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Elderly people and poverty
Current levels and changes since the crisis
SUMMARY

Measuring poverty is complex and a number of indicators are now used to try to give a
comprehensive picture. A composite measure – 'at risk of poverty or social exclusion'
(AROPE) – is used today to measure progress on the Europe 2020 anti-poverty target.

In general, poverty for those aged 65 or older (65+) in the European Union significantly
reduced between 2007 and 2014, in contrast to increases in poverty for people aged
under 65. Those aged 65+ now have a significantly lower rate of being AROPE than
younger people (17.8% vs. 25.9% for the EU-28 in 2014). The same applies when looking
only at rates of 'severe material deprivation' (a component of the AROPE measure, but
one not affected by changes to incomes of people under 65). This shows improvements
for those aged 65+ and worsening for under-65 year olds. Those aged 65+ are less at
risk of severe material deprivation than younger people (6.2% vs 9.5%, EU-28, 2014).

These broad results mask differences between individual Member States, with varying
age 65+ poverty levels and improvements seen. Some saw age 65+ poverty increase
according to at least one indicator, but increases were generally small, from a low base
and not associated with countries particularly hard hit by the crisis.

Women aged 65+ have consistently higher AROPE rates (and other poverty indicators)
then men across the Member States, though the gap has narrowed somewhat.
Women's 65+ AROPE rates reflect their: lower pay and shorter and more interrupted
working lives leading to lower pensions (38% lower on average in the European Union
according to the Commission's 2015 Pension Adequacy Report); longer lives (and
retirements); and increased likelihood of being in a single-person household. People
aged 75+ also have higher AROPE rates than those aged 65-74, though the gap has
narrowed since 2007.
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Issue
Reducing poverty is a key aim of the European Union (EU). Europe 2020 includes a
target of at least 20 million fewer people in or at risk of poverty and social exclusion by
2020. Elderly poverty typically reflects older peoples' working-life experiences and
national retirement and safety-net systems.

Poverty measures and levels in 2007 and 2014
Measuring elderly poverty
Measuring poverty in general is not straightforward and metrics have been, and
continue to be, refined over time. Today a number of measures are used to present a
comprehensive picture. In the EU, for the Europe 2020 target, the headline indicator
used is the 'At-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion' (AROPE) measure. This is in turn
composed of three sub-indicators and covers people either at-risk-of-poverty (AROP), or
severely materially deprived or living in a household with very low work intensity.
Obviously there is some overlap between these three groups. The first two are most
relevant to elderly (age 65+) poverty, as the 'very low work intensity' measure excludes
households composed only of children, students aged below 25 and/or people aged 60
or over. However, historically AROP (alone) had been used as the main poverty indicator
in the EU,1 prior to the adoption of Europe 2020. Material deprivation (and the
composite AROPE measure it forms part of) gained importance2 following the adoption
of Europe 2020 which uses the AROPE metric to measure progress. In 2009, material
deprivation indicators were adopted by all of the (then) 27 Member States and the
European Commission3 (see box below).

Elderly (age 65+) poverty and income measures

The most relevant indicators for age 65+ poverty making up the 'at-risk-of poverty or social
exclusion' (AROPE) measure are:

At risk of poverty: the share of people with an equivalised disposable income (after social
transfers) below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60% of the national median
equivalised disposable income after social transfers. This is a relative measure, so for example
changes in the income of those aged below 65 can affect the level of the poverty line and hence
the at risk of poverty levels of those aged 65+, even in the absence of absolute changes to
income levels for people aged 65+. It is also income based, so does not take account of the
wealth of pensioners or the value of non-monetary benefits they may receive.

Severely materially deprived: the inability to afford some items considered by most people to
be desirable or even necessary to lead an adequate life (to meet this criteria, a person must be
unable to afford at least four of nine items such as adequately heating their home, a television,
a washing machine, a phone, not being able to regularly eat meat or proteins, etc.). This metric
avoids the issues with relative measures and has been developed to give a wider perspective.

There are also other measures, unrelated to AROPE, which can shed further light on the income
situation of older people. These include:

Relative median income ratio: compares the median equivalised disposable income of those
aged 65+ to those aged below 65 to give a wider perspective than just poverty levels.

S80/S20 ratio: Compares the total income by the top 20% of those aged 65+ with that of the
bottom 20% of people aged 65+. It gives a measure of inequality (the higher the level, the
greater is the disparity in income between the top and bottom 20% of the population aged 65+).

http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET EN BARROSO   007 - Europe 2020 - EN version.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/targets/index_en.htm
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/ge.15/2013/WP_25_Eurostat_D_En.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:At_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion_%28AROPE%29
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:At-risk-of-poverty_rate
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Severe_material_deprivation_rate
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Persons_living_in_households_with_low_work_intensity
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Aggregation_of_sub-indicators_of_'People_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion',_EU-28,_2014.JPG
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Equivalised_disposable_income
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Median
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Social_transfers
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Elderly AROP rates before the 2008 financial and economic crisis
Table 1 shows the situation in 2007. The at-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP – cut-off point:
60% of median equivalised income after social transfers) in the (then) EU-27 is 18.3% for
those aged 65 and over.
The rate just for the euro
area (19 countries) is
slightly higher at 19.3%. For
comparison, the 2007 AROP
rate for those below age 65
were 16.1% for the EU-27
and 15.6% for the euro-
area 19, showing that those
aged 65+ were at greater
risk of poverty than those
below that age in 2007.

There is a large variation
between Member States in
2007 AROP rates for those
aged 65+, ranging from
5.5% in the Czech Republic
to 50.6% in Cyprus.

Women have a consistently
higher AROP rate than men,
across all of the Member
States. In 2007, for the EU-
27 as a whole, the rate for
women was 20.5%
compared to 15.2% for men
(see box below).

Table 1 – 2007: % of people aged 65+ at risk of poverty (AROP)
Females Males Total

European Union (27 countries) 20.5 15.2 18.3
Euro area (19 countries) 21.6 16.2 19.3
Austria 17.4 9.3 14.0
Belgium 24.8 20.5 23.0
Bulgaria 30.0 15.3 23.9
Cyprus 54.3 46.3 50.6
Czech Republic 7.9 2.0 5.5
Denmark 18.6 16.5 17.7
Estonia 39.4 20.7 33.2
Finland 24.2 17.7 21.6
France 13.9 12.1 13.1
Germany 19.0 13.0 16.2
Greece 24.7 20.8 22.9
Hungary 7.7 3.2 6.1
Ireland 32.2 23.6 28.3
Italy 25.0 18.3 22.2
Latvia 40.6 25.3 35.6
Lithuania 37.3 15.2 29.8
Luxembourg 7.7 6.6 7.2
Malta 17.2 24.1 20.3
Netherlands 10.2 8.6 9.5
Poland 9.2 5.6 7.8
Portugal 26.9 23.6 25.5
Romania 34.3 25.3 30.6
Slovakia 11.7 3.1 8.5
Slovenia 24.8 10.8 19.4
Spain 27.9 23.7 26.1
Sweden 12.7 6.1 9.9
United Kingdom 29.0 23.4 26.5

Data source: Eurostat, 2007. Data extracted 10/6/16.

Gender aspects
Women aged 65+ are at greater risk of poverty than men. This reflects a number of factors, including
women’s different labour market experiences over their working lives (gender pay gap, typically more
time out of the labour market for caring responsibilities and earlier retirements than men) which can
impact on their pension entitlements and opportunities to save and build up other financial resources.
According to the Commission’s 2015 Pensions Adequacy Report (2015 PAR), for people aged 65+ in the
EU as a whole, women are entitled to pensions 38% lower than those of men. The report also notes
women live 3-5 years longer than men, further extending the period of retirement over which resources
need to last and during which time pension indexing may not keep up with rising incomes in the rest of
the population. Another factor is household composition, with women often outliving male partners and
living alone, with the result resources often reduce more than outgoings. Two-person households are
considered to need only 1.5 times the resources of a single-person household for the same living
standard. More on the gender gap in pensions can be found in the European Commission's 2015 report
on 'men, women and pensions'.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/data/database
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/gender-pay-gap/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=2339
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/150618_men_women_pensions_en.pdf
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Elderly AROP rates now
The latest available data (dating from 2014) show that the AROP rate for those aged 65
or over has, in fact, fallen since 2007 (pre-crisis) whilst it has increased for those aged
below 65. The age 65+ AROP rate for the EU-27 is 13.7% (EU-28, 13.8%) which is a
4.6 percentage points (p.p.) fall from the AROP rate in 2007. And in contrast to the pre-
crisis situation in 2007, the 2014 data show that those aged 65+ in the EU now have a
lower AROP rate than the rest of the adult population. For the EU-28, 13.8% of those
aged 65+ are AROP
compared to 18% for adults
below age 65. For the EU-27
the figures are more or less
identical (13.7% for those
aged 65+ vs 18% for those
under age 65). For the 19
euro-area countries, the
AROP rate figures are 13.3%
aged 65+ and 18.1% for
those under age 65.

However, as in 2007, there
are large variations in age
65+ AROP rates between
Member States, ranging
from 4.5% in Hungary to
32.6% in Estonia. And the
reduction in the overall
AROP at EU level since 2007
masks different outcomes in
Member States. In fact five
Member States saw
increases in age 65+ AROP
rates, ranging from minor
(0.1 p.p. in Germany) to
significant (6.6 p.p. in
Sweden). However, this was
outweighed at EU level by
the reductions in AROP rates
for those aged 65+ in the
rest of the Member States,
including five countries
which had double-digit
percentage point falls, led by Cyprus with a fall of 28.2 p.p.

As with the 2007 data, women aged 65+ once again have a consistently higher AROP
rate than men across the board. For the EU-28 as a whole the rate for women is 15.8%
compared to 11.2% for men (see box above on gender aspects for more on the
underlying causes of this). However, women in the EU did see a bigger fall in their AROP
rate than men (seeing a 4.8 p.p. fall in women's AROP rate between 2007 and 2014 for
the EU-27, whereas men only saw a 4.0 p.p. improvement).

Table 2 – 2014: % of people aged 65+ at risk of poverty (AROP)
Females Males Total

European Union (28 countries) 15.8 11.2 13.8
European Union (27 countries) 15.7 11.2 13.7
Euro area (19 countries) 15.0 11.0 13.3
Austria 16.4 11.4 14.2
Belgium 16.5 15.5 16.1
Bulgaria 25.8 18.0 22.6
Croatia 24.6 20.8 23.1
Cyprus 26.5 17.6 22.4
Czech Republic 8.9 4.3 7.0
Denmark 10.4 9.1 9.8
Estonia 39.7 18.5 32.6
Finland 19.7 11.0 16.0
France 9.6 7.2 8.6
Germany 18.4 14.0 16.3
Greece 16.1 13.3 14.9
Hungary 4.9 3.8 4.5
Ireland 12.2 9.3 10.9
Italy 16.6 11.0 14.2
Latvia 33.2 15.9 27.6
Lithuania 24.3 11.9 20.1
Luxembourg 6.8 5.7 6.3
Malta 17.1 16.7 16.9
Netherlands 6.8 4.9 5.9
Poland 13.8 8.4 11.7
Portugal 16.9 12.6 15.1
Romania 18.9 10.5 15.5
Slovakia 7.5 4.1 6.2
Slovenia 21.6 10.8 17.1
Spain 12.5 10.0 11.4
Sweden 21.7 10.3 16.5
United Kingdom 20.6 14.7 17.9

Data source: Eurostat, 2014. Data extracted 10/6/16.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/data/database
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Other measures of poverty in 2007 and 2014
Material deprivation
As with AROP, the level of severe material deprivation in the EU-27 fell between 2007
and 2014, showing a reduction of 2.4 p.p. from 8.6% of the population to 6.2%. The
level for the EU-28 is also 6.2% in 2014. However, for the euro-area 19, there was no
change, with the level of severe material deprivation remaining at 4.9% of the
population. As with the AROP measure, there was considerable variation between
Member States and in how the level evolved between 2007 and 2014. Increases in
severe material deprivation were seen in seven Member States, with Malta showing the
highest increase at 5.0 p.p. However, at EU level, these were outweighed by falls
elsewhere, with five Member States recording double digit p.p. falls with Romania (24.1
p.p. fall) and Bulgaria (26.9 p.p. fall) showing the most substantial improvement (see
Figure 1).

Once again women aged 65+ had higher levels of severe material deprivation than men
both in 2007 (9.8% to 6.7% of the EU-27 population) and in 2014 (7.1% to 4.9%), though
they had also seen a bigger improvement than was the case for men (2.7 p.p. fall vs.
1.8 p.p.) The 2014 levels for the EU-28, at 7.2% for women and 5.0% for men, are similar
to the EU-27 level for the same year.

For comparison, the EU-27 population of those aged under 65 had a level of severe
material deprivation of 9.3% in 2007 and that worsened to 9.5% in 2014. So this is
higher than the levels for those aged 65+ in both 2007 (9.3% vs. 8.6%) and 2014 (9.5%
vs. 6.2%) and the gap has widened from 0.7 p.p. in 2007 to 3.3 p.p. in 2014. As with the

Figure 1 – Severe material deprivation % of population 65+
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Data source: Eurostat, 2007, 2014. Data extracted 10/6/16.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/data/database
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AROP indicator, this shows the impact of the crisis has been greater on those below age
65 who have seen poverty indicators worsen, whilst those for people aged 65+ have
seen improvements.

At risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE)
Combining those covered by the AROP measure with those with severe material
deprivation (and the – less relevant for those aged 65+ – 'living in a household with a
very low work intensity' indicator) gives us those people at risk of poverty or social
exclusion (AROPE). This is the measure used since 2010 to monitor progress in fighting
poverty and social exclusion under the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and
inclusive growth. For the EU-27 population of those aged 65+, the AROPE rate was
24.4% in 2007 falling to 17.7% in 2014 (for the euro-area 19 the equivalent figures are
21.5% and 16.2%). For the EU-28, the 2014 AROPE rate for those aged 65 and over is
17.8%. Males had a lower AROPE rate than females both in 2007 (20.6% vs. 27.3%) and
in 2014 (14.5% vs. 20.1%). Figure 2 shows the situation for those people aged 65+ in the
individual Member States in 2007 and 2014. Most saw improvements, some quite
dramatic (six countries saw double digit p.p. improvements), though Sweden is an
outlier with a worsening of its AROPE rate of 6.1 p.p.

People below age 65 had AROPE rates of 24.4% in 2007 increasing to 25.9% in 2014. So
in 2014 people aged 65+, having seen falls in their AROPE rates, have an 8.2 p.p. lower
AROPE rate than that of people aged under 65 (For EU-27. For EU-28 it is 8.1 p.p. lower).

Breaking down the age 65+ into those aged 65 to 74 and those aged 75+, we see higher
AROPE rates for those aged 75 and over. The latest (2014) data show an AROPE rate of
19.1% for those aged 75+ in the EU-28, compared to 16.6 for the 65-74 age group.

Figure 2 – AROPE % of population Age 65+

Data source: Eurostat, 2007, 2014. Data extracted 10/6/16.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/data/database
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Those aged 75+ are more likely to be living in a single household and to be women, two
factors which correlate with higher AROPE rates (see gender aspects box). However
there has been a narrowing of the gap from 2007 to 2014, with AROPE rates (EU-27)
falling by 8.3 p.p. (from 27.3% in 2007 to 19.0% in 2014) for those aged 75+ compared
to 5.8 p.p. falls for the 65-74 age group (from 22.3% to 16.5%).

Measures of broader income and inequality
As noted above (see box on Elderly poverty and income measures), there are other
income measures which, whilst not part of the AROPE measure, can shed light on the
income situation of older people.

Relative median income ratio
This gives a wider perspective than just poverty, giving a measure of the overall income
situation of those aged 65+ compared to those under 65. However, it takes no account
of wealth (e.g. home ownership, savings), so it is likely to underestimate the relative
standard of living of older people. According to the European Commission's report 2015
PAR, 'On average across EU-28, the median disposable income of those aged 65 or
above stood at 93 percent of those aged below 65.'4 However, the 2015 PAR goes on to
note wide differences between Member States, with levels of 100% or more in six
countries and under 80% in eight Member States. It shows some familiar themes to the
poverty measures: older people's situation has improved since the crisis and men are in
a better situation than women.

S80/S20 ratio
This ratio looks at inequality. The 2015 PAR notes that 'For the population aged 65 and
over in EU-28, the disposable incomes of those in the top quintile are four times higher
on average than those in the bottom quintile'.5 Again there are differences between
Member States, with 11 having ratios above 4.0 (more inequality) whilst three countries
have ones below 3 (less inequality). However, the 65+ age group has lower income
inequality than the population aged under 65, who have an average S80/S20 ratio of 5.2.
The 2015 PAR notes that 'Overall, income inequality among the population aged 65 and
over has slightly decreased since the onset of the crisis...' whilst noting a mixed picture
at Member State level including significant increases in Luxembourg and Bulgaria.

More information on elderly poverty
The current situation of elderly poverty (and future prospects) is comprehensively
covered in the '2015 Pensions Adequacy Report'6 (2015 PAR) produced by the European
Commission and the Social Protection Committee (SPC). The report includes detailed
analysis of elderly poverty, including its depth, older people's wider income, wealth and
prospects for future pensioners. A more recent, but briefer, treatment is given in the
European Commission's 'European semester thematic fiche adequacy and sustainability
of pensions'7 published in 2016. The European Parliamentary Research Service has also
produced an in-depth analysis 'Poverty in the European Union: The crisis and its
aftermath' which covers poverty as a whole pre and post-crisis.

Conclusion
 Poverty amongst people aged 65 and over has in general significantly reduced in the

period from before the start of the financial and economic crisis to now;
 This is in contrast to the situation of those people aged below 65, where poverty has

got worse and people aged under 65 are now at significantly greater risk of poverty
or social exclusion than those aged 65 or over;

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=2339
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/themes/2016/adequacy_sustainability_pensions_201605.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/themes/2016/adequacy_sustainability_pensions_201605.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/579099/EPRS_IDA%282016%29579099_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/579099/EPRS_IDA%282016%29579099_EN.pdf
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 Women aged 65 or over experienced poverty more than men aged 65 or over both in
2007 and in 2014, though the gap has narrowed somewhat;

 People aged 75+ have a higher risk of poverty or social exclusion than those aged 65-
74, though the gap has narrowed between 2007 and 2014;

 The euro-area 19 had a lower risk of poverty or social exclusion than the EU-27 in
2007 and also have lower risk today (compared to both EU-27 and EU-28);

 Behind these broad statements, there are large differences between Member States
both in the levels of poverty of those aged 65+ and improvements seen (or not)
between 2007 and 2014.

 We still generally see improvements in poverty levels for those age 65+, even in
Member States which were particularly hard hit by the economic crisis,8 including
when looking at severe material deprivation9 (which, not being a relative measure, is
not affected by falls in income for the under-65 year olds).

Main references
'The 2015 Pension Adequacy Report: current and future income adequacy in old age in the EU,
Volume I', European Commission and Social Protection Committee, October 2015.

'Poverty in the European Union. The crisis and its aftermath', In-depth analysis, M. Lecerf,
European Parliamentary Research Service, March 2016.

Endnotes
1 According to 'The measurement of poverty and social inclusion in the EU: achievements and further improvements',

United Nations economic commission for Europe conference of European statisticians, working paper 25,
25 November 2013, page 4.

2 According to 'Measuring material deprivation in the EU', Eurostat 2012, page 9.
3 Ibid, page 9, referencing A.-C. Guio from the CEPS/INSTEAD Research Institute (2009).
4 See 'The 2015 Pension Adequacy Report: current and future income adequacy in old age in the EU, Volume I',

European Commission and Social Protection Committee, October 2015, page 62.
5 Ibid, page 64.
6 Ibid, see chapter 2 'Current Living Standards of older people', page 61.
7 European semester thematic fiche adequacy and sustainability of pensions, European Commission, 2016. See

section 2.1 ‘The adequacy challenge’, page 2.
8 For instance those Member States (or their financial institutions) which were subject to an EU memoranda of

understanding or financial assistance programme such as Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, Portugal,
Romania and Spain.

9 Ireland is the exception amongst these countries having financial assistance as severe material deprivation for those
aged 65 or over in Ireland did in fact rise between 2007 and 2014 albeit from a low base (from 1.2% to 2.9%).
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