and in particular with regard to relative income poverty. These challenges 
concern increases in the depth of poverty and in the risk of poverty for people living in (quasi-) 
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jobless households, as well as the limited overall progress towards the Europe 2020 target to 
reduce poverty and social exclusion. 

 
FFigure 2: Real GDP, GDHI and employment growth in the EU28, 2008-2019 

 

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, GDP for EU28. Nominal GDHI is converted into 

real GDHI by deflating with the deflator (price index) of household final consumption expenditure. 

 

Main recent trends 

The latest update of the Social Protection Performance Monitor dashboard8, which is mainly based 
on 2018 EU-SILC data9 and 2019 LFS data, points to widespread positive developments in the 
social situation at that time. Annual changes10 provided signs of a broad improvement in the social 
situation, 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 rreal gross household disposable income in 22 MS along with significant reductions 
in the ssevere material deprivation rate in 14 MS and in the mmaterial and social deprivation 
rate in 11 MS. There were also significant declines in tthe housing cost overburden rate in 13 
MS. All these reflect that household incomes and financial conditions of EU households 

                                                           
8  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") 
9  For preliminary analysis of the partially available EU-SILC 2019 data see the later section entitled “Latest indications 

from available 2019 EU-SILC data”.  
10  Generally 2017-2018, but for the LTU rate, early school leavers, youth unemployment ratio, NEETs, and ER (55-64) 

the change refers to the period 2018-2019. 
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further improved, benefitting from continued economic growth and improved labour 
markets; 

− a reduction in  the risk of poverty or social exclusion for the overall population in 13 MS, 
driven mainly by falls in ssevere material deprivation (down in 14 MS) and in the share of 
the population living in ((quasi-)jobless households (down in 18 MS). During the reference 
period there were also significant declines in iincome inequality in 12 MS.  

− reductions in the share of cchildren at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 12 MS and in the 
share of eearly school leavers in 13 MS;  

− further reductions in long term unemployment (in 11 MS), reflecting continued 
improvements in the labour market; 

− further improvements in the llabour market participation of older workers (as evidenced by 
increases in the employment rate for 55-64 year olds in 21 MS); 

Nevertheless, there were some areas of concern arising from developments in the income 
distribution, namely: 

− further rises in the aat-risk-of-poverty rates for people residing in (quasi-)jobless households 
(Table 3) in many Member States (12), pointing to reductions in the adequacy of social 
benefits for especially vulnerable households. 

− increases in the ddepth of poverty (with the relative median poverty risk gap higher in 10 MS 
compared to the previous year); 

− continuing signs of a decline in the rrelative income of the elderly (i.e. those aged 65 or 
older), with significant falls in the median relative income ratio of the elderly in 14 countries 
and rises in the at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate of the elderly in 11. This decline in 
the income situation of the elderly is a reversal of the general trend observed in the years 
following the crisis, but reflects to a large extent the continuing change in the relative 
income situation of the working age population as the labour market and incomes from 
work improve. 

Table 3: At-risk-of-poverty rate for the population living in (quasi-)jobless 
households (in %), evolutions 2017-2018 

 
Source: Eurostat (EU-SILC) 

Note: i) Only significant changes have been highlighted in green/red (positive/negative changes). "~" refers to stable performance (i.e. 
insignificant change). "n.a." refers to data not (yet) being available. Eurostat calculations on statistical significance of net change have been 

EU28 EU27 EA18 EA19 BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT
2018 62.4 62.3 62.4 62.6 71.8 75.0 61.7 58.0 68.5 80.4 58.4 53.1 63.0 60.8 70.7 58.5

2017-2018 
change in pp

~ ~ ~ ~ 2.7 ~ ~ 7.6 ~ 8.5 ~ ~ -2.7 ~ 3.0 2.7

CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE UK
2018 57.4 77.0 80.2 49.0 59.8 75.9 56.8 60.0 60.3 64.9 73.4 64.4 77.9 54.8 82.3 55.4

2017-2018 
change in pp

9.6 ~ ~ ~ 16.7 5.3 ~ ~ ~ 6.6 14.4 ~ ~ ~ 5.2 3.7
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used where available, combined with checks for substantive significance. ii) For the at-risk-of-poverty rate, the income reference year is the 
calendar year prior to the survey year except for the United Kingdom (survey year) and Ireland (12 months preceding the survey).  
Similarly, (quasi-)jobless households (i.e. very low work intensity) refers to the household situation in the previous calendar year.  

 
FFigure 3: Areas of deterioration (social trends to watch) and improvement for the 
period 2017-2018* 

 
Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor 

* For EU-SILC based indicators the changes refer to 2017-2018 (although for income and household work intensity 
indicators the changes generally actually refer to 2016-2017). For LFS-based indicators (LTU rate, early school leavers, 
youth unemployment ratio, NEETs (15-24), ER (55-64)) the changes refer to the period 2018-2019. 

 

Figure 4 highlights per country the number of significant improvements or deteriorations that have 
taken place in the social indicators in the SPPM dashboard over the most recent period. The 
Member States with the highest number of significant positive recent changes are Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Greece, Hungary and Portugal, all recording improvements on 12 or more indicators and 
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generally with very few indicators showing a deterioration. In contrast, improvements in Austria, 
Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg and the UK were much more limited, with significant 
improvements only registered on three indicators or less and with some (FI, LU and UK) showing a 
large number of deteriorating indicators. These results should be considered alongside the longer 
term situation 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 – 
where they started from a comparably favourable level the chance of further improvement is more 
unlikely. 

FFigure 4. Number of SPPM key social indicators per Member State with a 
statistically significant improvement or deterioration from 2017 to 2018* 
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Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor 

Note: Bars refer to the number of SPPM indicators which have registered a statistically and substantively significant 
deterioration or improvement between 2017 and 2018. *For EU-SILC based indicators for income and household work 
intensity, changes actually refer to 2016-2017. For some indicators (LTU rate, early school leavers, youth unemployment 
ratio, NEETs, ER (55-64)) the changes refer to the period 2018-2019. 
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Main longer-term trends 

Looking at the longer-term developments since 2008 and the beginning of the Europe 2020 
strategy, the overall picture in 2019 was more positive as a whole across indicators, especially those 
relating to the labour market situation 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 27 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 16 MS, alongside improvements in the aggregate replacement ratio and the median 
relative income ratio of elderly people in 13 MS). However, this trend should be interpreted with 
caution, as it does not necessarily show an improvement in absolute terms. As pension income 
remained stable during the economic crisis while the working age population suffered from 
substantial income loss, the relative, but not necessarily the absolute, position of the elderly 
improved. With the improvement in the labour market and the income of people of working age 
picking up, this trend is now reversing. 

Other areas which saw 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 19 MS). Overall, there were also significant 
improvements compared to 2008 in real gross household disposable income in many Member 
States (19), which fed through to reductions in the severe material deprivation rate, the housing 
cost overburden rate and the risk of poverty or social exclusion in around a third of MS. 

Nevertheless, there remain some areas where indicators show the situation as being still noticeably 
worse compared to 2008 despite the improvements of recent years, namely: 

− rises in the ppoverty risk for ppeople living in ((quasi-)jobless households (in two thirds of MS); 

− a worsening in the ddepth of poverty (with the poverty risk gap higher in 15 MS); 

− increases in the rrisk of in-work poverty (in 9 MS). 

Other areas where outcomes compared to 2008 remain noticeably worse in several Member 
States concerned rises in iincome inequality (in 7 MS) and in the sshare of the population living in 
(quasi-)jobless households (in 7 MS), and declines in the iimpact 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 2018/19. For most 
Member States, there is a significantly higher number of indicators showing positive developments 
than negative ones, most notably in Latvia, Poland and Portugal. On the other hand, Member 
States such as Cyprus, Greece and Spain, as well as Sweden, still recorded many indicators 
showing a deterioration compared to 2008, although also with several indicators showing an 
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improvement. This highlights strong divergence across countries in the extent to which they were 
affected by the crisis and the degree to which they recovered subsequently. 
FFigure 5. Areas of deterioration (Social trends to watch) and improvement for the 
period 2008-2018* 

 
 

Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor 

Note: 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, 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; 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 
(change of question in 2010) which affects the comparison of change since 2008; xi) For UK, changes in the survey vehicle 
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and institution in 2012 might have affected the results on trends since 2008 and interpretation of data on the longer-term 
trend must therefore be particularly cautious; xii) *For some indicators (LTU rate, early school leavers, youth 
unemployment ratio, NEETs, ER (55-64)) the changes refer to the period 2008-2019. 

www.parlament.gv.at



 

23 

FFigure 6. Number of SPPM social indicators per Member State with a significant 
deterioration or improvement between 2008 and 2018* 

 

 
Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor 

Note: i) For AT, break in series in 2011 for persistent poverty risk (so trend not considered for the period compared to 2008); 
ii) For BE, major break in 2011 in the self-reported unmet need for medical examination (so trend 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; 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 
changes since 2008 not shown; v) For EE, major break in series for EU-SILC variables, so longer-term changes for EE not 
shown; vi) For HR, no EU-SILC data published by Eurostat before 2010, so changes since 2008 not shown.; vii) For LU, 
major break in series in 2016 for EU-SILC based indicators, so changes since 2008 not shown; 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 shown for longer term change in these; x) For SI, break in 
time series in Healthy Life Years indicator (change of question in 2010) which affects the comparison of change since 2008; 
xi) For UK, changes in the survey vehicle and institution in 2012 might have affected the results on trends since 2008 and 
interpretation of data on the longer-term trend must therefore be particularly cautious; xii) The bars refer to the number of 
SPPM indicators which have registered a statistically and substantively significant deterioration or improvement between 
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2008 and 2017. *For LTU rate, early school leavers, youth unemployment ratio, NEETs, ER (55-64) changes refer to 2008-
2019.
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LLatest indications from available 2019 EU-SILC data and 
Eurostat flash estimates 
Around half (13) of the Member States have already reported the results of the 2019 EU-SILC 
survey11, while all except ES, IE, IT and LU, and also the UK, 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 4) shows the available figures for the changes in the EU-SILC 
based SPPM indicators between 2018 and 2019 surveys, highlighting where changes are 
significant12. 

The results (

                                                           
11  This refers to the situation on 7th July 2020, at which time 13 Member States (AT, BG, CZ, DK,, EL, FI, HU, LV, MT, PL, 

RO, SI and SE) had reported 2019 SILC data for the SILC-based indicators included in the SPPM. For the SMD 
indicator, all EU28 Member States except 5 (ES, IE, IT, LU and UK) had provided early data or estimates. 

12  The estimates of significance used are the statistical significance and substantive significance ones employed to 
investigate the changes 2017-2018. 
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Figure 7) indicate significant improvements in the at-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rates in 
several countries (7), while figures for the severe material deprivation rate show further significant 
improvements in around half (11) of the Member States over the latest period. The risk of poverty 
or social exclusion among children also shows significant improvement in 8 of the countries that 
have so far reported their data. In addition, the housing cost overburden rate has fallen in 7 of the 
reporting countries. In contrast to these positive developments, there are signs of further declines 
in the relative income situation of the elderly, with significant deterioration in at-risk-of-poverty-or-
social-exclusion rates and in aggregate replacement ratios in several (8) countries.  

Looking beyond the data currently available from EU-SILC, Eurostat publishes flash estimates on 
expected annual changes in income and poverty and these may be used to complement the 
above results by providing a general indication on the expected change in certain indicators13 for 
those countries where 2019 EU-SILC results are not yet available. The flash estimates for 2018 
incomes14 (corresponding to the 2019 SILC survey year) indicate that, in complement to the EU-
SILC results, a statistically significant decrease in the risk of poverty is also expected in PT, while 
significant rises are expected in FR and the UK. For the inequality indicator (S80/S20), significant 
improvement is expected in IT. For the remaining countries where SILC figures are still missing, no 
significant changes are expected in these two indicators, nor for the in-work poverty rate. 
However, significant improvements are expected in the at-risk-of-poverty threshold in many of the 
MS for which 2019 EU-SILC data is still missing, reflecting overall increases in disposable incomes. 

                                                           
13 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). 

14  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/7894008/8256843/Flash-estimate-of-income-inequalities-and-poverty-
indicators-experimental-results-2018.pdf 
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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 2018 and 2019 

 
 

Source: Social Protection Performance Monitor using available 2019 EU-SILC results. 

Note: Figures available for 13 Member States for all indicators except SMD, where 23 countries have provided data. 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.  
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DDevelopment in the social situation in 2020, following the 
COVID-19 outbreak 
This section provides an overview of the very latest evolution in the social situation in the EU15 and 
its Member States in 2020, 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 presents an unprecedented 
challenge across the European Union, and indeed across much of the world, and has led to a 
major economic shock that is already having a significant negative impact. 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 3.2% in the first quarter of 2020 compared to the previous quarter, 
and by 2.4% compared to a year earlier, while employment growth declined sharply (Figure 8).  

Latest data indicate a further decline in EU GDP in the second quarter of 2020 of 11.7% on the 
previous quarter and 14.1% compared to a year earlier. These declines in GDP are the sharpest 
observed since the time series started in 1995. The number of employed persons in the EU 
decreased by 2.6%, to 203.6 million, compared with the first quarter (and 2.7% compared with a 
year earlier). This corresponds to a loss of 5.5 million jobs compared with the previous quarter.  

Commission forecasts project a rebound in the second half of the year. Consequently, the annual 
decline in GDP is expected to be 8.3% in 2020, before recovering partially with 5.8% growth in 
2021. 

Even though short-time work schemes have slowed down significantly the reduction in 
employment, the Commission predicts a 4.4% decline of total employment in 2020. The number 
of unemployed rose slightly to 14.3 million by April, corresponding to an unemployment rate of 
6.7%, but consumers' expectations for unemployment over the next 12 months are for a major 
increase (Figure 9). Indeed, since April the unemployment rate has risen more strongly, reaching 
7.1% by June, with underlying unemployment at around 15 million. The social consequences will 
depend both on the duration of the pandemic and on the measures being taken by national 
authorities and at European level to counter its effects. 

                                                           
15  In this section the focus is on the EU27 composition of Member States (ie. without the UK), the UK having 

left the EU in early 2020. 
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FFigure 8: Real GDP, GDHI and employment growth (% change on previous year) in 
the EU27 (2020 composition), 2008-2020 

 

 
Source: Eurostat, National Accounts [namq_10_gdp, namq_10_pe, nasq_10_nf_tr], EMPL calculations. Data not seasonally 
adjusted 

Notes: DG EMPL calculations for GDHI. The nominal GDHI is converted into real GDHI by deflating with the deflator (price 
index) of household final consumption expenditure. 

Figure 9: Unemployment rate versus unemployment expectations - 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. 
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A recent publication by Eurostat16 highlights that the ILO definitions of employment and 
unemployment do not, in the current situation, adequately describe all the developments taking 
place in the labour market. In this first phase of the COVID-19 crisis, active policy measures to 
mitigate employment losses led to absences from work rather than dismissals. Moreover, since 
individuals could not search for work or were not available due to the enforced containment 
measures, they were not counted as unemployed according to the ILO definition. To account for 
this, it has been necessary to publish a set of additional seasonally adjusted quarterly indicators 
which help to capture the most recent movements on the labour market. 

In the first quarter 2020, a total of 22.9 million persons were absent from work in the EU, an 
increase of 4.3 million compared to the fourth quarter 2019. This increase is to a large extent due 
to a sharp increase in temporary lay-offs, which rose from 0.3 million persons to 2.3 million 
persons (Figure 10).   

Among the Member States for which data are available, the highest rates of absences from work 
in the first quarter 2020 were observed in France (18.1%), Sweden (16.2%) and Austria (15.0%) and 
the lowest rates in Romania (2.5%), Malta (3.3%), and Bulgaria (4.4%). In comparison to the fourth 
quarter 2019, all Member States except Finland experienced a rise in overall absences from work. 
Absences due to temporary lay-offs rose in all Member States for which data is available, and 
increased more than tenfold in France, Cyprus and Spain.   

FFigure 10: Trends in absences from work by reason in the EU, 2006 to 2020q1 

 
     Source: Eurostat, newsrelease, 110/2020 

                                                           
16  Eurostat news release 110/2020 of 8 July 2020 
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Overall there was a sharp fall of total hours worked in the first quarter of 2020 (Figure 11). Total 
actual hours worked have dropped sharply in the EU between the fourth quarter 2019 and the first 
quarter 2020. 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 102 index points between the fourth quarter 2019 
and the first quarter 2020, compared to a drop of 98 to 93 for men. In the first quarter 2020, total 
actual hours worked were nevertheless above the level of 2006 for women but lower for men.  

All Member States for which data are available experienced a drop in total actual hours worked 
between the fourth quarter 2019 and the first quarter 2020 except Finland (+0.2%). The highest 
overall falls were observed in Italy (-9.7%), Slovakia (-8.7%), and Austria (-7.9%). 

FFigure 11: Trends in hours worked in the EU 2006 to 2020q1 

 
    Source: Eurostat, news release, 110/2020 

 

Growth in average household incomes, as measured through gross household disposable income 
(GHDI), weakened already in the fourth quarter of 2019 mainly due to the effect of taxes on 
income and on wealth (Figure 12). In the last four quarters, net social benefits increased for the 
fourth time in a row. The impact of COVID-19 crisis is still not reflected in available data, but the 
spring 2020 Commission forecast projects a decrease of real GHDI by around 1.5% in 2020. 
Aggregate labour income is expected to decrease in 2020 due to deferred decisions about hiring 
new employees, the reduction of hours or staff numbers, effects that are expected to be only 
partially mitigated by public measures.  
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FFigure 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. DG EMPL 
calculations. 
Notes: The nominal GHDI is converted into real GHDI by deflating with the deflator (price index) of household final 
consumption expenditure. The real GHDI growth for the EU is DG EMPL estimation, and it includes Member States for 
which quarterly data based on the ESA2010 are available (which account for 95% of EU GHDI). It is a weighted average of 
real GHDI growth in Member States. 
 

Financial distress among consumers based on EU consumer surveys 

A “financial distress“ indicator derived from harmonised EU consumer surveys (see Box 1) 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 1: 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 some 
caution in the interpretation of the results 
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The latest data available indicate that the share of people reporting financial distress slowly 
increased over 2019 and into 2020 (Figure 13). In May 2020, 13.7% of the population – an increase 
of 1.3pp compared to the same month one year before – declared the need to draw on savings 
(9.9%; +0.8pp) or to run into debt (3.8%; +0.5pp). No strong effect of the COVID-19 crisis was 
detected in the April and May 2020 data, perhaps reflecting the efforts to maintain people in 
employment and support household incomes. However, financial distress increased more 
noticeably for those on low incomes. In May 2020, it reached 23.3% (+2.0pp) for the lowest 
quartile of incomes, in contrast with 7.6% (+1.0pp) for the wealthiest quartile. Increases were also 
recorded for the second and third quartiles of the population (respectively at 15.4% (+1.6pp) and 
12.0% (+1.9pp)). 

Reported financial distress has increased for the lowest income quartile in several Member States, 
but a large diversity in levels and trends persists (Figure 14). In the first quarter of 2020, and on a 
yearly basis, financial distress increased in several countries and especially in Germany (+9.1pp; at 
16.4%), Belgium (+6.6pp; at 36.6%), Finland (+4.8pp; at 25.4%), Czechia (+4.6pp; at 14.9%) and 
Lithuania (+3.9pp; at 16.1%). France was the country with the highest overall share of people on 
low incomes suffering financial distress (37.4%; +0.1pp), followed by Belgium (36.6%; +6.6pp) and 
Spain (30.8%; -2.5pp). The strongest decreases were recorded in Malta (-14.4pp; at 14.5%), the 
Netherlands (-7.0pp; at 26.5%) and Portugal (-4.6pp; at 15.0%). Estonia remains at very low levels 
(0.7%; -2.8pp), while Sweden and Luxembourg are the only other countries to record a share of 
financial distress for the lowest income quartile below 10%. 

FFigure 13: Reported financial distress by income quartile – 2012 to May 2020, EU 

 
Source: European Commission, Business and Consumer Surveys. 12-months 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) 
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FFigure 14: Reported financial distress in lowest income quartile - Member States, 
2020Q1 

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

 

Trends in social expenditure and the take-up of selected social benefits 

Since the financial crisis of 2008, the SPC17 has been collecting data on the number of social 
benefit recipients for different social schemes (generally unemployment, social assistance and 
disability benefits). From this data, it is possible to get an idea of how the COVID-19 crisis is putting 
pressure on social security systems across the EU. 

The latest figures, generally covering up to May/June/July for around two-thirds of Member States 
and up to March/April 2020 for others, suggest the following main recent developments identified 
from the administrative data: 

 In the initial period following the COVID-19 outbreak in the EU the recourse to emergency 
support measures which preserved the link with employment was massive and this 
prevented a sudden, substantial increase of ‘classic’ unemployment, However, in spite of 
the important government measures adopted to protect workers the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on EU employment is very significant and in recent months there are now 
signs of a notable increase in the number of unemployed in many Member States (Figure 
15), and in many an (often sharp) uptick in unemployment benefit recipients (in AT, BG, CZ, 
DE, DK, EE, ES, FI, HR, HU, LT, LV, MT, NL, RO, SI, SK and SE). Among those countries for 
which more recent data are available, the relative rise in unemployment benefit recipients 
since February 2020 has been especially strong (a more than 50% increase) in AT, EE, ES, 
HU, MT and SK (Table 5). 

                                                           
17 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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 In contrast, as yet there is not much to signal in terms of changing trends in the number of 
recipients of social assistance benefits and disability benefits, with as yet generally no 
immediate, clear signs of a rise in recipient levels based on the available figures; 

FFigure 15: Rise in unemployment levels (ILO definition) since the crisis 

 
Source: Eurostat, monthly unemployment figures 

Table 5: CChange in unemployment benefit recipient numbers from February to 
latest month of data available in 2020 

 
Source: SPC data collection on social benefits recipients 
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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 reach of COVID-response 
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 schemes18 or similar measures such as temporary 
unemployment schemes (e.g. furlough, or temporary layoff from work) where a link to the 
job is maintained; 

- other main emergency measures aim to support the self-employed and households (e.g. 
extraordinary payments as income support, sickness benefits schemes to protect workers 
and self-employed in quarantine or self-isolation for a limited period of time, “caring 
benefits” (i.e. earnings replacement paid to people who need to suspend earnings activities 
to take care of a child or a sick relative), etc. 

The information and figures collected via the EMCO and SPC are presented in Table 6 (for short 
time work schemes or similar measures) and in the remaining tables (Tables 9 to 11) 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.   

Regarding short time work 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 around 16.3 million people 
receiving benefits under such schemes in March 2020, massively up from 0.6 million in February. 
The number of persons receiving support continued to increase in April, reaching 26.7 million 
people, before reducing slightly to 24.2 million in May.  

Beyond the support to employees, many Member States have implemented specific schemes to 
support the self-employed (Table 9 in appendix). For those countries for which data has been 
provided, there were some 5.5 to 6 million self-employed people receiving income support in 
April, with 3.3 million in Italy alone.  
                                                           
18 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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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 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 CZ, IE, LU, SK and SE 
(Table 10). 

There are also a range of further schemes providing income support to households and individuals 
and the numbers receiving support under such schemes. In terms of size, these are generally less 
significant than the schemes previously mentioned, although in FR, IE, IT, LT, PL and SI the 
numbers of households or individuals that have been supported by these particular schemes 
remains substantial (Table 11). 
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Early estimates of the impact of the pandemic on household incomes and poverty 

A recent study by the Joint Research Centre of the European Commission19 has explored the 
impact of the pandemic on household incomes and the cushioning effect of fiscal policy measures 
in the Great Lockdown. Preliminary results suggest that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
households is likely to be high. The study finds that, based on simulations using the EUROMOD 
model, households´ disposable income would fall by -5.9% on average in the EU in 2020 as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic and in the absence of policy measures. Policy interventions 
would substantially cushion this fall, limiting it to -3.6% based on a scenario in the Commission 
Spring 2020 forecast. Despite this, the Great Lockdown is likely to lead to unprecedented income 
losses.  

The study finds that the impact of the Great Lockdown before policy interventions is likely to be 
regressive, with the poorest households being the most severely hit. However, discretionary policy 
measures such as income subsidies or tax rebates, especially support to workers´ income (e.g. 
short-term work schemes and direct support to self-employed) are found to counteract the 
regressive effects of the recession, resulting in a quite homogenous impact along the income 
distribution of about -4%.  

The COVID crisis is, in the absence of policy responses, expected to trigger a substantial increase 
in income inequality, as measured by an increase in the Gini index of 1.1 pp on average for the EU. 
Policy measures are able to counteract the inequality increasing effect of the COVID pandemic, as 
income inequality in the scenario including policy measures is estimated to fall by -0.2 pp. In 
comparision in the Great Recession, income inequality measured by the Gini index was slightly 
reduced on average for the EU from 2008 to 2009 by -0.1 pp.  

Figure 16 below shows the impact on inequality in various EU countries with policy responses 
measured by absolute changes in the Gini index. Some countries are expected to experience an 
increase in income inequality, while in other countries income inequality could fall. Among 
countries with an estimated increase in income inequality are Malta, Estonia, Spain, Slovakia and 
Netherlands.   

Poverty is, despite policy measures, estimated to increase by 0.1pp on average in the EU when 
using the non-anchored at-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP). In this case, the poverty line drops 
substantially due to the income shock of the COVID crisis. Countries with an increase in poverty 
rates include Hungary, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, Lituania and Czechia (Figure 17). The change in 
AROP measured this way is the same as experienced between 2008 and 2009 as a result of the 
financial crisis.  

The poverty rate anchored to its pre-crisis level is estimated to increase substantially by 1.7pp on 
average in the EU under the policy response scenario, and by 4.8% under the no policy response 

                                                           
19 https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/jrcsh/files/jrc121598.pdf 
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scenario. The anchored poverty line might be more informative of changes in incomes, since this 
methodology leaves constant (in prices) the level of the poverty threshold.  

FFigure 16: Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on inequality in EU countries, with policy 
response (absolute changes in the Gini index in pp.)  

 

Source: JRC 

When the poverty rates are anchored to their 2019 values, poverty is expected to rise in all 
countries analysed. Countries with an estimated strong increase in anchored poverty rates include 
Spain, Hungary, Malta, Estonia and Slovakia.  

Figure 17: Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on poverty (AROP rate in pp) with policy 
changes in EU countries 

 

  Source: JRC 

www.parlament.gv.at



 

 49 

Automatic stabilisers i.e., the automatic fall in taxes and increases in social benefits resulting from 
the adverse shock in market incomes, is estimated to absorb, on average in the EU, 49% of the 
drop in households market income following the immediate impacts of the COVID-19 crisis. This 
proportion is estimated to be significantly larger in countries with progressive tax systems and 
more comprehensive social benefits.  
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IIV. 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 States20. The assessment is based on a qualitative and quantitative 
analysis of both the levels for the indicators in question together with the changes over a three-
year reference period, mainly based on the Joint Assessment Framework21 (for further details on 
the methodology see the dedicated appendix to this report). Further analysis was conducted to 
complement these results with other relevant findings, emerging from national sources, policy 
documents, reports or studies. 

The SPPM analysis of Member States' key social challenges and good social outcomes, considering 
trends from 2015 to 2018, continues to point to a heterogeneous performance of social protection 
systems across the European Union.  

 

The main findings and recommendations in a nutshell: 

 In line with the overall improvement of the economic and social situation in the EU prior to 
the Covid-19 crisis, less than a third of the Member States (8) face structural challenges 
related to the headline indicator of the at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate for the 
different age categories. However, a more nuanced assessment reveals that two thirds of 
the Member States (18) have one or several structural challenges related either the 
headline indicator or one of its subcomponents. 

 Overall, 25 Member States have one or several structural challenges related to the 
effectiveness of social protection for the different age categories. In particular, the 
effectiveness of social benefits for the working age population and the income replacement 
aspects for the elderly represent a challenge for more than half of the Member States.  

 While the high-level outcomes point to some progress in reducing poverty and social 
exclusion, challenges concerning the depth and persistence of poverty, combined with a 
low impact of social transfers in reducing poverty, were identified in 12 Member States. This 
suggests that, in some Members States, transfers are insufficient to prevent and protect 
against poverty and social exclusion throughout all stages of an individual's life, calling for 
further improvements in the adequacy of income support.  

 On the other hand, a third of the Member States (9) show good social outcomes in this 
area, which points to continued significant heterogeneity  between countries in terms of 
effectiveness and efficiency of social protection systems.  

                                                           
20 For further details on the assessment methodology see the appendix "SPPM methodology used for the identification 
of Member States' key social challenges and good social outcomes". 
21 http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=14727&langId=en 
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 The poverty situation of the working age population does not flag particular challenges as 
this group is mainly covered by the indicators for the total population. However, more 
than half of the Member States (15) have challenges concerning the effectiveness of 
benefits available for the working age population, accompanied by low effectiveness of 
social services in a few countries (4). These outcomes suggest that further policy reforms 
are needed based on an integrated implementation of the active inclusion approach, 
combining adequate income support, high quality social services and inclusive labour 
markets. However, in the area of inclusive labour markets, more countries registered good 
performance (8) than challenges (4). This suggests that the aadequacy of cash benefits and 
access to in-kind benefits and services are the two strands of active inclusion to further 
improve upon, while Member States focused on reform steps for activation of benefit 
recipients. 

 Poverty and social exclusion of persons in vulnerable situations, such as persons with 
disabilities, ethnic minorities, migrants and refugees is a key challenge in 22 Member 
States. Concerning persons with disabilities 22, this calls for further efforts to enhance their 
social inclusion through inclusive education, appropriate access to health care and active 
labour market policies adapted to their needs. Further social inclusion of migrants and 
refugees will require an integrated approach inter-linking training and skills enhancement 
with employment opportunities, as well as access to services, notably healthcare and 
housing.  

 Lack of equal opportunities for children from disadvantaged backgrounds was identified as 
a key social challenge in 7 Member States. This points to the need to enhance access to 
key welfare and the provision of targeted social services for the most vulnerable children, 
including early childhood education and care, education, housing, nutrition and 
healthcare.  

 The housing situation is a key challenge for 15 Member States, in particular for households 
at risk of poverty. Policies, such as social housing and affordable rental housing 
programmes, targeted housing allowances, as well as the energy-efficient renovation of 
existing housing stocks remain valid policy responses to address the problem. Investment 

                                                           
22 The notion of persons with disabilities is anchored in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (UNCRPD), the treaty that is legally binding for all EU Member States and the EU. In 

accordance with the UNCRPD, persons with disabilities have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or 

sensory impairments, which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective 

participation in society on an equal basis with others. In EU statistics, disability is measured through a 

concept of general activity limitation: “Limitation in activities people usually do because of health problems 

for at least the past six months” which is currently used in European Health Interview Survey (EHIS) and 
EU statistics on income and living conditions (EU-SILC). The indicator is based on data collected by the 

Global Activity Limitation Instrument (GALI): “For at least the past 6 months, to what extent have you 

been limited because of a health problem in activities people usually do? Would you say you have been 

…”severely limited / limited but not severely or / not limited at all?”.The same variable is used in all 
Member States. This is not to be confused with the national or regional definitions used to asses disabilities 

for the purposes of the determination of the disability status or in relation to the access to benefits which 

follows, in general, a more restrictive approach. 
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should be channelled to improve the quality of housing, while putting in place measures 
to ensure affordability. IIntegrated approaches that combine prevention, rapid access to 
ppermanent housing and the provision of enabling support services should be prioritized to 
address the most extreme forms of housing exclusion and homelessness. 

 Furthermore, in some EU countries (4), gaps in accessing social protection exist. Further 
policy reforms to improve coverage of social protection, including for the self-employed 
and people in non-standard forms of employment, are needed. 

 As for the elderly, in a context of continued economic growth and rising employment, the 
relative income situation of older people compared to the working-age population 
weakened. At the same time, the material deprivation indicators among older people 
continued to improve. Significant cross-country differences remain. In some Member 
States, older people are still exposed to very high risks of poverty and social exclusion. 
Some Member States still need to improve the adequacy and sustainability of their pension 
systems in the long run. 

 Cost-effectiveness and access to healthcare appear as key challenges in 22 Member 
States. This suggests a need to further improve access to and effectiveness of preventive 
and curative healthcare to ensure a healthy and active population. Inequalities in access to 
healthcare and inequalities in health status, in particular between regions and socio-
economic groups, persist and should be reduced. Policy efforts should continue to 
promote healthy lifestyles, disease prevention, and reinforced primary and ambulatory 
care. Coordinated and integrated forms of healthcare provision and skilled, resilient and 
an adequately staffed workforce are other important areas where improvement should be 
sought.  

 The provision or design of long-term care is a key challenge in 11 Member States. The 
need for long-term care is growing and therefore access to adequate, affordable and 
quality long-term care should be improved. 

 

Details about specific findings in different areas and for specific age groups are presented in what 
follows, and are summarised in Table 7. 

Preventing poverty and social exclusion through inclusive labour markets, adequate and 
sustainable social protection and high quality services 

For the general population across the Union, the at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate 
(AROPE) appears to be a key challenge in 5 Member States, with good outcomes registered in 1 
Member State. An analysis of the subcomponents of this indicator shows that the at-risk-of  
poverty rate is a key challenge in 5 Member States, severe material deprivation in 4 Member 
States, and the share of (quasi-) jobless households in 6 Member States. Good social outcomes 
were identified as follows: at-risk-of poverty in 2 Member States and (quasi-) jobless households in 
2 Member States. Material and social deprivation appears as a key challenge in 6 Member States. 
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Inequality23 appears as a key challenge in 4 Member States, while 5 Member States have good 
social outcomes. The effectiveness of social benefits24 is a key social challenge for 12 Member 
States whilst 9 Member States have good social outcomes.  

The housing situation25 is a key challenge in 9 Member States. In addition, 6 Member States have 
been identified as having a challenge concerning provision of affordable or social housing.  

Looking at the risk of poverty and social exclusion of persons in vulnerable situations, the analysis 
shows that this is a particular challenger in 3 Member States. For persons with disabilities, this is a 
challenge in 11 Member States, Roma inclusion features as a challenge in 3 Member States, while 
poverty and social exclusion is a challenge for migrants and refugees in 10 Member States.  

The regional dimension of poverty and social exclusion is flagged as a key social challenge for 5 
Member States. 

BBreaking the intergenerational transmission of poverty – tackling child poverty 

For children, the at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate appears to be a key challenge in 1 
Member State, with 4 displaying good social outcomes in this regard. An analysis of the 
subcomponents of this indicator shows that monetary poverty of children is a key challenge in 2 
Member States, severe material deprivation of children in 1 Member State, and the share of 
children living in (quasi-) jobless households in 1 Member State. Good social outcomes were 
identified as follows: monetary (relative) poverty in 2 Member States and (quasi-) jobless 
households in 1 Member State. Concerning material and social deprivation of children, 1 Member 
State has good social outcomes in this area. 

As regards the effectiveness of social benefits for children26, the analysis identifies key social 
challenges for 9 Member States and good social outcomes for 6 of them.  

As concerns the housing situation for children27, good outcomes have been identified in 2 
Member States.  

Lack of equal opportunities for children from disadvantaged backgrounds was identified as a key 
social challenge for 7 Member States.  

                                                           
23 As reflected by the following indicators: income inequality S80/S20, interquintile income share ratio S80/S50, 
interquintile income share ratio S50/S20 
24 Assessed by analysing the impact of social transfers (including and excluding pensions) in reducing poverty, the at-risk 
of poverty rate for people living in (quasi-)jobless households, the poverty gap, and the persistent at-risk-of-poverty rate 
25 As reflected by the housing cost overburden and housing deprivation indicators 
26 Assessed by analysing the impact of social transfers (including and excluding pensions)] in reducing child poverty, the 
at-risk-of-poverty rate for children living in households with various work intensities (0.2<WI<=0.55, 0.55<WI<=1), and 
the poverty gap 
27 As reflected by the housing cost overburden and housing deprivation indicators 
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AActive inclusion - tackling poverty in working age 

Specifically for the working age population, the at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate (AROPE) 
appears to be a key challenge in 1 Member State, with good outcomes registered in 2 Member 
States. An analysis of the subcomponents of this indicator shows that severe material deprivation is 
a key challenge in 1 and the share of (quasi-) jobless households is a key challenge in 3 Member 
States. Good social outcomes were identified as follows: monetary (relative) poverty in 1 Member 
State, severe material deprivation in 1 Member State, and (quasi-) jobless households in 3 Member 
States.  

As regards the effectiveness of social benefits for the working age population28, the analysis 
identifies key social challenges for 15 Member States and good social outcomes for 6 of them. 
Effectiveness of social services proves to be a challenge for 5 Member States.  

The inclusiveness of labour markets29 proves to be a key challenge in 4 Member States, while 8 
Member States record good outcomes in this regard.  

The housing situation of the working age population30 appears as a challenge in 1 Member State.  

Gaps in access to social protection were observed in 4 Member States.  

Elderly poverty/adequate income and living conditions of the elderly 

The at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate of older people is a key challenge in 3 Member 
States, with good outcomes registered in 1. Monetary poverty was a challenge in 3 Member States.  

The effectiveness of social protection in old age is examined from both the perspective of poverty 
prevention31 and that of income replacement32. As concerns the former, challenges have been 
identified for 2 Member States. As concerns the latter, challenges have been identified for 15 
Member States. Good outcomes concerning poverty prevention are registered in 4 Member 
States, while for income replacement in 4 Member States. In addition to these JAF-based findings, 
further, pension adequacy challenges were identified in 3 Member States. 

The housing situation of the elderly33 presents a key challenge in 3 Member States. 

 

                                                           
28 Assessed by analysing the impact of social transfers (including and excluding pensions) in reducing working age 
poverty risk, the poverty gap, at-risk-of-poverty rate for population living in (quasi-)jobless households, and the 
adequacy, coverage and take-up of social assistance  
29 As reflected by the following indicators: in work poverty, long-term unemployment, and the at-risk-of-poverty rate for 
population living in low-work intensity households 
30 As reflected by the housing cost overburden and housing deprivation indicators 
31 Looking at the impact of social transfers (including pensions) on reducing old-age poverty risk and at the poverty gap 
32 Looking at the aggregate replacement ratio (excluding other social benefits) and at the median relative income 
33 As reflected by the housing cost overburden and housing deprivation indicators 
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HHealth and long-term care 

The health status of the population34 proves to be a key challenge in 17 Member States, while 7 
Member States display good results. There are indications that the effectiveness of curative or 
preventive health care35 represents a challenge for 6 Member States. As concerns access to health 
care36, challenges have been identified for 12 Member States. 

Challenges related to the cost-effectiveness of health systems were found in 10 Member States.  

The insufficient provision of long-term care services or sub-optimal design of the long-term care 
system has been identified as a key challenge in 11 Member States. 

                                                           
34 Assessed based on the following indicators: life expectancy at birth and 65, healthy life years at birth and 65, child 
mortality 
35 Assessed based on the following indicators: potential years of life lost, treatable mortality standardized rate, 
preventable mortality standardized rate, vaccination coverage rates for children 
36 Assessed based on the following indicators: 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] 
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V. Main recent social policy developments in EU 
Member States 
With more than to 25 million confirmed cases in 190 countries and close to than to 850,000 lost 
lives38 by late May 2020, the COVID-19 outbreak has swept across the world. Europe became the 
focal point of the pandemic in early March, when the disease spread rapidly across the continent. 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 in Europe disrupted heavily the Member States’ long-term reform 
agendas, as governments focused their efforts on containing the pandemic and mitigating the 
most immediate socio-economic impacts of the crisis.  Sub-section 5.1, provides some horizontal 
conclusions drawn from the SPC multilateral surveillance and reviews to assess the progress made 
by the Member States to address the 2019 Country Specific Recommendations. Sub-section 5.2 
contains an overview of the measures taken at national and EU levels in the wake of the COVID-19 
crisis (between March and July 2020), based on information collected by the Croatian Presidency 
of the Council of the EU and the SPC Members.  

5.1 Member States’ reform efforts prior to the COVID-19 crisis 

As part of its treaty-based mandate, the Social Protection Committee systematically monitors the 
Member States’ reform activities. One of the key instruments used in this task is multilateral 
surveillance, which entails peer reviewing Member States’ reform implementation in the context of 
the European Semester. During the 2020 Semester cycle, the SPC conducted 57 reviews evaluating 
Member States’ efforts until April 2020. The reviews were organised thematically, which allowed 
drawing horizontal conclusions for each of the policy areas under SPC competence. 

The SPC recognized the significant investments and various measures implemented by the 
Member States in response to the 2019 Country Specific Recommendations. At the same time, the 
extent of the remaining challenges in each policy area in the reviewed Member States indicates 
that there is further scope for improvement in the performance of the social protection and social 
inclusion, pensions, healthcare and long-term care systems, in line with the principles and rights of 
the European Pillar of Social Rights.  

Reforms in the areas of social protection and social inclusion  

The 2020 SPC multilateral reviews have demonstrated that reducing poverty and fighting social 
exclusion remain key challenges for all Member States. In spite of the progress achieved, with 7 
million fewer people at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2018 than in 2008, the decrease is 
likely to remain considerably below the Europe 2020 Strategy target to reduce poverty and social 
exclusion by 20 million. 
                                                           
38 World Health Organization, data as of 01/09/2020  
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In 2019, the Council issued 25 recommendations, concerning 19 Member States for further reforms 
in the area of social protection and social inclusion.  Similar to past years, there was a strong 
emphasis on improving the coverage and adequacy of social benefits and ensuring an effective 
link with activation, in particular toward sustainable integration into the labour market. Seven 
Member States received benefits-related CSRs. Six further recommendations on the integrated 
provision of public employment and social services, as well as five recommendations on the 
provision of long-term care and early childhood education and care in the context of labour 
market participation of women, were reviewed jointly with EMCO. Three Member States received 
CSRs on the provision of affordable and/or social housing and one on social protection for the 
self-employed.   

The reviews have shown that most Member States with CSRs have been pursuing such reforms, 
but with varying degrees of success.  Structural challenges persist and further reforms in the area 
of social protection and social inclusion remain key to promoting social cohesion, improving social 
outcomes, and reducing poverty and income inequality.  

The reviewed countries took steps to reinforce their income support schemes. However, further 
efforts are needed to improve the coverage and adequacy of minimum income and 
unemployment benefits, as well as the effectiveness of social benefits in reducing poverty. In other 
cases, improving the redistributive impact of the system to address income inequality is yet to be 
achieved. Further steps are being taken to improve the coverage and quality of social services and 
to promote effective (re-)integration of beneficiaries into the society and labour market.  

The reviews have shown that additional efforts to reduce the regional and urban-rural differences 
in the provision of social services and income support are required. An integrated active inclusion 
approach to tackle poverty and social exclusion through its inter-related strands - adequate 
income support, inclusive labour markets and access to quality services - is yet to be implemented 
fully in a number of Member States. In particular, the integration of cash benefits with needs-
based quality service provision remains key to tackle social exclusion. 

Social protection systems are also being modernised in line with the rise in new forms of work and 
to increase the social protection coverage for those in atypical employment. However, challenges 
still remain, as self-employed and non-standard workers tend to face greater economic 
uncertainty with more limited access to social protection. Efforts to improve the effectiveness and 
transparency of the social security systems, by setting up a wide range of measures and digital 
tools to promote greater accessibility for citizens, businesses and public administrations and to 
reduce non-take up are also ongoing.  

To promote the well-being of children and increase the labour market participation of women, 
Member States are providing increased financial support to families with children, increasing the 
availability of quality and affordable early childhood education and care facilities and widening 
leave conditions for both men and women. Nonetheless, lack of access to quality and affordable 
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child, and long-term care, services remains an obstacle to women’s employment and the 
wellbeing of children and dependent adults.  

Measures to improve housing conditions, by increasing the supply of affordable and social 
housing, developing financial assistance mechanisms and supporting the renovation of existing 
housing stock remain high on reform agendas. However, the demand for affordable and social 
housing still outstrips the supply and housing conditions for certain households need to be 
improved in a number of countries.   

Reforms in the area of pensions 

Pensions are a key source of old-age income and play a critical role in addressing the economic 
well-being of older people. At the same time, spending on pensions represents the largest 
component of social protection systems.  Pensions have therefore featured prominently in the 
European Semester from its beginning. The focus of most Council Recommendations is on the 
fiscal sustainability of pensions systems. Adequacy concerns are flagged in some CSRs, often 
alongside the sustainability aspect. In the 2019 Semester, 15 Member States received a pension 
CSR; among these, 14 highlighted sustainability and five highlighted adequacy or fairness issues. 

The reviews carried out by SPC show that – given their complexity and the need to involve social 
partners in the negotiation process - pension reforms are usually implemented in the context of 
multiannual cycles. A number of Member States continue to implement reforms aimed at 
containing long-term pension expenditure, by raising pensionable ages to reflect longevity gains, 
phasing out early retirement pathways and adjusting pension benefits to demographic change. 
Some reforms also target the role of supplementary pensions in old-age income provision. 
Projections39 show that past reforms, on average, have helped to stabilise long-term pension 
expenditure but will result in lower adequacy.  

Despite the measures taken, additional efforts will be needed to address the challenges confronted 
by the pension systems in the reviewed Member States.  Although the duration of working life is 
increasing, not keeping up with the projected life expectancy gains could raise concerns about the 
long-term sustainability of pension systems and the adequacy of benefits.  What is more, raising 
retirement ages also implies implementing supporting measures, as well as access to high-quality 
health and social services, that will facilitate older workers remaining longer in work. Workers in 
non-standard employment and self-employment remain under-protected, undermining both the 
adequacy and the contribution base of pension systems. Lower income earners in general, as well 
as women also have less access to supplementary pension schemes. Reversal of necessary pension 
reforms, which was observed in a few of the reviewed countries, should be avoided. 

Reforms in the area of healthcare 

                                                           
39 SPC-EC: The 2018 Pension Adequacy Report, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. 
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Member States have committed to ensure the effectiveness and sustainability of their healthcare 
systems and to provide universal access to affordable and high quality healthcare.  These are 
necessary to ensure a healthy and active population, and to promote productivity and economic 
growth in view of the ageing population in Europe. The recent COVID-19 disease outbreak, which 
put health systems and public health authorities under extreme pressure, underlined the 
importance of accessible, resilient, efficient and well-staffed systems.  

In the spring of 2020, 17 recommendations in the area of healthcare were reviewed. Sustainability 
concerns drove eight recommendations; six reflected issues of accessibility, quality and cost-
effectiveness; and three called for further investments in curative care, health promotion and 
disease prevention.  

The multilateral review of CSRs implementation showed that the majority of Member States with 
Council recommendations introduced new measures or strengthened a number of already existing 
ones, according to the long-term priorities defined in the context of multiannual National Health 
Strategies. These include reforms in the financial management and the governance of the health 
system in an effort to improve its performance and accountability, improvements in the efficiency 
of procurement systems and increased use of generic medicines.  Reinforcing primary care, as well 
as health promotion and disease prevention, play a key role in addressing the challenges at hand. 
Additional measures to confront the shortage of health professionals and address their uneven 
distribution in rural areas, to reduce waiting times, to reinforce digital health solutions, to curb 
informal payments and to provide additional funding, including for the most vulnerable, and better 
access to the diagnosis and treatment of specific diseases, are among the measures to improve 
the access and quality of healthcare.  

Reforms in the area of long-term care  

Driven by population ageing and the need to address the needs of a growing number of older 
people for quality care, Member States are also making reform efforts to ensure adequate and 
sustainable long-term care systems. In 2019, eight Member States received CSRs with an increased 
focus on provision and accessibility, in line with the European Pillar of Social Rights.  

The reported measures include testing new solutions for the integrated delivery of long-term care 
in the home environment, for streamlining care for people with chronic diseases, as well as putting 
in place unified mechanisms for accessing patients’ care needs. 

Concerns regarding the provision of formal long-term care services to meet growing needs in light 
of the ageing population across Europe remain valid. In view of the pressure on the sustainability 
and functioning of long-term care systems, the SPC recognises the need for an increasingly 
proactive policy approach, seeking simultaneously to reinforce prevention and foster an efficient, 
cost-effective care provision, without compromising its quality, accessibility and conditions for 
independent living.  
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55.2 Member States’ social and employment policy response to challenges posed by the COVID-19 
crisis 

To reduce the spread of the COVID-19 virus and protect the health and life of their citizens, 
governments responded to the start of the pandemic in Europe in early March by implementing 
containment measures with various degrees of restrictions – these included school and workplace 
closures, limitations on travel and gatherings, and in some cases strict lock-downs, with people 
allowed to exit their homes only under certain conditions. The containment measures seemed to 
have helped many countries to keep their outbreaks from accelerating, but the COVID-19 crisis has 
emphasised pre-existing gaps and brought new and unprecedented challenges, which will have 
significant and long-lasting effects on the economy, labour markets and social protection and 
inclusion systems in Europe and the world. 

Governments across the EU reacted swiftly to the challenges posed by the crisis with measures to 
protect employment, income and access to services. An overview of the measures taken in the 
wake of the crisis is provided in Table 8.  

As the COVID-19 pandemic spread across Europe, significant public resources have been 
dedicated to ensure that hospitals and health care professionals are able to provide intensive care 
to all who need urgent medical attention.  

Governments provided exceptional financial aid for expanding hospital capacity, procuring medical 
and protective equipment and providing additional payments to frontline staff.  Emergency 
childcare services were organised systemically important professions, such as healthcare, and law-
enforcement.  Civilian or retired personnel were also called into service. The provision of health 
information, telemedicine and use of digital health solutions was also stepped up in the wake of 
the pandemic, to ensure the continuity of health service provision.  

Despite the measures taken, organisations representing the service providers, have indicated that 
ensuring continuity of service provision and access for the most vulnerable has been increasingly 
difficult during the pandemic, with health, social and care systems being under extreme pressure. 
Elevated need for protective equipment, inadequate working conditions, reduced staffing levels 
and lack of volunteers were among the immediate challenges during the first months of the 
pandemic. In the medium term, it is also expected that the demand for support will increase, due 
to the release of many patients currently being cared for in hospitals, or to persons residing in 
institutions being sent back home, resulting in additional pressure on the health sector and on 
families. 
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Many Member States created emergency crisis guarantee funds and committed to provide 
support and liquidity to companies and sectors facing disruptions due to the pandemic. LLiquidity 
support measures in the form of emergency funding, public guarantee schemes, deferred tax 
and/or social contribution payments have been established in all Member States. Labour market 
measures, such as short-time work schemes and other mmeasures intended to prevent lay-offs, 
were also rolled out on an unprecedented scale. In an effort to protect workers and enable a quick 
resumption of economic activity once the lock-down period ends, guidance for organisational 
measures (teleworking and increased use of digital technologies; the use of personal protective 
measures at work) were established in the vast majority of EU countries.  

Despite those measures, as the virus spread, a number of companies had to close, or reduce their 
operations significantly, resulting in many workers being put on temporary unemployment, thus 
losing (or facing a reduction) in their main source of income. Those who already were without 
work faced a protracted period of difficulty and the risk of running out of entitlements. Moreover, 
while in the large majority of European Countries the insurance function of social protection works 
well for workers with stable employment histories, those with unstable or shorter work history 
(such youth, the self-employed or other non-standard workers) are often significantly less well 
protected.   

Governments across Europe reacted by providing eemergency measures to compensate the loss of 
income, as well as to provide relief for payments in housing, mortgages and other household 
expenses. Several Member States suspended payments of consumer and entrepreneurial loans for 
a period of time and introduced new low- or interest-free loans to both individuals, as well as 
small and medium enterprises.  In several cases, the new loans are being granted with a certain 
period of payment suspension. Access to unemployment protection and sickness benefit schemes 
was also extended to cover mmore categories of workers.  Administrative procedures have been 
simplified and certain eligibility criteria or conditions have been suspended.  In many instances, the 
period for benefit receipt has been extended and/or the amount of assistance increased.  
Provisions were also made for the extension or renewal of temporary and fixed term contracts.  
Some Governments granted access to pension plan savings.   

At the same time, the social assistance function of social protection systems – to reduce poverty by 
providing resources, either cash or in-kind, to individuals or households with no other means of 
adequate support – has been put under severe stress. The pandemic has affected severely the 
most vulnerable –the elderly, persons with disabilities, the long-term unemployed, precarious 
workers or low-income families and individuals, persons experiencing homelessness, Roma and 
undocumented migrants. For many such persons, access to benefits and services – including 
primary healthcare and public health information - is often restricted making them more exposed 
to health risks. Informal workers, including those taking care of the sick or disabled dependents, 
also remain beyond the scope of most income-support schemes. In addition, as school and 
childcare facilities were closed as part of the virus confinement measures, many children from low-
income families were deprived of free school meals.  
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To protect the most vulnerable, many governments have taken steps to sscale up their non-
insurance based ssocial benefit programmes by making them more widely accessible, and/or more 
generous. Some countries temporarily waived means testing to expand the coverage to recipients 
who own some assets, but nevertheless face difficulties in the current situation. Waiting periods to 
qualify for support were also reduced and application processes simplified. Some countries have 
suspended job search and other activation requirements.  Several countries targeted informal 
carers by granting extra care allowances and initiating mental health support actions (e.g. 
telephone hotlines).  Provisions for special care leave extensions and allowances, including special 
leaves for parents with continued payment of wages, were rolled out in a number of countries. 

In-kind benefits, such as meal vouchers and guaranteed supply of utilities, were also widely used to 
support those in need. Efforts to maintain access to services, which has been severely disrupted 
during the COVID-19 lock-down, have focused on digitalisation of service delivery. In a number of 
Member States, mortgages were suspended and evictions were banned for the duration of the 
crisis.  Temporary suspensions of consumer or entrepreneurial loans and access to new interest-
free loans were also made available. These helped provide much-needed liquidity to those 
persons and families who needed support to cover current expenses, but own illiquid assets, which 
make them ineligible to receive cash-benefits. A number of Member States also stepped up their 
support and care services for the homeless. Measures included expansion of shelters, conversion 
of night- into day shelters, and distribution of aid packages (food and hygiene products). 

The measures taken by the public authorities to help the most vulnerable have been 
complemented by actions taken by Social Partners and Civil Society Organisations, whose national 
and local members have been at the forefront of fighting the economic and social consequences 
of the COVID-19 emergency. Food banks and charitable organisations have been recovering 
surplus food to assist people in need. Local NGOs and associations were reaching out to migrants, 
homeless people and Roma to provide reliable information and immediate support. Social and 
care providers and social economy actors have stepped up their efforts to ensure access and 
delivery of supplies (grocery, medicines, etc.) and services (including psychological support) to the 
elderly and people with disabilities or chronic illness. Some further information on the actions of 
the Social Partners and Civil Society Organisations is included as an annex to this report (Annex 2). 

In addition to the national measures and actions, the EU has been coordinating a common 
European response to reinforce public health sectors and mitigate the socio-economic impact of 
the crisis.  The activation of the General Escape Clause of the Stability and Growth Pact will allow 
Member States to pursue fiscal policies in line with the need to adequately respond to the crisis. 
The Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative: CRII (in force since 1 April) and CRII Plus (in force 
since 24 April) provided flexibility for cohesion policy funds. The new instrument for temporary 
Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency (SURE) will provide financial assistance 
to Member States to support short-time work schemes and similar measures to help Member 
States protect jobs and thus employees and self-employed against the risk of unemployment and 
loss of income.   
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In addition to preventing long-lasting economic and social damage, the actions taken at European 
and national levels also intend to support recovery efforts. 

The European Semester Country Specific Recommendations, issued in the spring of 2020, have 
been successfully adapted to remain relevant under the current crisis.  At the same time, the 
reforms promoted under the previous semester cycle (2019) continue to be  essential to address 
important medium-term structural challenges but which may have to be further adapted in view of 
the crisis.  

The comprehensive Recovery plan, with its new Recovery and Resilience Facility, presented by the 
European Commission on 27 May aims to harness the full potential of the EU budget to mobilise 
investment and frontload financial support in the crucial first years of recovery. The proposal 
consists of a reinforced financial framework for 2021-2027 (amounting to 1.1 Trillion Euro, or 7¾ % 
of EU GDP) and an emergency 750-Billion Euro European Recovery instrument that would 
temporarily boost the EU budget with new financing raised on the financial markets. The funds 
raised will be channelled through EU programmes to underpin the immediate measures needed to 
protect livelihoods and support the massive recovery and rebuilding efforts needed to get the 
economy back on its feet and foster sustainable and resilient growth. On 21 July, the European 
Council agreed a position on the Commission’s proposal for a European Recovery Plan. Based on 
that position, the EU Council Presidency will start negotiations with the Parliament as soon as the 
Parliament has adopted its position. 
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VVI. Summaries and policy conclusions from the 
thematic and peer reviews undertaken recently. 
Mutual learning and sharing of best practices are important mechanisms to identify and promote 
effective social polices under the social open method of coordination40.  In that respect, in-depth 
thematic reviews and peer reviews are key SPC tools that provide Member States with an 
opportunity to engage in multilateral discussions on measures that successfully tackle specific 
policy challenges in the areas of social protection and social inclusion. 

This Chapter provides an overview of the most recent SPC Thematic Reviews (subsection 6.1), an 
overview of the SPC peer reviews (subsection 6.2) and some additional mutual learning activities 
(subsection 6.3) 

6.1  SPC Thematic Reviews 

In the course of 2018 and 2019, the SPC undertook 5 in-depth thematic reviews on different policy 
challenges within the remit of its work.   

The SPC typically dedicates half a day for a thematic review.  A steering note and a background 
paper are circulated before the event. The meeting itself starts with presentations from external 
speakers (experts, NGOs, or other stakeholders) and case studies drawn from Member States.  
These and the supporting documents set the stage for the second part of the review, which 
involves an open exchange among the SPC delegates. 

The findings from the most recent reviews are presenting in the pages that follow. 

                                                           
40  

The SPC uses the social open method of coordination40 (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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PPreventing and addressing in-work poverty (November 2019) 

This SPC in-depth thematic review aimed at providing Member States with an opportunity to 
engage in multilateral discussions and exchange on policies and good practices in preventing and 
addressing in-work poverty, in particularly from a social policy perspective. The findings listed 
below emerged in the discussion. 

o The number of workers affected by in-work poverty is substantial and continues to grow in 
many European countries, despite the recent economic upswing and increase in the 
number of employed.  It is clear, that bbeing at work does not necessarily protect an 
individual and his or her household against the risk of poverty. 

o There is nno one-size-fits-all solution and preventing and tackling in-work poverty requires 
a mmulti-dimensional, multi-stakeholder approach that encompasses a wide range of 
policies.  

o The Member State Response should be a parrt of their comprehensive strategies to combat 
poverty and social exclusion. Economic growth which does not address improving people’s 
living conditions and well-being is not sustainable in long-term.  

o A hholistic approach to prevent and tackle in-work poverty, together with mainstreaming its 
concept into the various policy areas sshould be combined with a targeted approach to the 
most vulnerable groups, as in-work poverty is significantly higher for certain parts of the 
population - people working part-time, self-employed or those on temporary contracts, 
younger, less educated and people from a migrant background, as well as for single 
parent households and for persons with disabilities. 

o From amongst the policy responses available to the Member States, ggreater emphasis 
should be placed to the role of the social protection systems (for example design of in-
work benefits, means-tested social assistance, family and child benefits etc.) as they can 
also play a positive role. Countries should also ensure that equality and non-discrimination 
policies are effectively implemented and monitored. 

o Access to enabling services is crucial too as it may directly help working poor to realize 
their full earning potential, increase their spending power, and subsequently reduce the 
risk of being in poverty. Effective and well-targeted vocational training policies, 
employment activation measures, in particularly access to re-skilling, upskilling and lifelong 
learning, can reduce in-work poverty by helping working poor to move up towards more 
skilled and higher paid jobs. Well-designed support in housing, healthcare, long-term care, 
specialised social services, as well as support to access to essential services (such as 
transport or energy) can also contribute to ensure prevention or reduction of in-work 
poverty risk among vulnerable groups.   
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o MMeasures in other areas include labour market measures, including quality and intensity of 
work, composition of household, labour market segmentation, minimum wage or taxes 
and social security contributions. 

o The EEU funding potential can be further exploited with the view to enhance policies and 
innovations in preventing and tackling in-work poverty in the Member States.  

o The EEuropean Pillar of Social Rights explicitly underlines that ‘in-work poverty shall be 
prevented’ and provides a framework for the policies that are key in preventing and 
addressing poverty of working people and their households. EEqually important is the 
implementation of the integrated approach to active inclusion, in particularly through the 
provision of and access to a broad range of services, from education, healthcare, long-
term care, childcare, through specialised social services, housing, to essential services, such 
as transport or energy. This also entails effective targeting and outreach strategies to the 
working poor. 

o The eexchange of learning and good practice among the EU Member States in the context 
of the Social OMC remains an important instrument to facilitate upward convergence 
among the countries.   

o Proper monitoring in-work poverty remains an important area in social and economic 
policy making in the EU. 

 
Housing-led enabling social services tackling homelessness and housing exclusion 
(September 2019) 

In line with the policy priorities of the Finnish presidency, in September 2019 the SPC held an in-
depth thematic discussion on "Housing-led enabling social services tackling homelessness and 
housing exclusion". The discussion was framed by presentations from European Social Policy 
Network (ESPN) and the European Federation of National Organisations Working with the 
Homeless  (FEANTSA), who presented key findings from their latest reports, as well as the Czech 
Republic and Finland, who presented their national practices in the area.  

In the ensuing plenary discussion, a number of common findings and challenges emerged, 
supporting the importance of exchange of best practices and the value of peer learning: 

o The drivers of homelessness are complex and often reflect vulnerabilities related to 
personal circumstances (illness, addiction, family breakdown), structural (indebtedness, 
joblessness, rising housing costs), or institutional (leaving care or prison) causes. 
Segregation and discrimination against vulnerable groups also plays a role. Whilst the 
causes of homelessness are multiple, its determining characteristic is the absence of a 
suitable housing solution.  

www.parlament.gv.at



 

71 

 

o Policies to address homelessness should focus on prevention, re-housing and support 
(where needed), as well as on tackling the housing situation alongside other barriers to 
inclusion. This is perceived as more effective than policies and measures that focus on 
managing homelessness and housing exclusion as a challenge in the short term (i.e. the 
provision of shelters and emergency accommodation as the predominant focus).  

o The need to ensure shelters and emergency accommodation of adequate quality and to all 
who need them is recognized by the Member States. However, there is a growing 
awareness that without integrated strategies that cover prevention, re-housing and 
support in the long term, shelters and emergency accommodation cannot provide proper 
public policy solutions to homelessness.  

o An increasing number of Member States are engaging in the development of such 
integrated strategies to address the issue of homelessness and housing exclusion. Yet, their 
development appears to be hindered by a lack of an agreed definition of HHE; insufficient 
related data collection, monitoring and evaluation; and - as reported in some countries - 
limited public support and funding available at the local level.  

o In several Member States, the provision of financial and housing guidance has proven to 
be an effective way to prevent evictions. Debt settlement and rapid re-housing, (especially 
for families with children), supplemented with psychological and social support are 
identified as cost-effective measures that can significantly reduce the number of forced 
evictions and the risk of homelessness. 

o For people already affected by homelessness and housing exclusion, two broad policy 
approaches can be distinguished: the ‘staircase approach’ which involves step-by-step 
assistance to homeless people through various forms of temporary housing support, up to 
the point where they are deemed ready to live independently in their own home; and the 
‘housing first’ approach, which prioritizes the provision of stable housing from the start, in 
combination with enabling care and social support in order to assist the individual in the 
rehousing process. 

o Currently, the staircase model of service provision is dominant in the European Union, with 
many Member States focused on providing temporary accommodation in response to the 
rising levels of homelessness. There is, however, growing evidence that housing-first 
strategies are more beneficial and cost-effective in the long run, as they allow authorities 
to focus intensive social support on the often-complex social, mental and physical 
challenges that the individual might face beside homelessness. 

Policy recommendations: 

Homelessness and housing exclusion are a growing problem that negatively affects the individuals 
and threatens social cohesion. Efforts to tackle and prevent HHE play an important role in building 
socially and environmentally sustainable economies promoted, for example, under the Economy of 
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Well-being approach of the Finnish presidency of the European Union. The following 
recommendations emerged from the SPC discussion: 

o Integrated approaches that combine prevention, rapid access to permanent housing and 
the provision of enabling support services are recognized as more efficient responses, 
compared to those, which focus on managing homelessness predominantly through 
emergency and temporary accommodation and the provision of support for the most 
basic needs. A minimum provision of temporary accommodation of good quality (e.g. 
shelters) remains however, an essential part of integrated strategies to respond to 
emergency situations and ensure a transit accommodation while a permanent re-housing 
solution is found.  

o At national level, the involvement of a wide range of public and private stakeholders, 
including local and regional authorities, as well as relevant NGOs in the strategies aimed at 
fighting HHE is essential. The involvement of people affected by HHE in designing the 
appropriate response is considered a good practice. Strong inter-ministerial, cross-
governmental and cross-sectoral collaboration helps to better identify and address the 
multiple and distinctive needs of the homeless persons. Social security provisions that 
support independent living are another important factor. 

o Since ensuring sufficient funding can be a challenge, sharing of best practices and mutual 
learning should be developed to support the efficient allocation of funds by promoting 
effective evidence-based approaches to HHE. Member States and the European 
Commission should fully exploit the potential of EU structural and investment funds in the 
fight against homelessness in the context of the new Multiannual Financial Framework. 

o At European level, the clarification of the concepts of homelessness and the development 
of reliable data should be continued. The agreement on coherent EU indicators for the 
regular monitoring of the progress achieved would be a major step forward towards 
increasingly ending the HHE challenge. Homelessness should keep a central place of the 
Social Open Method of Coordination (OMC). 

o Building on the strategic links between the European Semester and the European Pillar of 
Social Rights, the topic of homelessness and housing exclusion is an important issue that 
should become more visible in the main social and economic policy process of the EU. 
Tackling the HHE challenge should be taken into consideration by the incoming 
Commission in the design of a post Europe 2020 strategy and in the framework of the 
action plan on implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights.  

o Homelessness and housing exclusion should also be mainstreamed across relevant sectoral 
policies such as gender equality, health, disability, child and youth inclusion, migration, free 
movement.  

  
Addressing Inequalities and Promoting Active Inclusion  
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((March 2019) 

In March 2019, the SPC held an in-depth thematic review on the role of active inclusion strategies to 
contribute to inclusive growth, with particular focus on adequate income support and on access to quality 
services. The main findings from the review were:  

o The increase in income inequality over the past decade underlines the need to combine 
effective tax and benefit systems to allow appropriate redistribution with access to various 
services provide universally or in a personalized manner.  
 

o The active inclusion approach remains a highly relevant policy framework for addressing 
poverty, social exclusion and inequality. Adequate income support should be combined 
with access to quality enabling services and inclusive labour markets to support those who 
can work to enter and advance in the labour market, thus helping them out of poverty. 
Integrated support should be provided for people who cannot work to ensure a life in 
dignity and their active participation in the society. 

o Social transfers - both in cash and in-kind - play an important role in mitigating income 
inequalities. Measures to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of Member States’ 
income support programmes can improve the income and general well-being of the most 
vulnerable, thus addressing inequality. Such measures should address the challenges on 
adequacy, coverage, take-up and work incentives. 

- Adequate Minimum Income benefits should ensure a decent standard of living, while 
at the same time supporting activation. They should be set and periodically reviewed 
through transparent mechanisms. It is important that the process is evidence-based 
and relies on appropriate social and economic impact assessments. 

- Measures to address the low coverage, especially amongst the most vulnerable are 
needed. Strategies combining structural measures with individualized support seem to 
be most effective in enhancing outreach and addressing the multiple needs of people 
furthest from the labour market. Stigmatization and lack of information negatively 
influence take up and need to be addressed. 

- The setting up of a benefit withdrawal rate (in case of taking up employment) is 
important in incentivizing labour market participation and can mitigate long-term 
dependence on social assistance. Besides monetary incentives, activation measures 
should be integrated with the provision of social services. 

o Service provision should entail personalized support and be implemented in an integrated 
manner to increase impacts of corresponding service providers. There is no one-size-fits-
all solution but different approaches might be effective for ensuring an integrated service 
provision. Based on the context, initial set-up, or specific target groups, integrated service 
delivery can be achieved through, for example loose cooperation, formal cooperation of 
stakeholders or one-stop-shops. A key aspect is that the integrated approach allows for 

www.parlament.gv.at



 

74 

 

the delivery of interventions that are best suited with regards to the scope (services 
needed), time (order of interventions) and follow-up (to avoid revolving doors). 
 

o The success of the active inclusion approach depends on the strong coordination between 
local, regional, national and EU levels, as well as on the involvement of relevant 
stakeholders – NGOs, Social Partners and those affected by poverty and social exclusion in 
the design, implementation and evaluation of the strategies.  
 

o Local authorities, given their responsibility to ensure the well-being of the community 
members, play an important role in the process of developing and implementing 
integrated social services. Improving their capacity to identify and provide efficient 
solutions to complex social needs is an important consideration. 
 

o Enhanced sharing of best practices, exchanges and peer learning are an integral part of 
the EU social convergence processes.  In the area of Minimum income, there is a 
recognized need to go beyond ad hoc exchanging of information and to develop a 
common framework and practical guidelines for adequate and effective minimum income 
schemes supported by a structured dialogue among Member States. 
 

  

Exchange of views on Access to Healthcare based on the Joint Assessment Framework on 
Health (November 2018) 

To deliver on its treaty-based mandate to monitor the development of social protection policies in 
Europe, the Social Protection Committee (SPC) developed the Joint Assessment Framework on 
Health (JAF Health), as an analytical tool for policies within the area of healthcare from a social 
protection perspective. Based on the extensive material, available in JAF Health, on 28 November 
2018 the Committee held an in-depth thematic review dedicated to the subject of “Access to 
healthcare”.   

During the meeting, a number of interventions supported the notion that despite the near-
universal coverage of health insurance and national health systems in most Members States, health 
inequalities across regions and socio-economic groups persist in a number of Member States. 
Many SPC delegates highlighted inadequate resources to meet the health needs of the population 
as a key challenge. In a number of countries, this contributes to shortages of medical professionals 
and their uneven distribution across the country; long waiting times (especially for specialist 
services); and high user charges (including informal payments), which affect particularly the low-
income families or other vulnerable groups. Several member states also reported on the challenge 
of fragmented health insurance providers and highlighted that the existence of parallel health 
systems might lead to preferential treatment and differentiated access for certain population 
groups.  
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Several policy responses were discussed. Those included mobilizing additional financial resources 
to provide increased incentives for medical staff; efforts to promote healthier habits; focus on 
prevention and primary care provision; and increased use of electronic services, such as on-line or 
video consultations. Experience in some Member States also showed that in addition to measures 
aiming to ensure healthcare access for all, targeted measures are needed to improve the coverage 
and access for the most vulnerable and socially excluded groups. The integrated delivery of health 
and social services was identified as particularly effective in addressing groups that face multiple 
barriers to access to healthcare. It was also highlighted that access to healthcare can be affected 
by policies beyond the health systems, such as policies related to labour markets, income 
protection, education and health services.  

A wide agreement emerged from the discussion that while each Member State defines its own 
health policy and the measures required to address health-related challenges, continuous 
monitoring and dialogue support the design of adequate policy response. To that end, JAF Health 
proves to be a useful indicator-based tool that supports the monitoring activities of the SPC within 
the area of healthcare. 

  
Joint key Messages from the Thematic Reviews on ‘Social Aspects of Digitalisation’ (SPC) 
and ‘Digitalisation and Robotisation of Work’ (Employment Committee) (September 2018) 

In September 2018, as a follow up to previous work and as part of the priorities of the Austrian 
Presidency of the Council of the European Union, the SPC held a dedicated review on "Social 
Aspects of Digitalisation, with focus on Platform work", and EMCO discussed the subject of 
“Digitalisation and Robotisation of work”, with a particular focus on health and care sectors. 

The main messages emerging from these discussions are as follows: 

o The share of workers in new forms of work is expected to increase in the coming years. 
Experience so far suggests that the technological evolution has created new products, 
markets and jobs.  

o Technological change contributes to improving safety at work and job quality by 
automating unhealthy and tedious tasks, as well as by providing greater flexibility. 
Nevertheless, it also leads to job losses in certain sectors. Therefore, those who are at risk 
of losing their jobs should be assisted. Public employment services and social protection 
systems play a key role in supporting workers in their transitions and contributing to social 
inclusion. 

o Low-skilled workers are more likely to suffer job losses. Improving skills and competences 
is thus important to enable wider participation in the opportunities offered by new forms 
of work and for promoting an inclusive labour market. However, stated goals on lifelong 
learning and up- and re-skilling are not currently being achieved. Policies to improve skills-
development opportunities for workers, who have no access to training, or limited capacity 
to seek training outside of working hours, become ever more urgent. 
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o Robotisation is not necessarily about replacing jobs: it may mean that jobs remain but in a 
radically different form. This underlines the need for robust labour market intelligence in 
order to understand changing task profiles. In turn, this will need to feed into our 
education and training systems, to ensure that our workforce has the right set of skills - 
with a particular focus on the lower skilled. Member States may also need to look at a 
more pro-active and preventative approach to Active Labour Market Policies. 

o Policy can pro-actively seek to affect the use and uptake of technology. There is a variety 
of factors affecting whether people accept or reject technological change, and the impact 
and pace of change can vary greatly. Therefore, there is a need for policy-makers to 
demonstrate tangible benefits of change and to promote a broader societal discussion 
about digitalisation and robotisation. 

o New forms of employment may offer benefits for those involved and society at large. They 
may facilitate access to the labour market for a number of groups, among them people 
that have traditionally been furthest away from the labour market, and thus contribute to 
social inclusion. They may also offer increased flexibility and opportunities to improve 
work-life balance. Moreover, they may help in efforts to tackle undeclared work. 

o Concurrently, they may also present challenges in areas such as working conditions, 
precariousness of work, as well as access to, adequacy and sustainability of social 
protection, which could lead to increased labour market segmentation. 

o Member States, and where relevant, social partners should take steps to ensure that 
platform workers are not put at a disadvantage because of their type of employment. Fair 
working conditions, adequate wages, work organisation and suitable work-life balance for 
platform workers should be an objective. Both regulatory and non-regulatory measures 
should be considered, where appropriate.   The large diversity of platform work should 
also be taken into account when designing a policy response, as there is no one-size-fits-
all solution. Where a traditional employer-employee relationship is lacking, thought needs 
to be given to the question of representation in social dialogue. 

o Wherever needed, Member States should take steps to ensure that workers have access to 
adequate social protection and incentives to participate in the social protection systems. 
Again, consideration should be given to both regulatory and non-regulatory measures.  

o Key factors that determine the access of certain types of jobs to social protection relate to 
the self-employment status or to the contractual relationship between employer and 
employee. It is worth noting that platforms differ as to how they define the employment 
relationships. In this context, there may be a need to adjust relevant laws and regulations, if 
the existing frameworks prove to be inadequate. 

o Bogus self-employment needs to be addressed, taking into account whether workers are 
genuinely self-employed or not. It may be necessary to develop or refine ways of tracking 
the work-related transactions and income of platform workers and other atypical workers 
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in order to ensure the continued adequacy and sustainability of national social protection 
systems, and to tackle, where possible, unfair competition between companies that 
contribute to social protection and those that do not. 

o The impact of the use of artificial intelligence (AI) on the inclusivity of the labour market is 
an issue that may require consideration from a number of angles: a number of Public 
Employment Services (PES) already use machine learning to help with labour market 
matching; some platforms use ratings and algorithms (which can have bias built-in) to 
allocate work. These developments may raise issues related with, for example, privacy or 
discrimination. 

o Similarly, the increasing use of robots in sectors such as the health and care sector needs 
robust governance in order to manage risks and ensure security of those working and 
interacting with robots.   

o Given the potential cross-border nature of platform work cooperation at the EU level is 
important. This could be helpful in a variety of areas, for instance the portability of social 
rights across borders and rules about the applicable legislation. Cooperation with 
platforms based outside of the European Union is also an important aspect to consider. 
Member states should share experiences and good practices.  

o The design of any adequate policy response must be supported by good evidence, 
comparable and consistent data, particularly concerning platform work. Social partners, 
civil society organisations and other relevant stakeholders should be included in the design 
and monitoring of an adequate policy response.   
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66.2  SPC Peer Reviews  

The SPC peer reviews promote mutual learning and exchange of best practices in the policy areas, 
covered by the SPC. Each peer reviews meeting is hosted by one country which presents a 
selected good practice (e.g. a programme, policy reform, institutional arrangement) and is 
attended by experts from the European Commission, peer countries and relevant stakeholders 
who provide feedback. 

In the course of 2018 and 2019, 12 reviews, hosted by 8 countries took place. This subsection 
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 dedicate SPC peer review website 
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1024&langId=en  

Ensuring adequate assistance for those most in need (Minimum Income) 

Vilnius (Lithuania), 7-8 February 2019 

The purpose of this Peer Review was to discuss the impact of reforms of minimum income 
benefit systems to improve living conditions and allow for a decent standard of living for 
those who lack sufficient resources.  

The Peer Review built on the related Peer Review in Germany (15 – 16 November 2018) 
giving the Participating Countries the opportunity to exchange experiences and identify 
and resolve challenges linked to implementing minimum income schemes that aim to 
combine the provision of income support, activation measures, and access to services. 

The Lithuanian Ministry of Social Security and Labour hosted the event, in which 
participants from Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Finland, France, Malta and Romania 
exchanged lessons learned, as well as good and innovative practices. 

Strategies for supporting social inclusion at older age 

Berlin (Germany), 23-24 September 2019 

This Peer Review discussed projects, measures and strategies for tackling social isolation, 
loneliness and social exclusion in older age.  

Older people experiencing social isolation, loneliness and social exclusion are on the rise 
across Europe and need coordinated support. The Peer Review compared national, 
regional and local approaches to develop social inclusion strategies as well as practices, 
studies and experiences in ten countries.  

The German Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth hosted 
experts from Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Republic, France, Hungary, Lithuania, Malta, the 
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Netherlands and Romania. In addition, representatives of the European Commission and 
NGOs, and thematic experts put the topic in the wider context of EU policy. 

Access to social assistance and rights for homeless people 

Brussels (Belgium), 3-4 October 2019 

This Peer Review discussed challenges and good practices in providing adequate social 
assistance to homeless people despite the lack of a permanent address.  

The event focused on the measures put in place by Member States to facilitate the access 
to minimum income and other welfare benefits to homeless people, on how to better 
monitor the non-take up rates of homeless people and on how to design measures to 
improve access to social benefits and reach-out to homeless people. 

The Belgian Federal Public Planning Service Social Integration hosted experts from Austria, 
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy and Romania. In addition, 
representatives from the European Commission, Belgian and European NGOs as well as 
international and national experts put the topic in the wider context of EU policy. 

Comprehensive follow-up of low-income families, Oslo (Norway)  

28-29 November 2019 

This peer review explored the challenges and the good practices in providing both a 
comprehensive follow-up of low-income families and a better coordination of services (the 
HOLF-model).  

Low-income families with children are particularly affected by poverty. According to the 
latest data in Eurostat, 24.9 % of the children under the age of 18 were still at risk of 
poverty and social exclusion in 2017 although this number has decreased slightly since its 
peak at 28.1% in 2012 following the financial crisis (Norway at 16.4% in 2017, increasing 
from 12 % in 2012). 

The starting point of the peer review was the Norwegian HOLF-model, developed to 
further improve the situation of low-income families. The model focuses on several areas 
of follow up: 

o financial and housing situation of the family 

o labour market attachment of parents and 

o social inclusion of children. 

Furthermore, it includes the introduction of family coordinators and a skills-training 
programme for social workers. 
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The Norwegian Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs hosted experts from Austria, Belgium, 
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Italy, Romania and Spain. In addition, 
representatives of the European Commission and NGOs, and thematic experts put the 
topic in the wider context of EU policy. 

Germany’s latest reforms of the long-term care system  

 Berlin (Germany), 11-12 January 2018 

Increased longevity, medical advances, shrinking working-age population and changing 
family patterns mean that Member States of the European Union, while diverse, face a 
common challenge of growing needs for long-term care. Improving access to quality and 
affordable long-term care services, in particular to community-based care, provided by 
adequately qualified professionals, is therefore crucial across Europe.  

Germany has responded to these challenges with three ‘Long-Term Care Strengthening 
Acts’ that entered into force during the past legislative period from 2015 to 2017. The 
legislative changes redefine long-term care needs and aim to strengthen community-
based care by support and counselling opportunities in municipalities and enhanced 
support for informal and formal carers. 

This Peer Review thus provided an occasion to compare the German reforms to other 
Member States’ policies in the area of long-term care. German stakeholders presented an 
overview of latest reforms and good practices to other Member States, while these 
presented their responses to similar challenges. The event focused on the following key 
areas: 

− How to define long-term care needs and how to assess individual care needs; 

− How to strengthen long-term care at home and in the community via local 
counselling and support structures; 

− New types of (semi-)residential arrangements; 

− A better coordination between health and social care services. 

The German Federal Ministry of Health hosted this event and exchanged lessons learned, 
good and innovative practices with participants from Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech 
Republic, France, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Portugal, Slovenia and Spain. 

Social business for people with mental health difficulties  

Nicosia (Cyprus), 19-20 June 2018 

This Peer Review provided guidance on how to promote social enterprises that support 
people with mental health problems to enter the labour market.  
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These social economy activities help people with mental health problems to develop and 
maintain their skills, ideally leading to integration on the open labour market. The Peer 
Review built on the experience of the Mental Health Services of the Vocational 
Rehabilitation Unit in Cyprus. It also drew on the relevant experience and outcomes from 
other European countries. In particular, the development and assessment of social 
entrepreneurship to integrate people with mental issues into the labour market were 
considered. The Peer Review also discussed cooperation between social enterprises and 
mental health professionals and good examples of social enterprises being developed with 
and for people with mental health problems. 

The Vocational Rehabilitation Unit from the Ministry of Health in Cyprus hosted the event 
and exchanged lessons learned, good and innovative practices with participants from 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Finland, Hungary and Latvia. 

Homelessness from a child’s perspective  

Brussels (Belgium), 27-28 June 2018 

The peer review in Belgium highlighted the key elements of an effective child 
homelessness strategy to ensure the well-being and rights of children currently without a 
home.  

The peer review showcased the host country approaches to tackle children's homelessness 
and allowed the participating Member States to present their experiences as well as 
exchange national/regional and local policy practices in group discussions. Furthermore, a 
study visit showed a model community-based care home where children, who have 
become homeless, are sheltered and cared for. 

The Office of Flemish Child's Rights Commissioner hosted the event and exchanged 
lessons learned, good and innovative practices with participants from Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Lithuania, Portugal and Romania. 

Social inclusion, health and the equalisation of opportunities for young people with disabilities   

Zagreb (Croatia), 13-14 September 2018 

The objective of the peer review in Croatia is to discuss and share experiences on ways to 
improve the access, availability and quality of services for young people with disabilities, in 
particular in the areas of health, education and employment.  

Specifically, the peer review investigated which are the key elements to support and ensure 
equal access to services for young people with disabilities. The peer review also discussed 
concrete examples on how existing services at local level can become accessible for young 
people with disabilities. The peer review explored how all relevant actors (policy makers, 
health professionals, NGOs and service providers) can work together with the common 
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goal of improving access and providing high-quality access to services. Finally, it analysed 
which monitoring and evaluation models are designed and put in place in the peer 
countries. 

The Croatian Institute of Public Health hosted the event. Participants from Cyprus, Finland, 
Malta, the Netherlands and Slovenia exchanged lessons learned regarding good and 
innovative practices. 

Improving reconciliation of work and long-term care,  

Berlin (Germany), 24-25 September 2018 

In Europe, the bulk of long-term care services is provided by informal carers, often-unpaid 
family members or friends, supporting people of all ages with a wide range of needs 
arising from disability, illness or other life situations.  

This Peer Review discussed how informal carers could be better supported to reconcile 
work and care obligations. This will cover the level of eligibility, length and compensation 
of leave arrangements.  Furthermore, it discussed flexible working options, including job-
sharing, flexi-time and tele-working. In addition, an investment into new forms of care and 
the use of technology might support the work-life balance of informal carers. 

The Peer Review built on experiences in Germany so far, as well as on experiences and 
outcomes from other European countries, namely the Czech Republic, Estonia, Ireland, 
France, Malta, Portugal, Romania and Slovenia, on the development and assessment of 
support measures for informal carers. 

The financial impact of maternity and paternity leave,  

Prague (Czechia), 8-9 October 2018 

The Peer Review in Prague examined the financial impact of maternity and paternity leave 
on families and provided a valuable opportunity to discuss and exchange good practices, 
challenges and lessons learnt.  

The aim was to help Member States design more effective policy responses and practical 
measures to facilitate the reconciliation of work and family life, thus also contributing to a 
more equal take-up of parental leave and an increase in the labour market participation of 
women with children. 

The Peer Review was hosted by the Czech Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs with peer 
country representatives from Austria, Croatia, Estonia, Germany, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Luxemburg, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, and Spain 
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Minimum Income Benefits – securing a life in dignity, enabling access to services and integration 
into the labour market  

Berlin (Germany), 15-16 November 2018 

In Germany, minimum income benefits constitute the main instrument for preventing 
income poverty as the last safety net. They play a major role in the Social Protection 
System by providing means-tested financial support for those whose basic needs are not 
covered by other resources. 

The level of benefits of the monetary minimum income benefit schemes implemented in 
Germany are set to guarantee a socio-economic subsistence level which enables recipients 
to participate in social life. The aim is to enable beneficiaries to live a life in dignity and also 
to help them to help themselves to overcome their situation of need and reliance on 
financial aid. 

As a result, the purpose of this Peer Review was to discuss challenges related to 
developing minimum income systems, including determining the subsistence level. A main 
thematic focus was the basic income support system for jobseekers and more specifically 
the reforms (Hartz) undertaken in this field between 2002 and 2005 in Germany. The Peer 
Review looked at how the passive and active benefit system and the organisation and 
governance of minimum income benefits have been adjusted since then. It has allowed to 
share experiences between Member States that may face similar challenges, in particular in 
relation to questions pertaining to the implementation of needs based justice; the effects 
of the activation approach; the empirical calculation of the sociocultural subsistence level; 
and the governance of the minimum income systems.  

The Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs hosted the event, participants from 
Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Portugal and 
Slovenia exchanged lessons learned, good and innovative practices. 

Furthering quality and flexibility of Early Childhood Education and Care  

Copenhagen (Denmark), 13-14 December 2018 

The Peer Review explored the challenges and good practices on Early Childhood 
Education and Care (ECEC) services for all families and children.  

The participants discussed the policies set in place to assess and improve the quality of 
ECEC systems, how the pedagogical aims are set and achieved, as well as how to ensure 
flexibility of ECEC facilities for working families. The participants also reflected on what 
could be learned from the Danish experience and from other countries. 

The Peer Review was hosted by the Danish Ministry of Children and Social Affairs with peer 
country representatives from Bulgaria, Cyprus, France, Germany, Luxembourg and Malta. 
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66.3 SPC Peer Reviews Additional Mutual Learning Activities, organized 
through the Social Protection Committee 

6.3.1.  Workshops on Access to Social Protection 

The European Commission’s Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion 
organised a series of four mutual learning events with the purpose to discuss and exchange 
experiences and to contribute to the implementation of the principles set out in the Council 
Recommendation on access to social protection for workers and self-employed as well as the 
European Pillar of Social Rights. 

The Mutual Learning Workshops are organised on the key provisions of the Recommendation and 
envisage being a source of inspiration and emulation for all Member States, social partners and 
other stakeholders. Further, the purpose is to:  

o Review academic and operational evidence on the topic in question; 

o Identify good practices and success factors; 

o Map current gaps and assess recent reforms; and 

o Identify possible avenues for reforms and list specific policy recommendations. 

 

Each workshop focuses on one of the key dimensions of the Recommendation on Access to social 
protection. Ahead of each workshop, a thematic paper is delivered. Both the thematic paper and 
the outcome report are available online. 

 

1st workshop: extending formal coverage (Brussels, 29-30 October 2019) 

The workshop reviewed recent reforms aiming at extending coverage to previously 
uncovered groups. A key conclusion of the workshop was that a mandatory approach 
remains central for social protection, while a voluntary approach is applied in a residual way.  

 

2nd workshop: Ensuring effective coverage – reviewing time and income thresholds (Brussels, 14-15 
January 2020) 

The Recommendation is an invitation to review entitlements and eligibility conditions and to 
check that they are proportionate, coherent, and neutral regarding labour market status. A 
key conclusion is that, as labour market evolves, Member States may need to adapt and 
reconsider the entitlements conditions.  
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3rd workshop: Ensuring proportionate contributions, assessing income, avoiding loopholes (25-26 
June 2020) 

Given the travel restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic, this workshop was 
organised as a virtual event. It consisted of a mix of pre-recorded academic and country 
cases presentations, as well as short interactive online sessions. 

A key issue, for both the adequacy of benefits and the financing of social protection, is the 
income base used to calculate contributions and benefits. When assessing the income 
base for the self-employed, Member States are faced with three key challenges: 1) the self-
employed declare their own income; 2) this income is fluctuating and 3) difficult to define 
and capture for social security purposes. For non-standard work, the main challenge is 
how to assess accurately the income base for contributions, when work is performed for 
multiple employers. 

Member States’ aim at achieving a balance between the principles of adequacy, 
proportionality and equivalence (between contributions and entitlements), redistribution 
and sustainability. Several country cases were discussed, including removing exemptions 
for marginal and non-standard work, charging higher financial duties for work forms that 
have a higher incidence of social risks (such as unemployment or work accidents), or 
introducing a “bonus” minimum level of pensions for those who have contributed more 
than 30 years to the system.  

 

4th workshop: Transparency and transferability 29-30 September (online event tbc) 

The last workshop will take place on 29-30 September, and will focus on the transparency 
and transferability dimensions of Social Protection. This fourth workshop will close the first 
series of mutual learning workshops on Access to social protection. 

 
66.3.2. Structured dialogue on minimum income schemes 

A series of meetings has been launched in the field on minimum incomes, based on the findings of 
consecutive peer reviews on the topic in 2018-19. The meetings enabled the exchange of 
experiences linked to minimum income schemes with the aim to contribute to the implementation 
of Principle 14 of the European Pillar of Social Rights.  

Specific aspects of the design of minimum income schemes and their implementation in a 
structured format have been explored, and interaction and mutual learning among public 
authorities has been facilitated. Three events took place in 2019-2020, resulting in topical 
discussions on various practices and methodologies for benefit settings (in July 2019, in Greece) 
and the complementarity of minimum income schemes with in-work and in-kind benefits and 
services, as well as taxation (in November 2019, in Malta). The third event was held in July 2020, in 
a virtual format, focusing on the responses of Member States to the COVID-19 crisis, concerning 
means tested social assistance schemes.  
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SSPPM 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. 
 
What 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. 
 
What is the basis of the SPPM dashboard? 
The SPPM makes use of the EU portfolio of social indicators41, 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 changes42 (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. 

 
                                                           
41 http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=14239&langId=en 
 

42 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 12: 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." 
 
HHow 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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SSPPM methodology used for the identif ication 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) identified for each 
country. 

This appendix describes the methodology established by the SPC Indicators' sub-group (ISG) to 
identify each Member States' KSCs and GSOs. 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 broadly reflects the 
structure of the Joint Assessment Framework (JAF) Policy Area 11 – Poverty and Social Exclusion, to 
which selected indicators from the JAF module on Health have been added to make the indicators' 
framework more exhaustive.  

The summary table is therefore divided in five policy areas:  

1. Preventing poverty and social exclusion through inclusive labour markets, adequate and 
sustainable social protection and high quality services 

2. Breaking the intergenerational transmission of poverty – tackling child poverty 

3. Active inclusion – tackling poverty in working age 

4. Elderly poverty/adequate income and living conditions of the elderly 

5. Health and long-term care 

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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MMethodology 

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 order43.  

 The quantitative step of the exercise is based on an assessment of levels44 and three-year 
changes45 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 3-
year changes across EU MS of x] * 10 

Standardised scores for changes should be interpreted as relative changes with respect to the EU 
average46.  

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.  

                                                           
43 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. 
44 The latest year available for EU28 – e.g. the SPC Annual Report 2017 looks at 2015 data for levels. 
45 From [latest year available for EU28 – 3 years] to [latest year available for EU28] - e.g. the SPC Annual 
Report 2017 looks at 2012-2015 data for changes. 
46 E.g. there may be cases in which a 3-year positive change in absolute values can correspond to a relative 
negative change of the standardised score. 
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The identification of KSCs and GSOs takes into account both levels and changes as reflected in the 
following 5 x 5 two-way table below: 

  
CChanges 

  
""---"" ""--"" ""0" ""+" ""++" 

LLe
ve

ls 

"---" KSC  KSC KSC KSC  KSC 

"--" KSC KSC KSC KSC  KSC 

"0" KSC KSC 
   

"+" KSC 
   

GSO 

"++" 
  

GSO GSO GSO 

 

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) as per 
the reading of the two-way table above.  

o The second, qualitative step of the assessment is based on a wider set of (non-JAF 
based) information, taking into account expert knowledge from country analysts and 
the findings of the relevant literature. This step aims at qualifying the findings and 
deepening the understanding of the challenges identified by the first-step quantitative 
screening. Qualitative data available from verified sources (e.g. OECD Reports, 
European Commission Country Reports) are used by country analysts to complement 
the identification of KSCs and GSOs with additional country-specific evidence and to 
prioritise the key issues based on their impact and relevance in the national context. 

The non-JAF based challenges stemming from the results of the second-step 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: 

Description of the challenge 

Reasoning, including reference to data (not already included in JAF) when 
available 

Data sources 

Additional background information 
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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. 
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Social Policy areas covered by the assessment and subcategories47 

Social policy area    Subcategory   

1. Preventing 
poverty and social 
exclusion through 
inclusive labour 
markets, adequate 
and sustainable 
social protection 
and high quality 
services 

1.1 At-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (AROPE) and material and social 
deprivation rate for the general population   

AROPE components   

1.1.1 At-risk-of-poverty   

1.1.2 Severe material deprivation   

1.1.3 (Quasi-)jobless households (VLWI)   

Material and social deprivation    

1.1.4 Material and social deprivation rate    

1.2 Inequality for the general population (Income inequality S80/S20, Interquintile 
income share ratio S80/S50, Interquintile income share ratio S50/S20)   

1.3 
Effectiveness of social benefits for the general population (Impact of social 
transfers [other than pensions] in reducing poverty, Impact of social transfers [including 
pensions] in reducing poverty, At-risk of poverty rate for people living in (quasi-)jobless 
households, Poverty gap, Persistent at-risk-of-poverty rate) 

  

1.4 Housing situation for the general population (Housing cost overburden, Housing 
deprivation)   

1.5 Poverty and social exclusion of persons in vulnerable situations   

1.5.1 Poverty and social exclusion of persons with disabilities   

1.5.2 Poverty and social exclusion of Roma   

1.5.3 Poverty and social exclusion of migrants and refugees    

1.6 Regional dimension of poverty and social exclusion   

1.7 Affordable/social housing   

2. Breaking the 
intergenerational 
transmission of 
poverty – tackling 
child poverty 

2.1 At-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (AROPE) and material and social 
deprivation rate for children   

AROPE components   

2.1.1 At-risk-of-poverty   

2.1.2 Severe material deprivation   

2.1.3 (Quasi-)jobless households (VLWI)   

                                                           
47  Elements written in roman are based on an assessment of JAF-based information. 
    Elements written in italics are based on an assessment of non-JAF based information. 
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Material and social deprivation    

2.1.4 Material and social deprivation rate    

2.2 
Effectiveness of social protection for children (Impact of social transfers [excluding 
pensions] in reducing child poverty, Impact of social transfers [including pensions] in reducing 
child poverty, At-risk-of-poverty rate for children living in households at work [0.2<WI<=0.55 
and 0.55<WI<=1], Poverty gap) 

  

2.3 Housing situation for children (Housing cost overburden, Housing deprivation)   

2.4 Equal opportunities for children from disadvantaged backgrounds   

3. Active inclusion - 
tackling poverty in 
working age 

3.1. At-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (AROPE) and material and social 
deprivation rate for the working age population    

AROPE components   

3.1.1. At-risk-of-poverty   

3.1.2. Severe material deprivation   

3.1.3. (Quasi-)jobless households (VLWI)   

Material and social deprivation    

3.1.4 Material and social deprivation rate    

3.2 

Effectiveness of social benefits for the working age population (Impact of 
social transfers [excluding pensions] in reducing working age poverty risk, Impact of social 
transfers [including pensions] in reducing working age poverty risk, Poverty gap, At-risk-of-
poverty rate for population living in (quasi-)jobless households, Adequacy, coverage and take-
up of social assistance or unemployment benefits) 

  

3.3 Effectiveness of social services   

3.4 Inclusive labour markets (In work poverty, Long-term unemployment, At-risk-of-poverty 
rate for population living in low-work intensity households)   

3.5 Housing situation for the working age population (Housing cost overburden, 
Housing deprivation)   

3.6 Gaps in access to social protection   

4. Elderly 
poverty/adequate 
income and living 
conditions of the 
elderly 

4.1. At-risk-of-poverty-or-social-exclusion rate (AROPE) and material and social 
deprivation rate in old age   

AROPE components   

4.1.1 At-risk-of-poverty   

4.1.2 Severe material deprivation   

Material and social deprivation    

3.1.4 Material and social deprivation rate    
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4.2 Effectiveness of social protection in old age   

4.2.1 Poverty prevention (Impact of social transfers [including pensions] on reducing old-age 
poverty risk, Poverty gap)   

4.2.2. Income replacement (Aggregate replacement ratio [excluding other social benefits], 
Median relative income)   

4.3 Equal pension rules   

4.4 Pension adequacy48   

4.5 Housing situation for the elderly (Housing deprivation, Housing cost overburden)   

5. Health and long-
term care 

5.1 Health status (Life expectancy at birth and 65, Healthy life years at birth and 65, Child 
mortality)   

5.2 
Effectiveness of curative or preventive health care (Potential years of life lost, 
Treatable mortality standardized rate, Preventable mortality standardized rate, Vaccination 
coverage rates for children) 

  

5.3 
Access to health care (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]) 

  

5.4 Cost-effectiveness of health systems    

5.5 Long-term care   

 

  

                                                           
48 Includes issues linked to pension adequacy that are not covered by the JAF-based sub-categories 
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DDefinitions and data sources 
 

Indicator Definition Data source  

At risk of poverty or social 
eexclusion rrate  

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

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

At-risk-of-poverty rate   Share of persons aged 0+ with an equivalised disposable 
income below 60% of the national equivalised median 
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”. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Severe material 
ddeprivation rate  

Share of population living in households unable to afford at 
least 4 items out of the following 9 items: i) to pay rent 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 holiday away from 
home, or could not afford (even if wanted to) vi) a car, vii) a 
washing machine, viii) a colour TV, or ix) a telephone. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Material deprivation rate  Share of population living in households unable to afford at 
least 3 items out of the following 9 items: i) to pay rent 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 holiday away from 
home, or could not afford (even if wanted to) vi) a car, vii) a 
washing machine, viii) a colour TV, or ix) a telephone. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Share of population(0--59) 
iin (quasi-)jobless, i.e. verry 
low work intensity (VLWI), 
hhouseholds 

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. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Relative poverty risk gap 
rrate  

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-risk-
of poverty threshold. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 
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PPersistent at--risk-of-
poverty 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 
ddeprivation rate 

Share of people in the total population unable to afford at 
least five items out of the following 13 deprivation items: 
Household items 1. face unexpected expenses; 2. afford one 
week annual holiday away from home; 3. avoid arrears (in 
mortgage, rent, utility bills and/or hire purchase instalments); 
4. afford a meal with meat, chicken or fish or vegetarian 
equivalent every second day; 5. afford keeping their home 
adequately warm; 6. have access to a car/van for 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 small amount of 
money each week on him/herself (“pocket money”); 11. have 
regular leisure activities; 12. get together with friends/family 
for a drink/meal at least once a month; 13. have an internet 
connection. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

 

Income quintile ratio 
SS80/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 
eexclusion rate of children 

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

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Impact of social transfers 
((excluding 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 after social 
transfers 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

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

Share of persons aged (0-59) with an equivalised disposable 
income below 60% of the national equivalised median 
income who live in households where working-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 
rrate  

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 salary 
employment plus self-employment” and “wage and salary 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 
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employment” only. 

LLong--term 
unemployment rate 
(active population, 15+) 

Total long-term unemployed population (≥12 months' 
unemployment; ILO definition) as a proportion of total active 
population. 

Eurostat –  LFS 

Youth unemployment 
rratio  

 

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 weeks 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). 

Eurostat - LFS 

Early leavers from 
eeducation and training 

Share of persons aged 18 to 24 who have only lower 
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 

 

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

Eurostat - LFS 

Employment rate of older 
wworkers 

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

Eurostat – LFS 

At risk of poverty or social 
eexclusion rate of the 
elderly 

The sum of elderly (65+) who are: at risk of poverty and/or 
severely materially deprived and/or living in (quasi-)jobless 
households (i.e. with very low work intensity) as a share of the 
total population in the same age group. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Median relative income 
rratio of elderly people  

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

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

 

Aggregate replacement 
rratio 

Median individual gross pension income of 65-74 relative to 
median individual gross earnings of 50-59, excluding other 
social benefits49 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Share of the population 
wwith self-reported unmet 
nneed for medical care  

Total self-reported unmet need for medical examination for 
the following three reasons: financial barriers + waiting times 
+ too far to travel. 

Eurostat – EU 
SILC 

Healthy life years at 65   Number of years that a person at 65 is still expected to live in Eurostat  

                                                           
49 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 unemployment-
related 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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a healthy condition. To be interpreted jointly with life 
expectancy (included in the SPPM contextual information). 

AAt risk of poverty or social 
eexclusion rate for persons 
wwith disabilities (16+)  

 

The sum of persons with disabilities who are: at risk of 
poverty and/or severely materially deprived and/or living in 
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 
rrate  

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 

 

Change in real gross 
hhousehold disposable 
income (GHDI) 

Real growth in gross household disposable income (GHDI).  

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

Eurostat - 
National 
accounts 

 

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 non-
wage 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.). 

Employed 
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In EU SILC, people are defined as employed based on the self-declared economic status. 

WWorking 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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AAnnex 1. SPPM Country Profiles 
 

(See separate annex) 

 

 

Annex 2. Actions of the European Social Partners 
and Civil Society Organisations  
 

(See separate annex) 
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