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Since the adoption of the European Union 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 

growth, and its target of reducing poverty by 20 million people, the indicator used for 

measuring the number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE) is defined as 

the share of the population in at least one of the following three conditions: 

 

1. at risk of poverty (AROP), meaning below the relative monetary poverty threshold 

(60% of median equalised household income). 

2. in a situation of severe material deprivation (SMD), meaning they cannot afford at 

least four of a list of nine items considered to be necessary or desirable, namely: to 

pay rent or utility bills, to keep the home adequately warm, to face unexpected 

expenses, to eat meat, fish or a protein equivalent every second day, to take a week’s 

holiday away from home, run a car, a washing machine, a colour TV, or a telephone. 

3. living in a household with very low work intensity, meaning that the household’s work 

intensity falls below a threshold set at 0.20. 

 

Each of these conditions outlines a specific aspect of poverty (income, basic needs access and 

employment), but many other conditions could have been used and/or adopted to measure 

other aspects (education, health, literacy, etc.) of poverty. 

 

In this regard, the rapporteur believes that many aspects of female poverty remain 

unrecognised, including for example the exclusion of women from access to culture and 

social participation that could be called ‘social and cultural deprivation’. Some items on the 

SMD indicator list relating to access to culture (a week’s holiday away from home, a colour 

TV, or a telephone) are not enough to assess this and more indicators should be developed for 

assessing exclusion, particularly its influence on the vicious circle of poverty. 

 

Since the launch of the EU 2020 strategy, the data analysed in the indicators is regularly 

published on Eurostat. It is clear for each indicator, that women are more at risk than men, 

except in the case of households with very low work intensity, as a household carries no 

gender label. As a result, no analysis is done on the number of women who are head of 

households. 

 

On the basis of this, the rapporteur would draft a report outlining the causes of female poverty 

and the recommended policy action to overcome this. This report could not only launch the 

debate on how to officially combat female poverty, as a matter of gender fairness, but also 

highlight the positive outcomes for EU society as a whole, in overcoming this phenomenon. 

 

1. The interrelated causes of female poverty 

 

 The gender pay gap  

 

At the moment the gender pay gap stands at 16.3 % in the EU and can be linked to 

management positions in EU companies being largely held by men, a higher share of 

domestic tasks being held by women, careers interruptions, over-representation of women in 

lower paid jobs and pay discrimination. 

 

Apart from the easily measurable gender pay gap in monetary terms, the atypical and flexible 

forms of working contracts (zero hour contracts, temporary work, interim jobs, etc.) also 

affect women more than men. This contributes to the overall gap throughout the career, 
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placing women in a more precarious situation.  

 

This gap contributes, in the rapporteur’s view, to the higher share of women in the in-work 

poverty phenomenon. 

 

 The role of carer most often occupied by women 

 

The care of children and elderly relatives is most often the responsibility of women, which 

contributes to their lower participation in the labour market and diminishes their overall 

income. 

 

And if they decide to remain in the work force and resort to using care services (whether 

publicly or privately financed) it results in their financial resources being reduced. 

 

The situation is even worse for female-headed households and for teenage mothers. In the 

first case, the issue of an appropriate maintenance allowance for divorced women should be 

addressed. In the case of teenage mothers, they are often forced to leave secondary education, 

which is the first step into the poverty cycle, both for them and their children. 

 

 New family structures 

 

According to Eurostat, 11.6 % of the population reported living in a single-parent household 

at the age of 14. In 2014, single parents are more often than not single mothers who live in a 

single-parent household. The absence of a partner income is a major contributing factor to the 

poverty trap and to their social exclusion. This and other contributing factors will be 

examined in greater depth in the report. 

 

The specific situation of this category of women will be addressed in the forthcoming report, 

bearing in mind Parliament’s resolution of 29 of September 2011 on the situation of single 

mothers. 

 

 Women and poverty in old age 

 

Career interruptions, the gender pay gap, their role as carer and particularly the grey area of 

self-employment are all obstacles that are not taken into account for women as they try to 

save for retirement. 

 

This is true both for public pensions, because women make less contributions overall to the 

social security systems and for private savings (financial or through estate acquisition). 

 

As a consequence and as is clear from Eurostat data, the percentage of women living in 

poverty increases as they reach old age, which can be seen as a paradox given that women 

have a longer life expectancy and would therefore need more income than men in old age. 

 

To sum up the root causes of female poverty and other contributing factors, two topics must 

be kept in mind: discrimination and the reconciliation of professional and family life. 

 

2. The European Union and the Members States’ struggle with female poverty 
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Public authorities have three sets of instruments at their disposal to reduce discrimination 

against women in the labour market and to foster the reconciliation of professional and family 

life: 

 

 Legislative instruments 

 

In order to combat discrimination against women in the labour market, the rapporteur intends  

to shape a Parliament position which is consistent with the recently adopted resolution on the 

application of Directive 2006/54/EC on the implementation of the principle of equal 

opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in matters of employment and 

occupation and its central tenet – reversing the burden of proof in the case of employment 

discrimination against women in the case of a revision of this Directive. 

 

But even if this legislative tool is meant to prevent discrimination against women, it does not 

change the reasons for this discrimination. 

 

Regarding the reconciliation of professional and private life, the EU has adopted over the last 

decades two pieces of legislation on leave linked to family life, based on different legal 

grounds: parental and maternity leave. 

 

In terms of parental leave, it is the rapporteur’s intention to remain consistent with the work 

being done in the Employment and Social Affairs Committee on the report on the 

implementation of the Parental Leave Directive 2010/18/EU, outlining the many differences 

in the implementation by the Member States and the issue of the non-take up by fathers. 

 

With regard to maternity leave, the rapporteur will reiterate European Parliaments 

disappointment, after many efforts undertaken by it to unblock the adoption of the maternity 

leave directive, guaranteeing better protection of women at work. 

 

In order reinforce the reconciliation of private and professional life, the rapporteur believes 

that the EU legal instruments must be completed by a paternity leave Directive. It would 

make EU legislation consistent with the legislation of Member States and ease its 

implementation. 

 

The instrument does exist in some Member States and is often legally and practically linked 

with the other two types of family related leave. For instance, studies show that the more 

fathers take up paternity leave, the more they will be inclined to take up parental leave, and in 

some cases, the take up of a type of leave has an impact on the duration or modalities of 

others. 

 

Therefore, the rapporteur will launch a debate on a potential comprehensive and global 

legislative action that could be undertaken by the Commission, to modernise in a coherent 

way four types of leave, namely maternity, paternity, parental and carers’ leave that would, 

together with new working time arrangements, foster women’s participation in the labour 

market. 

 

Apart from discrimination and the reconciliation of private and professional life, there is a 

broader issue linked to the characterisation of ‘households’ both in the field of data collection 

and taxation (a Member State competence). Indeed, the concept of a ‘household’ does not 



 

DT\1078981EN.doc 5/6 PE571.751v01-00 

 EN 

allow the policy setting process to consider women’s situation in terms of income or fiscal 

obligations. Therefore, the rapporteur will focus the debate on the individualisation of rights 

and obligations. 

 

 Budgetary instruments 

 

As has already been mentioned, a huge obstacle to women’s participation in the labour market 

or social life is the access to affordable and quality public services, notably to affordable 

quality child care services. And these obstacles have grown with the austerity measures taken 

to address to the economic crises. Therefore, the report will also address the even more 

detrimental effect of the Stability and Growth Pact rules on women’s exclusion and poverty, 

as well as its impact on the next generation, particularly the ‘cycle of poverty’ concept. 

 

For instance, the Barcelona Targets have still not been achieved: only 10 Member States 

achieved or surpassed the objective of a 33% coverage rate of children under three years of 

age and only nine Member States achieved the 90% coverage for children between three years 

of age and the mandatory school age. 

 

Both the EU and the Member States have financial instruments to progress in reaching those 

targets and this will be underlined by the rapporteur, in the same line as the Social Investment 

Package published by the Commission in 2013: 

 

Better mobilisation of social funds and ERDF; 

Prioritise delivering child care in public and private infrastructures in the investment 

package and in the use of the EFSI regulation; 

Use the flexibility mechanism recently introduced by the Commission within the 

framework of the Stability and Growth Pact, for projects financing child care 

infrastructures;  

Introduce the idea of creating a new specific line in the EU budget to envisage the 

possibility of funding, in a co-financing mechanism similar to the Youth Guarantee,  

an incentive for specific territories lacking child care and where the female 

employment rate is extremely low. 

 

 Exchanges of good practices: 

 

Both legislative and budgetary instruments should be further supported by exchanges of good 

practices among the Member States under the coordination of the Commission. 

 

For the two sets of instrument, the road map on the reconciliation of the private and 

professional life as well as the European Platform to fight poverty may constitute good 

frameworks to set up this exchange. 

 

Conclusions: The gains in reducing female poverty for all 

 

The rapporteur’s belief is that the fight against female poverty is above all a matter of social 

justice. Nevertheless, she is well aware that in the context of the ongoing economic and social 

crisis this argument is not convincing for the majority of the Member State leaders who have 

been forced to cut public expenditure. 
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Therefore, she wishes to underline that these expenditures, whether direct or indirect through 

legislation on leave, will not be seen as wasted, but as a worthwhile investment, which breaks 

the cycle of poverty both for women and their children. 

 

It would both liberate the workforce from the constraints of family obligations, and sustain 

the internal demand needed for the EU economy to recover. For instance, it is worth noting 

the 75 % rate of employment objective of the EU 2020 strategy was reached for men in 2014, 

but is still at 63.3 % for women. 

 

Addressing the female poverty problem within the EU would mean, at least partially, solving 

child poverty problems in the long term, and thus global poverty. Many societal issues such as 

domestic violence would in turn be easier to address.  

 


