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Andreas Klocke

Introduction to the special issue:
Child poverty in Europe

Despite the economic boom during the years 2005-2008, poverty in Europe, and child
poverty as well, has not abated. The fluctuations in the poverty rate observed in Europe’s
heartland in recent years have remained within the long-term statistical range. On aver-
age, the child poverty rate in Central Europe oscillates around 15%, while the rates in in-
dividual countries range between 10-25% (see the article of Jonathan Bradshaw and
Yekaterina Chzhen in this volume). These enormous regional differences are echoed
within the individual countries of Europe. In other words, poverty rates differ by as much
as 100% among the regions within a nation. This reflects considerable inequalities in the
social living conditions in European societies while demonstrating the limitation of the in-
formative value of current poverty rate statistics. As we do not currently possess a theory
of poverty, we shall have to be content with a conventional way of measuring it: a person
who has less than 60% of the average income (median, new OECD equivalence scale) at
his/her disposal is considered to be poor. Besides challenging that exactly 60% of the me-
dian equivalent income represents the valid threshold, we must also establish on what tar-
get population we are basing our average. If we choose the nation as our reference, all
households in that nation become the basis for our calculations. Nevertheless, there are
valid arguments for taking either a supranational norm, such as the European average, or a
more local norm such as a district. Either procedure is reasonable, depending on our ob-
jectives. In any case, the determined poverty rate varies considerably depending on which
average we take as our basis. A socially weak district could, on the basis of the average
regional income, exhibit a relatively low poverty rate, while in the national context it
could have the highest poverty rate.

Looking further back, the OECD statistics exhibit an overall increase in social ine-
quality in Europe during the last 20 years and, accordingly, an overall increase in the pov-
erty rate (OECD 2008). The increasing inequality in income distribution is primarily at-
tributed to the growing inequality in the distribution of wealth and less due to differences
in monthly earnings (OECD 2008). In Europe, it is clearly the upper class households in
particular that have improved their income situations over the last two decades. The
households in the middle classes and those threatened by poverty were able to defend
their relative positions over many years. However, in many countries, increasingly the
low-income households are the “losers”. As a result of the deliberate extension of the
lower income segment, many households (for example, in Germany) have descended into
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the realm of poverty. This process, however, is not proceeding uniformly: within the West
European heartland, the inequality in income distribution in Germany, Norway, Italy and
Finland has increased; in Great Britain and Greece, it has decreased (OECD 2008). From
the socio-political viewpoint, some countries have obviously been more successful than
others in meeting the challenges of globalisation, even though globalisation has equally
impacted all of the countries mentioned above. The extent of poverty is therefore not an
irrevocable fate, but rather the result of (socio-)political convictions and decisions.

The current financial and economic crises are, both in the medium and long term,
likely to worsen the situations of those European families already threatened by poverty.
This is so because the government debts that are currently accumulating will have to be
paid off. Future austerity measures that are already under consideration include cuts in
expenditure on public infrastructure, a temporary deferral of welfare benefit adjustments,
and calculated inflation. Low-income households and their children are those who will be
least able to cope with these measures. It has been documented for many years and is sci-
entifically proven that children are experiencing lasting pain due to economic austerity in
their families. In particular, educational and health research have produced clear evidence
of a social gradient. According to current research, in bivariate analysis, social inequality
or poverty is universally shown to be the decisive factor; in multivariate studies, the con-
nection is far less clear.  In any case, many of the emotional disturbances in childhood and
youth must be seen as a result of the tensions between the demands of biological devel-
opment and the circumstances the young generation lives in. As youth represents a period
of life in which serious physical and psychological changes take place, the effects of the
social circumstances on the well-being of children and youth cannot simply be separated
from modes of behaviour that arise from the processing of the tasks required by the indi-
vidual stages of development.

It can be assumed that external influences (social circumstances) impact the behav-
iour and internal coping with developmental tasks in young people. That is to say, poverty
cannot be seen in isolation, but rather only in the context of other social and psychological
criteria. Social resources, as an intermediary factor, represent a strong determining force
in the relationship between familial poverty and the mental state and future prospects of
children. This connection is receiving increasing attention in the scientific community.
We must therefore ask which determinants primarily explain the biographies of the young
generation. Recent research on health has revealed that it is not so much objective pres-
sures that determine the severity of stress, rather subjectively perceived resources. Not all
of the causal relationships among social inequality (poverty) and the social impacts of
poverty have been adequately explained. Only longitudinal studies on childhood and
youth can deliver vital information on this subject. Answers to the question of the long-
term effects on child development of growing up in impoverished circumstances can only
be found in longitudinal studies (see article of Sabine Walper in this volume).

If the social cohesion of European societies is to be maintained, it is essential that the
well-documented division of societies (OECD 2008) does not continue to progress. Of
course, the opportunities for bringing  this to a halt are more limited in times of economic
crisis than in ‘normal’ times. Fortunately, however, policies to reduce poverty are not re-
stricted merely to financial transfers to the needy. Social involvement and fair opportuni-
ties for all sections of the population can frequently be accomplished by unconventional



Zeitschrift für Familienforschung, 21. Jahrg., Heft 2/2009, S. 103-106 105

or pragmatic arrangements on the spot, which do not have to solely rely on financial in-
vestment: neighbourhood help, sponsorship for young professionals or civic action are
examples of successful ways in which poverty can be alleviated without having to strug-
gle for substantial state support. Nevertheless, it is obvious that many of the tasks for
fighting poverty lie within the competency of the state. These responsibilities include the
provision of a humane system of basic financial security as well as equal opportunities for
the poor to participate in society. In this context, a central issue for European societies is
the question of how successful we will be in integrating the youth of immigrant families.
As a result of demographic shrinkage, practically all European societies are characterised
by an increasing ethnic heterogeneity of social structures. A large percentage of families
in Europe have an immigration history, but a valid question here is how far back we
should go in order to decide whether or not a family is characterised as having an immi-
gration history. The “non-native” European youth of today were born here and already
belong to the third generation. Nevertheless, many of these young people feel alienated in
the countries of Europe and often live on the fringes of society; many have suffered expe-
riences of poverty. In European welfare states, policies for children and youth in impov-
erished conditions are an issue that belongs in the realm of social investment (see article
of Thomas Olk and Maksim Hübenthal in this volume). It is not, as was often the case in
the past, direct support and alimentation that needy children require, but rather state wel-
fare that includes incentives (investments) for an exit from poverty activated by those af-
fected. The persuasiveness of such an approach essentially depends on whether there are
realistic chances of a life beyond poverty for society’s youth (for example, whether there
are adequate jobs and apprenticeship opportunities). But precisely this has been doubted
by observers. Yet it is true that access to education represents a key factor for the success
of today’s youth. Investment in human resources is therefore a “must” both from the so-
cial as well as the individual perspective. It remains debatable, however, to what extent
social redistribution measures can be dismantled without causing lasting damage to both
the opportunities for youth and the cohesive forces of civil society.

The authors of this special issue approach these issues in a variety of ways. On the
basis of a longitudinal data set, Sabine Walper examines the effects of earlier experiences
of material deprivation on the well-being of children and youth six years later on. It is
shown that episodes of poverty have a significant effect on the current state of health of
children and youth. These effects can be observed more clearly in girls than in boys and,
astonishingly, are more powerful than either the educational status of parents or the type
of family. These findings underscore the enormous significance that has to be accorded to
the prevention of poverty. All episodes of poverty have an effect on child and youth de-
velopment that is more enduring than we might be aware of. These results are consistent
with the international research landscape, where socialisation issues are increasingly ex-
amined on the basis of longitudinal data. It also becomes clear that adolescence, in par-
ticular, requires our increased attention after so much attention has in recent years been
principally directed to the (early) childhood phase. In their article, Jonathan Bradshaw
and Yekaterina Chzhen first provide a current overview of the spread of child poverty in
Europe before undertaking a comparative examination of various political approaches to
poverty. More and less successful concepts for dealing with poverty can thus be drawn
up. While examining the distribution of poverty in childhood, it is striking that certain
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types of family are especially affected by poverty. In this regard, access to the job market
is of greatest significance. The authors also elaborate on interesting differences arising out
of comparative analyses: some countries exhibit a low poverty rate but large poverty gaps
(distance to the poverty threshold). Other countries have comparatively high poverty rates
but small poverty gaps. It remains debatable which of these conditions is more favourable
from children’s perspective, Thomas Olk and Maksim Hübenthal trace in their article the
turn-about in policies dealing with poverty from the supportive welfare state to the social
investment state. They do so based on the example of the German welfare state. The
authors trace the chronology of events in a detailed and informative manner and ask
which measures to combat child poverty have proven to be successful in the context of
the social investment state. The authors elaborate on a whole series of shortcomings and
contradictions in German social policy and complete their analysis with the conclusion
that the social investment state is in urgent need of readopting the traditional redistribu-
tion idea of the sustaining welfare state if it is to achieve the goal of combating child pov-
erty.
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