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1
Poverty has not disappeared 

from finland 
This report of the European Anti-Poverty Network Finland (EAPN-Fin) presents the latest 
statistics on poverty, along with the network’s views on how poverty might be reduced 
in Finland. EAPN-Fin is part of the European Anti-Poverty Network. It is open to all or-
ganisations, groups and individuals who combat poverty and marginalisation. Its objec-
tives are to promote inclusion of people experiencing poverty and improve their situa-
tions and to promote social rights, basic social security, welfare and independent life 
management.

Finland is doing fairly well in poverty assessments compared with other countries, and 
yet there are individuals in this country – deemed the happiest country in the world – 
who struggle for survival. In spite of efforts, the number of people in the low-income 
bracket or at risk of poverty has not diminished significantly in recent years. The latest 
figures are from 2019 and there was increase compared to 2018. The COVID-19 pandem-
ic is expected to worsen the situation.

During the term of Prime Minister Sipilä’s government, 2015–2019, the livelihood of 
low-income households was weakened by cuts in basic social security, while the in-
creased employment rate made life easier for many.

After the 2019 parliamentary elections, poverty prevention returned to government 
policy: the 2019 programme of then-PM Antti Rinne includes several approaches for 
addressing the risk of poverty and exclusion. Since the handover of premiership to Sanna 
Marin in late 2019, the Government has committed to implementing the same pro-
gramme, which among other measures promises to improve basic social security. The 
level of basic social security was raised at the beginning of the Government’s term and 
temporary extensions to social security have been made during coronavirus crisis.

The steps that have been taken are in the right direction, and the rise in poverty has 
been successfully mitigated during the pandemic through temporary extensions of so-
cial security and the introduction of new benefits. However, poverty was not reduced 
under these conditions.
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The quotes in the report are stories told by people who have experienced poverty. These 
people need to be heard in society and their views must be taken into consideration in 
policy decisions. From a social equality perspective, it is important to have people with 
experience of modern poverty involved in decision-making bodies alongside researchers 
and experts.

in the end, it’s poverty. You run out of money. for some, running out of money means that 
you can’t buy a new car this year, or make more than one trip abroad. for others, it means 
not having the money to buy food. Really. You try to find information on the social insurance 
institution website, you fill in applications, you make enquiries, you wait. A loan that you 
could easily have paid when you were working falls due. You have to choose whether to buy 
food or pay the rent. 

Eventually the rent is two months overdue. The social services tell you they can’t help you 
because the eviction order has not yet come through. A wealthy parish offers you a 15-euro 
food voucher, and they say they might have another for you in six months time. The credit 
information company informs you that you no longer have credit. The bailiff calls you up. 
Your child’s only winter shoes are falling apart and too small. Relatives helped me get a 
cheaper flat, otherwise i would have been homeless.
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2
How is poverty measured  

and defined?
There are various concepts and indicators that are used to define poverty. Each has its 
own strengths and weaknesses. A comprehensive view of poverty should be constructed 
using several methods of description and measurement.

Poverty as relative deprivation
Poverty/low-income threshold

Most poverty in Finland is relative, that is, deprivation compared with the living standard 
of the population at large. Relative poverty is generally defined using the at-risk-of- 
poverty (AROP) concept. The threshold of poverty or low income is defined as net in-
come that falls below 60% of the national median disposable income of households. A 
household is poor when its net income is less than 60% of the median income level of 
the population. The 2019 at-risk-of-poverty threshold in Finland for a one-person house-
hold was about 1,280 euros per month.

The share of people in the low-income bracket is called the low-income or at-risk-of- 
poverty rate. The EU’s statistical office, Eurostat, uses the limit of 60% of median income; 
the OECD limit is 50%.

Risk of poverty can be due to low income,  
material deprivation and underemployment

Along with at-risk-of-poverty, the EU also uses another indicator: AROPE – at risk of pov-
erty or social exclusion – which consists of several factors. A person or household is at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion if they satisfy one or more of the following conditions: 
low income, underemployment or severe material deprivation. Severe material depriva-
tion in turn requires of at least four conditions out of nine, including factors such as 
coping with unexpected expenses, having a washing machine and telephone, keeping 
the home adequately warm and adequate nutrition.
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The AROPE indicator was used to monitor the achievement of EU’s Europe 2020 poverty 
reduction target. The target was not achieved by Finland or by EU as a whole.

minimum budget poverty indicator –  
living on an income inadequate for basic necessities

Indicators have been devised to describe poverty that are based on basic needs, a refer-
ence budget or a minimum budget. These indicators also tell us about absolute poverty 
– the fact that the minimum needs of nutrition, clothing or housing are not met. Mini-
mum budgets are baskets of goods and services that are calculated to provide the basic 
necessities for households.

The poverty indicator based on a minimum budget indicates the proportion of the pop-
ulation living in households whose disposable income is insufficient in covering decent 
minimum consumption. Unlike with the low-income threshold, the minimum budget 
calculation also takes housing expenses into account. Moreover, the poverty threshold 
based on minimum budget varies with age and stage of life, because it also considers 
variance in housing needs and how it impacts the cost of housing.

Because it is based on reference budgets, the minimum budget poverty indicator has 
limitations. For example, reference budgets apply to the situation of healthy people and 
make no allowances to large expenses incurred by illness.

Poverty also consists of personal experiences

Poverty is more than just material deprivation, and money and statistics cannot provide 
a full picture of the condition. Personal experiences also need to be considered. Self-defi-
nition can sometimes be more compelling than what a researcher – or any other person 
examining criteria crucial to deciding who is poor – sees. Nor do persons living in circum-
stances of great scarcity necessarily see themselves as poor.

Experiential data on poverty have been gathered and analysed in many contexts in re-
cent years.  Conducted by the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, the national Fin-
Sote survey on health, wellbeing and service use asks respondents whether they are 
apprehensive about food running out before they earn enough money to buy more.

Researcher Eeva-Maria Grekula’s 2019 report Kertomuksia nykyajan köyhyydestä: syitä 
ja ratkaisuehdotuksia (Narratives of contemporary poverty: causes and solutions) gives 
a voice to hundreds of people who experienced poverty in the 2010s. 
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Experiences of poverty were collected in the 2006 Everyday Experiences of Poverty writ-
ing competition, with follow-up material collected in 2012. The competition was held 
again in 2019.

Without the inclusion of personal experiences, the view of poverty would be cold and 
bleak, and many relevant aspects would remain in the dark.

You can’t understand things you haven’t experienced personally, so they give you good 
advice like “eat more turnip,” “shop at flea markets,” “do it yourself”. if you’ve never been 
seriously ill, you can’t know what it means, because “we all have our limitations”. if you 
haven’t experienced poverty yourself, it’s easy to say what you think about it. But when you 
live that life, day after day, year after year, you become speechless. How can you describe the 
exhaustion, the hopelessness, the sense of being stuck, the depression, the falling down and 
scrambling up again? i know for a fact that not everyone is able to cope with such everyday 
life. How many family tragedies have their origin in these everyday experiences of poverty?  
i am determined to keep going. When it’s too much for me, i’ll rest for a while. And then i go 
on again.

xxx

As unemployment dragged on, the time came when my only sources of income were the 
labour market subsidy, housing allowance and social assistance. What a ride it proved to be! 
Applications galore every month. it took a couple of months for everything to get rolling.  
i stood in the bread line whenever i could scrounge up the bus fare... The shame and 
humiliation of it. in your social assistance application you must provide written proof of 
everything EVERY TimE. Your word counts for nothing, you can’t “explain” things. The only 
truth is what’s on paper. no one exercises any discretion, although i believe that it would  
be possible. Humanity, humanness and respect for the individual are unknown to the 
application processing staff at the social insurance institution. from an upright citizen you’ve 
suddenly become suspicious and dishonest. it eats away at your self-esteem and violates 
your dignity. i applied for cheaper flat, first on my own initiative and then on the institution’s 
orders. i had to submit the application to nine different places. i felt that that was all i was 
doing, applying for benefits, housing and work. it was mentally exhausting, frustrating and 
disheartening. no green light ever from anywhere. The institution demanded applications 
every month. i did everything as instructed, with never a complaint.



HOW HAs POVERTY dEVElOPEd  in finlAnd? 8

3
How has poverty developed  

in finland?
Simulation calculations published by SOSTE in 2020 show both income disparity and 
poverty increased in the period between 2016–2019. Cuts made in income transfers in 
2015–2019 affected people in lower-income categories in particular, while tax breaks 
favoured higher-income categories.

At-risk-of-poverty rate has remained stable in recent years, around 12%

In the 2000s, relative poverty was at its peak in 2008 and 2010, when the number of 
people in low-income households was about 728,000. The increase in the low-income 
population stopped after 2010, and the number decreased slightly. Since 2012, it has 
been less than 700,000.

In 2019, the at-risk-of-poverty threshold for a one-person household was about 1,280 
euros per month, and the number of people in that category was 669,000, or 12.3% of 
the population, nearly 30 000 more from the previous year. The at-risk-of-poverty rate 
was highest in the province of North Karelia in eastern Finland 18,8% of the population. 
The at-risk-of-poverty rate has remained roughly the same in recent years, around 12%.

The number of households experiencing subsistence problems increased slightly in 
2020: 7,3% of households had difficulty or great difficulty making ends meet compared 
to 6,7% in 2019. The share of households experiencing difficulties making ends meet has 
been under 8% the whole of 2010s apart from 2011.

The number of people living under the poverty threshold defined by the minimum bud-
get has been monitored since 2012, when it was slightly under 10% of the population. 
The minimum budget poverty rate was 7.8% in 2016, or about 418,500 people.
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The number of people at risk of poverty or exclusion increased

In 2019, around 873,000 people, or 16% of the population in Finland, were at risk of 
poverty or social exclusion.  The number increased by around 17,000 people from the 
previous year. This change was mainly due to an increase in low-income households. 
Most of those at risk of poverty or exclusion are only low-income earners. They num-
bered about 425,000 people or 7.8% of the population.

The risk of poverty or exclusion decreased among women and increased among men in 
2019. Overall, 15.9% of women (428,000 individuals) and 16.2% of men (435,000 indi-
viduals) were at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2019. The previous year, women 
were slightly more at risk than men.

There were 669,000 people in low-income households (640,000 the previous year); 
376,000 were underemployed (370,000 the previous year); 139,000 were in households 
with severe material deprivation (133,000 the previous year).

The number of people totally dependent on  
basic social security decreased slightly

In 2019, there were about 235,000 people, or 4.4% of the population, living exclusively 
on basic social security. The number was a slight decrease from the previous year. The in-
come level of people on basic social security is half the median income level of the popula-
tion. The number of long-term dependants on basic social security in particular increased 
throughout the 2010s. Their number in 2019 was 98,500, compared to 61,097 in 2010. 

The number of no-income households has doubled

The number of no-income households has doubled in the past ten years. At the end of 
2020, they numbered about 37,000. No-income households are households whose only 
sources of income are basic income benefits and possibly housing allowance, child 
benefits and child support, alimony or child maintenance allowance.

figures for poverty in finland, with trend in parentheses:

• 2019 number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion ca. 873,000 (+)
• 2019 number of people in low-income households ca. 669,000 (+)
• 2019 number of children in low-income households ca. 121,000 (+)
• 2020 number of recipients of social assistance 464 234 (+), (8,4% of population)  

of whom 27.5% received long-term support (–)
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• Number of unemployed jobseekers 
7/2019 about 268,900 (–), of whom about 65,100 were long-term unemployed (–)
7/2020 about 387,500 (+), of whom 77,700 long-term unemployed (+)
7/2021 about 322,600 (–), of whom 113,900 long-term unemployed (+)

• 2019 severe material deprivation was experienced by 139,000 people (+)
• Around 100,000–200,000 people rely on food aid every year. The number of indirect 

beneficiaries is higher because many people who do not collect food bags 
themselves, such as family members, also benefit from it. Bread lines saw about 
20,000 people per week the past few years. The number of food aid customers is 
estimated to have doubled or tripled during the pandemic (+)

• 2020 number of homeless single people 4,341 (–), the number of homeless families 
and couples 201 (–)

• 2019 undocumented migrants estimate: 3,000–10,000
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Who are affected by poverty 

and what are their  
key challenges?

Generally speaking, the underlying causes of poverty include prolonged periods of un-
employment, intergenerational exclusion, low levels of education, having a large num-
ber of children, single parenthood or single living, long-term illnesses, full or partial inca-
pacity for work owing to disability, and problems with intoxicants or mental health. Un-
employed people and students are clearly over-represented in the low-income bracket. 
Pensioners are also slightly over-represented.

Poverty affects families with children long into the future 

In 2019 the low-income rate for households with children was 11.6%, affecting 121,000 
children. If, instead of disposable earnings, we look at all disposable income (housing 
income and capital gains included), the figures are 14.4% and the number 151,000 children.

The at-risk-of-poverty rate of children usually follows the development of rate in the 
population at large. This year, the figure increased from last year’s 10,5%. In recent years, 
the share of children living in low-income households has been on average just over 
10%. 

The at-risk-of-poverty rate among children is linked to the number of working-age adults 
in the household: Low income experienced by children correlates with the number of 
working-age adults in the household. Among families with children, income levels are 
higher and incidence of low income lower in two-adult households than single-parent 
households, whose median income is the lowest among all population groups, on a par 
with single-person households.

The low-income rate among single-parent households was 21.1% in the 2019 statistics, 
compared to 9.9% among two-parent families. Looking at all disposable income, the gap 
is even greater: 32.4% for one-parent families and 8.1% for two-parent families.
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Because the foundation of wellbeing is established in childhood, poverty often spans 
generations of a family and has far-reaching effects. Longitudinal studies of an entire age 
group – Finnish Birth Cohorts 1987 and 1997 – have shown that family background af-
fects a child’s health as well as success in school. Significant contributing factors are 
changes in the family’s circumstances (such as divorce), prolonged periods of living on 
social assistance, a parent’s psychiatric diagnosis, and parents’ low level of education. 
The link between children’s poor health and family background is particularly strong in 
families affected by several such stress factors.

A parent’s prison sentence affects the family’s livelihood as well as its psychological 
stamina. Prison sentences affect an estimated 8,000 children each year in Finland.

Efforts to quell the trend towards inequality have failed, and the coronavirus pandemic 
has exacerbated it further.

What annoys me most is being left out, myself but especially the children. Poverty has 
affected my children’s relationships with their friends. When other families travel abroad a 
couple of times a year and friends have big birthday parties, it has an impact on my children’s 
self-esteem. There’s no common ground between the experiences of my children and those 
of their schoolmates. it’s easier to stay away from birthday parties and conversations.

Poverty is widespread among young adults

One quarter of 18–24-year-olds live in low-income households. Young adults are typical-
ly students or at the beginning of their careers; some are unemployed. In 2019, 30.3% of 
students were in the low-income bracket. Student loans taken out are not included in 
the income.

In 2019, 48,000 young people aged 15–24 were unemployed or not pursuing education 
nor in military service. Among them, 37,000 were aged 20–24. The number of youth in 
the 15–24 age group who are neither working nor in education fell by 3,000, or 5%, from 
2018.

People who were in foster care as children were, as young adults, much more seldom on 
a path that leads to study and employment: the percentages of those on the path were 
38% for those in foster care as children, 76% for other young adults. Among young people 
who had grown up in foster care, boys were more often than girls on a life path in which 
social assistance alternates with periods of unemployment. Girls with a background in 
foster care were much more likely to be on a path by the age of 20, on which having 
children and caring for them were their main occupation. 
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increasing prevalence of irregular and uncertain employment  
increases the risk of poverty among the employed

The risk of poverty among the employed in Finland was the lowest in the EU in the 
2010s: 3.8% in 2012 and 2.7% in 2017. In many other EU countries, the poverty rate 
among the employed has increased.

Just as in other EU countries, in-work poverty in Finland is most prevalent among immi-
grants from outside the EU, independent professionals and households with low work 
intensity, single mothers in particular. The weak position of immigrants is in part due to 
the fact that they tend to be independent professionals or employed in low-wage sectors 
where risk of poverty is greatest.

Background factors contributing to in-work poverty include irregular and uncertain em-
ployment, such as short-term or temporary work, as well as self-employment.

The number of underemployed people has been growing the past ten years. In 2020 the 
number was 178,000, over 40,000 more than previous year. Underemployment means 
that the person would like to have more work but is forced to work on a part-time or 
reduced schedule, or they do not have work because they were laid off or the employer 
does not have enough customers. Among the underemployed, 62% were women.

Poverty that persists in spite of employment is particularly prevalent in families with 
children. Of all families with children living under the low-income threshold, nearly one 
half had one parent who was employed. The highest risk of poverty was among those 
families with only a single breadwinner.

The increasing prevalence of temporary and part-time employment may lead to higher 
levels of poverty among pensioners, because not much pension accrues from such work.

my spouse and i have always managed reasonably well. i’ve developed a knack for cooking 
cheap, i go mushroom hunting and i recycle stuff in dumpster diving groups in social media.  
i visit the library once a week and lead the life of an exemplary pauper otherwise as well. You 
know, the kind of life in which there’s nothing extra that a poor person might dream about. 
There’s always a lynch mob online if someone on a low income says they want something, 
like a beauty treatment. i’m lucky in that respect, too, as i don’t have much beauty to treat.

Risk of poverty among the unemployed grows as unemployment drags on

Unemployment leads to reduced income, and risk of poverty grows significantly with 
prolonged unemployment. In 2019, 44% of the unemployed were in the low-income 
bracket. 
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Unemployment leads to an average reduction of 23% in household disposable income, 
or around 570 euro per person per month. Relatively income losses are highest among 
young people. The biggest drop, 29%, is in the 21–30 age group, which includes many 
singles and people relying on the basic unemployment benefit.  This age group also 
shows the largest change in income in absolute terms, 620 euros per month.

The probability of long-term unemployment grows the older the jobseeker is. Among 
the unemployed between ages 60–64, one half were long-term unemployed, among the 
55–59-year-olds nearly one third. Long-term unemployment is more common among 
men than women in nearly all age groups.

Unemployment means more than just reduced income; employment is a channel that 
often provides one with other resources and social relations as well. For example, occu-
pational health care is free for the employed, whereas those relying on public health 
services often have to pay a user fee.

They contact me from the unemployment office, telling me i should take action. i sign up for 
a labour market training course, although i doubt its usefulness as i’ve some experience of 
the labour market already. The company providing the courses does not reply. i get in touch 
again, no reply. i send a third email about it. The employment office demands an explanation 
why i haven’t fulfilled my activity requirement. i send them a report, but it’s rejected, citing 
as reason that i have refused to attend the course. i lose a month’s unemployment benefit 
and half of my social assistance. i lodge an appeal, attaching as evidence my emails with the 
labour course consultants. After two months the employment office’s decision is revoked.  
i get another letter from the office: i haven’t shown up at an agreed appointment. i call them 
in amazement, i have no knowledge of any such meeting. They tell me the letter was posted 
more than a month ago. i tell them i have just moved, maybe the letter had gone to the old 
flat, even though i have sent in notice that my changed address. The post forwarding service 
would have cost 34 euros, i couldn’t afford it. i lose one month’s unemployment benefit.  
i sign up again for the training, i attend the one-week course, so i’m active, but none the 
wiser.

Poverty among pensioners is most prevalent among  
single-person households and women over 75

From 2010 to 2019, the low-income rate of pensioners fell from 19.3% to 15.1%. A total 
of 215,000 people lived in low-income pensioner households; one in three low-income 
earners were pensioners in 2019. The decrease of the low-income status among pen-
sioners is explained by the fact that those who retired in the 2010s have higher occupa-
tional pensions than previous generations. In the over-75 age group, 19.6% were in the 
low-income bracket in 2019.
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Low-income pensioners are typically very close to the low-income threshold, with an 
income over 50% but less than 60% of the median.

Women tend to have a more fragmented employment history and lower wages than 
men, which also means lower pensions. Low-income levels are more common among 
aged women than men: in 2019, 21% of women over 75 were in the low-income class, 
while 17% of men were. The numbers for 65-74-year old were 12,1% of women and 8% 
of men.

The proportion of pensioners in default has grown: at the end of 2020, 5.1% of the people 
aged 65–69 had a default record, up from 4.8% the previous year, and 2.3% of people 
aged over 70, up from 2% in 2019.

A factor that needs to be considered when assessing the income of pensioners is their 
increased need for services. As functioning declines with age, coping is vitally affected by 
the availability and pricing of services. Many pensioners struggle with problems caused 
by expenses due to illness.

With my hubby living in a nursing home and me at home, we pay for two residences. it’s 
quite impossible to manage that with our small pensions.

Poverty among the aged is increased by the cost of illness and inequality in access to 
services. Health spending is particularly damaging to people over 75 and for those on 
disability pension, who are at the highest risk of falling ill. Among pensioners, those 
transitioning from disability pension to old-age pension are in the weakest financial 
situation.

There are large regional differences in the size of fees charged for public health care, and 
the amount of the fee can influence the decision of whether to seek treatment or not. 
The greatest variation is in regular home care fees, which affect the elderly in particular. 
The home care fee can be between 2.5% and 22% of the income above the protected 
amount. For a pensioner with average income, this translates to a fee between 27 and 
238 euros. Such huge variation justifies the use of the term regional inequality. Customer 
fees are highest in areas where pensions are lowest for both men and women.

single parents and older women in particular experience poverty

Poverty among women is caused by women’s lower wages, their higher caring responsi-
bilities and the fact that women are more likely than men to be in temporary or part-
time work. Because low income is a household-specific indicator, gender differences in 
the figures are largely due to differences between persons living alone.



WHO ARE AffECTEd BY POVERTY And WHAT ARE THEiR kEY CHAllEngEs? 16

The share of men in the low-income bracket in 2019 was 12.4%, of women 12.2%. Last 
year the figures were the other way round, the difference being one percent. Poverty is 
more common among women than men in older age groups (see section on poverty 
among pensioners). Poverty among single parents also affects women more than men. 
The share of women among recipients of basic social benefits is greater than that of 
men.

People living alone are more often at risk of poverty than others

In 2020 there were 1,25 million single-person households in Finland. 27,5% of them 
were in the low-income bracket in 2019. The risk of poverty is less prevalent than aver-
age in households with two adults. Over two thirds of households receiving basic social 
assistance, are single-person households.

The greater occurrence of problems in livelihood among people living alone is in part 
explained by the fact that the group includes a greater share of unemployed, students 
and others not working due to disability or other reasons.

Unemployment reduces the income of single-person households in particular. The tran-
sition to unemployed cuts their income by an average of 41%, or around 900 euros per 
month. Other households in the same situation lose 17–25% of their income, or 400–
600 euros per month.

Working people living alone also have greater difficulty making ends meet than working 
people who do not live alone. Among working people in the 20–64 age group who live 
alone, 22% had moderate or severe difficulties making ends meet; the corresponding 
figure among those not living alone was 11%.

The survey suggests that income disparity among 35–40-year-olds does not depend so 
much on the spouse’s circumstances but whether one enters and stays in a relationship 
in the first place. From an income perspective, the benefits of a shared fridge are clear, 
and it makes hardly any difference with whom one shares it with. The researchers esti-
mate that the correlation might be greater at the population level than in the age group 
considered. For men, the strongest factor to correlate with inequality is their own em-
ployment and education. Being single is a more prominent explanatory factor among 
women, although it is significant also among men.

illness or disability can weaken one’s economic status for many reasons

Health inequalities are high in Finland. The health of the population varies by socio-eco-
nomic status, gender, marital status, area of residence and mother tongue, for example. 
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Differences between socio-economic groups are particularly clear, related to such fac-
tors as education, occupational status and income.

Efforts to reduce inequalities in health, functional capacity and lifestyle have not been 
successful in the present century. Some indicators even suggest that the gap between 
the lowest and highest education groups increased from 2000 to 2017. 

There are also inequalities in access to health services: Thanks to occupational health 
care, the employed have better access to some aspects of health care than the unem-
ployed or pensioners, and often free of charge. The proportion of people in Finland who 
report unmet medical needs is higher than the EU average, which is mainly due to long 
waiting times.

More than half of the working-age population in Finland, about 1.9 million people, have 
some long-term illness or disability. Among this very heterogenic group, 600,000 feel 
that the illness or disability affects their work or their prospects of finding work.

In 2018, people whose functioning ability is somewhat or seriously diminished had higher 
AROPE than others: 22.5%, among fully abled 12.5%. Much of the former group’s income 
came from social benefits. 

The number of sickness allowance recipients in 2020 was 294,568, 12% of whom re-
ceived the minimum allowance. For example, in April 2018, more than a third, 37%, of 
those receiving minimum daily sickness allowance also received social assistance during 
the same month.

Sickness allowance periods due to mental health issues have increased the past few 
years in all age groups but particularly among young people and women in early middle 
age. Mental health problems in adolescence increase the likelihood of receiving social 
assistance across all income groups, but the correlation is more pronounced in lower 
income groups.

In the 18–34 age group, social assistance recipients had more health problems than 
others in the cohort. The difference is explained particularly by the prevalence of mental 
health issues and substance abuse among social assistance recipients. The longer a 
young adult has received assistance, the more often they have used specialised health 
care services, bought prescription medicines or suffered from mental health problems. 

It is difficult for people with a weakened level of functioning to find employment in Fin-
land. If a person cannot find employment because of their disability or illness, they will 
spend their entire life dependent on guarantee pension, housing allowance and possibly 
social assistance. This is a recipe for a life-long journey in poverty.
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A study conducted by Finnish Disability Forum reveals that poverty among the disabled 
can be four or five times more common than average. About one third of the respon-
dents in the study reported difficulties, attributable to poverty, in securing health care, 
necessary pharmaceuticals; in the upkeep of personal and family relations; and in mo-
bility outside the home. Nearly one fifth of the respondents run the risk of being unable 
to exercise their rights, such as filing complaints.

A study, conducted by four NGOs among people suffering from long-term illnesses, 
shows that over one third of respondents felt that their illness is a major financial bur-
den. This problem does not affect only people in the lowest income groups, because a 
relatively large number of respondents in the middle-income group also felt that illness 
has a considerable impact on their finances.

User fees for social and health care services have been raised significantly on several 
occasions. This has been accompanied by increases in out-of-pocket expenses for phar-
maceuticals and health care travel.

According to surveys conducted by various organisations, the greatest single financial 
burden is the cost of pharmaceuticals. Some low-income people on medication resort to 
bank or payday loans, which only worsen their economic situation. Many patients have 
had to ask for an alternative cheaper medication, to postpone the purchase of medicine 
or to save on other necessary expenses, such as food. One respondent in ten has fore-
gone buying medication recommended by a doctor because of the price.

The same results were shown in another study: one person in five have had to save on 
medicine purchased or visits to the doctor because of financial reasons. Problems tend 
to accumulate for people who are frequently ill but have a small income. According to a 
study on health, wellbeing and service use among adults by the Finnish Institute for 
Health and Welfare (THL), the number of people saving money by not buying pharma-
ceuticals has increased in recent years.

We have fallen below the poverty threshold because of long-term illnesses in the family, 
both a child and a parent. We used to be well off. Before these illnesses i never knew that 
you could be left so alone and live in poverty because of health problems.

Being a carer can have a negative effect on your livelihood

It is estimated that there are around 350,000 informal care situations in Finland. Of 
these, 60,000 are demanding situations that require extensive commitment. There were 
48,700 informal care agreements in 2019, and some 70% of the caregivers are women. 
Informal care is often thought of applying to the elderly, but in reality many of the care 
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recipients are children or working-age adults. A typical carer is a pensioner, but there are 
also carers who are employed.

An informal care situation can develop slowly due to gradual decline, or it can arise sud-
denly because of an illness, for example. A change in circumstances can exceed a family’s 
financial resources and also exclude the carer from active working life. Families already 
facing a weak financial situation are particularly vulnerable. Studies conducted in the 
Nordic countries show that people in the at-risk-of-poverty group become carers more 
often than average. 

The economic risks caused by the care situation can arise from many factors: earnings 
can decrease, which in turn reduces the amount of income-related benefits; caring at 
home also involves extra expenses, such as materials or equipment and alterations to 
the home. A demanding situation that requires commitment can also increase the care-
giver’s need for services.

Becoming a carer while still at work can affect one’s career development and accrued 
pension.

Support for informal care consists of services and an allowance for the recipient of care 
and support services for the carer. Its provision is dependent on public sector budget, 
not a subjective right. Informal care support puts people in an unequal position, even if 
their circumstances are similar. Factors affecting this include place of residence and the 
availability of local government funding for informal care. Often, the allowance is not 
enough to cover the costs of care or lost income if the carer must reduce the amount of 
work he/she performs.

Carers belong to the group under the thresholds of over-indebtedness and poverty. 
Working-age people who receive support for informal care have recourse to social assis-
tance more often than others in the same age group. For instance, among carers under 
28 years of age, 21% had to resort to social assistance, 11% of them on a continuous 
basis. This applies especially to carers of children, single parents and/or if there is un-
employment in the family.

If a carer becomes unemployed, it is difficult for them to get unemployment benefit, since 
they are often regarded as being self-employed. Pensioners with a small income and who 
are carers are at risk of over-indebtedness. The care allowance is small, and it is perceived 
as unfair that the allowance is taxable income. The position of carers is also weakened by 
the fact that the allowance is often reckoned as income when other forms of support are 
applied for, such as social assistance, labour market subsidy or sickness allowance.

In a survey among home caregivers conducted by the Social Insurance Institution of Fin-
land, 9% of respondents reported that they could not make ends meet with their income 
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and were forced to cut back on all consumption. Two out of three had to cut back on 
expenses at least to some extent. 

The situation of a working-age carer is often a financial disaster. After your child’s accident, 
you have to sell your house, car and all other assets, yet you don’t get proper help from 
society. i used to have a steady job with a good salary, and now i’m looking at becoming 
homeless.

Poverty is more common among people from immigrant backgrounds

“People from immigrant backgrounds” is a term used to denote those whose parents (or 
only known parent) were born abroad. This means that some people who were born in 
Finland fall into this category. A person of Finnish background is someone whose parents 
were born in Finland. 

At the end of 2020, there were about 440,031 people from immigrant backgrounds in 
Finland, half of whom reside in the greater Helsinki area. The population of Finland was 
5,533,793.

Households with foreign background have higher levels of low income than the popula-
tion as a whole. Among foreign background households of persons born abroad, 37.6% 
were low-income in 2018, compared to 17.5% of the total population.  The number of 
low-income households is proportionally higher than that of low-income persons be-
cause low income is more common among single-person households. 

In Helsinki, children and young people from foreign backgrounds are significantly more 
likely than others to live in a low-income family. In 2018, one in three Helsinki residents 
aged under 18 with a foreign background lived below the low-income threshold, com-
pared to seven per cent of children of Finnish origin. The low-income rate is higher for 
first-generation migrant children (i.e. children who have immigrated to Finland them-
selves) compared to the second generation, i.e. children of migrants, regardless of their 
country of origin.

It is difficult to say anything general about people from immigrant backgrounds, because 
they are such a heterogeneous group. It can nevertheless be stated that their education 
and employment is hampered by racism and discrimination.

The children of immigrants have a lower level of education than children of the majority 
population. This is not due to lack of ambition but due to the fact that young people 
whose appearance clearly differs from that of majority population are targeted by vari-
ous forms of racism and discrimination. This in turn affects their perceived prospects for 
the future.



WHO ARE AffECTEd BY POVERTY And WHAT ARE THEiR kEY CHAllEngEs? 21

The employment rate among persons from immigrant background varies according to 
the method of calculation, but it is safe to say that they find it more difficult to find em-
ployment than their Finnish counterparts and that they are at risk of being exploited as 
underpaid labour, for example. 

Undocumented migrants are people who live in Finland without legal right of residence 
and official approval. They are not entitled to social security in case of sickness or medical 
treatment, nor do they have comprehensive access to public social and health services.

Finland’s tightening of alien legislation and its interpretation have effectively contribut-
ed to the increasing number of undocumented persons. Their number is estimated to be 
between 3,000 and 10,000. A new phenomenon is the increase in numbers of families 
with children. 

The denial of access to services and society in general does not remove the problem, but 
it does force aliens to rely on legal as well as illegal networks. The situation is particular-
ly hopeless for those who remain in Finland under an undocumented status for many 
years. 

Homelessness has decreased, the number of long-term homeless  
has increased

Homelessness is decreasing in Finland. At the end of 2020, there were 4,341 homeless 
persons living alone, a drop of 259 from 2019. The number of homeless couples and 
families was 201, 63 less than in 2019.

The number of long-term homeless increased to 1,054 as the previous year it was one 
thousand. A person is regarded as long-term homeless if their homelessness has contin-
ued for more than 12 months or if they have had repeated periods of homelessness in 
the past three years. The duration is a secondary matter, however, because long-term 
homelessness also applies to persons who have a social or health problem that makes it 
substantially difficult for them to maintain a residence. Such factors include indebted-
ness, mental health problems, substance abuse or criminal background.

Homeless people are found in nearly a hundred municipalities in Finland but mostly in 
big cities, relatively most in Helsinki, the capital city.

Whereas homelessness in Finland is on the decrease, the share of women among the 
homeless has grown from 17% to around 25% since 2000. There were 1,065 homeless 
women in 2020, 125 less than in 2019. In 2020 the number of homeless people from 
immigrant backgrounds was 963, a drop of 133 persons from the previous year. Their 
share of homeless was 22%.
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Released prisoners are the only group whose homelessness has not decreased. Accord-
ing to statistics from the Criminal Sanctions Agency, of the 5,700 prisoners released in 
2020, a total of 627 prisoners, or 17.5%, were homeless upon release. Due to a signifi-
cant lack of data, the number of released prisoners who are homeless is estimated to be 
one third.
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5
The causes of poverty

for me, it’s unemployment and divorce and constant debt recovery. High cost of housing, 
high energy and real estate taxes, constant hikes in the cost of electricity transmission, 
unemployment. most people have such a small salary you can’t get by with it. Basic social 
assistance is hundreds of euros too small.

unemployment

Unemployment is the most common factor contributing to poverty. It leads to reduced 
income, and with prolonged unemployment the risk of poverty grows significantly. The 
situation of the unemployed is discussed at more length on page 13.

Basic social security is not enough

According to a report assessing the sufficiency of basic social security, the income of 
unemployed persons, recipients of child home care allowance, or of the minimum 
amount of sickness allowance or parental allowance, is insufficient to guarantee mini-
mum consumption. Students can attain the minimum standard of consumption only if 
they supplement their social security income with student loans. The only group whose 
income is enough for the calculated minimum consumption are recipients of the guaran-
tee pension. 

The level of basic income benefit for the unemployed weakened, mainly because of in-
dex cuts and reductions in benefits due to the so-called “activation model”. Whereas in 
the beginning of the term of the previous Government, when basic social benefits for an 
unemployed person covered 74% of adequate minimum consumption, the figure fell to 
62% in 2019 – or 58% when cuts to the activation model are accounted for. The impor-
tance of social assistance as a necessary supplement to unemployment benefit grew 
significantly in 2015–2019.

The new Government made small raises to basic social security in 2020 and discontinued 
the requirements of the activation model. The raises are not enough to offset all previous 
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reductions, however. For example, basic social benefits for the unemployed remain at a 
lower level than they would be, had the earlier cuts and benefit freezes not been put 
into effect.

The inadequate level of basic social security is also a key reason for the economic diffi-
culties of families with children. Because a large part of the disposable income of poor 
families comes from income transfers, cuts in family benefits and benefit freezing effect-
ed since 2015 have had a direct bearing on families’ livelihood. 

Insufficient basic social security leads to prolonged reliance on social assistance and food 
banks, as well as to other consequences. 

i live on my occupational disability pension and guarantee pension. i also get housing 
allowance. The level of basic social security today is too low. i can’t get by without help from 
my parents. All my money goes to rent and medicine. i’m so worried about my life that i 
never know about the future – what will i do when my parents die and can no longer help 
me? i’m nearly 40 and totally dependent on my parents. my future is hopeless.

High living expenses, payment defaults and debt

The high price of housing is a key reason for difficulties in making ends meet. 

Compared internationally, average housing costs are reasonable in Finland, but renters 
and low-income earners in particular pay proportionally more for their housing. People 
living in private rental and social rental housing spend a much higher proportion of their 
income on housing than those living in owner-occupied housing.

Relative to the level of wages, housing expenses in cities in particular are high, weaken-
ing the economic situation of families with children and working parents. The high cost 
of housing is also a serious problem for people living alone, because their per capita 
housing costs are obviously higher than in other types of households.

The cost of housing has a strong impact on the adequacy of basic social security. The 
basic social benefit covers housing expenses best in small municipalities worse in the 
capital region, where rents are highest in the country. The situation of those living in 
rented accommodation is weaker than that of people living in mortgage-free owner-oc-
cupied housing.

The level of the housing benefit has not kept pace with increased housing costs. On aver-
age, the general housing allowance compensates around half of the actual rent.
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Some people have difficulty satisfying their basic needs because of high energy costs. 
Many people are struggling to pay their energy bills, and some live in cold apartments to 
save on electricity bills. According to a 2015 estimate by the Ministry of the Environ-
ment, there are 60,000–100,000 households in owner-occupied housing who are at risk 
of energy poverty. The number of people living in energy poverty is estimated to be 2% 
of the population.

According to the FinSote survey, the share of Finns who say they have had to forgo food, 
medicine or medical care because of lack of funds was 18.3% in 2020. Somewhat over 
10% said they have at some point been afraid of running out of food before getting mon-
ey to buy more.

The number of recipients of food aid and help requests received by NGOs and parishes 
are important signals of the overall situation as regards poverty. The number of people 
in food lines and requests for assistance received by church welfare services have been 
growing, and the trend has only increased due to the Covid-19 pandemic.

The number of individuals in default increased from 305,000 to 387,000 between 2009 
and 2019. At the end of 2020, a total of 392,200 people had a default record.

Over-indebtedness among women has increased in relative terms and that of men has 
decreased. Over-indebtedness among young people under 25 has decreased, although 
the amount of debt in collection per debtor has increased. The third change is increase 
in over-indebtedness among those aged 65 and over, and among them more among 
women than men.

According to the National Enforcement Authority, nearly 664,000 of the social welfare 
and healthcare customer fees imposed for public services in 2020 ended up in collection. 
The number has increased every year. The increase from 2019 was 45%.
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6
impacts of the coronavirus 

pandemic on poverty  
and inequality

The coronavirus pandemic poses the greatest impact on those who are already in a vul-
nerable position, such as people in a weak labour market situation, in temporary and 
atypical employment, or who belong to minorities, such as disabled people and people 
from immigrant backgrounds, as well as people in drug and mental health rehabilitation.

The Covid-19 pandemic has had the greatest negative impact on the life satisfaction, 
happiness, financial situation and future prospects of students, unemployed persons 
and entrepreneurs. Its welfare-decreasing effects have been less pronounced among 
pensioners and the employed. Comparing different occupational sectors, the least dam-
age has occurred among specialists thanks to teleworking opportunities. In blue-collar 
professions, the situation has been exacerbated by redundancies and lay-offs.

unemployment has increased

Unemployment has increased significantly due to the Covid-19 epidemic. In July 2020, 
there were 387,500 unemployed persons in Finland, or 118,600 more than in 2019. The 
number of persons in long-term unemployment – those who have been unemployed 
jobseekers for at least 12 months – was 77,700, which is 12,600 more than last year. In 
July 2021, there were 322,600 unemployed jobseekers, and 113,900 long-term unem-
ployed.  

In the first quarter of 2021, the number of employed persons was lower than the previ-
ous year, especially in transport and storage, accommodation and food services, and 
arts, entertainment and recreation.

Unemployment and lay-offs caused by the Covid-19 crisis have had greatest impact on 
the income of single people, women, young people, and low-skilled workers.
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How employment will develop is at the heart of the livelihood and well-being of the 
population. An important question in the recovery from the pandemic is whether eco-
nomic recovery will improve employment among those who are most vulnerable and 
hardest hit by the pandemic in the labour market, and how their livelihood can other-
wise be ensured. Such groups include young people, people with low levels of education 
and people with foreign background.

increasing number of people have needed financial support and services

Since the beginning of the epidemic, layoffs and unemployment have added to people’s 
financial problems and led to worries over their own livelihood and that of their loved 
ones. Just under a quarter of the respondents feel that their economic situation has 
deteriorated because of the epidemic. There are indications that Covid-19 has weak-
ened most the economic situation of those who were already experiencing economic 
problems before the epidemic. Because the impacts of the epidemic vary across differ-
ent groups, differences in livelihood and their consequences are at risk of becoming 
worse.

The epidemic has increased the need for social services and benefits significantly. 

The system has responded reasonably well to benefit needs, but less well to service 
needs. Mental health issues, financial problems as well as problems with life manage-
ment have all been detected among working-age persons in difficult social situations.

The system has succeeded quite well in providing concrete assistance, such as food aid 
and housing support. Temporary flexibilities were introduced with respect to benefits 
for the unemployed and social assistance clients.

Face-to-face visits in social services became more difficult when services were discontin-
ued or converted into remote and digital form. Active outreach to clients has not in-
creased much during the epidemic, although personal interaction is precisely what is 
needed in times of crisis. Changes in services have made access to and use of services 
particularly difficult for people in difficult social situations, such as people with mental 
health and substance abuse problems, the homeless and the disabled.

The most significant increase during the coronavirus crisis has been in the number of 
recipients of unemployment benefits and the expenditure on unemployment benefits. 
Changes in daily sickness insurance, housing benefits and social assistance have been 
smaller. In 2020, the number of people receiving earnings-related unemployment allow-
ance and unemployment benefit expenditure both increased by more than 50% com-
pared to the previous year. The number of people receiving basic unemployment benefit 
has increased proportionally even more. A large number of people have become un-
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employed who meet the employment condition but are not members of any unemploy-
ment fund. Increase in the amount of labour market support has been more modest.

The scope of social security recipients has widened due to the pandemic. According to 
the Social Insurance Institution of Finland, the number of basic social assistance recipi-
ents had fallen by 3% from the previous year in 2019, but the pandemic reversed the 
trend. However, the number of basic social assistance recipients increased less than ex-
pected in 2020. Primary benefits succesfully secured livelihoods, and the need for last-re-
sort financial support may only become apparent after a delay. 

In 2020, the number of households receiving supplementary social assistance decreased 
by 2.4% and the number receiving preventive social assistance by 2.3%. The number of 
households receiving preventive social assistance decreased for the second year in a row.

Around 100,000–200,000 people rely on food aid every year. During the pandemic, the 
number of food aid recipients is estimated to have doubled or tripled.

An increasing number of people have defaulted on payments, but in 2020 the number 
increased less than expected.

Women are hit worse by the pandemic than men

With the onset of the pandemic, the gender gap for social risk has widened: the service 
and care professions, where workers are predominantly women have felt the health 
risks and economic hardship more than others. Women also tend to shoulder responsi-
bility for caring for loved ones more often than men; for example, the majority of single- 
parents are women.

Unemployment and lay-offs caused by the coronavirus crisis have had greatest impact 
on the income of women. Unemployment has increased more among women than men. 
The employment situation deteriorated particularly among young women: In 2020, the 
employment rate among women in the 15–24 age group had decreased by 4.5% com-
pared to the previous year, the figure for men was 1.9%. Young women’s livelihood has 
been hit hardest by the crisis. This is reflected in the number of basic social assistance 
recipients. In 2020, the greatest increase in the number of social assistance was among 
women aged 18–24. The figure was 10% higher than in 2019. 

Responsibility for care is unequally distributed between the genders in Finland, with 
women bearing greater responsibility. The majority of single parents are women. During 
the crisis, the responsibility for care has shifted towards households, as school students 
have been in distance education for long periods of time and day care was also restricted 
at the beginning of the crisis. This has made it more difficult for women to work. 
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Vulnerable families with children are suffering

The financial difficulties of families with children have increased during the coronavirus 
crisis because of rising unemployment. Families are also affected by the fact that young 
people and students are finding it harder to find work. Financial difficulties are a burden 
for children, young people and parents alike, and inflate the need for services.

During the crisis, almost 60,000 children lived in households below the reference budget 
poverty line. These families do not have enough money to cover essential housing, con-
sumption and other expenses.

The number of families with children in poverty is at risk of increasing because the crisis 
has led to a backward step in both family income and services. The welfare of children 
and young people is more dependent on public services than adults.

The unprecedented change is testing the ability to cope even of families who do not 
have difficulties to make ends meet. For instance, domestic and intimate partner vio-
lence has increased. The crisis has also weakened the safety net of families in many 
ways, such as interruptions in early childhood education and hobbies, distance learning, 
and cuts in public and organisational services.

The negative effects are particularly felt by children, young people and families who are 
already disadvantaged. For example, the prolonged epidemic has placed an even greater 
burden on the client families in child protection services, making it more difficult for 
them to access the services they need. 

Concern about the livelihood of one’s family has been greater and mental wellbeing has 
deteriorated more among children and young people from low-income families. Of the 
children and young people who responded to the Children’s Voice survey, 21% were 
worried about their family’s livelihood because of the pandemic. 25% of all respondents 
felt that their family’s financial situation had deteriorated at least somewhat. The figure 
was 47% among children from low-income families and 11% among children from 
high-income families. 

Impacts accumulate in the daily lives of children, young people and families: they can be 
affected simultaneously by several vulnerability factors, which can multiply the effects of 
the crisis.

some people remain beyond the reach of digital services

People experiencing poverty do not necessarily have digital devices or connections, and 
not everyone has the skills required to use digital services. As services have increasingly 
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been moved online, poor people find it increasingly difficult to manage their affairs or 
apply for benefits, for example.

Due to the prolonged pandemic, social workers have been very concerned about issues 
such as clients’ mental health, housing security and life management. To address these 
issues requires face-to-face, dedicated and often prolonged effort, yet the largest re-
source increase in social work compared to the previous spring was in remote and digital 
work, such as phone and video conferencing. Such methods are often ineffectual in the 
case of people in vulnerable situations – who were also the object of greatest concern.

society started to live digitally and at a distance. Problems with technology and lack of skills 
combined to create digital poverty. software wouldn’t run on old computers, and know-how 
was limited to social media skills and phone calls. People were isolated from each other,  
it was difficult or downright impossible to help others.

Even getting to a doctor has been hard during the Covid-19 spring of 2021. Just leaving a 
callback request was difficult. You’d listen over four minutes to a tape giving you all sorts of 
advice, information and guidance. it took me more than a week to realise i should listen the 
tape to the very end. The health centre website had no information for me, just facts about 
Covid-19 and 112 instructions in case i had chest pain or something urgent.

i got an appointment in less than a week when i finally caught up with a real person, but i 
couldn’t book another visit because i was no longer “urgent”. i had to deal with maisa (public 
health app) via email. Creating a profile and logging in to maisa, messaging and sending 
attachments was pretty basic stuff, i’d already learned that from using many other services. 
But if i HAdn’T known how to take care of business online, i would have been in trouble.  
i was thinking of my mother, who has no such skills and is unnecessarily polite and cautious 
when she interacts with services. she’s too timid to ask for more information and 
clarification even when she doesn’t understand.

The situation of homeless and undocumented people has deteriorated

The pandemic has exacerbated the situation of homeless and undocumented people, as 
places that normally offer shelter, such as libraries, day centres and dormitories, have 
been closed or are at capacity. The danger of infection has also made it more difficult to 
stay with acquaintances for even a short while. 
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7
What are finland and the Eu 

doing to reduce poverty?
Finland didn´t fulfil its commitment to reducing the number of people at risk of poverty 
or social exclusion by 150,000 by 2020 as part of the Europe 2020 strategy. Ten years 
remain for Finland to reduce poverty by one half by the year 2030, as per the country’s 
commitment regarding national implementation of the UN Goals of Sustainable Devel-
opment and of the Agenda 2030 action plan.

The present Government made small raises to basic security in early 2020 and discontin-
ued the requirements of the activation model. These increases do not offset all previous 
reductions, however. 

The Government has promised to guarantee one hobby for every child and young person 
and to reduce the waiting time for basic health care. The reform of social and health 
services to improve basic services has been launched.

The Act on Client Charges in Healthcare and Social Welfare has been revised and some 
new services have been made free of charge. However, people on low income and those 
with high levels of illness are still not protected from excessive fees by the act. 

The age of compulsory education rose to 18 in August 2021, and secondary education 
became free. This not only improves the situation of poor families with children imme-
diately, but it is also expected to reduce the risk of poverty and exclusion in the long term 
because education has a protective effect against poverty.

Resources are being increased in employment services, but it remains unclear what the 
new employment service model will look like and how it will affect low-income earners. 
Efforts are being made to revise the Act on Social Assistance especially to improve the 
situation of the most vulnerable.  

The Government has made several decisions to mitigate the negative impacts of the 
pandemic: Businesses have received support and unemployment benefits have been 
extended to entrepreneurs. The procedures for granting social assistance were tempo-
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rarily eased, and the people receiving social assistance could get an extra epidemic ben-
efit. Treatment for Covid-19 is free for all. Students continue to receive their study allow-
ance even if their progress does not satisfy normal criteria because of the pandemic. 
Parents who stay at home to look after the children, and people in quarantine, are com-
pensated financially. Municipalities have distributed free masks to people with low in-
come.  The interest rate cap on consumer credit will be in force until the end of Septem-
ber 2021 to prevent exploitation of people who are in financial difficulties due to the 
pandemic.

i contacted the employment agency to get unemployment benefits. While waiting for 
compensation, i get food aid and i agreed with my landlord to pay the rent as soon as i get 
the benefits. - - normally when losing a job an employee has a two-week deductible period. 
now there is no such kind of quarantine period, and the benefits will be paid immediately. 
The government has also added officers to the employment agency to reduce congestion.

One of the key priorities of the European Commission’s 2019–2024 mandate period is 
the European Green Deal.  It includes measures to reduce emissions, create jobs and 
growth, and improve health and well-being. It also promises to ensure that the transi-
tion will create opportunities for all: vulnerable citizens will be supported by combating 
inequality and energy poverty, and the competitiveness of European businesses will be 
strengthened.

The Commission has coordinated common actions of the EU for the mitigation of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and has sought to strengthen the health care sector of the commu-
nity and to mitigate the socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic in the EU. 

The EU recovery instrument, Next Generation EU, aims to accelerate the recovery of 
people, the economy and society from the coronavirus crisis. The instrument includes 
750 billion euros in funding for Member States. It is divided into seven programmes, of 
which the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) is the largest. 

Member States have drawn up national plans for spending the money. Among other 
things, Finland’s recovery and reconstruction plan promises to reduce emissions by 
boosting investment and research and development, accelerate sustainable economic 
growth, create opportunities for long-term economic growth, accelerate access to care, 
and support reforms to boost employment. 

Pillar of social Rights – promise of stronger rights to citizens?

The Pillar of Social Rights signed by the European Parliament, the Council and the Euro-
pean Commission aims to strengthen the rules of social protection and to guarantee 
stronger rights for everyone. The Pillar comprises 20 principles that apply to issues such 
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as equal opportunities, fair working conditions and social protection. The section on 
social protection defines rights, including minimum income, health care, social housing 
and access to essential services.

Regarding minimum income, the Pillar states that “everyone lacking sufficient resources 
has the right to adequate minimum income benefits, ensuring a life of dignity at all stag-
es of life”. 

The European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, published in March 2021, aims to trans-
late the pillar’s principles into concrete action. Member States committed to the plan at 
the Social Summit in Porto on 7 May 2021. 

The Action Plan sets out the overall objectives for the EU up to 2030. One of them is to 
reduce the number of people at risk of poverty or exclusion by 15 million by 2030. Of 
these, 5 million must be children. Each Member State must set its own national poverty 
reduction targets. 

The Action Plan contains a number of EU actions to which the Commission is committed 
during its mandate, until the end of 2024. Among other things, it promises to implement 
a strategy on the rights of the child and a European Child Guarantee, to set up a Europe-
an Platform against homelessness, and to adopt Council conclusions on minimum in-
come in 2022.
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8
EAPn-fin recommendations 

for poverty mitigation

Action plan for the reduction of poverty and exclusion,  
with a special focus on mitigating the impacts of the pandemic  
on the most vulnerable groups

Finland needs a comprehensive strategy and action plan for the reduction of poverty 
and inequality, one that addresses the problem of mitigating the effects of Covid-19 for 
the underprivileged. Poverty reduction calls for a purposeful social policy that improves 
the general employment situation and reduces long-term unemployment, raises the lev-
el of basic security, increases the supply of affordable rental housing, provides social and 
health services that take into account the most vulnerable groups, and ensures equal 
opportunities to education. As it is difficult to predict the consequences of the pandem-
ic for people in poverty and others who are in a vulnerable position, their situation needs 
to be monitored as a priority. Finland must set national poverty reduction targets as part 
of the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights.  

Basic social security must be raised to a level that guarantees  
a reasonable minimum standard of living

Basic social security must be sufficient for a decent standard of living. Its level should be 
gradually increased towards the minimum reasonable level defined in reference bud-
gets, while reducing the need for social assistance. This serves to prevent problems from 
accumulating and becoming more serious and chronic. Social security must be made 
more transparent and flexible so that it will better respond to the changing labour 
environ ment, reduce bureaucracy, enhance possibilities to find employment and enable 
the employment of people with only partial ability to work.
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Reform of social and health services is needed to  
narrow differences in health and wellbeing

Acts on the reform of the social and health care system were adopted in June 2021. Pri-
mary health care, social services and specialised health care will henceforth be provided 
by welfare regions.

Social and health services must be reformed to ensure the provision of high-quality 
treatment of all, regardless of income level. Well-functioning social and health services 
support life management and maintenance of work ability, and improve the individual’s 
possibilities of finding employment. Services for special underprivileged groups must be 
safeguarded, basic services must be strengthened and investments should be made in 
wellness and health promotion. The development of mental health and substance abuse 
services must be prioritised. Covid-19 has put great stress on the mental health of the 
population, and services in this area were insufficient even before the pandemic.

families with children need adequate income and services

It is vital in the present situation to invest in the welfare, basic services and benefits of 
children and young people in order to avert the threat of aggravated poverty among 
families with children and the trend towards inequality.

The poverty of families with children can be alleviated by adjusting the level of basic 
social security and family benefits, by keeping user fees at a reasonable level, by lower-
ing housing costs and by supporting parents’ opportunities for education and employ-
ment. Combating poverty of families with children requires both comprehensive univer-
sal services and targeted action. Child benefits must be index-linked, minimum daily al-
lowance levels must be increased, and child increases in benefits raised.

The consequences of poverty can be mitigated by, among other things, reinforcing the 
quality of basic education and the resources of student welfare services on all levels of 
education. Impacts of poverty can also be mitigated by ensuring that all children have 
opportunities for sports and hobbies and by ensuring access to services for families with 
children. One possibility for low-threshold support is to strengthen in-home services 
such as home-care help for families with children. All measures to support families with 
children need additional resources because of the damage caused by Covid-19.
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Customer-oriented services for the unemployed and  
larger appropriations for employment services

We need to provide equal employment services for all. These services must also be cli-
ent-friendly. Investment in active employment policy is needed, as are significant in-
creases in employment appropriations. The state must ensure the availability of suffi-
cient funds for the promotion of employment. The role of NGOs as producers of employ-
ment-promoting services and as providers of employment must be safeguarded, because 
they support those with the greatest difficulties in finding work and help them to get on 
the path to employment.

Access to education in all stages of life should be facilitated by extending opportunities 
for the unemployed to train themselves while receiving unemployment benefits.

People with disabilities and long-term illnesses  
should have access to the world of work

The Finnish service system has tended to grant people with disabilities a pension instead 
of looking at opportunities to find them work, paid employment in particular. We need 
to ensure that people with disabilities and long-term illnesses are provided equal oppor-
tunity to choose a profession, gain employment and participate in society, regardless of 
their limitations.

The cost of illness to the patient needs to be reduced

The cost of being ill must not undermine access to care. Reimbursement of medicine 
needs to be sufficient and client fees for services reasonable. Some social and health 
services must be entirely free of costs. Municipalities must implement the Act on Client 
Fees to set the fees at a reasonable level or leave them uncollected should they under-
mine the client’s ability to cope financially. Clients and staff alike need to be actively 
informed of this possibility.

The reform of the Act on Client Charges in Healthcare and Social Welfare must continue. 
The upper limits for services, travel and medical expenses must be combined into one 
unit in order to not exceed the amount of the guarantee pension. The separate maxi-
mum limits would nevertheless remain and would continue to be monitored. The system 
of maximum payments must be developed to ensure that people will automatically re-
ceive the benefits they are entitled to. The attainment of the maximum limit is currently 
monitored for each calendar year, which places a heavy burden on the early days of the 
year; this load must be lightened.
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The economic situation of carers must be improved

The economic situation of carers needs to be levelled, with special attention placed on 
working-age carers. Municipally operated systems tend to be nonegalitarian and must 
be dismantled. As part of the reform of social and health services, uniform criteria for 
granting support for family carers must be introduced throughout the country.

more support for affordable rental housing is needed

Support for affordable rental housing production is needed not only in the capital area 
but also in regional centres. A reasonable level of housing allowance must be ensured.

more economic and debt counselling must be provided,  
along with social lending 

digital inequality must be mitigated

The digitalisation of public and other services may increase social and health inequali-
ties. Those who benefit least from digital services are the economically, socially and 
health disadvantaged. Alternative channels for accessing information, advice and infor-
mation must be always available.

The authorities must do everything they can to ensure that as many people as possible 
can use digital services: they must develop user-friendly services, provide equipment, 
guidance, hands-on support, but also opportunities for accessing services by proxy be-
cause not everyone will be able to use digital services, for various reasons. 

Not everyone can afford a network connection and equipment. For example, discretion-
ary supplementary and preventive social assistance should be used to enable digital in-
clusion.
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