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Introduction

In 2022, older people (i.e. those aged more 
than 65 years) represented about 21 per cent 
of  the population of  the European Union. 
There has been more than 94 million of  them 
in total, made up of  53.5 million women and 
40.5 million men. Of  these, 45.5 million lived 
in couples, with or without children, while 8.5 
million older men and 21 million older women 
lived single. There have been 107.5 million per-
sons drawing an old-age or survivor pension in 
2020 (latest available data), up from 102.7 mil-
lion in 2012 (i.e. an increase of  slightly less than 
5 per cent). Over the same period, the number 
of  people aged more than 65 in the EU incre-
ased by 16 per cent, from 18 to the aforemen-
tioned 21 per cent of  the population.1 

The increase in life expectancy has been 
slowing down in the EU over the last decade. 
This longer-term trend was exacerbated by 
excess mortality during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
as the number of  older people declined between 
2020 and 2022 and life expectancy at age 65 fell. 
The share of  healthy years in the remaining life 
expectancy in old-age has, however, remained 
stable in overall terms across the EU since the 
beginning of  the century – but women live 
longer in ill health than men. The income of  
older people in the EU remains below 90 per 
cent of  working-age income on average, with 
signifi cant differences between women and 
men and between countries. Pension benefi ts 
amount, on average, to around three fi fths 
of  late-career work income. Income inequality 
among older people has receded since 2019, 
possibly refl ecting the widespread measures to 
protect lower-income pensioners during the 
recent crises.2

1 European Commission and Social Protection Committee, 2024 Pension adequacy report. Current and future income 
adequacy in old-age in the EU (Luxemburg: Publications Offi ce of  the European Union, 2024), Vol. 1, 19.

2 Supra, 11–12.
3 Jointly proclaimed by the European Parliament, EU Council and the European Commission on 17 November 

2017; OJ C 428, 13.12.2017, pp. 10–15.
4 Supra, 15.
5 This is underlined e.g. in: Bernd von Maydell, Katja Burchardt, K.-D. Henke, R. Leitner, Ruud Muffels, Michael 

Quanta, Pirrko-Liisa Rauhala, Gert Verschraegen, Maciej Żukowski, Enabling Social Europe (Berlin: Springer, 
2006), 201.

6 Wojciech Muszalski, ‘Przemiany wieku emerytalnego’, Polityka Społeczna 3 (2009), 7.
7 Tadeusz Szumlicz, ‘Zabezpieczenie emerytalne w systemach zabezpieczenia społecznego’, in: Systemy emerytalne 

w krajach Unii Europejskiej, ed. Tadeusz Szumlicz, Maciej Żukowski (Warsaw: Twigger, 2004), 10–12.
8 See e.g. Jörg Huffschmid, Economic Policy for a Social Europe (Basingstoke-New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 

244–245.

The rights to adequate old-age income and 
pensions in the European Union have been 
proclaimed in the Principle 15 of  the European 
Pillar of  Social Rights (EPSR)3, and are 
being implemented through its action plan4.  
The issues concerning pensions are therefore 
of  obvious importance for the entire EU, and 
not only for its Member States. This article is 
an attempt at synthetically considering current 
important differences between pensions inside 
the Union. To this end, it is in turn outlining 
the fi nancing of  pensions in Europe, analysing 
pension benefi ts in the EU to a certain extent, 
and last but not least presenting contemporary 
evolution (reforms) of  pensions in the Union’s 
Member States. Some conclusions are then 
proposed. 

Pension fi nancing

If  pensions are to be considered as an in-
strument to provide means of  living for per-
sons who are no longer working (or in a more 
general sense – not on the labour market 
anymore)5 due to their reaching of  a certa-
in (retirement or pensionable) age,6 then the 
core phases of  the underlying process can be 
described as the following: 
1)  pay-in – accumulation of  pension savings 

(before reaching retirement age),
2)  pay-out – payment of  old-age pensions (in 

retirement).7
From this point of  view, chronologically 

fi rst question to solve is of  course providing 
a source of  funding for or fi nancing of  such 
old-age pensions (hereinafter referred to as 
‘pensions’; Fig. 1).8

In general, pensions are fi nanced by con-
tributions (a percentage of  a salary or a wage) 
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paid in parts by an employee and their employ-
er, as well as contributions (or premiums) paid 
to a pension fund or scheme by a person en-
rolled in it.9 However, in practice this is heavily 
supplemented by the general government (tax) 
revenue, with taxation estimated to account 
for ca 25 per cent of  pension fi nancing in the 
European Union.10

More specifi cally, pension fi nancing is or-
ganised under one of  two model solutions (or 
a combination of  both): 
1.  Pay-as-you-go (redistribution / repartition / 

social insurance), where pensions are fi nan-
ced by contributions paid by the current 
employees and employers on the basis of  
an ‘intergenerational solidarity pact’ (and 
de facto also by taxes).11 This solution is 
considered costly in absolute numbers, in 
relation to GDP, or in proportion of  the 
pension system to the entire social security 

system in a given state alike,12 but on the 
other hand resilient in the face of  e.g. infl a-
tion-related shocks.13

2.  Funded (compulsory saving schemes), where 
pensions are fi nanced by savings acquired 
from contributions of  persons (future pen-
sioners) enrolled, when economically acti-
ve, in such funds or schemes, which then 
in turn invest them in the various fi nancial 
markets.14 This is a more individualised and, 
in principle, transparent solution15 than the 
previous one, while also being arguably more 
resilient to negative demographic trends 
and risky political decisions.16

These solutions have been as well summa-
rised as constituting, respectively, a solidarity-
-based ‘tax on wage mass’, and an individuali-
sed ‘tax on capital’.17 As to their resilience, it 
might be pointed out that during the Covid-19 
pandemic the incomes of  older people rema-

Source: Tadeusz Szumlicz, ‘Zabezpieczenie emerytalne w systemach zabezpieczenia społecznego’, in: Systemy emerytalne w krajach Unii Europejskiej, 
ed. Tadeusz Szumlicz, Maciej Żukowski (Warsaw: Twigger 2004), 9–12.

Figure 1. General timeline of  pensionsGeneral timeline of  pensions

9 Cf. e.g. Paul Bridgen, Traute Meyer, ‘The British pension system and social inclusion’, in: Private pensions versus 
social inclusion? Non-state provision for citizens at risk in Europe, ed. Paul Bridgen, Traute Meyer, Barbara Riedmüller 
(Cheltenham-Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2007), 49; Barbara Riedmüller, Michaela Willert, ‘The German pension 
system and social inclusion’, in: Private pensions versus social inclusion? Non-state provision for citizens at risk in Europe, ed. 
Paul Bridgen, Traute Meyer, Barbara Riedmüller (Cheltenham-Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2007), 130 and ff.; 
Marek Benio, Joanna Ratajczak-Tuchołka, ‘The Polish pension system and social inclusion’, in: Private pensions versus 
social inclusion? Non-state provision for citizens at risk in Europe, ed. Paul Bridgen, Traute Meyer, Barbara Riedmüller 
(Cheltenham-Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2007), 194.

10 2024 Pension adequacy report, 58–59.
11 Ch. de Neubourg, J. Castonguay, ‘Ranking Orders: Performance Indicators for Social Protection Systems’, in: 

International Cooperation in Social Security, ed. B. Cantillon, I. Marx (Antwerp-Oxford-New York: Intersentia 2005), 
100–105; Huffschmid, Economic Policy, 246, 252–253.

12 See e.g.: Neubourg, Castonguay, Ranking orders, 100–105; Marek Góra, ‘Preserving social models while regaining 
competitiveness: can Europe do both?’, European View 1 (2012), 59–61.

13 Krzysztof  Ślebzak, ‘Prawo do emerytury w systemie zdefi niowanej składki’, in: Konstrukcje prawa emerytalnego, ed. 
Teresa Bińczycka-Majewska (Cracow: Zakamycze, 2004), 130.

14 Cf. von Maydell et al., Enabling, 199; Małgorzata Olszewska, ‘Prawo do emerytury w systemie zdefi niowanego 
świadczenia’, in: Konstrukcje prawa emerytalnego, ed. Teresa Bińczycka-Majewska (Cracow: Zakamycze, 2004), 221.

15 E. Overbye, ‘‘Everyone Has the Right to Social Security’ – Yeah, in Your Dreams’, in: International Cooperation in 
Social Security, ed. B. Cantillon, I. Marx (Antwerp-Oxford-New York: Intersentia, 2005), 258.

16 Ślebzak, Prawo, 130; Aleksandra Tragaki, ‘Demographics: the vulnerable heel of  the European Achilles’, European 
View 2 (2014), 281–282.

17 Ślebzak, Prawo, 131; see also e.g. Urszula Kalina-Prasznic, ‘Ochrona ryzyka starości a odrzucone paradygmaty spo-
łecznego ubezpieczenia emerytalnego’, Polityka Społeczna 4 (2011), 7–8.
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ined protected, while the currently employed 
continued to build up their pension rights, 
but ‘funded pension schemes were subject to 
strong volatility during this period’.18

Another typology of  fi nancing pensions 
are the ‘three pillars’ representing, to put it 
in most general terms, pensions provided (in 
principle alternatively) by the state, the em-
ployer and the (prospective) pensioner them-
selves.19 When elaborating on this concept, it 
can be presented as follows:
1.  ‘The fi rst pillar’ is ‘the statutory, basic, 

universal-in-principle, compulsory’ system.20

2.  ‘The second pillar’ is ‘the occupational sys-
tem, based on professional relations bet-
ween an employer and all or some categor-
ies of  their employees, which is to provi-
de those employed or self-employed in the 
course of  a given economic activity, or some 
professional sectors or groups of  such sec-
tors, with benefi ts to supplement those from 
the basic system, or to replace the latter, and 
which is organised on the basis of  either 
compulsory or voluntary enrolment.’21

3.  ‘The third pillar’ consists of  ‘private sche-
mes, including life and old-age insurance, 
private health and pension funds’.22

It is worth noting, that in (continental) Eu-
rope it has been ‘the fi rst pillar’ taking clear 

precedence over the others,23 even though it 
only provides for very basic security.24 In con-
nection to that fact, it is being synthetically 
described as a ‘basic pension scheme’ – and 
in all of  the Member States of  the Europe-
an Union it is of  a redistributive character.25 
The ‘second’ and ‘third’ pillars are in turn de-
scribed as ‘supplementary pension schemes’,26 
and these are of  funded nature in principle. 
As a consequence, enrolment in basic pension 
schemes is obligatory27 at least for employees, 
with their contributions being then deducted 
as a percentage from their wages,28 while en-
rolment in supplementary pension schemes 
can be voluntary.

This typology is not universally accepted – 
for example, there are classifi cations that assi-
gn the basic and some of  the supplementary 
pension schemes as described above into the 
‘fi rst’ and ‘second’ pillar of  a ‘public pension 
system’, depending on whether the enrolment 
is compulsory, and whether entitlement to be-
nefi ts is dependent on the fact and duration of  
having been in employment, while adding the 
remaining ‘second pillar’ schemes to the above-
-described ‘third pillar’.29 However, it remains 
uncertain if  there can be a clean-cut division 
of  pension systems into ‘public’ and ‘private’,30 
given that qualifying some of  the existing sys-
tems as part of  one of  the ‘three pillars’ can 

18 2024 Pension adequacy report, 7, 12–14, 108–109.
19 Inetta Jędrasik-Jankowska, Pojęcia i konstrukcje prawne ubezpieczenia społecznego, 6th ed. (Warsaw: Wolters Kluwer Po-

land, 2014), 191–192; von Maydell et al., Enabling, 200–202; Stanisława Golinowska, „Ewolucja i kierunki reform 
bazowych systemów emerytalno-rentowych w świecie”, in: Bazowe systemy emerytalne, ed. Stanisława Golinowska 
(Warsaw: Institute of  Labor and Social Affairs, 1993), vol. I, 21–22.

20 Gertruda Uścińska, ‘Regulacje UE oraz orzecznictwo Trybunału Sprawiedliwości UE w zakresie równego trakto-
wania w systemach emerytalnych’, Polityka Społeczna 10 (2012), 12. Golinowska, Ewolucja, 17–21.

21 Uścińska, Regulacje, 12; Golinowska, Ewolucja, 21–22; Fabio Ravelli, ‘The ECJ and supplementary pensions discrimi-
nation in EU law’, European Journal of  Social Law 1 (2012), 53.

22 Uścińska, Regulacje, 12.
23 See von Maydell et al., Enabling, 200–202.
24 Golinowska, Ewolucja, 21.
25 See e.g. Supra, 17 and ff.
26 F. Ravelli, The ECJ, 53–54; Golinowska, Ewolucja, 21 and ff.
27 Paul Bridgen, Traute Meyer, ‘Private pensions versus social inclusion? Citizens at risk and the new pensions ortho-

doxy’, in: Private pensions versus social inclusion? Non-state provision for citizens at risk in Europe, ed. Paul Bridgen, Traute 
Meyer, Barbara Riedmüller (Cheltenham-Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2007), 16.

28 von Maydell et al., Enabling, 201–202.
29 Steven A. Nyce, Sylvester J. Schieber, The Economic Implications of  Aging Societies. The Costs of  Living Happily Ever After 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), Polish ed. Ekonomiczne konsekwencje starzenia się społeczeństw, transl. 
by A. Kliber, P. Kliber (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 2011), 91–92, 94–98.

30 Stanisława Golinowska, ‘Podobieństwa i różnice uzupełniających i dodatkowych systemów emerytalnych w świe-
cie’, in: Dodatkowe systemy emerytalne w świecie, ed. S. Golinowska (Warsaw: Institute of  Labor and Social Affairs, 
1994), 23.
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be disputed in any case31 – and it in fact is, as 
the very classifi cation attempts described abo-
ve would show. 

Chronologically second phase of  the analy-
sed process (Fig. 1), i.e. when pensions are paid 
out, is retirement. The duration of  retirement 
can then be defi ned as the (average) expected 
lifespan after the exit from the labour market. 
This is distinct from the duration of  pension 
payment itself, in particular since an increasing 
number of  European Union Member States 
allow drawing pensions and other old-age be-
nefi ts and working activity to be combined. 
In turn, the exit from the labour market is the 
moment when a person is no longer conside-
red employed in offi cial statistics (not having 
worked for at least one hour during a short re-
ference period). Applying this method means 
that job-seekers are excluded from the measu-
re of  working-life duration. 

In 2022, the average lifespan in retirement 
in the EU was expected to last 21 years. It had 
slightly fallen since 2019, when it was 21.3 
years. The Covid-19 pandemic impact on life 
expectancy was a driver in this fall, even if  by 
2022 life expectancy had almost recuperated 
the 2020 losses. Duration of  retirement is very 
diverse across the EU. The shortest retirement 
duration was expected in Bulgaria and Latvia 
(17.5 years), with a majority of  countries close 
to the EU average. 

While the average retired life in the EU 
is expected to last about 21 years, as mentio-
ned above, some of  its Member States (e.g. 
Belgium, France, Luxemburg, Latvia, Lithu-
ania or Hungary) have comparatively short 
retirement durations. In countries such as the 
Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark and Ireland, 
with basic fl at-rate pensions complemented by 
occupational pension schemes, working lives 
tend to be long compared to countries with 
more ‘Bismarckian’- type repartition funding 
of  pension systems, i.e. public and earnings-
-based. Inequalities in old-age life expectancy 

have an impact on pension wealth (estima-
ted to be from about 4.5 to 7.5 per cent of  
projected replacement rate – see remarks on 
adequacy of  pension benefi ts below – across 
EU Member States) – and, more broadly, on 
pensions in general.32

The duration of  pension payment is un-
derstood as life expectancy at the average age 
at which people receive their fi rst pension. In 
2022, all types of  old-age benefi ts were expec-
ted to be paid for 21 years on average, ranging 
from 15 to 25 years across the EU. 

Between 2019 and 2022, the average du-
ration of  pension payment fell in most coun-
tries, and only increased signifi cantly in Swe-
den. This fall may (mostly) be an effect of  
the Covid-19 pandemic and excess mortality, 
especially among older people. Luxemburg 
and France displayed the highest values for 
both men (23.6 years in the earlier, 22.1 in the 
latter case) and women (ca 25–26 years), whi-
le women (and men) started to receive their 
pension benefi ts about one year later in France 
than in Luxemburg. 

At the other end of  the scale, Bulgaria’s 
short duration (14 years for men and 18.9 
years for women) seems to be due to the low 
life expectancy at pension age. 

In Hungary and Lithuania, the low values 
for men (14.3 and 14.7 years, respectively) re-
sulted from a combination of  a relatively late 
start of  pension payments and short life ex-
pectancy at that age. 

As for Denmark, it displayed the second-
shortest duration for women and the shortest 
duration for men (16.9 years and 13.3 years, 
respectively), both relating to the highest ave-
rage age for starting to receive an old-age pen-
sion, but with i.a. a caveat, that occupational 
pension schemes are not taken into account 
when determining the average age at fi rst pen-
sion payment, whereas their inclusion would 
lower the average age (therefore increasing the 
retirement duration).33 

31 See e.g. Uścińska, Regulacje, 16–17.
32 2024 Pension adequacy report, 39–41, 146–147.
33 Supra, 43.
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Pension benefi ts

Benefi ts have been described as ‘the raison 
d’etre and the core’ of  any social security sys-
tem.34 These benefi ts can be in-kind (such as 
healthcare)35 or pecuniary, with pensions being 
a clear example of  the latter.36

In Member States of  the European Union 
contemporary pension benefi ts include old-
-age37 (as well as invalidity) pensions for the 
persons who have been enrolled in the system 
(and, to an extent, their closest relatives, if  
these have not been enrolled themselves), de-
pendent not only on their age, but also on the 
length of  their enrolment or other ‘qualifying’ 
periods equivalent to that38 (and, in consequ-
ence, the sum of  the contributions paid), thus 
showing characteristic features of  defi ned be-
nefi t schemes39 (see below). It is therefore 
important in this context, that in practice the 
retirement age in the European Union, now 
between 60 and 67 years,40 will have to be ra-
ised to 70 and beyond41 (with Nordic countries 
paving the way),42 even if  ‘mandatory reti-
rement age’ is in the meantime abolished as 
a legal notion, as it happened e.g. in the United 

Kingdom (then an EU Member State) already 
in 2011, and in Poland in 2016.43

This is due to the need of  simultaneously 
maintaining the adequacy of  pension benefi ts 
as well as the fi nancial sustainability of  the 
existing pension systems described earlier,44 as 
there remains a broader fact, that social secu-
rity systems of  EU Member States, including 
pensions, are subject to various pressures, such 
as demographic trends (longer life expectan-
cy and lower birth rates, throwing societies 
off-balance in terms of  old-age-dependency 
ratios, i.e. share of  pensioners to working-
-age adults),45 or the growing mobility of  em-
ployees, hard to link with the ‘classic’ formula, 
where one person was a party to one labour 
contract subject to social security (including 
pension) contributions.46

In reference to the ‘three-pillar’ typology 
of  pension system fi nancing it has to be po-
inted out that – while in the ‘fi rst pillar’ the-
re is the limitation to the provision of  only 
the aforementioned ‘basic security’, although 
rarely in such a consistent fl at-rate approach 
as the now non-EU United Kingdom repre-
sents47 – within the ‘second pillar’ of  pension 

34 Gertruda Uścińska, Świadczenia z zabezpieczenia społecznego w regulacjach międzynarodowych i polskich (Warsaw: Institute of  
Labour and Social Affairs, 2005), 34.

35 See e.g. Gertruda Uścińska, Zabezpieczenie społeczne osób korzystających z prawa do przemieszczania się w Unii Europejskiej 
(Warsaw: Wolters Kluwer Poland, 2013), 287 and ff.; cf. e.g. 2024 Pension adequacy report, 155 on the importance of  
this type of  benefi ts to pensioners.

36 Uścińska, Świadczenia, 78 and ff.
37 See e.g. Wojciech Muszalski, Prawo socjalne, 4th ed. (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 2004), 122, or 

M. Olszewska, Prawo do emerytury, 224.
38 Cf. Jędrasik-Jankowska, Pojęcia i konstrukcje, 123 and ff.
39 Cf. e.g. Riedmüller, Willert, The German pension system, 140.
40 Cf. e.g. Susanna Kochskaemper, Jochen Pimpertz, Live Long and Prosper? Demographic Change and the Implications of  

Europe’s Pensions Crisis (Brussels: Wilfried Martens Center for European Studies, 2015), 44–46.
41 Cf. Muszalski, Przemiany, 8–10; Gertruda Uścińska, ‘Problemy współczesnych systemów emerytalnych – kierunki 

rozwiązań w zakresie wieku emerytalnego’, Praca i Zabezpieczenie Społeczne 4 (2011), 3–4.
42 See 2024 Pension adequacy report, 67, 76–77, 147.
43 Cf. Wiesław Koczur, ‘Przegląd systemu emerytalnego 2016. Bezpieczeństwo dzięki odpowiedzialności. Kluczowe 

zagadnienia i rekomendacje. Podsumowanie’, Ubezpieczenia Społeczne. Teoria i praktyka 2 (2017), 8–9; Gertruda 
Uścińska, ‘Kierunki ewolucji wieku emerytalnego’, Zabezpieczenie Społeczne. Teoria, Prawo, Praktyka 1(7) (2018), 13; 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/default-retirement-age-to-end-this-year, access 22.12.2024.

44 See e.g. Agnieszka Chłoń-Domińczak, ‘Impact of  retirement age changes on the old-age pension take up in Poland 
after 1990’, Ubezpieczenia Społeczne. Teoria i praktyka 3 (2019), 62.

45 Juhana Vartiainen, ‘The future of  the European welfare states: the intriguing role of  demography?’, European View 
1 (2017), 132–133; Kochskaemper, Pimpertz, Live Long and Prosper?, 23–29.

46 See e.g. Kyra Borg, Hans van Meerten, Andrea Minto, ‘The EU’s Regulatory Commitment to a European 
Harmonized Pension Product (PEPP): The Portability of  Pension Rights vis-à-vis the Free Movement of  Capital’, 
Journal of  Financial Regulation 2 (2019), 150–151, 153–154.

47 Cf. e.g. Bridgen, Meyer, The British pension system, 49.
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Source: M. Olszewska, ‘Prawo do emerytury w systemie zdefi niowanego świadczenia’, in: Konstrukcje prawa emerytalnego, ed. Teresa Bińczycka-
-Majewska (Cracow: Zakamycze, 2004), 229; Krzysztof  Ślebzak, ‘Prawo do emerytury w systemie zdefi niowanej składki’, in: Konstrukcje prawa 
emerytalnego, ed. Teresa Bińczycka-Majewska (Cracow: Zakamycze, 2004), 124.

48 Cf. e.g. Golinowska, Podobieństwa i różnice, 32–33; Eberhard Eichenhofer, ‘Fundamental social rights: New forms of  
regulation and governance’, European Journal of  Social Law 2 (2013), 168; Jędrasik-Jankowska, Pojęcia i konstrukcje, 44, 
61–62, 135; Ślebzak, Prawo do emerytury, 121 and ff. 

49 2024 Pension adequacy report, 16–17.

systems of  many EU Member States (such as 
Germany, France or Belgium, but also Poland) 
an evolution is occurring, from schemes being 
based on prescribing the benefi t level by law 
(defi ned benefi t – DB) to its linking with the 
level of  contributions paid (defi ned contribu-
tion – DC).48 There is then no full dychotomy 
between these two approaches (Fig. 2).

It might also be worthwhile to compare the 
current amounts of  the ‘fl at-rate’ basic pension 
(or minimum income benefi ts for persons 
aged 65 and more) across the European Union 
(Table 1):

As to the notion of  adequacy of  pension 
benefi ts (pensions) introduced above, the newest, 
2024 Pension Adequacy Report (‘PAR 2024’) 
by the European Commission and the So-
cial Protection Committee of  the Council of  
the European Union, follows the concept of  
adequacy developed in its previous editions, 
distinguishing three main dimensions of  ade-
quacy:
a)  poverty protection; 
b)  income maintenance; and 
c)  pension/retirement duration. 

First, the adequacy of  pensions is measu-
red by their ability to prevent and mitigate the 
risk of  poverty in old age, considering income 
poverty risks as well as material and social de-
privation (MSD) among women and men aged 

65 or more. While older people’s households 
also have other income sources, pensions ac-
count for four fi fths of  household income in 
the 65+ age group. 

Second, the adequacy of  pensions is me-
asured by their capacity to replace income ear-
ned before retirement, thus helping to main-
tain people’s standard of  living. This can be 
measured either by comparing the income of  
the same individuals before and after retire-
ment or, as a proxy, by comparing the income 
of  the older/retired population with that of  
the younger/working population. 

Third, pension duration (i.e. whether people 
can spend a reasonable share of  their life in 
retirement and/or receiving a pension) can be 
considered in the respect in question. Further-
more, PAR2024 also explores how adequacy 
changes during the time spent in retirement, 
refl ecting changes in income levels, household 
composition, and need for care.49

The second of  the above-mentioned di-
mensions of  pension adequacy, the capacity 
of  pension systems to maintain income in old-
-age (i.e. to replace income earned before re-
tirement) seems to be of  particular interest 
here. Pension replacement rates for a given 
career are projected to decrease over the next 
four decades, reaffi rming the previous analy-
sis. 

Figure 2. Models of  pension systems (schemes)Models of  pension systems (schemes)
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Even accounting for projected career length 
gains and legislated increases in the pensionable 
age, replacement rates are set to fall for both 
women and men in most countries, even if  the 
projected size of  the fall varies greatly. This is 
consistent with simulations showing that per 
capita pension income is projected to decline. 
The age of  retirement remains a key factor 
explaining current and future pension benefi ts. 
While retiring two years before pensionable age 
mostly results in temporary or mild pension 
reductions, working beyond pensionable age 
generally brings substantial replacement rate 
gains. In short, income inequality in old-age is 
projected to remain stable in the decades to 
come.50

As one of  the aims of  PAR 2024 would be 
to assess the ‘income transition’ around retire-
ment age, a measure of  this could be to com-
pare the median pension income of  people 
aged 65 to 74, who are assumed to have retired 
more recently, with the median work income 
of  people aged 50 to 59 (i.e. late in their care-
er). This measure is called the aggregate repla-
cement ratio (ARR). It compares the pension 
income in the fi rst years of  retirement (ages 65 
to 74) with the work earnings in late working 
years (for those aged 50 to 59). The incomes 
of  both age groups are measured in the same 
year, and thus they refer to two separate 10-
year cohorts. Pension benefi ts for people aged 
65 to 74 amount on average to around three 
fi fths of  the work income of  those aged 50 
to 59. Over the ten-year period between 2012 
and 2022, the ARR in the EU slightly incre-
ased, from 0.54 in 2012 to 0.58 in 2022, with 
a maximum of  0.59 in 2017. The ratio was in-
creasing until 2017, then fell slightly until 2020 
before increasing again in 2021. The differen-
ce between men and women also slightly in-

creased (to 6 percentage points) up until 2017, 
then narrowed to 4 percentage points in 2020 
as the ratio for women was falling slightly less 
rapidly than for men. 

Looking beyond the EU level to individual 
countries, however, reveals a wide range of  si-
tuations, both in the change over time of  the 
indicator, and in the difference between wo-
men and men. 

Indeed, over the 2012–2022 period, the 
ARR increased in more than half  of  EU 
Member States, while it fell by 10 per cent or 
more in eight Member States, and with very 
diverse paths. The level of  the ratio in 2022 
ranged from less than 0.4 in Lithuania, Ire-
land, Bulgaria and Croatia to 0.75 and more in 
Greece, Italy, Spain and Luxemburg. In nearly 
two thirds of  the Member States, the ARR for 
men was higher than that for women.51

A key duration aspect of  pension adequacy 
is how this adequacy evolves as people grow 
older, and an important point to be highlighted 
when discussing pensions as pecuniary bene-
fi ts is adjusting their value to the evolving in-
come situation of  society. The problem here 
is the diminishing purchase power of  pensio-
ners, caused by the more general increase in 
price levels – infl ation,52 such as experienced 
e.g. in the years 2022–202353 – as well as dif-
ferences in value between median wages and 
social security benefi ts in general.54

Thus caused diffi culties are attempted to 
be overcome by valorisation of  benefi ts, i.e. 
re-adjustment of  their value either in referen-
ce to prices of  basic consumer goods (e.g. in 
France, Spain and Italy – or in the United 
Kingdom), or to wages (e.g. in Germany and 
the Netherlands), or a mix of  solutions (e.g. 
in Poland and Belgium), through indexation 
(adjustment of  nominal value) of  the bene-

50 Supra, 12.
51 Supra, 30, 35–37. Et al.
52 2024 Pension adequacy report, 44; Elżbieta Jantoń-Drozdowska, ‘Niestabilność ekonomiczna’, in: Kompendium wiedzy 

o gospodarce, ed. Edwarda Cyrson, 3rd ed. pod red. Edwarda Cyrsona [aut. Edward Cyrson, Mieczysław Gulcz, 
Elżbieta Jantoń-Drozdowska, Jerzy Małecki, Marek Tarka, Kazimierz Zimniewicz, Mirosław Hamrol, Henryk 
Paszke, Andrzej Wąsiewicz, Jacek Sójka] (Warsaw-Poznan: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 2000), 89; Julitta Koćwin, 
‘Infl acja’, in: Leksykon polityki gospodarczej, ed. Urszula Kalina-Prasznic, 2nd ed. (Cracow: Ofi cyna Ekonomiczna, 
2005), 87 and ff.

53 2024 Pension adequacy report, 14, 113–114.
54 See e.g. Golinowska, Ewolucja, 22.
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fi ts,55 or – as it is described in Germany – their 
‘dynamisation’, mostly on the basis of  more- or 
less-detailed legislation.56

These mechanisms remain ‘a key policy 
lever to protect pensioners against the erosion 
of  their income during retirement and maintain 
adequate pensions.’57 While price indexation 
is meant to stabilise the purchasing power of  
retirees, in normal times wage indexation is 
more benefi cial to pensioners in the medium 
term, as productivity gains typically translate 
into positive real wage growth. 

However, in the face of  a sudden increase 
in prices and falling real wages, the purchasing 
power of  pensioners is not protected by wage 
indexation, reversing the standard way of  thin-
king about pension indexation. More frequent 
adjustments in price indexation mechanisms 
minimise the temporary loss of  purchasing 
power when infl ation surges. Indexation can 
be carried out according to a fi xed frequency 
and/or when an index exceeds a fi xed thre-
shold. 

Almost all EU Member States apply fi xed-
-frequency indexation, typically indexing once 
per year in a specifi c month, most often Ja-
nuary. Croatia, Hungary and the Netherlands 
index twice per year, and Cyprus has a second 
indexation moment if  the consumer price in-
dex (CPI) increases by more than 1 per cent in 
the fi rst half  of  the year. 

Fixed-threshold indexation, triggered when 
an index exceeds a certain level, can be applied 
instead of  regular indexation or as a seconda-
ry indexation mechanism to protect pensio-
ners at a time of  high infl ation. In Belgium, 
pensions are increased by 2 per cent whe-
never the CPI exceeds the level it had at the 
time of  the previous indexation by 2 per cent. 
Luxemburg has the same rule in steps of  2.5 
per cent and combines it with fi xed-frequency 

indexation for adjustments to real wage gro-
wth. Czechia and Slovakia (as of  2024) also 
use fi xed-threshold indexation as a secondary 
mechanism. Pensions are typically indexed to 
the average growth of  the chosen indicator 
over a defi ned period (‘smoothing’), to avoid 
indexation being too much affected by mon-
thly fl uctuations. 

Most countries use a twelve-month smo-
othing period, either comparing the last year 
with the previous one or averaging monthly 
year-on-year infl ation rates, while some others 
use periods of  three to nine months. Lithuania 
uses a very long smoothing period, indexing 
pensions to the average growth of  the natio-
nal wage bill over a seven-year period. Some 
countries index pensions based on projections 
of  how infl ation and/or wages will develop 
and implement corrections afterwards to ad-
just for the difference between projected and 
observed changes. This is the case, for instan-
ce, in Greece, Italy, Hungary, Norway and 
Sweden.58

Lower salaries, as well as greater number 
of  women than men employed part-time and 
experiencing career breaks (see below) are still 
decisively contributing to the differentiation 
of  pensions by gender (‘gender pension gap’; 
GPG).59 The PAR2024 gives particular em-
phasis to the gender dimension of  pensions, 
analysing the inequalities between men and 
women, including the gender pension gap as 
well as the gender gap in pension coverage, 
which result from multiple gaps during wor-
king lives and which persist despite the hi-
gher educational attainment of  women.60 The 
majority of  older people are women, making 
gender gaps in old-age a particular social chal-
lenge. Being single in old age further increases 
the poverty risk for women compared with 
men. 

55 Julitta Koćwin, ‘Indeksacja’, in: Leksykon polityki gospodarczej, ed. Urszula Kalina-Prasznic, 2nd ed. (Cracow: Ofi cyna 
Ekonomiczna, 2005), 86; 2024 Pension adequacy report, 48; cf. Jędrasik-Jankowska, Pojęcia i konstrukcje, 154–159.

56 Golinowska, Ewolucja, 22–25, 33–34.
57 2024 Pension adequacy report, 14, 48.
58 Supra, 49, 115–116.
59 See e.g. P. Kaleta, ’Przeciwdziałanie nierównościom w dochodach i „luce emerytalnej” między płciami na poziomie 

Unii Europejskiej, ze szczególnym uwzględnieniem wpływu pandemii COVID-19, w świetle aktualnych danych 
statystycznych i dokumentów programowych UE’, Zabezpieczenie Społeczne. Teoria, Prawo, Praktyka 1(14) (2021), 20; 
2024 Pension adequacy report, 128–129.

60 2024 Pension adequacy report, 19; Kaleta, Przeciwdziałanie, 20.
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Although the difference between the ave-
rage pensions of  men and women continues 
to narrow, and different retirement rules for 
men and women, which were widespread in 
the past and promoted earlier labour market 
exit by women, have disappeared today in al-
most all EU Member States,61 the remaining 
gender gaps in old-age poverty, pension amo-
unt and pension coverage testify to persistent 
inequalities. 

The gender pension gap, which in 2022 was 
still at 26 per cent on the EU level (although 
down from 30 per cent in 2019), has its roots 
in accumulated differences along the profes-
sional career: lower pay for women, shorter 
and/or interrupted careers, including due to 
care obligations; and more part-time work. 
Lower fi nancial literacy can hamper women’s 
retirement planning, calling for fi nancial edu-
cation and pension transparency measures.62

The gender pension gap encompasses ol-
der people who receive a pension. This is only 
part of  the picture however, as fewer women 
have been qualifying for a pension than men, 
creating a gap in pension coverage. In some 
countries, it concerns mostly women married 
to men who do receive a pension, implying 
that the man’s pension should cater for both, 
and may be increased for that reason. It may 
be an increase for a dependent spouse, as in 
Ireland or Spain, or a bonus awarded if  the 
person with the lower pension waives their 
pension rights, as in Belgium. Hence, this gap 
does not necessarily refl ect women’s real ac-
cess to pension income. 

However, this household-level view ignores 
possible gender inequality within households 
and may not capture the real economic (in)de-
pendence of  older women. And in all other 
cases, even if  old-age minimum income provi-
sion tends to fi ll the gap, this leaves too many 
women with insuffi cient income for a digni-
fi ed life in old-age. The gender coverage rate 

in pensions (GCRP) measures this gap, also 
for the 65–79 age group. The 2022 GCRP was 
negative or below 1 percentage point in 15 EU 
Member States, while it was largest in Spain, 
Greece and Italy, followed by Ireland, Luxem-
burg and Belgium. Greece and Spain displayed 
a GPG around the EU average, while in Ire-
land, Italy and Luxemburg the GPG was well 
above the EU average. With the Netherlands 
as the most notable exception, countries with 
a negative GCRP (i.e. more older men than 
women do not receive a pension) also display-
ed a GPG lower than the EU average. 

However, a reduced coverage gap does not 
imply a reduced pension (income) gap. Inde-
ed, the latter indicator may be mechanically 
widened if  broadening coverage gives rise to 
numerous (very) low pension benefi ts, which 
still tend to concern women much more than 
men.63 

The majority of  older people, as noted in 
the beginning of  this text, are women. This 
makes gender gaps in old age a particular so-
cial challenge. While the income replacement 
rate has slightly increased in the EU over the 
ten year period for both sexes, convergence 
between women and men also in this respect 
has been slow and incomplete.64 If  the hither-
to trends were to continue, women could be 
threatened by further lowering of  their future 
pensions, in turn further exacerbating the re-
sulting inequalities in the next decades.65

Additional reason for this are career-deve-
lopment differences, including especially ‘ca-
reer breaks’,66 as well as the death of  a spo-
use, which can signifi cantly affect the income 
situation of  the surviving partner, particularly 
in retirement when it may no longer be possi-
ble to compensate for household income loss 
through professional activity, with a signifi cant 
gender dimension present also in this case, sin-
ce situation of  a widow is much more com-
mon than that of  a widower, due to gender 

61 2024 Pension adequacy report, 170.
62 2024 Pension adequacy report, 13; Kaleta, Przeciwdziałanie, 20.
63 2024 Pension adequacy report, 121–122.
64 Supra, 117–119.
65 2024 Pension adequacy report, 119–120; European Commission, 2024 report on gender equality in the EU (Luxemburg: 

Publications Offi ce of  the European Union, 2024), 32.
66 2024 Pension adequacy report…, 12–13, 119–120.
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differences in life expectancy and age differen-
ces within couples. The widow is entitled to 
part of  the acquired benefi ts of  the deceased 
spouse in most countries, which can someti-
mes be cumulated with her own pension. 

All EU Member States provide survivor 
benefi ts for spouses, and these can have a con-
siderable impact on income redistribution in 
old age, especially for women, who make up 
the majority of  recipients. Survivor benefi ts 
tend to play a key role in reducing gender gaps 
in pension entitlement, and can thus be consi-
dered an essential solidarity mechanism. 

In most of  the EU Member States, the-
se are compulsory social insurance schemes 
fi nanced by contributions, with the level of  
pensions depending on (and being calculated 
as a percentage of) the pension rights of  the 
deceased person. In the vast majority of  co-
untries, these schemes cover both workers and 
the self-employed (though with different mo-
dalities in some cases) in a compulsory man-
ner. The level of  the survivor's pensions most 
often varies between 50% to 80% of  the ac-
tual or hypothetical retirement pension of  the 
deceased spouse, depending on the underlying 
calculations and conditions, including family 
composition. While minimum contributory 
requirements generally apply to the deceased 
spouse, in a few Member States with residen-
ce-based fl at public pensions all residents are 
protected by these schemes. Lithuania, Cy-
prus, Spain and Portugal stand out as granting 
the highest survivor benefi ts. 

Comparing the benefi ts of  the surviving 
spouse with the woman’s own entitlements, six 
countries (Denmark, Ireland, Croatia, Poland, 
Slovenia, Sweden) granted no additional pen-
sion to the surviving woman’s own in 2022, 
among those for which values are available, 
while Cyprus, Portugal, Greece and Spain in 
2022 also granted a large top-up from the de-
ceased husband’s pension. At the other end of  
the scale, two countries (Denmark and Swe-
den) did not grant any supplement to the wi-
dow in 2022.67

As to the career breaks, while non-worked 
periods often lead to non-accrual of  pension 

67 Supra, 100–102, 163–164.

rights, some of  these periods are considered 
justifi ed for social reasons and therefore valori-
sed by pension systems. People can fi nd them-
selves unemployed or in a situation where they 
must stop working, or reduce their working 
time, because of  family obligations, such as ca-
ring for children (including part time) or other 
family care; they can also become disabled and 
unable to work. Salaried workers often receive 
pension credits (or equivalent benefi ts) in such 
circumstances. Such credits can dampen the 
impact of  a (limited) absence from work and, 
in some countries, can even raise the pension 
benefi t to a level above that of  an uninterrup-
ted career. 

Childcare is a frequent reason for discon-
tinuing work. In most countries, the impact 
on the replacement rate of  a three-year break 
for childcare is limited to a few per cent, with 
notable exceptions for Greece and Romania, 
where these could range from ca 6 to ca 18 per 
cent. A childcare break followed by working 
part time leads to a benefi t loss in all countries, 
but credits limit the impact. In most EU Mem-
ber States, the benefi t loss is less than 9 per 
cent (for a threeyear complete break followed 
by a 10-year period of  part-time work at 66 
per cent of  the average salary, and a childcare 
period that is equivalent to 16 per cent of  the 
working career duration). 

Most countries combine some benefi t re-
duction (or at least, no bonus) from the child-
care break with a further reduction due to part
-time working. Large benefi t reductions due to 
a part-time working period are shown in Malta 
(for a total loss of  11.1 percentage points, or 
14.8 per cent), Croatia, Hungary, Belgium and 
Italy. In Germany and France, the reduction 
for 10 years of  part-time work is offset by the 
child bonus, resulting in a benefi t (slightly) hi-
gher than the uninterrupted career base case. 
In Sweden, Luxemburg, Austria and Spain, the 
benefi t reduction related to part-time work 
outweighs the child bonus. 

Unemployment gives rise to slightly larger 
pension reductions than childcare. In order to 
protect women’s pensions rights the European 
Commission could however, together with EU 
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Member States and other concerned parties, 
follow the recommendations of  its high-level 
group of  experts on pensions by proposing to 
equate certain types of  career breaks (those 
devoted to care duties) to employment periods 
in terms of  pension contributions to occupa-
tional pension schemes68). 

Improvements in fi nancial literacy would 
also be welcome, as it remains key to under-
standing statutory pension systems, and plays 
a particularly important role in supplementary 
pension saving, since available evidence sug-
gests that the gender gap may be wider where 
supplementary (voluntary) pension schemes 
play a greater role. 

Last but not least, disability can also cause 
people to leave the labour market.69

Pension evolution

Evolution of  pensions is another impor-
tant element, and it could be understood as 
reforms of  pensions over a period of  time.70 
These reforms are usually made necessary by 
the need to keep up with relevant demographic, 
economic and social changes in contemporary 
societies,71 which at present result in an incre-
ased number of  pensioners and a diminished 
pension fi nancing base (i.e. a smaller number 
of  contribution- and taxpayers),72 taking place 
against a broader and more long-term back-
ground of  chronic fi nancial defi cits.73

Old-age pension systems, by their very de-
fi nition, operate in a long-term horizon that 

requires anticipating future demographic and 
labour market developments and projecting 
outcomes for future retirees decades ahead.74

The reforms in question, depending on the-
ir scope and pace, are usually classifi ed either 
as more ‘parametric’ (partial, slower) or more 
‘paradigmatic’ (holistic) ones.75 This classifi ca-
tion is rather fl uid, however, and especially in 
the European Union it is also made additio-
nally complex by the approaches of  particu-
lar Member States to pension reforms, rather 
widely ranging from frequent adjustments fol-
lowing changes in needs, possibilities and limi-
tations in some cases, to somewhat more rare 
and ‘less invasive’ changes elsewhere.76

When discussing contemporary evolution 
of  pensions, it is somewhat hard to sketch out 
its general direction. It can be claimed, that in 
developed countries pensions move towards 
being less and less provided for by the state.77  
However, it might be more appropriate to say, 
the e.g. various Member States of  the EU try 
each to chart their own course of  these re-
forms in the ‘new world of  work’, where the 
demographic changes mentioned above are 
combined with work’s increasing precarisation 
(including a signifi cant share of  employment 
being constituted by part-time or temporary 
contract employment as well as self-employ-
ment) and automation.78

More specifi cally, income inequality, dispa-
rities in standards of  living, the emergence of  
non-standard forms of  employment mentio-
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ned above, and the increase in precarious em-
ployment raise questions over how to provide 
adequate social protection in old-age. 

Long-term demographic changes, as well as 
recent economic and social shocks such as the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the energy crisis and 
infl ation period, triggered and exacerbated by 
Russia’s war of  aggression against Ukraine, 
have an asymmetrical impact on different po-
pulation groups.79

Pension reforms are therefore taking pla-
ce against the background of  these signifi cant 
events. Though there was a continuation, and 
even reinforcement, of  certain reform trends 
(see below), the new crisis-related context 
temporarily shifted the reform dynamics as all 
EU Member States implemented exceptional 
temporary measures. In the fi eld of  pensions, 
several Member States introduced exceptional 
increases and indexations of  old-age benefi ts 
to maintain pension income and mitigate the 
risk of  poverty.

Although the temporary measures might 
be more visible, there has been an overall 
trend towards permanently enhancing adequ-
acy mechanisms, such as improvements to in-
dexation, higher minimum pension levels, and 
protection for (potentially) vulnerable people. 

Furthermore, although previous broad po-
licy goals such as longer working lives and in-
dividualisation of  pension entitlements endu-
red, Member States shifted the emphasis from 
raising pensionable ages and tightening early 
retirement rules towards providing incentives 
to stay in work longer and to combine work 
with retirement. 

Examining pension reforms in more detail, 
four main trends can be identifi ed. 

The fi rst trend involves measures aimed at 
improving income maintenance and making 
pension systems more socially resilient and 
equitable through enhancing access and accru-
ing entitlements. This includes revising accru-
al rates, adapting calculation and indexation 
mechanisms, increasing tax exemptions, pro-
moting savings in supplementary occupational 
or personal schemes, and improving access 

to pension schemes for specifi c categories of  
workers. Increased attention has been paid to 
improving the current or future pension accru-
als of  the self-employed, carers and women. 
The gender dimension of  pension reforms, 
already notable during the previous years, has 
become even more pronounced. 

The second trend focuses on promoting 
longer working lives and later retirement thro-
ugh positive incentives and greater fl exibility in 
retirement pathways. Over the past decade, si-
gnifi cant increases in the pensionable age have 
been legislated for the coming two or three 
decades. Looking specifi cally at the last three 
years, Member States have continued to take 
steps to increase the period spent in work, but 
this time mainly by making it easier to combine 
a pension and employment, incentivising work 
beyond the pensionable age and extending the 
qualifying period for the pension entitlement. 

Thirdly, poverty reduction remains fi rmly on 
Member States’ reform agendas, with a focus 
on promoting access to basic old-age benefi ts 
and increasing the level of  minimum pensions. 
In order to address the social and fi nancial 
distress created by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
energy crisis and high infl ation, national poli-
cy-makers assessed and adapted the adequacy 
of  the national social benefi ts, including mini-
mum income schemes and pension levels. 

Fourth and fi nal trend is towards enhancing 
the role of  funded pension schemes and foste-
ring individual entitlements has become more 
prominent – either through enhancing the role 
of  collective occupational plans or by streng-
thening the role of  statutory funded schemes. 
However, the latter have been subject to vario-
us (and sometimes even contradictory) chan-
ges over the past decade, indicating that these 
policies are still in a process of  maturing.80

In several countries, there are ongoing and 
planned reforms confi rming these trends. Some 
Member States are planning to improve the le-
vel of  benefi ts (e.g. Romania), to make it easier 
for the self-employed to combine work with 
employment (e.g. Luxemburg) or to improve 
occupational pension entitlements (e.g. Cyprus). 

79 2024 Pension adequacy report, 7, 11.
80 Supra, 60–61.
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Germany is currently preparing a reform to in-
troduce mandatory old-age provision for sel-
f-employed people, which is currently the case 
only for certain categories of  them. New self-
-employed people will be insured in the sta-
tutory pension system unless they choose an 
equivalent private pension product (‘opt-out’). 
Positive incentives (e.g. bonuses, and more 
fl exible rules on combining work and retire-
ment) to encourage longer working lives rema-
in fi rmly on the pension reform agenda (e.g. 
in Belgium or Luxemburg). 

Finally, improving pension system awa-
reness and enhancing knowledge about enti-
tlements through digital tools is also on the 
agenda of  some Member States (e.g. Germany, 
Poland).81

Recent reforms in the fi nancing modes of  
old-age pensions, conversely, show no clear 
common trend. A general long-term shift to-
wards more tax-based pension fi nancing was 
expected to be seen in the reforms, but in the 
last three years, there has rather been a trend 
towards increasing social security contribu-
tions and the phasing-out of  special pensions, 
without major overhauls of  the way pensions 
are fi nanced. Pension fi nancing reforms rela-
ted mostly to changes in the contribution rates 
(e.g. Spain, Croatia, Hungary, Portugal, Slova-
kia), and contributory periods were extended 
in very few cases (e.g. in France). 

Notably, several Member States have incre-
ased the share of  social security contributions 
in the pension fi nancing mix by increasing con-
tribution rates or establishing minimum con-
tribution bases (e.g. Spain, Finland, Croatia, 
Latvia, Slovakia [statutory funded scheme]). 
In some countries, diversifi cation of  the pen-
sion fi nancing mix has been achieved through 
levying new taxes (e.g. Hungary, Portugal). 

On the other hand, some reductions in 
contributions have been granted to people in 

specifi c groups or with specifi c work statuses, 
such as low-income earners (e.g. in Germany) 
and certain self-employed categories (Poland) 
or parents (Slovakia). 

Conclusions

Pensions continue to prove their valor in 
contemporary societies, including in particu-
lar in Europe (and the European Union), i.a. 
due to the improving length and quality of  life, 
which is transforming the old age into the so-
called ‘third age’ of  human lifespan,82 with an 
increasing number of  references also to the 
‘fourth age’, concerning the 80+ persons83 and 
separate from earlier ‘active’ retirement. 

On the EU level, pensions are an integral 
part of  EPSR implementation, which has 
been recently reiterated as a process by the 
Terhulpen Declaration of  EU Member States 
of  16th April 2024,84 and which the authors 
of  PAR2024 also consider as needing to con-
tinue. Inclusive and robust labour markets are 
key to maintaining adequate pensions in an 
ageing society. 

The EU should therefore continue to sup-
port national efforts to ensure adequate pen-
sions through a broad policy mix, including 
by tackling gender inequalities during working 
life, mitigating the impact of  care tasks, and 
ensuring social protection in respect of  care 
needs, including supporting and monitoring 
action within the Social Protection Committee 
framework, thus making an important contri-
bution to maintaining high living standards for 
older Europeans. 

EU and national policies should help en-
sure that people in Europe can fulfi ll their 
aspirations, including by empowering older 
generations and sustaining their welfare.85 In 
the European Union, pension systems on ave-
rage offset one quarter of  the earnings inequ-
ality cumulated over working lives. However, 



98 ISSN 2299-2332 SOCIAL SECURITY. THEORY. LAW. PRACTICE NO. 19, 2024

SPRAWY MIĘDZYNARODOWE

pensions for the self-employed are projected 
to be on average a third lower than those of  
full-time employees with a similar career, due 
to differences in rules and in average earnings. 

In addition, workers in non-standard forms 
of  employment may in some countries strug-
gle to access pensions due to minimum ear-
nings or working time requirements or limited 
options to accumulate entitlements.86

The analyses, including the PAR2024, of  
the extent to which pension systems ensure 
adequate income in retirement – that is, pre-

86 Supra, 13.
87 Supra, 7, 11.

vent old-age poverty and maintain the inco-
me of  men and women for the duration of  
their retirement, both currently and in the fu-
ture – suggest that, at the EU level, a streng-
thened coordination among the reporting on 
i.a. adequacy of  pensions and on sustainabi-
lity of  age-related expenditure can facilitate 
the necessary holistic-approach response to 
addressing demographic challenges, safeguar-
ding both adequacy and sustainability of  social 
protection and supporting intergenerational 
fairness.87
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