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Introduction 
 
Social Protection (SP) systems in advanced market economies consist of many different 
components. While the specific architecture of the SP systems differ from country to country 
(and sometimes from region/state to region/state), the specific social programs that form the 
SP system can be subdivided in contributory and non-contributory benefits. Contributory 
transfer systems , which include among others pension and unemployment insurance, limit 
benefit disbursement to the contributors to particular schemes. Non-contributory programs 
instead are financed out of general public revenue.  They include social assistance programs 
like family allowance and transfers and are not necessarily limited to tax/premium-payers, but 
may be means-tested and targeted to the poor.  
 
This objective of this paper is to discuss the role of Social assistance non-contributory income 
support programs for the poor 2 within the context of the Social Protection (SP) systems in 
European and other advanced economies.  Most of the discussion is based on the exper ience 
in nine European countries (Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, 
Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom) , augmented sometimes with examples and comparisons 
with the SP system in USA and other OECD countries. 
 
One of the conclusions of the paper is that the subdivision provided above between 
contributory and social assistance SP programs is technically difficult within the European 
context and might not explain why some SP systems perform better than others.  European 
countries have very sophisticated, yet viable SP policy options that have been able to alleviate 
poverty and promote social equity.  
 
The first section of the paper provides the background necessary for analyzing the differences 
in the construction of the Welfare States in the various countries. The discussion is focused on 

                                                 
1  The paper is based on and summarizes a more extensive analysis found in C. de Neubourg, Targeted 
Income Support for the Poor and the Performance of European Social Protection Systems (Maastricht, 2005): 
details and a lot more data on the issues discussed here are provided in that publication. 
2  Note that social assistance non-contributory income support programs for the poor sometimes can be 
referred to as targeted income support to the poor, means tested social assistance and means tested social 
transfers, targeted social assistance or safety nets.  In this paper we use those terms as synonymous. 
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the role of various components of SP systems and illustrates the large international differences 
in their components and their role in alleviating poverty and reducing inequality.  The second 
section provides details on the characteristics of the social assistance (targeted income support 
to the poor) programs in the nine European countries.   The third section discusses the 
differences in the performance of the social assistance systems in terms of coverage and 
participation, effectiveness towards reducing poverty and inequality, efficiency in delivering 
the benefits, and implementation issues.  The fourth section reviews the recent debate towards 
reforms in the systems.  The concluding section draws lessons from the experiences of the 
European countries related to the design and implementation of Social Protection systems 
aimed at fighting poverty and reducing inequality. 
 
1. Social Protection systems and the role of targeted assistance to the poor 
 
Public spending on social protection in Europe is high 
 
As illustrated by Figure 1, public spending on Social Protection (including health) is 
considerable in all countries under consideration, but international differences are large. The 
European emphasis on the public provision of social protection can be clearly seen from the 
level of public social expenditure. Continental Europe allocates more funds to Social 
Protection than the United States. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The highest social spending levels are found in Central and North European countries.  
Sweden is heading the list with social expenditure of 31% of GDP, and most of the other 
Western European countries spending between 20 to 30 % of their GDP on social protection.  
Nevertheless, the emphasis on different types of benefits varies greatly between the different 
countries.  The Italian system puts a great emphasis on old age benefits and survivor benefits, 
which leaves little resources to be spent on other types of benefits, particularly on 

Source: Own calculations from OECD Social Expenditure Database Edit ion 2001. 

Figure 1: Gross government expenditure on Social 
Programmes in 1998, as % of GDP
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unemployment benefits while the Italian unemployment rate is one of the highest in Western 
Europe.  Generous disability benefits in Sweden, Portugal, and the Netherlands become 
apparent when looking at the proportion of spending on those benefits that is around 12%.  
Moreover, highly universalistic child benefits in Belgium, France, and Sweden explain 
spending levels on families and children up to twice as much as in other countries.  At last, 
the high unemployment rate in Spain is translated by high spending for unemployment 
benefits.  
 
The Social Protection systems in Europe are almost equally financed by three types of 
contributions: employers’ social contributions, social contributions by the protected persons 
and general government contributions.  But on the national level these proportions vary 
considerably between the different countries.  Notably, around 65% of contribution comes 
from contributions from employers and protected persons in Belgium, Spain, France, the 
Netherlands and Germany.  On the other hand, taxes are the main mean of financing social 
protection in United Kingdom and Sweden.  Finally, it appears that it is only in the 
Netherlands that protected persons contribute more to contributions than their employers.  
This 10% difference is quite considerable since in all other countries, employers contribute 
almost twice as much as protected persons. 
 
The philosophy underpinning the northern European social protection system is known as the 
life-course framework  (see Figure 2).  Under this framework, there are social protection 
intervention tailored for every stage in life of individuals and families: from child allowances 
(typically universal) for families which children, to employment assistance during youth, to 
unemployment benefits during the active period and finally to pensions during old-age. Social 
assistance programs, in this framework, provide the net of last resort for low -income families 
who cannot support themselves or are not assisted by other social programs.  
 
Figure 2 also indicates how for every stage a combination of elements plays together in order 
to provide protection that the individual may need during a certain stage in life. Age specific 
provisions are supplemented by general components for handicapped and long term 
ill/disabled. It also indicates that the public provision of goods as education, health and 
employment protection all work together to reduce risks and to mitigate the effects of 
unfortunate events and to guarantee sufficient investment in human capital; all these elements 
are important to prevent people to slide into poverty after a crisis or bad luck. Over the life 
cycle of individuals the consumption of public goods as education and health, take to form of 
social protection benefits in kind.  
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Figure 2 Life course framework for Standard Europe  

Chris de Neubourg Maastricht 
University

Life course framework: the 
“Standard Europe”

UCA, age 0 - 16

EA, age 16 - 24

ILI; SA; CSP, age 24 – 60+

UP; CP+CSP; PP; SA

DA for people disabled from birth as well as for those who are permanently or temporarily disabled

Investment in human capital/educational system

Re-training, employment protection, 
minimum standards, wage

Health, disasters, family protection, care facilities all age groups and handicapped

 
Legend for Figure 2: UCA = Universal Child Allowance 
   EA = Educational Allowance 
   ILI = Income Loss Insurance 
   SA = means tested Social Assistance 
   CSP = Contributory Survivors Pension 
   UP = Universal Pension 
   CP = Contributory Pension (compulsory) 
   PP = Private Pension 
   DA= Disablement Allowance 
 
Social protection spending, poverty and inequality 
 
Higher spending on social protection in Continental European economies is associated with 
less (relative) poverty and inequality (Figures 3 and 4)3. 
 

                                                 
3  Figure 1 uses a relative poverty measure. Poverty is measured as the percentage of the population with 
an income below 50 percent of the median equivalised income in the country. The use of absolute poverty line 
would reveal the same differences (see C. de Neubourg 2005, main report for details). This is also confirmed by 
a recent study by the OECD (2005). 
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Figure 3 

 
 
The fact that the poorest Americans are worse off than the poorest Europeans is confirmed 
whatever poverty and inequality measure is taken as a basis. It is clear that there is a large gap 
between the poverty rate in Europe and the poverty rate in the United States, which is almost 
three times as large as the poverty rate in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden 
according to studies by Eurostat and the OECD.  The United Kingdom finds itself between 
the Northern European countries and the Southern European countries.  This rank order is true 
no matter what poverty rate is used for comparison.  
 
While the average American has a higher living standard than the average resident in the other 
countries, this does not hold for the entire spectrum of the income distribution. Despite the 
higher aggregate and average standard of living in the United States, people in the lower 
deciles of the income distribution are far worse off in US than poorer persons or households 
in Europe, if compared to the median income of their own country. Even if compared with the 
median income in US, the poor in Europe  are better off (except of United Kingdom). 
 
Furthermore, the levels and duration of poverty is higher in the United States and the United 
Kingdom than in Continental European countries: more people experience poverty and stay 
longer in poverty in US and UK. 
 
By age-group, the largest differences in relative poverty rates in US versus Europe are for 
children and for the working poor. Looking at child poverty rates, the same type of 
differences can be observed: in Sweden and Belgium less than 5 percent of the children lived 
in poor households in 1995; in France, the Netherlands and Germany it was around 10 % or 
less; in Italy, the United Kingdom and the United States approximately one out of five (or 
more) children lived in poor households.  On the other hand, the older age group is doing 
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Figure 4: Gini-coefficient (income inequality) 
period 1995-2000

27,2

27,3

27,7

34,7

25,1

35,6

30,3

24,3

32,6

35,7

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Belgium

France

Germany

Italy

Netherlands

Portugal

Spain

Sweden

United Kingdom

United States

Source: Förster and Mira d’Ercole, 2005. 

particularly well. Retired workers used to belong to the risk-groups in terms of poverty, but 
this has clearly changed over the years (France and Belgium still show high poverty risks for 
persons over 65 years of age). Improvements in pension provisions and social sector coverage 
in general are responsible for the reduced poverty risk among elder residents in most 
countries. 
 
Poverty among working households is strongly associated with the number of earners in the 
family. Among households with two working adults poverty is virtually non-existent, except 
in Italy, the United Kingdom and the United States. This and the relative high incidence of 
poverty of single worker families in the same countries (and still poverty rates well above 
zero for the same group in the other countries) point to a phenomenon known as working 
poor. Looking at poverty rates for households were one or more of its members are employed 
shows a clear difference between Continental European countries and Anglo -Saxon countries.  
The poverty rates were 2,3 % for France, 2,4 % for Germany, 3,7 % for Sweden compared to 
6,9 % in Canada and 12,4 % in the United States. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Welfare States and social protection arrangements are, according to many – especially 
European scholars – not only designed to alleviate poverty but also to reduce inequality.  The 
same division of countries as found in the poverty studies, appears in this context as well: 
Sweden together with the other Continental European countries, Belgium, France, Germany 
and the Netherlands show the least inequality (the lowest Gini-coefficient see F igure 4); Italy, 
the United Kingdom and the United States have the most income inequality.  
 
 
Social Protection systems play a crucial role in reducing poverty and inequality 
 
The impact of Social Protection systems in reducing poverty and inequality is large. May 
studies have illustrated this by comparing (simulated) poverty and inequality levels before 
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taxes and transfers, with post tax-and-transfer levels. While the Continental European 
countries show internationally the highest income inequality before taxes and benefits, they 
display smaller inequalities after taxes and benefits. The interventionist and universalistic 
oriented Social Protection systems play an important role in this “correction”. They also 
produce considerable lower poverty rates than other countries.  Social Protection systems in 
Continental Europe are also more effective in the sense that they manage to reduce the 
duration of poverty and the incidence of poverty over the life-cycle of individuals and 
households.  
 
The impact of Social Protection systems is even more pronounced for children. While more 
than one out of five children in the United States lives in poor households, this is only the case 
for less than 4 percent of the children in Belgium and Sweden.  Undoubtedly, Social 
Protection systems have a large impact in reducing poverty in Continental European 
countries. This success is associated with the provision of more generous benefits (higher 
benefit adequacy), as illustrated in figure 5. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another interesting finding while looking at poverty rates is that the number of long term poor 
BEFORE transfers and taxes is LOWER in the United States than in any European country 
with the United Kingdom and surprisingly Sweden having the HIGHEST poverty rates. The 
same applies for the occasionally poor (at least once in the five ear period). Looking from this 
perspective, the UK Social Protection system delivers good results as does the Swedish 
system since their poverty rate AFTER transfers and taxes are amongst the lowest. Indeed, 
comparing poverty rates before taxes and transfers to poverty rates after taxes and transfers, it 
is clear that direct taxes and social transfers contribute a lot to the alleviation of poverty in all 
countries, but in the United States less than in others. 

Figure 5: Mean Social Transfers as a % of mean pre-tax 
household income (All households and 2 adults + 2 children 

households)
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Furthermore, taxes and transfers played a significant role in containing the growing inequality 
in all the countries due to growing differences in market earnings.  The fact that inequality 
increased a lot more than poverty rates indicates that the importance of the taxes and 
government transfers has increased over the period from the early 80’s to the mid-90’s.  A 
strong evidence for this is a simulation showing that when all transfer incomes increase by the 
same percentage  as other incomes, poverty in Europe is reduced to 10.1 percent in 2005 and 
to 7.9 percent in 2010.  When, however, transfer incomes would be frozen on their 1995 level, 
poverty rates would be respectively 14.6 and 13.6 percent (1995 poverty level is 17.2 
percent).  The biggest effect would be felt by the aged persons, but poverty incidence would 
increase considerably for children as well. This illustrates how even small adjustments in 
benefits (not indexing benefits to the growth of other incomes) change the (relative) poverty 
count. Social Protection systems do matter a lot. 
 
Within Social Protection  systems, targeted social assistance play a modest role  
 
Social Protection systems consist of many different types of benefits. The extent of the 
European systems is big and the systems include contributory benefits and non-contributory 
benefits. Contributory benefits are mostly related to risks directly linked to labour market 
events (unemployment, retirement, professional illness and accidents, etc). Non contributory 
benefits contain a large range of arrangements of which social assistance is only one. Table 1 
summarises the availability of non-contributory benefits in a selection of OECD countries4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4  We will argue in the final section that it is interesting to relax our assumptions on which arrangements 
can be contributory. 

Figure 6: Expenditure on social benefits 
as % of total benefits, per type of benefits, 2001.
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Table 1 Non-contributory social trans fer programmes 

Universal Means tested Non-parental 
care

Parental care

Australia Y Y – Y Y Y Y Y
Austria Y GMI Y – – – – Y
Belgium Y – Y – – Y Y –
Canada Y GMI – Y Y Y Y –
Czech Republic Y Y – Y – – – Y
Denmark Y Y Y – FB – Y –
Finland Y Y Y – FB Y – Y
France Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Germany Y Y Y – T Y Y Y
Greece – Y Y – – – – –
Hungary Y Y Y – FB – – Y
Iceland Y Y Y Y Y – – –
Ireland Y GMI Y – Y Y – Y
Italy – Y – Y – – – –
Japan Y GMI – Y Y Y – –
Korea Y GMI – – Y – Y –
Luxembourg Y GMI Y – T – Y Y
Netherlands Y Y Y – T Y Y –
New Zealand – Y – Y Y Y – –
Norway Y Y Y – Y – Y –
Poland Y Y – Y CCB – – Y
Portugal Y – – Y T – – –
Slovak Republic Y Y Y Y – – – Y
Spain Y – – Y T – – –
Sweden Y Y Y – Y – – –
Switzerland Y GMI Y – – – – –
United Kingdom Y Y Y – – Y Y –
United States – Y – Y – Y Y –

Family benefits Childcare benefitsGuranteed 
Minimum 
Income

Housing Benefits Lone-parent 
benefit

Employment 
conditional 

benefits

 
Notes: “Y” indicates that the specific benefit or tax credit exists in this country. Where no specific housing or lone-parent benefit is available, “GMI” (guaranteed minimum 

income), “FB” (family benefit) or “CCB” (childcare benefit) indicate that housing or lone-parent specific provisions exist as part of these schemes. “T” indicates different 
tax provisions or specific tax allowances for lone parents where no other benefits are available. 

Source:  OECD (2004) Benefits and Wages 
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Within the social protection system, non-contributory social assistance plays a small, residual 
role in European Union countries, except for United Kingdom.  Figures 1 and 6 shows for the 
European countries that about 0,5% of GDP is spent on “other contingencies” and about 1,5% 
of total social spending is meant for “Social exclusion not elsewhere classified”. 
 
Sickness and invalidity benefits have a great impact in the Netherlands and family benefits are 
important in Belgium, France and the UK.  In Italy, low spending on unemployment benefits 
is noticed in the impact it has on poverty rates. Other benefits (including Social Assistance) 
are important in the UK particularly, and also in France and the Netherlands (in Germany the 
figure includes too many different benef its to draw conclusions). It is striking to repeat that 
universalistic benefits such as public pensions and family allowances are important in poverty 
alleviation. The resources allocated to these types of benefits are quantitatively more 
responsible for the success in poverty reduction programmes in Continental European 
countries that means tested targeted assistance (see also F igure 1). 
 
Many social benefits are universal in Europe, such as Child benefits and Old Age benefits.  
This does imply that the scope of the European Social Protection system is very high, since a 
large part of the population is eligible for many of social benefits.  About 95% of benefits in 
Continental Europe do not have a means-test, so that only categorical criteria such as age or  
degree of disability are determining eligibility. 
 
Moreover, Continental European Social Protection systems are generous systems in which 
benefit levels5 are high compared to the United Kingdom and the United States.  Mean social 
transfers are around 40% of mean pre-tax and transfer income for France and Sweden, but 
only 12% in the United States.  For four-person households with two children, Sweden shows 
much higher benefit levels than the other countries, which can be explained by the importance 
of family benefits. 
 
The coverage of the overall European Social Protection system is thus very high, particularly 
compared to the United States.  First, the proportion of the population covered by the  Social 
Protection system is larger, because of the universalis tic nature of many benefits. Second, the 
high level of interventionism in Continental Europe also implies that benefits are more 
generous.  
 
Within the SP system, social assistance programs play a residual role in Continental Europe, 
because other types of  benefits are available. Moreover, universal health care and free 
education (including higher level education) also contribute to an effective social safety net 
BEFORE means targeted social assistance comes in. 
 
Next, we look at the non-pension social protection programs and investigate which countries 
are more successful in targeting their spending toward the poorest strata of the society. Figure 
7 from Heady (2001) illustrates the proportion of total cash transfers (excluding pensions) as a 
proportion of the total income captured by each decile. The steepness of the descent of each 
line indicates the amount of targeting of benefits towards the poor.  The United Kingdom, 
followed by Belgium, has the more targeted distribution of benefits as a percentage of decile 
income.  On the other hand, Italy has a very flat descent indicating a small difference between 

                                                 
5  In certain cases this could be called replacement rates. However, it is technically not correct to indicate 
benefit levels with “replacement rates” since this implies that some income is replaced while that is not always 
the case. Child allowances for example do not “replace” any income at all. 
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the deciles in terms of cash transfers as a proportion of total decile transfer.  Most other 
countries have very similar distributions and find themselves between these two extremes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The European social protection systems have also low administration costs. In looking at the 
efficiency of a social protection system, an important question is whether its expenditure is 
efficiently spent, that is to say whether administration costs and other expenses are not taking 
over a significant part of the expenditure.  This is however not the case for public social 
expenditure in Europe, where the administration costs for most countries is under 4% to total 
social expenditure.  In fact, the European Welfare State is doing well in terms of efficiency if 
we compare it to the private insurance sector, where administration costs are often much 
higher. 
 
However, comparison of the costs (overall SP spending) required to achieve a given reduction 
in overall poverty, most studies reviewed in de Neubourg (2005) place Anglo-Saxon countries 
(US and UK) before the other countries in European Union. US and UK systems tend to be 
more cost-efficient: the extensive use of means-tested programs translated in a larger 
reduction in poverty per monetary unit spent. The most efficient Social Protection system 
according to calculation presented in C. de Neubourg 2005, is the system in the United 
Kingdom, followed by the systems in Belgium and, surprisingly, the United States.  This can 
partially be explained by the small size of the US Welfare State, where very limited inputs 
produce small effects wasting relatively few resources (as judged from the financial 
indicators). 
 
All in all it becomes easy to understand why targeted benefits are such a small proportion of 
the total social expenditures in Europe compared to other countries as illustrated in figure 8.  
 

Figure 2.1  Cash transfers as proportion of total decile 
income
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Figure 7 Cash transfers as proportion of total decile 
income 
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Figure 8: Targeted benefits expenditure as a proportion of total 
social security expenditure (1992)

0 10 20 30 40 50

Belgium
France

Italy
Netherlands

Portugal
Spain

Sweden
United Kingdom

United States
Austria

Canada
Japan

Norway

 
Source: Gilbert (2002) 

 
While the role of  social assistance programs in reducing poverty and inequality is marginal in 
Europe due to their small size, these programs are very effective in weaving the safety net 
tightly for those who fall through the protective belt of the other social protection measures.  
 
 
2. Targeted means tested social assistance systems in nine European countries 
 
Means-tested social assistance programs take many forms even within Europe. Describing the 
systems in detail is a tedious undertaking and easily leads to lists of details that leave the 
overall picture difficult to grasp. The main features of the systems can be outlined us ing 5 
dimensions: 

- solidarity basis 
- selectivity and targeting 
- institutional decision level 
- generosity 
- re-integration efforts. 
 

Each of these dimensions relate s to a set of basic questions that policy makers have to address 
when designing a system of targeted income support for the poor. These questions are: 
- solidarity basis: 

- is the system based on solidarity between all the individual residents or does the 
collective solidarity only apply after the assumed solidarity between household- 
and/or family members is exhausted? Example: the social assistance systems in 
Germany and Italy require that family members assist each other; the income of 
family members is part of the means test; only if the family cannot help, the social 
assistance system steps in. The contrary is true in Sweden; all individuals are seen 
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as independent and individuals are entitled to receive a benefit independently from 
the means of family members. 

- selectivity and targeting: 
- who is entitled to receive a benefit? Everybody whose income is below a certain 

threshold or only well defined categories in the population with an income below a 
certain threshold; Example: is the benefit given to every individual household like in 
i.e. in all European countries or i.e. only to  household heads with children; 

- what is the income threshold? how is it defined? and how is “income” (means) 
calculated? Example: are all household means taken into consideration for 
calculating the income (means) or are certain items excluded such as the house that 
one is living in; Sweden take into consideration many income sources while other 
countries exclude more items; 

- how is the budget of the program being set? are the program benefits entitlements, or 
are subject to quotas? Example: does the law guarantees the payment to all the 
entitled persons like in all northern European countries or is the budget fixed 
leading to non-disbursement once the budget is spent like in some Italian cities (see 
also section 3 on the service rate); 

- institutional decision level: 
- which level in the administration defines the level of the benefits? Is the entitlement 

defined as a right for the citizens? How is the local level involved and what can be 
decided on the local (implementing) level? Example: in France the benefits are 
decided upon by the central administration; in most other European countries local 
authorities are responsible for setting the benefits; in the northern European 
countries the benefit formula is fixed by law; in the southern European countries 
local administrations have a lot more discretionary power; 

- generosity: 
- what is the level of the benefit? what is taken into consideration when the level is 

defined? for how long is the benefit allocated?  Example: benefit levels differ widely 
between countries (as seen in table 2) but in some countries, in Belgium i.e., 
relatively low benefit levels are compensated by large disbursement of in kind 
assistance. 

 The benefit levels of various countries and some other key design features of Social 
Assistance systems in the OECD economies is summarised in table 2.  

- re-integration: 
- how does the system avoid welfare dependency? Do the beneficiaries have duties? 

How does the system stimulate  re-integration of the beneficiaries into the regular 
economy? Example: Some arrangements, like for example in Sweden and in the 
Benelux, put a lot of effort in channelling the beneficiaries as quickly as possible to 
a job or a re-training programme; other systems are less active in that respect, like 
the southern European arrangements; all systems tend towards more activation (see 
section 4). 

 
While summarising the institutional features of the European social assistance systems takes 
many pages (de Neubourg 2005), it is possible to group the countries in three types of targeted 
social assistance arrangements6; supportive, selective and inclusive.  
 

                                                 
6  Note that this typology is based on MEANS TARGETED SOCIAL ASSISTANCE ARRANGEMENTS 
ONLY. The typology can not be used to categorize the social protection systems as a whole. 
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Table 2 Key design features of Social Assistance programmes 
 

Maximum amount % average productive 
wage 

Threshold Features of means test  

Household 
head 

Spouse Children  Income 
disregard 

Benefit 
withdrawal 

rate 

Benefits 
excluded 

Belgium  23 8 4-10 N Y 1 Familly 
Denmark 31 31 10 N Y 1  
Finland 16 11 9-12 N Y 1  
France 20 9 0-9 N Y 1 Family/Housing 
Germany 11 9 5-10 N Y 1 Family 
Netherlands  30 13  N  1 Family/Housing 
Norway  30 7 4-16 NG  1  
Sweden 16 11 7-12 NG  1  
Switzerland 22 12 6 NG  1  
        
Greece        
Italy 16 9 7-8 R Y 1  
Portugal 20 20 10 N Y 1 Family/Housing 
Spain 27 3 3 R  1 Family 
        
Ireland 31 25  R  1 Family/Housing 
UK 14 8 10 N Y 1 Housing 
        
USA 5 4 4 N Y 1 EITC 
        
Hungary 16   NG  1  
Poland 21   N  1  
Slowak Rep. 17 12 8 N  1  

Note: APW is the average wage of a blue-collar worker in manufacturing sector in each country. The income 
threshold can be determined nationally (N), under national guidelines (NG), or regionally (R). 

Source:  OECD (2004) Benefits and Wages 
 
Supportive arrangements have universally accessible benefits guaranteed as citizens’ rights 
at a relatively generous level with strong pressures and incentives  for the recipients to re-
integrate into the labour market. The northern-central European countries Belgium, France, 
Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden belong to this group. Social assistance arrangements 
are residual because so many other social protection arrangements are available and tenders 
social assistance as the component of last resort within the social protection system. The 
Netherlands and Sweden provide the most generous  benefits but both countries also have hard 
means testing procedures and strong activation pressures. Germany has to most selective 
system since it defines its entitlements more in terms of categories and requires a high level of 
family solidarity before the social assistance arrangements steps in. France and Belgium have 
nationally unified benefits (at a lower level than the Netherlands and Sweden) but leave a lot 
of discretionary power to the local social worker to push the beneficiaries to the labour market 
and to negotiate other duties. The duration of the benefits in all countries is defined by the 
actual need of the claimants. 
 
Selective arrangements require and assume a high level of intra-household and intra-family 
solidarity. The level duration of benefits is often limited by regulation and benefits are not 
nationally guaranteed. The local discretion in the system is not only high in its 
implementation but even in its design; financing is often entirely left to the regional or even 
local level leading to big differences within the countries. The southern European countries 
Italy, Portugal and Spain belong to this group with Spain leaning most towards the northern 
European Arrangements. 
 
The United Kingdom is an example of an inclusive arrangement. In the heart of the Anglo-
Saxon tradition, the social assistance arrangements are an integral part of a Social Protection 
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system that is highly means tested in its entire design. A large part of the entire Social 
Protection system is targeted towards the poor by having means testing as its basic feature. 
The means testing is combined by exclusion from (part of) the system for certain categories. 
 
3. The performance of social assistance systems in Europe  
 
There is relatively little systematic information available on the performance of the mean-
tested programs in the European Union, partly due to the residual character of the social 
assistance arrangements. The information that is available can be summarised by answering 4 
main questions: 
A. How well do the systems  cover the vulnerable part of the population that they seek to 

protect (coverage)? 
B. To what extent do these parts of the SP system reduce poverty and inequality and how 

well do they succeed in avoiding benefit dependency (effectiveness)? 
C. How well do the soc ial assistance systems contain the costs (efficiency)? 
D. What are the specific implementation features that lead to human but effective and 

efficient arrangements (implementation)?7 
 

 
A. Coverage of means tested social assistance programmes in Europe 
 
As for social assistance in general, there are very few comparative studies analysing the 
success (or lack thereof) of targeted social assistance systems in protecting the vulnerable 
parts of the population. Estimate s of the population covered by means-tested social assistance 
programmes (universal family benefits excluded)  are relatively old and incomplete. The 
available evidence, however, supports four main conclusions: 
- the percentage of the population receiving social assistance is small but rising; 
- the number of persons receiving a SA benefits is much smaller than the number of 

“theoretically eligible” (considerable non -take up rate); 
- we understand why the non-take up rate is considerable; 
- non-take up is a policy concern and can be addressed. 
 
The percentage of the population actually receiving targeted social assistance benefits is 
small, as the SA programmes are mainly patching the SSN, providing last-resort assistance for 
low-income households that are still poor after all other SP programmes have worked or that 
are no longer assisted by other programmes (typically other programmes are more generous in 
terms of benefit level and share of population covered; e.g. unemployment benefits or 
unemployment assistance for able -bodied individuals, special benefits for people with 
disabilities). However, the limited evidence available suggests that the percentage of 
beneficiaries is increasing during the last decade. We do not know precisely why that 
happened but the inflow of low income immigrants and refugees, the fact that the other SP 
programmes became more restrictive over time (with the emphasis on activation in Europe – 
see also section 4), and the fact that are people shifted from one type of benefit to another 
(towards the less generous SA benefit), all play an important role. Tables 3 and 4 illustrate the 
low percentages of the population that receive social assistance benefits and the rise of that 
percentage during the nineties of the last century. A detailed discussion of the figures and the 
international differences is found in de Neubourg, 2005.  
 
                                                 
7  The answers to these questions should be provided by sound social assistance monitoring devices : 
chapter 4 of de Neubourg 2005 provides details on the monitoring systems in several countries as such. 
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Table 3. Percentage of the population covered by targeted Social Assistance programs 

  

Share of working -
age individuals 

benefiting from SA 

Share of individuals 
in households who 

receive SA 
Year 1992 1999 
Belgium  3.6 2.5 
France 2.3 2.8 
Germany 5.2 2.2 
Italy 4.8  
The Netherlands 3.7 3.2 
Portugal   
 2.7  
Sweden 6.8 (1.1) 
United Kingdom* 15.9 9.2 

Source 
Gassmann and 
Desczka (2003) 

Sainsbury and 
Morissens (2002) 

 
 

Table 4. The Coverage of targeted Social Assistance programmes increased over time 

  Belgium France Germany 
The 
Netherlands Portugal Sweden 

United 
Kingdom 

Proportion Social Assistance (percentage) 
1980 1,5 - 0,9 1,2  0,2 3,5 

1985 1,7 - 1,7 1,6  0,5 7,8 

1990 2,1 1,2 2,1 1,5  0,5 7,0 

1995 2,5 2,3 2,2 1,4 5,7 1,1 10,5 

1999 2,5 2,8 2,2 3,2   1,1 9,2 
Note: Figures refers to the population aged between 15 and retirement age  
Source:  Gassmann and Desczka (2003) and Farinha (2001) 
 
The number of persons actually receiving a SA benefit is much smaller than the number of 
“theoretically eligible” persons. This means that the non -take up  rate is considerable. Figures 
are only available for few countries and the studies re not fully comparable. An overview of 
the empirical and theoretical research on take up of welfare benefits8 undertaken by OECD 
(2003) provides some basic data and reveals mechanisms that are important in this respect.  
The take up rate  reflects both decisions of eligible individuals to apply for benefits and the 
accuracy of administrative decisions as to whether these individuals should get the benefit in 
question or not. The estimates of the extent of take-up of welfare benefits are based on a 
variety of approaches, and typically combine both administrative and survey data. Despite 
these methodological differences, and the very few OECD countries for which estimates are 
available, the available evidence suggests that low take-up of welfare benefits occurs both 
across countries and programmes. Estimates typically span a range of between 40% and 80% 
in the case of social assistance and housing programs, and between 60% and 80% for 
unemployment compensation. For some countries more detailed data are available and they 
teach us that in case of means tested social assistance programmes, this considerable non-take 
up rate is both less outspoken and less dramatic than actually suggested by the overall figures. 
For Germany and the UK we know that non-take up is positively associated with age (the 
older the potential beneficiaries, the less likely that they will claim the benefits) and 

                                                 
8  The extent to which people eligible for various types of benefits actually receive them. 
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negatively associated with children (the more children the potential beneficiaries have, the 
more likely they will claim the benefit.  
 
Two findings of studies stand out as important. For the UK it has been estimated that although 
the non-take up rate in terms of caseload (people) is estimated to be in the range of 14 to 5 
percent (for non-pensioners), the non-take rate in terms of expenditures is far less and ranging 
between 9 and 2 percent. This indicates that the persons that do not claim their benefit (or do 
not receive it from the administration) are those who would have a small amount of benefit 
anyway; most of those with considerable benefits in fact do claim and get them. The second 
finding is related to administrative rules. The more stringent and complicated the 
administrative rules are, the less likely potential beneficiaries will claim the benefit. Is this is 
especially clear in the cases of Germany and Sweden. Both countries show a remarkable high 
non-take up rate. In Germany this is related to the fact that the social assistance administration 
is entitled to check the income/means position of the family of the claimants including 
parents, grandparents, children and grandchildren. This may refrain many potential 
beneficiaries from applying for a benefit since they do not want to bother their families with 
their own financial trouble9. In Sweden, the social assistance administration is known for 
being stringent on all income sources of the claimants; this clearly refrain some of them from 
applying fearing scrutiny of all their income components including the hidden ones10.  
 
We do understand the factors that contribute to low take up rate in all social programmes. 
These factors can be grouped in three elements: 
- the design of the social programme; 
- the application behaviour of the potential beneficiaries and 
- the practise of the administration in allocating the benefits.  
Together these factors lead a group of persons through a filtering process from “needy” to 
eventually welfare recipient. It is important to understand the nature of these filters. The 
filters are summarised in Figure 9.   
 
Around the starting level of this filtering process are all the individuals who are targeted by a 
social benefit. Generally they find themselves under a certain level of income or qualify for 
other kinds of criteria, which define them as needy in terms of the part of the legislation under 
consideration (for example, number of months unemployed).  Nevertheless, these targeted 
individuals have already been filtered from a larger group of needy individuals; some of those 
are not considered to be “deserving” poor and “thus” are not targeted by the Social Protection 
system11.  
 
The second level of the filter differentiates between all those who are targeted because of 
having an income below a certain threshold and/or other types of selection criteria, and those 
who can legally be eligible for the benefit.  This difference is reflected by the eligibility rate.  

                                                 
9  This does not imply that potential claimant would ask the family members to assist. This might leave 
the potential claimant poor or in financial distress. 
10  For a detailed discussion and for a study of the beneficiaries of targeted social assistance schemes, see 
de Neubourg, 2005. 
11  The social construction of coverage and poverty is an issue that is often overlooked and that needs to be 
considered at this point of the analysis.  Unavoidably, judgments are made on the population that is taken into 
account in order to estimate the number of needy or poor. Saraceno (2002) argues interestingly how coverage 
indicators and even the very concept of ‘poverty’ is subject to ‘social construction’, meaning that a society 
implicitly and explicitly defines who is regarded as ‘deserving’ and who is not.  Es timates of social protection 
coverage therefore reflect these views through the process of filtering, from level 0 containing all needy persons 
to level 1 which refers to the targeted needy persons. 
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For example, while most students have  an income below the threshold for Social Assistance, 
they are, however, often legally excluded from receiving this benefit since other types of 
financial help is available to them12.   
 
Not all those who will be legally eligible for a benefit will apply for this benefit.  Potential 
applying claimants face four factors that influence the decision whether or not to file an 
application for social benefits: 
- the amount and the duration of  the benefit  
- information costs, costs associated with the administrative process 
- uncertainties and delays in the administration handling the applications  and finally  
- social and psychological costs, such as stigma. 
The lower the benefits and the higher the costs of claiming a certain benefit, the bigger are the 
difference between levels 2 and 3.   
 
Then, from those who apply for a benefit, a portion will be found ineligible to receive the 
benefit.  The importance of this level of the filter depends a lot on the strictness of the 
eligibility criteria of the first level and the discretionary power of the social worker or 
administrators attributing the benefit13.  The inclusion rate therefore explains the difference 
between the applying claimants, level 3, and the accepted claimants, level 4. In addition, the 
difference between those who are legally eligible claimants (level 2) and those who are 
accepted claimant (level 4)  is the participation rate. 
  
Finally, the last level in the filtering process refers to the service rate, since not all accepted 
claimants might become actual beneficiaries for cause of lack of financial resources. 
 
The filtering process can quantitatively be described by calculating 6 ratios (Figure 9): 
• Recognition rate: needy / targeted needy: from the larger group of needy individuals, only 

a subset considered to be “deserving” poor are covered by the programme system; 
• Eligibility rate: targeted needy / legally eligible claimants: from the group of deserving 

poor people may be excluded for specific legal reason related to their status (refugees, 
immigrants during the first years of their stay in a country, the institutional population, 
students, etc.); 

• Participation rate: accepted claimants / legally eligible claimants: from the group of 
legally eligible claimants the administration may exclude some persons because of 
administrative reasons (incomplete information, doubts, mistakes, etc.); 

• Inclusion rate: accepted claimants / applying claimants; 
• Service rate: actual beneficiaries / accepted claimants; 
• Take-up rate: actual beneficiaries / legally eligible claimants. 

                                                 
12  In addition, the status of (illegal) immigrants e.g. is a highly debated issue in this context; as well as the 
internationally very large ‘institutional’ population in the United States is equally quantitatively important in this 
respect raising questions about the status of inmates and psychiatric patients.   
13  Note that is a somewhat simplified presentation of the reality. In this scheme we assume that Applying 
claimants are a subset of the Legally eligible claimants and thus that the number of Applying claimants < the 
number of Legally eligible claimants. This is not necessarily true since applications are theoretically also open to 
persons who are not legally entitled to a benefit. 
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Describing the coverage of existing social programmes using the framework depicted above 
requires specific data. General purposes surveys, administrative records and specific surveys 
can all contribute to our understanding, but all suffer from certain drawbacks 14. 
 
While it may be ttempting for policy makers to ignore significant non -take up rates (lead to 
lower costs), they are in fact an important policy concern  for at least three reasons: 
- First, whatever the aim of a welfare program, the fact that it only reaches a fraction of 

those that are supposed to benefit, reduces the chances that it will reach its goals. The 
programme is not effective. 

- Second, low take-up of welfare benefits relates to equity. When the decision not to take-
up a benefit is partly involuntary (i.e. when individuals are simply unaware of being 
entitled, or feel stigmatized when receiving benefits), this will generate disparities of 
treatment between individuals who should ex ante be treated equally by the welfare 
system. 

- Third, better understanding the determinants of take-up decisions by individual agents will 
allow anticipating more accurately the financial consequences of policy changes. For 
example, welfare reforms that restrict the pool of individuals eligible for benefits may not 
lead to substantial savings if more of them decide to take up their benefits. 

 
There is also a good understanding of what governments and/or programme administration 
can do to reduce the low take-up rate of SA benefits: 
- simplification of administrative procedures;  
- consideration of the interactions between different programs; and  
- the production of better empirical evidence and research. 
 

                                                 
14  See OECD, 2003. 

0  Needy 

1  Targeted Needy 

2  Legally eligible claimants 

3  Applying claimants 

4  Accepted claimants 

5  Actual beneficiaries 

0 to 1: deserving poor; 
Recognition rate 

1 to 2: 
Eligibility rate 

2 to 4: 
Participati
on rate 2 to 5:  

take-up 
rate 

3 to 4:  
Inclusion rate 

4 to 5:  
Service rate 

Figure 9  The Filtering Process  
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B. Which European social assistance program has greater impact in reducing poverty?  
 
In the first section, we looked at the impact of the overall SP spending on reducing poverty 
and inequality. This section raises the same question, this time focusing only on social 
assistance programs. Looking at the impact of some broad categories as done in Figure 6, 
where social assistance is calculated as the residual (other benefits) it can easily be concluded 
that relative to other social protection benefits, the impact of social assistance programs on 
reducing poverty is relatively small. For most European countries pensions account for the 
largest poverty reduction, but the second place, between unemployment benefits, disability 
benefits and family allowances varies per country.  Social assistance (other benefits) is much 
less important for reducing poverty than the rest of the SP programs.  This is less so for the 
UK and to a certain extent also for the Netherlands (see figure 10).  
 
In judging the importance of targeted social assistance in (continental) Europe, it is important 
to note that these programs are a smaller component of a large SP system that includes several 
social benefits that are available to large parts of the population. The success of the SP system 
as a whole and of the non-targeted assistance components, indicated by the coverage of the SP 
systems might cast a shadow on the role of social assistance programs.  
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Figure 10 Proportional decline in aggregate poverty due to specific benefit 
using FGT index
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 Source: Heady et al. (2001) 
 
A more in depth analysis of the impact of social assistance programs is possible using the data 
available for a limited set of countries: France, Italy, Germany and UK. For these four 
countries, Hölsch and Kraus (2004) compared existing poverty rates with counterfactual 
poverty rates, simulated in absence of these benefits. Not surprisingly, the largest reduction in 
poverty is found in UK. Table 5 indicates that the Social Assistance program in the United 
Kingdom is very effective at reducing poverty rates compared to the other three countries.  
 
Table 5    Percentage reduction of poverty due to social assistance  
  Headcount ratio PGR*  FGT2** Sen index 

France 3,50 15,85 24,62 15,23 

Italy  1,72 3,76 5,61 3,71 

Germany 7,40 23,63 32,75 21,88 

United Kingdom  28,99 57,67 66,00 52,45 
Source:  Hölsch and Kraus (2004). 
Notes: * PGR = Poverty Gap Ratio 

** FGT2 = Foster-Greer-Thorbecke Index (a =2) 
 
Table 6 gives similar estimates for the reduction in inequality: again it can be seen that United 
Kingdom stands out as the country were means targeted social assistance realizes the highest 
reduction. 
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Table 6  Contribution of unemployment compensation and means -tested benefits to 
income inequality [ around 1995, head of household aged 25 -59 (elasticities of the Gini 
coefficient of disposable income)] 

  Belgium Germany Netherlands Sweden 
United 

Kingdom United States 
Unemployment 
compensation after taxes -9,4 -2,7 -1,0 -9,3 -0,4 -0,6 
Means-tested benefits -1,2 -5,2 -7,2 -9,9 -14,4 -5,2 
Source: Ferranini and Nelson (2002) 
 
These results, however, should be interpreted with case when compared with the overall 
impact of SP. In the previous section it was concluded that the United Kingdom and the 
United States were found to perform relatively poorly in terms of overall poverty and income 
inequality levels. Moreover and more importantly, in both these countries the impact of the 
entire social protection system on the levels of poverty and income inequality is very modest 
compared to other countries. These results contrast with the analysis in this section that 
suggests that the United Kingdom and the United States are very effective in reducing poverty 
using means-tested targeted social assistance. The latter is certainly true; when comparing the 
impact of means -tested targeted social assistance internationally, the UK and the USA stand 
out as performing very well.  
 
However, in the northern Continental European countries, means-tested targeted social 
assistance is but a much smaller fraction of the benefits and policies used to address poverty 
and income inequality. In the latter countries other non-means-tested benefits are much more 
important both quantitatively (in terms of money spent and number of beneficiaries) as well 
as in it impact on poverty and income inequality. Public pensions, family allowances and 
unemployment benefits are significantly more important in these countries than in the UK and 
the USA. Social assistance is the policy instrument of last resort in northern Continental 
Europe. For this reason, poverty and inequality in the northern European countries is reduced 
in first instance by other policy instruments than means-tested social transfers. The hard 
pockets of poverty left over after all the other instruments have done their work, is left to be 
addressed by social assistance. Not surprisingly, it is much harder to reduce that part of 
poverty by raising the standard of living of social assistance recipients. As a example, this is 
also clearly illustrated in Table 6 where in Belgium ranks number one when the poverty 
reduction impact of  unemployment benefits are calculated but ranks number six when the 
impact of social assistance is estimated15.  
 
The situation for the Southern European Countries (Italy, Spain, Portugal) is different. In 
these cases, social assistance is not very important nor very effective, while also the other 
parts of the social protection systems are less developed compared to the northern European 
Countries; the welfare state is less all encompassing and social assistance is not organized 
effectively according to the measure used here. 
 
An effective social assistance programme lifts a great number of people out of poverty and 
reduces the income gap between people below and the people on the poverty line to zero 
(reduces the poverty gap). In practice, in order to do that, after having defined the part of 
poorest deciles in the population that is entitled to receive benefit, policy designers still have 
                                                 
15 In Belgium there is no duration limit to unemployment benefits, meaning that long-term unemployed who are 
legally entitled to receive an unemployment benefit will receive it until they find a job or leave the labour 
market. 
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choices to make. One option is to allocate the available resources to the very poorest part only 
and lift these households out of poverty; another option would be to spread the available 
resources among all the households below a certain threshold income (the poverty line). There 
are many options and combinations in between. Under both options the headcount poverty 
rate and the poverty gap ratio will be most probably be reduced but at different rates. 
Theoretically it is even possible that the second option would leave the headcount poverty 
unchanged despite the reallocation of resources (meaning that there would be just a many 
poor before and after the implementation of the programme, but that the income difference 
between the poor and the non-poor is reduced) 16.  
 
Table 7 estimates the changes in the poverty gaps for 3 countries due to means tested benefits. 
The reduction on the poverty gap is considerable in the three countries. The largest reduction 
in absolute terms is again seen in the UK; the biggest relative change, however, is found in 
Sweden. This illustrates also the reasoning explained above. 
 
Table 7 Average poverty gap and average poverty gap reduction by means -tested 
benefits for households who were poor before having received any means -tested 
transfers, United Kingdom, Germany and Sweden 

  Germany 1994 Sweden 1992 
United 
Kingdom 1991 

Absolute change of poverty gap  -0,537 -0,518 -0,586 

    Rank order (small poverty gap = 1) 2 3 1 

Relative change of poverty gap  -98%  -152% -121% 

    Rank order (small poverty gap = 1) 3 1 2 
Note:  The average poverty gap is calculated as the average resources needed to lift the poor households over 
the poverty line of 50% of median disposable household income after means-tested transfers adjusted for family 
size, given as a percentage of the poverty line. Poverty gaps are negative if the average income of the poor after 
transfers is higher than the poverty line. 
Source: C. Behrendt (2000a). 
 
The targeting of Social Assistance in each of these three countries can be seen in table 8, 
where the distribution of households receiving means-tested benefits is given for different 
poverty brackets.  The results are striking and point towards very low level of coverage in 
Germany and Sweden.  For example, of the household in extreme poverty, 87% of them 
receive means-tested benefit in the UK, against 66% in Germany and almost half in Sweden.  
For Germany, the targeting efficiency drops even more when looking at strong and moderate 
poverty where about 1/3 of these household receive Social Assistance benefits.  In Sweden, 
the situation is slightly better at 50% to 70%, but does show signs of poor targeting when 
looking at the households who are not considered poor.  Indeed, 16% of these households do 
receive Social Assistance benefits while in the UK this figure is at 11% and in Germany at 
4%.  

                                                 
16 Using a relative poverty measure complicates the estimates further since the threshold value of poverty is than 
distribution-dependent  and thus influenced by the policy instrument used. 
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Table 8  Distribution of means -tested benefits on households (percentage of households 
receiving means -tested benefits in each poverty bracket), United Kingdom, Germany 
and Sweden. 

Poverty Bracket   Germany 1994 Sweden 1992 United Kingdom 1991 

Extreme Poverty Y < 30% 66 55 87 

Strong Poverty 30% < Y < 40%  34 49 76 

Moderate Poverty 40% < Y < 50%  28 69 76 

Near Poverty 50% < Y < 60%  24 64 57 

No Poverty Y > 60% 4 16 11 
Notes: Y = disposable income adjusted for household size  

Example: Among all households living in extreme poverty before means-tested in Germany 1994, 66% 
received some kind of means-tested transfers 

Source : C. Behrendt (2000a) 
 
The Social Assistance scheme in the United Kingdom has the most impact on poverty for 
those found in the extreme poverty and the strong poverty bracket, as shown in table 9. The 
targeting effectiveness is very poor when looking at household in strong, moderate and near 
poverty.  This explains why poverty after receiving the benefit is actually increased in these 
three categories, but extensively decreased in the Extreme Poverty category.  Sweden is the 
only of the three countries where poverty is decreased in all four categories.  Indeed, poverty 
is also increased in the United Kingdom for those in the category Near Poverty by about 44%. 
 
Table 9   Poverty rates before and after means -tested benefits and reduction through 
means-tested bene fits, United Kingdom, Germany and Sweden. 

Poverty   Germany 1994 Sweden 1992 
United Kingdom 

1991 

Impact of means-tested benefits in relative terms (percent) 

Extreme Poverty Y < 30% -49,1 -45,6 -80,6 

Strong Poverty 30% < Y < 40%  10,0 -17,4 -40,0 

Moderate Poverty 40% < Y < 50%  2,5 -52,2 -15,9 

Near Poverty 50% < Y < 60%  15,4 -28,9 44,1 

50% poverty (cummul.) Y < 50% -20,9 -44,3 -48,4 
Notes:    Y = disposable income adjusted for household size 

Example: For the United Kingdom 1991, 9.3% of the population was extremely poor before having 
received some kind of transfers and 1.8% after having received some transfers. Poverty rates for this 
poverty bracket were thus reduced by 7.5 percentage points or by 80.6% compared to the pre-transfer 
poverty rates 

Source : C. Behrendt (2000a) 
 
Social assistance programs in Europe and the dependency trap 
Social Protection systems are set up to assist households to cope with difficult circumstances. 
Ideally, they should lift households out of poverty by providing benefits and services and 
bring them to the point where they no longer have to rely on the social protection system to 
survive. If a social protection system keeps people relatively long in the benefit system, we 
speak of benefit- or better welfare-dependency. The la tter is potentially a problem not only to 
the long run financing of the system, but also for the beneficiaries involved. Benefit 
dependency usually keeps households on a low level of welfare and threatens their long term 
integration into society. This is related to the problem of social exclusion. 
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Giving the extensive experiences of modern Western welfare states, we know that some 
degree of welfare dependency is probably unavoidable , but that does not mean that the 
effectiveness of social assistance programmes (and social protection systems) should not be 
judged by the degree by which they avoid problems of welfare- and benefit-dependency. 
Benefit duration and recurrent entry into the systems are good indicators in this respect. Again 
data on this issue  are limited but a couple of firm observations can be made. 
 
Using the data for selected cities in Germany, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the UK in 
table 10, it can be concluded that benefit duration is very high in most countries: more than 80 
% of the beneficiaries receive a SA benefit for over 12 months in Spain and the UK; the 
lowest figure is found for Sweden where still more than one third of the beneficiaries stay in 
the system for more than 12 months 17. The social assistance systems do not seem very 
effective in sending people back to the labour market or the regular economy.  According to 
the data collected by Saraceno (2002), a significant amount of persons re-enter social 
assistance several times. For a serious number of recipients it is clearly true that they do not 
succeed in permanently leaving the system. This raises questions about the possibility to 
“activate” these persons, or at least questions about the actual success of the systems in 
realising that. We will discuss this issue again in the  next section on social assistance reforms. 
 
Table 10 Long Term duration of Social Assistance benefits  
  Percentage of total beneficiaries 
 12 months or more Between 

12 and 24 months 
24 months or more 

Germany 38.3 18.0 20.3 
Italy  43.9 19.2 24.7 
Portugal 75.3 17.2 58.0 
Spain 80.3 19.3 61.0 
Sweden 33.6 19.3 14.3 
UK 83.0 13.9 69.1 
Sources: Saraceno 2002, UK: Gassmann and Deszka, 2003. 
 
 
C. Arrangements to contain administrative costs  
 
Financial arrangements vary greatly between the different countries studied.  In Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden, the municipalities take an important role in both 
the financing and the administration of the Social Assistance system.  However, in France, 
Portugal and the United Kingdom, financing and most of the administration is predominantly 
a task of the national government.  Nevertheless, even in countries where the social assistance 
system is greatly decentralized, the municipalities do receive a part of the funding from the 
national level (Italy is an important exception in this respect). For example, in Belgium, 
municipalities receive a matching-grant for the value of at least 50% of the benefits they pay 
out.  On the other hand, in Sweden and the Netherlands, the state provides block grant funding 
to municipalities for the range of functions they have to fulfil. Also Dutch and Swedish 
municipalities must fund their social assistance expenditures partially  from their own tax take, 
together with the state grant. 
 

                                                 
17  The figures for Italy refer to Turin; given the very local organisation of social assistance in Italy, we 
find different figures for other cities usually due to a lack of elaboration of the SA system: Saraceno (2002) 
quotes the example of Milan. 
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All systems face the problem of containing the costs. In the design of the social assistance 
systems there are basically two types of instruments that can used to do that:  
- institutional incentives between the legislators and sponsors on the one hand (usually the 

central government level) and the providers on the other hand (usually the local 
administrative level); 

- incentives and pressures on the beneficiaries to reduce the number of  claims and to limit 
the duration of the claims. 

 
Institutional incentives may take the form of bureaucratic controls and more importantly of 
financing mechanisms that guarantee the co-responsibility of the local level (providers) 18.  
Partial (conditional) block grants and matching grants are used in most countries. The 
Netherlands used to have a full capitation grant, guaranteeing the local level the ex post 
reimbursement of all costs made for social assistance. This financing mechanism has shifted 
towards a block grant, but the effects of the former system are still visible in the form of 
relatively high spending levels for social assistance in the Netherlands.  
 
Pressure and incentives for the beneficiaries take many forms ranging from low replacement 
levels to earned income disregards and tax benefits; these instruments are discussed in the 
section 4.  
 
It is important to note that every national system seeks a certain balance in the design of the 
social assistance systems by using trade-offs between various instruments. In general, systems 
with generous benefits (like the Swedish and the Dutch) seek to compensate for its generosity 
by installing though bureaucratic controls at the local level. Systems with moderately 
generous benefit levels (like the Belgian and the French)  try to contain the costs by heavy 
involvement of the social workers in “re-cycling” the beneficiaries into the regular economy 
or at least in the workfare sector. Low benefit levels of the southern European type need less 
controls and tax instruments to contain the costs, but are less effective in terms of poverty 
alleviation. In designing social assistance systems it seems crucial to search for a system that 
makes choices that fits the economy and the social “culture” in the county.  
 
All European systems are costs efficient judged by the share of the administration costs. This 
is remarkable since means testing and monitoring beneficiaries are usually costly operations. 
This is only possible because the caseload for the social assistance systems is contained by the 
fact that the majority of the cases where households or individuals become temporary poor are 
dealt with by the other parts of the Soc ial Protection system encompassing both contributory 
and other non-contributory benefits. The presence of large public goods sectors in education, 
health, public transportation and housing that in fact distr ibute categorically targeted in kind 
benefits (to pupils and students and to the ill and handicapped) , is a factor of importance in 
this respect as well. 
 
D. Implementation  
 
There is a huge degree of variation on how social assistance arrangements are actually 
implemented on the local level. No internationally comparative studies are available allowing 
drawing conclusions in this respect. The practice is so different that case studies are almost 
necessary to describe the daily operations (for an interesting set of case studies see Saraceno, 
2002, chapters 2 and 4). The details of the implementation are, however, very important and 

                                                 
18  For a discussion of institutional incentives see de Neubourg 2002. 
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may explain the success rate social assistance programmes. A successful example is the 
Belgian social assistance office wherein trained social workers combine moderate benefits  
(nowadays called “living wage”) with a plethora of instruments often using in kind support, 
labour market assistance and financial coaching.  
 
Outreach and information is not really an issue in Europe. Even in the most centralized 
systems, such as in the United Kingdom, social assistance offices are scattered all over the 
country to make sure that everyone can access them easily. The fact that Europe is very 
densely populated together with the fact that the transportation infrastructure well developed, 
makes the outreach of the social assistance system in terms of physical access rather good.  In 
many countries, for example Belgium, the Netherlands and Italy, is the municipality the first 
point of information for all residents.  This implies that even if an individual does not know 
the precise details of how to apply for social assistance, he /she will most likely first go to 
his/her municipal office and thus hit the right door.  Nonetheless, some individuals do not end 
up finding the financial help they should receive because of lack of information.  Most 
vulnerable groups are immigrants who are less familiar with the social security system of their 
new country of residence, as well as the elderly who never used the social security system or 
for whom a change in the system has occurred after they left the labour market.  
 
In most of the countries, claimants have to apply personally for their benefits. The required 
forms are then filled out together with the social worker or case manager. In France and 
Germany, the procedure starts with a written application. All countries employ income tests to 
evaluate whether a claimant is eligible to receive benefits and in Belgium, France and the 
Netherlands these details and other personal information are always verified. In Germany, 
Sweden and the United Kingdom verification only takes place when there is suspicion that a 
wrong detail or information have been given. The role of the case manager handling the 
specific application procedure is limited in Belgium, France, the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom. The case manager guides the applicant in the procedure but the decision with 
respect to receipt of benefits is left to another unit. This method might be chosen to preserve 
the objectivity. However, in Germany and Sweden, the case managers are given more 
discretional power and are a guide the applicants but also decide about whether or not benefits 
are awarded. 
 
Three different difficulties are associated with the implementation of social assistance 
systems. Firstly, there is the problem of controlling the conditions that make one eligible to 
receive benefits. Secondly, economic disincentives are considered to be a great difficulty in 
the implementation. These disincentives include poverty traps, especially relevant for those 
that only become slightly worse off when leaving the labour market.  The third problem is 
related to take -up, which is discussed in section 2, showing that not all legally eligible 
claimants do actually receive benefits. 
 
 
4. Reforms in European social safety nets  
 
Social Protection systems often figure on the policy agenda. This has been increasingly the 
case since the economic downturns of the eighties and the nineties of the last century. Issues 
have been raised about the long-term financial sustainability of the systems as a whole 
referring to changing demographics (ageing and the inflow of new immigrants) and changing 
economics (globalisation and a consequentially eroding tax base). Moreover, some analysts 
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believe that the current Social Protection systems installed incentives that lead to more moral 
hazard and thus to abuse , in turn resulting in an increased caseload for the SP systems.  
 
All these forces have pushed policy makers across the OECD area to reform the social 
protection system in general and the social assistance arrangements in particular. This sections 
review the changes subdividing them into 3 main categories: 
A. Changes in the incentives for the beneficiaries,  
B. Changes in the incentives for the providers and  
C. Reforms of the entitlement rights. 
 
The need  for reform 
 
Reforms of the Welfare State are mainly a response to changing situations. Policy makers are 
forced to evaluate existing policy and to consider alternatives because of an immediate 
problem that may lead to a political crisis. Over the last decades it has frequently be argued 
that European social protection systems would be or become unsustainable due to 
demographic and economic changes. Notably the unprecedented high number of long-term 
unemployed (and/or people permanently at the margin of the labour force), the ageing of the 
population and the inflow of more immigrants would have put the SP system under pressure 
and would have endangered its long term financing. The same is said about the globalisation 
trend in the world economy that is assumed to contribute to an eroding tax base. While there 
were few countries that really faced fiscal crises due to the SP system, the mechanisms 
pushing the reforms are, however, somewhat more subtle and political. The attitudes of tax 
payers have been changing in the sense that an increasing number of the population became 
reluctant to pay for social transfers (solidarity) to a segment of the population that seem to 
have been stimulated by the generous benefit system to settle  in the marginality of the 
economic system. What was defined as “welfare dependency” for the recipients became seen 
“welfare cocooning” to those contributing to the system (moral hazard) , thus reducing the 
willingness to pay for the SP system. Despite the fact the empirical evidence invariably points 
to the fact that welfare dependency is quantitatively but a marginal problem, the anecdotic 
evidence about a -nevertheless present- minority, has changed the attitudes and the opinions 
of taxpayers. It is undeniably true that the political discourse on Social Protection system has 
changed pressing towards less solidarity and a diminished preparedness to share the costs 
(taxes, premiums) of this solidarity. On the more conservative end of the political spectrum 
the pressure has been towards more individual responsibility and less collective public 
assistance; on the more progressive end of the political spectrum arguments have been 
formulated to fight marginalization (social exclusion) of welfare recipients by stimulating 
social inclusion. In both cases it pushes towards activation of the beneficiaries of SP systems. 
 
It is also true that social protection systems are far from perfect and that there is ample room 
for improvements in the systems (see also C. de Neubourg and Castonguay, 2005). It is, 
however, remarkable how stable the welfare states have been in Europe. The large re-
distributive machinery still exists, despite the fact that numerous operational details have been 
changing. The quintessence of the systems has not been changed; while some changes have 
been important, a large number were parametric if not mere cosmetic. Despite the urgency to 
reform drastically seen by some, European Welfare States have been reformed mostly thr ough 
parametric changes; very few or no systemic changes can be pointed to.  
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A political crisis is not a sufficient condition for policy change. The capacity to translate a 
crisis into specific policy innovation depends on political forces and institutiona l factors. 
Indeed, reforms are often only slowly implemented and limited in scope even because of: 
• Stickiness: Resistance to change because of the existence of formal and informal veto 

points and path dependency.  
• Ingrained popular expectations and the electoral popularity of the Welfare State. 
• Institutionalized contract: The Welfare State as we know it has been one of the chief 

organizing principles of the lives of several generations and hence it represents a deeply 
institutionalized contract. 

 
Consequently a crisis might trigger reform, but the reform itself is often slowed down because 
of political forces and institutional factors. It is a combination of globalisation and long-
lasting and slow social changes that put new demands on the “old” Welfare States: 
• Changes in economic and social conditions in Western societies in the last quarter of the 

20th century; 
• Changes in the demographic situation and the appearance of new groups; 
• Changes in the “discours politique” in many Western societies. 
 
Objectives and  instruments 
 
Basically Social Protection arrangements are under pressure because they either exhaust fiscal 
resources or because they are believed to produce adverse results (often a combination of 
both). The main objective of welfare reforms is to reduce the public expenditures of an 
arrangement by reducing the number of benefit-months and their related administrative costs. 
The instruments that are used to realize this overall objective are to be subdivided in 2 
categories: 
• Reducing the quantity and the duration of benefits; 

o to provide incentives for potential claimants to apply less often for an 
arrangement; 

o to provide incentives for beneficiaries/clients/recipients to stay shorter periods (to 
exit the arrangements as soon as possible); 

o to provide incentives to the providers to reduce the participation rate (ratio of 
accepted claimants to legally entitled claimants); 

o to provide incentives to the providers to reduce the actual duration of benefits by 
stimulating the beneficiaries to stay shorter periods; 

o to cut the number of potential applicants by changing legal entitlement rules; 
• Reducing operational costs; 

o administrative and market reforms intended to increase productivity in case-load 
handling, to reduce overhead costs and to work more efficient. 

 
A. Reforming incentives for the beneficiaries 
 
Apart from the apparent goal of reducing the financial burden of the welfare provisions and 
the wish to reduce the aggregate dependency rate by increasing the number of contributors, 
the underlying reason for changes in Social Assistance arrangements has been an increased 
concern about the ‘social inclusion’ of welfare recipients via increased- and speeded-up 
integration into the labour market.  To implement these policy reforms many forms of 
incentives directed towards the (potential) beneficiaries of the Social Protection Systems are 
used. We distinguish below between: 
- financial incentives;  
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- increased administrative and moral pressure; 
- lower barriers to entry the labour market; 
- enhancing self-responsibility in covering risks and making choices. 
 
Financial incentives 
 
In this category five instruments are used by many countries: 
  
Higher earnings disregards 

Under many Social Protection arrangements beneficiaries loose their benefit (and 
often other related benefits and subsidies - housing subsidies in many cases) once they 
start working and thus pass an income threshold. This creates poverty- or dependency-
traps. In order to avoid this apparent disincentive to accept jobs, many countries have 
chosen to smooth the transition into to the labour market by introducing or extending 
higher earnings disregard when a job is accepted.  
A higher earnings disregard refers to an increase in the portion of the wage not 
deducted from a claimant’s benefit. It should lead to a financial stimulation for the 
benefit recipient to return back to the labour market as the beneficiary receives the 
opportunity to earn extra money next to receiving a benefit.    

Increased earned income tax credit 
This is a special tax credit for low-income people who meet certain requirements and 
file a tax return. The basic idea is simple: persons previously in a social protection 
arrangement accepting a job are given a special income tax relief either for a specified 
period. Some countries have introduc ed this additional tax relief for all workers 
(regardless of whether they have been in a social protection arrangement or not) 
intending to increase financial incentives to accept a job or stay on their job. 

Back to work bonus 
This cash benefit is given to social protection beneficiaries when taking up 
employment or when moving from part-time to full-time work. In some cases the 
benefit is paid as a one-time bonus, in others it is spread over the first years of 
employment. 

Stimulating self-employment  
Another option for an unemployed to return to the labour market is through self-
employment. An incentive is offered for unemployed to become self-employed 
through special programmes. 

Increasing child care allowances 
Since a substantial number of beneficiaries are single parents (mostly mothers) many 
countries increased child care allowances for persons accepting a job. This reduces the 
poverty trap that exists for single parents finding a low wage job who would see their 
disposal income declining because the eve ntual gain of a higher wage compared to the 
social benef it is more than compensated by the additional costs for child care. 

 
Table 11 summarises which of the EU countries (Europe 15) used which instruments since 
1997. It can be seen that earned tax income credit and increasing child care allowances are the 
most popular instruments used.  
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Table 11  The use of financial incentives for beneficiaries in Europe after 1997 
 Higher 

earning 
disregard 

Earned 
income 

tax credit 

Back to 
work 
bonus 

Stimulating 
self 

employment 

Child care 
allowances  

Austria  X   X 
Belgium X X   X 
Denmark X X  X X 
Germany  X  X X 
Greece   X   
Finland  X   X 
France X X X  X 
Ireland   X X  

Italy  X    
Luxemburg  X    
Netherlands X X X X X 

Portugal      
Spain   X  X 

Sweden  X    
UK  X X  X 

Sources: compiled from Peters et al. 2004 and from de Neubourg, 2005. 
 
Increased administrative pressure on the beneficiaries to accept a job 
 
Apart from providing incentives for beneficiaries of social protection systems to return to the 
labour market by increasing the returns of paid labour (compared to the benefits) or by 
reducing the costs (child care), social protection administrations also use administrative 
pressure to push beneficiaries to the labour market. In most countries this comes in three main 
forms: workfare, stricter requirements and actions and improved personal services. 
 
Workfare 

“Workfare” covers many different programmes that focus primarily on work. The 
main difference between workfare and active labour market policies is the fact that 
workfare comprises the idea that you need to work-for-your-welfare. Its 
implementation is harsher than that of the other two by the combination of: 
- Work-orientation: “any job is a good job”; 
- Compulsion: requirements and sanctions; 
- Focus on the lowest tier of public income maintenance (often groups with the 

furthest distance from the labour market); 
- Lack of focus on training elements and options. 
Most European countries introduced in some way or another a workfare approach, but 
the set up differ considerably per country. Some countries are very strict in setting 
exact requirements, while other countries adjust the rules in order to avoid that too 
much clients fall out of the system. Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom are examples of European countries that implemented a fairly strict 
“workfare approach”.  

 
Stricter requirements and sanctions 

The requirements to be eligible for a benefit (Social Assistance, unemployment 
benefit, but also other benefits) are becoming increasingly more stringent and 
sanctions are gradually more implemented. These requirement and sanctions are 
mostly imbedded in a “workfare” setting as the focus is put on actively finding work 
and/or participating in work experiences programmes or trainings. In addition, the job 
search requirement is becoming stricter in the sense that unemployed should apply to 
all (legally accepted) jobs and not only to “suitable” jobs. 
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Individualized assistance 
To move beneficiaries as quickly as possible out of the benefit system, the focus 
moved towards more individualized assistance. Different systems of individualized 
assistance co-exist. In many cases, beneficiaries get assigned to a specific case 
manager or personal advisor who helps not only to fill out all the benefit forms, but 
often also helps the client to formulate an individual action plan focused on becoming 
self-sufficient. Examples of these action plans are the integration contract in Germany, 
the New Deal in the UK, the municipal workfare programmes in the Netherlands and 
“Plan d’Insertion” in France. 

 
Lower barriers to entry the labour market 
 
The success of a workfare programme is dependent on the existence of good quality job 
placements. Consequently, stimulating the demand side is equally important as activating the 
supply side. Most workfare programmes are therefore combined with either a lowering of the 
employers’ social contributions or with employer subsidies.  
 
Enhancing self responsibility 
 
Shifts to Cash benefits for special groups 

Increasingly, the focus is shifting towards cash benefits instead of benefits in kind. 
 
Saving accounts 

The issue of introducing the system of saving accounts in the social security system is 
still very hotly debated in European countries. The controversy is caused by the fact 
that under certain types of implementation, each person individually saves on his/her 
saving account, leading to a more unequal system, which might harm people who 
suffer unexpected risks. The basic design of the system of personal saving accounts is 
that mandatory payments into a personal savings account will replace taxes currently 
used to finance unemployment benefits, sickness benefits, parental leave and pensions. 
When there is need, people can withdraw from their account instead of receiving 
benefits. 

 
B. Reforming incentives for the providers  
 
Besides changing the regulations and incentives for the beneficiaries, policy makers who seek 
to reduce the number of benefit months may also change the organisation of the social 
protection administration itself. It is believed that providing the right incentives for the 
providers of the assistance may lead to a reduction in the caseload and the costs. Three main 
trends can be observed when looking at European countries: devolution, privatisation and the  
introduction of one -stop-shops. Details on the implementation of these trends differ across 
countries and the discussion of the main differences is found in de Neubourg 2005, chapter 5. 
 
Devolution 

Decentralization is currently publicly debated and is motivated as it leads to greater 
flexibility, efficiency or resources and more integrated contact with other local actors 
(public/private cooperation). In many European countries this trend has been 
outspoken. The degree of decentralization is however different for each country. 
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Privatization 
Privatization can be seen as a shift from government responsibility to the individual 
and the market. In the Netherlands the complete privatization of the reintegration 
services took 8 years (from 1994 to 2002) through trial and error. 

 
Increased service quality 

One-stop shop can lead to more cost-efficiency and greater co-ordination as multiple 
interrelated services are brought together under one roof. The clients are provided with 
one single point of contact for (almost all) their claims. This leads to more 
transparency and client satisfaction. E-governance or services online is increasingly 
implemented to cope with cost minimizing problems, to enhance information access 
and to increase service quality. 

 
 
C. Reforming entitlement rights  
 
Finally a reduction of the number of benefit months can be realised just by making it more 
difficult to enter the system: excluding certain groups or limiting the rights of others are 
options chosen. 
 
Despite the universalistic tendency in many European Welfare States, differences in 
entitlements regarding the Social Protection support are still presents and growing. These 
differences are produced ‘at the margin’ rather than in the heart of the system and basically 
the debates concentrate around 2 groups: the young and the immigrant population.  In case of 
the young, decisions have to be made on when a young person can be entitled to receive 
support. Two elements are important in this context: the solidarity of kinship and family and 
the fact that young people did not work for a long period and therefore did not contribute to 
the Social Protection system. The immigrant population in Europe has been growing and do 
need disproportional assistance from the Social Protection system. The system has been under 
pressure to abandon the rights of the immigrant population to Social Protection coverage or to 
reformulate their rights (e.g. excluding them from cash benefits and restricting them to 
benefits in kind provided in specific locations). 
 
A limited success 
 
The important concluding question is whether the policy changes brought the effects that were 
intended. There is not a lot of research available to lead to clear -cut conclusions and the 
impact studies that are available come with different conclusions, but the overall trend seems 
to be that the results of the policy changes in Europe are rather disappointing. This is due to 
three basic mechanisms. 
 
A basic remark, however, has to be repeated: it should be remembered that means targeted 
social assistance in Continental Europe is the social protection instrument of last resort. It 
provides a safety net to all those that have fallen through the already well woven construct of 
other social protection provisions. 
 
The wish to activate of the social assistance beneficiaries and to “recycle” them into the 
regular economy provides the administrations with serious incentives to activate the welfare 
recipients with the highest chances of being employed; as a result the remaining beneficiaries 
are those that are hard to activate into the regular labour market; the reforms therefore change 
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the distribution rather than the quantity of the beneficiaries. This raises an interesting issue 
pointing to the fact that there may be two kinds of welfare recipients: those who are easy to 
activate and those who are not. The former group is not long-term vulnerable but is easily 
recycled both by the economy and the Social Protection system (and so can and will be 
activated easily). The latter group is difficult to integrate into the regular labour market at 
current minimum- and market wages: their perceived productivity is too low to justify 
employment at current wages. As a result they tend to stay within the Social Protection 
system when the system allows them too. The Social Protection system can now react 
basically in two ways: it either recognises this fact or allows the beneficiaries to keep on 
receiving benefits or they ‘sanction’ (by regulation or by discretion) the recipients and stop 
the benefit. In both cases two options are open again. Under the latter regime the costs for the 
beneficiaries are in fact shifted to other sources of assistance (either to families, to networks, 
to third sector charity or to the informal unregulated low -wage low-productivity labour 
market). Under former regime (staying as a beneficiary) people can either just keep their 
benefit or people can be stimulated to integrate into a particular segment of the labour market 
and be “included” in the society. The Belgian system institutionalised the latter possibility by 
giving long-term beneficiaries the opportunity to work in the low productivity service sector 
paid by relatively small contributions from the buyers of the services while the recipients can 
supplement their benefit with a relatively modest increase in their income with the public 
sector filling the gap. The system works well, stimulating social inclusion of benefits 
recipients without forcing them into a labour market where they would not be able to survive. 
Moreover, they often provide services in the economy that would be left undone or would be 
provided by voluntary workers or on informal markets; 
 
The second reason why reforms did often not produced the intended effect is that providers 
(and politicians) looking for immediate success tend to focus on the statement that ‘every job 
is better than no job’, stimulating beneficiaries to accept precarious employment. While 
leading to immediate success in terms of individuals leaving the ranks of the unemployed, it 
also might be the recipe to become soon a welfare recipient again. This may lead to exactly 
the opposite effect of what has been intended: namely to long-term vulnerability because the 
recipient is further stigmatized by repeated welfare dependency. The mechanism is known as 
the “revolving door” and has been observed in Denmark, Sweden and Germany (Saraceno, 
2002; Abrahamson, 2000; see also Atkinson, 1998 and Paugam, 1997); 
 
Finally, beneficiaries pushed out of the Social Protection system and nevertheless not being 
able to find stable employment, may find themselves in a situation wherein they have no other 
choice than to settle in “assisted equilibrium” relying on the Social Protection system 
whenever allowed and seeking informal (and precarious) employment to supplement their 
income. Again little stability, let alone above the poverty line is found in such a construction. 
 
 
5. Lessons from Europe  
 
This concluding section summarises the main findings of the analysis and draws lessons from 
the European experiences. Copying Europea n means-tested social assistance programs in 
order to achieve low poverty and inequality levels is not a viable path for other countries. Re-
inventing an improved and locally adjusted version of the European social protection 
architecture, including a social assistance scheme as instrument of last resort, is an interesting 
option with the potential of gradually bringing low poverty and inequality levels within reach.  
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The main findings revisited 
 
The findings of the previous sections (and of de Neubourg 2005) can be summarised in the 
following points: 
- European countries spend relatively big shares of their GDP on social protection; 
- this leads to less poverty and reduces inequality, 
- social protection systems play a crucial role in reducing both poverty and in equality; 
- social protection systems in Europe are effective and efficient; 
- within the social protection systems targeted means tested social assistance play a modest 

role in most European countries and have a role as instruments of last resort after all the 
other instruments of social protection have contributed to lower poverty; 

- social assistance systems in Europe differ in many respects: in solidarity basis, in 
generosity and in selectivity and targeting; 

- European social assistance systems can be grouped in three main groups: supportive 
systems (in Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden), selective systems 
(in Italy, Portugal and Spain) and inclusive systems (UK); 

- the performance of social assistance systems differ across countries; 
- the percentage of the population actually receiving social assistance is low in most 

countries; 
- the non-take up rate is considerable in many European countries; the non-take up rate is 

low due to the design of programmes, to the application behaviour of potential claimants 
and to the administrative practice of the providers; 

- potential beneficiaries go through a filtering process: the filters play an important role in 
the success (or lack thereof) of a programme; 

- reducing the non-take up rate is an important policy issue; 
- social assistance systems in Europe are effective instruments to reduce poverty and 

inequality; 
- the extent by which poverty is reduced by the social assistance system is co-determined by 

its place in the entire social protection system; 
- the UK is most effective in reducing headcount poverty by the social assistance system, 

but still faces the highest poverty rate in northern Europe; 
- social assistance systems target the poorest part of the population very well: nevertheless 

still a significant number of benefits are allocated towards the people (just) above the 
poverty line; 

- the average duration of social assistance benefits is long; 
- many ex-beneficiaries of social assistance programme re-enter the programmes after some 

time; 
- changes in the political discourse, demographic changes and changes in economic factors 

have pressed many countries to reform the social assistance systems; 
- all reform seek to reduce either the quantity and duration of the benefits or the operational 

costs; 
- many countries made changes in order to increase the financial and administrative  

incentives for the beneficiaries in leave the social assistance system and to re-integrate 
into the labour market; other changes include reforming the incentives for the providers 
and reforming entitlement rights; 

- the success of reforms policies and especially of activation policies have been limited 
mainly due to the existence of a hard core of social assistance recipients. 
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Lessons for other countries 
 
Lesson 1: 
Copying the European type of social assistance to other countries will not lead to a successful 
and pronounced decline in poverty and inequality. European social assistance systems are part 
of a larger social protection construct. Copying one element out of that construct will not 
yield European like poverty- and inequality levels. 
 
Lesson 2: 
It makes sense to try to copy the design and architecture of European social protection system. 
Improvements should be considered (see lessons 4 and 5) and the systems should be locally 
adjusted. The idea is that social protection policy is a matter of design (besides sound and 
transparent implementation). The mature stage of a social protection system should be the 
starting point of the design exercise.  
 
The European Social Protection systems are all built up gradually during more than a century. 
The systems for a long time were based on the typical continental European conditions from 
around the early fifties of the last century: households characterised by nuclear families with 
few children with a male worker working in the formal non-agricultural sector. The system 
had to adjust and still is adapting the reality with smaller families, a high divorce rate with 
lone-parents a significant element and more economic instability with larger spells of 
unemployment. Designing new systems for other countries also means to decide how to take 
local economic, demographic and social conditions into consideration. It is wise and 
(technically) possible to seek solutions that are relatively robust against the changes referred 
to. Institutional developments play a serious role in what is possible and impossible. 
 
Lesson 3: 
All systems will have to solve the problem of containing costs. Institutional design is an 
important element in this respect and the financial relations between sponsors and providers 
are of crucial importance. Incentives and administrative procedures towards the beneficiaries 
are the other important element. Some countries combine a high level of generosity in benefits 
with though administrative procedures to apply; other have less stringent rules but provide 
also less generous benefits. All systems will have to balance the regulations and incentives in 
order to reach the objectives set on the one hand but contain the costs on the other. 
 
Lesson 4: 
Besides design, implementation is important. European systems all are characterised by a high 
density of regional social assistance offices operating in relative urbanised densely populated 
areas. The offices are well-equipped and employing well-trained staff with considerable 
discretionary power. The social workers dispose of a extended portfolio of non-cash benefits 
and assistance. 
The success of the European Social assistance systems is partially due to the fact that they 
have a reduced caseload since many persons are caught in the safety net before they fall into 
the ultimate net of social assistance and partially due to the fact that operate in the proximity 
of the recipients and dispose of a large spectrum of instruments. The proximity of the social 
assistance offices reduces the outreach problem, facilitates control over the applicants and 
enhances the personal character of the services towards the recipients.  
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Lesson 5: 
In adjusting the implementation of the basic scheme three important requirements should be 
taken into consideration: 

- the capacity to pay: is the country able to afford the specific implement of the 
component given its level of economic development; 
- the capacity to implement: is the legal and institutional infrastructure in the country 
capable of implementing a component; does the country have enough trained capacity 
to implement the policy; 
- the capacity to design: does the country has enough human capital to design the 
details of all the components. 

It should be noted that while the first two capacities are difficult to develop, the latter capacity 
is the easiest one to be build: only a few people are needed for that part and that were training 
should start. 
 
Lesson 6: 
Having to make choices on the priorities in the development of a social protection system, 
four elements in the life course design stand out as basic and should be addressed first: 

1. Child allowances: the European countries (except Greece) all have universal child 
allowances and educational allowances of some sort. It is proved to be a crucial 
element in alleviating poverty for one of the most vulnerable groups in the 
economy in all countries, namely households with children. Invariably middle - and 
low-income countries (and some advanced countries like the USA) show that child 
poverty is high. Child allowances are a powerful instrument in combating poverty.  
Child allowances are non-contributory. 

2. Flat rate basic old age pensions. Although the elderly population seems to be the 
best protected subgroup in many countries, the provision of an universal flat 
pension still may be a interesting element in reducing poverty, mainly because it 
takes the elderly as a group out of policy makers concern regarding poverty 
especially when supplemented by a well designed compulsory second pillar in the 
contributed pension system. Moreover, pensions are often passed on to 
grandchildren especially in countries where extended families are still prevalent. 
Flat rate basic pensions are non-contributory 

3. Income Loss Insurance: the economically active part of population needs relatively 
less protection but needs an insurance type of regulation to protect them against all 
type of (labor) income loss. In de developed European Welfare States there several 
insurances covering each another type of risk. The social insurances protect the 
population ate working age effectively against adverse economic conditions such 
as unemployment, labor related disability and short term illness. All income loss 
insurances are contributory (and compulsory). 

4. Social assistance: means tested social assistance plays the role of instrument of last 
resort and should be well designed to avoid “over-consumption”, to maximise take 
up rates and to prevent welfare dependency for those groups for which it is 
realistic to expect re-entry in the labour market (see sections 3 and 4). The recently 
revised Belgian system probably provides the best overall design combining 
medium level benefits with well guided in-kind supplements and strong but 
realistic activation measures. 

 
Lesson  7: 
Many policy makers in middle- and low -income countries will argue that budget constraint do 
not allow them to introduce a comprehensive system like the European one. This is true if the 
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system would be introduced at full speed and with benefit levels comparable to the European 
ones. However, it is possible to install the system using (very) low benefit levels and thus 
limiting the budgets needed for its implementation. As the economy grows the system can 
then be made more generous at the speed of econom ic growth. It avoids installing elements of 
a system that has to be revised and redesigned regularly. The overall design is then at least 
know and further implementation is “only” a matter of expanding the system. It is true that the 
system is endangered and difficult to implement of the economy has a large informal sector. 
This applies, however, to nearly all social protection arrangements. A policy to “formalise” 
the economy is necessary. 
 
 

=================== 
 
 
Social engineering in Social Protection Systems is difficult since vision is to be paired by 
intelligent and detailed policy design. Politicians, interest groups and providers are often 
guided by relatively short-term motives and are limited in their choice by vested interests and 
veto-points. But policy advisors and analysts can point to the gains to be made and a well 
elaborated design can also help in convince the stakeholders that improvements are feasible 
and potentially successful. After all, Social Protection Systems are intended to render the 
world more human, but it is also shaped by human actions and behaviour, for the better and 
the worse. 



 39 

Bibliography 
 
Abe, A.K. (2001). Universalism and Targeting: an international comparison using the LIS 

database. (Report Number 288). Syracuse University, 
Luxemburg.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/288.pdf 

Alesina, A., Glaeser, E. (2004). Fighting Poverty in the US and Europe: A World of 
Difference. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

Arents, M., Cluitmans M.M., Pepping, M.M.A. (2001). Marktwerking en vernieuwing in het 
activeringsbeleid  (Report Number A180), Rotterdam 

Aust, A., Arriba, A. (2004a). Paradigms and social assistance reforms in Europe in the 
1990s. University of Kent, Kent. 

Aust, A., Arriba, A. (2004b). Policy map Germany: labour market policy, social assistance 
and women's employment., Berlin. http://www.kent.ac.uk/wramsoc/workingpapers/ 

Beaudry, R. (2002). Workfare and Welfare: Britain's New Deal (Report Number 2). York 
University, Great Britain 

Beaujot, R., Lui, J. (2002). Children, Social Assistance and Outcomes: Cross-national 
Comparisions (Report Number 304), 
Luxembourg.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/304.pdf  

Behrendt, C. (2000a). Effectiveness of Means-Tested Transfers in Western Europe: Evidence 
from the Luxembourg Income Study. Journal of European Social Policy 10, 23-
41.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/211.pdf 

Behrendt, C. (2000b). Holes in the safety net? Social security and the alleviation of poverty in 
a comparative perspective. In Social Security in the Global Village (Sigg, R., Behrent, 
C., ed. Transaction Publisher, New Brunswick.  

Blank, R.M. (2003). US Welfare Reform: what's relevant for Europe? 49, 49-
74.http://www.cesifoeconomicstudies.de/ 

Bradley, D., Huber, E., Moller, S., Nielson, F., Stephens, J. (2003). Distribution and 
Redistribution in post-industrial democracies. World Politics 55, 
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/265.pdf 

Bundesministerium für Gesundheit und Sozial Sicherung. (2003). Bundestag und Bundesrat 
beschliessen neue Sozialhilfe., 
Berlin. http://www.bmgs.bund.de/deu/gra/aktuelles/pm/pmgs03/bmgs4_4662.cfm 
24/08/2004 

Cantillon, B., Marx, I., Van den Bosch, K. (2002). (2002). The puzzle of egalitarianism: about 
the relationship between employment, wage, inequality, social expend iture and 
poverty. (Report Number 337), 
Luxembourg.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/337.pdf  

Chitty, C., Elam, G., ed. (1999). Evaluating Welfare to Work. National Centre for Social 
Research, United Kingdom. 

Council for Employment, Income and Social Cohesion (CERC). (2001). Access to 
Employment and Social Protection. CERC.http://www.cerc.gouv.fr 30/08/2004 

Crossroads Bank for Social Security. (2004).http://www.ksz.fgov.be 02/02/2004 
Department of Employment and Workplace Relations. (2002). Employment Services, an 

active participation model. Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, 
Canberra 

Department for Work and Pension (DWP), BRMB International. (2003). One evaluation: 
summary of service delivery findings (Report Number 108). Department for Work and 
Pension (DWP), United Kingdom. http://www.dwp.gov.uk  

Department for Work and Pensions. (DWP) (2004a). Jobcentre Plus, United 
Kingdom.www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk 03-09-2004 

http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/288.pdf
http://www.kent.ac.uk/wramsoc/workingpapers
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/304.pdf
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/211.pdf
http://www.cesifoeconomicstudies.de
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/265.pdf
http://www.bmgs.bund.de/deu/gra/aktuelles/pm/pmgs03/bmgs4_4662.cfm
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/337.pdf
http://www.cerc.gouv.fr
http://www.ksz.fgov.be
http://www.dwp.gov.uk
http://www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk


 40 

Department for Work and Pensions. (DWP) (2004b). New Deal. www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk 
Department For Work And Pensions. (DWP) (2004c). Employment zones, United 

Kingdom.www.employmentzones.gov.uk 03-09-2004  
Department for Work and Pensions. (2004). Jobcentre 

Plus.http://www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk/cms.asp?Page=/Home/Customers/WorkingAge
Benefits/  493  

Department for Work and Pensions. (2004). Income Rela ted Benefits Estimates of Take-Up in 
2001/2002.http://www.dwp.gov.uk/mediacentre/pressreleases/2004/feb/nspr -
260204.pdf  

Deszcka, Gassmann. (2003). Bijstand in internationaal perspectief. Een verkenning van 
overeenkomsten en verschillen. Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, The 
Hague 

Dhillon, B. (2000). Employment zones: a measure of short-term succes?  (Report Number 
113). Unemployment Unit and Youthaid, United Kingdom 

Ditch. (2001). "Minimum Income: Coordination, Conditionality and Families." Paper 
presented at the Inaugural Conference for the Hellenic Social Policy Association, 
Komotini, Greece, 2001 

Esping-Andersen. (1990). The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Polity Press, Cambridge. 
Esping-Andersen. (2003). Why we need a new welfare state. Oxford University Press, New 

York.  
European Industrial Relations Observatory On-line. (2004). European Foundation for the 

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions.http://www.eiro.eurofound.eu.int/ 
Eurostat. (2004). European Social Statistics, Social Protection, Expenditure and Receipts 

1992-2001. European Commission, 
Luxembourg.http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/Public/datashop/print-
product/EN?catalogue=Eurostat&product=KS-DC-04-001-__-N-
EN&mode=download 

Evans, M. (2001). Welfare to work and the organization of opportunity, lessons from abroad. 
ESRC (Research Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion). 

Executive, Scottish. (2002). New deal for unemployed people in Scotland: statistics to end 
February 2002 .http://www.scotland.gov.uk/library5/lifelong/00159-01.asp 03-09-
2004  

Federale Overheidsdienst Sociale Zekerheid. (2001). L'Aide 
Sociale.http://socialsecurity.fgov.be/tout_ce_que_vous_voulez_savoir/2001/aide_socia
le.htm  

Feldstein, M., Altman, D. (1998). Unemployment insurance saving accounts (Report Number 
6860). National Bureau of Economic Research, 
Cambr idge.http://dsl.nber.org/papers/w6860.pdf 

Ferrarini, T., Nelson, K. (2003). Taxation of Social Insurance and Redistribution: A 
Comparative Analysis of Ten Welfare States. Journal of European Social Policy 13, 
21-33. http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/327.pdf 

Fölster, S., Gidehag, R., Orzag, M., Snower, D.J. (2003). Health accounts and other welfare 
accounts. CESifo DICE report 3, 
http://www.cesifo.de/servlet/page?_pageid=56&_dad=portal30&_schema=PORTAL3
0&pa_id=112638 

Fölster, S., Trofimov, G. (1999). A theoretical analysis of social insurances based on 
personal saving accounts. University of Copenhagen, 
Copenhagen.http://www.econ.ku.dk 

Förster, M. (2000). Trends and Driving Factors in Income Distribution and Poverty in the 
OECD Area . OECD, 

http://www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk
http://www.employmentzones.gov.uk
http://www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk/cms.asp?Page=/Home/Customers/WorkingAge
http://www.dwp.gov.uk/mediacentre/pressreleases/2004/feb/nspr
http://www.eiro.eurofound.eu.int
http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/Public/datashop/print-product/EN?catalogue=Eurostat&product=KS-DC-04-001-__-N-EN&mode=download
http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/Public/datashop/print-product/EN?catalogue=Eurostat&product=KS-DC-04-001-__-N-EN&mode=download
http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/Public/datashop/print-product/EN?catalogue=Eurostat&product=KS-DC-04-001-__-N-EN&mode=download
http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/Public/datashop/print-product/EN?catalogue=Eurostat&product=KS-DC-04-001-__-N-EN&mode=download
http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/Public/datashop/print-product/EN?catalogue=Eurostat&product=KS-DC-04-001-__-N-EN&mode=download
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/library5/lifelong/00159-01.asp
http://socialsecurity.fgov.be/tout_ce_que_vous_voulez_savoir/2001/aide_socia
http://dsl.nber.org/papers/w6860.pdf
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/327.pdf
http://www.cesifo.de/servlet/page?_pageid=56&_dad=portal30&_schema=PORTAL3
http://www.econ.ku.dk


 41 

Paris.http://www.olis.oecd.org/OLIS/2000DOC.NSF/LINKTO/DEELSA -
ELSAWD(2000)3 

Fredriksson, P., Holmlund, B. (2003). Improving incentives in unemployment insurance: a 
review of recent research. Institute for Labour Market Policy Evaluation (IFAU), 
Sweden.http://www.ifau.se 

Fund, Central Provident. (2002).http://www.sif.org.sg/os /whkpdf/cpf.pdf 04-01-2004 
Gassmann, F., Sowa, A. (2004). Development of a Methodology for Monitoring Poverty and 

Social Exclusion . Gassmann Consulting, Eindhoven 
Gilbert, N. (2002). Transformation of the welfare state, the silent surrender of public 

responsibility. (1 ed.). Oxford University Press, New York.  
Gottschalk, P., Smeeding, T.M. (1997). Cross-national Comparisons of Levels and Trends in 

Inequality. Journal of Economic Literature 35, 
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/lispws/126.pdf 

Government, Dutch. (2004). Overheidsloket, The Hague.http://overheidsloket.overheid.nl  
Groenez, Struyven. (2002). Integrated approaches to active welfare and employment policies: 

Belgium. European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions, Luxembourg 

Groot, I., Kok, L., Van Seters, J. (2002). Lessen uit de privatisering van reïntegratiediensten. 
(Report Number 654). Stichting voor Economisch Onderzoek der Universiteit van 
Amsterdam (SEO), Amsterdam 

Handler, J.F. (Year). "Social citizenship and workfare in the United Nations and Western 
Europe: from status to contract." Paper presented at the 9th International Bien 
Conference, Vancouver, 2002 

Hanesch, W. (Year). "Activation: narratives and realities. A seven countries comparison." 
Paper presented at the 5th Conference of European Social Association (ESA), 2001 

Headey, B., Goodin, R.E., Muffels, R. Dirven, H.J. (2000). Is there a Trade-Off between 
Economic Efficiency and a Generous Welfare State? A Comparison of Best Cases of 
"Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism". Social Indicators Research  50, 115-
157. http://www.kluweronline.com/article.asp/PIPS+239831 

Heady, C., Mitrakos, T., Tsakloglou, P. (2001). The Distributional Impact of Social Transfers 
in the European Union: evidence from the ECHP. Fiscal Studies 22, 547-
565.ftp://repec.iza.org/RePEc/Discussionpaper/dp356.pdf 

Helmond, Community. (2003). Project Direct Werk . Community Helmond and Atlant Group, 
Helmond.http://www.helmond.nl 04-05-2004 

Hernanz, V., Ma lherbert, F., Pellizzari., M. (2004). Take-up of welfare benefits in OECD 
countries: a review of the evidence (Report Number 17). 
OECD.http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/60/30/30901173.pdf 

Hertogenbosch, Community. (2001). Van Werkzoeker naar Werknemer, 's 
Hertogenbosch.http://www.denbosch.nl 04-05-2004 

Hölsch, K. (2002). The effect of social transfers in Europe: an empirical analysis using 
generalized Lorenz curves. (Report Number 317), 
Luxembourg.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/317.pdf  

Holsch, K., Kraus, M. (2004). Poverty Alleviation and the degree of centralisation in 
European schemes of social assistance. (Report Number 342), 
Luxembourg.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/342.pdf  

Human Resources Development Canada. (2000). Reconnecting Social A ssistance Recipients 
to the Labour Market. Human Resources Development Centre (HRDC), Canada 

Inland Revenue. (2004). http://www.inlandrevenue.gov.uk/pdfs/wtc1.pdf 01-09-2004 

http://www.olis.oecd.org/OLIS/2000DOC.NSF/LINKTO/DEELSA
http://www.ifau.se
http://www.sif.org.sg/os
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/lispws/126.pdf
http://overheidsloket.overheid.nl
http://www.kluweronline.com/article.asp/PIPS+239831
ftp://repec.iza.org/RePEc/Discussionpaper/dp356.pdf
http://www.helmond.nl
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/60/30/30901173.pdf
http://www.denbosch.nl
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/317.pdf
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/342.pdf
http://www.inlandrevenue.gov.uk/pdfs/wtc1.pdf


 42 

International Labour Organisation (ILO). (2000). World Labour Report 2000, Income Security 
and Social Protection in a Changing World. ILO, 
Geneva.www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/socfas/research/stat/table11.htm 

Jeandidier, B., Albiser, E. (2001). To what extend do family policy and social assistance 
transfers equitably reduce the intensity of child poverty? A comparison between the 
US, France, Great Britain and Luxembourg. (Report Number 255), 
Luxembourg.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/255.pdf  

Kayser, H., Frick, R. (2000). Take it or leave it: (Non-) Take-up Behaviour of Social 
Assistance in Germany. (Report Number 210) 

Kenworthy, L. (1999). Do social-welfare policies reduce poverty? Social Forces 77, 1119-
1139.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/188.pdf 

Kim, H. (2000). Anti-poverty effectiveness of taxes and income transfers in welfare states. 
International Social Security Review 53, 105-
129. http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/228.pdf 

Kinnear, P., Grant, G., Oliver, K. (2003). Reform in Australia: an evidence-based approach. 
Commonwealth department of family and community services., Australia 

Larsen, T.P., Daguerre, A. (2003). UK Policy Maps. University of Kent, Great Britain 
Lodemel, L., Trickey, H. (2001). An offer you can't refuse, workfare in international 

perspective. (1 ed.). Policy Press, Bristol.  
Mandin, C., Palier, B. (2002). Welfare Reform in France 1985 -2002. University of Kent, Kent 
Mandin, C., Palier, B. (2003). Policy Maps: France. University of Kent, Kent 
Ministry of Health and Social Security. (2003). Kabinett beschließt neue Sozialhilfe, 

Berlin. http://www.bmgs.bund.de/deu/gra/aktuelles/pm/bmgs03/bmgs3_3668.cfm 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. (2004a). Zelf een reïntegratietraject 

kiezen.http://home.szw.nl 09-09-2004 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. (2004b). Toekomstverkenning WW  
Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. (2005). Rubriek Uitkeringen/Bijstand , The 

Hague.http://home.szw.nl/navigatie/rubriek/dsp_rubriek.cfm?rubriek_id=4&subrubrie
k_id=401&link_id=33271 27-01-2005 

MISSOC. (2004). Mutual Information System on Social Protection in the EU member States 
and the 
EEA.http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/missoc/missoc2004_en.pdf 

Mosley, H. (2004). The active labour market policy reform - the second wave. Social Science 
Research Centre (WZB), Berlin. http://www.peerreview-
employment.org/pdf/finland%2004/DE_FIN04.pdf 

Neubourg, C, Nelissen, E, Hener E. (2004). Trends in Welfare Reform: exercises in applied 
social engineering. University Maastricht, Maastricht 

OECD. (2001). Social Expenditure Database: 1980-1998 . OECD, 
Paris.http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/43/14/2087083.xls 

OECD. (2002). Society at Glance. OECD, Paris. 
Ours, J. (2003). Spaar WW in de 21e eeuw., University of Tilburg, Tilburg 
Oxley H., Burniaux J.M., Dang T.T., d'Ercole M.M. (1999). Income Distribution and Poverty 

in 13 OECD Countries. OECD Economic Studies 29, 55-
94.http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/21/36/2733403.pdf 

Oxle y H., Dang T.T., Antolin, P. (2000a). Poverty Dynamics in six OECD Countries. OECD 
Economic Studies 30, 50-72. http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/31/31/2732278.pdf 

Oxley H., Dang T.T., Förster M., Pellizari M. (2000b). Income Inequalities and Poverty 
among Children and Households with Children in selected OECD Countries: Trends 
and Determinants. In Child Well-Being, Child Poverty and Child Policy in Modern 
Nations (Vleminckx, K., Smeeding T.M., ed. The Policy Press, Bristol.  

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection/socfas/research/stat/table11.htm
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/255.pdf
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/188.pdf
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/228.pdf
http://www.bmgs.bund.de/deu/gra/aktuelles/pm/bmgs03/bmgs3_3668.cfm
http://home.szw.nl
http://home.szw.nl/navigatie/rubriek/dsp_rubriek.cfm?rubriek_id=4&subrubrie
http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/missoc/missoc2004_en.pdf
http://www.peerreview-employment.org/pdf/finland%2004/DE_FIN04.pdf
http://www.peerreview-employment.org/pdf/finland%2004/DE_FIN04.pdf
http://www.peerreview-employment.org/pdf/finland%2004/DE_FIN04.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/43/14/2087083.xls
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/21/36/2733403.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/31/31/2732278.pdf


 43 

Pierson, P. (2001). The new politics of the welfare state. Oxford University Press, New York. 
Reference Group on Welfare Reform. (2000). Participation support for a more equitable 

society . Ministry for Family and Community Services, Australia  
Ritakallio, V.M. (2002). Trends of Poverty and Income Inequality in Cross-national 

Comparison. European Journal of Social Security 4, 151-
177. http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/272.pdf 

Rodrigues, Farinha. (2001). Anti-Poverty Effectiveness and Efficiency of the Guaranteed 
Minimum Income Programme in Portugal. CISEP, 
Lisbon.http://pascal.iseg.utl.pt/~ depteco/wp/wp82001.pdf 

Sainsbury, D., Morrisens A. (2002). European Anti-Poverty Policies in the 1990's: towards a 
common safety net. (Report Number 307), 
Luxembourg.http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/307.pdf  

Saraceno, Chiara. (2002). Social Assistance Dynamics in Europe. Policy Press, Bristol. 
Sarfati, H., Bonoli, G. (2002). Labour market and social protection reforms in international 

perspective, parallel or converging tracks (1 ed.). MPG Books, London. 
Saunders, P. (2003). Why reform welfare?  The Centre for Independent Studies, 

Australia.http://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/ASPC2003/papers/Paper82.pdf 
Schreyögg, J. (2004). Funding health care with medical saving accounts: an approach to 

safeguard welfare states? FISS Conference, Sigtuna  
Schwarze, U. (2003). Activating life course policy: social assistance and health insurance in 

Germany. Zentrum für Sozialpolitik, Bremen.http://www.zes.uni-bremen.de 25-08-
2004 

Smeeding, T.M., Rainwater L. (2004). Comparing Living Standards across Nations: Real 
Incomes at the Top, the Bottom and the Middle. In What has happened to the Quality 
of Life in the Advanced Industrialized Nations?  (Papadimitrou, D. B., Wolff E.N., ed, 
pp. 153 -187. Edward Elgar Publishing, Northampton, MA. 

Socialstyrelsen. (2002). The Social Services Act.http://www.sos.se/FULLTEXT/114/2002-
114-9/2002-114-9.pdf 

Spaan, R. (2003). Gezocht: Stageplaatsen voor werkloze jongeren  
Stiftung, Bertelsmann. (2004). Social Policy, Labour Market Policy and Industrial 

Relations.http://www.reformmonitor.org  
Struyven, L., Steurs, G., Peeters, A., Minne, V. (2002). Van aanbieden naar aanbesteden. 

Marktwerking bij arbeidsbemiddeling en reïntegratie in Australië, Nederland, 
Verenigd Koninkrijk en Zweden. (1 ed.). Acco Publisher, Belgium. 

Swedish Institute. (2004). Fact Sheets on Sweden 
.http://www.sweden.se/upload/Sweden_se/english/factsheets/SI/SI_FS5z_Social_Insur
ance_in_Sweden/fs5aa.pdf  

Taylor-Gooy, P., Larsen, T., Kananen, J. (2004). The new context of the welfare state: state of 
the art paper. University of Kent, 
Kent.http://www.kent.ac.uk/wramsoc/newcontextofwelfare.htm 

Treadwell, J. (2000). Serving Australia on land and online.  Centrelink, Australia 
 
 

http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/272.pdf
http://pascal.iseg.utl.pt/~
http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/307.pdf
http://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/ASPC2003/papers/Paper82.pdf
http://www.zes.uni-bremen.de
http://www.sos.se/FULLTEXT/114/2002-43
http://www.sos.se/FULLTEXT/114/2002-43
http://www.reformmonitor.org
http://www.sweden.se/upload/Sweden_se/english/factsheets/SI/SI_FS5z_Social_Insur
http://www.kent.ac.uk/wramsoc/newcontextofwelfare.htm

