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Minimum Income schemes in 
Europe
Examine access to and adequacy of minimum income (MI) schemes across 

Europe. 

• Co-authored with Massimo Aprea (Sapienza University), Michela Braga 

(Bocconi University) and Michele Raitano (Sapienza University).

• Drawing upon national data, academic work, and surveys from 20 Caritas 

organizations.

• Findings reveal significant shortcomings in design, implementation, and 

outcomes.

• A stronger EU response is required.
PG



Understanding Minimum 
Income Schemes

Safety Net Function

MI schemes aim to provide a 

safety net ensuring access to 

essential goods and services, 

favoring self-reliance of 

people experiencing poverty 

and enabling social 

participation.

Non-Contributory 
Nature

These are means-tested, 

last-resort benefits often 

conditional on job search 

activities by active-age 

recipients, designed to 

guarantee a basic income 

level.

International Context

MI schemes align with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the 

European Pillar of Social Rights (Principle 14), and the EU Voluntary 

Review on the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda.



The 2023 EU Council Recommendation
1Adequacy of Income Support

Emphasizes ensuring MI benefits are sufficient for dignified living, using 

transparent methodologies based on poverty thresholds and cost-of-living 

benchmarks. 2 Comprehensive Coverage

Advocates for non-discriminatory access criteria, addressing restrictive 

requirements that disproportionately exclude vulnerable groups.
3Simplified Access

Highlights the issue of non-take-up (30-50% of eligible people don't access 

benefits) and calls for streamlined processes and outreach campaigns.
4 Integration with Services

Underscores the necessity of linking MI schemes with access to enabling 

services like housing, healthcare, and education.



Minimum Income Schemes Across Europe: Key Findings



Eligibility Conditions: Who Can Access Support?

Residency Requirements

Most countries require permanent or 

legal residency, with some imposing 

additional waiting periods ranging 

from one year (Spain, Portugal) to five 

years (Austria, Belgium for non-EU 

nationals, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Italy, 

Luxembourg) or even nine years 

(Denmark).

Income and Asset Testing

All countries use income tests as the 

primary means-testing condition, but 

the specific definitions vary widely. 

Asset testing is also crucial in most 

countries, with different approaches 

to including or excluding the family 

home from calculations.

Age Restrictions

81% of surveyed countries use age as a 

key determinant, with some systems 

excluding young adults unless specific 

conditions are met. Spain requires 

beneficiaries to be 23 or older, Cyprus 

sets the threshold at 28 years, while 

Luxembourg and France enforce a 

minimum age of 25.



Eligibility Conditions: 
differences 
across countries

From the Caritas MO surveys:

• EU citizens face challenges when accessing minimum 

income benefits in another EU Member State.

• Systems often exclude migrants and refugees as well 

as young adults.

• Only 25% of the countries introduced reforms to their 

minimum income systems after the adoption of the 

Council Recommendation, not necessarily as an 

improvement.



Benefit Adequacy: large heterogeneity

High Performers

Denmark, Finland, Ireland (75-92% adequacy)

Medium Performers

Germany, Netherlands, Malta (60-75% adequacy)

Low Performers

Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary (10-30% adequacy)

Northern European countries tend to exhibit comparatively high adequacy rates, while Eastern European countries show the 

lowest rates, particularly for families without children.



Benefit Adequacy: Are MI Schemes Sufficient?

Our analysis, in line with similar work in the literature, reveals 
that no MI scheme across Europe provides benefits sufficient 
to lift recipients to the full poverty threshold (60% of median 
income).



Benefit 
Adequacy: 

heterogeneity 
also among 
household types



Barriers to Access: Why People Don't Receive Benefits

Administrative Complexity

81% of countries report complex procedures and excessive 

documentation requirements. In Austria, applicants may 

need to submit more than 20 documents, while in Germany, 

overlapping benefit systems create confusion and require 

navigating multiple authorities.

Lack of Awareness

75% of respondents reported that individuals often lack 

awareness about their rights or don't know which authority 

administers benefits. Insufficient information prevents 

eligible individuals from understanding their entitlements.

Stigma and Shame

50% of countries report that societal attitudes toward welfare 

recipients discourage people from seeking support. In 

smaller communities, such as in Cyprus, the lack of 

anonymity further exacerbates this issue.

Digital and Language Barriers

Digital application requirements (20% of countries) and 

language barriers (40% of countries) disproportionately 

affect older populations, those with limited digital literacy, 

and migrants or refugees.

Non-take-up: an estimated 30-50% of eligible individuals do not access minimum income benefits.



Caritas' Work and Recommendations

Research and Advocacy

45% of Caritas organisations report 

involvement in MI-related initiatives like 

developing policy papers and research 

studies identifying systemic gaps and 

proposing solutions.

Direct Support

70% of Caritas organisations actively work 

to address limitations of existing MI 

schemes, providing direct assistance to 

navigate complex systems and overcome 

bureaucratic barriers.

Policy Recommendations

Caritas organizations advocate for raising 

MI levels, simplifying eligibility criteria, 

improving application processes, 

enhancing inclusivity for marginalized 

groups, better integrating MI schemes with 

labor market and social services, also 

addressing regional differences. 

Caritas Malta: MEBDL study tracks 
real cost of living

Austria: simulations show increased
benefits would reduce poverty by 
one-third Slovakia & Czechia: examples of 

housing-first and emergency aid
collaborations

France: 39 pilot initiatives
simplifying access

Cyprus & Norway: support for 
migrants and victims of trafficking



Minimum income as a pillar of the EU’s
Anti-Poverty Strategy

Ensuring Adequacy

Mandate benefits at minimum 60% of national median income with automatic 

annual indexation

Expanding Coverage

Standardize eligibility requirements to reduce exclusionary criteria

Simplifying Procedures

Require streamlined applications and reduce bureaucratic barriers

Strengthening Integration

Link MI schemes with enabling services and individualized support

Caritas member organisations broadly support the development of a European framework through an 

EU directive. The 2023 Recommendation, while well structured, cannot guarantee compliance due to 

its non-binding nature. A directive would establish harmonised parameters and common minimum 

standards while respecting national contexts, ensuring that all individuals in need have access to 

sufficient, dignified, and easily accessible support.

+ establishing robust monitoring and compliance mechanisms



Additionally, from the surveys:



THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!

And thank you to Caritas Europa organizations for their
work and their contributions to this report

Pietro Galeone
20 October 2025
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