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Executive summary
The impact of demography on economic, social and environmental developments in the world is
undeniable. According to the latest statistical data, population trends that were already present in
the EU before 2019, continued to persist. For instance, despite its population increase from
354.5 million in 1960 to 447.7 million in 2019, the EU-27 represents a shrinking proportion of the
global population, which grew, for its part, from 3.03 billion in 1960 to 7.71 billion in 2019. However,
EU population growth is not due to a higher birth rate (the number of live births is constantly
shrinking; it stood at 4.15 million in 2019, compared to 6.79 million in 1964), but to the fact that
people live longer. In fact, life expectancy rose dramatically from 69.86 years in the 1960-1965 period
to 81 years in 2018, and in parallel, the median age of the population increased from 38.4 years in
2001 (earliest Eurostat data available) to 43.7 years in 2019. The ageing of the EU-27 population
poses challenges to the labour market, due to the shrinking size of the working-age population. In
2019, there were only around two working-age persons (15-64 years) for every younger or older
person likely to be dependent on them. Other potential challenges include pressures on the
healthcare system, higher age-related public spending and the depopulation of certain regions.
Demography is on the agenda of the von der Leyen Commission; future EU responses will focus on
lifelong learning and healthy lifestyles, as well as on bringing more people (women, migrants,
disabled people and older workers) onto the labour market through incentives. Even if the actual
implications of the coronavirus pandemic for demography are not yet measurable, surveys are
already pointing to an increase in the number of deaths compared to similar periods from previous
years, mainly in remote areas with less developed healthcare systems or in areas with high
population density and frequent intergenerational contacts. There has also been a decrease in
fertility rates, mainly due to economic reasons. In fact, unemployment and poverty were already a
challenge for the EU before the pandemic, but the stressful economic and health situation it brought
about has only exacerbated this challenge.
Poverty is closely correlated with fertility rates at country level, even if the causal explanations of
this fact remain disputed among scientists. The level of women's education is one of the factors cited
to explain why poverty goes hand in hand with high fertility rates. Globally, children and the
elderly – two age groups that are both dependent on working-age adults – are particularly
vulnerable to poverty. Less developed countries, where general poverty is more widespread, are at
higher risk of child and older-age poverty. In comparison with other G20 countries, EU Member
States show lower relative poverty rates among both children and seniors.
Findings on migration to the EU seem to show a certain link to poverty – with migrants escaping
poverty in their countries of origin and improving their families' lives through remittances – but this
link has to be put into perspective. International migrants are generally people of intermediate
wealth and level of skills allowing them to cover the high costs and risks associated with migration.
The poorest in third countries seem to lack these resources and knowledge; for them, migration is
more a recklessly risky attempt to survive or escape from poverty. Within the EU, internal migration
is seen as an expression of free labour mobility – a fundamental freedom of EU citizens. Unlike
migration to the EU, it is not regarded as a one-way movement, as witnessed by the tendency
towards return migration to some sending EU Member States in central and eastern Europe since
2016. As regards age-related tendencies in migration, both international migrants to the EU and
internal migrants in the EU are mostly of working age (20-64 years), with international migrants to
the EU having a median age of 29.2 years, much lower than the median age for the EU-27.
As regards people at risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU-27, after their number peaked at
108.7 million in 2012, it fell to 92.4 million (21.1 %) in 2019. The risk of poverty or social exclusion in
the EU involves a combination of three main factors: monetary poverty, severe material deprivation
and/or very low work intensity. Monetary poverty was the most prevalent form of poverty and social
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exclusion in 2019, with 16.5 % of the EU-27 population (72.4 million persons) being at risk of poverty,
to a rather small extent combined with one or both of the other two factors. There are large
differences when analysing the risk of poverty or social exclusion by age. In 2019, the highest risk of
poverty or social exclusion was recorded for those aged 18-24 years (27.8 %) and the lowest for those
aged 65 years and over (18.6 %). In-between these two age groups, the risk of poverty or social
exclusion was 19.9 % for people aged 25-49 years and 21.9 % for those aged 50-64 years. The
youngest age group – under 18 years – also faced a relatively high risk (22.5 %).
Education reduces the risk of high poverty and may prevent the occurrence, in the aftermath of the
coronavirus pandemic, of a generation that would otherwise be much poorer than the generation
following the 2008 crisis.
Women are most at risk of poverty or social exclusion. Household composition also has a direct
impact on the risk of poverty. This risk looms as soon as there are children to look after at home, and
rises as their number increases. Of all family types, single adult households face the biggest risk of
poverty or social exclusion. Moreover, work no longer guarantees protection against poverty.
There are considerable variations in the number of people at risk of poverty across EU regions.
Urbanisation also plays a role. In western Europe, the risk of social exclusion and poverty tends to
be a bit higher in cities than in rural areas. On the other hand, in eastern Europe, rural areas tend to
have a higher number of people affected by poverty than cities. Nevertheless, there are considerable
pockets of poverty within urban areas too. There is also a clear trend of wealth accumulation at the
EU core versus its periphery.
The coronavirus crisis has engendered specific risks for the most deprived and posed an
unparalleled challenge for the actions supported by the EU as regards people living in poverty
and/or social exclusion. To face the major labour crisis triggered by the pandemic and its social
consequences, the EU has taken initiatives to address immediate needs and mitigate negative
impacts on employment and social policy.
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1. Introduction
The year 2020 was uncommon both for the world as a whole and for the EU in particular. The
coronavirus pandemic and the measures taken to fight it influenced our everyday lives in many
ways, with some of the consequences being in the form of health- and healthcare-related problems,
economic relapse, hindered mobility, increased unemployment, exacerbated social vulnerability
and poverty. All these problems have also had multiple effects on the EU's demographic situation.
The 2021 edition of the Demographic Outlook for the European Union presents the state of play
with regard to the demographic situation in the EU and examines related developments, while also
taking into consideration the potential consequences of the coronavirus pandemic in this context.
The focus of this year's edition is poverty, an issue more relevant than ever, and its interactions with
demographic factors (such as fertility levels, age groups or population increase due to migration) at
global, EU, Member State and regional level.
When speaking about the EU, this publication actually refers to the EU-27 now, after the exit of the
UK has ended. Eurostat statistics distinguishes between EU-27 post-2020 and EU-27 pre-2013
(before Croatia joined). This publication is based on data for the EU-27 post-2020.

Demographic tendencies in the EU – State of play
A shrinking proportion of the global population
The population of the EU-27 grew from 354.5 million in 1960 to 447.7 million in 2019. Yet, as regards
live births, figures shrank from around 6.69 million in 1960 to 4.15 million in 2019. With about
3.54 million deaths in 1960, the natural population increased by nearly 3.15 million people that year.
In contrast, the 4.65 million deaths in 2019 meant that the natural population declined by about
0.5 million that year. 1 Eurostat's baseline projections suggest that the EU-27 population will grow
more slowly than in the past, peaking at 525 million persons in 2044, before declining to
416.1 million by 2100. 2
According to United Nations data, the global population has risen dramatically – from 3.03 billion in
1960, to about 7.71 billion in 2019 – and is projected to rise further, passing 10 billion in 2057 to
reach about 10.87 billion in 2100. 3 Therefore, even when it was growing strongly, the EU-27
population represented an ever-shrinking proportion of the global population, down from 11.68 %
in 1960 to 5.8 % in 2019, and is projected to be smaller still at just 4.35 % in 2057 and 3.83 % in 2100. 4

1

Figures from Eurostat. Natural population change is the difference between the number of live births and deaths
during a given time period (usually one year), which can be either positive or negative.

2

Projection from Eurostat.

3

Figures from the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA).

4

Resulting from the comparison of UNDESA data for the world and Eurostat data for the EU-27.
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Figure 1 – Changes in the EU-27 and the global population (%; 1960=100 %)

Data source: UNDESA.
Note: Projections (2016 onwards, shown with dotted line) use the UN 'medium fertility variant' scenario. 5

A strongly ageing population
Median age
Age that divides the population in two parts of equal size, that is, there are as many persons with ages
above the median as there are with ages below the median.
Source: The Global Health Observatory, WHO.

The decline in the number of live births and the increase in longevity are dramatically reshaping the
age profile of the EU population. When comparing figures from 2001 and 2019, an increase in
median age can be observed – from 38.4 years in 2001 to 43.7 years in 2019 6 – which represents an
increase by 5.3 years in just 18 years. There are significant differences between Member States, with
Ireland having the lowest median age, 37.7 years. Italy and Germany have now the highest median
age at respectively 46.7 and 46.0 years, having both seen a substantial increase in the median age
of their populations (by 13.6 and 12 years respectively) since 1970. In contrast, Sweden, with a
relatively high median age in 1970 (35.5), has seen an increase of just 5.1 years since, and is now one
of the 'youngest' Member States of the EU-27, with a median age of 40.6 years.
The median age in the EU-27 is projected to increase by 4.5 years between 2019 and 2050, and reach
48.2 years at the end of that period. Eurostat projects that Italy will be the first to reach a median age
of 50, in 2030, 7 followed by Portugal in 2035 and Greece in 2036. In 2050, Italy is projected to have
the oldest median age in the EU-27 at 51.6 years, followed by Portugal at 51.2 years. In 2070, Poland

5

The medium fertility variant scenario assumes that fertility in each country will converge towards replacement level
(United Nations Population Fund (UNFDA) Population Analysis for Policies and Programmes).

6

Eurostat statistics from 2019.

7

Eurostat projections and Eurostat statistics from 2019.
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and Italy are expected to have the highest median ages from among the EU countries, at 52.6 years
and 52.1 years, respectively. 8
When comparing the population pyramids of 2001 and 2019 (see Figure 2 below), it can be seen
that both pyramids, already rather narrower at the bottom (meaning there are fewer people in the
younger age groups), become even more mushroom-shaped, with their top parts (older age groups)
being broader, due in part to people living longer on average than previously, 9 and the lower parts
becoming even narrower, due to decreasing fertility rates. However, the similar size of the bottomtwo age bands shows that this trend has stabilised in recent years.
The impact of higher fertility rates in the past is also seen clearly in the chart, in the bulge caused by
the baby-boomer generation (people born from 1946 to 1964) and the one after it, generation X
(those born between 1965 and 1980). The baby-boomer cohort stems from high fertility rates in a
number of EU countries in the years following World War II. Generation X are mostly the children of
the baby boomers. Subsequent declines in fertility rates meant fewer children joining the bottom
of the pyramid after the baby-boomer and generation X cohorts. These two cohorts therefore
formed a population bulge that moved up the pyramid as they aged. As these outsized cohorts are
reaching, or will soon reach, retirement age, they are progressively expanding the numbers in the
older age groups, skewing the age structure of the EU population towards an older Europe. 10
Women prevail in older age groups, reflecting their greater longevity (on average) compared to
men. While this gender disparity in life expectancy has narrowed somewhat, it is currently expected
to continue, with the EU-27 average life expectancy at birth in 2018 estimated at 83.7 years for
women and 78.2 for men. 11

8

These past and (projected) future differences are based on a baseline scenario. They are the product of evolving
fertility rate, life expectancy and migration trends in the Member States.

9

Note: the very top bar on the pyramid also represents the only open-ended age group, covering all those aged 85 and
over, whereas all the other bars represent age groups covering fixed five-year spans.

10

Whilst there is no agreed definition of 'baby boomer', it typically refers to those born in the final years of World War II,
up until around the mid-1960s, a period that saw high birth rates in many EU and other Western countries. More
information: The greying of the baby boomers, Eurostat, 2011. 'Generation X' is not a scientific term, although it is
increasingly used in statistics for those born between 1965 and 1980, the generation between the baby boomers and
the millennials (the latter are also referred to as 'generation Y').

11

Eurostat life expectancy by age and sex.
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Figure 2 – EU-27 population pyramids for 2001 and 2019 (number of women and men by
age group)

Data source: Eurostat.

A look at the age structure in the EU for 2020 and 2050 (see Figure 3 below) suggests that the shape
will change further as the baby-boomer and generation-X bulge progressively leaves the picture.
Together with longer lifespans enlarging the proportion of the population in the older age group, a
more rectangular shape associated with a stagnating or slow-growing population will develop. 12

12

4

The open-ended nature of the oldest age group of 85 years and over (rather than the fixed five year spans of all the
others) accounts for the fact this age group is the most numerous.

Demographic Outlook for the European Union

Figure 3 – Population pyramids for the EU-27 (number of women and men by age group),
2020 and 2050

Data source: Eurostat.

A shrinking working-age population
Age dependency ratio
The total-age dependency ratio relates the number of individuals – the young and the elderly – who are
likely to be 'dependent' on the support of others, to the number of working-age individuals who are
capable of providing this support. It is calculated on the basis of two ratios, the young-age dependency
ratio and the old-age dependency ratio, which compare i) the number of those aged 0-14 to the number
of those aged 15-64, and ii) the number of those aged 65 and over to the number of those aged 15-64.
Source: Eurostat.

The total-age dependency ratio for the EU-27 was 54.9 % in 2019, meaning that there were around
two people of working age (15-64) for every younger or older person likely to be dependent on them
(i.e. aged 0-14 or 65 and over). Breaking this down, the old-age dependency ratio (those 65 and over
compared to those 15-64) was 31.4 %, so there were roughly three people aged 15-64 for each
person aged 65 or over. The young-age dependency ratio (those aged 0-14 compared to those
15-64) was 23.3 %, meaning that there were roughly four people of working age for each person
aged 0- 14. 13 Compared to values in 2001 (total dependency ratio of 48.3 %, old-age dependency

13

Eurostat statistics.
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ratio of 23.4 %, young-age dependency ratio of 24.9 %) a large increase (6.6 %) of the age
dependency ratio could be observed, which is essentially due to an increasing old-age dependency
ratio (by 8 %), rather than to the young-age dependency ratio, which diminished by 1.6 %.
According to projections, the total-age dependency ratio will accelerate intensely, reaching 61.8 %
in 2030 and 76.1 % in 2050 before slowing down but still increasing, and reaching beyond 80 %
(projection 80.8 %) in 2080. At these levels, there would only be around five people of working age
(15-64) for every four people older or younger than this age band in 2080. This would have serious
implications for a range of areas, including economic growth, fiscal sustainability, healthcare and
long-term care, wellbeing and social cohesion, especially since the main driver of this increase is the
old-age dependency ratio, 14 projected to reach 39.1 % in 2030 and 52.0 % in 2050. This means that
by 2050, there will be fewer than two people of working age (15-64) for every person aged 65 or
over, twice fewer than in 2001, when there were about four working-age persons for every person
aged 65 or over. In contrast, the young-age dependency ratio is projected to first decrease to 22.7 %
in 2030, and then to slowly increase to 24.2 % in 2050 and 25.1 % in 2080. 15

Increasing life expectancy
Life expectancy
Life expectancy is the number of years persons of different ages may expect to live, starting from age zero.
Life expectancy at birth is the mean number of years a new-born child can be expected to live if subjected
throughout his or her life to the current mortality conditions, that is, the probabilities of dying at each age.
Any later age can also be chosen as a starting point; the total expected life span is then this age, plus the
life expectancy at that age.
Source: Eurostat.

Together with fertility rates and migration, life expectancy is one of the main drivers of demographic
change. In recent decades, life expectancy has increased continuously in most developed countries,
including in the EU, for a number of reasons, including education, socio-economic conditions and
lifestyle, as well as progress in healthcare (for instance, lower infant mortality or better treatment of
diseases). 16
According to Eurostat data, 17 life expectancy at birth in the EU-27 was estimated at 81.0 years in
2018, reaching 83.7 years for women and 78.2 years for men. Compared to data from 2002 (the first
year for which life expectancy data became available for all EU Member States), life expectancy in
the EU- 27 had increased by 3.3 years (from 77.7 to 81.0); the increase was by 2.8 years for women
and 3.9 years for men (see Figure 4).

14

European Commission, Green paper on ageing, January 2021.

15

Eurostat projection.

16

OECD/European Union, Health at a Glance: Europe, 2020.

17

Eurostat life expectancy by age and sex.
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Figure 4 – Life expectancy at birth in the EU-27, 2002-2018

Data source: Eurostat.

Looking at data from UNDESA's World Population Prospects 2019, 18 life expectancy in the EU has
risen rather dramatically since the 1960-1965 period. Concerning overall life expectancy at birth,
figures stood at 69.86 years in 1960-1965, with women's life expectancy standing at 72.4 years and
equivalent figures for men standing at 67.0 years, which means that nowadays people live more
than a decade longer than 60 years ago.
As mentioned above, women have a greater life expectancy than men do. This gap is a worldwide
phenomenon, 19 indicating that gender-specific characteristics (biological as well as behavioural) as
well as social and life circumstances all have an influence. Life expectancy also varies significantly
between EU Member States today. Women born in the 1960-1965 period started out with an
approximately 72-year life expectancy in all EU Member States. For the 2015-2020 period, there is a
difference of up to 7.57 years between Member States' life expectancy averages for women. There
is a similar if not more distinct scenario for men, with a difference of 10.81 years for the 2015- 2020
period. 20
Life expectancy is estimated to grow further. According to Eurostat, it is projected that there will be
close to half a million centenarians in the EU-27 by 2050. 21 UNDESA data suggest that life expectancy
in the EU-27 will exceed 85 years during the 2045-2050 period and 90 years during the 2095-2100
period.

18

World Population Prospects: The 2019 Revision is the 26th round of official United Nations population estimates and
projections prepared by the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United
Nations Secretariat. Please note that these data are for the EU-28.

19

R. Ostan et al.,'Gender, aging and longevity in humans: an update of an intriguing/neglected scenario paving the way
to a gender-specific medicine', Clinical Science, Vol. 130(19), 2016, pp. 1711-1725.

20

More information about life expectancy, including life expectancy for later age brackets, can be found in the earlier
editions of the Demographic Outlook for the EU.

21

Ageing Europe – Statistics on population developments, Eurostat, 2020.
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Low fertility rates
Fertility rate
The total fertility rate is defined as the mean number of children who would be born to a woman during
her lifetime, if she were to spend her childbearing years conforming to the age-specific fertility rates that
have been measured in a given year.
Source: Eurostat.

According to Eurostat statistics, there were 1.55 live births per woman in the EU in 2018, ranging
from 1.23 in Malta to 1.88 in France. The average age of women at the birth of a first child in the EU
in 2018 was 29.3 years, ranging from 26.2 in Bulgaria to 31.2 in Italy. Almost half of children born in
the EU in 2018 were first-born. 22
Fertility rates have been declining in the EU-27 since the mid-1960s (see Figure 5). The EU-27 as a
whole had a total fertility rate above 2.1 live births per woman until the mid-1970s, ranging from
3.78 in Ireland to 1.98 in Estonia. 23 Rates declined in the following decades and then saw a modest
recovery, reaching 1.47 in 2005 before climbing to 1.57 in 2010. Total fertility rates for the EU-27
have since fallen back slightly, dipping to 1.51 in 2013; they currently stand at 1.55 (in 2018).
Total fertility rates in the world as a whole have also been on a generally declining trend, albeit from
a much higher starting point of around five live births per woman in 1960. They fell below four in
1977 and to under three by 1993, and currently (2018) stand at 2.41. 24

Figure 5 – Total fertility rate (births per woman)

Data source: Word Bank World Development Indicators data. 25

22

Eurostat, Fertility statistics explained.

23

Eurostat statistics.

24

World Bank data.

25

1) United Nations Population Division: World Population Prospects Report; 2) census reports and other statistical
publications from national statistical offices; 3) Eurostat: demographic statistics; 4) United Nations Statistical Division:
Population and Vital Statistics Report (various years); 5) US Census Bureau: international database; and 6) Secretariat
of the Pacific Community: Statistics and Demography Programme.
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Looking below the EU-27 level (see Map 1 below), considerable national variations in fertility rates
are apparent. The Member States with relatively high fertility rates in 2018 included France (1.88),
Sweden and Romania (both 1.76), and Ireland (1.75). At the other end of the scale, the lowest were
in Malta (1.23), Spain (1.26), Italy (1.29) and Cyprus (1.32). 26

Map 1 – Total fertility rates in the EU-27 by Member State

Data source: Eurostat.

In terms of the number of live births, during the 1961-2019 period, the highest annual total in the
EU-27 was recorded in 1964, at 6.79 million. By contrast, there were 4.15 million live births in 2019 –
fewer than two-thirds of the 1964 peak – despite the EU-27 population having grown in the
meantime by around one quarter, from 367.35 million people in 1964 to 447.7 million people in
2020. 27 With 4.65 million deaths in the EU-27 in 2019, this meant a reduction in the natural
population of the EU-27 by half a million people that year.
With falling numbers of children being born in the EU-27, the relative importance of migration for
increasing or maintaining the size of the EU-27 population has grown. Migration can also have
second-order effects, at least for some time, by raising the total fertility rate, where, for a variety of

26

More information about fertility and birth rates in the EU can be found in the earlier editions of the Demographic
Outlook for the EU.

27

All figures from Eurostat, population total (estimated, provisional), as at 1 January 2019.
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reasons, migrants may display fertility rates higher than the native population. 28 Numbers of newborns may also be boosted by the migrant population being disproportionately of childbearing age
compared to the native population as a whole, thereby adding to the stock of potential parents.

Policy responses to demographic developments
Policies seeking to modify future demographic trends are limited and take time to produce an
impact. A set of EU Member State policies and incentives intended to tackle the problem of ageing
demographics focuses on encouraging people to have children, or to have more children through
stronger family support or better childcare facilities. Another set of incentives encourages young
people from third countries with sought after skills to migrate to the EU. Still other programmes are
focusing on keeping workers longer on the labour market by modifying pension systems and by
providing workers who may be older yet have skills for which there is a demand on a changing
labour market, including digital skills.
At EU level, demography is an important policy area for the von der Leyen Commission, as signalled
by the creation of the post of Commissioner for Democracy and Demography, currently held by
(Commission Vice-President) Dubravka Šuica. Moreover, demography is a part of the Commission
work programme published in January 2020, under its sixth priority – 'A New Push for European
Democracy'. On 17 June 2020, the Commission published its report on the impact of demographic
change, 29 a publication presenting the main drivers of demographic change and the impact they
have across Europe. The report set itself the goal of identifying specific actions and solutions,
bearing in mind the lessons learned from the coronavirus pandemic, to support the worst affected
people, regions and communities, and to enable them to adapt to the changing realities. Based on
the latest Eurostat figures and projections, it addresses the following issues:
the drivers of demographic change in Europe (longer life expectancy; fewer births; an
ageing population; smaller households; a more mobile Europe; a changing population
size;
the impact of demographic change on the EU social market economy (skills and
education issues; a larger and more inclusive labour market; healthcare and long-term
care; public budgets; the regional and the local dimension; life quality and access to
services);
the twin transitions (environmental and digital) and demographic change;
geopolitical questions; Europe in the world.
The report identifies the following challenges for the future:
a shrinking working-age population;
the need for higher age-related public spending;
a rapid population change in certain regions necessitating new solutions;
the impact of demographic change on Europe's position in the world;
the interactions between demographic change and the green and digital transitions.
The findings of the report show that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. Policymaking needs to
zoom in on local realities. Member States and regions will have an important role in responding to
demographic change for the benefit the whole EU (the Commission will publish a paper on a longterm vision for rural areas in the course of 2021).

28

For instance, the Eurostat regional yearbook 2020 edition notes that 'the regions with high rates of net migration were
often found to be the same as those that featured in the list of regions with the highest overall rates of total population
change, underlining the relative importance of migratory flows to population'.

29

European Commission, Report on the impact of demographic change, June 2020.
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The green paper on ageing, adopted on 27 January 2021, 30 is the first outcome of this report and
launches a debate on one of the defining demographic transformations in Europe. The paper
highlights the importance of healthy and active ageing and lifelong learning as the two concepts
that can enable a thriving ageing society. Active ageing necessitates promoting healthy lifestyles
throughout our lives, including consumption and nutrition patterns, as well as encouraging physical
and social activity. Lifelong learning means that people need to constantly acquire and upgrade
their skills to remain employable or to succeed in job transitions. In order to tackle the problem of a
shrinking working-age population, the EU and the Member States should promote policies bringing
more people (such as women, migrants, people with disabilities, older people) to the labour market,
as well as enable longer working lives and improve productivity. The potential of less-developed
regions should also be exploited. The task of bringing more people in the 55-64 age group to the
labour market might be accomplished by postponing retirements, improving working conditions
for older workers (for instance, through better digital connectivity), or giving subsidies to companies
hiring older workers and encouraging senior entrepreneurship. The paper also emphasises the
importance of improving wellbeing through intergenerational solidarity.

The implications of Covid-19 on demography
Since the beginning of the pandemic, European demographers have been working intensively on
obtaining answers to questions such as how demographics may have determined different patterns
of Covid-19-related mortality or how the consequences of the pandemic will determine population
dynamics in the future. A briefing 31 by Population Europe, the network of Europe's leading research
centres in demography, highlights that countries with high proportions of older people showed
higher mortality rates; however, this is not the only factor of importance: other vulnerabilities, such
as level of education, socio-economic status, living and housing arrangements, pre-existing
conditions and comorbidities also influence Covid-19-related mortality statistics.
According to Eurostat statistics, around 297 500 more people died in the EU between March and
October 2020, compared with the same period in the previous years, with a peak in April 2020 (25 %
more deaths than during the same month of the previous year). 32 The Member States with the
highest values of excess mortality 33 were Spain (78.9 %), Belgium (73.9%) and the Netherlands
(53.6 %). Another peak in mortality started in August–September with the second wave of the
pandemic (excess mortality in the EU reached the following figures above the average: 8 % in
September and 17 % in October). The indicator climbed even higher in November 2020 in all EU
Member States that had available data. The Member States that had the highest values this time
around were Poland (97.2 %), Bulgaria (94.5 %) and Slovenia (91.4 %), all three having showed a
much flatter curve during spring. The global EU average for November 2020 however remained
lower than for April 2020.
Most at risk are people in remote areas with relatively old populations and fewer healthcare facilities.
That said, urban areas, which as a rule have a higher number of social interactions, can favour
Covid- 19 mortality in every age group. Co-residence of aged people and frequent intergenerational
contacts are an additional risk factor.
As regards the influence of the pandemic on fertility rates, there are different tendencies at play:
during the lockdown periods, access to in-vitro fertilisation procedures was lower, but it is also true

30

Green paper on ageing, European Commission, January 2021.

31

Demography and the Coronavirus Pandemic, Population Europe, 2020.

32

Excess mortality in 2020, Eurostat, January 2021.

33

Excess mortality figures are obtained by comparing the number of deaths that have occurred with a 'baseline'
consisting of the average number of deaths for a particular period.
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that there were fewer abortion procedures as well. As a general tendency, because of the economic
and psychological uncertainty caused by the pandemic, people of a childbearing age were, and
continue to be, less likely to have children (see also Chapter 2.2.1. on Poverty and demographic
factors). Increasing unemployment rates 34 during the pandemic also have led to a postponement of
childbirth.
According to Eurostat statistics and the Commission's employment and social developments
quarterly review, the coronavirus pandemic and the related confinement measures accounted for a
drop in the EU employment rate from 73.1 % in 2019 to 72 % in the second quarter of 2020, the
steepest since 2000. Young people were the worst affected: their employment rates dropped from
33.3 % to 31.2 % during the same period. A Joint Research Centre policy brief 35 highlights that in
almost all EU countries, women and young workers were and are more represented in the forcefully
closed sectors, which reinforces the tendency of postponing childbirth.
The tendency of postponing planned childbirth until later was already a fact before the outbreak of
the pandemic. The pandemic only heightened this tendency, which can lead to the birth of fewer
children than initially planned in the future.
In addition, population increase due to migration diminished radically due to the closing of the EU's
international borders. This trend is reinforced by the fact that the cases of asylum seekers are being
handled much more slowly.

2. The problem of poverty
As already mentioned, the coronavirus pandemic contributed to an increase in unemployment rates
and general uncertainty, and worsened the social security situation of people working in atypical
working arrangements or in precarious working conditions (e.g. seasonal workers). Besides these
effects, the pandemic also exacerbated some existing social problems, a key one being poverty.
Poverty relates to demography in many ways, including through life expectancy, fertility rates and
migration. Its effects are visible and require solutions at global, EU, Member State and local level.

Definition
There is no universal agreement on the definition of poverty. Poverty is often linked to other
concepts such as welfare, basic needs, income, social exclusion or vulnerability. The scientific
literature currently uses two notions of poverty – absolute or extreme poverty, and relative poverty:
Absolute or extreme poverty exists when people lack the basic needs for
subsistence. For example, they may be starving, lacking drinking water, adequate
housing or sufficient clothing or medicines, and struggling to stay alive. This situation
is more common in developing countries, even though there are some people living
in the EU who are constantly at risk of extreme poverty;
Relative poverty is present when people's way of life and income are worse than the
general living standards in the place where they live and where they attempt to
participate in ordinary economic, social and cultural activities. Relative poverty
therefore depends on the living standards in the society where an individual lives.

34

Living, working and COVID-19, Eurofound, September 2020.

35

The impact of COVID-19 confinement measures on the labour market, Joint Research Centre, 2020.
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In March 2004, the EU adopted a relative definition of poverty:
People are said to be living in poverty if their income and resources are so inadequate as to preclude
them from having a standard of living considered acceptable in the society in which they live.
Because of their poverty they may experience multiple disadvantage through unemployment, low
income, poor housing, inadequate health care and barriers to lifelong learning, culture, sport and
recreation. They are often excluded and marginalised from participating in activities (economic,
social and cultural) that are the norm for other people and their access to fundamental rights may
be restricted. 36

General considerations – Poverty at the global level
Poverty and demographic factors
While there is a clear correlation between poverty and fertility rates at both country and household
level, it is more difficult to distinguish the causality at work between the two variables: does poverty
cause families to have more children, or, conversely, is high fertility responsible for perpetuating
poverty and economic underdevelopment? Alternatively, are poverty and fertility levels the effects
of different causal chains? Scientists are not of the same mind when providing answers to these
questions. In the academic literature, there have been relatively few attempts to take into
consideration demographic factors when carrying out economic analyses of the causes of poverty. 37
However, correlations are easy to see, as illustrated in Figure 6 below. The vast majority of highincome societies have average fertility rates below or at the replacement level of 2.1 children per
woman, with few exceptions. In higher-middle-income countries, fertility rates cluster between one
and three children, with some exceptions above three. Several of the outliers in these two groups
are oil-rich countries. On the other hand, lower-middle-income countries have most widely
distributed fertility rates, while those at low-income levels are the big majority of cases, at over four
children per woman.
The coronavirus crisis is expected to exacerbate these trends. People in developed countries38 could
have fewer babies because of concerns related to the economic impact, in line with trends observed
during previous economic crises. In developing countries, the impact could be mixed. An increase
in fertility in certain cases is likely because young women have abandoned education due to
economic constraints and marry earlier, and because the crisis has disrupted access to sexual and
reproductive health services. 39 Moreover, global extreme poverty is expected 40 to rise in 2020 for
the first time in over 20 years because of the effects of the pandemic. Middle-income countries, 41
such as India and Nigeria (the latter with a rapidly growing population), will be significantly affected
by this rise in extreme poverty.
The same holds true at family level. For example, a study on fertility in Nigeria found that 'high
fertility (CEB≥5 42) was more prevalent among the poor than the rich'. 43

36

Joint report by the Commission and the Council on social inclusion, March 2004.

37

F. B. Wietzke, Poverty, Inequality, and Fertility: The Contribution of Demographic Change to Global Poverty Reduction,
2020.
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M. S. Kearney and P. B. Levine, Half a million fewer children? The coming COVID baby bust, June 2020.
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'The pandemic may be leading to fewer babies in rich countries. And perhaps more in poor ones', The Economist,
October 2020.

40

World Bank, Poverty Overview, updated October 2020.
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ibid.
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Children ever born (CEB) to women in a particular age group is the mean number of children born alive to women in
that age group. (See UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs - UNDESA).

43

A. S. Adebowalea and others, Dynamics of poverty-related dissimilarities in fertility in Nigeria: 2003-2018, July 2020.
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Fertility and poverty are influenced by a plethora of circumstances: economic, cultural and religious
factors, government policies in the area of sexual and reproductive health rights, and access to
contraception. Wherever women have access to education and reproductive freedom, 'fertility rates
are at or below replacement levels', 44 including in low-income developing countries. According to
Endale Kebede, Anne Goujon, and Wolfgang Lutz, 45 'Mothers' education clearly comes out as the
most significant determinant of individual-level fertility [in sub-Saharan Africa], with the estimated
odds ratio indicating that women with completed primary education have, on average, 64 % of the
level of fertility of uneducated women'. High fertility generates a poverty trap for poor societies
because in resources-poor countries, governments' capacity to provide education, including at
primary level, never catches up with the fast-growing population. Families with more children are
also more likely, due to economic constraints, to encourage early marriages, which in turn
contributes to higher fertility rates. This explains why in many sub-Saharan African countries, fertility
rates remain stubbornly high, exceeding earlier forecasts by the United Nations. 46

44

World Economic Forum, What automation means for the future of the global population, July 2019.

45

E. Kebede, A. Goujon, and W. Lutz, Stalls in Africa's fertility decline partly result from disruptions in female education,
PNAS February 19, 2019 116 (8) 2891-2896, published in February 2019.

46

In 2012, the UN Population Division forecast, for the medium scenario, that sub-Saharan Africa would have
1.078 billion people in 2020, while in 2019 (the latest available estimates), it estimated that this number would reach
1.094 billion in 2020, a difference of 16 million people – roughly equivalent to the population of the Netherlands. For
the whole of Africa, the difference between the 2002 and 2019 UN forecasts for 2020 for the medium scenario, is
153 million persons – more than one third of the entire EU population.
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Figure 6 – Fertility versus GDP per capita

Data source: United Nations Population Division, World Population Prospects, June 2019, World Bank, World
Development Indicators, October 2020.

15

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service

Demographic factors are not a brake on development. Under the right circumstances, they play a
crucial positive role in spurring economic development. Demographic transition, which occurs
when birth rates start to decline, was a determining factor in the sudden economic development of
Asian countries. The 'demographic dividend' creates a window of opportunity. The share of the adult
working-age population is large, while the share of dependent children starkly decreases and the
number of old people remains small. That said, the demographic dividend requires an adequate
level of skills and education. 47 The ongoing shift to less labour-intensive manufacturing processes
because of automation raises the question whether the demographic dividend remains an effective
engine of growth. For example, India, a country with one of the largest demographic dividends, has
not benefitted of this: 'although annual GDP growth has averaged around 7 % for the last five years,
it has been powered by leading companies deploying state-of-the-art technology. The expansion
has created almost no new jobs'. 48
The demographic transition also plays an important role in the distribution of poverty among social
groups, particularly in developing nations. According to Frank-Borge Wietzke (2020), 'fertility
inequalities increase in the early stages of the demographic transition, when higher-status groups
reduce their fertility faster than the poor. They then taper off at later stages of the transition when
new reproductive behaviours become more widely disseminated in the population, leading to
convergence of fertility rates between the poor and non-poor'.

Poverty and age-related differences
Globally, two age groups – of children and the elderly – are particularly vulnerable to poverty, as
they are dependent on working-age adults. Less developed countries, where general poverty is
more widespread, are also at higher risk of child- and older-age poverty.
According to the United Nations Children's Fund (Unicef), more than 700 million people in the world
still live in extreme poverty, defined as surviving on less than US$1.90 a day; children make up more
than half of these (356 million), 49 even though they account for only one third of the global
population. Over half of the world's children living in extreme poverty are in sub-Saharan Africa and
almost 36 % in South Asia. In countries affected by conflict and fragility, more than half of children
live in extremely poor households. Children are the worst affected across all poverty lines, 50
including that of moderate poverty. 51
Child poverty cannot be defined merely in terms of disposable income per family member. The lack
of access to education, healthcare, housing, nutrition, sanitation or water deprives children of the
possibility to fulfil their basic needs and often results in deficits that cannot easily be overcome later
in life. 52 Across the world, about 1 billion children are multidimensionally poor, meaning they lack
necessities as basic as nutrition or clean water. Some 150 million additional children have been
plunged into multidimensional poverty due to Covid-19. 53
The risk of old-age poverty is also generally more pronounced in less developed countries where
social protection coverage is inadequate or absent, with many older persons having to rely on family
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W. Lutz and others, Education rather than age structure brings demographic dividend, PNAS June 25, 2019 116 (26)
12798-12803, first published June 10, 2019.
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World Economic Forum, What automation means for the future of the global population, July 2019.
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See Unicef online report on Child poverty.

50

F. Ferreira and C. Sánchez-Páramo, A richer array of international poverty lines, World Bank, 2017.
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See Unicef online report on Ending extreme poverty: a focus on children.
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ibid.
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See Unicef online report on 150 million additional children plunged into poverty due to COVID-19, UNICEF, Save the
Children say.
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support. 54 The ageing of societies exacerbates this situation further. Even in regions still
experiencing high birth rates, the number of elderly persons is rising rapidly: the number of those
aged 65 or more is projected to grow from an estimated 612 million in 2015 to over 1.5 billion in
2050. Most of this increase will take place in developing countries. As this trend combines with lower
fertility, most world regions will see their share of old people relative to their working populations
increase sharply. This will lead to higher old-age dependency ratios, therefore making old people
even more vulnerable to poverty.

The EU in comparison with the G20, with a focus on age-related poverty
Whilst the world's population continues to grow, the EU's continues to decline and age. A relevant
framework for demographic comparison is provided by the Group of Twenty (G20) – an informal
forum for international cooperation, consisting of 19 major economies (including the three biggest
EU economies: Germany, France and Italy) plus the EU itself. 55 The G20 currently produces around
85 % of the world's GDP and is home to two thirds of the world's population. According to the UN
Population Division's medium-variant estimates in its most recent report, 56 the EU population will
decline this century (see also Chapter 1.1 on Demographic tendencies in the EU – state of play),
while the majority of non-EU G20 countries will enjoy population growth (see Figure 7). As for
ageing, some other developed G20 economies, such as Japan and South Korea, face an even bigger
challenge than the EU. Yet, despite being affected by ageing more than most G20 countries, the EU
is still doing better than most other G20 countries in terms of child poverty and old age poverty.
OECD data 57 on relative child poverty 58 (see Figure 7) allow for some comparison between EU
Member States and non-EU G20 countries. Most EU countries have relative child poverty rates below
non-EU G20 countries, such as (in increasing order) Russia, Mexico, the United States, India, Turkey,
Brazil, South Africa, and China, ranging from 19.6 % for Russia to 33.1 % for China. The United States
is one of the advanced G20 economies where relative child poverty is significant: 14.4 % of children
in the country live below the US official poverty threshold. According to a Brookings Institute
scientist, 59 'The share of children who live in poverty [in the US] is 14.4 %, which is higher than the
share of adults age 18 to 64 (9.4 %) and higher than the share of those 65 and over (8.9 %) who live
in poverty. This is a dramatic reversal from the mid-twentieth century, when elderly poverty rates
were the highest in the country'. The reason for this disparity is that children in the US do not receive
the kind of social security benefits that the elderly do (see also the last paragraph of Chapter 2.2.3.).

54

UNDESA, Income Poverty in Old Age: An Emerging Development Priority.
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Its members are Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, South
Korea, Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, the United Kingdom, the United States and the EU.
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Based on the 2019 Revision of World Population Prospects, UN Population Division, June 2019.
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The data include OECD countries, some other G20 countries (but not Argentina, Brazil and Mexico) and some nonOECD EU countries. See OECD Income Distribution Database (IDD), Key Indicators, updated in July 2020.
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See definition by OECD: 'The [relative] poverty rate is the ratio of the number of people (in a given age group) whose
income falls below the poverty line, taken as half the median household income of the total population'.
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M. S. Kearney, We could abolish child poverty in the U.S. with Social Security benefits for poor kids, Brookings, October
2020.
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Figure 7 – Age-related relative poverty in
OECD countries and G20 countries

Child poverty significantly affects the two
most populous G20 countries, India and China,
although the picture varies depending on
whether relative or absolute poverty is being
considered. Based on the latter indicator, India
stands out with its high share of children living
in extreme poverty, at over 26.8 %
(representing over 30 % of all extremely poor
children in the world 60). In China, this share
stands at 16.7 %. China is also the G20 country
with the highest rate of relative poverty among
children, according to OECD data.
With regard to poverty among the elderly,
OECD data for the same period reveal that
relative poverty rates of people aged over 65
were very high in the G20 countries South
Korea (44 %), China (39 %) and Mexico (25 %).
Best performing among the OECD and the G20
countries are several EU Member States –
Denmark, France, Hungary, the Netherlands
and Slovakia – with the lowest relative poverty
rates, between 3 % and 5 %.
Although an advanced economy, South Korea
has the highest relative poverty rates among
the elderly, a fact linked to the lack of
government support for this population group
and the country's specific recent economic
history. 61 Some of the currently elderly people
were particularly affected by unemployment
during their working age, which reduced their
social benefits. Many of them are now forced
to do jobs that are not suitable for their age.

The US and Australia are the two advanced
economies with the highest rate – 23 % – of
Data
source:
OECD
Income
Distribution
relative poverty among the elderly. In the case
Database(IDD).
of the US, this does not mean that the elderly
there are poor as a whole. Fewer older
Americans than in any other age groups are below the absolute poverty threshold as defined by the
US government. Moreover, their absolute poverty rate has declined significantly – by almost 70 % –
in the past five decades. Consequently, since the early 1990s, elderly Americans have experienced
lower poverty rates than adults and children. 62 This is the result of wealth shifting within the US to
the country's seniors. Most of the gains in wealth in the years after the financial crisis went to those
over 75, their level of wealth being now unprecedented in US history. 63
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Unicef, Ending Extreme Poverty: A Focus on Children, October 2016.
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EU policies for eradicating age-related poverty in the world
Ending poverty in all its forms everywhere is the first of the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs)
in the UN 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. 64 It is also the primary objective of EU
development cooperation policy. Many of the EU's development aid actions have a more or less
direct impact on demographic factors and poverty. EU development aid targets the eradication of
child poverty as a top priority. In the area of education, the EU supports actions in approximately
100 countries. 65 Together with its Member States, it has been the biggest contributor (with
€475 million for 2014- 2020) to the Global Partnership for Education (GPE), which supports basic
education in the poorest countries. Through technical assistance and funding, the EU promotes66
social protection in third countries as a right for all, especially for children and the elderly. The EU
also supports women's rights, including sexual and reproductive rights, and their empowerment.
The new EU gender action plan (GAP III) 2021-2025, which defines the EU's overarching gender
priorities in external relations, highlights the need to promote sexual and reproductive health and
rights also in order to guarantee access to education for girls. Furthermore, the action plan stresses
that women should have equal opportunities with men in order to be economically independent,
as this is key to reducing poverty and to eliminating the gender gaps in schooling and learning.

Poverty and migration
International migration to the EU and the link to poverty
Traditionally, the concepts of poverty and migration have been considered as interconnected, with
migration being seen as a major way for migrants to escape poverty in their countries of origin and
improve the lives of the families they left behind, in particular through remittances sent back to their
countries of origin. In fact, according to World Bank estimates, 67 migration has been generally
instrumental in reducing poverty in third countries, ranging from Albania to Nepal and Tanzania.
Specifically, according to other estimates, 68 a 10 % increase in the share of migrant remittances in a
country's GDP lift 1.6 % of people out of poverty in that country. At the same time, global migration
is also seen 69 as benefitting both sending and receiving countries in terms of the considerable
potential economic gain (projected to reach US$300 billion a year in 2025) shared between them,
within the context of migration of workers to developed countries.
However, while research has established a certain link to poverty as a motive for migration, this link
is neither automatic nor direct, 70 but is present in a nuanced manner alongside different other
factors shaping migration.
Researchers' views differ considerably about the role of poverty as a major driver of migration.
Some 71 see negative economic conditions (unemployment, poverty and wage and income
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differences) as a central factor triggering migration from less developed countries. Others, on the
other hand, argue 72 that it is not the poorest persons/households in third countries or people from
the poorest countries or regions in third countries who tend to migrate to developed countries,
mainly because of the high costs involved and these people's lower capacity of taking related risks.
Specifically, researchers point out 73 that these costs involve not only money, but also other aspects
such as human and cultural capital. In this context, they stress 74 that in some third countries (e.g.
Albania) the majority of poor migrants tend to move within the country rather than abroad.
Concerning migration by the poor and the poorest, it is seen in two ways – as an exceptional
extreme survival strategy, 75 or as a poverty reduction strategy targeting 76 closer and lower-return
destinations, mostly within the global South, rather than the global developed North. 77 In addition
to high costs, another important factor strongly influencing the probability of migration among the
poor seems78 to be their lack of knowledge about migration opportunities; improvement of such
knowledge increases this probability. 79 Besides, the pre-existence of migrant networks in target
countries, which facilitates migration, brings down costs and reduces risks, is seen 80 as another
significant factor influencing the extent of migration among the poor. Finally, a non-negligible
factor playing a role in migration tendencies is the level of migrants' skills. Thus, a middle level of
skills is seen 81 as a prerequisite for moving abroad.
Hence, the typical broad profile of international migrants is rather linked 82 to people with
intermediate wealth and skills in sending countries. These form a kind of pioneering 'elite', which,
through the formation of a network in destination countries over time, broadens to include a wider
social spectrum of the sending community. In addition, it has been pointed out 83 that, while
emigration rates from the poorest countries are low, they pick up with development and then start
to fall once a certain income threshold (the so-called 'migration hump') is reached in the country of
origin.
In terms of numbers, international migration to the EU from third countries has been on the rise for
decades, playing a significant role in shaping both the EU's and the individual Member States'
demographic profiles. Historically, the EU's relative economic prosperity and political stability are
considered to be the main 'pull factors' to it. From 1960 to 2020, the EU population increased by
93.2 million people, from 354.5 million to 447.7 million (as already mentioned in Chapter 1.1.1
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above). Research estimates show that the net population growth resulting from international
migration in the half century from 1960 to 2009 in EU-27 countries (without Croatia) was nearly
26 million people, of whom 57 % arrived after the year 2000. 84 The scale of global migration is still
on the rise, as evidenced by the latest available data from the International Labour Organization's
December 2018 report, 85 revealing an approximately 11 % increase in the global number of migrant
workers (from 150 million to 164 million) between 2013 and 2017. Considering the ageing EU
population and assuming that fertility rates in the Member States would remain relatively low, the
population growth or decline in the EU is expected to heavily depend on net migration from third
countries. The effects are perceptible even now, as, for example, the overall positive population
growth in 2020 for the EU as a whole was due to net positive migration, given that the natural
population change (more deaths than births registered) was negative. This was the case, for
example, in Czechia, Germany, Estonia, Portugal, Spain, Slovenia and Finland, which all recorded a
population increase in 2020, despite their negative natural population change. 86

Age-related tendencies in international migration to the EU
Regarding general age-related tendencies in international migration, data 87 show that some 74 %
of migrants worldwide are in the working-age group (20-64 years), and that 58.1 % of them reside88
in the developed global North (i.e. in Europe, North America, Australia, New Zealand and Japan).
This is true 89 for some 80 % of immigrants in the OECD and the EU compared to native-born people
(66 % of the native-born population), particularly in the 25-44 age group. In terms of age, data on
the demographic structure of the EU-27 indicate 90 that in 2018, immigrants were generally younger
than the total population of the country of destination, having a median age of 29.2 years compared
to the median age of the total EU-27 population (43.7 years). However, there are divergent opinions
among researchers on the role of migration as a way of keeping the old-age dependency ratio
stable. While some see 91 migration as essential in ensuring population stability or growth in the
ageing advanced economies of the North, others are sceptical. They note 92 that in the long term,
migration is unlikely to have an effect on keeping the old-age dependency ratio stable, arguing that
the effect of migration on maintaining a younger age structure is temporary and effective at best
for three to four decades, because this would require a constant growth in the numbers of newly
arrived migrants, to outweigh the ageing of those previously arrived.

Tendencies in internal EU migration
Internal EU migration and the link to poverty
Unlike the international migration of third-country citizens to the EU, internal migration of EU
citizens is based on the right of free labour mobility as one of the fundamental freedoms of the EU.
In geographical terms, this has involved mostly migration from central and eastern European
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Member States after their accession to the EU in respectively 2004 and 2007, to western European
ones, and, since 2013, from southern Member States to northern ones. However, despite the fact
that migration flows are very closely related to labour migration influenced by better labour market
opportunities in key destination countries, these flows are not only seen 93 as a one-way movement.
Rather, in some cases, such as Bulgaria, Hungary and the three Baltic countries, there has been a
reverse migration wave (i.e. return migration) since 2016. Research 94 indicates that the typical
returnees to these countries are single male individuals aged 25-45, employed in a lower-skilled job
abroad despite having attained a tertiary degree, and considered overqualified. In this context,
some sending countries, such as Bulgaria, Czechia, Estonia and Poland, have become 95 more
attractive in their ability to retain and attract talent, though their scores remain below the scores of
the main north-western EU destination countries. Besides, studies consider 96 that even in the case
of continuing migration flows, sending countries would still benefit from the exit of the brightest,
as this creates incentives for them to invest more in human capital or gain through positive diaspora
externalities 97 on foreign direct investment.
Another interesting aspect that helps to understand the differences between international
migration and internal EU migration seems to be the proportion of migrating individuals within the
population as a whole and its overall effect on demographic tendencies. Thus, while international
migration has been on the rise for a long time, data on global migration also show 98 that the
proportion of migrants has generally remained relatively stable over many years (2.4 % of the world
population in 1960, compared to 3.3 % of the world population in 2015). On the other hand, 99 in
some cases of internal EU migration – e.g. from Latvia and Lithuania after the 2008 economic crisis
– migration to other EU Member States has led to a population decline within the sending countries
by more than 10 percent.

Age-related tendencies in internal EU migration
Research reveals 100 that more than three-quarters of EU citizens residing in another EU country in
2012 were of working age (20-64 years). Specifically, surveys from 2013 showed 101 that the typical
EU internal migrants were most often highly educated men between 25 and 39 years of age, mostly
because language proficiency and family ties were reported as the main barriers to mobility for
those who had not lived abroad. Other studies cite surveys confirming this tendency and point102 to
the lower likelihood of intra-EU labour migration for persons in the 40-54 age group (9 %) and those
older than 55 (7 %), compared to the 25-39 age group (12 %). A similar tendency also applies 103 to
intentions to migrate for work to another Member State, which seem to decrease with age (56 % for
persons in the 15-24 age group, 36 % for those in the 25-39 age group, 23 % for the 40-54 age group
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and 5 % for those above 55). Finally, as regards young groups, cited surveys 104 confirm a link
between their intentions to migrate and their education level, stressing the significant differences
between the degree of mobility of highly educated people and those with low and average
education levels, and noting that among those with high future mobility intentions, one-third are
students and one-third are highly educated.

3. Poverty in the European Union
Facts and figures
Indicators of poverty in the EU
Following the 2008 economic and financial crisis and the upsurge in precariousness within the EU,
the Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council (EPSCO), held in June 2010, 105
agreed on an 'at risk of poverty or social exclusion' (AROPE) indicator. 106 AROPE measures the
number of people who have an equivalised disposable income (after social transfers) that is less than
the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is fixed at 60 % of the national median equivalised disposable
income after social transfers. In view of the multifaceted nature of poverty and social exclusion, this
indicator analyses the forms of poverty that are associated with income and other aspects such as
severe material deprivation and very low work intensity.
According to the definition adopted by the EU, the risk of poverty or social exclusion involves a
combination of three main factors: 107
Monetary poverty, which is measured by its most important indicator: the at-risk-ofpoverty rate. This rate is defined in relation to national median income (60 %), which
shows the relationship between poverty, time and location;
Severe material deprivation, 108 which measures the lack of basic goods that are
needed to guarantee an adequate standard of living in a given society. It relates to an
individual's inability to afford at least four of the following nine goods or services:
unexpected expenses; one week of holiday per year outside of the home; overdue
payments (incapacity to pay mortgage, rent, regular bills, loan instalments or other
credit repayments on time); a meal containing meat or fish every two days; heating to
keep the home adequately warm; a washing machine; a colour television; a telephone;
and a car;
Very low work intensity, 109 which reflects the share of the population under 59 years
of age who live in households where the people of working age have worked less than
20 % of their total work potential during the past year.
As mentioned in the Social Scoreboard for the EU 2020 strategy, 'People at risk of poverty or social
exclusion are in at least one of the following three conditions: at risk of poverty after social transfers
(income poverty), severely materially deprived or living in a household with very low work
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intensity'. 110 Accordingly, Eurostat has chosen an inclusive perspective –any person meeting at least
one of the abovementioned three criteria is poor – rather than a cumulative perspective 111 – any
person meeting the abovementioned three criteria is poor.

Poverty in the EU: Statistics
Overview
The number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion (see Figure 8) corresponds to the addition
of persons who i) are at risk of monetary poverty; and/or ii) face severe material deprivation; and/or
iii) live in a household with very low work intensity. In 2019, 92.4 million people (21.1 %) in the EU-27
were at risk of poverty or social exclusion. After peaking at 108.7 million in 2012, the number of
persons who were at risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU-27 has decreased since then (see
Figure 8). This represents a diminution of 16.3 million compared to 2012. The number of people at
risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU-27 was 11.3 million lower in 2019 than in 2010.

Figure 8 – Share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, analysed by type of risk,
EU- 27, 2010-2019 (%)

Data source: Eurostat, 2020.

Figure 9 below shows how the risk of poverty and social exclusion is distributed among the three
criteria that compose the global indicator and how these criteria overlap.
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Figure 9 – Number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, analysed by type of risk,
EU-27, 2019 (million)

Data source: Eurostat, 2020.

From among the 92.4 million people that faced the risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU-27
in 2019:
5.2 million were living in households experiencing simultaneously all three poverty
and social exclusion risks;
11.4 million were both at risk of poverty and were living in households with very low
work intensity (but were not severely materially deprived);
8.1 million were at risk of poverty and were severely materially deprived (but were not
living in households with very low work intensity);
1.3 million were living in households with very low work intensity and were
experiencing severe material deprivation (but were not at risk of poverty).
In 2019, the majority of the population living at risk of poverty or social exclusion (66.2 million
persons) in the EU-27 experienced only one of the following three risks:
47.5 million were exclusively at risk of poverty;
9.7 million faced severe material deprivation;
9.0 million were living in households with very low work intensity.
In 2019, monetary poverty was the most prevalent form of poverty and social exclusion, with 16.5 %
of the EU-27 population (72.4 million persons) being at risk of poverty, to a rather small extent
combined with one or both of the other two risks. Some 8.5 % of the EU-27 population (27 million
persons) were living in households with very low work intensity (either as a single risk or combined
with one of the other two risks). Some 5.6 % of the EU-27 population (24.5 million persons) faced
severe material deprivation either as a single risk or combined with one of the two other risks.
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Detailed analysis of the three risks
Monetary poverty
Overview
The at-risk-of-poverty rate provides information on the monetary dimension of poverty and social
exclusion. It shows the proportion of the population that has an income level below the national atrisk-of-poverty threshold (60 % of the national median standard of living). The at-risk-of-poverty rate
is a relative measure of poverty, as the income poverty thresholds are established on a national basis
and the poverty threshold varies greatly between Member States (see Map 2).

Map 2 – At-risk-of-poverty rate, EU-27, 2019 (%)

Data source: Eurostat, 2020.

In 2019, on average, 16.5 % of the EU-27 population was at risk of poverty after social transfers (see
Figure 10 below). In Romania (23.8 %), Latvia (22.9 %), Bulgaria (22.6 %), Estonia (21.7 %), Spain
(20.7 %), Lithuania (20.6 %) and Italy (20.3 %), one-fifth or more of the total population was at risk of
poverty. At the other end of the spectrum stood Czechia, where around one-tenth of the population
was at risk of poverty (10.1 %).
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Figure 10 – At-risk-of-poverty rate and at-risk-of-poverty threshold, EU-27, 2019
(%; thousand PPS)

Data source: Eurostat, 2020.

The threshold set at 60 % of the national median equivalised income provides information on
relative levels of income, below which a person is considered to have a low income compared to the
whole population. In Member States with high living standards (e.g. Austria, Denmark, Finland or
Luxembourg), having an income below the threshold does not necessarily mean having a very low
standard of living in absolute terms. In order to draw cross-country comparisons more accurately,
poverty thresholds are usually expressed in terms of purchasing power standards (PPS), 112 which
have been adjusted for national differences in price levels. In theory, one PPS can buy the same
amount of goods and services in each Member State.
In 2019, the national at-risk-of-poverty income thresholds (based on 60 % of national median
equivalised income) for a single person ranged from PPS 17 366 in Luxemburg to PPS 5 022 in
Bulgaria and PPS 4 403 in Romania.

Drivers of monetary poverty
Housing costs
Housing costs 113 usually account for a substantial part of a household's disposable income.
Moreover, rising114 housing costs are often seen as one of the main factors leading to the
impoverishment of low-income households.
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A comparison of the at-risk-of-poverty rate before and after deducting housing costs shows that the
share of the EU-27 population that was at risk of poverty was almost twice as high after taking
housing costs into account. In 2019, the proportion of the population at risk of poverty was 16.5 %
before deducting housing costs and 30.4 % after those costs had been deducted.

Social transfers
The at-risk-of-poverty rate before social transfers measures a theoretical situation where social
transfers do not exist. Comparing it with the at-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers reveals
whether social protection measures have a key redistributive impact hat helps to reduce the number
of people at risk of poverty. Comparing at-risk-of-poverty rates before and after social transfers
makes it possible to assess the effectiveness of welfare systems (see Figure 11).

Figure 11 – At-risk-of-poverty rate before and after social transfers, EU-27, 2019 (%)

Data source: Eurostat, 2020.

In 2019, social transfers helped reduce the at-risk-of poverty rate for the EU-27 population from
24.5 % to 16.5 %. Social transfers had a particularly strong effect on reducing this rate in Austria
(minus 12.9 percentage points (p.p.)), Finland (minus 13.5 p.p.) and Ireland (minus 16.0 p.p.). This
effect was much less significant in Italy, Portugal, Greece and Romania, where the at-risk-of-poverty
rate was reduced by less than 6 p.p.

Work intensity
In 2019, 8.3 % of the EU-27 population was living in a household with very low work intensity. This
proportion had been decreasing since 2014 (minus 2.8 p.p.). In 2019, around 5 % of the population
was living in a household with very low work intensity in Czechia (4.2 %), Poland (4.7 %), Malta
(4.9 %), Hungary (5.0 %) and Slovenia (5.2 %). A the other end of the scale, the proportion of persons
living in a household with very low work intensity exceeded 10 % in Spain (10.8 %), Belgium (12.4 %),
Ireland (13.6 %) and Greece (13.8 %, see Map 3).
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Map 3 – People living in households with very low work intensity, EU-27, 2019 (%)

Data source: Eurostat, 2020.

Severe material deprivation
In 2019, according to the severe material deprivation indicator, around 24 million people in the
EU- 27 (5.6 % of the population) were severely materially deprived. Since its peak in 2012 (10.2 %),
the proportion of severely materially deprived persons has continuously declined in the EU-27 (see
Figure 12).
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Figure 12 – Severe material deprivation rate, EU-27, 2010-2019 (% of the population)

Source: Eurostat, 2020.

These rates varied considerably across Member States (see Map 4). Bulgaria (19.9 %), Greece (15.9 %)
and Romania (12.6 %) registered the highest rates of severe material deprivation in 2019.
Conversely, the lowest rates were below 3 % in Czechia and Germany (2.7 % for both), Denmark
(2.6 %), and the Netherlands and Finland (2.4 % for both).
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Map 4 – Severely materially deprived people in the EU-27, 2019 (%)

Data source: Eurostat, 2020.

Poverty and age
Poverty and the life cycle
As mentioned above, the AROPE indicator measures the proportion of the population experiencing
poverty or social exclusion at a given time. It illustrates changes in social conditions, reveals
particular weaknesses in social security systems and shows the difficulties that people experience in
entering the labour market. Nevertheless, the AROPE does not show the dynamic nature of poverty
over the course of a lifetime, i.e., it does not trace the poverty trajectories. 115

Time spent in poverty
Time spent in poverty or social exclusion is a strong indicator of the severity of the state of poverty
or social exclusion. The longer one remains in poverty, the higher the likelihood is that they will
experience a diminished integrated social and cultural life again in the future, as indicated, for
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example, by the OECD 116 report on poverty in Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom and the United
States:
People experiencing longer spells have a lower probability of exit and the chances of exiting also fall
with previous experiences in low income. At the same time, there is a high probability of falling back
below the low-income threshold. Thus, for those remaining on low incomes over a longer period, low
probability of exit and high probability of re-entry tend to reinforce each other.

New social vulnerabilities
A more recent trend is the exclusion of more and more people from what are classified as 'traditional
biographies' 117 and positions within the social hierarchy, 118 due to the growing insecurity of the
labour market, the changes in the established family structures and the weakening of the economic
system since the 2008 economic and financial crisis. The coronavirus pandemic has exacerbated this
phenomenon. With the proliferation of the new social risks 119 – long-term unemployment, problems
linked to immigration, single parenthood, the pandemic, etc. – new groups have found themselves
at risk of poverty and social exclusion. Young people, low-skilled people, single-parent families and
large families 120 are now significantly at risk of poverty in our post-modern societies. 121
Poverty can thus be short- or long term, recurrent or transitory. It is no longer just a feature of an
economically or socially disadvantaged class or marginalised people. Social risks seem to be shared
across a larger population, although time remains a fundamental analytical tool for understanding
the severity and depth of this issue. 122 The traditional social barriers to poverty are no longer
insurmountable. There has been an upsurge in social vulnerability due to the mismatch between
new family structures and labour market changes in welfare states that were established after the
World War II and were based on the model that placed the 'family patriarch' as the main breadwinner
in a stable nuclear family. Poverty is likely to become a dynamic phenomenon that is continuously
being 'democratised': 123 no one is exempt from the risk of one day finding themselves in poverty or
social exclusion. 124 Ultimately, while poverty is affecting wider social groups, it continues to reflect
social divides in its most severe forms.

Poverty and age – Statistics
There are important differences when analysing the risk of poverty or social exclusion by age. In
2019, the highest risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU-27 was recorded for young adults aged
18-24 years (27.8 %), and the lowest for people aged 65 years and over (18.6 %). In-between these
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two age groups, the risk of poverty or social exclusion was 19.9 % for those aged 25-49 years and
21.9 % for those aged 50-64 years. The youngest age group – persons under 18 – also faced a
relatively high risk (22.5 %).

European youth: The risk of a 'lost generation'?
Since the onset of the 'Great Recession', young Europeans have been heavily and persistently hit by
unemployment. The economic and financial crisis of 2008 has made entering the labour market125
even more difficult, and the time it takes to transition from youth to adulthood has grown longer.
This transition 126 has manifested itself in diverse ways, people's life trajectories127 have become more
individualised, and learning methods have taken on less academic characteristics. Young people are
dealing with multiple challenges as they seek to finish their schooling, move on from education to
employment, become economically independent and start a family. 128 The start of adulthood has
therefore become much more delayed than for previous generations. During the 2008 economic
and financial crisis, the European youth unemployment rate increased from 15 % to 24 % (in 2013);
it only returned to its 2008 level in 2018. According to an IMF paper, 129 high youth unemployment
has been a major source of growing youth poverty since the onset of the crisis.
A decade after the global financial outbreak, the coronavirus pandemic threatens to confront young
Europeans with a set of tougher challenges than before, in the form of reduced opportunities and
unemployment. 130 Since February 2020, youth unemployment has increased from 14.8 % to 17.5 %
(October 2020). 131 Already in 2019, the risk of poverty and social exclusion for young adults
aged 18-24 is the highest recorded among all age groups: 27.7 % (6.6 p.p. more than the European
average). 132

The elderly: A new golden age?
For a long time, Europe's elderly faced the biggest risk of poverty or social exclusion. Despite having
made a major contribution to the living standards of the elderly, the retirement systems
implemented in the EU in the 20th century did not create a genuine parity between workers and
retirees until the start of the 21st century. 133
In its report 'Pensions at a glance 2013', 134 the OECD concluded that people over the age of 65 had
a generally lower income than the average population, regardless of the size of their household.
Additionally, over 65s received an average income equal to 86 % of the income received by the total
population. However, between the mid-1990s and the late 2000s, their income grew faster than that
of the rest of the population in more than half of the countries for which data were available.
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This trend has been confirmed by the latest available data for the EU. Since 2007, the at-risk-ofpoverty or social-exclusion rate for people aged 65 and over has fallen. Of the entire European
population, people aged 65 and over currently incur the lowest risk of poverty or social exclusion:
18.6 % in 2019.

Poverty amongst social groups
Education: A bulwark against poverty
Education is a major driver of inequality, as social origin remains the strongest determinant of
educational success. 135 In 2019, about 10.5 % of those with a higher education level and as many as
33.2 % of those with a lower education level faced the risk of poverty or social exclusion. Policies
targeting the less educated have the potential to reduce the risk of poverty and social exclusion. As
under the Europe 2020 Strategy, another approach is to prevent children from leaving school
early. 136137 Education reduces the risk of high poverty and may prevent the occurrence of yet another
much poorer generation. 138

Women in poverty
Poverty and gender
Young women and female adults (16-55 years of age and over) are more at risk of poverty or social
exclusion than men of the same age; below the age of 16, there is generally no difference between
women and men as regards this risk.
One determining factor – gender as a driver of employment inequality – underlies this trend.139
Women continue to be underrepresented in the labour market and their employment rates usually
remain lower than men's. In 2018, the employment rate for men in the EU-27 was 78.3 % compared
with 66.5 % for women (minus 11.8 p.p.).
If women have lesser access to employment, the probability that they will be inactive due to family
or personal reasons or care responsibilities remains seven times higher than that for men (32.2 %
compared to 4.5 % in 2019). 140 Women are also at a disadvantage when it comes to employment
options, being overrepresented in part-time work 141 and lower-paid sectors, and being paid on
average 14.8 % less than men for equal work. 142
Another factor is that in mid-life, a potential breakdown of a marriage or partnership may leave
women more at risk of poverty or social exclusion than men. They can no longer benefit from the
economies of scale that come with being in a relationship, but on top of that, they are more often
the ones left in charge of caring for the children from the marriage. 143
On examining the relationship between gender and the life cycle, it is quite apparent that gender
influences the degree of social exclusion and long-term poverty, with women receiving lower
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salaries than men and accruing lower pension entitlements over time. 144 This translates into an
increased risk of poverty for women, both in the adult group and in older groups. 145 These effects
are even more pronounced for particular groups of women, such as migrant women, 146 who are
more likely to work for relatively lower wages than men. 147

Ageing as a woman: A major risk
Women aged 60 and over are more at risk of poverty than men. In 2018, the at-risk-of-poverty rate
for women from this age group in the EU-27 was 17.7 % compared with 14.4 % for men (+ 3.3 p.p.).148
Furthermore, the gap tends to widen with age: the rate for women aged 75 years and over is 6.3 p.p.
higher than that for men.
This disparity reflects several economic and social factors that shape the experience women have
on the labour market over the course of their professional life (gender pay gap, shorter period of
employment due to family care responsibilities, fewer professional responsibilities and earlier
retirement) and affect their pension entitlements as well as their ability to save. According to the
European Commission's 2018 pension adequacy report 149 for people aged 65 and over throughout
the EU, women's pensions are on average 37 % lower than men's. The report also notes that older
women face a higher risk of poverty or social exclusion in all Member States. Women live three to
five years longer than men, which extends their retirement period further. Women who outlive their
male partner form a single-person household; their resources tend to decline, as they are not
necessarily indexed against the incomes of the entire population. Older women are thus more likely
to live longer, live alone and have lower pensions.

Vulnerable families
Changes to family structures
The 1960s signalled the end of the 'golden age of the family' that was marked by a high marriage
rate, a high birth rate among relatively young people, and a low divorce rate. 150 Since then,
diversified family models and relations within families have emerged alongside married couples,
including cohabiting couples (with or without children), unmarried parents, single-parent families,
couples without children, and same-sex unions, just to mention a few. 151
Not only have family structures changed but also the course of family life has shifted and perhaps
even turned upside down: there are now fewer rules about when to leave the family home and
whether or not to live together, marry or have children. At the same time, the financial pressure
caused by the 2008 economic and financial crisis and the ongoing pandemic, or the occasional
burden created when both parents are working, have all increased the risk of conflicts within the
family structure. Changes to home life – such as a separation – increase the risk of family poverty.

144

Precarious work from a gender and intersectionality perspective and ways to combat it, Directorate-General for
Internal Policies, European Parliament, November 2020.

145

See in particular the conclusions of the Council of the European Union, Women and poverty, 8 December 2016.

146

Main causes of female poverty, Department for Internal Policies, European Parliament, 2015.

147

The gender pay gap - Origins and policy responses: A comparative review of 30 European countries, EIGE, 2006.

148

At-risk-of-poverty rate of older people, by age and sex – EU-SILC and ECHP surveys, Eurostat, December 2020.

149

Pension adequacy report 2018 – Current and future income adequacy in old age in the EU (Volume 1), European
Commission, March 2018.

150

G. Neyer, O. Thevenon and C. Monfardini, Policies for families. Is there a best practice? European Policy Brief, European
Commission, December 2016.

151

People in the EU – statistics on household and family structures – Statistics explained, Eurostat, November and
December 2017.

35

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service

Single-parent and large families at risk of poverty
Household composition has a direct impact on the risk of poverty. The risk of poverty looms as soon
as there are children to look after at home and rises with the number of children. Having a child or
several children generally imposes more costs on the family and thus entails a higher risk of poverty
for its members.

Single-parent families
Out of all the family types, single adult households face the biggest risk of poverty or social
exclusion. In 2019, 40.3 % of single-parent families with dependent children faced the risk of poverty
and social exclusion (+19.2 p.p. compared to the average of people living in households with
dependent children, see Table 1 below).

Table 1 – Share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, analysed by household type,
EU-27, 2019 (%)

Source: Eurostat, 2020.

Single-parent families accounted for 15 % of the total number of families in the EU-28 in 2015. 152 In
general, single mothers (13.4 % compared with 2.6 % for single fathers) headed these families.
Single mothers were often at a disadvantage, due to the lack of adequate employment (i.e. jobs that
had flexible working arrangements, were close to home and offered sufficient pay).

152
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Single mothers were also less likely to be in full-time employment. In 2019, around one third (33.1 %)
of women aged 25-49 years with children worked on a part-time basis in the EU-27, this being
especially true for women with young children (36.5 %). 153 In addition, single mothers face a greater
risk of poverty in comparison to single fathers across the EU, due to the gender pay gap. In 2018, the
average hourly rate for women was 14.8 % lower than that for men. 154
Single mothers are more affected 155 by poverty than couples in which both partners are in work.
Likewise, single fathers are less affected by poverty than single mothers are.

Large families
In 2019, the risk of poverty or social exclusion was higher for people living in households with three
or more children (27.2 %, 6.1 p.p. higher than the average for all households with dependent
children). Conversely, one of the lowest risks of poverty and social exclusion was reported for people
living in households composed of two adults and one dependent child (15.1 %, 6 p.p. lower than
the average for all households with dependent children).

In-work poverty
Work no longer guarantees protection against poverty
In 2019, in-work poverty 156 – when a working person's income is insufficient to cover their needs –
affected 9.0 % of those over the age of 18 in the EU-27. The at-risk-of-poverty rate for working people
rose steadily from 8.6 % in the EU-27 in 2008, to a peak of 9.8 % in 2016. Thereafter it fell to 9.0 %,
but never as low as the 2008 level.
In 2018, with the at-risk-of-poverty rate being equal to or greater than 10 %, the most affected
countries were Romania (15.7 %), Spain (12.7 %), Luxembourg (12.1 %), Italy (11.8 %), Portugal
(10.8 %), Greece (10.2 %) and Estonia (10.0 %). 157 Although in-work poverty 158 is not something new,
it was exacerbated by the 2008 crisis. The economic downturn led to the emergence of two trends
often linked to low pay: an increase in labour market flexibility (the ability to hire and fire) and a
proliferation of precarious employment (temporary contracts or part-time jobs). Having a job can
help reduce the risk of poverty but no longer guarantees protection against it.
In its 2012-2013 global wage report, 159 the International Labour Organization examines differences
in pay and highlights the influence of the 2008 crisis on their development. In 2010, one in six
workers in the EU-27 was low paid (meaning their income was two thirds or less of the national
median for gross hourly wage). 160 The worst affected were women (21.2 %), workers with low
educational attainment (29 %), and those on fixed-term contracts (31 %). Since 2012, the risk of inwork poverty has increased for these population groups. 161
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Drivers of in-work poverty
In-work poverty is often 162 caused by a combination of three factors: low wage (low hourly rate, few
working hours, etc.), relative job insecurity (temporary or part-time work, etc.) and a heightened
level of needs, mainly linked to the presence of children but also to the number of working adults in
the household. 163 These different drivers tend to become more acute and build up over time. It is
therefore likely that workers with a low work intensity will only be employed in low-paid jobs, and
that families with children will be more likely to be less employable than childless households. The
risk is generally higher for households where only one person is able to work (one income, especially
women looking after children), for young workers and for temporary workers, as well as for those
with a low level of educational attainment. 164

Homelessness
Since the onset of the 2008 economic and financial crisis, it has become increasingly difficult for
millions of people in the EU to access housing. According to the European Federation of National
Organisations Working with the Homeless (FEANTSA) report from 2020, 165 there has been a 70 %
increase in homelessness 166 in the EU over a decade.
The 'traditional core' of the homeless population was largely made up of middle-aged men with
long-standing social problems associated with mental health issues and/or alcohol and drug
addiction. Since the onset of the 2008 crisis, the composition of the homeless population has
changed. 167 The risk of homelessness has increased, in particular among migrants from third
countries, young persons, the newly unemployed, and those who generally have a low income.
Women, single parents, large families, older people, the less educated, the Roma and other
minorities are also more susceptible to this risk.
The coronavirus pandemic has shed light on the homelessness issue as one of the more visible and
extreme forms of deprivation. As self-isolation and social distancing became the first rampart
against the pandemic, the need for a 'home' emerged as a key means of health protection and a
brutal indicator of social inequalities. With the current economic recession and jobs losses,
homelessness rates could well increase.
Reports on how the coronavirus crisis has affected the affordability of housing in the
EU indicate that economic recession and loss of jobs and income may push up
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housing costs and homelessness rates in Europe further. Housing affordability will
particularly worsen for young people and low-income earners after the pandemic,
because of reduced income and access to finance, thereby exacerbating wealth
inequalities. 168

4. Poverty in EU regions
GDP in EU regions
There are 240 NUTS level 2 169 regions across the EU. In 2018 (see Map 5), the French capital region
of Île-de-France had by far the largest economy (€734 billion), followed by the northern Italian
region of Lombardia (€388 billion) and the southern German region of Oberbayern (€274 billion).
Another six regions, all of them major hubs of business activity – Düsseldorf, Stuttgart and
Darmstadt (in Germany), Comunidad de Madrid and Cataluña (in Spain) and Rhône-Alpes (in France)
– had GDP in excess of €200 billion.
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In Map 5 below, the 'poorest' NUTS2 regions in the EU (alongside non-EU NUTS2 regions) – where
GDP per inhabitant was less than 75 % of the EU-27 average – are shown by the darkest shade of
purple. They were primarily located in a band running from Latvia in the north, down through the
eastern parts of the EU into Greece and southern Italy, before extending across the Mediterranean
Sea to the southern regions of Spain and most of Portugal. A large proportion of the EU's cohesion
policy funding is channelled to these 'less developed regions'.

Map 5 – GDP per inhabitant in NUTS2 regions, 2018

Source: Eurostat, Eurostat Regional Yearbook 2020, p. 95.
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Regions with high levels of people at risk of poverty
Certain EU regions face higher levels of poverty than others do. Eurostat defines people at risk of
poverty 170 as those with a median equivalised disposable income 171 (after social transfers 172) below
the at-risk-of-poverty threshold 173). Map 6 below shows the levels of the at-risk-of-poverty rate in EU
regions. According to Eurostat data, Czechia, Denmark, Finland and Slovenia were the only multiregional EU Member States in 2018 to report that every region of theirs had an at-risk-of-poverty
rate below the EU-27 average. 174

Map 6 – At-risk-of-poverty-rate in NUTS2 regions, 2018

Source: Eurostat, Eurostat Regional Yearbook 2020, p. 83.
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Some of the highest at-risk-of-poverty rates were recorded in rural and remote regions of eastern
and southern Europe. Certain sparsely populated regions had elevated percentages of people at a
high risk of poverty. A wealthier EU centre versus the periphery seems to be the norm. There were
12 regions across the EU where this rate exceeded 30.0 % in 2018 (as shown by the darkest blue
shade in Map 6). These were situated in Bulgaria, Italy, Romania and Spain. The highest rate was
reported in the southern Italian region of Campania (41.4 %).

Urban/rural aspects of poverty
The risk of poverty or social exclusion is affected by various socio-demographic factors, but also by
other factors such as the degree of urbanisation. Figure 13 reveals that in 2019, 22.2 % of the EU-27
population living in rural areas was exposed to the risk of poverty or social exclusion. The risk was
somewhat lower – but still high – for people living in cities (20.3 %), and the lowest for those living
in towns and suburbs (18.0 %).

Figure 13 – Share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, analysed by degree of
urbanisation, 2019 (%)

Source: Eurostat, 2019 (ilc_peps01) and (ilc_peps13).

However, the analysis underlying Figure 13 shows that there are contrasting patterns among the EU
Member States concerning the impact that urbanisation has on the risk of poverty or social
exclusion. According to the same analysis, in the majority of western Member States, the risk of
poverty or social exclusion was most evident in cities. Despite their capital regions (and other large
cities) often being among the most affluent in the EU, urban areas in western Europe were often
characterised by pockets of social deprivation in specific neighbourhoods. For instance, the highest
risk of poverty or social exclusion in cities was recorded in Italy (29.1 %; 2018 data), Belgium (28.5 %)
and Greece (27.3 %), and the lowest in Czechia (11.8 %) and Slovakia (10.9 %). The risk of poverty or
social exclusion for people living in towns and suburbs ranged from 28.7-29.1 % in Greece, Bulgaria
and Cyprus, to 12.8 % in the Netherlands. In eastern Europe, the risk of poverty or social exclusion
was particularly concentrated among the rural population. For instance, more than two-fifths of the
rural population in Bulgaria and Romania (respectively 47.9 % and 44.3 %) and around a third in
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Greece (34.4 %) faced this risk. Conversely, this was true for only 11.3 % of the rural population in
Austria, 10.9 % in the Netherlands and 6.2 % in Malta.

Material and social deprivation rate
Another factor that helps define poverty is the material and social deprivation rate, which shows the
share of the population that could not afford (rather than did not want or did not need) at least five
out of a list of 13 items. The latter include: to face unexpected expenses; one week annual holiday
away from home; to pay on time (mortgage/house loan, rent, utility bills and/or hire purchase
instalments); a meal with meat, chicken or fish or vegetarian equivalent every second day; to keep
their home adequately warm; a car/van for personal use; to replace worn-out furniture; to replace
worn-out clothes with some new ones; to have two pairs of properly fitting shoes; to spend a small
amount of money each week on themselves (pocket money); to have regular leisure activities; to
get together with friends/family for a drink/meal at least once a month; and to have an internet
connection. Most people consider many of these items to be desirable or even necessary for an
adequate quality of life.
The EU-27 material and social deprivation rate stood at 13.2 % in 2018, with certain eastern
European regions reaching significantly higher scores. For instance, this was the case as regards
more than half of the population in two Romanian regions and more than one fifth of the population
in every region of Bulgaria, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania and Romania. The abovementioned Romanian
regions – that of Sud-Est (58.7 %) and Sud – Muntenia (52.9 %) were the only EU NUTS 2 regions
where more than half of the population experienced material and social deprivation. On the other
hand, in 2018 again, less than one tenth of the population experienced material and social
deprivation in each region of Sweden, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Finland and Estonia. The three
Swedish regions of Övre Norrland, Stockholm and Småland med öarna had the lowest material and
social deprivation rates in the EU (all close to 2.0 %).

5. European policy against poverty
General framework
Following the launch of the Lisbon strategy in March 2000, the Nice European Council decided that
cooperation on policies designed to combat social exclusion should be based on an open method
of coordination (OMC), combining national action plans and Commission initiatives. A Social
Protection Committee was established to promote cooperation between Member States and the
Commission.
The 2008 economic and financial crisis brought issues of poverty, social exclusion and inequality to
the forefront, exposing the limitations of macro-economic statistics in providing a reliable picture
of the living conditions of ordinary people.
In 2010, with the adoption of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth, 175 the European Union set a quantitative target for the reduction of poverty and social
exclusion for the first time: to lift more than 20 million people out of poverty. The creation of a
European platform against poverty and social exclusion that same year, with the aim of supporting
the implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy, 176 gave the Commission the opportunity to draw
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on the knowledge of a wide range of stakeholders and to take different viewpoints and experiences
into account.
Since 2013, Member States have been reporting on their progress in pursuing the social goals
enshrined in the Europe 2020 strategy in their national reform programmes, with the possibility of
the Commission and the Council issuing country-specific recommendations via the European
Semester process.
To support convergence towards better living and working conditions in increasingly flexible labour
markets, in April 2017 the Commission launched the European Pillar of Social Rights. 177 All three of
the main EU institutions expressed their commitment to the pillar in a joint proclamation at the
Social Summit for Fair Jobs and Growth in Göthenburg, Sweden, on 17 November 2017. The pillar
established social protection and inclusion as one of three key areas.

European Parliament initiatives
Numerous European Parliament resolutions bear witness to the Parliament's strong and determined
commitment to combating poverty and social exclusion in Europe. 178
In its 19 January 2017 resolution on the European Pillar for Social Rights, 179 the Parliament proposed
a number of initiatives to strengthen the social dimension, among them:
adopting a framework directive on decent working conditions in all forms of
employment;
introducing European coordination and quality benchmarking on national minimum
wages;
introducing national-minimum-income schemes;
introducing a child guarantee;
setting the requirement for compulsory completion of secondary education;
rebalancing European economic governance through stronger social targets.
The Parliament has repeatedly adopted resolutions with the goal of strengthening EU action aimed
at improving the conditions and prospects of the socially disadvantaged and reducing poverty. As
regards low incomes and social exclusion, in its 10 October 2019 resolution 180 the Parliament called
on the Commission to put forward a legal instrument to ensure that every worker in the EU has a
fair minimum wage, which can be set according to national traditions, through collective
agreements or legal provisions.
The Parliament has also adopted numerous resolutions addressing child poverty. For instance, in its
resolution of 26 November 2019 on children's rights on the occasion of the 30th anniversary of the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 181 the Parliament called on the EU and its Member States
to step up their efforts to end child poverty, by adopting a new Council recommendation on
investing in children, and to provide sufficient support for the establishment of a European child
guarantee.

177

Interinstitutional Proclamation on the European Pillar of Social Rights, 2017/C 428/09.

178

M. Lecerf, Poverty in the European Union – the crisis and its aftermath, In-depth Analysis, EPRS, European Parliament,
2016.

179

European Parliament resolution of 19 January 2017 on a European Pillar of Social Rights, 2016/2095(INI).

180

Employment and social policies of the euro area, 2019/2111(INI).

181

Children's rights in occasion of the 30th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 2019/2876(RSP).

44

Demographic Outlook for the European Union

In its 17 April resolution on EU coordinated action to combat the Covid-19 pandemic and its
consequences, 182 the Parliament emphasised the need to 'give priority to support measures for the
most vulnerable citizens, women and children exposed to domestic violence, the elderly and the
disabled through a specific exceptional support fund'.
Finally, in its resolution of 24 November 2020, the Parliament called on the Commission and the
Member States to adopt a shared framework definition and coherent indicators on homelessness in
the EU. 183

EU financial support
The main responsibility for combating poverty and social exclusion in the EU remains with the
Member States. The EU's role is limited to coordinating Member State policies through the open
method of coordination for social protection (the 'Social OMC'), and to providing some funding. EU
funds are to be mobilised to contribute to economic recovery and to provide increased support to
the unemployed, the young and the disadvantaged.

The European Social Fund
The European Social Fund (ESF), with a budget of €80 billion for the 2014-2020 period, supports job
creation through targeted measures. The European Regional Development Fund creates
employment by supporting small and medium-sized businesses, research and innovation, and
measures that support green growth. The 2014-2020 financial framework allocates a greater share
of cohesion policy funding to the ESF, and stipulates that at least 20 % of the ESF in each Member
State must be used to support the thematic priority of 'promoting social inclusion and combatting
poverty'. One of the major innovations of the 2014-2020 programming period is a special focus on
the critical situation of young people in the current crisis, thanks to the Youth Employment Initiative
(YEI), whereby a specific allocation under cohesion policy augments the possibilities offered by the
ESF in support of the fight against youth unemployment in those regions that are most affected.

The Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived
In view of the EU's plans to discontinue its food distribution programme in 2013, the Parliament
called on the Commission to launch a new food programme. In October 2012, the Commission put
forward a proposal for a new Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD) for the 2014-2020
period, with a proposed budget of €2.5 billion. Following negotiations in 2013, the Council agreed
to the Parliament's request to increase the FEAD budget to €3.5 billion. This fund provides food,
clothing and other essential goods to the most deprived, and finances social inclusion measures for
the poorest in society. 184

The Employment and Social Innovation programme
In October 2011, the Commission proposed a programme for social change and innovation,
bringing together three existing instruments into one integrated programme. In 2013, the
Parliament and the Council reached an agreement on this new Employment and Social Innovation
(EaSI) programme, backing it with a budget of €920 million for the 2014-2020 period. The EaSI
programme is an EU financing instrument that promotes a high level of quality and sustainable
employment, guarantees adequate and decent social protection, combats social exclusion and
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poverty, and improves working conditions. Actions financed by EaSI focus in particular on
vulnerable groups, such as young people, promote equality between women and men, and combat
discrimination. EaSI also invests in social innovation and social entrepreneurship.

EU response to the coronavirus crisis
Amending the FEAD Regulation
The coronavirus crisis has posed specific risks to the most deprived and presented an unparalleled
challenge for the actions supported by the FEAD. In order to protect the most vulnerable and the
workers and volunteers delivering FEAD aid from falling victim to Covid-19, exceptional measures
have been taken urgently.
On 2 April 2020, the Commission proposed 185 to amend the FEAD Regulation in order to address the
difficulties encountered by public authorities and partner organisations in implementing the fund
during the pandemic. This initiative complements the Commission's package on pandemic-related
measures (the first of two related packages), the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative. 186
The specific measures included in the proposal were:
flexibility for Member States to adjust their schemes of support to the current context,
including by launching alternative schemes of delivery through electronic vouchers
(lower risk of contamination), and by amending certain elements of the operational
programme without such amendments having to be adopted by a Commission
decision;
the possibility to provide the necessary protective materials and equipment to partner
organisations outside the technical assistance budget;
eligibility of expenditure incurred since 1 February 2020 for FEAD operations that
strengthen the capacity to respond to the pandemic;
the possibility to exceptionally allow Member States to apply for a co-financing rate
of 100 % for the 2020-2021 accounting year;
specific provisions regarding the eligibility of costs incurred by beneficiaries in case
the delivery of food/basic material assistance or social assistance is delayed, as well as
for suspended and not fully implemented operations;
flexibility measures that reduce the administrative burden on the authorities in terms
of compliance with certain legislative requirements, in particular as regards
monitoring and control and audit;
any changes in the multiannual financial framework annual ceilings for commitments
and payments set out in the FEAD Regulation. The total annual breakdown of
commitment appropriations for the FEAD will remain unchanged.
During the 17 April 2020 plenary session, the Members of the European Parliament voted on the
proposal for an amending regulation 187 as regards the introduction of specific measures for
addressing the Covid-19 crisis. The Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL) decided to
send it directly to plenary under the urgent procedure. After its adoption by the Council on 22 April
2020, the final act 188 was signed by the presidents of the co-legislators on 23 April 2020.
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On 28 May 2020, the Commission proposed further amendments to the FEAD Regulation in view of
the growing needs on the ground. These amendments made additional resources for the FEAD
available for the 2020-2022 period, as part of the increased resources for cohesion policy under the
2014-2020 EU budget. They also allowed Member States to inject further resources into the FEAD.

Measures in support of employment
To face the major labour crisis 189 engendered by the pandemic and its social consequences, the EU
has taken initiatives to address immediate needs and mitigate negative impacts on employment
and social policy. The Member States have been focussing their efforts 190 on three areas: supporting
businesses to stay afloat; protecting and retaining employment; and protecting people's income.
Despite the speed at which most of these measures were implemented, social partners continued
to be involved in their design at least in those Member States that have a well-functioning social
dialogue in place. These measures include support to the most vulnerable or deprived groups that
may be disadvantaged by the current situation. They are as follows:
as a response to the most urgent needs, on 13 March 2020 the Commission launched
the Coronavirus Response Investment Initiative, made up of two packages (CRII 191 and
CRII+ 192), with the objective to make €37 billion available from the EU structural funds
to mitigate the impact of the crisis on the most vulnerable sectors, including the
labour market. These initiatives give Member States greater flexibility to make
transfers between cohesion policy funds; this would ensure that resources are
available where they are needed most and that support would be offered to those
most in need (achieved by the introduction of amendments to the rules of the FEAD);
the Commission is making all coronavirus crisis-related expenditure eligible under
cohesion policy rules. As ESF funding193 is already used to ensure access to quality
services, including healthcare, it can be used to deliver community-based services to
the most vulnerable. It can also be used to ensure the reintegration of workers and
the self-employed into the labour market;
the European Globalisation Adjustment Fund 194 supports people who have lost their
jobs because of major changes linked to globalisation or the global economic and
financial crisis. The Commission underlines 195 that it could support redundant workers
and the self-employed in the current crisis. The fund has up to €179 million available
in 2020;
the Support to Mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency (SURE 196) initiative is a
temporary instrument complementing national efforts to protect employees and the
self-employed from the risk of unemployment and loss of income.

A new generation of social funds
In preparation for the multiannual financial framework (MFF) for 2021-2027, the European
Commission published a proposal for a regulation on the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) on
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30 May 2018. In the same spirit as the European Social Fund 2014-2020, the ESF+ should provide the
main EU financial instrument for, among other objectives, strengthening social cohesion and
improving social fairness across Europe over the 2021-2027 period. The fund should also aim to
support the Member States to tackle the crisis caused by the coronavirus pandemic.
The ESF+ will be a merger of the existing ESF, the YEI, the FEAD, and the EaSI. Compared to the ESF,
the ESF + should strengthen the social dimension of the funds through:
stronger alignment with the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights;
a broader scope, with the inclusion of specific references to basic material assistance
and migrants, and social integration measures;
a stronger social inclusion dimension, by integrating the FEAD and the ESF, which
should facilitate the combination of provisions of food/material assistance with
support for social inclusion and active measures.
As regards social inclusion, within the ESF+ framework, Member States should dedicate at least 25 %
of the ESF+ to one or more of the following specific objectives:
active inclusion;
socio-economic integration of third country nationals and marginalised communities;
equal access to services; modernisation of and access to social protection systems;
healthcare and long-term care services;
social integration of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion including children;
addressing material deprivation, including accompanying measures (at least 2 % of
the ESF+ resources of a Member State has to address material deprivation).
On 10 November 2020, the European Parliament and the German Presidency of the Council reached
a political agreement on the 2021-2027 MFF and the EU's new own resources. On 17 December, the
Parliament gave its consent to the 2021-2027 MFF. The ESF+ has been allocated a budget of
€87.995 billion (in 2018 prices) for the 2021-2027 period.

6. Outlook
The previous editions of the Demographic Outlook for the European Union explored the question
of how demographic changes affect the world around us. They examined the effects of
demographic developments on the labour market, pension systems, healthcare needs, eating habits
and food supply. The focus of this year's edition has been a little different. The coronavirus pandemic
reminded us that demography itself is dependent on factors such as critical health situations and
economic emergencies.
Poverty has a profound influencе on demography. At the global level, poverty leads to higher
fertility rates, most likely because it goes hand in hand with lower birth control and lower
educational levels for women. Conversely, poverty is rather a deterrent to births in the EU, and the
coronavirus pandemic has only worsened this trend. Poverty is also an important driver of migration,
which reshapes the demographic situation of both host countries and countries of origin.
Another important factor influencing demographic changes are policy initiatives. In the EU, the von
der Leyen Commission attaches much importance to monitoring demographic developments and
looking for solutions. It is hoped that in the coming years these efforts will yield tangible results,
whereby funds would tackle poverty more effectively, adult skills acquisition and lifelong learning
will enjoy increased attention, as will initiatives to prevent the depopulation of certain regions.
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The demographic situation in the EU-27 has an
important influence on a number of areas, ranging from
the labour market, to healthcare and pension systems,
and education. Recent developments reinforce already
existing demographic trends: a strongly ageing
population due to lower fertility rates and increasing life
expectancy, coupled with a shrinking working-age
population. According to research, the coronavirus
pandemic has led to slightly higher mortality rates and
possibly to lower birth rates, mainly owing to economic
reasons such as increased unemployment and poverty.

