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Report 6 on social needs by population group focuses on five different
social segments: children, young adults, senior citizens, women and
immigrants. The bibliography that appears in each of the reports is the
bibliography for all the groups.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive summary
Senior citizens
• Senior citizens now suffer from appreciably lower levels of financial vulnerability
in comparison with the Spanish population on average. There are also fewer
housing-related problems among this group.
• Spain is the EU country where the difference in the effect of the financial benefits
system to combat poverty among the population as a whole and among senior
citizens is greatest, with the latter enjoying a clear advantage.
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THE SITUATION IN SPAIN

SENIOR CITIZENS
THE SITUATION IN SPAIN

Senior citizens make up one of the age groups
traditionally most closely associated with problems
related to financial and social vulnerability. In the
descriptions of socioeconomic profiles of poverty, for
example, it has been common until relatively recently
to characterise this collective as historically being
subject to a greater risk of poverty than the Spanish
population on average. In the last two decades,
however, various processes have taken place that
have altered the welfare status of senior citizens,

such as the extension of social protection systems and
greater stability in their incomes, the reduced impact
of the economic crisis due to the less fluctuating
nature of contributory pensions and benefits, and the
very process of ageing itself, which has meant that
increasingly included within the statistical definition
of the category of senior citizens – people aged over 65
– are people with high levels of economic activity.
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Indicators that measure social need
among people aged over 65 in Spain

Senior citizens

Total population

Risk of monetary poverty:

Difficulty getting by till the end of the month:

Percentage of people whose disposable income within
the family is below the poverty threshold.

Percentage of people that live in households that state
they find it difficult or extremely difficult to get by till
the end of the month.
39.1

40%

40%
30%
20%

29.3
23.8

20.8

30%

21.6 21.5
14.8 15.6

14.8

2006

2009

30.3

20%

20.4

20.3

10%
0%

22.2

31.0

2014

27.4

34.6

26.9

30.6

27.2
25.2
20.9 21.9

10%

11.4

2012

34.1

0%

2017 2018

2006

2009

2012

2014

2017 2018

Consistent poverty:

Chronic poverty:

Percentage of people whose households suffer
simultaneously from a risk of financial poverty and
material deprivation.

Percentage of people who were living in households at
risk of poverty for three or more consecutive years.

20%

20%

15%
9.7

10%

8.8 8.7

6.8

5%
0%

4.6

3.9 3.6

2009

13 14

13.1

15%

11.6

10%
5%

5.0 5.1

0%

2017 2018

9.9

12.3
9.5

8.0

8.9

7.9

2006

2009

2012

13.5
7.7

6.4
2014

2017

Excessive housing costs:

Poor housing conditions:

Percentage of people whose housing costs exceed 30%
of the household’s disposable income.

Percentage of people living in homes that suffer from
one of the following problems: leaks, damp or rot, poor
natural lighting, no indoor bath or shower, or no toilet.

40%

40%

30%

24.5

23.6

23.8

25.6

30%
22.6

21.0

20%

20%

10%

10%

0%

9.6
2007

7.4

6.7

7.4
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2014

8.4

28.6
23.2
26.2

22.6

20.1
15.0
14.5

18.0

11.8

8.3

2017 2018
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19.0
14.1

2014

16.8

2017 2018
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Senior citizens

Total population

Poor thermal comfort:

The chronically ill:

Percentage of people in households unable to afford to
keep their home warm in the winter months.

Percentage of adults who have been diagnosed by a doctor
as suffering from one of the main diseases or chronic
health problems in the previous twelve months.

20%
15%
10%

100%
12.9

10.1

7.2

5%
0%

7.7

2006

2009

9.1
8.6

2012

75%

11.1

9.1

8.0
8.8

2014

6.6

63.9

64.1

65.6

69.4

28.5

29.8

29.5

30.9

2006

2012

2014

2017

50%

8.9

25%
0%

2017 2018

Severely limited senior citizens:

Catastrophic health spending:

Percentage of senior citizens with health problems
that have resulted in severe limitations affecting their
activities of daily living in the last six months.

Percentage of senior citizens in the first income quintile
whose health-related spending exceeds 40% of their
ability to pay.

20%

20%

19.8

15%

15.7

15.4

15.1

10%

10%

10.1

5%
0%

5%
2006

2009

2012

2014

13.6

15%

0%

2017

8.2
8.2

2006

9.8
9.7

2009

16.0
14.4

11.6

2012

12.7
11.1

2014

2017

Shortfall in the provision of care for
dependent senior citizens:

Decision not to take prescribed medication
for financial reasons:

Percentage of senior citizens with an estimated need
for care who are not receiving care from the System for
Autonomy and Dependency Care.

Percentage of adults who for financial reasons stopped
taking medication prescribed by a doctor in the public
health system in the previous year.

100%
75%

8%
71.1

6%

57.1
45.4

50%

2%
2009

2014

4.7

3.2

3.4

2014

2017

4%

25%
0%

4.5

0%

2017

Source:
Compiled in-house using data from the EU-SILC, Active Population
Survey and the National Health Survey/European Health Interview
Survey.
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Financial and material wellbeing
Of the various aspects that make up the map of social
needs, it is the issue related to financial and material
welfare that has been subject to the most significant
changes in the case of senior citizens. The data for the
last 15 years reveal an inversion of the traditional portrait
in which senior citizens are at greater risk of poverty
than the rest of the population. This increased risk, still
present at the start of the economic crisis, gradually
declined to the point where it became the reverse, with
a wider gap that is now to senior citizens’ advantage.
The reason for this dramatic shift in the poverty risk
differential can only be attributed to the stability in the
incomes of this age group, which is very dependent on
the public pensions system, in contrast with the marked
fall in the incomes of the rest of the population due to
the high unemployment at the peaks of the crisis and to
the general downturn in economic activity.

The reduced risks of poverty and of general financial
difficulties are also allied with a lower incidence of the
more severe forms of poverty, such as those connected
with consistent poverty or problems of financial
poverty and material deprivation at the same time in
the same household. During the period of the greatest
deterioration of the economy (2013), the percentage of
senior citizens affected by this situation (3.9%) was a
third of the proportion in the total population (9.7%).
Even so, the rise in financial poverty among senior
citizens during the most recent phase due to the reasons
given and the improvement of other groups mean that
the gap has narrowed, prompting doubts as to the real
capacity of the system that ensures incomes in old age
to provide coverage for this type of risk.
More positive are the results related to the chronic
nature of poverty, one of the indicators that reflect most
starkly the fact that social needs linked to the sufficiency
of household income are not being met. Unlike among
Spanish society, the risk of chronic poverty among
senior citizens is today lower than it was in the middle
of the last decade, though a certain rise can be seen
once again during the economic recovery phase, linked
to the aforementioned unlikelihood that the incomes
of this demographic group will be able to continue at a
pace similar to those of other income recipients during
periods of growth

The traditional way of measuring poverty using relative
criteria – setting the threshold as a percentage of the
average income of the population – has helped to raise
awareness of the fall in poverty among senior citizens.
Their incomes have, in fact, risen at almost the same
rate as prices due to the fact that no major changes
have been made to the system for uprating pensions.
However, it is important to note that there has been a
continual rise in the average pension as a consequence
of the gradual entry into the system of workers with
more complete employment histories and entitlement
to a full pension, which is compatible with the presence
of very low pensions. In more recent years, however, this
self-same income stability has increased the relative
risk of poverty among senior citizens, given that their
incomes have changed more gradually than those of the
rest of the population, which rose as economic growth
and employment picked up.
In keeping with this, there are no major variations
either in one of the central characteristic features of the
vulnerability of Spanish households, the difficulties they
state they face in getting by to the end of the month. In
the case of senior citizens, unlike society on average,
there were no significant changes to this problem during
the economic crisis and it has reduced notably with the
recovery, though not at such a fast pace as among the
rest of the population.
8
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THE ECONOMIC AND MATERIAL WELFARE
OF SENIOR CITIZENS IN ‘EMPTY SPAIN’
One of the most common clichés in the

by revealing that the material deprivation

interpretation of the social needs of senior

problems this collective face are also

citizens is that the financial poverty of

greater in rural areas than in more densely

those who live in rural environments is

populated areas, though the differences

compensated for by better living conditions

are reduced when the welfare indicator

than those of senior citizens who live in

considers solely the relative level of income.

urban areas. The material deprivation
data refute such an assessment, however,
Figure 2. Poverty and material deprivation by population density and age, 2017.
Rate of poverty risk
Densely
populated area

Average
density area

Rate of material deprivation
Low
density area

Densely
populated area

30%

30%

20%

20%

10%

10%

0%

Average
density area

Low
density area

0%
<18

18-29

30-64

65 and over

<18

Source:
Compiled in-house using data from the National Statistics
Institute (2018 Living Conditions Survey).
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Housing

Health and lifestyle habits

One of the most important determining factors that
explain the differences in the level of senior citizens’
social needs is access to housing. In meeting these
needs, two crucial circumstances come into conflict:
the greater level of home ownership than among other
age groups and countries, but also senior citizens’
traditional problem of maintaining them in satisfactory
condition. The data of the Living Conditions Survey
reflect that senior citizens face few problems to do with
excessive housing costs, with fewer than one in ten
suffering this situation. However, these same data show
that unlike among the rest of the population, excessive
housing cost problems have been gradually increasing
in recent times among the older generations.

With regard to health problems, it should be noted that
the life expectancy of senior citizens has increased
over the last two decades: after France, Spain has the
second longest life expectancy among this group, with
19.1 years for men and 23.1 years for women aged 65
according to the National Statistics Institute. At the
same time, however, the percentage of senior citizens
diagnosed with a chronic illness has also risen. This
is the situation of almost 70% of people aged over 65.
In contrast, among the total population, among whom
chronic health problems have remained relatively
stable, they affect fewer than one in three people.
The high incidence of chronic illnesses among senior
citizens in Spain does not, however, mean that most
cases lead to incapacity. The people in this age group
who have severe limitations amount to 10% of the
total, a figure that is virtually half that of a decade ago.
As detailed in the Health Report in this collection,
there is still a high percentage of senior citizens with
needs for care not met by the System for Autonomy
and Dependency Care. Even though there has been
a considerable improvement in the meeting of needs
in the last decade, one out of every two dependent
senior citizens – around 15% of the senior citizens have
limitations of a sufficient degree to require the attention
of the system, something that is true of 33% of people
aged over 80 – does not receive this care. In many cases,
they are people who have not applied to be evaluated
as dependent, but others have and their assessment has
not yet been completed.

The same has not occurred in relation to poor housing
conditions, which, with the occasional interruption,
have shown a clear tendency to improve in the last
decade, affecting approximately one in ten senior
citizens. One positive fact is that the problems of
keeping the home warm in winter months, the
consequences of which have a more severe impact on
senior citizens’ health than among other age groups,
are fewer than those faced by the rest of the population
and, moreover, they are on the decline.

One last positive fact is the reduced proportion of
people who have had to stop taking medication for
financial reasons. Even so, among one segment of
senior citizens, healthcare spending has a severe impact
on their consumption capacity. Almost 13% of senior
citizens in the first income quintile have to spend more
than 40% of their income on this type of expenditure.
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THE SITUATION IN EUROPE

Position in the European ranking (green = better, red = worse)

Figure 3. Spain’s position in a ranking
of senior citizens’ social needs in the EU-28.

First quartile

1 to 7

Second quartile Third quartile

8 to 14

Senior citizens

15 to 21

Fourth quartile

22 to 28

Total

Risk of monetary poverty:

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

Percentage of people whose disposable in-

14.8

15.0

13

21.6

16.9

24

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

5.6

5.6

17

8.8

7.0

21

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

8.2

19.4

4

22.6

24.2

16

Poor housing conditions:

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

Percentage of people whose homes suffer

12.5

18.8

8

14.1

19.0

4

Spain

European
Union

2017
Position

10.1

16.4

5

come within the family is below the poverty threshold.

Consistent poverty:

Percentage of people whose households
suffer simultaneously from a risk of financial poverty and material deprivation.

Excessive housing costs:
Percentage of people whose housing costs
exceed 30% of the household’s disposable
income.

from one of nine possible problems.

Severely limited senior
citizens:
Percentage of senior citizens with health
problems that have resulted in severe limitations affecting their activities of daily liv-

Source:
Compiled in-house using data from the EU-SILC and
the EU-Labour Force Survey.

ing in the last six months.
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People aged over 65 as a percentage of the total
population in Spain is very similar to the proportion in
the EU (19.2% and 19.8% respectively), although in
our country elderly people (aged 80 or over) represent
a slightly larger stratum of the population than across
the EU. While the proportion of senior citizens is very
similar, there are a number of major differences in the
way these people meet their social needs, with indicators
in Spain that are better than the European average.

European countries. In all countries, population ageing
presupposes rising demand for long-term care, though
senior citizens’ state of health has an impact on the
evolution of this. Even though the recorded tendency
is positive over recent times, and the reduction seen
in Spain exceeds that observed across Europe, it
should be noted that the figures are based on a single
question that has a certain subjective element to it, as
a consequence of which this improvement should be
viewed with caution.

One of the most important pieces of data to emerge from
this comparative analysis is that, unlike what happens
among the population as a whole, the poverty situations
found among senior citizens are similar in magnitude
to those on average in EU countries. It should also be
noted, however, that the poverty rate among this age
group is higher in Spain than in other lower income
European countries. This relative position is made all
the worse, moreover, when the risk of financial poverty
is measured by adding the likelihood that there is a
problem of material deprivation in the same household.
The rates of consistent poverty among senior citizens
are higher only in countries in eastern Europe and in
Portugal and Greece.

There is no European statistic that makes it possible
to analyse how the degree to which this social need
is met is changing in different countries. However,
the OECD offers comparable data for 18 Western
countries (OECD, 2017). According to their data,
the percentage of senior citizens receiving longterm care in Spain rose between 2005 and 2015 but it
nevertheless remains lower than the OECD average
(8.5% and 13% respectively). Moreover, a higher
proportion of senior citizens are cared for in their own
homes. In part this reflects people’s preferences, but
also limitations associated with the lack of sufficient
places in residential homes and day centres.

In the remaining selected indicators, the comparative
analysis reflects a positive situation for senior citizens
in Spain. The percentage of people in this age group
with excessive housing cost problems is less than
half of the average in the EU, with Spain one of the
countries where this indicator is lowest. As in the other
two indicators mentioned, this relative situation is
better than that of the population as a whole.
Also to do with housing, homes that senior citizens live
in offer better conditions and facilities than in other
European countries, with this problem being a third
less significant than the EU average. Nevertheless,
in relative terms, this position is worse than that of
the population as a whole, which, despite recording
a higher indicator than senior citizens, is appreciably
lower than that of various countries in the EU.
Lastly, the percentage of senior citizens with severe
limitations in Spain is also better than that of most
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SENIOR CITIZENS AND LONELINESS
The usual aspects that measure senior

Figure 4. Percentage of people aged
over 65 who feel isolated or lonely, 2017.

citizens’ social needs pay little attention to
the relational aspect. There are few databases

Isolated

with information about senior citizens’
0%

perceptions of the affective and personal

4%

Lonely
8%

12

16%

Switzerland

support in their daily lives. The National
Health Survey explicitly asks the extent to

Denmark

which they receive love and affection. In

Austria

their answers, 3.1% of senior citizens state
that they receive less than they would like, a

Germany

percentage only slightly higher than that of

Sweden

everyone over the age of 15 (2.9%).

Czech Rep.

European information on similar issues

Belgium

is very limited, and there is no data for all

France

countries that can be compared. Of the

Spain

twelve countries that do have information
(through the SHARE [Survey of Health,

6.3%

Italy

Ageing and Retirement in Europe), Spain

Poland

is among the 30% or so of countries where

Greece

there is a greater incidence of problems to do
with isolation and loneliness.

Source:
Compiled in-house using data from the SHARE.
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PUBLIC POLICIES:
In all countries, the main factor that determines
senior citizens’ financial circumstances is the pension
system and its ability to meet their needs, both in
terms of the population that receive pensions and the
amount paid in relation to the income of the rest of the
population. Senior citizens may also have other forms
of income such as from work or savings. In practice,
however, it is a reality that most senior citizens quit
the labour market at retirement age or even before.
In all European countries, pensions are the main

source of income for this collective, though there are
some differences between countries and at different
moments in time. Moreover, income from capital,
which is normally only recorded in a limited manner
in databases on households, generally represents only
a small percentage of senior citizens’ total income.

Figure 5. Change in the number of pensions and people aged over 65.
Retirement

Widow/Widower’s

NCP

People aged over 65

12,000,000
10,000,000
8,000,000
6,000,000
4,000,000
2,000,000
0

1982

1990

1997*

2000

Note:
In accordance with art. 7 of Royal Decree 1647/1997, permanent incapacity
benefits are converted into retirement pensions when beneficiaries reach the
age of 65.
NCP: Non-contributory pensions

2010

2018

Source:
Compiled in-house using data from the Ministry of Labour, Migrations and
Social Security and the National Statistics Institute.
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Pensions are, therefore, the main factor governing the
degree to which the social needs of senior citizens in
Spain are met. One key factor is the connection between
the number of people aged over 65 (until recently the
legal retirement age) and the number of people in this
group who receive pensions. As the population has aged,
the number of pensioners has increased. However, the
peaks in the growth of the system have coincided with
institutional changes that have made its expansion
possible, such as the inclusion among beneficiaries of
people with minimum retirement periods or taking
early retirement as part of industrial restructuring
processes. Also notable is the fact that, unlike what
occurred in the 1990s, in recent times the gap between
the number of senior citizens and the number of people
receiving pensions has gradually grown.

In the case of non-contributory pensions, the financial
protection of last resort for senior citizens unable to
access the contributory pension system, this process
has been much more pronounced, with a value in
relation to per capita GDP now much lower than at
the start of the economic crisis. If we broaden the
timeframe of the analysis, we find that this relationship
is today lower than when the system was set up in
the early 1990s. In other words, non-contributory
pensions have declined in purchasing power since they
were created.
A final indicator that shows the capacity of monetary
pensions and benefits to meet social needs is the effect
they have on the incidence of poverty among senior
citizens. In all countries without exception, as a result
of the way this effect is measured – by comparing the
poverty that would exist without these pensions and
benefits with the poverty that really exists – the impact
of monetary pensions and benefits is higher in the case
of senior citizens. Spain in particular stands out, as it
is the country in the EU where the difference between
the effect of this set of pensions and benefits for the
entire population and for senior citizens is greatest,
with a clear advantage of favour of senior citizens.
This effect is due almost exclusively to pensions.

Turning now to the issue of the relative generosity
of pensions and benefits, the central question is the
extent to which pensions have kept up with the rate of
the rise in average income in Spanish society. It is to be
expected that during periods of economic growth, the
gap would widen, since the rise in the pension amount
payable does not depend on factors of a cyclical nature,
and that the opposite would occur in recessions, given
the stability of pensions and the presumable fall in the
incomes of the rest of the population.
As shown by figure 6, the relationship between the two
variables is not only determined in Spain by factors of
an economic nature, although these are important in
any changes. The minimum retirement pension, for
example, began to grow faster than monthly GDP per
capita when the boom prior to the economic crisis had
not yet come to an end. This was due to the decision
to increase the sums paid. With the downturn in
economic activity and the continuation of the crisis,
pensions grew much faster than the economy, with
this process reversed in the final phase of economic
recovery.

15

PUBLIC POLICIES

Figure 6. The change in pensions with the economy.
Amount of pensions as a percentage of monthly GDP per capita.
Average retirement pension

Minimum retirement pension

Average pension/benefit

NCP

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
1990

1995

2000

2005

Note:
Average pension/benefit: average of pensions and benefits paid on the
grounds of incapacity, retirement, widow/widowerhood and orphanhood
and to families.

2010

2015

2017

Source:
Compiled in-house using data from the Ministry of Labour, Migrations and
Social Security and the National Statistics Institute.

Figure 7. Impact of social pensions/benefits on reducing poverty.
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Source:
Compiled in-house using data from the EU-SILC (Eurostat).
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