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Abstract
In Europe, reference budgets are increasingly recognised as a helpful tool for policy making
and monitoring. If developed in a cross-country comparable way, reference budgets
could, in addition, prove to be useful for cross-national learning and contextualising
the EU social indicators. However, current reference budgets are not comparable
across countries. In this article we report on the irst results of a concerted efort to
construct comparable reference budgets for adequate social participation in Antwerp,
Athens, Barcelona, Budapest, Helsinki and Milan. We start from a single theoretical
and methodological framework and carefully track diferences in institutional settings,
climate, culture, and the availability and prices of goods and services that justify crosscountry variations in the contents and levels of reference budgets. Results indicate that
adequate social participation requires access to diferent goods and services in the six
cities, but that, at the same time, the needs to be fulilled are rather similar, such that
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the variation in the level of reference budgets is less than what would be expected on the
basis of diferences in median household incomes. Results also show that constructing
comparable reference budgets requires substantial and intensive coordination. We
suggest directions in which our approach to their construction could be improved.
Keywords: adequacy; budget standards; comparability; minimum income; reference
budgets; social participation

1.

INTRODUCTION

Reference budgets are illustrative priced baskets of goods and services that represent a
given living standard (cf. Bradshaw 1993; Bradshaw and Mayhew 2011). A number of EU
countries have developed reference budgets which measure the cost of a list of core items
required for a socially acceptable standard of living within a particular country (e.g.
Collins et al. 2012; Davis et al. 2012; Hof et al. 2010; Kemmetmüller and Leitner 2009;
Konsument Verket 2009; Lehtinen et al. 2011; McKay et al. 2012; Preusse 2012; Statens
Institutt for forbruksforsking 2011; Storms and Van den Bosch 2009b; Vassileva 2009).
In practice, reference budgets are mainly used to deine a decent living standard and this
implies that they can be used for a variety of purposes, among which the most important
are: determining additional income support, settling income maintenance levels, debt
rescheduling, inancial education, proposing alternative methods for calculating credit
scores, and assessing the adequacy of (minimal) wages and beneits. If developed in a
cross-country comparable way, reference budgets could in addition help to contextualise
EU social indicators of income poverty and inancial stress, to monitor the adequacy of
minimum income protection schemes in a range of countries and to facilitate crossnational learning in order to design more efective minimum income support measures.
Unfortunately, until now existing reference budgets have not been directly comparable
across countries due to substantial diferences in objectives and methodology (Storms et
al. 2014). It is, therefore, diicult to use them in a European context.
In the European project ImPRovE, researchers in six European countries
(Belgium, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Italy, and Spain) examined the feasibility of
developing cross-country comparable reference budgets on the basis of a common
theoretical and methodological framework. In a previous paper, we have outlined
our own theoretical and methodological framework for developing cross-country
comparable reference budgets (Storms et al. 2013). To the best of our knowledge, this
is the irst attempt to construct comparable reference budgets in a single concerted
efort in Europe. In this paper, we present the irst of our results regarding the content,
level and comparability of reference budgets developed using this framework, for
people living in relatively large cities in the six aforementioned countries (Antwerp,
Athens, Barcelona, Budapest, Helsinki and Milan). he selected countries vary greatly
in GDP per capita and the size and structure of their welfare state. We discuss in some
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detail the similarities and dissimilarities between budgets across countries and try to
explain them. We conclude with a discussion of the lessons learned.
We develop reference budgets which relect the minimum inancial resources
needed for adequate social participation. In doing this, we are not attempting to claim
that the developed baskets of goods and services necessarily relect a ‘consensus in
society’. Rather, we stress the importance of carefully explaining the reasons behind
the selection of particular items for inclusion in the baskets or their omission, and
the importance of using the best evidence available to ind out what constitutes the
minimum required for adequate social participation, building on a wide range of data
sources. In this way, reference budgets can become a consensus-building instrument
regarding the minimum resources required for adequate social participation.
he paper is organised as follows: irst we explain the targeted living standard
to which the reference budgets should correspond and the target population and
model families for which the budgets have been developed. Subsequently, we deine
more precisely what we mean by cross-country comparability, explain the particular
approach we have chosen and discuss its limitations. Next, we describe the method
we followed in more detail, before elaborating on the principles that have guided the
development of the various ‘baskets’ of goods and services for a range of ‘intermediary
needs’ that are required in order to participate adequately in society. Finally, we present
the content and level of the resulting reference budgets and explain the reasons for the
cross-national variations we have identiied. We conclude with a discussion of the
lessons learned and the directions in which our approach for constructing comparable
reference budgets could be improved.

2.

KEY CHOICES

Self-evidently, for constructing comparable reference budgets, the targeted living
standard should be deined in exactly the same way in all Member States. he targeted
living standard in the ImPRovE project corresponds to the minimum inancial
resources required to participate adequately in society. Adequate social participation
is deined as the ability of people to adequately fuli l the various social roles they
should be able to take on as members of society. With regard to the minimum required
inancial resources, it is important to note that we focus on out-of-pocket payments
made by private households, in addition to what they may already be paying through
taxes and social contributions. In other words, we look for the minimum required
disposable household income, taking account of subsidised goods and services on
which people can rely.
Within this project, the target population is deined as persons of economically
active age and children, living in an urban environment (Antwerp, Athens, Barcelona,
Budapest, Helsinki and Milan). Given that required goods and services depend
heavily on speciic living circumstances, fully-speciied reference budgets can only
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be constructed for speciic hypothetical model family types. he number of model
families developed within this pilot project is restricted to four. he family types are:
–
–
–
–

A single person
A single parent with one child
A couple without children
A couple with two children

he adults are assumed to be of working age (of about 40 years old). he child of the
single parent household is taken to be a boy of about 10 years old, and the children of
the fourth household type are a boy of about 10 years old and a girl of about 14 years
old. In Finland researchers made use of the results from some previous work and
assumed, for this reason, that the second child of the couple with two children was 4
rather than 14 years old.
Furthermore, we make the following assumptions:
– Health: all household members are in good health. he reason for this assumption
is not so much that this is the most common health condition (that is debatable),
but rather that costs for health care vary enormously depending on the kind and
severity of health problems, each having diferent implications for the needs of
the person afected. herefore, assuming people are in good health ofers a good
starting point for comparative analysis.
– Competences: family members are well-informed persons, having the necessary
competences to be self-reliant and to make the right decisions with regard to
their health and safety, able to act economically (they know their social rights
and how to access public goods and services, able to compare prices and buy the
products with best value for money and able to cook economically and healthily
with suicient variation, etc.).
– Government-provided goods and services: we start from actual provision and
actual prices, insofar these are accessible for low-income households.
Finally, we develop long-term reference budgets that should give people access to the
targeted living standard for an indeterminate period of time. In other words, the
reference budgets include some room for saving in order to gradually replace durables
and being able to cover large one-of or annual costs. his implies that we assume
that the reference households are an ‘on-going concern’: that they have access to all
goods and services that are included in the reference budgets at the time when they
start living on a budget at the level of the reference budgets. In other words, if a young
person without any assets moves out to start a new family, the reference budgets
would not suice for covering the initial cost of buying all necessary durables at once.
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From these assumptions, it will be clear that the reference budgets are set at
the level of the minimum inancial resources required to participate adequately in
society. In real-life situations, more resources will usually be needed because people’s
budgeting capacities are not always optimal, resources are not always spent in the
most optimal or economic way, and people are more oten confronted with diseases
or lack the information that we had access to in constructing reference budgets.
hese assumptions should ensure that the reference budgets are not subject to the
critique that they are ‘too high’ when using them as a benchmark for assessing the
adequacy of incomes (cf. Rowntree 2000 [1901]). Also, the concept of ‘adequate social
participation’, will always remain to some extent elusive when it is translated into a
concrete priced list of goods and services. In our view, the assumptions stated above
help to narrow down the degree of elusiveness. When working with reference budgets
in concrete cases, they need to be adapted (increased) to be suicient for more realistic
real life situations. Finally, the reference budgets developed in this project could ofer
a useful starting point for constructing reference budgets based on a less restrictive set
of assumptions (e.g. regarding the health status of household members, the family’s
living environment (e.g. rural rather than urban), their competences and access to
information, or the household composition).

3.

CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARABILITY1

3.1.

A DEFINITION OF CROSS-COUNTRY COMPARABILITY

In order to relect upon the cross-country comparability of social indicators in general,
and reference budgets in particular, it is useful to deine more precisely what we mean
by cross-country comparability. We consider it helpful to make a distinction between
procedural comparability and substantive comparability. Procedural comparability
means that the same procedures are implemented for measuring a phenomenon or
characteristic in diferent instances – diferent times or diferent places. Procedural
comparability does not necessarily imply comparability in a substantive sense, which
means that the same phenomenon is captured similarly in diferent social contexts. To
assess whether that is the case requires a criterion that is separate from the procedures
used, which is oten not available, or is too vague to be of much use. If a criterion for
assessing substantive comparability is lacking, procedural comparability can be the only
guiding principle that can be used to construct an indicator for comparing countries.
For the purposes set forth in this paper, we deine substantive cross-country
comparability as a situation in which, at the level of the reference budgets, needs
for social participation are satisied at a similar level. his deinition implies that
the reference budgets should be sensitive to the local context, in order to relect
cross-country variations in the goods and services that are needed as a minimum
1

For a more extensive discussion, see T. Goedemé, B. Storms and K. Van den Bosch (forthcoming).
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for fuli lling the needs related to adequate social participation, and their associated
costs for households. At the same time, this deinition requires that reference budgets
should not difer between countries for any other reasons than those related to
relevant diferences in the local context. In other words, they may not vary as a result
of diferences in deinition and interpretation of the targeted living standard, the
methodology and procedures used to develop the reference budgets or, as a result of
the simple fact of research teams working independently. he latter point is important,
given (1) the inevitably elusive character of the targeted living standard; and (2) the
general lack of robustness of a range of information sources and procedures oten
used to construct reference budgets (see Storms et al. (2014) for an overview).
In our view, a perhaps more practical deinition of substantive cross-national
comparability deines it as a situation in which diferences between reference budgets
are limited to those emanating from cross-country variations in: institutional context;
climate and geographical conditions; culture; and the availability, quality and price of
goods and services. We briely elaborate on each of these dimensions, even though we
are well aware they overlap to some extent.
i. Institutional diferences. hese include the availability of publicly-provided goods
and services, public guidelines, and any obligations imposed by the government, as
well as the way the economy and social life are organised. Examples of the former
are typically found in health care, education, child care, social housing and public
transport. In addition, institutional diferences relate to requirements imposed on,
or expected from citizens. Examples of obligations imposed by the government
are requirements for inding work, e.g. the maximum time or distance for travel to
work, or health care, e.g. required vaccinations.
ii. Climate and geographical conditions. First, depending on the climate, clothing
requirements may difer. Since all EU countries experience both cold and warm
periods, though to diferent degrees, this will afect the proportion of warm vs. light
clothing. Next, the climate will be particularly important for the costs of heating
and related items (e.g. insulation). Further, geographical conditions may afect
transportation options. In some countries, cycling may be a realistic option, while
in other countries or cities, hills, as well as traic conditions, may preclude this.
iii. Culture. Social expectations regarding the roles that people should be able to
play can be expected to difer in important respects cross-nationally. Also, due to
cultural habits, persons and households in diferent countries may meet the same
needs with diferent culturally-determined goods and services.
iv. Availability, quality and price. Cultural preferences, economic development and
the purchasing power of populations may all have an impact on the supply of
certain goods and services on the market. It goes without saying that prices vary
substantially between countries as well. What may be the most economical choice
in one country, may be not so economical in another. In all countries, though, the
most cost-eicient choice should guide the selection of goods and services.
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One may wonder whether other factors such as cross-country diferences in living
standards or economic development should be included. We think that they should
not be, or if they are, only implicitly. We consider that diferences in living standards
or economic development between countries should only be taken into account and
generate diferences in reference budgets for adequate social participation insofar
as these diferences afect the minimum required for adequately taking the social
roles that one should be able to take, through their impact on relevant diferences in
institutions, culture, and the availability, quality and price of goods and services.

3.2.

APPROACHES TO ACHIEVING CROSS-COUNTRY
COMPARABILITY

he main methodological challenge regarding cross-country comparability consists of
identifying a procedure that strikes the right balance between cross-country robustness
and sensitivity to the local context. At a minimum, for achieving comparability, exactly
the same concepts, methods and procedures should be used across countries. One could
argue that the resulting reference budgets fully relect cross-country diferences in the
four factors outlined above, only if further speciications of the content of the baskets
are avoided, both in terms of goods and services, and in terms of the ‘rules of thumb’
and criteria for deciding upon the list of goods and services or for pricing the items.
his would be one approach to developing comparable reference budgets.
However, many of the procedures and data sources used in the construction
of reference budgets (for instance, discussions in focus groups) lack the degree of
robustness that would be required to ensure that cross-country diferences in the
resulting budgets only result from the four factors outlined above. Certainly, at the
present moment, limited robustness is an unavoidable characteristic of any model for
fully-speciied reference budgets, given that so many choices have to be made about the
needs to be covered, the number, quality and type of goods and services to include and
their life spans, providers and price. For many of these choices assumptions need to be
made and oten a range of valid assumptions can be imagined. Also, in many cases,
information based on systematic observation is lacking, or where normative choices
are involved, social norms may not always be fully crystallised, or may be diicult to
observe. All these elements would threaten the robustness of reference budgets and
the degree of substantive comparability in a situation in which the same methods and
procedures were used in all countries, but the venture was otherwise uncoordinated.
An additional, though related, problem would be that, in such a set-up, it would oten
be diicult to identify the reasons for many of the diferences between the resulting
reference budgets across countries, undermining their usefulness for cross-national
learning and policy evaluation.
herefore, in this project another approach to achieving cross-country
comparability has been followed. In addition to carefully specifying and applying all
procedures for constructing reference budgets in a similar way, while ensuring that
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the theoretical starting point is the same, we also start from the same list of goods
and services in all countries. his list also comprises the arguments why these goods
and services should be included (and others excluded), and the rules of thumb (where
applicable) that have guided the development of this list. Starting from this list, in a
subsequent step, national teams adapt the assumptions (criteria, rules of thumb and
others), number, quality, lifespans, providers and cost of goods and services to the
local context, insofar as suicient evidence can be harnessed to justify deviations from
the central list with regard to the four factors deined above. he major advantage of
this rather standardised approach is that diferences across countries relected in the
reference budgets can be traced and carefully explained, and can be used to show, for
a number of well-deined household types, the minimum cross-country variation in
net incomes needed to reach a similar level of social participation.
his approach also has its disadvantages. here is a risk that some cross-country
diferences will go unnoticed because researchers do not ind suicient evidence to
justify a deviation from the common list, although they might have done so if the
reference budgets had been developed independently. As a result, the variation in
levels of reference budgets across countries might be biased downwards. Also, the
common list that is used as a starting point may have an impact (diicult to trace) on
the absolute level of the reference budgets in particular countries. As the starting list
was compiled in relatively rich Belgium, reference budgets in poorer countries could
be upwardly biased. Conversely, reference budgets of other countries might have been
somewhat lower if the starting point had been a reference budget in a poor country.
In future work, we intend to apply an approach that is more sensitive to those crosscountry diferences that are hard to objectify.

4.

METHODS

In this project, we developed fully-speciied reference budgets, building on a wide range
of data sources (see Goedemé et al. (forthcoming) for a comparison of various methods).
Figure 1 below summarises the procedure that we followed in order to construct crosscountry comparable reference budgets. he resulting budgets are collected in the Herman
Deleeck Centre for Social Policy EU Reference Budgets Database (CSB EU-RBD). Given
the large amount and diferent types of information that are needed to identify which
goods and services are required for people to be able to adequately play the social roles
they should at a minimum be able to take on, we have applied a mixed-method approach;
this approach was elaborately tested in Belgium in various projects over a number of
years (2006–2012). he method has been used to construct reference budgets for a wide
variety of model families and diferent regions (and language groups). All projects were
carried out in cooperation with a wide range of experts, who were consulted at all stages
of the project (e.g. using the Delphi method), and in close collaboration with stakeholder
organisations. In addition, the approach involved many rounds of discussions in focus
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groups (now totalling over 40 group discussions in all). Initially the focus groups
primarily included people who were experiencing poverty or who had relatively low
levels of inancial resources (around 60 per cent of the national median income). In the
later stages, the membership of focus groups was purposefully mixed with regard to
socio-economic background (Storms 2012; Storms et al., forthcoming; Storms and Van
den Bosch 2009a; Storms and Van den Bosch 2009b; Van hielen et al. 2010).
All national teams started from the same targeted living standard and target
population, using the same theoretical framework, rules of thumb, quality criteria and
list of goods and services. In order to organise the data collection process, we worked
top-down from an abstract to a concrete level. First, we clariied our theoretical
framework. his starts by using the theory of human need (Doyal and Gough 1991)
together with a range of international declarations (e.g. Council of Europe 1996; UN
General Assembly 1989), guidelines and regulations to explain the relation between
the individual and society, and the central importance of health and autonomy for
being able to participate adequately in society. Furthermore, it explains the relation
between these central needs and a more concrete set of ‘intermediate needs’ (e.g.
personal care) and their associated functions (e.g. intimate hygiene) that should be
fuli lled in order to play the social roles people should be able to take on. We developed
reference budgets that cover the following intermediate needs: healthy food, clothing,
housing, personal care and health care, safety in childhood, mobility, rest and leisure
and maintaining social relations. It should be noted that some important needs are
not fully covered by the reference budgets presented in this paper, notably security
and life-long learning. It is noteworthy that the list of intermediate needs shares
important similarities with alternative lists developed in other ethical-philosophical
theories (cf. Alkire 2002). For each of these intermediate needs, a set of more concrete
‘functions’ was identiied and rules of thumb and criteria were developed to translate
these functions into detailed lists of goods and services. hese were summarised in
detailed guidelines regarding how the list should be adapted to the local context. he
detailed list of goods and services was organised in harmonised Excel iles, together
with more details about the function(s) they serve, their provider, price and lifespan.
Taken together, the theoretical framework, guidelines and harmonised Excel iles
constitute what we call the ‘common base’.
Second, each national team checked whether this ‘common base’ was acceptable
for their country and, if not, adapted it to the local context. Adaptations to the local
situation were informed by, and justiied on, the basis of a range of information
sources, including national regulations and guidelines, survey data, and other
evidence available in the literature. he baskets of food and health care particularly
beneited from the input of national experts. In addition, all teams organised at least
three focus group discussions in which the feasibility, suitability, acceptability and
completeness of the reference budgets were discussed.
Finally, the resulting baskets of goods and services were checked by the coordinating
team at the University of Antwerp. Wherever they identiied inconsistencies between
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corresponding baskets for diferent model families, between arguments and the goods
and services in the Excel i les, or strong diferences that were rather weakly justiied,
they asked national teams to double check the list.
Figure 1. he ImPRovE approach to constructing cross-country comparable reference
budgets

heoretical
framework

International
guidelines,
evidence,
previous RBs

Common
base

National team

Final RBs

No

Yes

Evidence on the
national,
regional and
local context

National,
regional and
local guidelines
and regulations

National expert
opinion

Focus group
discussions

Saturation
Unjustiiable
deviations from
common base?

Check by central team (CSB)

A common procedure was agreed for pricing the goods and services that were included
in the national reference budgets. We aimed to set prices that could be justiied in
a minimum budget while still allowing a certain degree of freedom of choice or
autonomy for families. More speciically, as a basis for pricing the items in all countries,
retailers were chosen who were well-spread across the country, or, when habitual, a
local market was used (e.g. for fruit and vegetables), and for each basket a target price
level was agreed (e.g. the third cheapest shirt of a certain quality in a shop). Similarly,
for similar products (e.g. clothing and durables) the same lifespan was assumed, if no
better information on actual cross-national variations in lifespans was available.
Between April 2012 and November 2014, the international consortium met
every six months to discuss progress and problems, and to coordinate the applied
procedures. In addition, regular Skype meetings were held. In all countries, at least
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two researchers were responsible for ensuring the timely development of the reference
budgets, consultation with experts in particular ields, and the organisation of focus
group consultations. More details on the theoretical framework and methodological
considerations can be found in Storms et al. (2013).

5.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE BASKETS

In this section, for each of the baskets, we describe in brief, the rationale for including
each of the ‘intermediate needs’ and explaining the rules of thumb, criteria and functions
that formed the basis for translating them into a concrete list of goods and services.

5.1.

HEALTHY FOOD

here is overwhelming evidence of the role of food and nutrition in the maintenance
of good health and in the prevention of various diseases (Block et al. 1992; Holick
2006; Joint WHO-FAO Expert Consultation on Diet 2003; Lloyd-Jones et al. 2010;
Orchard et al. 2012; Vartanian et al. 2007; Williams 2012). he food basket represents
the minimum cost of healthy eating and kitchen equipment. However, food does not
only accomplish a nutritional function. he foods that we eat also have an important
social and psychological function. Humans gather together around food and celebrate
special occasions with special dishes and meals. Food also serves as a way to deal
with and express particular kinds of emotions (see, e.g. Arnaiz 2010; Den Hartog
et al. 2006; Mennel et al. 1992). Food requirements for fulilling these functions are
covered in other baskets discussed below.
In their ‘Scientiic Opinion on establishing Food-Based Dietary Guidelines’, the
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) (2010) explains why it is not feasible to
establish detailed and efective food-based dietary guidelines which could be used
at the EU level, referring to wide disparities both in dietary/cultural habits and in
the availability of food products between European Member States. herefore, each
national team consulted a local nutritionist in order to draw up a country-speciic
food basket, based on national dietary guidelines regarding the recommended
quantities of various food products. Subsequently, an illustrative menu was developed
in correspondence with the recommended quantities and qualities of food. It is
important to note that for the construction of these menus, household members are
assumed to have the capacities to buy their ingredients economically and cook healthy
meals on a daily basis. Finally, the feasibility and acceptability of the food basket was
assessed during the focus group discussions and if necessary, adapted to better it
cultural habits (insofar as they were in accordance with food guidelines). Researchers
in Finland, in contrast with the other countries, started by developing a daily menu in
consultation with focus groups, and this was subsequently adapted by a nutritionist
to relect a healthy diet in correspondence with national food guidelines. he food
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basket also includes the minimum necessary kitchen equipment for preparing,
serving, eating, storing and conserving food.

5.2.

CLOTHING

In order to live healthily and act autonomously, people also need suitable clothing.
Clothes serve various functions, of which the most important are arguably to ofer
protection against the weather, to allow them to appear in public without shame
and play various social roles, and to provide individuals with a particular identity
(e.g. Crane 2012). In contrast to the food basket, there are few European or national
guidelines with criteria for adequate clothing (apart from general consumer legislation
about the minimum quality of garments). In all countries, focus groups agreed with
the following principles, which were irst developed in a Belgian context: clothes, both
formal and informal, should as much as possible be multifunctional and allow people
to play their various social roles; the determination of the minimum number of clothes
should be based on standards of hygiene, national cultural habits and realistic practical
considerations (e.g. the time required to wash and dry cloths). As clothes are a relection
of individuals’ identity, it is important that people should be able to have suicient
choice and should not be dependent upon the range on ofer in one particular shop,
upon what is available at end-of-season sales, or be compelled to wear second-hand
clothes (insofar as these behaviours were not accepted in focus groups). Since, in all
countries, end-of-season sales are organised at least twice a year, we calculated a 10 per
cent sales reduction on all new clothes. Besides clothing, the basket contains a number
of essential auxiliary tools for the maintenance and storage of clothing and shoes.

5.3.

HOUSING

Housing is generally recognised as a basic need. Housing should provide adequate
protection and security against disease bearers, and adverse weather conditions.
Furthermore, a dwelling should contribute to a hygienic lifestyle, for which clean
and hot water are required, as well as adequate sewerage. To prevent, inter alia,
illness and depression (Doyal and Gough 1991; Murie 1983) households should have
enough space to live decently and should be supplied with lighting and heating.
Finally, adequate housing is intertwined with various other functions such as being
able to invite friends and family once in a while (insofar as this is part of the national
culture) or to provide children with a secure home where they can play. Several
types of costs may be associated with having access to a quality dwelling, such as
those for cleaning products, and tools and materials to maintain the dwelling. In
addition, the household may require structural insurance related to the dwelling
and may face additional costs for mandatory services, such as sewage removal.
In principle, the calculation of the cost of adequate housing is no diferent from
that of the other baskets. However, housing is diferent from, for example, clothing
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in that it is highly heterogeneous – every dwelling is diferent from any other in
some respect – local price variations may be quite substantial and the market for
housing has low transparency. herefore, we make use of representative survey data
(EU-SILC 2012) to estimate the cost of a modest but adequate dwelling which meets
some minimum quality criteria that are generally recognised as essential standards
of adequate housing. More precisely, using a subsample of households for the densely
populated areas in the region in which the reference cities are located, we identiied
the cost of adequate housing at the 30th percentile (in other words, about 70 per cent of
the dwellings that meet the quality criteria are more expensive or involve higher costs).
For private sector tenants, separate estimates were made of rent and other housing
costs; for outright owners we estimated all housing costs. hese estimates were based
on quantile log-linear regression models for each country, in which the size and other
characteristics of the dwelling and household situation were included (for detailed
results, see Van den Bosch et al., forthcoming). he resulting estimates were uprated
to 2014 price levels, making use of the harmonised consumer price indices for housing
costs, published by Eurostat.

5.4.

PERSONAL CARE

Personal care is important as it contributes to combatting disease as well as serving
a psychological and social purpose, i.e. it instils a sense of self-value and self-respect
(Curtis and Cairncross 2003; European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
2011; Petersen 2003). Without adequate personal hygiene, there is a danger of social
exclusion due to a perceived failure to adhere to the social norm. Due to the lack of
European and national guidelines, the starting point for the personal care basket was
a list of items essential for a proper daily hygiene, compiled by a Belgian health expert
(Diepstraten 2009). he list includes the necessary items for body care (e.g. soap and
towels), oral health (e.g. a toothbrush and tooth paste), hair care (e.g. shampoo, comb,
brush, visits to a hairdresser, shaving equipment etc.), intimate hygiene (e.g. tampons
and sanitary napkins) and hygiene (e.g. toilet paper, a toilet brush and a toilet rubbish
bin). In each country the list was checked by a health expert, and in all countries the
experts suggested only minor adaptations. Ater discussions in focus groups, a lump
sum for perfumes and cosmetics was also calculated, as their use can be considered
widespread across cultures and as make-up is sometimes expected for particular
events and professional situations.

5.5.

HEALTH CARE

As discussed above, we assume members of the model families to be healthy people
without severe medical problems, to live in healthy socio-economic circumstances, and
to have the resources to access health care and to be well informed about its efective
use. Accordingly, only a minimum of basic medical facilities is included, so that people
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are able to consult a doctor when needed or to apply basic irst aid to themselves and
other family members. As this will not be enough for all persons and especially not
for those living on a low household income (Commission on Social Determinants of
Health 2008; JP Mackenbach 2006; J. Mackenbach et al. 2005; Willems 2005), this
budget will be an underestimate of the real costs for many families. Nevertheless, we
decided to estimate as precisely as possible the cost of remaining in a good health for
people who are already healthy. As a result, these budgets should be used carefully and
critically assessed when used in a policy context, taking into account the real inancial
costs for ill and disabled people.
For constructing the health care budget we took into account disease prevention,
trauma due to accidents, contraception and everyday diseases, focusing solely on
acute diseases that are less severe. he list of goods and services needed for day-today care was quite limited, in part because it assumed that the people in question
made responsible choices regarding health care. he original basket in Belgium was
constructed in close collaboration with a wide range of health experts, and, ater
several rounds of discussions and adaptations, approved by the Flemish Association
of General Practitioners (Domus Medica). In this project, we did not set up similar
rounds of discussions with health experts in every country, but focused instead on
adapting the list of items and their ‘out-of-pocket price’ to the particular health care
systems of each country. In general, the reference budgets cover several visits to a
general practitioner a year, a consultation with a dentist, some medicines for common
diseases (e.g. fever medication and antibiotics for a child), a home medicine chest
for treating some mild infectious diseases and other common acute health problems,
as well as some preventive items, such as obligatory or publicly recommended
vaccinations, screenings and contraceptives. Finally, the healthcare budget also covers
compulsory health insurance costs and an additional (not compulsory but advisable)
hospitalisation insurance (only relevant in Belgium).

5.6.

REST AND LEISURE

Rest is essential for good health: it allows the body and mind to recuperate and
recover. A good night’s sleep is ensured by following a proper lifestyle and using
suitable sleeping equipment (Coleman and Isoahola 1993; Hancock 2012; Hyyppa et
al. 2006; Konlaan et al. 2002). Due to the paucity of guidelines at a European as well
as at national levels regarding quality requirements for beds and amenities, common
criteria were agreed upon regarding the kind, the characteristics and the number
of items included. In all countries, the same items were commonly purchased in an
accessible shop like IKEA. As a result, country diferences in the rest basket arise
purely from small variations in the prices of these items.
In addition to a proper sleep, leisure contributes to physical, social, and emotional
health (Coleman and Isoahola 1993). Moreover, taking an active part in organised
groups and associations seems to be protective against all kinds of non-communicable
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diseases (Hancock 2012) and even against all-cause mortality (Hyyppa et al. 2006;
Konlaan et al. 2002). For the speciication of this basket, we drew on a literature study
as well as legislative and policy initiatives, but the most substantial input was from the
focus group discussions. On the basis of this information, all countries recognised the
need for a holiday budget (see also Gibson and Yiannakis 2002; Toerisme Vlaanderen
2007); a budget for domestic leisure (see also Corijn and Lemmens 2007); and a
budget for participating in social and organised leisure activities (the importance of
participation in social and cultural activities, both for the individual and for society
has been shown in a wide range of studies, including Arrow 1972; Bourdieu 1980;
Corijn 2000; Fukuyama 1995; Giordano and Lindstrom 2010; Kawachi et al. 1999;
Laaksonen 2010; Portes 1998; Putnam 1993; Stolle and Hooghe 2005).2

5.7.

SAFETY IN CHILDHOOD

Growing up well and experiencing a safe and secure childhood is a basic need,
internationally recognised and written down in the international Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) (UN General Assembly 1989). In order to be able to act
autonomously when they reach adulthood, children need love, praise, recognition
and positive feedback. Moreover, they need a variety of new experiences and a gradual
broadening of responsibilities in order to be able to develop cognitively, emotionally and
socially (Doyal and Gough 1991; WHO 1982). he starting point for developing a concrete
list of items was an extensive consultation of Belgian youth experts from academia and
NGOs that promote the well-being of children, using the Delphi method. Subsequently,
national teams adapted the list on the basis of survey information regarding habits and
common practices, and focus group discussions. he following items were generally
included: a family trip, a budget for celebrating birthdays and participating in cultural
or other activities, toys, some pocket money, a computer with an internet connection,
access to the local library and, most importantly, education. It is important to note that,
currently, no childcare costs are included in the total budget for a safe childhood.

5.8.

MAINTAINING SIGNIFICANT SOCIAL RELATIONS

Humans are social creatures and social relationships enable them to develop their own
identity (Butter 1999; hoits 1983). Moreover, a supportive social network of friends and
family can help people to solve all kinds of everyday practical and emotional problems.
It is hard to express in material terms what is minimally required in every country for
2

A budget to take part in cultural life can also be justiied on the basis of international, European and
national legislation. See, for instance, Article 27 of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
Article 5, UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, Article 15 paragraph 1 (a), United
Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights of the Economic and Social Council of
2009, Article 2–3 and 5 of the 1954 European Cultural Convention, the 1984 European Declaration
on Cultural Objectives of the Council of Europe, Article, 9–11, 13–14, 21–23 of the 2000 Charter of
Fundamental Rights of the European Union and the 2007 Fribourg Declaration on Cultural Rights.
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the maintenance of relationships, especially because of the lack of formal norms and
guidelines. All countries started from similar criteria, which were largely based on
Belgian focus groups decisions, and discussed in this project with the participants of
the focus groups in all countries. A budget for the following activities was included: for
inviting family and friends to visit once in a while, for cheering up the home (e.g. candles
and lampshades), for going out for a meal or buying take-away food every now and then,
for communication technologies, for celebrations; and for citizenship obligations (e.g. to
cover the cost of an identity card). To deine the exact list of items, national teams relied
principally on the focus group discussions, enriched by survey data on national habits.

5.9.

MOBILITY

In order to be able to fuli l diferent social roles, people need to be mobile. Accessible
transportation is an essential condition for the fuli lment of many other intermediate
needs presented by the other baskets. To construct country-speciic and comparable
mobility budgets we followed a standard procedure: all countries calculated the cost of
public transport and the cost of a bicycle. As stressed earlier, we assumed all household
members to be healthy and to live in big cities with extensive public transport systems.
Hence, to be suiciently mobile, a car was assumed to be unnecessary. We calculated
a separate mobility budget including all costs of insuring, driving and maintaining
a small second-hand car, taking account also of its depreciation in value, to allow for
cases in which people are not able to fuli l their social roles adequately without a car.

6.

THE TOTAL BUDGET

We irst discuss the total budget and the relative weights of the various baskets of
goods and services within it. Subsequently, we elaborate on the reasons for crosscountry diferences in the budgets.

6.1.

AN OVERVIEW

he resulting reference budgets were priced during the irst half of 2014 and are shown in
Figure 2. For Budapest, we ixed the exchange rate at 300 HUF to the euro. It is important
to note that in the igure below, housing, child care costs and the costs of a car are
excluded, and that security and life-long learning are not (fully) covered by the budgets
presented here. From Figure 2 it can be observed, as one would expect given price level
diferences and diferences in median household incomes, that, for all model family types,
the reference budgets are highest in Helsinki and lowest in Budapest. Yet, the variation
of these reference budgets across countries is much smaller than that of median incomes.
In comparison with national median equivalent disposable incomes (the income concept
used for measuring at-risk-of-poverty in the EU), the level of reference budgets for a
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single person household varies from about 28–33 per cent of national median incomes in
Antwerp, Helsinki and Milan, and about 41 per cent in Barcelona, to 54 per cent in Athens
and 72 per cent in Budapest.3 If the cost of renting a modest but adequate private sector
apartment is then added, these percentages become roughly 55 per cent for Antwerp and
Helsinki, 70 per cent for Milan, 90 per cent for Barcelona, 95 per cent for Athens and
about 125 per cent of the median equivalent disposable household income for Budapest.4
Except for Athens, these percentages are substantially lower if one includes housing costs
for outright owners rather than those for tenants, ranging between about 38 per cent
for Antwerp and Helsinki and about 100 per cent of median incomes for Athens and
Budapest (see also Figure 3). he estimated housing costs, however, must be interpreted
with caution, given the large diferences between housing markets and housing cost
structures across Europe, and important variations within each country and city.
Figure 2. Reference budgets for adequate social participation, without housing costs, for
Antwerp, Athens, Barcelona, Budapest, Helsinki, and Milan, euros per month, 2014
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Notes: Adults in single and single parent households are assumed to be female. For Budapest, the
exchange rate used is 300 HUF to the euro.
*he second child in Helsinki is assumed to be 4 years old, whereas for the other cities the second child
is assumed to be about 14 years old.
Source: CSB EU Reference Budgets Database, own computations.
3

4

he RBs are delated to price levels of 2011 on the basis of changes in the average consumer price
index and compared to the national median income of 2011, measured with EU-SILC 2012 (as
published by Eurostat).
With housing costs revalued at 2011 prices using the housing-speciic price index and the overall
consumer price index for the other baskets.
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Figure 3. Total housing costs at the 30th percentile for a modest but adequate dwelling in
Antwerp, Athens, Barcelona, Budapest, Helsinki, and Milan, euros per month, 2014
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Notes: Housing costs are updated to price levels for the irst half of 2014, making use of the harmonised
consumer price index for housing, water, electricity, gas and other fuels. For Budapest, the exchange rate
used is 300 HUF to the euro.
Source: EU-SILC 2012 UDB rev1, Consumer price index from Eurostat online database, own
computations.

Unsurprisingly, the weight of the various baskets relative to the total budget depends
strongly on the assumed tenure status and assumptions regarding the need for a car,
as well as the composition of the household. Generally speaking, as one would expect,
the larger the household size, the lower the weight of the housing costs. If a car is
let out, the housing budget accounts for between 12 per cent and 45 per cent of the
total budget in the case of outright owners, and between 24 and 55 per cent of the
total budget in the case of private sector tenants. Apart from housing, the food basket
(which includes kitchen equipment) accounts for the largest share. With housing
costs let out, its share ranges between 28 per cent for a couple with two children in
Milan and about 47 per cent for a couple without children in Helsinki. In the case of
single householders and couples, maintaining social relations accounts for the second
largest share (housing excluded), whereas for households with children, maintaining
social relations or clothing account for the second largest share, depending on the city.
An exception is Barcelona, for which, in the case of a couple with two children, the
basket relating to safety in childhood accounts for the second largest share. Roughly
speaking, the other baskets account for a similar share of the total budget, even
though some variation is apparent in their overall weights across cities. Obviously,
the weight of mobility in the total budget is generally much higher in cases for which a
second-hand car is included (e.g. in most cities, for single people, this cost could easily
exceed the cost of the food basket, a inding which underlines the importance of the
availability and accessibility of public transport).
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When comparing the reference budgets of diferent household types, one can
identify the potential economies of scale generated by people living together. his can
provide important information for assessing the appropriateness of the equivalence
scales used for poverty measurement (such as the modiied OECD equivalence scale)
or for setting beneit levels. Initial results show that the cost generated by the presence
of a child in the household, in comparison with that of a single person household, is
clearly higher than what is implicitly assumed in the modiied OECD equivalence
scale, especially in the case of outright owners. Further analysis is clearly warranted
to better document and comprehend cross-country variations in economies of scale
and the appropriateness of the most commonly used equivalence scales for the
measurement of poverty and inequality.

6.2.

UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENCES ACROSS COUNTRIES
AND CITIES

As mentioned earlier, we deine the targeted living standard as the minimum inancial
resources for being able to fulil the social roles one is expected to take as a member
of a particular society. As this exercise makes clear, the boundaries of societies are not
clearly delineated, and societies can be multi-layered, with international, European,
national, regional and local institutions and cultural expectations all impacting upon
the lives of individuals (c.f. Mau and Verwiebe 2010). his is also relected in the
reasons behind the variations in the reference budgets across the six cities, with some
of these reasons generated at the national, some at regional and some at the very local
level.
Climate has an obvious impact on the composition of the clothing basket. For
instance, wellington boots and a decent raincoat were included for rainy Antwerp
and snowy Helsinki, but not for the other cities. Further, Belgians can wear most
of their clothes throughout the year, whereas more variation in clothing is needed
in countries with more pronounced seasons, as is the case for Athens, Barcelona,
Budapest and Milan. he only other diference across cities on the basis of climate
diferences, was the inclusion of hand cream for winter periods in the personal care
baskets for Budapest and Helsinki. Climate could be expected to play an important
role for housing-related costs (especially heating), but the relationship seems to
be mediated by other factors, such as the structure of the utilities market, and the
characteristics and quality of the housing stock. Other geographical factors do not
appear to have had an impact on the contents of the baskets of goods and services,
which is not surprising given the choice of cities for the model families.
In contrast, institutional diferences regarding the availability and accessibility
of publicly-provided goods and services have important efects on the cost of health
care (visits to a general practitioner and medicines), the cost of education (high in
Barcelona, low in Helsinki), and public transport (high in Helsinki, Barcelona and
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Milan, low in Antwerp).5 Regarding health care, for instance, in Antwerp people have
to pay an out-of-pocket amount for a visit to a general practitioner, whereas no such
costs are charged in Athens, Barcelona, Budapest, Helsinki or Milan. In addition, the
number of home visits by a general practitioner was reduced for Budapest, as this is
a rather uncommon practice. At the same time, though, an informal payment to the
visiting general practitioner was included. his was explained on the grounds that
this is a widespread practice in Hungary, as it gives patients the feeling that they will
get proper treatment, including being paid suicient attention as well as being treated
politely, and because deviation from the custom may make patients feel apprehensive
(c.f. Gaál et al. 2011). Institutional variations in terms of public guidelines and
regulations appear to be particularly relevant in relation to the food basket, and to
explain much of the variation in the contents of the basket. It is particularly striking
that in Greece, Spain and Italy signiicantly larger quantities of meat, ish and fruit
are recommended than in the other countries. At the same time, recommendations
regarding the prevention of health problems seem to be rather uniform across the six
cities under consideration.
In conjunction with diferences in food guidelines, cultural habits regarding food
have an important inluence on the composition of the food basket, but not as much
on its total cost. he same is true for cultural habits and social expectations regarding
leisure activities, and maintaining social relationships. For instance, norms for the
type of low cost accommodation for a ive-day domestic holiday vary across cities,
relecting cultural habits (a caravan on a campsite for Antwerp and Helsinki versus a
low cost hotel in Athens, Barcelona, Budapest, Athens and Milan). Also, in Antwerp
and especially Helsinki it is common to hire a babysitter when parents go out, whereas
in Athens, Budapest and Milan parents rely usually on relatives (who do not charge
for babysitting). It is noteworthy that the Finnish focus groups expressed a preference
for including high quality clothing in the reference budgets. herefore, the reference
budgets for Helsinki contain more expensive clothing of higher quality. However,
given that the lifespan of these clothes is longer, the efect on the total cost of the
clothing basket is strongly attenuated. In contrast, the reference budgets for Budapest
include more garments bought in second-hand shops, a decision endorsed by focus
groups on the grounds that buying and wearing second-hand clothing is a widespread
practice, even among higher income groups. Helsinki difers also from the other cities
in including a regular visit to a sauna, as this is considered to be an integral part of
Finnish culture. Finally, in the basket for safety in childhood in Budapest, relatively
little pocket money for children was included, as it was pointed out that this practice
is much less common in Budapest than in the other ive cities.
Even though we cannot precisely quantify the impact of price diferences, as
the choice of products is not exactly the same across countries, it is clear that price
5

hat is, especially for adults. In Antwerp, Budapest, Helsinki, and Milan, children under the age of
12 can make use of free public transportation.
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diferences are an important source of variation across countries. Some remarkable
price diferences include the relatively high cost of clothing in Helsinki and Milan,
and the relatively low cost of membership of youth associations and sporting clubs
in Budapest. Particularly striking is the variation in housing costs, which is due to
diferences between the particular structures of the housing market in each of the
regions under consideration.
he diferences in price levels deviate to an important extent from those one would
expect on the basis of the price level indices published by Eurostat (c.f. Eurostat online
database). his is probably because the oicial consumer price indices refer to average
household consumption patterns and to average prices, rather than to consumption
patterns corresponding to those used in generating the reference budgets and ‘low
prices’. One major obstacle for cross-country comparability though, remains the
choice of shops and providers and the diiculties of, in efect, carrying out a price
survey. Small diferences in the choice of shops or the choice of items can sometimes
result in high diferences in prices. For products that are usually bought from large
retailers whose shops are located across the city and with rather clear quality/price
proi les, the choice of retailer is relatively easy to determine, but, where the market is
less transparent, it is more diicult to make an appropriate choice. herefore, it would
be useful in the future to explore the possibility of making use of a representative price
survey, such as the one used for constructing the consumer price index, to identify low
but adequate prices in all cities, and by extension entire countries.

7.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this article we report results of the irst attempt – to our knowledge – to develop
cross-country comparable reference budgets. his on-going exercise, part of the
FP7-funded project ImPRovE, involves six European countries. We present results
for hypothetical families living in Antwerp, Athens, Barcelona, Budapest, Helsinki,
and Milan. he references budgets were designed to correspond to the minimum
income that is needed for adequate social participation. Adequate social participation
was deined as the ability of people to adequately play the various social roles they
need be able to take on as members of society. he reference budgets are constructed
for four hypothetical households: a single woman, a couple, a single parent with
one child (aged about 10 years) and a couple with two children (aged about 10 and
14 years old). Other characteristics of the model families are that the adults are of
economically active age, families live in a big city, all household members are in a
good health, and family members are well informed and are competent to manage the
family budget eiciently. he work was carried out by national teams in each country,
while the Belgian team (which includes the authors of this paper) coordinated the
project. It should be stressed that we do not claim that the results for these cities are
representative of the countries in which they are located. Even though the list of goods
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and services in many cases was determined by regional or national factors (e.g. the
cost of health care and education), the need for and the prices of goods and services
can difer strongly within countries, especially between rural and urban areas.
Obviously, in order to maintain comparability across cities, the same method was
used everywhere. his implies that we relied on a single theoretical framework and
used common procedures, rules of thumb and underlying criteria about the number,
quality, life spans, providers and cost of goods and services that people need as a
minimum for adequate participation in society. However, we recognise that many
of the methods and procedures used in the construction of reference budgets do not
always unambiguously lead to a single result. Oten, several choices are possible which
appear equally reasonable. Results can also be inluenced by random factors, e.g. by
the chance composition of focus groups. Because of this lack of robustness, allowing
national teams to proceed on their own, without further standardisation, would
probably have resulted in a myriad of diferences between reference budgets, even if the
teams had applied the common method with the utmost scrupulousness. he reasons
for these diferences would have been obscure, which implies that it would not have
been clear whether and how they could be justiied, reducing their informative value
for cross-national learning and policy evaluation. In order to avoid such unexplained
and unwanted variance, all country teams started out with a common list of goods
and services, which they adapted to the local context, using various kinds of evidence,
including knowledge about institutions, national guidelines, survey results and focus
group discussions. he list was organised according to intermediate needs, adapted
from the deinition provided by Doyal and Gough (1991), and indicated the functions
the items were supposed to serve. Any deviation from the common list had to be
justiied by reference to one of four kinds of diferences between countries: between
institutions, geography and climate, culture, and availability, quality and price of
goods and services.
he total amounts of the reference budgets (without housing costs) varied across
cities, oten, though not always, in line with, although much less than, national
median equivalent disposable household incomes. In comparison with national
median equivalent disposable incomes, the level of reference budgets for a single
person household is lower in Antwerp, Helsinki and Milan than in Barcelona and
much lower than in Athens and especially Budapest.
Perhaps the most important result of this – as yet uninished – study is that the
procedures proved to be workable. As illustrated above, national teams were able to decide
which items on the common list should be retained, which ones should be dropped,
and which ones needed replacing, and, in the latter case, were able to ind appropriate
substitutes. In this they were helped by the fact that the common list mentioned the
functions that goods and services should serve. Focus groups could have meaningful
discussions about the common basket, and ofered sensible reasons for adapting it
to local circumstances. hanks to our decision to start within each country from a
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common basket, we were in a much better position to explain and justify diferences
in the baskets of goods and services across cities than we would otherwise have been.
It is too early to draw many substantive conclusions from the reference budgets
presented in this article. At this point we want to draw attention to the following
indings. First of all, the minimum income needed for social participation clearly
depends on the supply of free or subsidised goods and services by the government.
Even households composed of persons who have no particular health problems have
to pay substantially more for routine health care in some countries than in others.
While this can also be revealed by other kinds of studies, ours has the advantage
that the impact of out-of-pocket health expenses is seen within the context of the
total household budget, while at the same time keeping use of health care constant
across countries. In a similar way, we identiied the important impact of diferences in
costs to households associated with education and public transport. Second, although
more in-depth analysis is required, our initial results indicate that the commonlyused modiied OECD equivalence scale tends to be too rough to estimate the extra
costs for supplementary household members in various living situations. he cost of
children in particular seem to be underestimated, at least in relation to the minimum
level of income needed for adequate social participation.
Self-evidently, our study has a number of limitations and problems, and we here
mention some of the more important ones. First, as we explained in section 3, it is
possible that the common basket imposed too tight a restriction on the resulting
reference budgets, and that not all relevant diferences in national contexts were taken
into account. In this sense, one might argue that our results represent a lower bound on
the actual variation across countries in the amount of income that is needed for social
participation. Second, the common basket originated from one particular country
– Belgium – and it is possible that if it had instead been drawn up in, say, Budapest,
this would have led to diferent reference budgets. Yet, the impact of the chosen
starting point should have been limited by the organisation of the common basket
into intermediate needs and the references to the functions the goods and services
should serve. hese intermediate needs and functions are less country-speciic than
the goods and services themselves. Nonetheless, it would be useful to relect upon an
approach that would be more sensitive to the local context, without compromising too
much on robustness. In addition, in the future it may be useful to consider starting
from a common list of goods and services which does not originate from one single
country, but from some ‘greatest common denominator’ of a range of countries.
hird, pricing the items in a comparable way in all cities turned out to be more
problematic than we had expected. For example, clothing should ideally be priced in
country-wide chains at or near the low end of the market, which ofer some choice as
regards quality and price, but such chains do not exist everywhere. For some items we
observed large price variations which are sometimes diicult to make sense of. Using
price information collected by national statistical institutes, or cooperating with such
institutes in determining price levels, might improve the validity and the transparency

European Journal of Social Security, Volume 17 (2015), No. 1

this jurisquare copy is licenced to Universiteit Antwerpen
d0c101a52ba3231d012ba59648371df5

25

Tim Goedemé, Bérénice Storms, Sara Stockman, Tess Penne and Karel Van den Bosch

of pricing data, which are of course crucial. Also, more research is needed regarding
the lifespan of durables.
Fourth, not all baskets of goods and services were fully discussed in focus groups due
to the fact that we only had the time and means to organise three such groups in most
cities. Also, diferences between model families were not discussed in the focus groups
as all participants were parents with children. Especially for the baskets ‘maintaining
social relations’, ‘safety in childhood’ and ‘rest and leisure’ which relied less than the
others on existing regulations, guidelines or scientiic knowledge, and where cultural
diferences may be important, country-variations or the lack of these, could not always
be fully explained. Conducting more focus groups, in order to discuss all matters until
saturation is reached, while allowing for more interaction between the research process
and the focus group discussions, could improve the validity and reliability of the results.
Even so, the fact remains that the views expressed in focus groups are not necessarily
representative of the considered opinions of the population as a whole and should not
be used as a shortcut about issues on which better data are available.
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