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Minimum income policies in EU Member States

Background 
The European Parliament and the European Commission have repeatedly expressed their commitment to 
strengthen the social dimension of the European Union (EU) and to achieve the poverty target set out in 
Europe 2020 strategy.  

According to the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights “Everyone lacking sufficient resources 
has the right to adequate minimum income benefits ensuring a life in dignity at all stages of life, and 
effective access to enabling goods and services. For those who can work, minimum income benefits should 
be combined with incentives to (re)integrate into the labour market”.  

Focus of the study 
The aim of the study Minimum Income Policies in EU Member States 
is to provide an update on the subject, including on previous studies 
commissioned by the EP (The role of minimum income for social 
inclusion in the EU (2007) and The role of minimum income for social 
inclusion in the European Union 2007–2010 (2011)). The study in focus 
gives an overview of the evolution of poverty and social exclusion across 
the EU since 2010 as well as an update on minimum income schemes in 
Member States and reforms implemented. It further summarises the 
debate on minimum income across Europe. 

Key findings 

Poverty and social exclusion - overview 

One of the main social costs of the 2008 crisis has been the wide spread of poverty and social exclusion 
across Europe. In the EU-28 in 2015 118.8 million citizens (23.7 % of the population) were at risk of 
poverty or social exclusion. A relevant improvement has been reported between 2014 and 2015 by a 
reduction of 3.5m citizens. This is almost 5m lower than the peak of 123.6m registered in 2012 but it is still 
1.2m above the 2008 pre-crisis levels. Declines are recorded in Hungary, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland 
and Romania, while in Cyprus and the Netherlands the rates are much higher than in 2012. Despite the 
Europe 2020 target to lift 20 million people out of the risk of poverty and social exclusion, in 2015 some 
Member States’ situation worsened in comparison to the pre-crisis period (Greece, Cyprus, Italy, Spain, 
Portugal, Estonia, the UK, Malta, Belgium, Germany, Slovenia, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Sweden). 
The groups facing the greatest risk of poverty and social exclusion across the EU are women, 
children, young people, single-parent households, unemployed, people with an illness/disability, people 
with lower education, migrants and people in rural areas. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2007/401013/IPOL-EMPL_ET(2007)401013_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2007/401013/IPOL-EMPL_ET(2007)401013_EN.pdf
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Minimum income - policy making and debate 

The social dimension of the EU was not among the policies of the European project in its early years. It was 
first introduced in the Treaty of Amsterdam. Since then however it gained impetus and in particularly 
after the 2008 crisis it became among the EU policy priorities.  

The ongoing debate on minimum income highlights certain issues (adequacy, coverage and take-up 
rates) that prevent national schemes from achieving their objective to reduce poverty. On this background 
an increasing attention receives the idea of moving in the direction of stronger coordination between 
national schemes or a European Minimum Income scheme. It is recognised that developing national social 
policy without considering the EU perspective is no longer viable. Common EU-level efforts are needed to 
achieve high-level social standards. 

Minimum income policies - update 

The economic and financial crisis resulted in increased demand for social services, coupled with 
reductions in public expenditure in social benefits for budget austerity reasons. Several MSs have 
reduced their expenditure for social exclusion (Ireland, Portugal, Romania, the UK, Latvia, Cyprus, Poland, 
Lithuania) while only a few increased their support to this policy (Croatia). Since 2012, the Country-Specific 
Recommendations include and tackle social issues. Major recent reforms in all MSs took place in the 
area of poverty (improving the functioning of social protection systems, improving the access to quality 
social services, addressing child poverty and family benefits, tailored to individual needs services, 
enhancing monitoring and reforming the national minimum income schemes). 

Recommendations  

The level and distribution of poverty within a society is the result of a number of factors such as the structure 
of the economy, the availability of jobs, income distribution, and the ability of the welfare state to 
redistribute income and life chances. To make the minimum income policy more viable the study in 
focus recommends: 

At national level, to improve: (i) the adequacy of schemes to lift poverty; (ii) the accessibility to minimum 
income schemes to enhance coverage and take-up rate (iii) the integration of minimum income schemes 
with activation policies (iv) the evidence base for minimum income schemes - collecting sufficient data on 
the management and impact of different schemes 

At EU level, to deepen the harmonisation and integration among Member States. This includes 
building on the proposals for European economic support that involves establishing benchmarks and 
minimum standards for a “triple A Social Europe”, achieving an agreement between the European 
Commission and MSs on a set of common principles, definitions and methods for an adequate minimum 
income schemes for all Member States. A proposal for a child guarantee could be the first step in this 
direction. This can be done under the umbrella of the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived, but 
also of the European Social Fund. 
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