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A decade on 
from the financial crisis: Key data

EN

The financial crisis began with the collapse of Lehman Brothers, starting a worldwide chain 
reaction. The EU economy contracted for five consecutive quarters, with growth returning only in 
the second half of 2009. Stimulatory and fiscal actions by national governments and the EU, and 
the Eurosystem's loose monetary policy, helped achieve recovery. It was short-lived, however, as in 
2010 a sovereign debt crisis resulted from a loss of financial market confidence, with soaring public 
debt. Yields on government bonds, particularly in the periphery countries, rose dramatically. Ad 
hoc rescue devices, such as the European Financial Stabilisation Mechanism, brought the situation 
under control, later supported by the pledge of European Central Bank President Mario Draghi to 
do 'whatever it takes' to save the euro. The acute phase of the crisis ended in 2014, followed by a 
period of extremely low inflation and weak growth. To boost inflation, facilitate bank lending and 
stimulate the economy, the Eurosystem relied increasingly on quantitative easing. While 2017 
was the EU's best year since the crises, with economic performance returning to pre-crisis levels, 
recent data suggest that the momentum is weakening, both in and outside the EU.

Data source: ECB, Eurostat [irt_lt_mcby_m].
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Having been relatively stable at around 60 % of 
gross domestic product (GDP) from 2000 to 2008, in 
line with EU fiscal rules, the aggregate government 
debt ratio sky-rocketed to 73 % of GDP in 2009 
and kept rising until 2014, reaching 87 %. Since 

then debt has fallen and 
stood at 81.6 % in 2017. In 
Cyprus, Slovenia, Portugal, 
Spain and Greece increases 
exceeded 50 percentage 
points (pp), while debt 
decreased only in Malta 
and Germany (by 11.7 
and 1.3 pp respectively). 
In 2017, only in Estonia 
and in Luxembourg was 
debt lower than 25% 

of GDP, while in 2008 this had been the case in 
seven Member States (Estonia, Romania, Bulgaria, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Latvia and Slovenia). 
The same period saw total investment contract in 23 
Member States. It expanded only in Austria, Sweden 
and Malta, and investment in the EU is still below 
pre-crisis levels. 

The crisis caused 
unemployment to increase 
between 2008 and 2018 
in the regions marked in 
brown and orange on the 
map– mainly in Spain, Italy, 
Greece, Cyprus, Slovenia, 
France, Denmark, Lithuania 
and in  parts of Austria, 
Croatia, the Netherlands, 
Finland and Sweden. 
Conversely, it decreased in 
the regions marked in teal 
and light blue (in Germany, 
Hungary, Slovakia, Cyprus, 
Poland and parts of the 
UK, Romania and Czechia ). 
At the same time, the 
employment share of 
the active population 
decreased in  Denmark 
and Ireland only, while 
increasing by more than 
5 pp in Poland, Czechia, 
Lithuania, Hungary and 
Malta. Data source: Eurostat [lfst_r_lfu3pers],  [lfst_r_lfe2emp].

Data source: Eurostat [gov_10dd_edpt1], [nama_10_an6], [gov_10_exp]. 
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At EU level, unemployment rose most between 2008 and 2013, when it reached the record level of 
26.5 million (11 %). Afterwards, it began to fall, reaching 6.2 % in August 2019, the lowest level this 
century. However, the situation varies significantly between Member States, with the highest levels 
(between 10 and 20 %) persisting in those countries hardest hit by the crises, such as Greece, Italy, 
Portugal and Spain, while the lowest figure was recorded in Czechia (2.2 %). It is also worth noting 
that despite undoubted  improvements in employment and labour market conditions in Europe, one 
of the lasting legacies of the crises is high unemployment among young people, particularly in the 
southern Member States.

The crisis also led to cuts in benefits and a surge in precarious employment, manifested, for instance, 
in zero-hour contracts and/or low pay. These factors have contributed to an increased risk of poverty 
among employed people. While this problem concerned an estimated 7.6 % of the workforce in 2007, 
a decade later almost one in 10 employees was affected. In 23 Member States, the in-work at-risk-of-
poverty rate increased during this period, and by more than 4 pp in Bulgaria, Luxembourg, Hungary 
and Croatia, while it decreased by more than 1 pp in Finland, Poland and in Greece. Furthermore, with 
the exception of Ireland, those Member States severely affected by the crisis, such as Spain, Greece, 
Italy, and Portugal, have ratios higher than the EU average.   The crisis also resulted in shrinking per 
capita income and increased joblessness. At the same time, deteriorating government finance led 
to fiscal consolidation, making it harder for those in need to access benefits, and weakening social 
protection and economic activity. All these factors had repercussions on poverty levels, which have 
been generally rising since the crisis. In 2017, 85.3 million people, representing 16.9 % of the EU 
population, were living on an income below the poverty threshold, set at 60 % of the national median 
income after social transfers. Macroeconomic developments such as a crisis simultaneously  affect the 
average income of households and national median income. The number of countries in the most 
acute situation, where the at-risk-of-poverty rate was above 20 %, has doubled (from four to eight) 
between 2007 and 2017. Both, the general at-risk-of-poverty rate and the in-work at-risk-of-poverty 
rate have increased over the last 10 years, in 22 and 20 Member States respectively.

Data source: Eurostat, [ilc_iw01].
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Country codes: Austria (AT), Belgium (BE), Bulgaria (BG), Croatia (HR), Cyprus (CY), Czechia (CZ), Denmark (DK), Estonia (EE), Finland (FI), France 
(FR), Germany (DE), Greece (GR), Hungary (HU), Ireland (IE), Italy (IT), Latvia (LV), Lithuania (LT), Luxembourg (LU), Malta (MT), Netherlands (NL), 
Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Romania (RO), Slovakia (SK), Slovenia (SI), Spain (ES), Sweden (SE), United Kingdom (UK).

Data source: IMF, Authors’ work based on Eurostat.

One of the consequences of the dual crises in Europe has been an environment of historically low 
inflation combined with weak economic growth and key interest rates close to zero. This increases 
the risks of the economy spiralling into harmful deflation or secular stagnation. To mitigate these 
risks, the Eurosystem resorted to unconventional measures. With no room remaining to effectively 
use the interest rate tool, the Eurosystem launched quantitative easing (QE) in 2015. QE relies on 
large-scale asset (e.g. government bonds) purchases on  secondary markets, aimed at raising inflation, 
facilitating bank lending, increasing liquidity and the supply of money in the financial system, and 
eventually stimulating the economy through increased consumption and investment. The Bank of 
Japan implemented similar unprecedented measures in 2001, and the US Federal Reserve (Fed) did 
so from 2008. As a result, the balance sheets of these major central banks grew considerably. After a 
period of tapering their QE operations (not adding fresh assets, but still replacing those that come to 
maturity) the Eurosystem announced a return to its QE policy in September 2019. QE programmes 
have sparked intense policy debate as to their effectiveness. While the central banks point to the 

positive financial market effects, the rise of 
inflation to near normal levels and the stimulation 
of economic growth, it is not certain what their 
longer-term impact will be. In addition, some 
experts fear that new financial stability risks may 
materialise as a result of QE policies. 

Data source: Fed, ECB, BoJ.
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