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How families have coped with the
financial crisis
SUMMARY

Families in the European Union (EU) were hit hard by the financial and economic crisis
of 2008, which, together with its after-effects, also triggered a social crisis.

If measureable changes in family patterns and the breakdown of families may not be
immediately observable and directly related to the downturn, the knock-on effects of
the economic and financial crisis on families are far more apparent.

Throughout the EU, single-parent families (16 % of all families) are exposed to the
highest risk of poverty or social exclusion. Single-parent families are predominantly
composed of single mothers, who face a higher poverty risk than single fathers. The
adverse impact of the economic crisis on families placed children at greater risk of
poverty or social exclusion than the rest of the population in 23 of the 28 EU Member
States in 2014. In the same year, there were 27.4 million children under the age of
18 living at risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU.

Two drivers have played a growing part in the rise of families' difficulties in the EU
since the onset of the recession: a cyclical one – the economic crisis and the strain it
put on family-supportive policies – and a structural one – the reinforcement of the
phenomenon of inherited poverty. Therefore, even if family policies fall within the
responsibility of the Member States, the condition of families has become a policy
concern for European institutions.
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Issue
The financial and economic crisis which ushered in the 2008 'Great Recession',
combined with its after-effects, triggered a social crisis in the European Union (EU). As a
result, most Member States suffered long periods of high unemployment paralleled by a
decline in average disposable incomes. Many households were hit hard and lapsed into
financial distress. Today, about 21 million Europeans – 4 million more than in 2008 –
remain unemployed (Eurostat).

European families since the onset of the economic crisis
The effect of the crisis on family patterns and breakdowns
Even if there are large differences across Member States, marriage is still the most
common form of adult partnership in the EU.1 In 2011, almost three quarters of all
family nuclei, or 71.2 %, were married couples (see box below). The share of married
adults was highest in Romania, Cyprus and Malta (above 80 %), and lowest in Estonia
and Latvia (about 50 %). Cohabitation was generally higher in countries with low
marriage rates. In Sweden and Estonia, about one in five adults cohabited with a
domestic partner, according to Eurostat figures.

How to define a family?

Traditionally, a family is defined as a group of people who are linked through blood or marriage,
typically centred around a married couple and their dependents. Nevertheless, Eurostat applies
a broader definition in its population and housing census. A family nucleus consists of two
persons (of either sex) living together as a married couple, in a registered partnership, or in a
consensual union, with or without children. Single parents with children also constitute a family
unit, but people living alone do not, nor do groups of unrelated people who choose to share a
house together (for instance, students).

In that sense, families with children are divided into four main types: 1) lone parents with
dependent children; 2) couple-families consisting of two adults and one or two children; 3) large
families consisting of two adults and at least three children; and 4) extended families with three
or more adults and dependent children.

It is difficult to measure the extent to which the crisis has affected family breakdown.
For instance, economic hardship may induce stress and lead to an increased divorce
rate. Yet again, the increased costs related to getting a divorce and the greater chances
of earning more when living as a couple may push divorce rates down. In fact, between
2008 and 2011 (the latter being the most recent year with data available for all Member
States), the divorce rate in the EU was generally stable (Eurostat, see Figure 1).

http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=9924&langId=en
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?query=BOOKMARK_DS-055624_QID_5633012_UID_-3F171EB0&layout=TIME,C,X,0;GEO,L,Y,0;S_ADJ,L,Z,0;AGE,L,Z,1;UNIT,L,Z,2;SEX,L,Z,3;INDICATORS,C,Z,4;&zSelection=DS-055624AGE,TOTAL;DS-055624INDICATORS,OBS_FLAG;DS-055624SEX,T;DS-055624S_ADJ,SA;DS-055624UNIT,THS_PER;&rankName1=UNIT_1_2_-1_2&rankName2=AGE_1_2_-1_2&rankName3=INDICATORS_1_2_-1_2&rankName4=SEX_1_2_-1_2&rankName5=S-ADJ_1_2_-1_2&rankName6=TIME_1_0_0_0&rankName7=GEO_1_2_0_1&sortC=ASC_-1_FIRST&rStp=&cStp=&rDCh=&cDCh=&rDM=true&cDM=true&footnes=false&empty=false&wai=false&time_mode=NONE&time_most_recent=false&lang=EN&cfo=%23%23%23%2C%23%23%23.%23%23%23
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Analysis_of_different_types_of_family_nuclei,_national_averages_and_NUTS_level_3_capital_city_regions,_2011_(%25_of_all_families)_PF15.png
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/population-and-housing-census/census-data/2011-census
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=demo_ndivind&lang=en
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Figure 1: Crude marriage and divorce rates, EU-28, 1970–2011 (¹) (per 1 000 inhabitants)

Data source : Eurostat, 2016.

Economic and financial distress faced by families
Two main Eurostat indicators measure the economic and financial crisis' knock-on
effects on families: the at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion rate (AROPE, which is one
of the Europe 2020 strategy headline indicators), and the inability to make ends meet.

Families more at risk of poverty or social exclusion
Across the EU, lone-parent families and large families with three or more dependent
children face the greatest difficulties. In 2014, almost one in two single parents with
dependent children (48.4 %) and one in three large families with three or more
dependent children (32.5 %) were at risk of poverty or social exclusion. This compares
to one in four (24.4 %) for the total population. Lone-parent families were particularly
hard-hit in Malta (64.1 %), Hungary (63.2 %) and the United Kingdom (60.4 %); large
families were most disadvantaged in Bulgaria (89.3 %) and Romania (79.7 %).

Between 2008 and 2014 (latest data available), the increase in AROPE, measuring the
worsening of the situation, was as follows: +2.2 percentage points (p.p.) for families of
two adults and one dependent child; +1.7 p.p. for families of two adults and two
dependent children; +1.8 p.p. for extended families; and +0.8 p.p. for large families, all
of this compared to a +0.7 p.p. increase for the total population. Conversely, the
situation of lone-parent families improved somewhat (-2.4 p.p.), even though they
were, and still remain, the group with the highest AROPE.

Greater economic strain
Compared to pre-crisis times, families in nearly all Member States have been facing
greater difficulty making ends meet as a result of increased financial distress and
unemployment. Across the EU, the proportion of households in this situation2 grew
from 9.8 % in 2008 to 11.3 % in 2014 (+1.5 p.p.), with Greece (39.5 %, +19.5 p.p.) and
Cyprus (32.1 %, +11.1 p.p.) registering an over-10 percentage-point increase in this
regard (Eurostat). This stronger financial strain has affected lone-parent families
(+2.1 p.p. across the EU) and large families with three or more children (+2.4 p.p. across
the EU) particularly severely.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Crude_marriage_and_divorce_rates,_EU-28,_1970%E2%80%932011_(%C2%B9)_(per_1_000_inhabitants)_YB16.png
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gdp-and-beyond/quality-of-life/at-risk-of-poverty-rate
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:At_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion_(AROPE)
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/gdp-and-beyond/quality-of-life/inability-to-make-ends-meet
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?query=BOOKMARK_DS-127833_QID_-38D2362D_UID_-3F171EB0&layout=TIME,C,X,0;GEO,L,Y,0;HHTYP,L,Z,0;QUANTILE,L,Z,1;INDICATORS,C,Z,2;&zSelection=DS-127833HHTYP,TOTAL;DS-127833INDICATORS,OBS_FLAG;DS-127833QUANTILE,TOTAL;&rankName1=HHTYP_1_2_-1_2&rankName2=INDICATORS_1_2_-1_2&rankName3=QUANTILE_1_2_-1_2&rankName4=TIME_1_0_0_0&rankName5=GEO_1_2_0_1&sortC=ASC_-1_FIRST&rStp=&cStp=&rDCh=&cDCh=&rDM=true&cDM=true&footnes=false&empty=false&wai=false&time_mode=NONE&time_most_recent=false&lang=EN&cfo=%23%23%23%2C%23%23%23.%23%23%23
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?query=BOOKMARK_DS-056364_QID_-4BBDBE6C_UID_-3F171EB0&layout=TIME,C,X,0;GEO,L,Y,0;SUBJNMON,L,Z,0;HHTYP,L,Z,1;INCGRP,L,Z,2;UNIT,L,Z,3;INDICATORS,C,Z,4;&zSelection=DS-056364UNIT,PC_POP;DS-056364INCGRP,TOTAL;DS-056364INDICATORS,OBS_FLAG;DS-056364HHTYP,TOTAL;DS-056364SUBJNMON,EM_GD;&rankName1=HHTYP_1_2_-1_2&rankName2=UNIT_1_2_-1_2&rankName3=INDICATORS_1_2_-1_2&rankName4=SUBJNMON_1_2_-1_2&rankName5=INCGRP_1_2_-1_2&rankName6=TIME_1_0_0_0&rankName7=GEO_1_2_0_1&sortC=ASC_-1_FIRST&rStp=&cStp=&rDCh=&cDCh=&rDM=true&cDM=true&footnes=false&empty=false&wai=false&time_mode=NONE&time_most_recent=false&lang=EN&cfo=%23%23%23%2C%23%23%23.%23%23%23
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Portraits of family poverty
Single parents
The highest risk of poverty or social exclusion
Among all EU families, single parents face the highest risk of poverty or social exclusion:
among them this risk is twice the average and more than for any other household type
(see Figure 2).

Figure 2: People at risk of poverty or social exclusion by household type, EU-28

Data source: Eurostat, 2016.

Gender inequalities in single-parent families
In 2011, families composed of a lone parent (a single mother/father with children)
accounted for 16 % of the total number of families in the EU-28 (Eurostat). Lone-mother
families accounted for 13.4 % and lone-father families for only 2.6 % of all families. The
differences were most pronounced in the Baltic States, Poland and Slovakia: the share
of lone-mother families was at least 15 percentage points higher than the
corresponding share of lone-father families. Conversely, the smallest gender gaps were
noted in Denmark, Germany, Cyprus, the Netherlands and Sweden.

Single mothers were often disadvantaged through a lack of suitable jobs (that is, jobs
offering flexible conditions, proximity to home and sufficient pay), and might be viewed
as less employable by potential employers. When it comes to employment rates, single
motherhood seems to be a barrier to participation in the labour market: employment
for mothers with a cohabitating partner stood at 90.5%, while that for single mothers at
84.1 % (-6.4 p.p.). Continuous full-time employment was more challenging still.

Moreover, in comparison with single fathers, single mothers faced a higher risk of
poverty because of the gender pay gap. In 2014, women remained at higher risk of
poverty or social exclusion than men (25.3 % compared with 23.6 %, Eurostat).
Furthermore, across Europe, young single mothers were also far more likely to work
part time than young single women without children. With a few exceptions, single
mothers were also less likely to have full-time jobs (see Figure 3).

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_poverty_and_social_exclusion
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_in_the_EU_%E2%80%93_statistics_on_household_and_family_structures
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Gender_pay_gap_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Europe_2020_indicators_-_poverty_and_social_exclusion
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Figure 3: Differences in part-time and full-time employment between single young women
with and without children, 23 Member States

Data source: Rand Europe, 2014.

Child poverty
In 2014, the adverse impact of the economic crisis on families placed children at greater
risk of poverty or social exclusion than the rest of the population in 23 of the 28 EU
Member States. The percentage of children living in a household at risk of poverty or
social exclusion ranged from around 15 % in Denmark (15.2 %) and Finland (16.1 %), to
over 35 % in Bulgaria (37.6 %), Spain (37.9 %) and Romania (43 %) (Eurostat).

In 2014, roughly 27.4 million children under the age of 18 in the EU were at risk of
poverty or social exclusion (Eurostat). The proportion of children at risk (27.8 %) was
greater than that of adults (25.4 %) and the elderly (17.8 %, aged 65 and over).

There were more AROPE children in 2014 than in 2008. Between 2008 and 2014, the
situation of children worsened in 22 Member States,3 most seriously in Hungary
(+8.4 p.p.), Greece (+8 p.p.) and Malta (+6.3 p.p.). The risk of poverty among children in
most crisis-battered southern European countries has been on the increase since the
onset of the 'Great Recession'.4

However, five EU Member States have seen a reduction in the number of children at
risk of poverty and social exclusion: Poland (-4.7 p.p.), Romania (-0.7 p.p.), Slovakia
(-0.7 p.p.), Germany (-0.5 p.p.), and Lithuania (-0.2 p.p.).

Drivers of family poverty notably strengthened by the crisis
The risk of poverty has always been determined by the combination of the way a society
is organised and the economy regulated. Since the first oil shock in 1973, two main
developments or drivers have helped to understand overall poverty patterns in the EU:
economic downturns and inherited poverty.5 The current crisis has exacerbated both
these drivers.

The impact of the financial and economic context
Member State family policies under financial strain
The economic crisis has had a severe effect on family policies. Austerity measures
introduced during the crisis have affected measures, such as cash and tax benefits,
which are aimed at reducing child poverty (see box below). Targeted support has

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/documents/140502_gender_equality_workforce_ssr3_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Children_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion,_2010_and_2014_(%25).png
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Children_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion
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increased at the expense of universal coverage, as governments with limited budget
resources have focused on the most deprived families. Nonetheless, the principle of
universality has prevailed since the onset of the crisis. As seen in the findings of
Eurofound, universal cash benefits still represent more than half of social expenditure
on families in the EU.

Family policies in the European Union

EU family policies can have numerous goals (boosting fertility, reducing child poverty, improving
child education or encouraging participation of women in the workforce), reflecting the national
family policy traditions, welfare regimes and economic circumstances. They consist of wide-
ranging measures and actions: 1) financial incentives through child/family cash benefits
(allowances) and/or tax reductions or credits for families with children; 2) child-related periods
of leave including pregnancy benefits, maternity and paternity leave policies, and parental and
childcare-leave policies; 3) childcare through the provision of childcare and related subsidies for
day-care, kindergarten, pre- and after-school care, and early childhood education; 4) other
measures, such as housing benefits for families, and pensions policies. (MISSOC).

Unemployment
Since 2008, Europe has observed historically high unemployment and long-term
unemployment rates, and a decrease in the quality and quantity of jobs (Eurostat). The
rise in unemployment over the crisis period is a major reason for the increase in the
number of families at risk of poverty or social exclusion across the EU. In fact, the
AROPE rate increase between 2008 and 2014 among those of working age but not in
work (inactive) is common to all EU Member States except three – Slovenia, Poland and
Lithuania.6 In 2014, more than two thirds of children living in jobless households in
Europe were living below the poverty threshold (64.3 %). Working parents remain the
best protection against child poverty.

Amplified inherited poverty
The intergenerational transmission of disadvantages is an old phenomenon. It is
characterised by the persistence of a low level of education in the family; a low ability to
make ends meet; or the succession of a 'not-in-work' economic situation for individuals
through two generations (from parents to their children).

Social origin remains the strongest determinant of educational success which in turn is a
major driver of inequality, perpetuating the poverty cycle. Its impact has not decreased
during the crisis.7 In 2014, more than one in two children whose parents' level of
education was very low,8 were at risk of poverty (50.4 %), compared to less than one in
ten children whose parents had a high level of education (8 %).9 The difference between
households with parents having a high level and parents having a low level of education
was 42.4 p.p. in 2014, and was higher than in 2008 (38 p.p.).10 At country level, the
difference between the AROPE rates for children with parents with low and high levels
of education ranged from 12.1 to 24.3 p.p. in Finland, the United Kingdom and the
Netherlands, to 73.7 to 80.2 p.p. in Bulgaria, Slovakia and Romania (Eurostat). More
than a third of low-educated adults (34.2 %, Eurostat) also had low-educated parents in
their childhood. This can be explained by parents' inability to support their children's
studies financially and/or to transmit a perception of the importance of education to
them.

European policies
Family policies fall within the responsibility of the Member States. However, the EU has
the competence to legislate on employment or on gender equality, on the one hand,

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef1556en_1.pdf
http://www.missoc.org/MISSOC/INFORMATIONBASE/COMPARATIVETABLES/CROSSCUTTINGINTRO/Introduction_Table_9.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Unemployment_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=7859&furtherPubs=yes
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Intergenerational_transmission_of_disadvantage_statistics
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and to propose to the Member States family policy guidelines and best practices to
support families, on the other hand.

Employment and gender equality
Among other things, the Europe 2020 strategy pursues the goals of helping parents
participate actively in both society and the economy; focusing on measures that help
them combine work and care; assisting them with childcare costs; and making work pay
for (both) parents. Despite the economic crisis, the focus on the work–life balance has
been maintained. Across the EU, measures have been introduced to help people better
combine work and family. Several good practices can be identified, among them a
significant increase in subsidised childcare places in Greece, the expansion of childcare
services in Poland, and giving parents more options to take parental leave in Austria.

In parallel, a number of measures for addressing gender gaps and accelerating gender
equality were initiated or pursued by the European Commission, including funding for
Member States to invest in childcare and to promote women's participation in the
labour market. As a follow-up and prolongation of its Strategy for equality between
women and men 2010-2015, in December 2015 the Commission published a Strategic
engagement for gender equality 2016-2019, which set the framework for the
Commission's future work towards improving gender equality. Parliament has also
taken a proactive stance on advancing gender equality. In particular, it adopted a
resolution on the impact of the crisis on gender equality and women's rights in 2013,
and another on gender equality and empowering women in the digital age in 2016.

Supporting family policies
The EU also has the possibility to support its Member States' family policies. In February
2013, as part of its social investment package (SIP), the Commission adopted a long-
awaited recommendation, ‘Investing in children: breaking the cycle of disadvantage’,
followed by the creation of the European Platform for Investing in Children (EPIC). EPIC
is an evidence-based online platform providing information about policies that can help
children and their families cope better with the economic challenges in Europe. It is
intended to help Member States implement the recommendation through the
collection and dissemination of innovative practices found to have a positive impact on
children and families across the EU. On this line, Parliament has adopted resolutions
addressing family issues, including on promoting social inclusion and combating
poverty. On 24 November 2015, Parliament adopted a resolution on reducing
inequalities with a special focus on child poverty.
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Endnotes
1 Admittedly, in a long-run perspective, marriage rates have dropped significantly. The crude marriage rate was

almost halved in the EU-28 between 1970 (7.9 %) and 2011 (4.2 %, a 3.7 p.p. fall, Eurostat). Despite varying in level
and change across Member States, divorce rates have risen significantly (+150 % between 1965 and 2011,
Eurostat) in the long term.

2 On a six-point scale, saying that it is 'very difficult' to make ends meet.
3 There are no data available for Croatia.
4 Social Justice in the EU – Index Report 2015: Social Inclusion Monitor Europe, Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2016, p. 177.
5 The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary Society, Bourdieu P., 1999, p. 656.
6 Poverty in the European Union: The crisis and its aftermaths, Lecerf M., European Parliament, 2016, p. 15.
7 An ever closer union among the peoples of Europe? Rising inequalities in the EU and their social, economic and

political impacts, Outcomes of EU-funded research, European Commission, 2014, pp. 20–21.
8 Less than primary, primary and lower secondary education (International Standard Classification of Education –

ISCED 0–2).
9 Tertiary education (International Standard Classification of Education – ISCED 5–6).
10 Eurostat, data extracted on 7 October 2016.
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