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Overview: social impact of cuts 

 

All austerity packages involve cuts in public services and public spending.  This impacts hardest on the poor 

and vulnerable, according to the evidence collected by NGOs and others concerned with poverty and social 

impacts. These include in Europe the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN), and Eurochild, an European 

NGO concerned with child welfare; in the USA, the Centre for Budget and Policy Priorities  (CBPP); and 

globally, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA).    

 

This evidence is especially important because most governments are not making any assessment of the social 

impact of their policies. The UN report warns that “growing pressure for austerity measures, ostensibly for 

reasons of  fiscal consolidation, is putting at risk social protection, public health and education programmes, 

as well as the economic recovery measures.” It warned that "economic policies considered in isolation from 

their social outcomes can have dire consequences for poverty, employment, nutrition, health and education, 

which, in turn, adversely affect long-term sustainable development" and stated that “it is essential that 

governments take into account the likely social implications of their economic policies”.   (UN 2011)   

 

In Europe, a survey across 17 countries by the EAPN found that the biggest impact of the crisis and the 

austerity measures is on young people, the poor, and vulnerable groups including those with little education, 

migrants, and ethnic minorities. Government cuts in benefits hit those who are already most affected by the 

economic crisis, by changing the rules to reduce the number of people eligible and/or the level of benefits - 

for example, tightening conditions to qualify for unemployment or social assistance, stricter „targeting‟ of 

housing and child benefits.   

 

Deliberate cuts in government jobs and raising retirement age, worsen the prospects for young people 

seeking work. The youth unemployment rate across the EU  in September 2010 was over 20%, double the 

overall rate of unemployment.  In some countries it was much higher, over 37 % in Estonia and 42 % in 

Spain. Sectors that  employ a large proportion of  less educated people, such as construction and services, 

have contracted sharply because of the crisis and the cuts. 

 

There is growing unemployment, indebtedness, poverty and inequality, as well as a negative psychological 

impact, pressure on working conditions, housing and discrimination. In Spain: 19.5 % of the population is 

under the poverty line. There are more than 1.5 million households with no working adult, where children 

face restrictions in food, clothing and leisure.”  In Hungary: “There are approximately 100.000 people 

considered as „unsafe‟ clients which means that they can not pay back their loans to the banks.” “In 

Romania the new austerity package includes a 25 percent cut to child care benefits, the elimination of 

benefits for young families, and a freezing of benefits for single parents.”. Children are adversely affected 

because universal child benefits are being restricted or cut, and some services supporting families are  being 

cut: “in Northern Ireland-UK a unique and much praised integrated system of health and social care is 

likely to be dismantled. Current proposals promise to retain the health element, but cut the personal social 

services component that funds many critical services for vulnerable children and families.” NGOs cannot fill 

the gap left by cuts in public services, and the cuts worsen the prospects of economic recovery. (EAPN 2011, 

Eurochild 2011) 

 

There are similar effects as a result of budget cuts by states in the USA. A survey by CBPP found that a 

majority of states have reduced healthcare, services to the elderly and disabled, and education. “Washington 
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state will reduce assistance for 28,000 people who are physically or mentally incapacitated and unable to 

work in early 2011”.The cuts would have been much greater without support from the federal government. 

(CBPP 2011) 

Table 1.               Groups most affected by crisis and austerity cuts in Europe, 2010 

Young people 13 

People already experiencing poverty 12 

People lacking education 11 

Migrants 8 

Ethnic minorities 6 

Older people 6 

Children 6 

Women 4 

Source: EAPN survey 
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