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Poverty before social transfers
The poverty rate before social transfers measures the propor-
tion of the Swiss population that would be affected by poverty 
if no social transfers were allocated. In Switzerland, these 
benefits can be seen to make a considerable contribution to 
reducing income poverty. This contribution, however, varies 
between population groups.

As in other welfare states, in Switzerland there are a number of 
social transfers which are intended to hedge financial risks and 
prevent poverty (see box on p.2). A comparison between the pov-
erty rates before and after social transfers enables conclusions to 
be made as to what extent these benefits contribute to reducing 
income poverty.  
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Percentage of persons in households receiving 
social transfers, total population G1

household receives social 
transfers in the narrow sense*
household only receives 
old-age or survivors' benefits

household receives 
no social transfers

62.6%
17.7%

19.7%

* Incl. persons who receive both social transfers in the narrow sense and old-age or survivors' 
 benefits. Results from a distribution of persons. Social transfers in the narrow sense cover all 
 social transfers excluding old-age or survivors' benefits (see box on p.2).
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In this paper we will examine how high the poverty rates in 
Switzerland would be without social transfers and among which 
groups these rates are most substantially reduced by social 
transfers. We are particularly interested in whether the structure 
of the population identified as poor is changed through the pay-
ment of these transfers.

Four out of five people live in households that 
receive social transfers

As many social transfers in Switzerland are allocated regardless 
of need, most households receive one or even several benefits : 
for around 80% of people, their household income includes at 
least one benefit (cf. G1). 

Even if only social transfers in the narrow sense1 are consid-
ered (excluding old-age and survivors’ benefits, see box on p.2), 
almost two thirds of persons still live in households that receive 
social transfers. This is particularly due to the fact that most 
households with children receive family allowances.  

1	 This designation is analogous to that used in the German report on poverty 
and wealth (cf. BMAS 2017).

The receipt of social transfers is greatly dependent on age: 
Among persons aged 65 and over, old-age and survivors’ 
benefits are predominant, while persons of working age 
are more likely to receive family allowances, benefits to 
prevent social exclusion or unemployment insurance daily 
allowances.

http://www.statistics.admin.ch
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Poverty is greatly reduced by social transfers

In the first instance, the comparison of poverty rates before and 
after social transfers shows that government redistribution can 
significantly reduce poverty in Switzerland (cf. G2). With the 
exclusion of all social transfers, almost one third of the Swiss 
population would be affected by poverty (30.1%)2. If only social 
transfers in the narrow sense are subtracted from income, the 
poverty rate falls to 15.9%. When all transfers have been taken 
into account it is ultimately 7.0%3. The percentage of income poor 
people in Switzerland is thus reduced by roughly 50% (exclud-
ing old-age benefits) to 75% (including old-age benefits) through 
social transfers.

Old-age benefits from old age and survivors' insurance (OASI4, 
1st pillar) and the occupational pension fund (BV, 2nd pillar) are 
by far the most important social transfers in the Swiss social 
security system. They are allocated regardless of need following 
the insurance principle : i.e. on reaching pension age they are paid 
out to all persons that have paid the necessary contributions.

2	 This is a theoretical consideration that works on the premise that all other fac-
tors remain unchanged. However, it should be assumed that omitting social 
transfers would also influence people’s behaviour. For example, presumably 
many people where possible would save more and/or work longer if they were 
not entitled to receive old-age benefits.

3	 This corresponds to the regular poverty rate according to the absolute poverty 
concept published by the FSO every year (cf. www.statistics.admin.ch R 

Look for statistics R Economic and social situation of the population R 
Social situation, well-being and poverty R Poverty and material deprivation 
R Poverty).

4	 OASI is the English abbreviation for old age and survivors' insurance. This in-
surance is often more widely recognised by the German, French and Italian 
abbreviations (AHV and AVS respectively) but OASI has been used for the 
sake of simplicity in this publication.

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

poverty rate (after social transfers)

Poverty rates before and after social transfers, 
total population G2

confidence interval (95%)

Social transfers in the narrow sense cover all social transfers excluding old-age or survivors' 
benefits (see box). Accordingly, in variant 1) old-age or survivors' benefits (incl. SB) are included in 
the household income and are not considered as social transfers. In variant 2) by contrast, all social 
transfers are deducted from the disposable household income.

© FSO 2017Source: FSO – Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2015,
 version 19.06.2017, without imputed rent

1)  poverty rate before social transfers 
 in the narrow sense (incl. SB)

2) poverty rate before all social transfers

7.0

15.9

30.1

What are social transfers?
Here social transfers are defined as social support for private 
households through state or private institutional units (state, 
canton, commune, church, NGOs etc.) (Eurostat 2016).

Social transfers in the narrow sense are benefits
–	� In the event of unemployment (unemployment insur-

ance daily allowances) ;
–	� For families/children (e.g. family allowances, alimony 

advances, supplementary benefits for families) ;
–	� In the event of illness and disability (e.g. sick-day 

benefits and invalidity pensions incl. supplementary 
benefits [SB]) ;

–	� For educational support (educational grants) ;
–	� For reduction of living costs (housing assistance) ;
–	� To prevent social exclusion (e.g. granting of reduced 

health insurance premiums, social assistance, benefits 
from other institutions [church, private relief funds, 
charitable organisations]).

Social transfers in a broader sense also include pension 
claims acquired through the payment of contributions 
–	� In old-age (1st and 2nd pillar old-age pensions, incl. SB) ;
–	� For survivors (1st and 2nd pillar survivors' pensions, 

incl. SB).

By contrast, alimony, other payments from private house-
holds and 3rd pillar pensions or voluntary life insurance are 
not considered as social transfers.

https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/wirtschaftliche-soziale-situation-bevoelkerung/soziale-situation-wohlbefinden-und-armut/armut-und-materielle-entbehrungen.html
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Coverage among the population is very high in particular in 
the case of OASI: the household income of 98% of persons 
aged 65 and over includes at least one OASI old-age benefit and 
in the case of just under half (47%) of persons this also includes 
an old-age benefit from the occupational pension fund. Such 
benefits usually make up most of the income of a person of pen-
sion age. Indeed, these are often the only substantial source of 
income for this age group6.

5	 By contrast, compulsory expenditure remains constant and is not adjusted to 
modified income, i.e. old-age pensions are subtracted from income, yet their 
taxation on the expenditure side is still to be deducted. Consequently, there is 
a tendency to overestimate poverty before social transfers. However, sensitiv-
ity analyses have shown that the impact of this is extremely limited and can 
therefore be ignored (cf. FSO 2017a).

6	 In 2015 almost three quarters of the household income of persons aged 65 
and over came from old-age benefits and around 20% from employment and 
property income on average. Survivors’ benefits were proportionately the 
second most important social transfer although they accounted for only 2% 
of household income. For almost one quarter of persons of this age group 
(22.5%), at least 99% of the household income came from old-age benefits.

In contrast, among persons of working age, old-age benefits 
play only a marginal role. They are only slightly more common 
among the 50–64 age group (cf. G3)7. Among the under 65 age 
group in contrast, social transfers in the narrow sense (e.g. family 
allowances, invalidity pensions, unemployment insurance daily 
allowances or social assistance8) are a priority. However, they 
are less important among persons aged 65 and over. On average, 
around 10% of the household income of persons aged between 
18 and 64 comes from such benefits.

Family allowances are by far the most frequently received so-
cial transfers in the narrow sense (45% of the overall population 
or 90% of households with at least one child under 25 years). 
However, in terms of amount this benefit is not very substantial. 
It is usually allocated as a supplement to income from employ-
ment and accounts for just under 5% of the total household 
income in the case of households with children. Around half of 
these households (47%) do not receive any further social trans-
fers in addition to family allowances.

In the case of around one quarter of the population, further 
benefits to prevent social exclusion (e.g. granting of reduced 
health insurance premiums or social assistance) are included in 
the household income, among 11% unemployment benefits and 
among 8% invalidity benefits. All other benefits only concern less 
than 5% of persons.

 

7	 Around 20% of 50–64-year olds lived in households claiming an old-age bene
fit in 2015. This mostly concerned women (pension age 63–64 years), early 
retirees and those who lived in the same household as an older person.

8	 Social assistance is almost exclusively claimed by persons under the age of 
65 years as it is generally replaced by benefits supplementary to old-age and 
survivors’ insurance on retirement.

In order to calculate the poverty rate, the poverty threshold 
is usually compared with the disposable household in-
come. This is calculated by totalling all household income 
components (including social transfers) and then subtract-
ing compulsory expenditure (taxes, deductions for social 
insurance, basic health insurance premiums, payments to 
other households etc.). Poverty is thus generally defined as 
poverty after social transfers, i.e. anyone who has an in-
come that is below the poverty threshold after consideration 
of all transfers and payments is deemed poor. The situation 
is therefore taken into consideration post-redistribution.
	 To examine to what extent social transfers contribute to 
fighting income poverty, hypothetical income before social 
transfers may also be calculated as an alternative. For this 
purpose, social transfers are subtracted from the dispos-
able income to give a disposable household income before 
social transfers5.
	 Two variants are calculated pursuant to European speci-
fications (Eurostat 2016) : disposable income before social 
transfers in the narrow sense (old-age and survivors’ bene
fits are still included as income) and disposable income 
before all social transfers (all social transfers are subtracted 
from the household income). By comparing these with the 
poverty threshold, a poverty rate before social transfers 
in the narrow sense and a poverty rate before all social 
transfers may then be calculated.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

0–17 years

18–24 years

25–49 years

50–64 years

97.4

83.1 1.8 15.1

68.0 1.7 30.3

51.4 14.5 34.1

17.4 82.1

household receives social transfers in the narrow sense*
household only receives old-age or survivors' benefits
household receives no social transfers

Percentage of persons in households receiving 
social transfers, by age group G3

© FSO 2017Source: FSO – Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2015, 
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* Incl. persons who receive both social transfers in the narrow sense and old-age or survivors' 
 benefits. Results from a distribution of persons. Social transfers in the narrow sense cover all 
 social transfers excluding old-age or survivors' benefits (see box on p.2).
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Four out of five people would be affected by 
poverty at retirement age without social transfers

As the receipt of social transfers varies considerably between 
persons of working age and those of retirement age, in this sec-
tion particular focus will be given to persons aged 65 and over.

Those who receive OASI benefits are entitled to supplemen-
tary benefits (SB), provided that they are able to demonstrate 
sufficient need. As SB to OASI are intended to prevent old-age 
poverty, we will analyse their impact separately by comparing 
the poverty threshold with an additional hypothetical variant of 
the disposable income. In this additional variant, only old-age and 
survivors’ benefits paid out regardless of need are counted as 
income. In actual terms, these are the 1st and 2nd pillar pen-
sions. SB to OASI, however, are excluded (cf. variant 1b in T1). 
Subsequently, their effect on poverty rates can be considered 
separately. 

The considerable importance of old-age benefits for persons 
aged 65 and over is reflected in particularly high poverty rates 
before social transfers : Excluding all social transfers, 84.6% 
of persons aged 65 and over would be in income poverty (cf. G4)9.

After all social transfers, the poverty rate of the older popula-
tion is 13.9%. Social transfers thus reduce the poverty rate by 
around 71 percentage points. Most of this decrease (91%) is 
apportioned to non means-tested old-age or survivor's benefits 
from the 1st and 2nd pillars (excl. SB). After these transfers, the 
poverty rate of persons aged 65 and over is still 20.3%. 

Accounting for 6% of the total decrease, the SB also make 
a substantial contribution to fighting old-age poverty and result 
in a further decrease of the poverty rate to 16.0%. In contrast, 
social transfers in the narrow sense (in particular invalidity pen-
sion and family benefits) have only a comparatively low impact 
on the poverty rate of persons aged 65 and over. They account 
for only 3% of the decrease.

9	 However, older persons are also more likely to have financial assets that may 
be used to finance daily needs. Therefore, income only partly reflects the 
financial means of this age group (cf. FSO 2014). 

Four poverty rate variants before social transfers� T1

Income components included in disposable 
household income:

Non-transfer income Non means-tested old-age  
or survivors' benefits (excl. SB)

Supplementary benefits 
for OASI (SB)

All other social 
transfers

poverty rate (after social transfers) X X X X

1a) �poverty rate before social transfers  
in the narrow sense (incl. SB) X X X

1b) �poverty rate before social transfers in the 
narrow sense (excl. SB) X X

2)	� poverty rate before all social transfers X

Source: FSO – own diagram� © FSO 2017

poverty rate (after social transfers)

Poverty rates before and after social transfers, 
persons aged 65 years and over G4

confidence interval (95%)

© FSO 2017Source: FSO – Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2015, 
 version 19.06.2017, without imputed rent

1a) poverty rate before social transfers 
 in the narrow sense (incl. SB) 

1b) poverty rate before social transfers 
 in the narrow sense (excl. SB)

2) poverty rate before all social transfers

All poverty rates are based on income and do not take into account any financial assets. In variant 
1a) old-age or survivors' benefits (incl. SB) are included in the household income and are not 
considered as social transfers. In variant 1b) by contrast, the SB are also deducted from income. 
In variant 2), all social transfers are deducted from the disposable household income.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

16.0

20.3

84.6

13.9

Without social transfers, around 85% of persons aged 65 
and over would be income poor. In many cases, 1st and 2nd 
pillar pensions are their only substantial source of income.
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Groups at risk are largely identical before and 
after social transfers

As old-age and survivors’ benefits play hardly any role among 
persons under the age of 65, we will only consider the poverty 
rate before social transfers in the narrow sense below (incl. SB, 
cf. variant 1a in T1). For this indicator, old-age and survivors’ ben-
efits (incl. SB) are the only social transfers counted as income.

Research into poverty has shown that a number of variables 
may affect the risk of poverty. Poverty rates may differ, e.g. typi-
cally by educational attainment, household type and household 
participation in the employment market. 

The main question discussed below is whether the same 
groups would be identified as particularly vulnerable without so-
cial transfers or whether shifts occur between the groups through 
the allocation of social transfers. Poverty rates before and after 
social transfers are thus compared by certain characteristics.

The first result is that the poverty rates of the various groups 
are influenced to different degrees by social transfers in the nar-
row sense (cf. G5) : While the poverty rate falls on average by 
around 56% through these benefits, among persons aged 65 and 
over it falls only by 13%. However, among couples with three or 
more children the decrease is more than 80%. Social transfers 
therefore do not have the same impact in fighting poverty among 
all groups of the population.

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50% 55% 60% 65% 70%

 total population

0–17 years
18–64 years

65 years and over

 women
 men

nationality: Swiss
Northern and Western Europe

Southern Europe
other countries

 compulsory education
 upper secondary level

 tertiary level

 individual under 65 years

 lone parent with at least 1 child under 18 years

couple with 3 or more children

 German/Romansh language region
 French language region
 Italian language region

 pensioners

poverty rate (after social transfers)

Poverty rates before and after social transfers, by different characteristics

confidence interval (95%)

G5

Both poverty rates are based on income and do not take into account any financial assets. In the case of the poverty rate before social transfers in the narrow sense, old-age or survivors' benefits (incl. SB) 
are included in the household income and are not considered as social transfers. The household variables are based on persons who live in households with these characteristics. The variables relating to 
the educational and labour market are only collected for persons aged 18 or over. All persons under the age of 25 who live with their father and/or mother are considered to be children. 

© FSO 2017Source: FSO – Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2015, version 19.06.2017, without imputed rent 

* This value is based on low case numbers and should therefore be interpreted with caution.

poverty rate before social transfers in the narrow sense (incl. SB)

couple without children, both partners under 65 years
 

couples with youngest child aged 0–3 years
couples with youngest child aged 4–12 years

couples with youngest child aged 13–17 years
 couple with 1 child

couple with 2 children

 employed persons
 unemployed persons*

 other persons without employment

 household without employed persons
 household with 1 employed person

 household with 2 employed persons
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For example, considerable differences can be seen before 
social transfers among foreign nationals by country of origin; 
these differences are reduced substantially by social transfers. 
For instance, excluding social transfers, more than one third 
(36.3%) of persons from “other countries”10 and around one quar-
ter (24.6%) of persons from Southern Europe would be affected 
by poverty. As a result of social transfers, the poverty rates fall 
to 11.7% and 8.9% respectively and no longer significantly differ 
from one another11.

Social transfers also reduce the impact of a person’s educa-
tional level on their risk of poverty. Although there are still consi-
derable differences after social transfers, among persons without 
post-compulsory education the poverty rate after social transfers 
is reduced far more substantially than it is among people with a 
tertiary diploma (decrease from 26.9% to 10.9% compared with a 
decrease from 9.4% to 5.4%). Persons who have only completed 
compulsory education often have a lower income meaning that 
social transfers account for a larger part of their household in-
come (14.0%) than is the case for persons who have completed 
upper secondary level (7.5%) or tertiary level education (5.3%).

Social transfers have a particularly strong influence on the 
poverty rates of households with minor children. Without social 
transfers, these households would have far higher poverty rates 
than comparable households without children. For example, lone 
mothers or fathers with children under 18 would be far more likely 
to experience income poverty (43.0%) than persons under the 
age of 65 who live alone (23.7%). Through social transfers, the 
value in both groups falls to 12.5%. This means that the trans-
fers help to compensate for the risk of poverty of these types 
of households12. However, these two groups have considerably 
higher poverty rates both before and after transfers than the 
population as a whole. 

 

Measured in terms of disposable income before social trans-
fers, poverty rates among couples with minor children are also 
considerably higher than for couples under 65 without children 
(7.7%), especially if the youngest child is under the age of three 
(18.7%) or three or more children live in the household (18.3%). 
After considering all social transfers, the poverty rates of per-
sons in couple households with and without children are virtually 
identical (3.6% and 3.5%). 

10	 This remaining category covers all persons who do not originate from 
Northern, Western or Southern Europe (cf. glossary). However, the actual 
composition of this category may vary quite substantially from year to year 
due to the sample size of the survey. In 2015 the following countries were 
most represented : Kosovo, Macedonia, Turkey, Serbia, Croatia and Sri Lanka.

11	 The confidence intervals of both values overlap (cf. G5).
12	 In addition to social transfers that account for around 23% of income in lone-

parent households, transfer payments from private households are also of 
relevance to this group (15%, e.g. alimony). According to Eurostat guidelines 
(2016), these however are not to be considered as social transfers.

In the case of households with minor children, social trans-
fers play a greater role in combating poverty than they do 
in comparable households without children.

The majority of couples with children (53%) only receive family 
allowances. As previously mentioned, these are only for small 
amounts. A further 33% were granted reduced health insurance 
premiums. For a substantial number of these households that 
are not considered to be affected by poverty after all transfers, 
their disposable household income is thus only marginally above 
the poverty threshold13.  

A person’s employment status is also another important influ-
encing factor. The poverty rate before social transfers of unem-
ployed persons registered the highest value of all groups consi-
dered with over 60%14. Through social transfers – these are 
mainly benefits from unemployment insurance (24% of the 
household income15), invalidity insurance (5%) and benefits to 
prevent social exclusion (9%) – the poverty rate of this group falls 
to 15.6% and no longer differs from that of pensioners and other 
persons without employment. Although this value is still consi-
derably higher than it is among the population as whole, the dif-
ferences are smaller. 

Social transfers in Switzerland therefore have a compensatory 
effect overall. Yet there are only minor changes in the structure 
of the population defined as poor. Although social transfers con-
siderably reduce the poverty rate in many groups, they are still 
more likely to be affected by income poverty even after transfers 
than the population as a whole.  

13	 These households are accordingly far more likely to be at risk of poverty than 
couples without children (cf. FSO 2017b, chapter 8.2).

14	 This value is based on low case numbers and should be interpreted with caution.
15	 This low value can be explained by the fact that only 70% of persons who 

were mostly unemployed in 2015 received unemployment benefits during 
this period and around half of these lived in households with at least one 
employed person.

Social transfers have a compensatory effect on the risk 
of poverty of the various groups. Yet the risk factors for 
poverty in Switzerland still remain largely unchanged both 
before and after social transfers.
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Many European countries show a similar 
pattern to Switzerland

To enable comparisons with other European countries, the Euro-
pean defined at-risk-of-poverty rate before social transfers is 
used. Pursuant to the Eurostat guidelines (2016), the at-risk-of-
poverty threshold set at 60% of the median equivalised disposa-
ble income  after social transfers is compared with both variants 
of disposable income before social transfers (cf. G 6). 

Switzerland is among the countries with the lowest at-risk-of-
poverty rate before all social transfers with 37.6% (after Iceland 
with 32.5%, the Czech Republic with 37.0% and Malta with 37.5%). 
However, without social transfers more than one in two residents 
would be at risk of poverty in Greece (52.9%) and Serbia (55.7%). 
These very high values overall confirm the importance of social 
transfers in European countries in hedging the social risks of age 
and death of family members. 

If old-age and survivors’ benefits are counted as income  
(at-risk-of-poverty rate before social transfers in the narrow 
sense), between 37.2% (Serbia) and 16.8% (Czech Republic) of 
European residents are at risk of poverty.

In general, social transfers tend to reduce the at-risk-of-
poverty rate considerably in all of the countries considered. The 
influence of social transfers is greatest in the Czech Republic 
where the at-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers is approx. 
75% lower than it is before all social transfers. In Scandinavia 
(except Sweden), the Netherlands and Hungary, it also falls by 
70% or more. In Switzerland the at-risk-of-poverty rate is reduced 
by 59% through social transfers. This corresponds roughly to the 
European average (61%). By contrast, in the Baltic states, Mace-
donia, Romania and Bulgaria, the at-risk-of-poverty rate falls by 
less than 50%.

In the majority of countries, most of the decrease can be ac-
counted for by old-age and survivors’ benefits. It is only in Ireland 
that social transfers in the narrow sense reduce the at-risk-of-
poverty rate far more considerably than old-age and survivors’ 
benefits. In Norway, Iceland and Denmark, the at-risk-of-poverty 
rate is roughly halved once again by social transfers in the nar-
row sense. By contrast, in Greece, Romania and Macedonia the 
rate is almost just as high before social transfers in the narrow 
sense as it is after social transfers. In Switzerland, social trans-
fers in the narrow sense make a larger than average contribution 
to reducing the at-risk-of-poverty rate. These account for 42% of 
the total decrease (EU-28: 32%).
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© FSO 2017Source: FSO – EU-SILC 2015, version 15.06.2017, without imputed rent

at-risk-of-poverty rate 
(after social transfers)
1) at-risk-of-poverty rate before so-
 cial transfers in the narrow sense 

2) at-risk-of-poverty rate before all
 social transfers

The at-risk-of-poverty threshold for all three indicators is set at 60% of the median equivalised disposable income after social transfers (not considering any financial assets). Social transfers in the narrow 
sense cover all social transfers excluding old-age or survivors' benefits (see box on p.2). Accordingly, in variant 1) old-age or survivors' benefits (incl. SB) are included in the household income and are not 
considered as social transfers. In variant 2) by contrast, all social transfers are deducted from the disposable household income.



FSO NEWS

8

Conclusions

The allocation of social transfers has a major influence on pov-
erty rates in Switzerland: depending on the indicator in question, 
they are reduced by around 50% (excluding old-age benefits) to 
75% (including old-age benefits). Therefore, in more than half of 
cases where household income would otherwise lie below the 
poverty threshold, social transfers bring these households above 
the threshold.

For persons aged 65 and over, old-age benefits have a partic-
ularly large impact. Without these benefits, more than four in five 
older persons would be income poor. Old-age benefits (incl. SB) 
are therefore by far the most important social transfers in the 
social security system. For this age group, other social transfers 
play only a marginal role.

By contrast, for younger people social transfers in the nar-
row sense (invalidity benefits, family allowances, benefits to 
prevent social exclusion (e.g. social assistance) and unemploy-
ment benefits) are of particular importance. For most groups the 
poverty rate is considerably reduced by such benefits. However, 
the structure of the population considered to be poor remains 
largely unchanged. Both before and after social transfers, the 
largest risk factors for poverty in Switzerland are a low level of 
school education and inadequate integration into labour market.

Only the poverty risk posed by the presence of children in the 
household can be evidently compensated for by social transfers. 
Without social transfers, lone-parent households and couple 
households with very young and/or several children would be 
far more likely to be affected by income poverty than individuals 
and couples without children. By contrast, after social transfers 
no differences can be found between households of working age 
with and without children. It should however be noted that the 
household incomes of many of these households lie only just 
above the poverty threshold meaning that in many cases their 
financial situation is therefore likely to remain difficult even after 
social transfers.

In European comparison, many countries show a similar 
pattern to Switzerland. For example, the at-risk-of-poverty rate 
is usually lowered more considerably by old-age and survivors’ 
benefits than by other social transfers. While the influence of the 
total social transfers in Switzerland on the at-risk-of-poverty rate 
is average, social transfers in the narrow sense play a slightly 
larger role than on European average.
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Survey on income and living conditions (SILC)
The present analysis is based on the survey SILC (Statistics 
on Income and Living Conditions) which is coordinated on 
a European basis with the annual participation of more 
than 30 countries. The purpose of the survey is to examine 
income distribution, poverty, social exclusion and living con-
ditions. In Switzerland, it is based on a sample of approxi-
mately 7500 households, i.e. more than 17 000 persons who 
are randomly selected from a sampling frame for the FSO's 
person and household surveys (SRPH). The reference popu-
lation is comprised of the permanent resident population 
living in private households (incl. non-permanent residents 
living in a household with at least one permanent resident). 
The income included in the 2015 SILC survey refers to the 
year 2014.
For further information please see www.silc.bfs.admin.ch

Accuracy of estimates
All estimates calculated on the basis of a sample are sub-
ject to a degree of uncertainty as only part of the population 
(sample) is used to estimate a characteristic of the overall 
population. This error margin can be quantified by calculat-
ing a 95% confidence interval which grows closer the more 
precise the results are. The term “confidence interval” ex-
presses that the true value of the overall population’s char-
acteristics is very likely (95% likely) to lie within the interval. 

The confidence interval is used to determine whether the 
observed differences are statistically significant. Example : 
The poverty rate before social transfers is 30.1% (± 0.8), the 
poverty rate after social transfers 7.0% (± 0.6). The confi-
dence intervals of these two rates are 29.3% to 30.9% and 
6.4% to 7.6% and do not overlap. The difference observed is 
therefore statistically significant.

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/2017/CES_30_Poverty_Switzerland.pdf
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/2017/CES_30_Poverty_Switzerland.pdf
https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/afb4601b-4e5c-4f40-86bb-0c3d0d94aa12/DOCSILC065%20operation%202015%20VERSION%2008-08-2016.pdf [12.07.2017]
https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/afb4601b-4e5c-4f40-86bb-0c3d0d94aa12/DOCSILC065%20operation%202015%20VERSION%2008-08-2016.pdf [12.07.2017]
https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/afb4601b-4e5c-4f40-86bb-0c3d0d94aa12/DOCSILC065%20operation%202015%20VERSION%2008-08-2016.pdf [12.07.2017]
www.silc.bfs.admin.ch
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Glossary

Employment status

Employed persons are all persons aged 18 or older who during 
the calendar year prior to the interview (= reference periods for 
income in the SILC) were mostly, i.e. for at least half of all months, 
either employed or self-employed. During the same period, un-
employed persons were mostly jobseekers or retired pensioners. 
Persons in training, persons who are not able to work and other 
persons who are not professionally active are classified as other 
economically inactive persons. The person’s self-assessment 
is authoritative.

Income

The gross household income includes all income from all of the 
members of a private household (income from employment and 
self-employment, pensions and social transfers, income from 
property, alimony and other maintenance payments from other 
households). However, it does not include any financial assets. 
The income included in the 2015 SILC survey refers to the year 
2014.

The disposable household income is calculated by subtract-
ing compulsory expenditure from the gross household income. 
Compulsory expenditure includes social insurance contributions, 
taxes, basic health insurance premiums, alimony and other main-
tenance payments.

The disposable equivalised income is calculated on the 
basis of the disposable household income, taking into account 
the size and composition of households. The oldest member of 
the household is given a weighting of 1, every other person aged 
14 or over is weighted 0.5 and every child under the age of 14 
is weighted 0.3 (OECD-modified scale). This allows for savings 
which result from the communal economic activity of a house-
hold with several persons.

Median

The median or central value divides the observation values clas-
sified by size into two equally sized halves. One half of the values 
is above the median, the other half below. 

Nationality

Switzerland: All persons with Swiss nationality (including per-
sons holding more than one nationality)

Northern and Western Europe: Nationals of the following coun-
tries : Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Great 
Britain, Iceland, Ireland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Monaco, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden

Southern Europe: Nationals of the following countries : Andorra, 
Greece, Italy, Portugal, San Marino, Spain, Vatican

Other countries: all persons who do not hold any of the na-
tionalities specified above

Poverty

There are two approaches for defining monetary poverty : the 
absolute and the relative approach. Both concepts are based on 
income only and do not take into account any financial assets 
(income poverty).

The poverty rate is based on an “absolute” threshold : Peo-
ple are considered to be poor if they do not have the financial 
means to buy goods and services that are necessary for a so-
cially integrated life. The poverty rate thus serves as a foundation 
for the evaluation of social policy. The poverty threshold used 
is based on the social subsistence level. It consists of a fixed 
amount to cover living expenses, individual housing costs as well 
as CHF 100 per month per person aged 16 or over for additional 
expenses. In 2015, the poverty threshold on average was around 
CHF 2239 per month for a single person and around CHF 3984 
for two adults with two children.

The at-risk-of-poverty rate is based on a “relative” threshold : 
People are considered to be at risk of poverty if they have an 
equivalised disposable income that is considerably below the 
standard income level in the country concerned. Thus poverty is 
seen as a form of inequality. By convention, the European Union 
has set the at-risk-of-poverty threshold at 60% of the median 
disposable equivalised income (OECD: 50%).

Further information

www.statistics.admin.ch R Look for statistics R Economic and 
social situation of the population R Social situation, well-being 
and poverty R Poverty and material deprivation R Poverty be-
fore social transfers

https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/wirtschaftliche-soziale-situation-bevoelkerung/soziale-situation-wohlbefinden-und-armut/armut-und-materielle-entbehrungen.html
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