
A Game Changer in Dutch Social Policy? 

A New Orshansky-Inspired Approach to Measuring Poverty

Safety net– Recommendations Dutch Committee “Sociaal Minimum”

Koen Caminada

1

Foundation for International Studies on Social Security

June 4-6th, 2025

Sigtuna, Sweden



Introduction

Koen Caminada, Professor of Empirical Analysis of Social 

and Tax Policy

Dean Faculty of Governance & Global Affairs, Leiden University

Board of Directors Una Europa (alliance of 11 European universities)

Relationship research/policy
• Member Committee Social Minimum

• Member Committee Income Tax & Allowances / Tax Estimates

• Academic Partner Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis

• Governor Foundation of International Studies on Social Security

Research: international comparison of income (re)distribution and poverty based on large 

datasets (teamwork)

URL via: www.economie.leidenuniv.nl

http://www.economie.leidenuniv.nl/


Setting the scene 1: People at risk of poverty (%), EU27, 2005 and 2024 
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Targeting effect of social expenditure on poverty 
reduction in the EU22
Pensions are included in social transfers; gross public social expenditure excluding Health

Source: Caminada & Goudswaard (forthcoming)

Targeting effect T/B-
systems

Targeting = (Arop pre 
– Arop post) / social 
expenditure % GDP

T/B-systems became 
less effective in poverty 
reduction



Setting the scene 2: Individuals struggling to make ends meet, 2018-2023
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Forecast ---------------------------------------------------- Outcome



Lead-up to Establishment Commission Social Minimum

2022: Growing concern about the adequacy of the social safety net.

Rising cost of living: Prices for energy, housing, and groceries were rapidly increasing, 
largely due to the energy crisis following the war in Ukraine and general inflation.

Inadequate social safety net: Widespread criticism that minimum wage, welfare, and 
allowance systems (housing and healthcare) were insufficient to cover basic needs.

Poverty and debt issues: More people were falling into poverty or struggling with debt.

Erosion of trust in government: Scandals - childcare allowance affair - had severely 
damaged public trust in government.

Political and social calls to reassess what constitutes a dignified standard of living in the 
Netherlands → the government established the Commission to independently determine 
what people need at a minimum to live with dignity and participate fully in society.



Social insurance and Safety Net in the Netherlands
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Sociaal Minimum = Social safety net

Consists of non-contributory assistance 
existing to improve lives of vulnerable 
families and individuals experiencing 
poverty and destitution. 

• Welfare benefits – Bijstand

• Allowances for Housing, Heath Care and 
Children – Toeslagen

• Social participationAllowances for Housing, Heath Care and Children



Commissie sociaal minimum
Koen Caminada 8

Een zeker bestaan 

Naar een toekomstbestendig 
stelsel van het sociaal minimum

Assignment:

What do different household types 
need to make ends meet and to 
participate in society?

System of social minimum



Paradigm shifts

• From income approach (and linkages)→ expenditure based on reference budgets

• From system world→ people’s actual experience

Meanwhile: Social & Cultural Planning Bureau, Nibud and Statistics Netherlands 

(CBS) were working on a new poverty definition based on the principles of

Commissie Sociaal Minimum→ results to be presented

From five different ways to one unique poverty line → SCP, Nibud, CBS and CPB 

agreed-upon a new measurement method which they all continue to use!!!!



Reason for setting up the Committee

• Growing societal concern about whether the social safety net is sufficient → do 

people depending on minimum incomes (welfare recipients / minimum wage 

earners) make ends meet?

• Rising costs of living (energy, rent, and food).

• Reports from Nibud showing that social minimum often falls short

• Political pressure from Parliament to define the minimum standard of living more 

objectively → based on actual living expenses and societal expectations.

• Ambition from Parliament to reduce (child) poverty: 1 million!

Goal: deliver an academic based recommendation on what people minimally need 

to be able to participate fully in society.



Subsistence security (Bestaanszekerheid) and financial security

• Constitution: 
government offers  
security to citizens

• Subsistence security 
touches on many topics 
(see figure) 

• System social minimum 
and Safety Net are aimed 
at financial subsistence 
security

• Sufficient income for 
basic needs, social 
participation and to cope 
with setbacks

Subsistence security

Financial security

Healthy social 
relations

Position on 
labor market

Equal 
opportunity in 

education

Good health

Suitable 
housing

Meaningfulness

Sufficient income to meet 
basic needs for livelihood

Goals system 
social minimum

Broad definition as 
followed by the 

committee “Sociaal
Minimum” Sufficient financial 

buffers to absorb 
setbacks

Dealing with 
debts

Sufficient income 
for social 

participation



Living with a constant lack of money 
has major consequences:

• Personal

• Social
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Consequences of a lack of  
subsistence security



Assessment framework

3 goals system

Income protection

Social participation

Employment & 
Activation

4 criteria (conditions) system

Predictability

Accessibility

Enforceability

Sustainability



Key message of the two reports

“Level of Sociaal Minimum needs to be raised, and the system 

needs to be more predictable and accessible."



Low-income threshold (CBS), Not-much-but-sufficient-
criterion (SCP) and AROP (Eurostat)

• CBS: represents a fixed purchasing power level since 1979 and is adjusted annually for 

inflation.

• SCP: households live in poverty when lack of means to access of goods and services that are 

considered to be necessities in society. Based on reference budgets (SCP with Nibud). 

Minimum necessary items: gas, electricity, water and food. In addition, a budget for social 

participation and leisure expenditure.

• Eurostat: At-Risk-Of-Poverty assumes relative poverty and measures the number of people 

below an income threshold of 60% median equivalized disposable income in a country.

Amount per month, 2022 CBS SCP Eurostat

Adult 1.200 1.460 1.272

Couple 1.690 2.001

Couple with two minors 2.300 2.702

Single with two minors 1.830 2.176



Dutch poverty according to several common 
definitions, 1985-2031
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Mostly metropolitan issue (The Hague and Rotterdam)



Summary Recommendations Committee Sociaal Minimum



Increase disposable income
Increase amounts of schemes children

• Committee has set standards for the level of social 
minimum

• Based on minimum necessary expenditure: innovative 
approach (paradigm shift)

• Minimum budget approach Nibud

• Flex budget (top-up), intended for minor setbacks

• The Commission has assessed the extent to which 
current income complies with the standards: balance of 
income and expenditure
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Minimum reference budget approach Nibud

• Minimum budget as a basis for standards for social 
minimum

• 30 different items of expenditure

• Four sections:
1. Fixed costs (see table on the right)

2. Reservation expenses (such as clothing, household 
appliances, health care deductibles)

3. Household expenses (such as weekly groceries, cleaning 
products, etc.)

4. Social participation (such as membership of a sports club, 
recreation, visiting or receiving visitors)

• Academic approach - tested in practice (focus groups)

• Internationally recognized method

• Yields a total of minimum expenses per household type
20

#children 0            1           2            3 

Age children - 8         8/11    11/13/
y/o        y/o     15 y/o

Social assistance
single 

EXPENSES

rent (average for <120% social 

minimum)

energy

water

local taxes

telephone, television, internet

health insurance

other insurances

education

childcare 

contributions & subscriptions

transit

living expenses other

payment obligations

Fixed costs



4-6-2025

#children 0           1            2            3 0             1           2            3            0           0 

Age children - 8         8/11    11/13/      - 8        8/11    11/13/      - -
y/o        y/o     15 y/o                   y/o      y/o     15 y/o 

Social assistance
single (S)

Social assistance
couple (C)

Pensions

S          C

EXPENSES

Fixed costs

Reserved expenses

rent (average for 
<120% social minimum)
energy

water

local taxes

telephone, television, internet

health insurance

other insurances

education

childcare 

contributions & subscriptions

transit

living expenses other

payment obligations

clothing 

furniture

maintenance house

self-care products

personal contribution 
health insurance

EXPENSES

Household expenses

Social participation

Total necessary
expenses

visiting/ receiving visitors

transport

contributions & 
subscriptions

Leisure activities

food

laundry & cleaning products

self-care products

pets

smoking

diverse
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BALANCE OF INCOME AND EXPENSES

Total income

Monthly balance

Income

minimal benefit, including 
holiday fee

healthcare allowance

rent allowance

child allowance

child-related budget

Energy allowance

contribution from local schemes 
(below-average municipalities)

effect abolishing incidental 
policy

effect rent decrease through 
rent allowance

Expense norm for adequate social minimum

Nibud-expenses

effect rental policy

Flexbudget 6%

Norm: expenses for adequate 
social minimum

Monthly balance, % of income 



Balance of income and expenditure per month: many 
households fall short
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• Many household types 

fall short

• Couples face higher 

deficits compared tot  

singles

• Shortages mainly among 

households with children

• Greater deficit when 

there are more children

• Greater deficit when 

there are older children

• For PAYGO AOW: social 

minimum is sufficient

Scenario 1: flex budget 6 percent in a below-average municipality



Increase disposable income
Increase amounts schemes for children

• Committee has set standards for the social minimum

• Disposable income is too low, so it has to go up

• Commission prefers secured income to uncertain 
income

Recommendation

• Increase minimum wage and welfare benefits (housing 
allowance)

• Increase child benefits and child allowance
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Recalibrate social minimum each four 
years

• Periodic recalibration is necessary to maintain income 
in the future

Recommendation

• Legislate that the government recalibrates every 4 
years
• Independent committee of experts

• Updating the Commission's analysis (not reinventing the 
wheel every time)
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Accept that higher social benefits reduce 
incentives to work

• Current poverty trap
• Finding a job sometimes leads to little or no income growth

• Higher social minimum makes work less attractive

• Inevitable trade-off:
• Income support
• Incentives to work 
• Sound public finances

Recommendation

• Accept less incentives to work
• Increase welfare benefits, because income levels are too low
• Fits in with reciprocity
• Counteracting the effect with good policy
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Accept that higher income protection comes at the expense of 
labor market incentives

No easy solutions. Labor 
market incentives deteriorate 
with higher benefits.

However:

1. People lose income from 
benefits to work.

2. Many people are not 
allowed or unable to work 
because of immigration 
policies/asylum; work 
restrictions. 

3. Legal Minimum Wage is 
currently too low to pay 
for groceries.
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Change of income in a job after leaving welfare benefits (euro per working hour)



Share of income from welfare benefits and allowances for low-
income households



Ensure smooth transitions from 
benefits to work
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• Over fixation on financial incentives for activation
• Stricter rules on the right to welfare benefits

• Sanctions and fraud prevention

• May lead to more work, but also to stress and uncertainty

• Rebalancing societal view: an unrealistic view of human beings

• In addition: cuts reintegration budgets

Recommendation

• Smooth transitions from benefits to work
• Relax regulation for additional income from work

• Provide more security in the event of a relapse into benefits

• Sufficient space and resources for appropriate guidance:
• Among other things, more budget and more room for experiments

• Realistic view of people’s behavior
• Guidance to work where possible

• Sometimes sheltered work / social participation is more appropriate



Arrange income protection at national level
Restore balance between central 
government and municipalities

30

• The central government has assigned more and more 
tasks to municipalities

• Differences between municipalities have become too 
large
• Where someone lives can make up to hundreds of euros a 

month difference

Recommendation

• Back to normal: national schemes should be sufficient 
for most people

• Do nationally what can be done at the national level
• E.g. school laptops or group health insurance

• Harmonize conditions for local schemes
• Similar cases are treated equally

• Be cautious about new tasks for municipalities



Value of local schemes

• Municipalities play an important role in income support
• Remission of local charges
• Discounted group health insurance (municipal policy)
• Income supplement for people living on welfare benefits for a long time
• Child Packages
• Schemes to promote social participation
• ...

• Value of local schemes difficult to measure (in-kind benefits)
• It is not always possible to express in money
• Heterogeneity between municipalities

• Value of local schemes→ scenarios via 17 municipalities with 
minimum income packages

1. Below average municipalities → lowest value 17 municipalities
2. Average municipalities→ average value 17 municipalities
3. Above-average municipalities→ highest value 17 municipalities



Distribution of minimum income packages in 17 municipalities 
for ten example households (euros per month)



Value in euro per month of local schemes and thresholds (as % 
of social minimum) in 17 municipalities, for a couple with two 
children aged 8 and 13



Strengthen the position of children
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• Families with children face most often short of money

• Children may bear the brunt of parents' behavior

• Money for children does not always end up with 
children

Recommendation

• Strengthen income position of families with children
• Increase child benefit and/or child allowances

• Participation schemes (e.g. for sports and school activities)

• Strengthen legal position of children
• Parents who do not comply with the maintenance obligation

• Right to basic services (energy, water)

• (conditional) independent right to income support



Personal note: Achieving goal reduction of child poverty requires 
much stronger policies

Source: Caminada & Goudswaard (2023), Beoogde 
vermindering van kinderarmoede vergt steviger beleid, 
Economisch Statistische Berichten
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The Netherlands is an outlier level of child benefits

• Widely supported amendment Parlement to reduce child poverty

• Miljoenennota→ approximately 2 billion euros in purchasing power support for lowest 
incomes (for all households), including an additional 1 billion euros for child schemes

• Hence significantly less money than the 3 billion euros needed to achieve the 
government's target of halving child poverty
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Recommendations report II 
Reform of system allowances
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• System of allowances is complicated and leads to 
unpredictable outcomes

• Allowances lead to chargebacks and non-take-up, with 
all the consequences that entails

Recommendation

• Work on a reform of the system

• Four guiding principles:
1. Focus on providing income protection and security upfront
2. Provide political guidance to the process to break the vicious 

circle of stagnation
3. Look beyond financial efficiency
4. Make sure that the preconditions for a system change are in 

order (such as budget, implementation capacity)



Options to improve social minimum households – short term

• Increase welfare benefits and income kids

• In the medium to long term, system adjustments are obvious

• Problem too urgent to wait for that

• In the short term, only existing instruments are available

• Existing instruments have advantages and disadvantages
• Raising minimum wage puts a firmer floor on the income protection 

structure, but is relatively expensive and leads to fewer jobs
• Increase welfare benefits is more targeted, but increases the poverty 

trap
• Increases welfare benefits and minimum wage may not be introduced 

as of 2024
• Housing allowance reaches many people below the poverty line, but is 

uncertain income that can be retransferred
• Child benefit is simple, child-related budget is more targeted
• etc.
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Recommendation Committee Sociaal Minimum (short term)

Secure income above uncertain income

1. Increase minimum wage and welfare benefits (housing allowance)

2. Increase child benefit and/or child allowance

3. Reduce non-take-up

(a) increase minimum wage and (b) increase child arrangements also benefit 

lower and upper middle groups→ contributes to support for proposals

Two example packages to solve the monthly deficit of low-income households
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Sample Pack 1
Scenario 1: flex budget 6% in a 
below-average municipality

• Welfare benefits +7.4%

• Minimum wage (partially 
linked) +7.0%

• Increase child allowance

• Increase child benefit

Budget: 6.2 billion euros 
(including 3 billion euros in 
child schemes)

Monthly improvement in 
disposable household income→

Package 1 (6.2 billion euro)

Effect +7,4% increase social 
assistance

Effect +7,4% increase social 
assistance (partially 
disconnected)

Effect increase child-related 
budget 

Effect increase child allowance

Household balance without 
policies (flexbudget 6%, 
below-average municipality)

Household balance after 
policies

improvement in monthly 
disposable household income

improvement disposable 
household income as a % of 
income national policies
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• Housing allowance +149 
euros per month

• Increase child allowance

Budget: 6.0 billion euros

Monthly improvement in 
disposable household 
income→

Sample Pack 2
Scenario 1: flex budget 6% in a 
below-average municipality

Package 2 (6.0 billion euro)

Household balance 
without policies 
(flexbudget 6%, below-
average municipality)

Effect increase rent 
allowance +149 euro

Effect increase child-related 
budget

Household balance after 
policies

Improvement in monthly 
disposable household 
income
Improvement disposable 
household income as a % 
of income national 
policies



New Poverty Line: Poverty intensity – who will fall short most
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New Poverty Line: # people with relatively low poverty intensity 
decreases, while # people with a high intensity is constant
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New Poverty Line: missing element - flex budget 6 percent

Why a Flexbudget Is Essential
• Minimum budget assumes an ideal 

world:
• Perfect money management
• Full access to all benefits
• No unexpected or unavoidable 

expenses

Reality is different → a flexbudget is 
crucial: it provides a buffer for setbacks 
and protects people from falling below 
the minimum standard of living.



Concluding remarks

• Luck of momentum

• Great team → connection to government bodies SCP, CBS, CPB and Nibud

• Now: one definition and method of measuring poverty 

• Higher welfare benefits, minimum wage, housing allowance and child allowance

• Les income poverty → less incentives to work: poverty trap increased

• To Do: 

❖ Reform system of allowances

❖ Take child poverty more seriously

❖ Implement best-practices other countries

❖ Ensure smooth transitions from benefits to work
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