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Chapter 5 Material Deprivation

Terry Ward1

The usual means of measuring people’s standard of living and their vulnerability to 
poverty, deprivation and social exclusion is by reference to the disposable income 
that they have access to. The earlier chapters of this report, therefore, focused on 
both the distribution of income within Member States (and, more widely, across 
the EU), as an indicator of the degree of inequality in purchasing power, and the 
relative number of people with income at levels that put them at risk of poverty. 
The underlying assumption throughout the analysis was that income was a suitable 
measure of these aspects. There are a number of reasons why this might not be 
the case. 

As noted above, the fact that the indicator used to identify the risk of poverty in 
the above chapters is a relative measure, expressed in relation to median incomes, 
means that it takes no account of the level of the median itself and what this is 
capable of purchasing. In addition to this, however, there are a number of poten-
tial problems with the use of income itself, as conventionally measured, as an 
indicator of purchasing power, or the command over resources, which is the 
ultimate concern of social policy-makers. 

In particular, income as such takes no account of accumulated savings and wealth 
— except in the form of the interest they generate — which can equally be used 
to purchase goods and services. Moreover, since it is generally measured on an 
annual basis, the fi gure reported for any 12-month period does not take account 
of year-to-year fl uctuations in the amount received, which might be substantial for 
some of the self-employed especially, and, accordingly, is not necessarily a good 
guide to long-term — or ‘permanent’ — income and, therefore, the command 
over resources. Equally, it does not incorporate any income in kind in the form, 
for example, of free or subsidised goods and services, or food and other goods 
produced for one’s own consumption. 

While these factors are reasons why income may understate purchasing power, 
there are also reasons why it might overstate it. For example, the income received 
in a given year might be much higher than that received in previous years and, 
accordingly, might be accompanied by the need to service signifi cant debts, so 
reducing the amount that can be used for purchases. Alternatively, it might be 
that people have unusually high expenses or living costs that they need to meet 
because of their personal or family circumstances — such as having a disability, a 

1 With the assistance of Mayya Hristova and Fadila Sanoussi, Applica.
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need to care for a relative, or high housing costs — which reduces their effective 
purchasing power once these commitments have been met. 

We examine the information on the extent of material deprivation, which can be 
used to supplement the data on disposable income in order to gain additional 
insight into the purchasing power of households and individuals across the EU.

Low incomes and material deprivation 
One way of overcoming the shortcomings of income as a measure of the command 
over resources is to try to identify directly people who suffer deprivation, in the 
sense of not being able to enjoy a standard of living that is generally considered 
acceptable. Such an approach has, over the years, been advocated by a number 
of people.2 The concern here is to examine the extent of material deprivation on 
the basis of information collected by the EU-SILC on the ability of people to afford 
certain consumer items that most households possess, and their capacity to cover 
essential fi nancial costs and to meet unexpected spending needs. The focus is not 
only on the relative number of people who appear from their responses to these 
questions to be materially deprived, but also on whether or not they are recorded 
as being at risk of poverty, as measured by having a level of disposable income 
below 60% of the national median. The aim is twofold. First, it is to examine how 
far those with disposable income above the poverty threshold nevertheless report 
being materially deprived according to the indicators covered by the survey (which, 
accordingly, gives an indication of the limitations of annual income as a measure 
of poverty and deprivation). Second, it is to identify the extent to which those with 
income below the poverty line also suffer material deprivation (and, therefore, how 
far the two indicators are correlated in different countries). 

A further aim is to examine how far the different measures of material deprivation 
themselves are correlated — whether those who are unable to afford particular 
consumer items also report an inability to afford other items or having fi nancial 
diffi culties of one sort or another. In addition, however, it is also to consider the 
opposite of such an accumulation of problems: namely, the relative number of 
people who report being deprived according to at least one indicator.

2 See, in particular, Atkinson, Cantillon, Marlier and Nolan (2005), who argue the case for a multi-
dimensional indicator of deprivation in a report prepared for the Luxembourg Presidency of the EU in 
2005 as a follow-up to their report to the Belgian Presidency in 2001 (Atkinson, Cantillon, Marlier and 
Nolan 2002). This follows extensive literature on the concept and measurement of material depriva-
tion, initiated 26 years earlier by Townsend (1979), who interpreted deprivation in the wide sense of 
not being able to live a decent life. The concept was subsequently redefi ned as not having adequate 
resources to lead a minimum acceptable way of life in the country in question (Callan et al. 1993; 
Kangas and Ritakallio 1998; Layte et al. 2001; Whelan et al. 2002; Perry 2002) or, alternatively, as 
lacking the necessities that society regards as essential (Bradshaw and Finch 2003; Nolan and Whelan 
1996). A number of empirical studies of material deprivation have been undertaken in the EU in recent 
years, largely based on data from the European Community Household Panel. See Boarini and Mira 
d’Ercole (2006), for a summary of these. It was taken up by Guio and Maquet (2007), who both argued 
and demonstrated that a measure of those affected by material deprivation could usefully complement 
the present income-based indicator of the risk of poverty in order to capture the people missed by the 
latter. This was especially the case in respect of the new Member States, where income levels are very 
much lower than in most EU15 countries.
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Moreover, throughout the analysis, a parallel concern is to examine the relation-
ship between the relative number of people who report being materially deprived 
according to the different indicators and the median disposable income per head 
in the country in question, measured in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms. This 
is done by ranking countries in the various graphs and tables in terms of the latter 
measure. As such, this gives a guide as to how far the indicators of material depri-
vation provide a means of taking account of differences in absolute income levels 
across the EU.

A point to note at the outset is that, although the data in the EU-SILC relate to 
the ability of households to afford certain consumer items, cover fi nancial costs 
and so on, the analysis here is conducted in terms of individuals, in order to take 
explicit account of variations in household size — in order, in other words, not to 
give equal weight to households with one person and to those with several. The 
focus, therefore, is on the relative number of people living in households that have 
the diffi culty in question.

Ability to afford key consumer durables
Very few people in (nearly) any of the EU countries report being unable to afford 
either a telephone, colour TV or washing machine — or, more accurately, live in 
households that cannot afford at least one of these items (see Figure 5.1 — where, 
as noted above, countries are ranked from left to right in terms of median income 
per head measured in PPP terms, in order to indicate the relationship between the 
inability to afford any of these items and the level of income, or more accurately, 
purchasing power, in the country). Around half of those living in households that 
report such diffi culties have income above the poverty line (60% of the national 
median). In all countries, however, there is a much greater probability of those 
with income below the poverty line not being able to afford at least one of these 
items than those with income above. 

In overall terms, the proportion of people who are unable to afford at least one of 
the consumer goods in question is around 2% or less in nearly all the EU15 coun-
tries, along with Cyprus, Slovenia and the Czech Republic, and there is no system-
atic tendency for the fi gure to vary with median income per head across countries. 
The countries with the highest income levels, however, tend to show the lowest 
fi gures; and the two countries with the lowest levels, Greece and Portugal, have 
the highest fi gures.

Of the EU15 countries, only in Portugal is the fi gure much above 2% (almost 7%). 
In fi ve of the new Member States covered, however, the proportion exceeds 4%. 
In Hungary, it is almost 6% and in Latvia and Lithuania, around 11%. In the new 
Member States, therefore, there is a tendency for the relative number unable to 
afford one or more of the items to increase as average income falls.
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Figure 5.1: Proportion of population not able to afford a telephone, colour TV or washing 
machine, 2006

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Notes: Malta: no data available.
* Poverty threshold: 60% of the national median equivalised income. Countries are ordered by average disposable income per 
(equivalised) head measured in PPP terms.

In all parts of the EU, there are more people living in households that are unable to 
afford a car. Nevertheless, in most countries the number is relatively small, espe-
cially in the EU15 Member States. In most of these countries, therefore, together 
with Cyprus and Slovenia, the proportion is less than 10%, the only exceptions 
being Ireland (marginally) and Portugal (Figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2: Proportion of population not able to afford a car, 2006

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Notes: Malta: no data available.
* Poverty threshold: 60% of the national median equivalised income. Countries are ordered by average disposable income per 
(equivalised) head measured in PPP terms.
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Among the new Member States, however, apart from Cyprus, Slovenia and the 
Czech Republic, it exceeds 20%. In Slovakia, it is around 28%, and in Latvia as much 
as 34%. In each case, substantially more people who report not being able to afford 
a car have income above the poverty line than below (though again, the probability 
of not being able to afford a car is much greater among those below — around 40% 
or more in most of the new Member States, including the Czech Republic). Again, a 
broad tendency is evident for the proportion able to afford a car to decline across 
countries as median income declines.

Whether not being able to afford a car represents a strong form of deprivation or 
social exclusion is likely to depend, in particular, on how widespread car owner-
ship is in the community in which a person lives. While almost all households can 
afford a telephone, colour TV and washing machine (and accordingly the sense of 
deprivation is correspondingly high among those that cannot), the proportion of 
households that own a car is only around 80% in the EU15 countries (though still 
high enough for it to represent a signifi cant element of deprivation). In the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Poland and the three Baltic states, however, less than 40% of 
people have cars, so the feeling of deprivation is correspondingly much less than 
in the case of a TV, telephone or washing machine.

Ability to afford a decent meal every other day
A smaller proportion of people in most EU15 countries report not being able to 
afford a meal with meat or fi sh (or the vegetarian equivalent) at least every other 
day — something that is defi ned as a basic need by the World Health Organization. 
In most of these countries, the proportion is less than 5%, and it is much above 6% 
only in Austria and Germany (around 10% in each): in both countries, many more 
people with income above the poverty line than below report such an inability 
(Figure 5.3). Given the relative prosperity of these countries, such a fi nding is diffi -
cult to explain and may, perhaps, owe more to the interpretation of the question 
than to genuine budget diffi culties.

In the new Member States, however, a slightly larger proportion in most cases 
report not being able to afford a meal with meat or fi sh every other day than report 
not being able to afford a car. The main exception is Estonia, where the proportion 
is unexpectedly small given the average income per head, and may again refl ect 
differences in the way the question was interpreted in that country. In Hungary, 
Slovakia, Poland and Latvia, the proportion is around 28% or more (in Slovakia, 
around 37%). Most of the people concerned, moreover, have income above the 
poverty line (Figure 5.3).
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Figure 5.3: Proportion of population not able to afford a meal with meat, chicken, fi sh (or vegetarian 
equivalent) every second day, 2006

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Notes: Malta: no data available.
* Poverty threshold: 60% of the national median equivalised income. Countries are ordered by average disposable income per 
(equivalised) head measured in PPP terms.

Ability to afford an annual holiday
A signifi cantly larger proportion of people throughout the EU report not being able 
to afford one week’s holiday away from home a year — so much so that, in many 
countries, it is not really a measure of deprivation as such, since most of the popu-
lation are in the same position. Nevertheless, it seems closely to refl ect differences 
in purchasing power across both countries and households within countries. 

In the EU15 countries, therefore, the proportion unable to afford an annual holiday 
is under 20% only in the three Nordic Member States, Luxembourg and the Neth-
erlands (Figure 5.4). It is just over 30% in France, close to 40% in Italy and Spain, 
around 50% in Greece and 60% in Portugal. The proportion is, therefore, highest 
in those countries with the lowest levels of income per head; though, at the same 
time, it does not vary systematically with income per head in the countries with 
relatively similar levels of income. In all of the countries, those with income above 
the poverty line make up the majority of those unable to afford a holiday — in most 
cases, around two-thirds or more.
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Figure 5.4: Proportion of population not able to afford paying for one week’s annual holiday away 
from home, 2006

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Notes: Malta: no data available.
* Poverty threshold: 60% of the national median equivalised income. Countries are ordered by average disposable income per 
(equivalised) head measured in PPP terms.

In the new Member States, the proportion unable to afford an annual holiday is 
over 50% in all countries apart from Slovenia (around 30%) and the Czech Republic 
(36%), and is over 60% in Hungary, Poland and all three Baltic states. It is notable 
that it is also well over 50% in Cyprus, which, according to the EU-SILC, has one of 
the highest levels of median income per head in the EU. In all of these countries, 
those with income above the poverty line make up well over 70% of the people 
concerned. Nevertheless, in all countries throughout the EU, the probability of not 
being able to afford an annual holiday is much greater for those with income below 
the poverty line than above, the proportion concerned being around 60% or more 
in most EU15 Member States and around 90% in Hungary, Poland and the three 
Baltic states.

Financial indicators of deprivation

Capacity to pay utility bills
The EU-SILC contains a number of indicators of fi nancial diffi culty, including 
being in arrears with rent or mortgage payments, with hire purchase or other loan 
payments and with utility bills. This last seems the most relevant of the three to 
serve as an indicator of deprivation, since nearly all households are likely to have 
such bills, whereas this is not necessarily the case with the other two (particularly 
housing costs, which are not relevant for a substantial proportion of those on low 
incomes in most EU Member States). More than the other indicators examined 
above, however, it is likely to refl ect differences in household behaviour — in 
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particular, the extent to which the people concerned seek to avoid having debts — 
as well as fi nancial hardship as such. 

This is perhaps refl ected in the fact that there is less of a difference between the 
EU15 countries and the new Member States in the relative number reporting being 
in arrears with paying their utility bills. The number concerned is relatively small 
in most EU15 countries — around 5% or less in the majority of cases, and over 8% 
only in Italy (11%) and, most markedly, in Greece, where the proportion is higher 
than anywhere else in the Union (just over 25%) (Figure 5.5). In the new Member 
States, it is only around 6–7% in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Estonia, but 
elsewhere 10% or more (over 20% in Poland). In all countries, most of the people 
concerned have income above the poverty line.

Figure 5.5: Proportion of population in arrears with utility bills, 2006

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Notes: Malta: no data available.
* Poverty threshold: 60% of the national median equivalised income.

Although there is some overlap between the people who are in arrears with their 
utility bills and the other measures of deprivation examined above, it is by no 
means complete. In particular, many of the people who report being unable to 
afford a meal of meat or fi sh every other day do not report being behind with their 
utility bills, seemingly confi rming that fi nancial hardship as such does not neces-
sarily lead to the accumulation of debt. 

In the EU15 countries, therefore, with the exception of Austria and, to a lesser 
extent, Germany, relatively few of those who report being behind with their utility 
bill payments report not being able to afford a decent meal every other day, apart 
from in the case of those with income below the poverty line (Table 5.1). 

In the new Member States, however, apart from Cyprus and Slovenia, the overlap 
is greater, especially among those with income below the poverty line, with well 
over 60% of those reporting being in arrears with their utility bills also reporting an 
inability to afford a meal with meat or fi sh every other day in the Czech Republic, 
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Hungary, Slovakia, Poland, Lithuania and Latvia. Even among those with income 
above the poverty line, the proportion is around a third or more. 

Table 5.1: Overlap between being in arrears with utility bills and 
not being able to afford a meal of meat or fi sh every other day

 
In arrears and unable to afford a meal 

every other day
 Country % above poverty line % below poverty line

LU 5.2 33.2
AT 49.7 47.7
UK 0.0 11.1
CY 16.8 19.5
DK 8.8 13.2
NL 8.6 41.2
IE 12.4 22.4
BE 11.0 29.1
FI 4.5 13.0
SE 18.3 17.7
FR 16.5 31.2
DE 23.5 39.6
IT 10.1 24.5
SI 20.5 31.3
ES 7.8 10.4
GR 15.0 31.5
PT 2.0 11.2
CZ 38.8 63.4
HU 43.1 67.4
SK 65.6 72.7
EE 17.3 44.3
PL 38.4 62.4
LV 40.3 75.9
LT 32.9 72.7

Source: EU-SILC 2006

Capacity to face unexpected expenses
The EU-SILC also contains a question on the capacity of households to cover 
an unexpected cost from their own resources. In order to try to make this more 
objective, and the answers more comparable across Member States, the amount of 
the unexpected cost was explicitly related to the level of income in each country 
(specifi cally to the poverty threshold).3 The number of people who reported not 
having the ability to do so was relatively large in all Member States. It was consid-

3 Specifi cally, respondents were asked whether their household could afford an unexpected required 
expense of an amount equal to the poverty threshold, expressed as a monthly sum, from its own 
resources.
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erably larger, however, in most of the new Member States than in other parts of the 
EU, despite the fact that the scale of the cost involved represented a similar share 
of income as in other parts of the EU. This suggests that the ability to meet such 
costs is not proportionate to income but is less in low-income countries, refl ecting 
the smaller amount of money left over after essential items have been purchased.

Therefore, in the EU15 countries (with the exception of Luxembourg, Sweden and, 
perhaps surprisingly, Portugal), over 20% of the population reported diffi culties 
in meeting an unexpected cost of this size. In Ireland, France and Greece, the 
proportion was over 30%, and in Germany it was over 40% (Figure 5.6).

In all the new Member States (with the sole exception of Estonia, where the 
question asked was somewhat different and not comparable to that asked in other 
countries), over 40% of the population reported that they would have diffi culty 
— including in Cyprus and Slovenia, where average income levels are higher. In 
Hungary and Slovakia, the proportion was around 50%; in Poland and Lithuania, 
close to 60%; and in Latvia, almost 70%. In broad terms, therefore, the ability to 
cover a signifi cant unexpected cost varies with income levels. In all countries, 
however, the inability to cover such costs is by no means restricted to those with 
low levels of income within countries; people with income above the poverty line 
accounted for many more of those concerned than those with income below the 
line (in all of the new Member States, except Estonia, over 70% of the total).

Figure 5.6: Proportion of population unable to face unexpected fi nancial expenses, 2006

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Notes: Malta: no data available. 
* Poverty threshold: 60% of the national median equivalised income. Countries are ordered by average disposable income per 
(equivalised) head measured in PPP terms.
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Housing costs
Although housing costs are an important potential burden on households, in a 
signifi cant number of cases these costs do not apply, in the sense that the house-
holds are owned by the people living in them or, in some cases, are rent free. In 
the EU25 Member States for which data are available — all except Denmark and 
the Netherlands — an average of 45% of those with income above the poverty 
threshold (60% of the national median) had no housing costs either because they 
had paid off any mortgages they had had or because they were living in rent-free 
accommodation (Figure 5.7). The proportion concerned was even higher in the 
case of those with income below the poverty threshold (51%).

The relative number of people with no cost of accommodation to meet out of 
their disposable income was particularly high in the four Southern EU15 Member 
States — around two-thirds or more for those with income below the poverty line 
in each case. The fi gures were even higher in the new Member States, apart from 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia. On the other hand, the proportion was less than 
a third for both those with income below the poverty line and those with income 
above in Germany, France and the UK, and less than 15% in Sweden. In most coun-
tries, there was relatively little difference in the proportions paying no housing 
costs between those with income above the poverty line and those with income 
below.

The main reason in all countries for people not having housing costs was that they 
owned their own accommodation. Only in Poland did the proportion with rent-free 
accommodation exceed 20% among those with income above the poverty line, and 
only in Poland, Cyprus, Austria and Luxembourg was this the case among those 
with income below the line.

Figure 5.7: Proportion of people with no costs of accommodation in the EU, 2006

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Note: Germany data are for 2005; no data for Denmark, Malta and Netherlands.
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People experiencing at least one form of deprivation
There is a good deal of overlap between the people reporting having diffi culty in 
affording the items examined above, being in arrears with paying their utility bills 
and not being able to cover unexpected costs. The degree of overlap, however, is 
by no means complete, so that the number of people experiencing material depri-
vation according to at least one of the items considered above is much larger than 
those deprived according to any single item. The proportion concerned, moreover, 
varies with the median level of income per head of countries, but only relatively 
broadly.

Table 5.2: Proportion of people living in households reporting being deprived according to at least 
one indicator, 2006

%

 

Unable to afford phone, TV, 
washing machine, car, meal or 

to pay utility bills 
(% of total population)

Unable to afford phone, TV, 
washing machine, car, meal or 

to pay utility bills or 
meet unexpected costs 
(% of total population)

Extent of overlap of capacity 
to meet unexpected costs with 

items in fi rst columns 
(% unable to meet unexpected 

costs in each group)
 

Country Total

Income 
above 60% 

median

Income 
below 60% 

median Total

Income 
above 60% 

median

Income 
below 60% 

median Total

Income 
above 60% 

median

Income 
below 60% 

median

LU 4.0 1.9 2.1 19.5 11.7 7.9 15.8 9.7 24.4
AT 13.2 9.0 4.2 30.4 22.0 8.4 35.1 30.7 45.8
UK 9.1 5.0 4.1 30.4 19.6 10.8 26.0 21.1 34.8
CY 16.2 10.8 5.4 45.9 33.7 12.2 31.3 27.3 42.0
DK 12.2 8.2 4.0 27.7 21.0 6.7 34.4 29.4 50.5
NL 9.5 6.6 2.9 25.7 20.5 5.3 30.0 25.1 49.3
IE 15.7 9.0 6.7 40.0 26.5 13.5 35.8 29.1 48.5
BE 13.1 7.4 5.7 24.8 16.1 8.6 44.7 33.8 62.8
FI 14.6 9.3 5.3 33.8 25.3 8.5 36.2 29.1 57.1
SE 10.6 7.2 3.4 18.6 13.5 5.1 41.4 37.6 51.7
FR 13.6 8.8 4.8 36.0 26.9 9.1 32.5 26.5 49.6
DE 18.4 13.2 5.3 44.7 35.0 9.7 35.7 31.1 51.5
IT 16.5 9.6 6.9 32.6 20.7 11.9 41.4 33.8 53.5
SI 21.1 15.8 5.3 48.0 39.0 9.0 37.7 33.5 55.5
ES 10.6 6.8 3.8 33.6 22.6 11.0 23.4 19.8 30.3
GR 32.1 19.6 12.6 44.2 29.3 14.9 60.6 50.2 79.0
PT 20.1 12.4 7.7 27.8 18.2 9.6 52.9 44.1 68.2
CZ 26.8 20.2 6.6 47.3 38.8 8.5 49.3 42.6 76.9
HU 44.7 33.3 11.4 62.3 48.6 13.7 66.3 61.0 82.3
SK 51.3 42.5 8.8 66.1 55.9 10.2 69.7 67.0 83.2
EE 29.8 19.7 10.1 40.7 27.6 13.1 59.0 50.8 71.4
PL 49.2 35.2 14.0 66.8 50.0 16.8 69.0 64.2 81.8
LV 53.5 36.2 17.3 74.6 53.9 20.7 69.3 63.5 83.3
LT 42.5 28.3 14.2 64.7 46.7 18.0 61.3 54.4 77.5
EU 19.2 12.9 6.3 39.2 28.5 10.7 41.7 26.1 15.7

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Note: Countries are ranked by median disposable income per head on an equivalised basis and measured in purchasing power terms.
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Leaving aside the capacity to face unexpected expenses, the proportion of people 
reporting not being able to afford any one of a telephone, TV, washing machine, 
car or decent meal at least once every other day, or who were in arrears with their 
utility bills, amounted to just 4% in Luxembourg, the country with by far the highest 
median income per head, much lower than anywhere else in the EU (Table 5.2). 
Similarly, within the EU15, the proportion was highest in the two countries with 
the lowest income per head, Greece (32%) and Portugal (20%). Moreover, except 
for Cyprus, the proportion was higher in the new Member States than in the EU15 
countries, being close to 50% or above in Slovakia, Poland, Lithuania and Latvia. 
Nevertheless, between most EU15 countries, there was little systematic variation 
of the proportion with median income per head. 

In most countries, and in all the new Member States, around two-thirds or more 
of those reporting being deprived according to at least one indicator had income 
above the poverty line. 

If the range of indicators of fi nancial hardship is extended to include a lack of 
capacity to meet unexpected expenses, the proportion of people measured as being 
materially deprived according to at least one indicator is increased signifi cantly in 
all countries, refl ecting the limited overlap between this indicator and the others 
in many cases. The proportion of people concerned increases to 25% or above in 
all Member States except Luxembourg and Sweden, in both of which it is around 
20%. In Ireland, Germany and Greece, it is increased to 40% or above, though in 
Portugal it remains below 30%, the same level as in Denmark. The proportion is 
also increased signifi cantly in all the new Member States, except Estonia, to over 
45%, even in Cyprus and Slovenia, and to around two-thirds in Slovakia, Poland 
and Lithuania, and 75% in Latvia.

In the new Member States, apart from Cyprus and Slovenia, there also tends to be a 
higher degree of overlap between being unable to meet unexpected expenses and 
the other indicators of deprivation or fi nancial hardship than in the EU15 coun-
tries, apart from Greece (Table 5.2 last three columns). In Slovakia, Poland and 
Latvia, this amounted to around 70% of the people concerned and over 80% in the 
case of those with income below the poverty line.

If the indicators of material deprivation are extended in this way, there remains 
a clear, if relatively broad, inverse relationship between those measured as being 
deprived and median income levels, with Spain and Portugal, as well as Sweden, 
having a smaller proportion materially deprived according to at least one indicator 
than suggested by the average relationship, and Slovenia and Cyprus, as well as 
Germany and Ireland, having a larger proportion (Figure 5.8). 
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Figure 5.8: Distribution of EU Member States by equivalised median household income (in PPS) and 
proportion of population deprived,* 2005

Source: EU-SILC 2006
Note: * Unable to afford phone / TV / washing machine / car / decent meal and/or unable to face unexpected expenses.

Concluding remarks
The above analysis suggests that the extent of material deprivation and fi nancial 
hardship across the EU is refl ected only to a limited extent by the income-based 
indicator conventionally used to measure the risk of poverty. This is particularly so 
in many of the new Member States, where a signifi cant proportion of the popula-
tion live in households that report not being able to afford particular consumer 
goods or a decent meal at least once every other day. Most of the people concerned 
have income above the risk-of-poverty threshold. The same is the case for other 
indicators of fi nancial hardship, in particular being in arrears with utility bills and 
not having the resources to meet unexpected costs.

This in itself suggests a need to supplement the income-based measure used to 
identify and monitor the risk of poverty and social exclusion across the EU with 
indicators of material deprivation and fi nancial diffi culty. The fact that there is a 
clear (inverse) link between the proportion of people who report being materi-
ally deprived and median levels of income per head across countries gives an 
added reason for this, since such a move would help to overcome the limitations of 
defi ning the income measure in relative rather than absolute terms when making 
comparisons between countries.


