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Introduction
Families (by which I mean parents and dependent children) are inevitably at greater risk of poverty than other
household units simply because there are more people to maintain out of a given income. Single people and
childless couples only have themselves to support. More complex multi-unit households’ risk of poverty may also
be high, especially if there are dependent children and retired relatives present, though in this case pensions as
well as earnings may contribute to household living standards. The risk of poverty is inevitably increased if there is
only one parent (an increasingly common family type in European countries) (Chzhen and Bradshaw 2012,
Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado 2018) or if only one parent in a couple is an earner, usually because of the need to
care for children.
For these reasons our societies have developed social policies to help families with children in the tasks of child
rearing. Childcare subsidies or the direct provision of childcare, maternity benefits and parental leave
arrangements have as one objective encouraging and enabling parents to be earners. Parents out of work because
of unemployment, sickness of disability may be covered by social protection (social insurance or social assistance)
schemes. To meet the extra costs of children all countries in Europe have developed transfers in respect of
children, whether the parent(s) are employed or not (Van Mechelen and Bradshaw 2013, Bradshaw 2018).
The objective of this paper is to explore child poverty and child benefit policy comparatively, to see whether we
can learn lessons from the social policies of other EU countries.
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Family poverty
There is no perfect measure of family poverty. There are currently four comparable measures across European
countries. First, the proportion of children under 18 living in households with equivalent incomes less than a
threshold of 60% of contemporary median income (poverty rate or ‘at risk of poverty’ indicator). It is important to
note that this measure is before housing costs as there is no comparable measure of housing costs across
European countries. There are many problems with this measure (see for example Bradshaw and Movshuk 2019)
but they will not be allowed to distract us here.
The second indicator is how far below the poverty line the average (median) family in poverty is below the poverty
line (poverty gap). In order to make comparisons across countries meaningful, this is measured as a percentage of
the poverty threshold. There is a discussion to be had about whether it is better for a society to have a small child
poverty rate and a large gap or a larger poverty rate but a smaller gap.
The third indicator is a direct measure of deprivation. In this case the proportion of households lacking items or
activities which are likely to be deemed necessary in order not to be excluded. The EU has adopted thresholds of
lacking three and four items. Guio et al (2012) have proposed an alternative new material and social deprivation
indicator based on 13 items whose selection results from a systematic item-by-item robustness analysis. Since
2014, these items have been collected annually in each country. The material and social deprivation rate is based
on the proportion of children lacking five or more out of these thirteen items.
A fourth measure is the proportion of children who are in poverty on both the relative income and material
deprivation measure (consistent poverty).
Eurostat has developed an additional (at risk of poverty or social exclusion - AROPE) indicator - the proportion of
households with a relative low income or lacking four or more out of nine necessities or people living in
households with very low work intensity, which is the one used to monitor progress towards the UN Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG 1). It was also one of the EU 2020 strategy indicators to monitor progress towards the
EU's target of 'lifting at least 20 million people out of the risk of poverty or social exclusion’ by 2020 compared to
the year 2008. The indicator is also part of the impact indicators for Strategic Plan 2016-2020 and included as
main indicator in the Social Scoreboard for the European Pillar of Social Rights. Given all this it is clearly an
important measure but, in our view, not as useful as a consistent poverty measure.
Figure 1 shows how the at-risk-of child poverty rate has changed in EU countries between 2009 and 2017 the
latest date available. There is considerable variation in child poverty rates within the EU with Romania, Bulgaria
and Spain having rates over 25% in 2017 and Finland and Denmark having rates under 10%. Over half of the 30
countries have had increases in child poverty since 2009 including big rich ones like France, the UK and Germany
(Chzhen et al 2014, Cantillon et al 2017). However, a number of countries including Estonia, Hungary, Latvia and,
most of all, Poland achieved substantial reductions in their child poverty rates.
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Figure 1: Children under 18 at-risk-of poverty rates (net income less than 60% median) Countries ranked by % change.
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Figure 2 shows how the median poverty gaps have changed between 2009 and 2017. While countries with high
at-risk of poverty rates also tend to have high poverty gaps and vice versa, this is not the case for all countries and
there is little or no association between changes in rates and gaps over this period. Twenty of the 30 countries
have experienced increases in the child poverty gaps including Ireland, Sweden and the Netherlands. In Germany
while the poverty rate slightly increased there was quite a large reduction in the poverty gap.
Figure 2: Children under 18 median risk of poverty gaps at the less than 60% threshold. Countries ranked by % change.
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Figure 3 shows that countries with low poverty rates also tend to have low deprivation rates, and vice-versa. There
is even more variation in material deprivation than in the income based poverty rate measure. In Sweden and
Luxembourg very few children are materially and socially deprived, while nearly half of all children are materially
and socially deprived in Bulgaria and Romania. The UK is below the middle of the distribution.
It is evident that there is not a clear relationship between GDP per capita and poverty rates. Although
Scandinavian countries are rich and have low child poverty rates, Slovenia, Poland, Estonia and Czechia have lower
consistent poverty rates than the UK, Belgium and France. In the next section, we will examine if there is a
relationship between child poverty and the design of the social security system.
Figure 3: Material and social deprivation, at-risk of poverty and consistent poverty rates for children 2017.
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Policy
Every country in the EU has a system of transfers designed to help families with the costs of child rearing. In this
section we compare these systems using the OECD Tax/Benefit model. But first how effective are the systems at
reducing child poverty?
Figure 4 shows the child poverty rate before and after social security transfers, ranked by the % reduction. We can
see that the countries with the largest reduction in the poverty rate due to transfers also have the lowest poverty
rates and vice-versa. This indicates that the social security system is vital in combatting child poverty. The UK has
the highest pre-transfer child poverty rate.
Hungary has the most effective transfers. It starts with the second highest (after the UK) pre-transfer poverty rate
but reduces it by 66%. In contrast Spain starts with a comparatively high child poverty rate before transfers but
reduces it by only 18%. The Nordic countries, Poland, Ireland and Slovenia have comparatively effective transfers.
The southern European countries and Bulgaria and Romania have comparatively less effective transfers. The UK
system performs above the average, which it needs to do given its high pre-transfer rates.
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Figure 4: Pre and post transfer under 18 at-risk-of-poverty rates 2018 unless stated. Countries ranked by % reduction (right
axis).
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One question that arises from these results is - is there a particular model of transfers that is more effective than
others? Are targeted policies more effective than universal policies? Are tax benefits more effective than cash
benefits?
To attempt to answer this question we turn to the OECD tax/benefit data. This enables a comparison of how the
tax and benefit system assists model families. Figure 5 shows the generosity of the social security system for an
out-of-work lone parent with two children. Countries are ranked by how family income compares to the income of
someone working full time at the average wage. We can see that there is a clear relationship between the
generosity of the social security system and child poverty. Countries such as Slovenia and Finland have a generous
system and low poverty rates, while the inverse is true for Spain and Romania.
Figure 5 and the graphs to follow also break down social security payments into different types, as each country
has its own distinct system. Annex 1 provides a table of the benefit types which form part of the child benefits
‘package’ in each European country. There does not appear to be any relationship between type of benefits and
child poverty. Slovenia and Denmark, countries both characterised with low child poverty rates and generous
social security systems, use different types of benefit. Slovenia has a predominantly social assistance based
system, while Denmark favours universal benefits.
Another metric that looks at the generosity of the social security system towards children is the difference in
income between (otherwise comparable) households with and without children. Figure 6 shows the difference
between benefits received by an out-of-work lone parent with two children and an out-of-work single person
without children. Again, we can see that Slovenia and Denmark fare well on this measure. It is interesting to look
at Luxembourg, a country which has a surprisingly high child poverty rate (21%) for such a well-off country. We
can see that it has the 5th most generous overall social security system, but does not give particularly much in

Child poverty and child benefits in Europe

6

addition to families. This shows that, in general, social security systems which are generous overall are generous
towards children, although it is possible to discriminate towards/against children through social security design.
Figure 5: Generosity of social security system for an out-of-work lone parent with two children.
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Figure 6: Difference between benefits received by out-of-work lone parent with two children and an out-of-work single
person.
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Figure 7: Child benefit package as % average earnings. Couple plus two children both employed for 60% of the average wage.
2018.
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It is also interesting to look at how generous social security systems are for people in work. Figure 7 looks at the
difference in benefit income between a couple, who both work full time at 60% of the average wage, with and
without children. Figure 7 shows that Hungary and Slovakia have the most generous packages and Croatia, Spain,
Norway and Cyprus the least generous. It is difficult to discern any association between level and structure.
Perhaps there is a tendency for those countries that have more than one element to their child benefit packages
to have more generous ones – for example Hungary, the Netherlands and Slovenia. In Switzerland the couple with
children is presumably paying social security contributions on their family benefits.
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A different picture is presented in Figure 8 for a lone parent with two children earning 65% of the average wage.
Poland, Latvia, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Slovakia have the most generous child benefit package and Romania.
Croatia and Greece the least generous packages. Once again there is no clear pattern between structure and level
except that again those countries with more than one element to the package tend to have more generous
packages – for example the Netherlands and Slovakia. In the Czech Republic the lone parent with children receives
less housing benefit than the single person, perhaps because their family benefits are treated as income in the
means-test. The UK does comparatively better than before, not least because some housing benefit is payable.
Figure 8: Child benefit package as a % of average earnings. Lone parent plus two children earning 65% average wage. 2018.
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Now we turn to families without earnings. Lone parents with young children are at particular risk of being
dependent on social assistance. In Figure 9 we compare the child benefit package for a lone parent with two
children with no earnings and on social assistance with what a single person in the same circumstances would
receive. In Ireland and Malta, the generous family benefit means that they receive less than a single person in
social assistance. The most generous countries are Slovakia, Poland, Lithuania and the UK. Hungary is much less
generous than it was for an employed parent and Spain has still very low support for children.
Figure 9: Child benefit package. Lone parent with two children no earnings receiving social assistance. 2018.
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Finally, in Figure 10 we explore how progressive the tax benefit package is by comparing the child benefit
packages paid as a proportion of the average wage to couples with two children earning 50%, 100% and 200% of
the average wage. The countries are ranked by the level of the package for the family on 100% of the average
wage. There is a very mixed picture revealed. For example, Poland, Lithuania, Malta, Luxembourg and Italy have
packages, which are most clearly related to income across the distribution. Bulgaria, Slovakia and Belgium pay the
same proportion of the average wage, whatever the level of earnings. The most common patterns is for the
package to be much higher at 50% of the average wage, and at a lower but similar level at 100% and 200%. The
package in Croatia is regressive, being more generous the higher the income. The UK is the only country that pays
nothing for children at 200% though Greece, Iceland and Bulgaria pay very little at that level.
Figure 10: The child benefit package as a % of the average wage for a couple with two children with earnings of 50%, 100%
and 200% of average. Countries ranked by 100%. 2018.
35
30
25
20
15
10
5

Spain
Netherlands
Norway
Cyprus
United Kingdom
Romania
Finland
Sweden
France
Switzerland
Greece
Croatia
Bulgaria
Iceland
Slovak Republic
Czech Republic
Ireland
Lithuania
Malta
Germany
Belgium
Portugal
Italy
Estonia
Denmark
Latvia
Austria
Luxembourg
Hungary
Poland
Slovenia

0

50%

100%

200%

Source: Own analysis using http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/tax-benefit-web-calculator/

Child poverty and child benefits in Europe

12

Discussion
There are significant weaknesses in this analysis, not least because the child poverty reduction data is based on
sample survey evidence and the benefit data on individual family cases but also because the poverty reduction
data is 2016 and for some countries 2015 and the benefit data is 2018. A lot may have changed.
It is difficult to draw firm conclusions about structure. From this analysis the level of the benefit seems to be more
important than structure. It is difficult to discern this from the data but in Figure 11 we have plotted the
association between child poverty reduction and the level of child benefit package paid to a one earner couple on
50% average earnings. The correlations r=0.469. Lithuania and Iceland are big outliers. This is the strongest
association observed using the various model household types analysed above, so other household types are not
presented.
Figure 11: The association between the generosity of the child benefit package for a one earner couple on 50% of average
earnings (as a % of their net income) and the child poverty reduction by transfers.
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In the hope of obtaining some further insights I approached a number of colleagues from different countries and
asked them to reflect on the results and comment. These have been presented in Annex 2. There are many
further details here about specific country systems and their impacts for various family types, as well as good
warnings about the weaknesses of this analysis including the datedness, the non-representativeness of model
cases and some of the limitations of tax/benefit modelling. But I don’t think it alters the overall picture.
There is no doubt that in all European countries, parents bear the main responsibility for raising children and
protecting them from poverty, but also in all countries the state through the provision of a, sometimes complex,
package of benefits and services plays a part. That effort by the state is often successful in reducing the risk of
poverty and mitigating its impact. Without these social policies poverty generated by the market would be much
higher in most countries. But it also true that in many countries in the EU the effort being made by the state is not
enough. The cost of too great a reliance on the capacity of the family in for example Spain, Italy, Romania, Malta
and Greece results in child poverty rates that are higher than they need be.
Child poverty rates have increased in half the EU countries since the global recession and they have increased
more than pensioner poverty rates (Bradshaw and Chzhen 2015). There is evidence from many countries that this
has been the result of cuts in family benefit systems (Cantillon et al 2017). It is ironic that some EU countries are
cutting back on family benefits and increasing child poverty when most of the rest of the world is recognising the
importance of social protection in tackling global poverty.
The UK has the highest pre-transfer child poverty rate in the EU. Its child poverty rates and gaps have increased
2009-2017 and it has the fifth highest consistent child poverty rate. It is now one of 13 countries in the EU without
a universal (non means-tested) child benefit. The UK package is comparatively more generous at lower earnings
and for those with no earnings, but it needs to be, given the low level of pre-transfer incomes. It could be better
and some other countries, including some quite poor ones, have better systems.
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Annex 1: Elements of the child benefit package in different countries
Table A lists countries according to which elements of the ‘child benefit package’ they have. This effectively shows
in which elements of the benefits package a couple with two children (with an employed parent) can receive more
income than a childless couple. In the case of all elements except universal family benefits, the amount extra they
receive will depend on their earnings. In the case of housing benefit they will pay less rent and in the case of the
child tax benefit they may pay less tax or receive in tax rebate more than a childless couple. The in-work benefit is
a somewhat anomalous classification by OECD – for example in Ireland it is the Family Income Supplement which
might have been better classified as a means-tested family benefit.
Six countries may pay some social assistance to a low paid working family. 17 countries mitigate rent payments
with housing benefit more generously if children are present.19 countries have universal child benefits, 18
countries have means-tested child benefits and six countries have both. Five countries have in-work benefits and
24 countries have some kind of tax benefit. All countries have more than one type of benefits – Denmark, Finland,
Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands and Poland have four types each. The UK as we know has housing benefit, child
tax credits (both being incorporated into universal credit) and child benefit.
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Table A: Structure of the child benefit package for working families.

Social
assistance

Housing benefit

Universal
family benefit

Austria

Cyprus
Denmark
Finland

Cyprus
Czechia
Denmark
Finland
France

Means tested
family benefit1
Austria
Belgium

In-work benefit

Bulgaria
Cyprus
Czechia

Czechia
Denmark
Estonia

Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France

Germany

France
Greece
Germany
Croatia

Finland
France

Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Lithuania
Luxembourg

Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Norway
Poland

Lithuania
Latvia
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Norway
Poland
Romania

Ireland
Italy
Lithuania

Malta
Netherlands

Malta

Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovenia

Slovakia

Ireland
Italy
Latvia
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Norway
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovenia

Slovakia
Spain

Sweden

France
Greece
Germany
Croatia
Hungary

Iceland
Ireland

Slovenia
Slovenia

Child tax
benefit1
Austria
Belgium
Bulgaria

Spain

Sweden
Switzerland
Switzerland

UK

1

2

UK

Identified by observing whether families with children pay more or less income tax or social security
contributions than families without children on the same earnings. In Germany, Netherlands and Switzerland
families with children also pay lower social security contributions
2
Child benefit was universal, but it is now withdrawn from a parent earning over £50,000 per year.
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Annex 2: Comments from academics in other EU countries
Academics in various EU countries were invited to comment on the data for their country and the analysis
presented here. Key parts of their commentary are given below.
The following questions were put to all commentators:
Could you (1) check that Table A is correct for your country and (2) seek to explain any discrepancies between the
EU SILC data on child poverty reduction and the case examples of the tax/benefit system, (3) especially if it is down
to changes between 2016 and 2018.

Lithuania (from Professor Arūnas Poviliūnas)
Together with my colleagues in 2019, we have written flash reports that are relevant to your questions. The first
one “Lithuania introduces a universal child benefit to tackle child poverty” directly deals with the questions of
your report, the second one “Lithuania is discussing further tax changes to tackle income inequality” introduces
the contemporary context. Unfortunately, SILC data reflect the effect of the reforms with a time lag at least of one
year, therefore we must wait at least one year for SILC data to learn about the effect of the introduction of the
universal child benefit on the poverty of Lithuanian children.
Besides, as we have mentioned in the first flash: “The estimations of child poverty reduction may be too
optimistic, given the rapid growth in wages (7%-9% annually) and, thus, in the at-risk-of-poverty threshold. The
impact of the reform may not be substantial, as the new child benefits are equivalent to only about 5% of the
mean disposable income. It is too soon for a reliable assessment of the impact of the reform on income poverty
and inequality. Nevertheless, the new cash benefits will boost spending capacity and will at least reduce absolute
poverty.”

Germany (from Professor Walter Hanesch)
a) The sharp decline in the ‘children under 18 median risk of poverty gap’ (figure 2) for Germany is difficult
to interpret as there were no significant improvements in child-related social benefits during this period.
Overall, this poverty gap narrowed by only -1.5 percentage points between 2005 and 2017. However, this
indicator has shown strong fluctuations since 2005, so that contrasting developments can be observed for
different observation periods. Overall, therefore, this indicator provides little informative results for
Germany.
b) According to Table A working families in Germany do not receive social assistance (or other minimum
income benefits). In fact, in the case of need, these families are entitled to minimum income benefits
(social assistance under Social Code Book XII and basic income support for job seekers under Social Code
Book II). The OECD tax benefit system for Germany misclassifies the basic income support for jobseekers
‘unemployment assistance’) because it is not a benefit (only) for the unemployed but provides, as part of
the minimum income benefit system, benefits for all employable persons (and their family members living
with them). In the case of basic income support, the OECD tax benefit system seems to include only the
so-called unemployment benefit 2 for employable persons, but not the benefits for family members living
with them who are not employable, almost exclusively children (the so-called social benefits/Sozialgeld).
Social assistance also provides benefits regardless of employment status. Even though the beneficiaries
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are generally not capable of earning a living, a small proportion of the beneficiaries are also gainfully
employed.
c) A special feature of the German child benefit package is that these benefits only apply to families above
the minimum income benefit level, as families receiving needs-covering benefits for children (which are
very restrictively assessed) under Social Code Book II or XII do not receive any additional (monetary) childor family-related benefits. Because most of the German child- and family related benefits are not meanstested, and many are not family- but marriage-related, the generosity of these benefits varies greatly for
different groups. Even though Germany spends a great deal of money on these benefits, it is above all the
middle and higher income groups who benefit from them.
d) In 2018, around 2 million children under the age of 18 were living in families living on basic income
support for job seekers (about one sixth of all children of this age) for whom minimum income benefits
were provided. The child benefit packages should therefore have a different composition.
e) The lack of clarity in the results of measuring the effectiveness of child-related tax benefit systems
through cross-national comparisons for different family types and income groups indicates that further
differentiation is needed. It seems important to me to additionally consider e.g. the take-up rate of such
benefits, the concrete design of the child-related benefits (in typified form) as well as the inclusion of
further family and marriage-related tax benefit regulations (especially important in the case of Germany).

Iceland (from Kolbeinn Steffanson)
As for the first question, child benefits are not taxable in Iceland but are heavily income tested (the threshold is
below the minimum earnings in the labour market for a full-time job). The income testing rate has been rising
since 2010. Essentially, the benefits for the oldest child are reduced by 4% of income beyond the threshold, by 6%
for the second oldest and by 8% for each child beyond that. There is also a supplement for children younger than
7 years old, and that is cut by 4% of income above the threshold. These rates have all been rising since 2010. In
2010 the benefits for the first child were cut by 2% of income above the threshold, for the second child by 5%, all
further children by 7% and the below the age of seven supplement was not income tested at all. In effect it plays
out in such a way that middle income couples tend not to receive any child benefits. Parental leave benefits,
however, are taxable. I suspect Iceland would fit somewhat more comfortably in the In-work benefit category.
My thoughts on question 2 come from a report I published earlier this year for the Ministry of Social Affairs.
Overall it seems employment keeps most two-parent households out of poverty. We have an extraordinarily high
employment rate for both men and (especially) for women. For children there are primarily two groups that are
likely to live in poverty, namely children of single parents and children living in a household with at least one
disabled adult (I suppose in both cases one may think of it as an issue of low ratio of breadwinners to
dependents). Both our child benefit system and our disability pensions system are targeted quite strongly on
people with low incomes. The child benefit system is somewhat more generous to single parents than to couples
with children but still not adequate.
The conclusion I arrive at in the report is that the income targeting of both systems contributes to lifting low
income families just above the threshold but not much more, leaving them afloat with their head just above the
waterline. In 2016 about 73% of recipients of disability pensions were in the lower half of the distribution of the
equivalised disposable household income and (if I remember correctly) some 80% of people living in single parent
households. My argument was that being stuck just above the poverty threshold is in fact as strong a predictor of
poverty as being below it at a particular point in time. In the report I also use a composite indicator of
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financial hardship derived through latent class analysis, and the findings using that indicator support this
conclusion.
As for changes between 2016 and 2018… there were some incremental improvements but not big changes or
changes to the logic of the system.

Norway (Professor Alex West Peterson)
1. Could you check that Table A is correct for your country.
Table A appears to be entirely correct for Norway. However, there seem to be a number of problems with the
information given in figures 7-9 about the child benefit package for different family types.
In figure 7 only the universal family benefit (“barnetrygd”) appears to be included, while this family type will
typically also be enjoying favourable tax-treatment due to an income deduction of NOK 40 000 (25 000 for first
child and 15 000 for second child) to compensate for documented expenditure on child care or after school
activities. The deduction will reduce the family’s tax liability by 8 800 NOK in 2019, compared to a similar couple
without children. Maybe the OECD has left this out because the tax-relief is conditional on the family actually
having these kinds of expenditures, but given that both parents work, they are bound to have deductible
expenditures on child care and or after school activities for children at least till they turn 11 or 12.
In figure 8 the OECD-calculator has apparently included the special income deduction in the tax system granted to
lone parents of NOK 51 805 in 2019, reducing the tax liability by NOK 11 400. However, the value of this deduction
seems to be underestimated (adding only 2 percentage points to the 10.6 percentage points effect of the
universal family benefits). A rough estimate suggests that the effect of this deduction should be more than 1/3 of
the effect of the universal family benefit to a lone parent with two children. The effect of the deduction for
documented expenditure on child care, mentioned above, is ignored also for this family type.
The Norwegian data shown in figure 9 seem to be off the mark. There are complications here because social
assistance regulations vary between municipalities. Most Norwegian municipalities, however, follow a set of
advisory guidelines issued by the Ministry of Work and Social Affairs. According to these guidelines the annual
benefit for an adult single person is NOK 73 800. In addition, reasonable housing costs (including heating etc) are
reimbursed. A single parent will in addition receive between NOK 30 000 and NOK 50 000 for each child (according
the age of the children) and also be allowed full reimbursement for housing costs of a larger dwelling (housing
allowance benefits are deducted, of course). The total value of this child benefit package would typically amount
to more than 50 percent (in some cases up to 100 percent) of the total benefits offered to a single adult with no
children. The national advisory guidelines recommend that universal family benefits received by the family are
deducted from the calculation of social assistance benefits, so that the size of the universal family benefits simply
do not make any practical difference to social assistance recipients. In the municipality of Oslo, by contrast, social
assistance benefits are calculated without taking account of family benefits received, and Oslo operates with its
own benefit schedule. The general point remains the same: the size of the child benefit package is grossly
underestimated by the OECD-calculator.
It should also be noted here that Norway has traditionally operated with a special social security benefit to lone
parents with no or low earnings. However, in recent years the access to and maximum duration of this benefit has
been curtailed so that more non-working lone parents are in fact relying on social assistance benefits.
None of this has changed significantly between 2016 and 2018.
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2. Seek to explain any discrepancies between the EU SILC data on child poverty reduction and the case examples of
the tax/benefit system.
Even with the points raised above about the accuracy of the Norwegian data, we are left with a potential
discrepancy between the relative modesty of the Norwegian child benefit packages and the sizable poverty
reduction achieved by the Norwegian tax-benefit system. However… in the Norwegian case it could be argued
that important typical cases are missing from the examination of child benefit packages. Working age families
living totally or partly on social security benefits are not covered. Both families receiving unemployment benefits
and families receiving rehabilitation or disability benefits would have been relevant to include. In Norway almost
10 percent of the working age population receive disability benefits and the disability benefit system operates
with rather generous child supplements which would contribute to a sizable child benefit package for families
where one (or both) of the parents are disabled.
Secondly the child poverty reduction must be the result of a much broader set of policies than the child benefit
packages alone, defined here as the difference in tax-benefit treatment of otherwise similar families with and
without children. The general accessibility and generosity of the social security system for the working age
population will of course have important implications for poverty reduction also for families with children.
The fairly strong child poverty reduction effect of the Norwegian tax and transfer system is first and foremost a
result of the overall accessibility and generosity of the Norwegian social security system.
It should also be admitted that changes in the child benefit packages over time are likely to contribute significantly
to the rise in child poverty (and the difference in poverty rates between adult households with and without
children) in Norway. The universal child allowance was kept constant in nominal terms for the entire 25-year
period between 1996 and 2018. Relative to average earnings the value of the benefit has decreased with more
than 50 percent. The decline has particularly strong implications for lone parent families because they are entitled
to a higher child allowance (the allowance is calculated as if the lone parent had an extra child).
3. Especially if it is down to changes between 2016 and 2018.
There have hardly been any changes in the Norwegian tax-benefit system between 2016 and 2018 that are
relevant to adjust for in explaining outcomes in 2017-2018.

Sweden (Professor Kenneth Nelson)
The data seem to be correct for Sweden…. The Swedish child benefit was raised in 2018, but over a longer time
period it has fell short of wage increases. Also the housing benefit has become less generous over time, due to
indexing issues.

Slovenia (Nada Stropnik)
Figure 4: Slovenia has one of the highest % reductions, which I find logical taking into account that most of the
benefits are means tested (i.e., focused on low-income families). Also, Slovenia has (one of) the highest child
benefit packages as % of average earnings.
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Ireland (Professor Mary Daly)
Re Annex 1. The only doubt I have is whether Ireland also has means-tested family benefits in that it grants child
addition for most social assistance payments where the claimant has a dependent child. I don’t really trust the
OECD data.
Regarding the greater reduction in child poverty relative to the generosity of child benefits, part of the answer
here is in the relative generosity and effectiveness of other benefits (unemployment benefit etc). Ireland is always
one of the best performing countries when initial and final income are compared.
There have been no significant changes in the family income support system in Ireland over the last years, just
gradual uprating of benefits.

