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Abstract
Without comparable benchmarks, the cross-national monitoring of the adequacy of minimum income
schemes is impossible. However, it is not so straightforward to define what comparability means in
this context, and how it should be operationalised. In this paper, we explore the possibility of a
comparable benchmark for a minimum income starting from the concept of ‘adequate social
participation’. At the minimum, comparability would require that people can have a broadly similar
understanding of what adequate social participation means. Obviously, the financial resources that
households require at the minimum for adequate social participation vary across time and space due
to differences in climate and geographical context, institutional differences, culture and social
expectations, as well as variations in the availability, quality and price of essential goods and services.
Yet, without a common understanding of what ‘adequate social participation’ means at a more general
level, a benchmark of ‘adequacy’ that is substantively comparable across countries remains highly
elusive. Therefore, in this paper we explore to what extent there is a common understanding of
‘adequate social participation’ in terms of the essential social positions that one should be able to take,
and in terms of the needs that should be satisfied to be able to fulfil in an adequate way the social
roles associated with these positions. We embed our notion of adequate social participation in the
literature on human needs. A large-scale project that involved country teams in all EU Member States,
enabled us to develop a ‘core list’ of social positions, and to validate these as well as a list of
intermediate needs across EU Member States using two sources. Formal social expectations have
been explored in terms of commitments of Member States to international guidelines and regulations;
informal social expectations regarding essential social positions and human needs have subsequently
been assessed in three focus group discussions in each of 24 EU capital cities. Overall, the discussions
in focus groups across the EU confirm there is quite some common ground with respect to what can
be understood under the heading of adequate social participation in terms of essential social positions
and needs that should be fulfilled. This provides support for efforts aimed at developing comparable
benchmarks to assess the adequacy of social protection schemes.
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Introduction1
In an era of disappointing poverty trends in Europe (e.g. Cantillon et al., 2019), there is an increasingly
urgent call to strengthen the social dimension of the EU in order to secure a decent minimum income for
all. There have been various soft law initiatives, such as the recently proclaimed European Pillar of Social
Rights (See principle 14 in European Commission, 2017), that assess a right to adequate minimum income
protection. However, the right to a decent social minimum or an adequate minimum income risks remaining
a hollow phrase in absence of a pan-European consensus on its normative content. Furthermore, monitoring
the adequacy of minimum income schemes at the EU level requires the translation of this theoretical concept
into a monetary benchmark that is comparable in a meaningful way across countries. In Europe, usually the
at-risk-of-poverty threshold is used for this purpose. This threshold defines the adequacy benchmark as 60
per cent of national median equivalent disposable household income (e.g. Atkinson et al., 2002). This
benchmark clearly varies with average living standards across countries, but it is not clear to what extent it
refers to what can be considered an adequate minimum income. On the contrary, even though the indicator
certainly has its merits, the at-risk-of-poverty indicator is rather arbitrary and assumes that the minimum
resources required for a decent living standard are a fixed proportion of median incomes. Consequently, it
appears to refer to different levels of adequacy or decency across countries (cf. Goedemé et al., 2019). So
its comparability is largely procedural. Is it possible to identify an alternative benchmark that is comparable
also in a more substantive sense? At least, this would require that the concept of a ‘decent living standard’
could rely upon a common understanding across Europe. In this paper, we therefore explore whether such
a common understanding is likely to exist. To do so, we focus on the closely related concept of adequate
social participation, connect this with recent theories of human needs and use results from a research project
on the development of comparable reference budgets in the European Union.
A venerable and internationally widespread method to define a decent social minimum is the reference
budget approach. In this research tradition, priced baskets of essential goods and services are constructed,
reflecting a certain living standard, such as ‘minimum adequate’ or ‘participation level’ standards (Storms
et al., 2014). One of the main advantages of the approach is that it gives a clear understanding of what is
perceived as an acceptable living standard in society, based on different information sources, taking into
account the institutional, cultural and social context. Although most European countries have experience
with developing reference budgets, the budgets are usually not comparable, as they are developed for
varying purposes using a variety of methods (Storms, et al., 2014). If constructed in a comparable way, they
could be used to assess to what extent the essential needs for adequate social participation vary across
countries and how this relates to the commonly used at-risk-of-poverty indicator (cf. Goedemé et al., 2019).
Recently, important steps towards a comparative methodology have been taken in two related European
projects (Goedemé et al., 2015a, 2015b), funded by the European Commission and coordinated by the
Herman Deleeck Centre for Social Policy (University of Antwerp). This paper is largely based on the results
coming from the ‘pilot project on the development of a methodology for comparable reference budgets in
Europe’ (Goedemé et al., 2015a). In this project, we have developed a common method to construct
comparable reference budgets that illustrate what families need for adequate social participation across
Europe. Following this methodology, comparable baskets for a healthy diet were constructed in 26 EU
1
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Member States, as well as a basket for housing, health and personal care in 8 Member States (See Goedemé
et al., 2015a; Van den Bosch, Goedemé, Schuerman, and Storms (2016) and Carrillo-Álvarez, Penne,
Boeckx, Storms, and Goedemé (2019)). In this paper, we focus on the first step in the process: the search
for a common theoretical and normative understanding of what an acceptable minimum means across
Europe. Rather than focusing on ‘a decent living standard’, we focus on the somewhat more concrete
concept of ‘adequate social participation’. The paper starts from a theoretical framework on human needs
for social participation and, subsequently, explores whether this resonates sufficiently with formal and
informal social expectations across EU capital cities.
The paper is structured as follows. First, we elaborate on the concept of adequate social participation.
Subsequently, we discuss the theoretical framework that we take as a starting point for listing a number of
essential needs that have to be fulfilled to enable social participation. In the next section, we rely on two
different methods in order to assess empirically whether there is a common understanding of adequate
social participation across Europe. We first assess ‘formal’ social norms as laid out by international
conventions and European legal instruments pertaining to the domain of adequate social participation.
Subsequently, we rely on focus group discussions in 24 EU capital cities, carried out in 2015, to explore
whether citizens could arrive at a common understanding of ‘adequate social participation’. To the best of
our knowledge, this was the first qualitative study to assess in a comparative setting simultaneously in many
European countries what ‘adequate social participation’ means and which needs should be fulfilled to be
able to participate adequately in society. We conclude that, at least at an abstract level, there seems to be
sufficient common ground across EU capital cities for a shared understanding of what adequate social
participation should imply. This suggests that it makes sense to continue this line of research and to try to
operationalise the concept of adequate social participation in more concrete terms to create a comparable
monetary benchmark of adequate incomes in the European Union.

Defining adequate social participation
In this paper we focus on the concept of adequate social participation, mainly because this concept has
received quite some attention in national and international efforts to construct a comparable benchmark to
assess the adequacy of income policies, and in particular reference budgets (for examples and a review, see
Goedemé et al., 2015a, b; Storms et al., 2014). We define adequate social participation as the ability of
people to adequately play (take and make) the various social roles one should be able to play as a member
of a particular society (cf. Storms, 2012). This implies that the physical, psychological and social needs are
fulfilled in order to take the different social positions in society in line with the dominant social expectations
associated with them, as embodied by the institutions of the society in which one lives, and in such a way
that it does not cause harm to one’s possibilities to do so in the future. In addition, adequate social
participation implies that people should be able to contribute to society not only by playing various social
roles, but also by having the opportunity to redefine their social roles.
There is no standard definition of social participation (e.g. Fudge Schormans, 2014). As is clear from above,
the definition we propose includes more than ‘participating in the life of the community’ and is broader
than many definitions of social participation (see Levasseur et al., 2010 for a survey of definitions of social
participation). The link between social participation and social roles can also be found in definitions of
social participation in terms of social engagement or social involvement and more generally in disability
studies (e.g. Berkman et al., 2000; Utz et al., 2002; Noreau et al., 2004; Glass et al., 2006; Badley, 2008).
In our view, the main advantage of the definition of social participation in terms of social roles is its
facilitating potential for translating an abstract concept of ‘adequate social participation’ into a more
concrete monetary benchmark that could capture the minimum financial resources required for a decent
living standard. Furthermore, its broad and encompassing character aligns it better with the targeted living
standard that is covered by many reference budgets in Europe (see the review in Storms et al., 2014).
Finally, it is probably more in line with popular meanings of ‘being a member of society’.
4
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We would like to highlight briefly several important elements of this definition of adequate social
participation. First, we define social roles as the social expectations attached to a position that someone in
society takes (cf. ‘scripts for social conduct’ as in Biddle, 1986; Platt, 2001)2. For the purpose of identifying
a concrete monetary benchmark, we focus on social positions defined in broad terms (e.g. being a mother,
being an employee or being a citizen) which society recognises as those that its members should be able to
play or should be given the opportunity to take at the minimum. Importantly, social positions should not be
understood as a nearly fixed social status or structural position (cf. Scott, 2001). In contrast, we focus on
social positions that everyone should be able to take, regardless of their socio-economic status. Our focus
on the minimum necessities for adequate role taking does not imply that our definition promotes conformity
with dominant patterns of behaviour. Rather, it stresses the importance of having the opportunity to comply
with dominant social expectations, and of having a real choice to deviate from the norm if one wants to,
without being forced to deviate from the norm by lack of adequate financial resources.
Second, we define social expectations more broadly as commonly held expectations regarding what people
(are able to) think, have and do, as embodied by the institutions of a society. We use the concept of
‘institutions’ in a dual way (cf. Voss, 2001): (1) institutions as socially constructed rules; and (2) institutions
as relatively stable patterns of behaviour and interaction, which are often in close interaction with the latter
socially constructed rules. Vrooman (2009) elaborates at some length on the kinds and nature of institutions
as socially constructed rules. As emphasised by Vrooman (2009) one can make a distinction between formal
rules (including meta-rules, rules for government production, third-party recognition, and formal private
contracts), and informal rules (including values, social norms, conventions, and informal contracts) that
regulate society. From this it follows that for studying the minimum resources required for adequate social
participation, it is essential to study the institutional context in which people live, and how this affects the
social expectations with which they are confronted. Therefore, in this paper we focus both on ‘formal’ and
‘informal’ social expectations for defining what an adequate minimum is.
Third, we recognise that society is not a fixed social entity. In fact, systems of political authority and cultural
expectations may be multi-layered (cf. Mau and Verwiebe, 2010), with some forms of political authority
being worldwide, some European, some ‘national’ and others being rather regional or local. The same is
true for dominant cultural expectations which may at the same time grow more distinct between local
regions, while other expectations are becoming European, and even worldwide. Also, societies can be
plural, that is, they can be deeply divided along cultural, religious, ethnic or other lines (e.g. Nagata, 2001).
In other words, when identifying what could be a decent minimum income, we suggest to pay attention to
the dominant social expectations that relate to the place where people live, including their worldwide,
European, national, regional and local aspects. Obviously, once a common benchmark has been developed,
it may be useful to study how social expectations and their associated necessities vary between subgroups
in the population.
Fourth, in what follows we focus on the material needs of households, assuming that the political and
institutional context is organised such that it respects and fosters essential freedoms and is conducive to
adequate social participation. Given our focus on EU Member States, with functional democracies and a
middle to high level of development, we assume that these ‘procedural’ or societal preconditions are in
place (for a discussion of societal preconditions, see for instance Doyal and Gough, 1991). Even so, there
is (much) room for improvement, especially now that some EU member states have weakened the
democratic character of their society and reduced the quality of publicly subsidised goods and services.
Finally, it is important to make clear that we fully recognise that any targeted living standard unavoidably
has a degree of elusiveness, regardless of the exact terms in which one tries to define it. Even if it would be
perfectly clear what is meant with adequate social participation and if everyone would understand it in the
same way, we do not believe there is one particular threshold that could be identified. However, this does
2
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not necessarily preclude the possibility of estimating a lower bound on the minimum required financial
resources for specific hypothetical households, an approach that is very common in reference budgets
research (cf. Goedemé et al., 2015a). Still, we are convinced that having one Euro less or more than this
lower bound would not mean a substantial change in one’s ability to participate adequately in society. In
this sense, social participation and the associated required resources are fundamentally gradual, with
important implications for identifying a specific monetary threshold (cf. Goedemé et al., 2015c).

Embedding social participation in the framework of human needs3
It is useful to embed our notion of adequate social participation into a broader theoretical framework on
human needs. This provides a stronger basis for discussing the needs that should be fulfilled in order to be
able to participate adequately in society. In addition, it provides more guidance to reflect upon the
necessities for adequate social participation in terms of concrete goods and services as well as the relation
between individual and household needs on the one hand, and the characteristics of the social environment
(especially the availability, quality and accessibility of essential goods and services) on the other. In what
follows, we build on different strands in the literature as represented by the works of Len Doyal and Ian
Gough, Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. Even though these normative frameworks cannot be fully
reconciled, we consider it useful to bring some of the insights of these intellectual strands together.
In several papers Sen (e.g. 1982, 1987, 1993) convincingly argues that the living standard should not be
understood in terms of utility (the pleasure we derive from something) or opulence (accumulated wealth)
but in terms of capabilities: what a person can be or do. These capabilities can range from basic things such
as being free from starvation, play and be healthy, to very complex, interrelated actions and emotions,
including playing various social roles and having self-respect. Capabilities have to be distinguished from
‘functionings’. Capabilities refer to the total set of possibilities available to persons, while functionings
refer to the subset of realised capabilities. Sen’s famous example of the difference between starving and
fasting is helpful for explaining the distinction (e.g. Sen, 1992). Both starving and fasting are functionings
with a (broadly) similar result in terms of being hungry. Nonetheless, they greatly differ from each other in
that people, who are fasting, volunteer to eat less, while starving people do not have any choice at all. In
other words, fasting people may have the capability of eating, but choose not to, whereas starving people
do not have this capability. Therefore, in evaluating people’s standard of living one should not rely on
functionings, but on capabilities. In this spirit, when developing a benchmark for adequate social
participation the focus should be on what people should be able to be and do, rather than on what they
actually are or do.
Further, another strength of the capability approach is that it takes into account the variability in the relation
between the means and actual opportunities (e.g. Sen, 1990, 1992, 2005). People having the same or similar
personal resources can have different abilities to achieve certain functionings, for a variety of reasons.
Examples include physical or mental heterogeneities among persons (e.g. disability, disease-proneness),
disparities in social capital (e.g. whether or not one can rely on informal care) or cultural capital (e.g. one’s
level of literacy), environmental differences (e.g. climatic or geographic), distinctive societal positions (e.g.
related to labour market status) and unequal access to public goods and services (e.g. education). In other
words, when developing a benchmark for adequate social participation, it is essential to take the individual
situation and social context into account: not everyone requires the same level of financial resources (or
even the same goods and services) to achieve the same living standard: this varies with personal and
contextual characteristics and circumstances.
In order to determine the essential capabilities for adequate social participation, it would be helpful if one
could rely on a list of ‘basic capabilities’, dealing with human needs and including those capabilities that
are essential to live the kind of life that is ‘worthy of the dignity of the human being’ (Nussbaum, 2000).
3
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While Sen himself never proposed such a list, we believe that the list formulated by Martha Nussbaum
(2000) and the hierarchical model of human needs developed by Len Doyal and Ian Gough (1991) are
promising examples, which can be used in the operationalization of the minimum acceptable way of life 4.
To give people the ability to fully participate in society (Doyal & Gough) or to live a flourishing life
(Nussbaum), both put forward the same ‘universal needs’ or ‘basic capabilities’ namely physical health
(‘bodily integrity’) and autonomy of agency (‘practical reason’), which is closely matched to the need for
meaningful social bonding (‘affiliation’). For the fulfilment of these basic capabilities, both propose a nonexhaustive list of intermediate needs or universal satisfier characteristics (‘central capabilities’) which
contain those ‘inputs’ that, according to the best available knowledge, contribute to the realization of basic
capabilities in all countries (Doyal & Gough, 1991). An important difference between these theories is that
Nussbaum’s list consists mainly of what she calls 'combined capabilities', which include also the suitable
external conditions for the exercise of functions, while Doyal & Gough make a clear distinction between
universal human needs and the requisite universal societal preconditions.
As mentioned previously, we think that this distinction between needs and social preconditions is very
useful. First, it makes the relation between the social context in which individuals and households live and
the financial resources that are required for adequate social participation more clear. Second, although we
do not discuss this further in this paper, it can facilitate the elaboration of reference budgets and makes the
process more transparent, which simplifies external evaluation. In addition, the society in which people live
has its own social prerequisites in order to flourish well: ‘social institutions’ must be maintained. Examples
of social institutions are the family, which takes care of procreation and the education of children, the
economy, which handles the production and redistribution of scarce goods and services, and social security.
In all of these institutions, people take positions (e.g. parent, employee, volunteer,…) in which others expect
something from them and in which they have the permission to act or to obtain something. These, socially
defined and connected duties and rights associated with social positions, are ‘social roles’. With regard to
social participation, it is important that people can adequately play their different social roles and are not
excluded. Furthermore, they can also participate in the realisation of essential societal functions and in the
process of institutional building (Barca, 2009), which has an essentially recursive character (Giddens,
1984). In other words, social participation, defined as ‘the ability of people to adequately fulfil their various
social roles’, implies elements of belonging as well as contributing. Further, as mentioned in the previous
section, our understanding of adequate social participation also includes the capability of redefining one’s
social roles (i.e. ‘role making’). To conclude, given the clearer distinction between individual needs and
societal preconditions, we chose to build further on Doyal and Gough’s (1991) Theory of Human Need.
We slightly modified Doyal and Gough’s original list of intermediate needs to adapt it to the current
European context and our purpose of creating reference budgets that could provide a monetary benchmark
for adequate social participation5. Of course, such a list of needs is not sacrosanct, and could be organised
differently, but it has proven to serve usefully our purposes for developing reference budgets. Also, it should
be stressed that most of the elements covered by this list can also be recognised in other attempts to define
the minimum for adequate social participation, a life in accordance with human dignity, a ‘flourishing life’,
or ‘ends of development’ (cf. Alkire, 2002; Nussbaum, 2011).
Our proposed list includes the following needs: To live healthily and act autonomously, people need a
balanced diet. Food and nutrition play a decisive role in the maintenance of good health and in the
prevention of various diseases. Besides healthy food, people also need suitable clothing. Clothes serve
different purposes in European societies, for instance, offering protection against the weather elements and
providing individuals with a certain identity. Like food and clothing, adequate personal hygiene and
4

Note that both texts were developed independently of each other. For a discussion of the similarities and differences,
see in particular Gough (2014).
5

A brief literature review of the relevance of each of these intermediate needs can be found in Goedemé et al.
(2015a,b).
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accessible healthcare are essential intermediate needs that must be fulfilled if an individual is to participate
in society. Proper hygiene serves two important purposes. Primarily, it contributes to maintaining a good
health by combating infectious microorganisms, both at a personal level and in relation to individuals’
environment. Second, personal hygiene serves a psychological and social purpose. Without adequate
personal hygiene, there is a danger of social exclusion due to a perceived failure to adhere to the social
norm. A next intermediate need that must be met in order for people to be able to live healthy and
autonomous lives is that of adequate housing. Each dwelling must fulfil three universal criteria such that
the health of the occupants would not be jeopardised (Doyal, and Gough, 1991: 196-197). First, the dwelling
must offer its occupants security and protection, both against the elements and against bearers of disease.
Second, a dwelling must be conducive to a hygienic lifestyle. Third, it must be sufficiently spacious to
allow the activities that are required for meeting the ‘intermediate’ needs, such as preparing and eating
food, washing, maintaining social relations and rest and leisure.
Even though all ‘intermediate’ needs are related to both health and autonomy, while the first five needs are
primarily relevant for health, the next five refer mainly to autonomy and are more culturally sensitive. To
be able to act autonomously as adults, individuals must have experienced security in childhood. Doyal and
Gough (1991: 204-207) outline four more or less universal psychosocial needs that must be fulfilled for
children and youngsters anywhere in the world to experience adequate security in childhood. According to
them, all children need love. They also require new experiences in order to be able to develop cognitively,
emotionally and socially. Furthermore, all children need praise, recognition and positive feedback. Finally,
all children need a gradual broadening of responsibilities (WHO, 1982). Beside security in childhood,
people must be able to maintain meaningful social relationships. After all, humans are social creatures
and they have a fundamental need for social connectedness. It is through daily contacts with relatives,
neighbours and friends that individuals are, from their childhood, familiarised with the ideas, values and
norms of the culture and society in which they live. People are also social creatures out of need. Even if
individuals are adequately supported by qualitatively satisfactory provisions, they are confronted daily with
all kinds of practical problems or issues that can only be resolved if they possess the necessary knowledge
and skills or are able to acquire them, or by calling on help from others. Other problems may require
emotional or practical support. Although the maintenance of mutual relationships primarily requires cultural
capital, people also need some minimal economic resources to meet each other. Turning from the social to
the cognitive component of personal autonomy, an eighth intermediate need is related to the capability of
lifelong learning. In modern societies, both employability and active citizenship are dependent upon having
adequate social competences for taking part in and contributing to economic and social life. A next
intermediate need that one has to take account of in order to guarantee people full social participation is the
need for rest and leisure. Rest allows the body and mind to recuperate and recover, while leisure
contributes to physical, social, and emotional health (e.g., Coleman and Isoahola, 1993). Furthermore, to
lead an autonomous life, people need a basic degree of economic and physical security. Finally, people
need to be mobile to fulfil their various social roles adequately (e.g. to go to work, visit friends, or go
shopping). As is true for the other intermediate needs, the minimal mobility requirements depend on the
individual’s living situation (e.g. health, employment) as well as on the structural societal conditions (e.g.
availability of public transport).

Common ground across EU Member States for defining adequate
social participation
In the previous section we have defined a list of essential human needs based on a theoretical framework
on social participation. However, if the concept of ‘adequate social participation’ is to be used for
meaningful comparative research, at the very least there should be some common understanding of what
‘adequate social participation’ is across EU Member States. This is not necessarily the case for the exact
material conditions that should be fulfilled or the exact social expectations and activities associated with
social participation, but there should be some common understanding at least at a more abstract level.
8
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Otherwise, the benchmark may comply with what we have called elsewhere ‘procedural comparability’ in
the sense of being deduced on the basis of the same procedures, but not with what can be called ‘substantive
comparability’, which requires that the benchmark is able to identify a similar social phenomenon in
different social contexts (e.g. Goedemé et al., 2015b). If fundamentally different social positions and needs
are associated with adequate social participation in different EU Member States, comparability risks being
a hollow term. In what follows we briefly illustrate the approach that we have followed, without claiming
completeness.
Methodological considerations
We have validated commonalities across EU Member States on the basis of two sources: (1) formal social
expectations have been assessed in terms of commitments of Member States to international conventions
and European legal instruments; (2) informal social expectations have subsequently been assessed in three
focus group discussions in each of the participating countries.
To assess formal social expectations, we turn to some relevant legal sources on a European level as a way
of evaluating to what extent there is any formal common ground to be found. We are, as mentioned above,
not claiming to do a full investigation into the different legal provisions highlighted below, but rather look
at relevant legal sources in an explorative manner as a first step towards identifying a common ground.
Obviously, formal social expectations can be stronger or weaker. For instance, some countries may sign up
to international agreements, but fail to properly translate their promises into national legislation, concrete
policies and law enforcement. Therefore, what we identify as common ground on the basis of a textual
reading of international declarations or covenants should not be interpreted as ‘having exactly the same
formal social expectations’. The starting point for this exercise was the list of needs derived from Doyal
and Gough’s Theory of Human Need. In a first step we identified the relevant legal provisions which relate
to our list of ‘intermediate needs’, as a way of pointing to the existence of a normative basis and thus some
common ground between EU member states on these issues. Similarly, we have identified a formal common
ground for a core list of social positions based on a reading of relevant EU legal instruments. The connection
between essential needs and the universe of social rights might be a bit more straightforward, merely
judging from the exercise of assessing different social positions from the legal instruments chosen for this
study.6 However, identifying a formal common list of social positions allows for a more concrete discussion
on what is needed for social participation, which was used in the focus group discussions.
In order to get more insight into the informal social expectations in society, three focus groups were
conducted in each of 24 EU capital cities7. We have opted for the focus group technique as it allows for
gaining more insight into the well-considered views of citizens after some face-to-face discussion with
others. This is important, given the rather abstract nature of the exercise and the type of ‘common ground’
that we try to identify (i.e. the outcome of a well-reasoned debate). Since needs are socially perceived,
informed discussions between different people with different experiences are necessary to stimulate a public
perspective on what families minimally need. To stimulate an informed discussion, the participants were
informed about the formal social expectations identified in the previous fase of the project. Given the
qualitative nature of the exercise, t should be clear that the results are not necessarily representative for the
views of the population in each country or capital city: a larger random sample would be required to assess
their representativeness. Moreover, the outcome of focus group discussions is very context specific and
Daniel Brinks, Varun Gauri and Kyle Shen discuss how ’the rights language can be read to express something
presumably universal about human needs’ (Brinks, Gauri and Shen, 2015 p. 290). They focus on social rights in
constitutional texts among other things to review an increased use of social rights language. In their study, they also
approach and characterize the legal instruments as empirical material to study if and to what extent social rights are
mentioned in domestic constitutions.
6
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depends among others on the role of the moderator, the recruitment procedure, the group composition and
the specific group dynamics. Therefore, in order to maximise comparability, the process was harmonised
through a clear focus group script, containing detailed instructions on recruitment, preparation,
organisation, content and analysis. The national partners recruited for each focus group 5 to 11 participants
of active age (30-50), through a questionnaire for recruitment, ensuring a mix of different family situations,
and a variety of socio-economic backgrounds. We have deliberately chosen to include people with different
backgrounds in order to increase the variation of opinions and validity of the outcomes. The recruitment of
different socio-economic backgrounds was based on three variables: activity status, level of education and
burden of housing costs as a proxy for income.
All country teams started from a common (translated) topic list and indicated a trained moderator to conduct
the focus groups according to common guidelines. The duration of the focus groups was about three hours.
Given that these focus group discussions took place in the context of a broader project which included not
only an assessment of the ‘common ground’ for understanding the meaning of adequate social participation,
but also the development of more concrete reference budgets (especially in relation to an adequate diet),
only the first half of the session was devoted to discussing the theoretical framework (the assessment
essential social positions and related needs) and the underlying assumptions we made (characteristics of the
reference family). The second half was used to evaluate the acceptability, feasibility and completeness of
the food basket and purchasing patterns. For the purposes of this paper, we rely on the first part of the
discussions, which had an average duration of 90 minutes. Each focus group discussion was recorded and
minutes were made by a reporter, who took notes of the various arguments, interaction processes and
relevant paralinguistic information in a template sheet. The outcomes of the three focus groups were
assembled and analyzed by all national partners using a pre-designed template following a microinterlocutor analysis (cf. Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). This type of analysis allows to focus on the group level
as well as on the individual data while taking into account group dynamics. No extensive transcription of
the conversation was required, but the analysis stayed as close as possible to the original data, making use
of citations and conversation extracts. The main focus of the analysis was the nature, the origin and the
construction of the arguments on what is acceptable and feasible within the given socio-cultural context.
The report with the focus group analysis was reviewed by the coordinating team (more methodological
details can be found in Chapter 3 of Goedemé et al., 2015a).
Formal social expectations
When studying economic and social rights, legal scholars have engaged with the literature on capabilities
and human needs. The capability approach links in several ways to legal theory on socio-economic rights.
For example, Bilchitz (2007) takes his starting point from the writings of Sen and Nussbaum when setting
up a theoretical framework to analyse and discuss the justification and enforcement of socio-economic
rights. Not surprisingly, the focus on needs is very much present in legal sources and practices relating to a
social minimum.8 Several of the needs listed above are needs that can be considered at the foundation of
economic and social rights. In what follows we explore to what extent the list of needs that we identified
above resonates indeed with European legal instruments.
All 28 EU Member States have committed themselves to a number of international conventions and
European legal instruments, which impose responsibilities on the Member States to secure certain
individual social rights for its citizens, residents as well as individuals present on the territory. In line with
the ambition of finding common ground and the overall aim of identifying a social minimum, our attention
has turned primarily towards legal sources providing protection for social rights within the European

Young (2008) presents different approaches to defining a minimum core, ‘giving content to economic and social
rights’. One of the approaches described by Young is one that relies on ’the ”basic needs of rights- holders as a
sufficiently determinable standard for the minimum core.’
8
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context.9 In absence of a common standard within EU law guaranteeing a minimum protection of social
rights, as we turn to the European Convention of Human Rights (hereafter ‘the ECHR’) as well as to the
European Social Charter (hereafter ‘the ESC’), which were accepted by the Council of Europe
(Swiatkowski & Wujczyk 2018, p. 11). The choice to focus on the ECHR and the Charter has been made
in order to, as best as possible, find a common normative basis that would facilitate a comparative analysis.
Since all 28 EU Member States are parties to the ECHR we have chosen to use it as a starting point. At
present, the EU and its institutions are not directly bound by the ECHR since the EU has not acceded to the
ECHR. The rights of the ECHR do apply in all member states, but are not legally binding for the EU and
its institutions. Even though the European Court of Justice applies the ECHR and the case law of the
European Court of Human Rights (hereafter ‘the ECtHR’), it does so indirectly (Council of Europe, 2010).10
The (revised) ESC, on the other hand, is not ratified by all Member States. Nevertheless, it is still an
important legal instrument within the social dimension of the EU and could be seen as an already agreed
upon ‘normative platform’ in the area of social rights (Stendahl & Swedrup, 2018). Although we build in
this section on European legal instruments, it could be argued that the legal basis for economic and social
rights, that in their substantive content aim to provide EU citizens their basic social needs, can be found in
international law as well as EU law (see Stendahl & Swedrup, 2016)11.
Many, if not all, of the essential needs listed above can, at least at a minimum level, be said to be protected
under provisions made by the ECHR as well as the ESC. A number of the needs in the list clearly relate to
core socio-economic rights protected under the ECHR. For instance, the need for adequate housing is
recognised as the right to respect for the home in Article 8 of the ECHR, while Article 31 of the ESC states
that the Parties (of the ESC) undertake to ‘promote housing of an adequate standard’ (see also Stendahl &
Swedrup, 2016). Also the need for accessible healthcare firgures rather prominently as the right to health
care in Articles 2 and 3 of the ECHR, and Articles 11 and 13 of the ESC, providing the right to social and
medical assistance. Clearly both adequate housing and access to health care are needs relating to core socioeconomic rights which are recognized by the ECHR and the ESC (see also Swiatkowski & Wujczyk 2018,
p. 13) 12. In order to specify the content of these rights and further analyse to what extent the needs listed
above can be seen as covered by the scope of these rights, case law of the ECtHR should be studied (Leijten
2018, p. 233 ff.).
Even though it is from a different order, and does not apply to all EU Member States, it is probably
worthwhile mentioning that at the EU level there are also quite a few ‘soft law’ initiatives that support the
idea of a common understanding of the necessities for adequate social participation (including Council
decisions, resolutions by the European Parliament and policy documents by the European Commission).
The most recent policy framework for enhancing a decent social minimum in the EU is the European Pillar
In this paper we use the term ”social rights” when referring to rights in areas of welfare, such as social assistance,
education, health care, housing and more. We also, when discussing the ECHR, refer to ‘core socio-economic rights’
as an interchangeable term to ‘social rights’. For a clarifying discussion on the terminology, see Leijten 2018, p.14 f.
A longer discussion on social rights, human rights and the welfare state can be found in King 2012, p. 20 ff.
9
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Since the Treaty of Lisbon, into force since December 2009, not only EU Member States are committed to the
European Convention, but also the European Union has committed to acceding to the European Convention on Human
Rights. The EU is obliged under Article 6(2) of the Treaty of Lisbon to accede to the ECHR.
11

This relating to EU citizens regardless of their geographical whereabouts and in the situation where social rights
provided on a national level are not enough to provide some minimum core for all EU citizens. This would strengthen
the choice to look closer at international conventions and European legal instruments when assessing a list of social
positions.
Bilchitz (2002)writes about the ‘failure to interpret the right of access to adequate housing as including the idea of
a minimum core obligation to provide for basic needs’, again showing the importance of understanding the connection
between essential eneeds’ such as eadequate housing’ and ‘adequate health care’ and the interpretation of socioeconomic rights.
12
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of Social Rights (EPSR) proclaimed by the EU Council, the Commission and the Parliament on 17
November 2017. The EPSR provides a guiding framework directly aimed at fulfilling people’s essential
needs and enhancing social rights for all EU citizens, including a set of 20 rights and principles in three
parts: (1) equal opportunities and access to the labour market, (2) fair working conditions, and, (3) social
protection and inclusion (European Commission, 2017). The impact of the Pillar remains to be seen, but it
spells out quite a few of the necessities that people need (in the wording used by the Pillar) to live a life in
dignity and to participate fully in society. For instance, ‘everyone has the right to quality and inclusive
education, training and life-long learning (…)’ (principle 1); ‘everyone has the right to timely access to
affordable, preventive and curative health care of good quality’ (principle 16); ‘access to social housing
or housing assistance of good quality shall be provided for those in need’ (principle 19); ‘Everyone has the
right to access essential services of good quality including water, sanitation, energy, transport, financial
services and digital communications (…)’ (principle 20) (cf. European Commission, 2017). Further, the
European Pillar of Social Rights supports the understanding that adequate social participation cannot be
fulfilled by means of household income alone, but also requires a supportive institutional context providing
accessible and affordable services of good quality.
In a next step, we are interested in developing a more concrete list of social positions (defined in broad
terms) related to these needs, by using the same type of approach. In the process of assessing a list of core
social positions, we decided to also include the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (‘the
Charter’) as a legal source in order to further elaborate on potential common ground. The Treaty of Lisbon
ensured the entry into force of the Charter, originally drafted in 2000. Insofar the Charter and the
Convention include the same rights, the meaning and scope of those rights would be the same as those laid
down by the Convention (Article 52 §3 of the Charter). As we did for the identification of essential needs,
we have also, but to a lesser extent, used the ESC to add to our understanding of core social positions.
As a starting point, the identification of a core list of social positions one should be able to take, and their
related activities, goods and services should be such that they allow for a life in human dignity. As is stated
by the Charter (Article 1) “Human dignity is inviolable. It must be respected and protected.” In addition,
institutions or social expectations that imply discrimination on any ground such as sex, race, colour, ethnic
or social origin, genetic, features, language, religion or belief, political or any other opinion, membership
of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age or sexual orientation should not affect the core list (cf.
Articles 20-23 of the Charter). In other words, to give an example, even if dominant informal social
expectations would be such that women would not work, if ‘doing paid work’ is on the core list, it should
be there for both men and women. That being said, the core list of social positions that have been identified
on the basis of the sources used, can be summarised as follows:

12



Being a child, father, mother, wife or husband: Article 12 of the ECHR (‘Right to marry’);
Article 9 of the Charter (‘Right to marry and to find a family’)



Being an employee or self-employed: Article 16 of the ECHR (‘Freedom to conduct a business’);
Article 15 of the Charter (‘Freedom to choose an occupation and right to engage in work’)



Being a member of associations of various types, including in particular trade unions: Article 11
of the ECHR (‘Freedom of assembly and association’); Article 12 of the Charter (‘Freedom of
assembly and of association’)



Being a student: Article 2 of the First Protocol, added to the ECHR in 1952 (‘Right to education’);
Article 14 of the Charter (‘Right to education’)
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Being an active participant in political elections, and especially a voter: Article 3 of the First
Protocol, added to the ECHR in 1952 (‘Right to free elections’); Articles 39 and 40 of the Charter
(‘Right to vote and stand as a candidate at elections to the European Parliament’ & ‘Right to vote
and stand as candidate at municipal elections’)



Being a citizen, more broadly speaking (Various articles throughout the Charter)

This clarifies what kind of social positions people should be able to take as a member of society in order to
be able to adequately participate in society. Even though people typically take on multiple social positions
(e.g. one can be both a mother and an employee and a citizen), the social expectations with these positions
do not fully overlap. Having a common list of essential social positions that people should be able to take
has several advantages. First, it makes the meaning of a common understanding of adequate social
participation more concrete. Second, when discussing what needs should be fulfilled, the focus is put more
on the functions that the consumption of goods and services should help to realize, rather than on the choice
of the specific goods and services themselves. This increases the quality of the discussion on a decent
minimum income and, in the case of developing reference budgets, the motivation behind the list of goods
and services covered by the reference budgets, in line with their illustrative character. For the same reason
they are very helpful for assessing the completeness and feasibility of reference budgets when trying to
operationalise a benchmark of adequate social participation.
Discussions in focus groups
The abovementioned list of social positions served as input for the focus groups in order to facilitate the
discussion on what people need for adequate social participation. In each capital city, the country teams
conducted three focus groups where they tested to what extent this list of social positions resonated with
the ‘well-considered views’ of citizens in the EU13. In a first step, the purposes of the exercise and the
definition of adequate social participation were briefly explained. Secondly, participants were invited to list
all social positions they considered relevant for adequate social participation for a specific reference
household. In a third step this list was compared with the formally defined list above, and agreement was
sought on a final list that would be appropriate for the capital city where the focus groups were organised.
Next, this list was used to search for a common understanding of what the reference household types need
at the minimum in order to be able to take these social positions and to fulfil the formal and informal
expectations related to them. Similar to the list of social positions, we started with an open brainstorm,
followed by a comparison with the predefined list of needs, and ending with a concluding discussion on
what are the needs of specific household types for adequate social participation in their society.
Overall, all focus groups expressed agreement with the list of social positions that was derived from legal
provisions. In addition, most focus groups specified refinements of the general positions. In every focus
group, the participants emphasized at least one social role related to family life, such as parent or child.
For participants with children, the role of being a good parent was often said to be their most important
function in life. Further, it is remarkable that nearly all focus groups agreed that everyone should be able to
be an employee, and in the majority of the countries this was brought up spontaneously before showing the
predefined list.
“Being a working-person is also a very important social position, since participants believe that through
that, people feel useful for the society and of course paid work gives them the opportunity to have a decent
income” (Focus group report, Athens –EL).
‘Well-considered’ in this context means: views expressed in a dialogue (discussion) with others, with some time for
reflection and potential to revise one’s views at the end of the discussion.
13
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One social position that was not fully agreed upon was ‘being a member of a trade union’, especially in
countries where trade union membership is very low. However, almost in every country ‘being a member
of an association’ has been spontaneously identified as an essential social position or it was agreed upon
when the list was shown. Especially for children, focus group members agreed upon the essential need to
belong to a social network. Further, for children as well as for adults, the position of a student was in all
countries considered essential, and the use of digital media was stressed as crucial in this regard. Finally,
being a voter and citizen was brought up by nearly all focus groups as crucial social positions. In many
focus groups, participants argued that a more politically or socially active role should be stressed such as
an active or engaged citizen, a volunteer, an activist or an opposition member.
There were also social positions that were considered essential in various focus groups, while not identified
on the basis of our reading of the European Convention or the Charter:


Being a friend and being a neighbour



Caring roles (caregiver as an adult for the parents, homemaker, pet carer, patient), especially within
the family context as caring and being cared for, but also as an insurance taker or a patient within
health care institutions.



Several educational positions such as a (social) media user/producer, an educator/teacher (also as a
parent), a classmate and a member of a parent association.



Positions within the domain of leisure were mentioned such as a consumer of culture, a traveller, a
hobbyist and a sports(wo)man.



Being a member of local communities such as municipalities, cities and apartment councils or of
bigger entities such as Europe.



The role of a consumer or customer. It was noted that consuming is an essential part of participation
in modern society.



Being a member of a religious group or some other kind of like-minded ideological group was seen
as an essential social position for one’s autonomy and identity.

It would be interesting to see whether in a new round of focus group discussions participants from all EU
countries would support the inclusion of these additional positions to the list of essential positions. In any
case, on this ground we can tentatively conclude that at least in these focus groups there was quite some
common understanding across EU capitals of a core group of social positions that people should be able to
take in order to participate adequately in society.
After the discussions on essential social positions, the focus groups were asked which activities and goods
and services should be provided at the minimum in order to fulfil these social positions adequately.
Subsequently, these concrete items were grouped into larger categories of needs. Finally, the predefined
list of essential needs was shown in all focus groups to check whether these categories were acceptable or
if they should be adjusted and why. In other words, the main aim was not to draft a complete list of goods
and services, but to use them as examples to derive inductively a list of more abstract needs that should be
fulfilled. Again, we found that there was general agreement on the importance of all the needs listed above.
The more physical needs for food, clothing, adequate housing and personal and health care were seen
as self-evident without evoking much of discussion. As regards clothing, focus groups in some countries
argued how this is related to various informal social expectations.
“Clothing needs to be appropriate for the season, but it also needs to be decent which is socially accepted
– especially for the children. It can have disastrous consequences for their social life if people don’t dress
well.” (Focus group report, Copenhagen - DK)
Also with regard to the need for mobility and security there seemed to be strong agreement in the focus
groups across EU cities. It is worthwhile stressing that when discussing the need for security, participants
14
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stressed the need for financial security through insurances, income, pensions and bank accounts, but also
entitlement to social rights, a social safety net of friends and relatives, access to services, legal protection
and employment regulation were often mentioned as part of this need.
Besides the more physical needs, the focus groups across all countries emphasized also the importance of
social relations, education, leisure time and employment, albeit with large socio-cultural differences
between countries. The most important element with respect to social relations that came back across many
discussion groups was the need for communication, especially through digital (social) media. However,
this provoked also lots of discussion, for example regarding whether or not a smartphone or a personal
computer are minimum necessities. The need for internet and a mobile phone were also considered essential
in many cases for fulfilling the need for information. The participants often pointed out that everyone should
be able to inform himself or herself through television, newspaper, the library and especially by making
use of the internet. Moreover, the need for communication and information, in particular through the use of
digital media, was according to some focus groups (in BE, EL, DE, DK, IT, FI, MT, PT) not represented
well enough by the other categories of needs. Yet, only a few groups suggested creating a separate category.
Also rest and leisure is seen as an essential need in nearly all countries. In various countries people with a
relatively low income as well as people with higher socio-economic positions argued that they face
problems of limited time to fulfil their needs for rest and leisure, to maintain social relations, and to combine
work and family life. Especially for single parent families or for parents working full time, there is often
lack of time to properly fulfil these needs. In this context, accessible and affordable child care was indicated
as an important service to which people should have sufficient access.
In all countries, focus groups agreed with the need for a safe childhood. Education was especially
highlighted, and in some countries, it was even appointed as a distinct need. The focus groups emphasized
that in order to be a good parent one should be able to take care of children and provide them a safe,
supportive environment with affordable, accessible and good quality services such as education and child
care, but also sport clubs or youth movements, (free) public transport, health care and infrastructure (e.g.
playgrounds). For instance, when public schools lack quality or when the access is limited, people need
more financial means to provide an adequate educational level for their children (e.g. through private
alternatives).
“Participants considered as the most important issue in their social roles to provide a safe and "healthy"
environment for their children. Unfortunately, they shared the notion that the quality of social services in
Bulgaria is quite low and that they as parents have to seize the social functions from the state” (Focus
group report, Sofia - BG)
In the majority of the countries the focus group participants argued that not only children but also adults
should be able to engage in a process of lifelong learning. However, in a few focus groups, the concept of
lifelong learning evoked some disagreement. When it was formulated in a less formalized sense, but rather
as keeping up with progress in society or learning new things, most focus groups agreed that it should be
an essential need. Finally, in all countries, focus groups highlighted the need for decent work. In the list of
intermediate needs based on the Theory of Human Need, employment was not identified as a distinct
intermediate need. However, there seemed to be general agreement in the focus groups across countries to
identify access to decent work as a separate essential need in order to stress the importance of having a job
for adequate social participation. Another additional category of essential needs that came back frequently
in the focus group discussions across different countries, is the need for active participation and
involvement in society. This was often related to the essential social position of being an active and entitled
citizen (social rights and freedoms) who needs political representation and involvement. These two
additions to the list of essential needs merit more attention in the future.
The focus groups were also a useful instrument to point at important variations in the quality and
accessibility of publicly provided or subsidised services across countries. Although the focus of this
research was to remain on an abstract level, the interpretation of human needs elicited immediately stronger
15
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discussions at a more concrete level. For instance, in most countries, the focus group participants agreed
that public transport and a bicycle are sufficient to fulfil the need for mobility in the city. In contrast, in
some countries (ES, HR, IT, LT, LU, MT, RO) the participants argued that a car was necessary to be able
to fulfil all essential social roles. Another example is the importance of accessible health care of good
quality in order to fulfil the need for health care. Various focus groups emphasized that the accessibility
and quality of health care services is problematic in their city (BG, CY, CZ, EL, HU, IT, LV, PL, RO).
Overall, the discussions in focus groups across the EU confirm there is quite some common ground with
respect to what can be understood under the heading of adequate social participation in terms of essential
social positions and needs that should be fulfilled. A new round of discussions would be required to assess
to what extent the additions formulated in some countries would resonate with the views of those in other
countries where these additions were not mentioned spontaneously.

Conclusion
Valid comparative assessments of the adequacy of the minimum income protection provided by European
welfare states could boost efforts by policy makers to guarantee adequate incomes throughout the EU. Such
assessments require a monetary benchmark that is comparable across countries. The more such a benchmark
relies on a common normative understanding of what ‘adequacy’ means, the more convincing it will be for
evaluating the adequacy of minimum income standards across the EU. In this paper, we explored whether
there is sufficient common ground for a shared normative understanding of what adequacy means in more
concrete terms. To do so, we started from the concept of adequate social participation, which we defined
as the ability of people to adequately play (take and make) the various social roles one should be able to
play as a member of society. This notion of adequate social participation was further developed in dialogue
with the Theory of Human Need and some insights from the capability theory. Essential needs that should
be fulfilled for adequate social participation include access to adequate housing, clothing, an adequate diet,
personal hygiene and health care, rest and leisure, the means for maintaining significant social relations,
security in childhood, mobility, security and lifelong learning. Subsequently, we explored whether across
Europe there is some common understanding of what adequate social participation means and what needs
should be fulfilled in order to be able to participate adequately in society.
On the basis of a brief review of international standards as well as a series of over 65 focus group discussions
in 24 EU capital cities, we concluded that at least at an abstract level, there is sufficient common ground
for a European understanding of ‘adequate social participation’ and for defining the needs that should be
fulfilled. More in particular, we found that many of these needs resonate well with ‘formal social
expectations’ as embedded in the European Convention of Human Rights and the European Social Charter.
However, not all of the needs for adequate social participation are mentioned by these international legal
sources. Yet, with very few exceptions the focus groups supported the relevance of each of these needs for
adequate social participation. Furthermore, several discussion groups found that some needs were missing
from the theoretical framework, including access to decent work and an active (political) participation and
involvement in society. In addition, in quite a few countries it was stated that the importance of access to
communication technologies and information should be emphasized more strongly. In addition, based on
the European Convention and the Charter, we outlined a list of essential social positions that people should
be able to take in the context of adequate social participation. Such a list helps to specify a common
understanding of adequate social participation and to identify the required resources for adequately
fulfilling the formal and informal social expectations associated with these positions (i.e. their social roles).
Subsequently, we asked participants in discussion groups to reflect on what they consider essential social
positions that people should be able to take as a member of their society. The results of these discussions
suggest that there is quite some common understanding of what adequate social participation entails in these
terms, even though several refinements and additions to the list of essential positions were suggested by
some discussion groups.
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Further research, including a new round of discussions and, preferably, involving sufficiently large random
samples of respondents are required to assess to what extent these additional suggestions resonate with the
well-considered views of citizens across Europe. In addition, also formal social expectations could be
studied in a much more extensive form, for instance by also consulting other European legal sources, but
also by exploring to what extent national legislation converges (and diverges) with regard to essential
features of what can be considered adequate social participation. Such an analysis should go further than
assessing which needs and social positions are essential, and analyse the formal expectations regarding the
social roles that people should be able to play at a minimum as a member of society. For instance, what are
the formal expectations regarding parents and citizens? What are the implications of these expectations for
the goods and services to which individuals and households must have access in order to be able to live up
to these expectations? Such an analysis, especially if undertaken jointly by legal scholars and social
scientists in a transdisciplinary research context, would be a next fruitful step in developing well-founded
reference budgets with a strong empirical basis.
Even though we acknowledge variations in the extent to which essential goods and services are available,
of sufficient quality and accessible across the European Union, it must be said that we did not pay much
attention to the broader context, which is to varying degrees less or more conducive to adequate social
participation. Our focus has primarily been on the necessities for ‘private’ consumption by households and
persons. Obviously, a stimulating, safe and healthy environment as well as a democratic state and the rule
of law are essential. However, we assumed these as given, to focus on those aspects that are more directly
relevant for specifying a decent minimum income to which households and individuals should have access
for adequate social participation in the society in which they live. In a context of climate change,
environmental degradation and increased pressure on the democratic character of European polities, it
would be worthwhile to pay more attention to the social context in which households live and the extent to
which they foster a fulfilment of the needs for adequate social participation.
We consider the findings presented in this paper to be promising in view of developing a meaningful
comparative benchmark for cross-national monitoring of income adequacy. First results of developing such
a benchmark have already led to new insights (e.g. Carrillo, et al., 2019; Goedemé et al., 2019), but clearly
the development of comparable reference budgets is still in its infancy. A more rigorous and more elaborate
assessment of formal social expectations as well as a more extensive consultation of representative samples
of citizens could further strengthen the conclusions of this paper.
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