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The Netherlands Institute for Social Research (scp) was established by Royal Decree of March 30, 1973 

with the following terms of reference:

a. to carry out research designed to produce a coherent picture of the state of social and cultural welfare 

in the Netherlands and likely developments in this area;

b. to contribute to the appropriate selection of policy objectives and to provide an assessment of the 

advantages and disadvantages of the various means of achieving those ends;

c. to seek information on the way in which interdepartmental policy on social and cultural welfare is 

implemented with a view to assessing its implementation.

The work of the Netherlands Institute for Social Research focuses especially on problems coming 
under the responsibility of more than one Ministry. As Coordinating Minister for social and cultural 
welfare, the Minister for Health, Welfare and Sport is responsible for the policies pursued by the 
Netherlands Institute for Social Research. With regard to the main lines of such policies the Minister 
consults the Ministers of General Affairs; Justice; Interior and Kingdom Relations; Education, Culture 
and Science; Finance; Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment; Economic Affairs; Agriculture, 
Nature and Food Quality; and Social Affairs and Employment.
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introduc tion

1.1 Assessing the minimum standard

What budget is required to achieve an acceptable minimum standard of living in the 
Netherlands? There is no straightforward answer to this question. First one has to estab-
lish what goods and services should be part of the minimum package; subsequently one 
has to determine how much of these goods and services is needed in order to reach the 
minimum level; and finally one has to make a realistic assessment of the costs of the 
various items that are included in the standard. Each of these issues may be the subject 
of serious debate in social policy and scientific research.

For instance, opinion polls do not tend to provide a clear answer on the expenditure 
items the public at large considers essential; and the views held by a majority of the 
Dutch can diverge considerably from the judgements made by professionals. Thus a 
study by the National Institute for Family Finance Information (Nibud) showed that 
two-thirds of the population regards membership of a sports or hobby club as essen-
tial; among people who describe themselves as “poor”, this figure is only slightly lower 
(59%). But at the same time people do not give a high priority to membership of clubs, 
societies and associations; they do not want to stint on other items to make it possible. 
Among those people who feel poor, only 6% are actually members of some club or other. 
Similar results are also found for other leisure activities, such as going out or going on 
holiday (Nibud/EénVandaag 2007). Another example is private insurance against fire, loss 
of home contents, liability and funeral expenses. While Nibud regards these provisions 
as essential and indispensable, research shows that 17% of social assistance recipients 
do not have any of these policies (Libregts and Moors 2007: 59). Even the legally re-
quired private healthcare insurance does not have nation-wide coverage: in mid 2008, 
more than 170,000 people in the Netherlands were not insured for healthcare expenses 
(cbs 2009a). This is not to say that these people regard these insurance policies as 
superfluous. In many cases a lack of money may play a role, coupled with a calculation 
(rightly or wrongly) that the risks are low.

Another point of discussion is to what extent people’s circumstances should be taken 
into account in assessing the minimally required budget. The minimum which a house-
hold needs to get by depends in part on the health and age of its members and the 
family composition. People with disabilities are likely to have additional expenses for 
transport or aids, while many older people will have higher heating costs, and parents of 
young children face expenses for schooling and childcare. Another factor affecting many 
households is debt. At the start of 2009 there were nearly 4 million non-mortgage loans 
in the Netherlands (cbs 2009b), and more than 4.2 million registered mortgage deeds 
(information from the Land Registry [Kadaster]).1 Doubtless the households in ques-
tion regard the repayment of these debts as a major expenditure item, for which money 
needs to be found in the budget. Against this, however, it should be borne in mind that 
the original loans were usually concluded on a voluntary basis. Hence it is an open ques-
tion whether debt repayment – and certainly the repayment of non-mortgage loans – is 
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an expenditure item which should be taken into account when defining a minimum ac-
ceptable standard of living.

By contrast, there is general agreement on the necessity and inevitability of spending 
on housing, foods and clothing (see Moors and Libregts 2006: 34). Yet even in relation 
to these items it is possible to debate the quality, quantities and prices which should be 
involved in these outlays.

1.2 Social assistance standards

The prevailing social assistance standards do not offer a definitive answer either as to 
the minimum needed to get by in the Netherlands. It is true that general social assist-
ance benefit seeks to provide “the essential costs of living” (Work and Social Assistance 
Act [w w b], section 11), but in practice the level of this benefit is not based on a detailed 
analysis of essential or desirable household spending. Moreover, other, policy-based 
considerations also play a role in the setting of social assistance standards, such as the 
financial sustainability of collective social security, and the job search (dis)incentive cre-
ated by a particular balance between benefits and wages.

1.3 Reference budgets

The minimum reference budgets calculated by Nibud may provide a further clue to the 
question as to what minimum Dutch people need to live on. These budgets reflect, for 
different types of households, the expenditures they incur on a basic basket of essential 
goods and services. According to Nibud this includes food, clothing, housing, insur-
ance, information and communication. The baskets of goods and services and their 
costs are compiled to gain a better understanding of the composition of the minimum 
budgets. These reference budgets are prepared for use in providing information on 
family finance. They show how a household with a minimum income could manage. 
In its information provision the Nibud has always stressed that the basic basket should 
certainly not be seen as a kind of minimum for survival or as a measure of poverty. After 
all, in addition to the basic basket there may be other essential expenses which not every 
household will incur. Among those that spring to mind are additional medical expenses 
arising from a disability, diet-related costs, or higher energy costs because of poor home 
insulation.

Several organisations are involved in the compilation and testing of the basic household 
basket, including the Netherlands Nutrition Centre, the Social Alliance and elderly peo-
ple’s associations. Moreover, the contents of the basket is adjusted regularly to reflect 
new developments. For instance, a computer with an internet connection became part 
of the basic basket in 2006, while a newspaper subscription was taken out. And in 2007 a 
landline telephone connection was replaced with a pre-paid mobile telephone.
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However, the consultation of experts and changes to the contents do not guarantee that 
the basic basket will reflect the priorities which households set within their budgets. 
The above-mentioned Nibud research even showed that 70% of the population regarded 
a landline telephone as essential, while only 20% thought that of a mobile telephone. 
With respect to a landline telephone at least, the views of people who consider them-
selves poor barely differ from those of the non-poor (Nibud/EénVandaag 2007).2 This 
example shows that the opinions of the public about the necessity of particular goods 
and services may differ from those of experts. For this reason one objective of this study 
is to determine which goods and services Dutch citizens believe should be part of a 
minimum acceptable standard of living. Nibud can use the results of this research to test 
its reference household budgets against the views of Dutch citizens, and to improve its 
information provision.

1.4 Poverty thresholds

The question as to what people need to get by is obviously closely related to the ques-
tion as to what constitutes poverty. A few years ago the Netherlands Institute for Social 
Research developed a generalised budget approach for measuring poverty which was 
based on Nibud data (Soede 2006; Soede and Vrooman 2007, 2008; Vrooman, 2009). This 
poverty threshold has two variants: the “basic needs” level and the “modest but ade-
quate” level. The low basic needs variant includes spending on goods and services which 
are regarded as indispensable to running an independent household (housing, cloth-
ing, food, insurance). On top of that, the higher modest but adequate variant includes 
modest spending on social participation and leisure activities. According to these two 
criteria, in 2006 there were 233,000 and 382,000 poor households in the Netherlands 
respectively, or 3.5% and 5.7% of all households (cbs/scp 2008:15). Vrooman (2009: 344-
426) gives a theoretical substantiation of this approach, and applies it in a comparative 
analysis of eleven countries.
The fact that under the modest but adequate variant there are nearly 150,000 more poor 
Dutch households than under the basic needs variant shows that the threshold values 
may affect the poverty figures significantly. It is therefore important to determine to 
what extent the two levels match people’s perceptions of poverty. A second objective of 
this study is therefore to analyse what citizens regard as an appropriate household bud-
get to pay for a minimum basket of essential goods and services.

1.5 Validation of baskets and budgets

This joint project of scp and Nibud is aimed at testing the minimum baskets and poverty 
criteria against the opinions of groups of Dutch citizens. To this end the following four 
research questions have been formulated:
1 What do average Dutch citizens understand by “poverty”?
2 What basket of goods and services do they regard as essential on the basis of this defi-

nition?
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3 How much should these goods and services be allowed to cost?
4 What minimum overall household budget does this yield?

To answer these questions, we will apply the socalled “consensual budget standards 
method”. This involves groups of citizens discussing the definition of poverty, the goods 
and services essential in the Netherlands for a minimum acceptable standard of living, 
and the level of the budget which a household needs to pay for this. The intention is for 
the group members to arrive at jointly shared opinions (consensus) wherever possible.

To date the consensual budget standards method has not been applied extensively 
worldwide, and not at all in the Netherlands. That is why this study also aims to find an 
answer to the question as to how useful this method can be in validating the minimum 
household baskets and poverty criteria.

This report sets out the results of this project; a slightly different Dutch edition was 
published last year (Hoff et al. 2009). Chapter 2 considers the consensual budget stand-
ards method in detail and presents the design of the current research project. Chapter 
3 describes the results of the focus group discussions on the definition of poverty and 
on the lifestyle of households which are just above the poverty line. Chapter 4 considers 
the composition and costs of a large number of budget items (housing, food, clothing 
etc) identified by the focus groups. Chapter 5 deals with the overall monthly household 
budgets, which we compare with the guaranteed minimum income and the statutory 
minimum wage in the Netherlands. In conclusion, chapter 6 summarises the findings 
and explores the implications of the project for the scp’s generalised budget poverty 
standards and for the contents of the Nibud budgets.

Notes
1 The number of registered mortgage deeds includes mortgages which have been paid off but have 

not yet been removed from the register by the Land Registry (Kadaster). We do not know how many 

mortgages this applies to.

2 The percentage of people with a mobile telephone is actually higher than the percentage of people 

with a landline. Within the total group, the figures are 92% and 86% respectively; within the category 

of people who consider themselves poor, this concerns 85% and 66%.
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2.1 Introduction

Whereas the debate about poverty and a minimum standard of living is usually conducted 
by experts, this study focuses on the opinions of average citizens. By means of focus groups 
we sought responses to the following four questions:
1 What do people understand by “poverty”?
2 What basket of goods and services do they regard as essential on the basis of this 

 definition?
3 How much should these goods and services be allowed to cost?
4 What minimum overall household budget does this yield?

To answer these questions, we will use what is called the “consensual budget standards 
 method”. This involves developing a detailed budget for essential goods and services for 
a range of household types. A key feature of the method is the decisive role given to the 
opinions of “average citizens”: the answers to the research questions emerge from discus-
sions among members of focus groups, while the influence of experts is kept to a minimum. 
Another characteristic of this method is that the participants are meant to find a consensus, 
if possible.

The consensual budget standards method has not been applied extensively abroad, and not 
at all yet in the Netherlands. Our interest therefore goes beyond the substantive  results; 
with this research we also try to find an answer to the methodological question as to 
whether the consensual budget standards method is useful in setting a poverty threshold 
and in validating the minimum reference budgets developed by the National Institute for 
Family Finance Information (Nibud).

2.2 Different consensual approaches

The consensual budget standards method was introduced in the late 1980s by the British 
researcher Robert Walker (1987). But before that time methods had already been formulated 
for determining an acceptable minimum standard of living which involved soliciting the 
opinions of citizens (cf. Fisher 2001, 2007).1 One example was the consensual necessities 
indicator suggested by Mack and Lansley (1985). In this method, survey respondents are 
presented with a list of about 30 goods and services, and they have to decide which of these 
they considered essential. For each item they have identified as essential (necessities), the 
respondents are asked whether or not they own it or engage in it, and if they do not, whether 
this is for financial reasons. A deprivation score is then calculated on the basis of the number 
of items which a respondent has to do without because he or she cannot afford them. Mack 
and Lansley considered a deprivation score of 3 or higher as indicative of poverty. Although 
this was called a “consensual method”, there is only consensus in the sense that an item was 
classified as essential when it was identified as such by more than 50% of the respondents.

In the “subjective poverty threshold” approach, the answers of survey respondents also 
 provide the basis for the demarcation of poverty (cf. Van Praag 1971; Van Praag & Kapteyn 1973; 
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Goedhart et al. 1977; Kapteyn et al. 1985, 1988). In these studies respondents are usually 
asked what net income they regard as the absolute minimum to live on (the “minimum 
income question”) or what amounts they associate with a very bad, bad, insufficient, 
sufficient, good or very good income (the “income evaluation question”). The poverty 
threshold may be derived in different ways from the answers to such survey questions. 
A first method is to simply compare respondent’s actual incomes with the required 
amounts they stated, and to regard people who do not attain the preferred income level 
as poor. More sophisticated options are to use the average stated amounts per house-
hold type as poverty criteria; or to estimate threshold values on the basis of a regression 
analysis which relates the stated amounts to the actual income and composition of 
households. In the case of the “Leyden poverty line”, which is based on the income 
evaluation question, income welfare functions are calculated which describe the rela-
tionship between the stated amounts and the verbal qualifications (cf.Vrooman 2009: 
375-380; Van den Bosch 2001).

Finally, in the “standard budget method” detailed lists of costed goods and services are 
compiled for different types of household, thus indicating a certain standard of living. 
Standard budgets have been developed by experts for over a century, both in the United 
States and in other Anglo-Saxon countries (especially the United Kingdom, Canada and 
Australia). After the Second World War this approach fell out of favour to some extent, 
but in the past two decades they received renewed attention. Starting in 1993 a British 
research institute, the Family Budget Unit (fbu) at York University, formulated two 
standard budgets for six types of uk households at two different levels: “modest but 
adequate” (mba) and “low cost but acceptable” (l c a). The first level was described as 
satisfying prevailing standards of what is necessary for health, efficiency, the nurture of 
children and participation in community activities. The “low cost but acceptable” stand-
ard marked the threshold below which health, social integration and satisfactory levels 
of child development are at risk (Bradshaw 1993). The compilation of these budgets relied 
on consultations with experts as well as published studies and reports on consumer 
behaviour and applicable standards on housing and nutrition, for instance. The fbu 
also took explicit steps to involve citizens in the compilation of the standard budgets, 
by asking for feedback from focus groups of consumers and by consulting data from a 
household expenditure survey among the British population.

Walker (1987) criticised the consensual approaches to defining poverty which were 
common at the time. His main objection was to the use of survey research as a method 
of data gathering. In his view, the fact that respondents are expected to comment im-
mediately on complex issues which they might never have thought about before is likely 
to generate unreliable and socially desirable responses. Moreover, surveys are not in-
teractive processes with a real consensus as the end result. Walker therefore proposed 
another approach, in which members of the public would negotiate with each other and 
reach agreement on minimum baskets of essential goods and services for various house-
hold types. These groups would receive feedback from experts about the costs of the 
baskets, about the nutritional value of the compiled menus and about the implications 
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for government spending on social security benefits. New groups would then pick up the 
discussion and formulate a series of household budgets.

2.3 Main previous applications of the consensual budget standards method

Walker and his colleagues at the Centre for Research in Social Policy (cr sp) further elab-
orated the consensual budget standards method in the following years. In the second 
half of the 1990s, at the request of the Department of Employment and Social Security 
of Jersey, one of the Channel Islands, the cr sp developed minimum standard budgets 
for all household types on the island (Middleton et al. 1998). Informed by the idea that 
people who themselves live in the household type for which they are asked to develop a 
standard budget are best placed to find a consensus about the minimum essential goods 
and services for an acceptable standard of living, each of the focus groups formed in this 
project represented a different household type. During the first stage of the research 
the participants were asked to formulate a description of the concept of the “essential 
minimum” and to devise the living conditions of a hypothetical person who could be 
regarded as representative of “their” household type. New groups were then asked to 
compile baskets of goods, services and activities for these hypothetical people which 
in their views were essential to achieving a minimum standard of living. The members 
of each group compiled a basket for a reference person of the same gender and from 
the same household type as themselves. The resulting baskets were then costed by the 
researchers, on the basis of prices charged in shops which the participants themselves 
had recommended. Another new group of people then scrutinised the baskets, not least 
in light of the financial implications for society. They discussed any economies of scale 
and adjusted the lists where necessary.

About a decade later the fbu applied the cr sp’s consensual approach in a study in-
tended to establish minimum standard household budgets for the United Kingdom 
(Bradshaw et al. 2008). The structure of the study was the same, although this time great-
er scope was given to consultations with experts.

Both research teams stressed that the resulting minimum budgets were not wishlists, 
but the absolute minimum which people believe to be necessary for a dignified and 
participatory lifestyle in the communities in which they live (see also Fisher 2007). Even 
so, both studies also showed that for virtually all reference cases the agreed budget 
came out higher than the maximum social assistance benefit for the relevant household 
type. Only the budgets for pensioners, which were compared with pension rates, turned 
out to have fractional shortfalls. Taking into account the subsidies and allowances to 
which social assistance benefit recipients were entitled, the maximum social assistance 
benefit covered only 42% of the agreed income standard for single people under the age 
of 65 years (Bradshaw et al. 2008). For couples with children and single-parent families 
the equivalent figures were around 66%. However, it should be borne in mind here that 
British benefit levels are lower than Dutch levels, so that it would not take much for the 
agreed budgets to exceed benefit levels.
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Rent and (for families with children) childcare constituted the largest expenditure items. 
Incidentally, these two items were not considered in the discussions on the minimum 
budgets. This is because the wide variations by region (housing) and by work patterns 
and personal preferences (childcare) made it impossible for participants to come to real-
istic estimates of the minimum costs. The researchers determined these costs separately 
on the basis of public administration data and added them to the budgets afterwards. 
But in the case of housing costs, they did take account of the type of home identified as 
minimum essential by the focus group. Food was the third-largest expenditure item, 
closely followed by social activities.

Middleton et al. (1998) noted that men allocated an appreciably higher budget to “social 
and cultural participation” than women, regardless of the household type to which they 
belonged (single person, couple without children, couple with children) and regardless 
of their age (under 65 or over 65). This was one of the reasons why the overall budget for 
men came out higher than for women.2

Bradshaw et al. (2008) used the derived income standards to validate a number of ex-
isting equivalence scales,3 including the modified oecd scale. They concluded that 
the oecd scale underestimated the relative needs of both single people under 65 and 
families with children, and hence also the poverty rates within these household types. 
Against this, the researchers concluded that the oecd scale overestimated the number 
of poor people among couples without children and among pensioners.

Following on from the cr sp and fbu studies, the consensual method was also applied 
in Ireland (MacMahon et al. 2006). The executive agency in question was the Vincentian 
Partnership for Social Justice, which brings together religious (Roman Catholic) and 
charity institutions. The around 160 participants in the study, recruited from within the 
organisation’s network of contacts, also had a Roman Catholic background. The study 
resulted in minimum standard budgets for six different model households. As with the 
British studies, the results suggested that calculated budgets in most cases exceeded 
actual incomes.

Similar studies have been conducted in Canada and New Zealand, albeit more limited 
in scope and with focus groups composed exclusively of people with low incomes. The 
Canadian study involved 14 clients and former clients of food banks. In the first instance 
they were asked to keep track of their spending for one month. They then met several 
times. During these meetings they decided, on the basis of their personal ideas and ex-
periences, the contents and costs of a minimum basket of essential goods and services. 
Appropriate household budgets were then calculated for four types of households: a 
female student, a single man, a couple with two children, and a single mother with two 
children (Winnipeg 2003). The New Zealand study’s main aim was to formulate a broadly 
accepted poverty threshold, something which did not exist at that time. In the course of 
the 1990s several dozen focus groups were organised, with a total of more than 400 par-
ticipants. The respondents met once to discuss, on the basis on their own experiences, 
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the minimum essential spending for two types of households: a single mother with two 
children, and a couple with three children. Each focus group represented a different 
cultural background and region, which made it possible to identify cultural and/or re-
gional differences. On average the agreed minimum budgets turned out to the equal to 
60% of the median disposable household income in New Zealand. The application of this 
percentage as the poverty threshold yielded a figure of just over 15% poor households 
(Waldegrave et al. 1996; Stephens 2000).

2.4 The method in this study

As in the earlier British studies which used the consensual budget standards method, 
the focus groups in this study were composed of “average” citizens, who were asked to 
discuss with each other the definition of poverty and the minimum standard of living in 
the Netherlands. Each group met three times, with each session lasting four hours. The 
group discussions were held between March and June 2008; they were led by facilitators 
from Intomart GfK (Policy Research Unit). By way of preparation, a test focus group was 
organised two months previously, in January 2008.4 Following the experiences with 
this test group, the structure for the discussions was revised in several ways. All group 
discussions were recorded on dv d, while representatives of the commissioning agen-
cies were observing from another room. Each meeting was also minuted. These minutes 
were worked up afterwards into detailed reports by Intomart GfK.

Similarities and differences with previous research
The design of this research project was guided by the cr sp and fbu studies discussed 
earlier. However, our approach also differs in several ways from that of Middleton et al. 
(1998) and Bradshaw et al. (2008).

In line with the earlier studies, the costs working parents make for childcare were not in-
cluded in the discussions on household budgets. This was based on the assumption that 
for low-income families the Dutch childcare allowance covers the actual costs involved, 
and that consequently this expenditure item does not impact on the budget.

As in the cr sp and fbu studies, the group members were allowed to express their views 
on the type of home that should be the minimum required for a particular household. 
The researchers then calculated the housing costs on the basis of the Nibud reference 
budgets. However, in contrast with the British studies, the participants in this study then 
had an opportunity to adjust the calculated housing costs as they saw fit.

A second difference with the methodology of the British research project concerns the 
case descriptions. Both Middleton et al. and Bradshaw et al. allowed the group members 
to decide the living conditions of the cases for which they were compiling a budget. Thus 
the participants negotiated on such aspects as the reference household’s labour market 
situation (in work or not in work, job or profession), type of home, the location of both 
the person him- or herself and close family, ownership or not of a car, and (for the refer-
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ence cases involving a single parent or two parents) the number of children, their gender 
and age. By contrast, as set out below, we made a number of assumptions about the 
model person’s situation, informed by the idea that aspects such as income level, family 
composition and accessibility of friends and family should vary as little as possible be-
tween the different focus groups (see Box 2.1).

A third major difference with the cr sp and fbu studies relates to the composition of the 
focus groups. In the earlier studies each focus group consisted of people who belonged 
to the same gender, household type and age category as the model person for whom 
they were asked to compile a basket of goods and services. Thus the budget for the case 
“single man, non-pensioner” was decided by a group of single men under 65. By con-
trast, we opted for mixed groups in this study. This is because we wanted to obtain a 
consensus for each case within a cross-section of the population; and also because we 
wanted to present each group with several cases, with all the main types being repre-
sented in the focus groups. The decision to have each group discuss several types of 
households was intended to avoid ambiguity. If each group considered only one model 
case and it then turned out that the resulting budgets differed, it would remain unclear 
whether the discrepancy arose because the household types were different or because of 
differences in generosity among the focus groups.
But as in the earlier studies, the participants in our study did represent different income 
levels. The underlying thought here was that consulting only people with low incomes 
might lead to an artificial limitation on the contents of the minimum basket of essen-
tial goods and services. Another argument was that in order to gain a broad acceptance 
of a minimum standard of living it was imperative to involve a cross-section of the 
 population.

A fourth difference relates to the way in which the focus groups were deployed. 
Middleton et al. and Bradshaw et al. constituted new groups at each stage of the re-
search. Thus the “orientation groups” discussed the appropriate definition of poverty 
and the case descriptions. Then the “task groups” devised draft baskets of goods and 
services for the reference case in question. Once the researchers had costed these bas-
kets, “checkback groups” scrutinised the lists again and made changes to the baskets as 
they saw fit. By contrast, in this study the focus groups passed through all the research 
stages. Although this imposed a heavier burden on the participants, we felt that this 
was outweighed by the practical advantages: fewer group members had to be recruited, 
it was not necessary to explain the purpose of the study every time, and there was no 
 danger of duplication of previous discussions.

A further difference between our approach and that of Middleton et al. (1998) concerned 
the goods which people buy only occasionally, such as furniture and domestic appli-
ances. Middleton et al. instructed the group members that the person for which they 
were devising a budget started with nothing, after a fire, say. By contrast, in this study 
the participants were told that the reference household was not starting from scratch, 
but it was suggested that they should ask themselves such questions as “What does this 
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person need as a minimum?, “What should this person have in his or her home?” and 
“When something is broken, where can or should the person buy a replacement?”. This 
approach corresponds to that of Bradshaw et al. (2008), where the group members were 
asked to imagine walking around the case person’s home and to note down which of the 
items in it were essential.

Recruitment and composition of the focus groups
For our study, three groups of 10 members plus two reserves were organised in the first 
instance. The recruitment of participants was carried out by the Recruitment & Selection 
department of Intomart GfK, drawing on its own research panel of around 5,000 people. 
To prevent “professional” respondents from joining, only panel members who had not 
participated in a qualitative study over the preceding six months were approached. To 
limit travel times and costs, it was decided to restrict recruitment to people living within 
a 60-kilometre radius of Hilversum. Both urban and rural areas had to be represented. In 
addition to travel expenses, the group members received gift vouchers worth eur 200 as 
thanks for their participation in the study.5

Group members were selected by household type, gender and income. As mentioned 
above, in contrast with Middleton et al. (1998) and Bradshaw et al. (2008) we opted to 
form mixed groups. Each focus group included two single people under 65, two single 
people above 65, two single parents, two people in a couple without children and two 
people in a couple with children. For each household type, with the exception of single 
parents, we sought a male and a female representative. Because poor single-parent fami-
lies headed by fathers are rare in the Netherlands, it was decided that this family type 
should be represented exclusively by women. With regard to the reserve participants, no 
selection for gender or household type was applied.

The final criterion concerned the household’s net monthly income. As in the earlier 
studies in Jersey and Britain, the groups were composed in such a way that they repre-
sented different income levels. The thresholds for a low, middle and high income were 
set at up to 130%, 150-180% and at least 200% respectively of the relevant social assist-
ance benefit standard. Unlike in the Work and Social Assistance Act (w w b), we did take 
account of the number of children in the household, by adding eur 300 per child to the 
benefit standards.6 With regard to single-parent families, this addition was only made 
from the second child onwards.7 Each of the three income categories had to be repre-
sented by four people in each focus group (including the reserves).

Truly low incomes were not strongly represented in these heterogeneous groups. 
Moreover, the group members that were selected at the bottom end of the income dis-
tribution turned out to be rather a-typical: they were mainly pensioners with secondary 
or higher education. Benefit recipients were barely represented, and people on social 
assistance were absent altogether. It was therefore decided to organise a fourth homoge-
neous group as a control. This was composed exclusively of people on social assistance 
benefit or with an earned income up to 105% of the statutory minimum income, younger 
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than 65 and having attained a senior secondary level of education or less (specifically, the 
higher general [havo] or intermediate vocational [mbo] Dutch school types, or lower). 
Because relatively few people in Intomart GfK’s own panel fulfilled these selection 
criteria, some of the members of the fourth focus group were recruited through other 
research institutes. Twelve people and three reserves were selected for this group.

Table 2.1

Composition of the four focus groups, by selected background characteristics (in absolute numbers)

group A group B group C group D

household type
single person under 65 1 4 3 5
single person over 65 2 2 2 0
single parent 2 1 0 5
partner in a couple without children 3 1 3 2
partner in a couple with children 3 2 3 2

gender
male 4 5 5 5
female 7 5 6 9

income
lowa 3 3 3 14
middle 4 3 4 0
high 4 4 4 0

education
primary and lower vocational (bo, vmbo) 1 1 1 7
secondary and higher vocational (havo, vwo, mbo) 6 5 6 6
higher (wo, hbo) 4 4 4 1

labour market position
employed 7 5 6 3
on social assistance benefit 0 0 0 11
unemployed 0 0 0 0
occupationally disabled 0 1 0 0
retired (including early retirement) 3 4 3 0
economically inactive 1 0 2 0

total number of group members 11 10 11 14

a Focus groups A to C: up to 130% of social assistance benefit, with an addition of eur 300 per child. 
Focus group D: up to 105% of social assistance benefit, without any addition.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   22 8-2-2010   16:04:08



23  

the consensual bud ge t standards me thod

None of the group members dropped out during the study. Five people withdrew prior 
to the first session. Four of them (three women and one man) belonged to the category 
with an income up to 130% of the guaranteed minimum income, and the fifth was a 
woman with an income between 150-180% of the guaranteed minimum income. Table 
2.1 provides details of the final composition of the four focus groups.8

With a total of 46 participants, this study does not offer a representative sample in a 
statistical sense. Consequently the findings cannot simply be extrapolated to the total 
Dutch population. Nevertheless, the variations in household type, gender and income 
level do mean that this qualitative research design covers a cross-section of the popula-
tion.

The reference cases
Each focus group was asked to compile minimum baskets of essential goods and services 
for different types of households. In advance the researchers had formulated cases for 
five common household types:
• a single man aged 35;
• a single man aged 75;
• a couple, both partners aged 35, without children;
• a single mother, aged 35, with two children, aged 8 and 13;
• a couple, both partners aged 35, with three children, aged 3, 8 and 13.

Because of the limited time available for the fieldwork and in order not to overburden 
the participants, each focus group was presented with only three of the five household 
types. All four focus groups were presented with the single man aged 35 and the couple 
with three children as cases. These two cases should be seen as the benchmarks for the 
smallest and the highest budget, respectively. Each group was also asked to compile a 
minimum basket for one of the three remaining reference cases. Table 2.2 shows how 
the cases were distributed across the groups.

Table 2.2

Distribution of the reference cases across the focus groups

group A group B group C group D

single man, aged 35 1 1 1 1
single man, aged 75 2
couple without children 2
single mother with 2 children 2 2
couple with 3 children 3 3 3 3

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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Box 2.1 Assumptions on the circumstances of the reference cases
Accommodation and living conditions
• The home is rented.
• The household lives in a town with a population of around 50,000 in the central part 

of the Netherlands.
Transport
• There is a train station in the town.
• All travel is possible with local public transport or bicycle, with the possible exception 

of the leisure trips.
• Travel expenses for commuting to and from work and the children’s trips to and from 

school are reimbursed.
Social contacts
• Friends and family live within a radius of 50 kilometres or in the same province.
• The household is ethnically Dutch, so that there are no costs arising from social obli-

gations abroad.
• Single-parent family: no extended family members are available who are willing to 

look after the children free of charge before or after school or during the lunch break.
Education
• The adult household members no longer have any educational obligations.
Health
• All household members are healthy, so they have no extraordinary medical expenses.
• None of the household members has special dietary requirements.
Finance
• None of the household members has any debts.
• None of the household members receives gifts from or exchanges goods with family 

and friends.

To prevent a situation where the participants would base their decisions on the mini-
mum basket of goods and services too much on a specific available income, such as a 
social assistance benefit, it was assumed that all types of cases (with the exception of the 
single pensioner) earned an income from a job. The respective work and income situa-
tions were presented to the group members as follows:
• the single man aged 35 works four days per week as a warehouse assistant, on a low 

salary;
• the single pensioner receives the state old age pension (aow) and has no supplemen-

tary pension;
• the single mother works four days per week as a cleaner, on a low salary;
• of the couple without children, the man works four days per week as a production 

worker in a factory, on a low salary, and the woman is looking for work and does not 
receive any benefit;

• of the couple with children, the man works five days per week as a postman, on a low 
salary, and the woman is a housewife.
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To prevent a situation where the participants would still calculate how much income the 
people in a specific case had to spend, the facilitators repeatedly stated in the course of 
the sessions that the income level was not relevant for the discussion on essential goods 
and services. They also stressed that the presented income situation should be regarded 
as fixed: improvement of the situation, for instance by increasing the number of hours 
worked within the household, was not an option. Furthermore, it was made clear from 
the outset that all cases shared a number of assumptions in relation to living conditions, 
health and proximity of friends and family (see Box 2.1). The intention here was to make 
the circumstances of the model cases as comparable as possible, so that all focus groups 
would start from identical situations.

2.5 The proceedings of the sessions

Figure 2.1 illustrates the successive stages of the study. In stage 1, which preceded the 
group meetings, the participants were asked to complete a questionnaire about their 
own possessions and their monthly income and expenditure. Stages 2 and 3 consisted 
of the first two sessions, resulting in the participants agreeing on a definition of poverty 
and on the contents of baskets of goods and services which they thought were essential 
for the various types of households. The researchers then costed these baskets (stage 4). 
Subsequently the panel members reconvened to discuss the resulting budgets and make 
any changes they saw fit (stage 5). Figure 2.1 shows the stages in greater detail.

Stage 1 – Homework questionnaires
Prior to the first session the group members were sent a “homework questionnaire”. 
This questionnaire served above all as an incentive to think about one’s own household 
budget and personal spending. First the participants were presented with a list of about 
30 goods, services and activities, ranging from “central heating” to “having a one-week 
holiday at least once per year”, and they were asked which of these they owned, used or 
engaged in, and whether they regarded these as essential for their household. Those 
participants with children under 14 were asked to consider several other matters as 
well, such as “each child a room of its own” and “birthday party for your child”. Here too 
the participants could say whether they had or did this and whether they regarded it as 
essential. The homework questionnaire also included some questions about holidays, 
membership of clubs and associations. It also enquired about the number of different 
items of clothing owned by the adults (men and women separately) and the children 
under 14 (boys and girls separately). And finally, the participants were asked to estimate 
their household’s average monthly income and expenditure. With regard to income, 
they were requested to specify the net income from work or benefit, any overtime or 
bonuses, child allowance and contributions towards school expenses. With regard to 
expenditure, they were questioned about housing costs and spending on such matters as 
telephone, insurance, childcare and shopping.

The participants had to complete and return the questionnaire to Intomart GfK before 
the first session. This was done anonymously. The questionnaire did not ask about 
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 gender, age or other personal details. Moreover, it was also made clear that the informa-
tion would not be discussed during the focus group meetings. In chapter 3 the responses 
to the homework questionnaire will be outlined.

Figure 2.1

Stages of the consensual budget standards study
Figure 2.1
Stages of the consensual budget standards study

stage 1: homework
- completion of individual 
   questionnaires on possessions and 
   monthly income and expenditure

stage 2: session 1
- de�nition of poverty
- lifestyle of �rst case (single man 
   aged 35)
- basket of goods and services for �rst case 

stage 3: session 2
- lifestyle + basket of goods and 
   services for second case (single man 
   aged 75; single parent; or couple without 
   children) 
- lifestyle + basket of goods and services
   for third case (couple with children)

stage 4: costing by researchers
- allocation of prices to baskets of goods
   and services, all judged cases 
- calculation of budgets on the basis of 
   allocated prices, amounts and life spans/
   depreciation

stage 5: session 3
- adjustment of compositions, prices and 
   life spans/depreciation of baskets of goods
   and services
- minister’s dilemma
- personal view of budgets

Stage 2 – First session
All four focus groups met three times, with each session lasting four hours. The sessions 
followed a quite strict plan, drawn up by the scp and Nibud researchers. The atmosphere 
in the groups was positive, and all members participated actively in the meetings to a 
sufficient degree.
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The first session began with a discussion of the concept of “poverty”, with the aim of for-
mulating a definition which all group members could accept. To validate the definition, 
the researchers then examined in which situations the participants considered a person 
to be poor or not. Together the presented circumstances constituted a more or less 
 sliding scale of financial capacity, ranging from “does not have enough money to pay the 
rent … and therefore has to stay with friends or family” to “has enough money for nice 
things and does not have to worry about [the cost]” (see Box 2.2). The point on this scale 
where the group members identified the person as no longer poor should correspond 
with the previously agreed definition of poverty.

Box 2.2 Scale to validate the definition of poverty in focus group discussions
Is a person poor when he or she …
… does not have enough money to pay the rent for a home and therefore has to stay 

with friends or family for short periods?
…  cannot afford to pay for water, gas and electricity?
…  has exactly enough money to pay for rent, water, gas, electricity and food, but noth-

ing more?
…  can pay for rent, water, gas, electricity and food, and can set aside money for essen-

tial purchases and clothes, but nothing more?
…  can pay all bills, and can afford occasional extras (e.g. additional clothes, going out)?
…  cannot afford all the extras which many people take for granted (e.g. a second short 

holiday, impulse purchases)?
…  has enough money for nice things and does not have to worry about what he or she 

spends?

The third part of the session consisted of the introduction of the case “single man 
aged 35”, followed by a general discussion about the minimum lifestyle which this 
man should be able to afford. Among the issues raised were the minimum quality of his 
home, the demands he could make of the quality of food, and whether he should be able 
to go on holiday (see Box 2.3). The responses give an impression of the lifestyle which the 
group members thought was the minimum acceptable for a relatively young single man.

At the end of this part of the session, the participants were asked what they thought 
would change in this lifestyle if the case was a woman rather than a man, and what 
would change if the case was aged 75 rather than 35. The point here was to gain a general 
impression of the effect of gender and age on the envisaged lifestyle.

In the fourth and final part of the first session the group members were asked to compile 
a minimum basket of essential goods and services for the single man aged 35, on the as-
sumption that he should live just above the poverty threshold. On a computer screen the 
panel members were shown a list divided into 11 categories which had been compiled ex 
ante by the researchers. These dealt with, among other matters, the home and domestic 
appliances, furniture and furnishings for the living room and bedrooms, kitchen equip-
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ment, clothing, food and leisure. The group members were asked to indicate which of 
the goods and services listed they regarded as essential, how many of them the case 
person would need as a minimum, how long the life span of these items should be, how 
much they should cost, and at what kind of shop they should be bought. Thus within the 
category “furniture” a distinction was made between a cut-price chain (Leen Bakker), a 
mid-price supplier (ik e a) and a specialist furniture shop. Similarly, within the category 
“food” there was a choice between Aldi, Albert Heijn and a top-quality baker or butcher. 
Within each category the group members could make changes to the predefined lists 
of items. Any additional items were included in the subsequent discussions about the 
contents and costs of the baskets of goods and services. During the session, a researcher 
recorded the responses on the budget items in an Excel spreadsheet.

Box 2.3 Questions relating to the lifestyle of the case “single man aged 35”
What kind of life should this person be able to lead to be just above the poverty threshold?
• Should he always have a nice home, or should someone at the minimum level accept 

a poor-quality home or a home in a bad neighbourhood?
• Should he only buy the cheapest food, even when this is unhealthy over the long 

term?
• Should he be able to buy things like tobacco or alcohol, or should he just have to do 

without?
• Should he always be able to buy new clothes, or should he be satisfied with second-

hand clothes?
• Should he be able to go on holiday? Or go out? And if so, where to and how often?
• Should he be able to join clubs or associations with membership fees? Or more gener-

ally, should he be able to have hobbies which cost money?
• Should he always be able to visit family and friends, even when they live far away? Or 

should he not visit them because of the high travel costs?
• Should he always be able to buy birthday presents for family members and friends? 

Or should he just avoid birthdays altogether?
• If he has a driving licence, should he be able to own a car? If so, even when taking ac-

count of the costs of the motor vehicle test (apk), maintenance and repairs, insurance 
etc.?

• Should he always be able to buy what he wants (impulse purchases)? If so, up to what 
point: an ice cream, a new outfit, a new car? If not, should he not be able to buy on 
impulse at all, or only up to a certain maximum? And if so, up to what maximum?

Stage 3 – Second session
The second session also comprised a general discussion about the lifestyle which peo-
ple should be able to afford, and the compilation of a minimum basket of goods and 
services. But this time these elements related to the other two cases presented to the 
focus group. On the basis of the Excel spreadsheet information on the previous model 
case, the group members were asked to look in particular at any potential differences. 
For focus group A, whose second case was “couple without children”, this meant that 
the emphasis fell on how much the presence of a partner affected the lifestyle and the 
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minimum essential goods and services vis-à-vis the single person. The introduction of 
the third case, “couple with children”, in turn shifted the attention to the impact of three 
under-age children on the minimum acceptable standard of living. All responses from 
the second and third cases were also input directly into the Excel spreadsheet.

Stage 4 – Costings
By the end of the second session, then, each focus group had compiled a list of essential 
goods and services for each of the three examined household types. These lists were 
then costed by the Nibud researchers, with the help of two documents published by 
the organisation, the “Price Guide” (“Prijzengids”) and “Household Budget Manual” 
(“ Budgethandboek”) (Nibud 2008a and 2008b). The researchers used the prices in the 
shops recommended by the groups as starting points, and also took account of the 
required life spans indicated by the groups. The researchers included the presumed 
economies of scale for multi-person households. All these resulted in a monthly amount 
for each specified item, a monthly amount per category of goods and services, and 
a monthly budget which would be needed to pay for the whole basket of goods and 
services.

Stage 5 – Third session
During the third session the participants were presented with the costed lists. They 
were asked whether they wanted to make any changes. Because the lists were stored in 
Excel spreadsheets, it was possible to calculate the effects of a change on the spot. In 
this way the addition of certain goods and services could push up the monthly budget, 
but the extension of the life span of a certain item might reduce the budget somewhat. 
Furthermore, the changes which the group members made in the list for the first case 
(i.e. “single man aged 35”) were automatically incorporated into the lists for the two 
cases studies examined subsequently (in the case of group A, “couple without children” 
and “couple with three children”).

After the expenditure items were recalculated for all three cases, the participants were 
introduced to what we have called the “minister’s dilemma”. With regard to the last case 
(i.e. “couple with three children”), the facilitators told the groups that according to the 
Minister of Finance it would be too expensive for the monthly budget approved by them 
to become the generally applicable minimum standard. The group therefore had to 
shave something off the budget, without however allowing the case to drop below the 
poverty line. If the members thought the latter would occur, the group was free to refuse 
to change the budget. In this way we sought to encourage the participants to be more 
specific about what is required to remain just above the poverty threshold. And finally, 
the group members were asked draw on their personal situations to give their opinions 
on the final outcomes: would they themselves be able to live on these budgets, would 
such amounts condemn them to dire poverty, or were the budgets fair enough?

At the end of the third session the participants were told the purpose of the study and 
who had commissioned it. Our decision to disclose this information at the end was 
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 informed by the desire to influence the focus group’s decision making as little as pos-
sible. A reference to “scp” in particular might evoke connotations with “government”, 
which in this context could be negative or even seem threatening. If participants asked 
questions along these lines in a previous session, the facilitators explained the purpose 
of the study to them in general terms and assured them that they would be told more 
about the commissioning agencies in the final meeting.

At the end of the research period the scp and Nibud researchers used the dv d record-
ings and the meeting reports to check whether the Excel spreadsheets offered an 
accurate reflection of what had been said during the sessions. We also examined wheth-
er there were any inconsistencies, for instance because a change in the basket for the 
third case had not been incorporated into the previous ones. In that event a particular 
expenditure item could paradoxically turn out less expensive for the family with chil-
dren than, e.g., for the single-parent family or the single man aged 35. The spreadsheets 
were adjusted as required in a few cases.

Notes
1 The discussion in this chapter is based in part on the typological analysis of operational poverty lines 

in Vrooman (2009: 366-383).

2 Because gender-based differences were considered undesirable in the calculation of minimum stand-

ard household budgets, another four discussion groups were organised for a supplementary study 

(Kellard et al. 2001), this time consisting of both men and women. The aim was to use a new round of 

negotiations to determine generally applicable minimum amounts for social activities and several 

other expenditure items which had led to gender differences in the previous study. Nearly all the new 

amounts turned out to be somewhere between the two original amounts.

3 Running a multi-member household brings economies of scale. Hence a household of two adults 

does not need twice as much income as a one-person household to have the same purchasing power. 

In order to compare the incomes of different types of households, these are commonly multiplied by 

“equivalence factors”. According to the scale devised by Statistics Netherlands (cbs), the equivalence 

factor for a one-person household is 1. About 0.19-0.37 is added for each additional adult, and 0.15-

0.33 for each child (scp/cbs 2007: 20). According to the modified oe cd scale, the first adult also has 

a weight of 1, but the addition for each additional adult is 0.50 and for each child 0.30 (Hagenaars et 

al. 1994).

4 The test focus group completed only the first session. During this session the members discussed the 

definition of poverty and what lifestyle a person living just above the poverty threshold by this defi-

nition should be able to afford. The group was also asked to compile a minimum basket of essential 

goods and services for a single man aged 35 (see also section 2.4).

5 The members of the test focus group, who only attended the first session, received a gift voucher 

worth eur 70.

6 The level of the addition for each child (eur 300) was calculated fairly roughly by reducing the av-

erage actual monthly spending per child by the average child allowance per child per month, and 

rounding the resulting amount downwards. The “Poverty Monitor 2007” concluded that in 2004 the 

average spending on children in the Netherlands amounted to eur 390 per child per month (scp/
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cbs 2007: 135-136). And according to data by the Social Insurance Bank (s v b) the average child allow-

ance amounted to around eur 80 per child per month (s v b 2008: 43, 49).

7 The social assistance standard for single-parent families is nearly eur 250 higher than that for single 

people. It is reasonable to assume that this additional amount is intended for the first child. Hence 

we only added an additional amount for single-parent families from the second child onwards. The 

social assistance standard for couples is around eur 350 higher than that for single people, but in 

principle this amount is consumed by the partner. Hence for couples with children we did add the 

eur 300 from the first child.

8 The recruitment of participants took no account of ethnic origin. As it happened, the three 

“heterogeneous” groups did not include any members of ethnic minorities (western or otherwise); 

the fourth group included five people with a Surinamese or Antillean background and one person of 

Turkish descent.
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3.1 Introduction

This chapter concentrates on the first research question, namely what people under-
stand by “poverty”. As set out in chapter 2, a large part of the first group meeting was 
devoted to the definition of the concept of “poverty” and to the lifestyle which a single 
man aged 35 should be able to afford on the basis of this definition. On both aspects the 
aim was to find a consensus among the participants. That is to say, the outcomes of the 
discussions were supposed to reflect the views of all group members as much as possible. 
Part of the second session was also devoted to a discussion of the lifestyles of house-
holds just above the poverty threshold; this concerned the cases of a couple without 
children (focus group A), a single man aged 75 (focus group B), and a single mother with 
two children (focus groups C and D). All four focus groups also considered the lifestyle of 
a couple with three children in that session.

The results of the various discussions will be outlined here. In the following sections we 
will look at the poverty definitions formulated by the four focus groups, as well as the 
living conditions which they thought were the minimum acceptable for households just 
above the poverty threshold. But we start with an overview of the data from the “home-
work questionnaires” which the group members completed at home prior to the first 
session.

3.2 Possessions of and spending by the participants

All people who had agreed to take part in the study were sent a short list with questions 
about their possessions and their income and expenditure. As we stated in section 2.4, 
this questionnaire served above all as an incentive to think about one’s own household 
and personal spending. The data also gives some insight into the personal situations 
of the study participants. However, because the questionnaires were anonymous, the 
results could not be compared with views expressed during the group discussions.

Not all questionnaires were returned or completed. The findings presented here there-
fore relate to a smaller number of people than the total group of the participants. The 
questionnaires of group C were left out of consideration altogether.

Table 3.1 shows, for more than 20 goods, services and activities1, to what extent these 
were owned, used or engaged in by the household and to what extent the group mem-
bers regarded them as essential.
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Table 3.1

Possessions of the group members, 2008 (in absolute numbers and averages)a

group A (n = 10) group B (n = 11) group D (n = 9)
present essential present essential present essential

shower or bath 10 10 11 11 9 9

washing machine 10 10 11 11 9 9
television (normal, widescreen, lcd, 
plasma) 10 10 11 5 9 9

central heating / gas-fired heater 10 9 11 9 9 9

telephone (landline or mobile) 10 9 11 9 9 9
celebration of major feastdays  
(e.g. Christmas) 10 9 10 8 9 9

fridge with separate freezer compartment 10 9 8 7  8 9

a proper cooked meal every day 10 8 8 7 9 9
presents for family members or friends  
(at least once per year) 10 8 10 8 8 9

a hobby 10 8 10 8 8 8
computer (with or without Internet  
connection) 9 8  11  9 9 9

three meals per day 9 8 10 9 8 9

a one-week holiday at least once per year 8 8  10 8 4  7
carpets in the living room and all bed- 
rooms 9 7 7 6 7 8

a new pair of shoes at least once per year 8  7  8 7 8 9
going out for an evening at least once  
per month (adults) 6  6  7 3 3 5

a car 10 5 7 5 5 6

an outfit for special occasions 7 5 8 6 2 4
inviting family or friends for dinner at  
least once per month 6 5 7 7 3 5

a garden 10 4 5 2 4 5

dishwasher 7 3 4 0 3 3

tumbler dryer 7 2 6 2 5 5

total (average number of possessions  
per group member)

19.6 15.8 17.4 13.4 16.4 18.2

a Sorted by regarded as “essential” according to group A.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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Table 3.1 indicates that most of the group members owned the goods which can be des-
ignated as basic needs. Thus all households had a shower (possibly in combination with 
a bath), a washing machine and a gas-fired heater or central heating. Communication 
equipment was also widely represented: all study participants reported that they owned 
a television and a fixed landline and/or a mobile telephone. Only one person said that 
there was no computer in the household; all others had a computer with an Internet 
connection.

Many other goods, services and activities included in the list were also present in a large 
majority of households. This was true for a fridge with a separate freezer compartment, 
three meals per day, one proper cooked meal per day, and the celebration of major feast-
days. Most people who did not have a particular product, service or activity in their own 
household almost invariably said that they did not regard it as essential either.

Items such as a dishwasher, a tumbler dryer, a one-week holiday or inviting people 
to dinner were rather less common. They were noticeably absent in the group with 
an income at or around the social assistance level (focus group D). Only a few people 
described a dishwasher or tumbler dryer as essential. The situation was different with 
regard to leisure activities. Among those people who did not go on holiday at least once 
per year, a relatively large number nevertheless described this as essential.

And finally, Table 3.1 shows that the members of the low-income group D on average had 
fewer possessions and services (16.4) than they regarded as essential (18.2). The opposite 
was the case in the other groups: for them the number they had exceeded the number 
they regarded as essential.

Table 3.2 presents the results with regard to the goods, services and activities for the 
children aged under 14 years in the household. In the two focus groups with representa-
tives of both low and middle or high incomes, there appeared to be only a few people 
with children in that age bracket. In total only four group members completed this 
section of the questionnaire. In group D, the “social assistance group”, there were six 
people with children under 14. This difference with the first two groups was probably 
due in part to group D’s age composition, as it did not include any participants over 65.

Several goods, services and activities are regarded as essential for young children. All 
group members mentioned the regular purchase of new shoes, but also a bike, mem-
bership of a sports club, and being able to invite friends to a birthday party scored very 
highly. A majority of group members also mentioned the child having a room of its own 
and regular visits to a playground or other free leisure facilities.
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Table 3.2

Possessions of the children of group members, 2008 (in absolute numbers and averages)

group A (n = 3) group B (n = 1) group D (n = 6)
present essential present essential present essential

new shoes for each child at least once per year 3 3 1 1 6 6

a bike for each child over the age of 6 3 3 0 0 6 6

membership of a sports club 3 3 0 0 4 6
inviting your child’s or children’s friends to 
your home at least once per month 3 3 0 0 4 6
throwing a birthday party with the child’s 
friends 3 2 1 1 4 6
a room of their own for each child 3 2 1 0 4 5
a trip to a free-admission leisure facility (e.g. 
playground) at least once per month 2 1 1 0 4 5
a games computer for each child 2 0 0 0 1 1
a mobile phone for each child over the age 
of 6 2 0 0 0 2 2
a trip to a paid-admission leisure facility (e.g. 
amusement park) at least once per month 2 0 0 0 0 2
membership of an association other than a 
sports club 1 0 0 0 1 3

total (average number of possessions per 
group member) 9.0 5.7 4.0 2.0 6.0 8.0

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The group members were also asked five questions about their leisure activities. For 
instance, how often they had been on holiday over the past year, how may days they had 
been on holiday in total, and how many clubs and associations they had joined. Table 3.3 
shows the averages of the responses per focus group.

The data in Table 3.3 reflect the difference in the financial positions of focus groups A 
and B on the one hand and focus group D on the other. The less favourable income situ-
ation of group D members is expressed above all in the fewer days on holiday, the lower 
frequency of going out for a meal, and the lower amounts spent on presents for family 
members.
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Table 3.3

Leisure activities of the group members, 2008 (in average numbers and euros)

group A  
(n = 10)

group B  
(n = 11)

group D  
(n = 9)

holidays over the past year (number of trips) 2.4 2.9 0.9
total length of holidays (number of days) 21.9 34.2 5.3
going out for a meal (number of occasions per year) 19.1 8.5 2.3
membership of clubs and associations (number of memberships) 2.7 1.3 0.8
spending on birthday present for family member (in euros) 25.7 17.9 10.6

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The group members were then asked how many items of various types of clothing they 
owned (Table 3.4). Focus group D again came out least favourably, particularly with 
 regard to men’s clothing: on average group D members had to make do with at most half 
the number of coats, jackets, shirts and pairs of shoes owned by the other two groups. 
The gaps were less wide for women’s clothing. But there too the pairs of trousers and 
shoes reported by group D were appreciably fewer than in the other two groups, where 
middle and high incomes were also represented.

Table 3.4

Clothing items owned by the group members, 2008 (in average numbers)

group A group B group C

men’s clothes (n = 8) (n = 8) (n = 5)
coats (summer, winter) 4.4 4.4 2.0
suits 2.4 2.3 1.0
jackets 1.5 1.1 0.6
trousers 9.4 8.1 4.8
shirts 22.3 14.6 8.6
pairs of shoes 5.6 6.3 2.6

women’s clothes  (n = 8) (n = 8) (n = 7)

coats (summer, winter) 5.2 5.4 4.4
dresses, skirts 10.8 6.6 7.1
jackets 5.4 7.5 3.7
trousers 12.4 15.3 8.3
shirts 13.8 9.9 11.4
pairs of shoes 13.3 14.3 5.6

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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And finally, the homework questionnaires asked about the household’s monthly net in-
come and expenditure. Some group members did not complete all items in this section. 
Because this raised the possibility of income and/or expenditure levels being underesti-
mated, their responses were left out of consideration in Table 3.5.

Table 3.5

Monthly net income and expenditure of the group members, 2008 (averages in euros and percent)

group A (n = 6) group B (n = 9) group D (n = 6)

income 2620 1770 1200
expenditure 2060 1700 1120
of which (% of total expenditure)

rent or mortgage 30 30 33
daily shopping 18 16 16
insurance (incl. medical expenses) 8 12 8
leisure (memberships, holidays etc) 7 10 4
water, gas, electricity 7 8 13

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

These figures again demonstrate that members of focus group D had far less to spend 
than the other two groups, which were more heterogeneous in income terms. Rent or 
mortgage payments were the largest single expenditure item for all three groups, fol-
lowed at some distance by the daily shopping.

3.3 Definitions of the concept of poverty

At the start of the focus group’s first meeting the participants were asked to discuss the 
concept of “poverty”. Once everyone had introduced themselves, the facilitator posed 
the question whether the Netherlands was heading in the right direction or the wrong 
direction. In the course of the discussion three groups spontaneously hit on the theme 
of poverty, thus offering a convenient opening to a more detailed discussion of the con-
cept. In the remaining focus group the facilitator asked for views on prosperity in the 
Netherlands, after which the discussion on poverty could be initiated. The facilitators 
told the group members that the aim was to formulate a definition of poverty which all 
group members could accept.

The responses by the group members fell into three categories, namely:
• associations raised by the concept of poverty;
• causes of poverty;
• psychosocial effects of poverty.
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What is poverty?
For the study participants the word “poverty” evoked associations with food banks, 
debts and not being able to satisfy basic needs. On the latter, they commented as fol-
lows.

For me, poverty is not having enough food on the table, when people haven’t got enough 
to eat. When halfway through the month people have to say to themselves: “What can I eat 
now? I’ve got nothing left in my purse”. (woman from group A, aged 53, high income)

You’re poor when you can’t afford three proper meals a day. When you think, “I’ll just 
open a packet of pasta and throw some tomatoes on them; that’ll have to do”. (man from 

group D, aged 45, low income)

When people haven’t got electricity at home, when they can’t buy fruit and vegetables for 
their children. (woman from group B, aged 30, high income)

When children take empty bottles to school and fill them up secretly and take them home, 
because the water supply has been cut off. (woman from group B, aged 30, high income)

People are poor when they come to our drop-in centre [for the homeless] to eat because they 
have no money. (man from group C, aged 67, low income)

In this context the group members also mentioned a number of things people would 
have to do without if they are poor, such as going on holiday, joining clubs and associa-
tions, or buying designer clothes for their children. At the same time the group members 
qualified the need to economise.

If you really can’t make ends meet, then you’re not supposed to have a car. (man from group 

B, aged 68, low income)

We just got used to certain luxuries. I mean, in the old days my mother didn’t have a 
television at home. … Now, look at most households: having just one television is the 
exception, really. (woman from group A, aged 42, high income)

Poverty is when you have to give up the dog because you can’t afford to feed it any more. But 
if you really want a dog but can’t afford it … that’s not poverty in my books. Then I would 
say: offer your services to an animal shelter, or something like that. (woman from group C, 

aged 32, high income)

We’ve been on the debt restructuring programme for three years now, and we’ve got so used 
to some things that we’re thinking, let’s keep them, let’s just continue the way we are now. 
… A mobile telephone I can do without. I mean, I don’t have to call my wife from the train to 
say “I’ll be home in 10 minutes, you can put the food on”. Or all the subscriptions I’ve had 
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to cancel. Why did I subscribe to all these things anyway? And I can always take the paper 
home from work. (man from group D, aged 53, low income)

People might think they’re poor when they can’t go on foreign holidays twice a year, but 
that’s not poverty in my eyes. (woman from group A, aged 51, middle income)

The effects of poverty on the children were thought to be more problematical.

When you never go on holiday, and your kids arrive at school on the first day of term. … 
After the school holidays everyone will say “I’ve been to Spain” – or Morocco or Turkey or 
whatever – and your kid has to say “I didn’t go anywhere”. It’s not the end of the world, 
but it is a problem, and it excludes your children. (woman from group C, aged 42, middle 

income)

When you’ve got children at school and they can’t go to a party or on a school trip, because 
you can’t afford to pay for them. (man from group B, aged 68, low income)

When because the parents are poor, the kids can’t join a club. The kids become socially 
isolated that way. And I’m not talking about an expensive sport, like golf or tennis, but just 
football or gymnastics. (man from group C, aged 67, low income)

Children who go to school on an empty stomach. (man from group A, aged 53, middle 

income)

That I have to worry about fruit for my children. That really hurts sometimes. Or when it’s 
sunny and everyone goes swimming, and I have to say “Sorry, dear, let’s not do that today”. 
(woman from group D, aged 53, low income)

I’ve experienced it as a teacher: children from poor families who say “Look miss, that’s why 
I wear the same trousers every day”. (woman from group A, aged 63, high income)

Finally, a number of group members saw hopelessness as a key characteristic of poverty. 
Some described it as follows.

Twenty years ago I didn’t earn that much either, I had to live on 150 guilders a month. That 
wasn’t exactly a fortune, but I didn’t feel poor. Because I was very busy with my family, and 
I knew that if I dealt with the situation sensibly and earned a bit more in the future, things 
would sort themselves out. (man from group B, aged 46, middle income)

If you’re unemployed for a while, you know you’ll find a new job in a year or so, and you just 
start looking. But that’s not the case for me. (man from group B, aged 38, low income)

It’s alright for a while, but year in, year out. … At some point all your reserves are gone and 
your things start to fall apart. (man from group D, aged 45, low income)

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   42 8-2-2010   16:04:09



43  

p overt y definit ions and l ifest yles

That it’s not temporary and just gets worse and worse. When you’re not in a position to 
say, right, in a couple of months’ time I’ll have another job and I’ll be able to pay my bills 
again. The hopelessness of it all, that’s the really difficult bit. (woman from group A, aged 

51, middle income)

Causes of poverty
During the group discussions the participants also put forward what they saw as some 
of the causes of poverty. One of these causes was borrowing. Several group members 
thought that people were too casual about this and then found it impossible to get out 
of debt. Incidentally, this aspect was not raised in focus group D. One explanation for 
this may be that, because of their modest incomes, the members of this group would not 
easily qualify for any loans.

Once people start getting into debt, they just sink deeper and deeper. They can’t get out of 
the mess. (man from group A, aged 62, low income)

What’s dangerous is that if you have a fixed income, even if it’s a very low income, you’ll 
be able to borrow. You can get a mortgage, you can buy all kinds of goods via mail-order 
shopping. You can buy a fridge and a washing machine on credit, but the interest will be 
15%. That’s when you really start getting into trouble. (man from group B, aged 61, high 

income)

People can get loans so easily. So they borrow huge amounts to buy themselves things, 
a big widescreen television, l c d screen or whatever. At some point they can’t afford the 
repayments any more, but they can get another loan. But eventually they can’t borrow any 
more. Then they’ve got nothing and won’t know how to carry on. (man from group C, aged 

69, high income)

Some people who don’t have much money get a loan so that they can go on holiday. But 
that’s no solution, because you’ll have to pay back the money over so many months. 
(man from group B, aged 27, middle income)

According to many group members, the responsibility for the ease with which people 
borrow lies with radio and television adverts for loans.

People get into debt because it’s so easy to borrow. … And the adverts will even tell you that 
you’ll have money left over. (woman from group A, aged 53, high income)

Every time I see an advert for a loan on the t v, I say to my children: “Don’t do it. You’ll get 
this amount of money, and you have to pay back that much. You’ll never be able to afford 
it”. My two children don’t have a mobile. But some children get a mobile for their sixth 
birthday present, and no prepaid, but with a contract. (woman from group A, aged 42, 

middle income)
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The rising cost of living was another reason why people fell into poverty, according to 
the group members. Many mentioned the introduction of the euro as a source of prob-
lems. The participants described this situation as follows.

My income has clearly gone down. And we all got hammered by the euro. And my rent goes 
up every year. I spend about half my income on rent. (woman from group C, aged 59, low 

income)

In the old days, I could have a great night out for 100 guilders. And I’d still have change 
to get a cab home and buy a packet of cigarettes. Now, when I go out with 50 euros, I’m 
back on the street after an hour and half, and I have to walk home. All the money’s gone. 
(man from group A, aged 53, middle income)

When you see an aubergine for 1 euro in the market, you think, that’s cheap. But when you 
convert it into old money, it’s 2 guilders and 20 cents, more even. (woman from group D, 

aged 53, low income)

I remember when you paid 50 guilders towards your health insurance. Now it’s suddenly 
100 euros or even more than that. (woman from group B, aged 27, high income)

Several group members argued that people could fall into poverty because of a loss of 
income due to divorce, unemployment or occupational disability. At the same time a 
number of participants felt that the element of personal responsibility should not be 
underestimated.

I lost my job when I was 55. I was on disability insurance benefit, but it still meant I had 
30% less money. So I had to start cutting. … I looked at what I spent and decided I had to 
give this up and that up. You could say that’s poverty. But you could also say that what I had 
before was luxuries. (man from group A, aged 62, low income)

As an adult human being I feel that you can and should do an awful lot about your own 
situation. You can go and fry chips or clean streets, but you should always make sure you’ve 
got a job, even if it’s no fun and something no one else wants to do. You’re responsible for 
your own life, you have to make the best of it. (woman from group D, aged 58, low income)

Some people have this attitude of, okay, we’re behind with the rent, but it’ll sort itself out. 
Or I’ll just buy everything on credit, it’s not a problem. (woman from group A, aged 63, high 

income)

A mother with four children from four different fathers, who’d made it clear at the time they 
weren’t interested. That means problems, of course, because having to look after four small 
children she can’t get any work. She’s brought it on herself really. (woman from group A, 

aged 63, high income)
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A woman told me … her children were wearing designer clothes but she couldn’t pay the 
water bill. (woman from group A, aged 42, middle income)

A number of group members pointed to income-supporting provisions which could ease 
the financial burden, such as housing allowance, one-off social assistance, or municipal 
discount cards.

The municipality does a lot for older people, for social assistance claimants, with a discount 
card for sports clubs, with very cheap trips. Of course all this doesn’t get people out of 
poverty, but it does mean they can do a lot more things than they do now. (man from group 

B, aged 68, low income)

I work a lot with older people. Every year we publish a list with all the facilities and services, 
all the addresses where they can get help. It’s aimed at people over 65. All the schemes, all 
the opportunities, all the subsidies, those sorts of things. (man from group D, aged 45, low 

income)

There’s an arrangement where people on benefit can claim a reduction on their health 
insurance contribution. … It’s not much, though. You pay 14 euros less. (woman from group 

D, aged 59, low income)

A friend and I once compared our finances. I’m working and she’s on social assistance 
benefit. My salary is not that bad, but with all the allowances and discounts she was 
entitled to, we almost came out the same. (woman from group C, aged 42, middle income)

Other group members saw this differently.

It’s true that there are all kinds of schemes to get money, but if you’re just above the cut-off 
point, you don’t get anything. If you earn 950 euros, your housing costs are paid for and 
you get support with this and support with that. I earn a few euros more and I get absolutely 
nothing. (man from group B, aged 38, low income)

I know someone whose glasses broke. He couldn’t see and needed another pair immediately. 
But the social assistance office said that he should have put in an application before he 
bought them. So now he doesn’t get anything back. (woman from group B, aged 69, high 

income)

I’m one of those borderline cases. If I earned 40 euros less, I’d be entitled to all kinds of 
allowances and exemptions. But then again, if I drop into that category, I’d have to tell 
them [the authorities] everything. That’s a breach of privacy in my view. Also, I’m too proud 
to go down that road. (woman from group C, aged 59, low income)
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Last year my eldest went to secondary school. You can get money back for school expenses, 
but these payments by the ib-Group [the provider] are only made in July and January, so you 
still have to pay up front. (woman from group D, aged 53, low income)

For instance, my daughter went to a medical day-care centre because she has special needs. 
Now she’s at a normal school, but she still has some problems. It turns out that you can get 
a monthly allowance for special-needs children, but no one ever told me about that scheme. 
And because she’s now at a normal school, I can’t get that allowance any more. (woman 

from group D, aged 53, low income)

Effects of poverty
The final category into which the study participants’ responses can be divided relate to 
the psychosocial effects of poverty. Among the factors mentioned were loneliness and 
social isolation.

You can’t maintain your social contacts, you get lonely, because you’re ashamed of your 
situation. (man from group A, aged 53, middle income)

Keeping up social contacts costs money, whether it’s the Internet, a paper or a pet. If your 
only option is to sit at home wearing a jumper because the heating’s got to be on low, if 
you can’t afford anything and you’re worried that someone will drop in on your birthday 
because you can’t offer them a biscuit …. (woman from group C, aged 35, middle income)

Because you’re poor and you don’t get out, you don’t talk to anyone, quite simply. 
Everyone’s working, everyone’s busy. I try to call people to meet up with them, but nobody’s 
got any time. During the day they’re working, and in the evening they’re tired. (man from 

group B, aged 38, low income)

Feelings of shame are also frequent reactions to poverty, according to the participants.

It’s no fun having to admit that you’re out of work. In any situation. … I’m 38. When I meet 
someone who’s 22 and has some fancy diploma, I feel they’re above me. I don’t like that one 
bit, I don’t feel comfortable with that. (woman from group D, aged 38, low income)

In Amsterdam there are people without heating, without light, in the dark, in the cold. And 
once a week they get thrown a piece of bread, like. These people don’t dare to go out on the 
street because they’re so ashamed. (man from group A, aged 53, middle income)

People do invite you to dinner sometimes or help you with the shopping. At some point you 
want to do something in return, but you can’t. It’s very sweet of these people, but you end 
up feeling even more guilty. (woman from group A, aged 42, high income)
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No matter how well you’ve planned it …. You go out with friends, shopping or whatever, but 
suddenly you realise that the others have a much higher standard of living. Those are hard 
facts to come up against. (woman from group D, aged 30, low income)

A number of group members felt that poverty led to feelings of sadness and depression.

It’s quite simple really. You can’t do anything when you don’t have any money and you’re 
sitting at home. You can go out somewhere, but you won’t have any money to spend. And 
even if the bus ride is free, you just end up somewhere else without any money. You have no 
freedom. … You just get fed up and depressed. (man from group B, aged 38, low income)

The feeling that you can’t pay your own way, that you haven’t coped in some way or other. 
(woman from group A, aged 42, high income)

You’re under pressure all the time. Your inner strength is being sapped. (woman from group 

D, aged 47, low income)

You lose your ideas, your imagination. You get down, a bit down. (woman from group A, 

aged 51, middle income)

To my mind, poverty is also … to express yourself and develop yourself, you need money. 
When you don’t have money, that side of life is restricted, it remains poor. You’re at home 
more, you’re less socially active. And all that potential as a human being …. Wealth is not 
just about money, it’s about everything that makes us human. That’s what you lose, bit by 
bit. (woman from group D, aged 47, low income)

According to members of both groups A and D, another serious effect of poverty was that 
people felt they had to justify themselves to others. This was widely experienced as un-
pleasant, with poor people feeling controlled and condemned.

You feel that people are constantly watching you, accusingly, like, what are you up to. 
(man from group A, aged 53, middle income)

People are quick to say things like “She’s poor, but she still smokes”. You’re denied 
everything. When you’re poor, you have to be properly poor. You can’t have a car or a 
motorbike, or smoke a cigarette, or order a cup of coffee in an outdoor café. (man from 

group A, aged 62, low income)

You feel vulnerable. And then you’re touchy about what people are saying about you. 
(woman from group A, aged 51, middle income)

You have to justify yourself. What are you doing the whole day? But you’re very busy in your 
head, because you’re trying to sort things out. (woman from group D, age 38, low income)
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Some people feel condemned not so much because of their low incomes but because 
they have a low-paid job, or because they have to forgo things which are normal for 
other people.

My husband works for [company name], on a sheltered employment scheme. He earns 1369 
euros gross, but he’s happy pushing those carts every day. Our kids say “Our dad’s head of 
carts”. They’re very proud of him. And then some brat of 22 comes along and says “I’m not 
going to work for so little money”. That’s so humiliating for my husband. (woman from 

group D, aged 53, low income)

You have to justify to your family why you’re not going on holiday or why you got rid of the 
car. … But some people will say: “I won’t let on, I will not show people that I haven’t got 
these things. (man from group A, aged 62, low income)

The definitions of poverty
Following its discussions, group A came to a strict definition of poverty in the first 
instance:

Poverty is when you never have got enough money to last until the end of the month, when 
the available money is already the minimum and it’s being spent only on the most essential 
basics: food, water, gas, electricity, a roof over your head.

On reflection this definition was thought to be too strict. A female group member ex-
pressed it as follows.

Let’s assume that you’ve got just enough money for all those basic things. Then you have 
nothing left for anything else. So you’re still poor really. … If you can’t do anything more, 
if you can’t give your children anything extra. … And I’m not talking about very material 
things, but a school trip, so that the children aren’t excluded, or a membership of a library 
or a sports club. That is the mini-minimum. … To my mind, that’s not what we should 
regard as a reasonable standard of living in the Netherlands. (woman from group A, aged 

43, low income)

Consequently the definition of poverty was revised to:

Poverty is when you can get to the end of the month, but it’s difficult every time and there’s 
nothing left for extras. You have no freedom of choice, no opportunities to do anything 
apart from the basics.

In its definition, group B attached considerable significance to the psychosocial effects 
of poverty:

Poverty in the Netherlands is when you can’t make ends meet. You don’t have enough 
money for the basic needs, no reserves and no prospects. One of the most serious 
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consequences is that you can become socially isolated: people drop you, you lose the 
appetite for life, and because of the hopelessness of the situation you’re in danger of 
becoming depressed.

Group C was not able to find a consensus on the definition of poverty. The group mem-
bers dwelt at length on the essentiality of items which were not considered to be part 
of the necessities of life. Opinions were divided in particular about the need for a news-
paper and an Internet connection, but also to a lesser extent about paying for a child’s 
sports club membership or buying a birthday present for a family member. A majority of 
the participants (64%) felt that the absence of these things was not tantamount to pov-
erty. They were, and remained, committed to the following strict definition of poverty:

Poverty is when you can’t meet the basic needs of life, and that includes things you don’t 
need every month, such as a washing machine, a fridge or clothes.

The other group members preferred the following definition:

Poverty is when you have exactly enough for your basic needs, but you can’t pay for any 
extras.

Group D – despite the fact that its members had very modest incomes – came to the con-
clusion that there was no poverty in the Netherlands. Several female participants put it 
as follows.

It’s difficult for some people, but nobody’s poor. (woman from group D, aged 53, low 

income)

Everyone here has a roof over their head, and all services are available. … No one goes to 
bed hungry. (woman from group D, aged 30, low income)

Despite this, they eventually agreed on the following definition, which gives explicit at-
tention to personal growth and freedom:

Poverty is a restriction on the basic needs of life, it means having to deprive yourself and 
your family of personal development, year in, year out, and being dependent, so that you 
feel less valued, you have less choice about who you spend time with, you get invited less by 
other people and you’re less able to invite people round.

As evidenced by the agreed definitions, all four focus groups had an absolute perception 
of poverty: not having enough money to satisfy certain needs. What needs these are 
could range from basic needs (housing, food, clothing) to higher needs such as freedom 
of choice and personal development. None of the four groups defined poverty in terms 
of a relative deprivation compared with the rest of the population.
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Also striking is that no group referred to the receipt of a benefit (“poverty is when 
you’re on social assistance”) or a specific income level (“poverty is when you have less 
than x euros per month”). This echoes the finding of a study commissioned by pcm 
Publishers in 2006. Of the more than 700 respondents who were asked the open ques-
tion “What do you understand by ‘poverty’?”, only 10% gave a reply which referred to 
social assistance levels or the target groups of social policy (see cbs/scp 2006: 58-61; 
Soede and Vrooman 2008: 12-15). Nevertheless, it should be borne in mind that our study 
did not involve spontaneous responses to a single open question, but rather a situation 
in which the course and outcome of the discussions depended to a large extent on the 
questions posed by the facilitators. Hence the correspondences with the responses from 
the quantitative pcm study should be regarded above all as indicative.

Validation of the definitions
As set out in section 2.4, the formulated definitions of poverty were validated on the 
basis of seven situations which together reflected a scale of financial capacity (see Box 
2.2). According to the members of groups A and B, poverty was when people could only 
afford to pay for rent, water, gas, electricity and food. If people also were able to set aside 
money for essential purchases and clothing, then, these participants felt, they could no 
longer be regarded as being in poverty.

Group C was divided, as it has been on the issue of the definition of poverty. The sup-
porters of the strict definition felt that people were not poor when they had exactly 
enough money to pay for rent, water, gas, electricity and food. However, the other group 
members felt that even people who could afford these goods and services and could also 
set side money for essential purchases and clothes should still be regarded as poor. In 
the view of these participants, people only moved out of poverty when they had enough 
financial scope to pay for some extras once in a while.

Group D, finally, held the same “generous” view. For the members of this group the 
dividing line between poor and not poor also lay at the point of being able to buy some 
extras now and then in addition to satisfying basic needs and setting aside money for 
essential purchases and clothes.

3.4 Lifestyles of households just above the poverty threshold

After the participants in the focus groups had tried to find a consensus about the defini-
tion of poverty, the facilitators moved to introduce the first case. This was a single man 
aged 35, who worked four days per week as a warehouse assistant, earning a low salary. 
The accommodation and living conditions for this case, as for the four others, were the 
ones outlined in Box 2.1. On the basis of a number of previously drafted questions (see 
Box 2.3), the group members were asked to discuss the minimum lifestyle which the case 
person should be able to afford in order not to be poor. As before, the aim was to find a 
consensus among the participants.
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Lifestyle of a single man aged 35
The first question in connection with the lifestyle of a single man aged 35 living just 
above the poverty threshold concerned the quality of his accommodation and living condi-
tions. The members of groups A, B and D took the view that the person was not poor if he 
lived in a bad neighbourhood.

If you’re a single 35-year-old and you only have yourself to look after, I think it’s not that 
important if you live in a very poor neighbourhood. (woman from group A, aged 43, low 

income)

Group C members made no comments about the quality of the neighbourhood in which 
the person could be expected to live. With regard to the accommodation, the group 
argued that a self-contained flat was a minimum requirement.

If he can only afford a room, he’s poor. (woman from group C, aged 59, low income)

In this context the group C members also took the view that the person should live in 
rented social housing. For group D, the only criterion was that the accommodation 
should be adequate; that is, it should not have a leaking roof or suchlike.

Asked whether the single man aged 35 should only buy the cheapest food, all four focus 
groups responded that healthy eating was the top priority. But this did not have to mean 
buying expensive food. The case person could cut his food bill by buying products on 
special offer or ones at or just past their sell-by date. He could also save money by buying 
in certain types of food shops:

When I go to Lidl [a discount supermarket chain], I can get a whole trolley-full of food 
for 50 euros. I put half of it in the freezer, so I’ve got enough food for a couple of weeks. 

(woman from group B, aged 27, high income)

A number of participants argued that it was not necessary to have a cooked meal every 
day. As far as they were concerned, the case person could eat a sandwich or a bowl of 
soup for one or more days per week.

If he wants to save, he should just eat fruit and vegetables for three or four days, all those 
things which are good for you, and then the next day he can buy himself some chips. Then 
he won’t have to cook and will save on gas. (woman from group D, aged 53, low income)

I think that nine out of 10 Dutch people don’t have a hot meal on Saturdays, just bread and 
things. (man from group B, aged 26, middle income)

I lived on my own for 12 years, and I often had a roll with a fried egg. When you live alone, 
that’s what you do. (woman from group D, aged 53, low income)
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With regard to tobacco and alcohol, virtually all focus group members agreed that these 
were luxury items. According to the participants it was a question of making choices. 
A person just above the poverty threshold who wanted to drink or smoke would have to 
give up something else.

He might want to have a beer, but then he should have a sandwich instead of meat this 
evening. (man from group B, aged 26, middle income)

If you can drink and smoke as much as you want, then you’re not poor, that’s clear. 
(man from group A, aged 66, high income)

In response to the question whether the single man aged 35 should always be able to buy 
new clothes or should be satisfied with second-hand clothes, group C took a stricter view 
than the other three focus groups. Most members of this group felt that second-hand 
clothes, for instance from a charity shop, were quite acceptable for this case. Only shoes 
and personal clothing, such as socks and underwear, had to be new. And these could be 
bought at cheaper shops or at markets.

The other focus groups thought that buying second-hand clothes was only acceptable if 
it was a matter of free choice. If the case person was forced to buy second-hand because 
of his low income, then he was poor. According to these participants, there were enough 
shops where clothes could be bought cheaply.

If you have to wear someone else’s cast-offs, then you’re definitely poor. (man from group A, 

aged 53, middle income)

All four groups decided that going on holiday was not a basic need, but that it should still 
be possible every few years. It did not have to be an expensive holiday: people could go 
camping, or take advantage of special offers during the off-season. The participants also 
pointed out that the case person received holiday allowance and that he could save to-
wards a holiday. In the context of the latter, one woman commented as follows:

When I get home and have a few loose euros in my pocket, I put them in a moneybox. I close 
my eyes and throw the coins in the box. I manage to collect around 500 euros a year like 
that. … I’ve glued the moneybox together properly, because when it’s not you’re tempted to 
break it open and take out some money. You tell yourself that you’ll put back those five euros 
tomorrow, but you never do. (woman from group D, aged 53, low income)

In general the group members did not feel that people were poor if they could not go on 
holiday. But one participant did qualify this as follows:

I think it’s poverty if he doesn’t take his holiday entitlements because he needs the money, 
and he knows he can get paid in lieu [of holidays]. (woman from group C, aged 35, middle 

income)
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Only the members of group A and group C dealt explicitly with the issue of going out. In 
general they agreed that a single man aged 35 should be able to go to the pub or the cin-
ema occasionally. Once per month was thought to be a reasonable frequency.

If he eats bread and cheese three days in the week, then he might be able to go out twice. 
(man from group A, aged 62, low income)

Going out for a beer once a month, that seems pretty necessary to me. … It’s not absolute 
poverty if you can’t, but it’s part of life really. … It’s more about the social side, getting out 
of the house. (woman from group C, aged 31, high income)

If you can’t afford that, you’re poor. If someone says “I can’t join you because I can’t pay for 
a round in the pub”, that means to me, well, he’s poor. (man from group C, aged 26, middle 

income)

But another participant made the following point:

I wouldn’t feel poor if I couldn’t afford to go to the cinema. (woman from group C, aged 32, 

high income)

With regard to memberships of clubs or associations, group C was again the strictest of the 
four focus groups. The members of groups A, B and D felt that the case person should be 
able to belong to at least one club or association, both because of the social contacts and 
for health reasons. By contrast, the members of group C did not think that people were 
poor if they could not afford such a membership; but they did recognise that there was a 
risk of social isolation.

All four focus groups took the view that visiting family and friends should be possible, 
even if the family members and friends lived far away and the travel costs were high. 
But the groups had different ideas on how the case person should solve the cost issue. 
Once again, the members of group C adopted a relatively strict stance. They felt that 
the person should cycle to his family and friends; a train journey was only appropriate 
if the distance was too far. The members of group B thought that the case person could 
restrict his visits to birthdays, because then he would see many of his family and friends 
together. Group A said explicitly that the person was poor if he could not make these 
visits because of the high travel costs. If the person could not pay for the trip, family 
and friends should make some arrangement to pick him up or to pay for him, it was sug-
gested. A female group member put it as follows:

If that’s the problem, then I’d say “Get the train, I’ll pay for your ticket”. If you want 
someone to come, you’d be willing to do that. (woman from group A, aged 42, high income)

The members of group D felt that people should be able to visit family and friends. These 
contacts were not only essential in their view, they could even have some direct benefits:
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He should just go. He’ll get fed there, that’ll save another meal … and he might even get 
some leftovers to take home. (woman from group D, aged 53, low income)

The fact that, because of their own compromised financial situations, the members of 
group D could not be as hospitable to visitors as they would like was more difficult to 
cope with:

I was raised to always prepare enough food, so that when somebody drops in you can invite 
them to join you for a meal. But if you’re on a small income, you start to cook just enough, 
because you’re worried that if anything’s left over, you’ll have to throw it away, and that’s 
a pity. … So these days, if somebody wants to come, I say let us know you’re joining us for 
dinner, and I’ll cook some more. I don’t like having to do it this way, but it’s because of my 
situation. (woman from group D, aged 36, low income)

Asked whether the single man aged 35 should always be able to buy a birthday present for 
a family member or friend, or should just avoid birthdays altogether, three of the four 
groups responded that a small present should be possible.

It’s not about how much you spend. It’s just so that you’ve got something to give them. 
(woman from group A, aged 42, high income)

I often drop in at a jeweller’s shop where they sell earrings for 1 euro 50. They’re reduced 
from 4 euros. I’ll buy five pairs. I keep them, packaged and all, and when there’s an 
occasion, I give them to someone. (man from group B, aged 46, middle income)

Once again it was group C which took a slightly different position, by arguing that a 
present was not essential and that the family would appreciate the case person’s precari-
ous financial situation. But it was also a question of setting priorities:

I’d rather spend money on a present for my mother than on a few drinks in the pub. 
(woman from group C, aged 42, middle income)

He should think, “It’s my mother’s birthday in a couple of months’ time. So I won’t go for a 
drink this time, but I’ll use the money to take the train to visit my mother”. (man from group 

C, aged 26, middle income)

All four focus groups agreed that having a car was a luxury which people living just above 
the poverty threshold could not permit themselves. Insurance, petrol, maintenance and 
road tax all made it too expensive. The members of group D also pointed out that ad-
equate other means of transport are available in the Netherlands. A few participants did 
say that owning a car brought a sense of freedom, which poor people would have to miss 
out on.
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The final question relating to the lifestyle of a single man aged 35 just above the poverty 
threshold concerned impulse buying. Most participants took the view that the person 
should be able to buy a treat now and then.

An ice cream, that should be possible. Not going into a fancy shop and buying a flatscreen or 
whatever, that’s different. But small things should be possible. (woman from group D, aged 

30, low income)

If you can’t afford a 50-cent ice cream at McDonald’s, then you’re poor. (woman from group 

A, aged 42, middle income)

To round off the discussion, the group members were asked what might change in the 
required budget and the lifestyle if the case person was a single woman aged 35. All in all 
the participants thought that it would not make much difference. Some group members 
– mainly men – suggested that women might spend more money on clothes, cosmetics 
and haircare. But the female participants argued that men also spent money on personal 
care, and that women were more likely to make their own clothes, were more likely to 
spot bargains and were less likely to go out alone. And women would probably need less 
because they were more resourceful in finding ways to get by with little money:

I’ve had that experience with girlfriends who are single. They can be pretty clever about 
these things. … I also know a few single men, and one’s even more stupid than the next. Not 
stupid as far as brains are concerned, but so untogether in financial matters. (woman from 

group B, aged 69, high income)

During the second session the focus group members discussed the lifestyles of the other 
two reference cases presented to them. The second case differed from group to group: 
focus group A considered a couple without children, group B a single man aged 75, 
and groups C and D a single mother with two children. As a third case, all focus groups 
 discussed the required lifestyle of a couple with three children.

Lifestyle of a childless couple
Focus group A was told that in the case “couple without children” both partners were 
aged 35, that the man worked as a production worked in a factory on a low salary, and 
that the woman had not completed her secondary education (m avo), was looking for 
work and did not receive any benefit. The accommodation and living conditions were the 
same as for the single man aged 35 (see also Box 2.1). The questions previously drafted by 
the researchers about this couple’s lifestyle related above all to the economies of scale 
for a two-person household and to other differences compared with a single man.

Thus the group members were asked with regard to accommodation whether a couple 
without children should be able to have a larger home than a single man, and if so, how 
much larger. Since only one of the hypothetical partners had a job, and a low-paid one 
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at that, the group members said that it did not make sense for them to live in a larger flat 
than the single man.

As far as food was concerned, the group A members decided that there would be econo-
mies of scale. In their view a couple could live more economically, relatively speaking, 
than a single person. That was because it was cheaper to buy in bulk, less food was wast-
ed, and two people would not use much more gas for cooking than a single person.

On your own you won’t eat a whole lettuce. But two people will. When you live on your own, 
you have to throw things away much more. (woman from group A, aged 42, middle income)

It doesn’t matter whether you cook one potato or six. (woman from group A, aged 42, 

middle income)

The participants were also asked whether differences should be allowed between the 
partners in terms of outlays on specific items. The example quoted was spending on 
personal care and clothing by the woman and on hobbies by the man. The group members 
thought that it would be unfair if one partner consistently spent more on him- or herself 
than the other. The couple should discuss these matters and take turns. In any case, be-
cause of their limited income, the couple would be forced to consider very carefully what 
was essential and what was not:

I think you have to decide what needs to be replaced first. If the man is walking around with 
torn trousers, then no matter that it’s the wife’s turn to treat herself this month, I would 
still make sure he’s got a decent pair of trousers to go to work in. (man from group A, aged 

53, middle income)

With regard to transport, the group members again took the view that a car was a luxury 
which a couple just above the poverty threshold could not permit itself. Travel costs for a 
couple would be more expensive anyway, because they would need two bikes, and buses 
and trains would cost twice as much.

With regard to impulse buying, the participants did not distinguish either between the sin-
gle man aged 35 and the couple without children. The couple should also be able to buy 
something spontaneously now and then, although nothing major. One piece of advice 
was that the couple should only make such a purchase at the end of the month:

Then they know how much they’ve got left. It’s usually less than you think. But at least they 
won’t wish they hadn’t spent the money already. Now they can say at the end of the month: 
“We’ve got 5 or 10 euros left, let’s treat ourselves to a coffee and a cake; or buy a nice book or 
magazine”. (woman from group A, aged 53, high income)

The participants pointed out that the couple booking into a hotel during a holiday would 
benefit (compared to the single person) because they would not have to pay the single 
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person’s supplement. Apart from that, the general view was again that going on holiday 
was not essential for a household just above the poverty threshold.

When asked whether the couple should go out together, as this might save some money, 
the group members said that this was not appropriate, given the limited means. At the 
same time they could imagine that going to the pub with friends would work out more 
expensively than going with one’s partner, because it would mean paying for rounds of 
drinks and probably staying out longer.

Finally, on membership of clubs or associations, the group members were clear: this should be 
an option for both partners. If their income only allowed one of them to join a club or 
association, then they were poor.

Lifestyle of a single man aged 75
Full details were not available on the discussion in focus group B on the lifestyle of the 
case “single man aged 75”. However, during the first session all four focus groups were 
asked to imagine what it would mean for the lifestyle of the single man aged 35 if he 
were aged 75.

The members of group A took the view that on balance not much would change in the 
required budget. It was true that the older person would have higher medical expenses 
(glasses, dentures, support stockings etc) and higher heating costs, but against this, he 
would go out less frequently, would no longer be a member of a sports club and would 
need fewer clothes. According to group A, then, the main change would be a shift within 
the overall expenditure.

Group C did not foresee any major changes either, although they discussed the differ-
ences in lifestyle less explicitly. On the one hand the group members indicated that an 
older man would probably have higher medical expenses, and that his travel costs would 
increase because he would be less mobile and hence would cycle less. But on the other 
hand they expected his travel costs to come down because family members, especially 
his children, would be more likely to visit him (rather than he visiting them). His expens-
es for going out would also be lower.

Both groups B and D, finally, thought that a man aged 75 would manage better with his 
money than a man aged 35. In both groups the participants argued that an older person 
needed less: he would no longer be a member of a sports club, his clothes would last 
longer, and he would eat less. Moreover, an older person did not have to buy as many 
new things, because he already had everything. The members of group B also pointed to 
the discounts available to older people, such as the 65+ travel card (on the railways), and 
to the fact that they had to pay less taxes. All these considerations led to the following 
conclusion:
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I suspect that there are many older people in the Netherlands who could live well within 
these spending patterns. (man from group B, aged 46, middle income)

Lifestyle of a single mother with two children
The single-parent family was introduced to focus groups C and D as a woman aged 35 
with a son aged 13 and a daughter aged 8. The mother worked four days per week as a 
cleaner, earning a low salary. The accommodation and living conditions were the same 
as for the single man aged 35 (see Box 2.1).

With regard to accommodation, both groups C and D agreed that the children should each 
have a room of their own. This partly because of the age of the older child and the differ-
ent gender of the children.

Both groups also took the view that the children should eat healthily, with fruit and veg-
etables being particularly important. But the participants did not feel it was a problem if 
the children were given soup with bread once per week, or if they got a take-away meal.

Handing down clothes from the older to the younger child was not an option, accord-
ing to the two groups. Not only because of the difference in gender and age, but also 
because, as a member of group D put it, “at that age all children wear out their clothes”. 
Opinions differed on buying second-hand clothes. Group D felt that this was only accept-
able for the mother, while a majority in group C said that it was fine for the children to 
wear second-hand clothes as well.

Some people buy new clothes every season and take their old clothes to a second-hand shop. 
(man from group C, aged 26, middle income)

At the same time, however, most group C members saw no financial reason for buying 
second-hand clothes for the children, since there were many shops which sold cheap 
new clothes. That these clothes would be of poorer quality and might only last one sea-
son should not be a problem, they argued, given the rate at which children wear out or 
grow out of their clothes.

Both groups agreed on the need to buy toys for the children. They argued that the mother 
should be able to buy something new two or three times per year, for instance on the 
child’s birthday, Saint Nicholas’ Eve (the traditional time for giving presents to children 
in the Netherlands) and Christmas. Some group members also mentioned toy libraries 
and the traditional flea markets on Queen’s Day (the national holiday) as opportunities 
for gaining access to new and second-hand toys and games.

If they can’t get anything for their birthday, or at Saint Nicholas … surely one toy should be 
possible. … Then again, you could give them new clothes. (woman from group C, aged 32, 

high income)
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It could be something bigger for their birthday, I think, but for Saint Nicholas … you can buy 
lots of small things. (woman from group C, aged 35, middle income)

Both groups C and D felt that a single mother should occasionally be able to do some im-
pulse buying, although this should not go much further than an ice cream for the children. 
However, several participants made a point along the following lines:

When I went out with my mother or my parents, they would say “We’ve got ice creams in 
the freezer at home”. You don’t need to buy an ice cream every time you take the kids out 
shopping. (man from group C, aged 26, middle income)

To my mind, if you’re that poor, you should buy ice creams at the supermarket and give one 
to your children when they’re hot. [...] That’s not poverty if you do that. (woman from group 

C, aged 32, high income)

Both groups attached importance to a one-week holiday for the children at least. This 
could be in the form of sleep-overs at their father’s (mentioned by group D, where single-
parent families were highly represented). Other options might be sending the children 
on a summer camp or a children’s holiday week sponsored by a community centre or 
club.

There’s an organisation in Hilversum which looks after children from the big cities for a 
week. It costs practically nothing. So the opportunities are there. (man from group C, aged 

67, low income)

Both groups also regarded trips as essential for the children. However, the members of 
group D realised that in practice the scope would be limited, given the costs of many 
outings. In general it was felt that the single-parent family should be able to afford a 
trip to an amusement park, for instance, once per year. The other trips would have to be 
cheaper, for instance a day at the beach or the swimming pool or a day’s cycling.

Yes, trips are important for the children’s development. (woman from group C, aged 35, 

middle income)

Another issue presented to the two focus groups concerned membership of clubs or 
 associations. Most group C members felt that the children at least should enjoy one 
activity outside the home, not least because of the social contacts. Thus the boy should 
have an opportunity to join a football club, for instance, and the girl should be able to 
join a crafts club or ballet classes. However, some group members thought that joining a 
club or association was not actually essential, since the children would develop contacts 
with other children anyway. The group D members commented that membership of a 
club or association was also essential for the mother, but that the children should be 
given priority in this respect.
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With regard to ownership of a car, both focus groups held that – as in the case “single 
man aged 35” – this was a luxury. Members of group D added that a boy of 13 could rely 
on a bicycle, and that family discount cards were available on the railways.

The final theme raised by the researchers was childcare. Although the focus groups agreed 
that this was essential, because the mother of the single-parent family was working, 
opinions on how to deal with this issue differed. Group C commented that formal child-
care was very expensive, and that it would make more sense for the mother to come to 
an arrangement with a neighbour, for instance.

People should sort such things between themselves. On the days that the mother doesn’t 
work, she can look after someone else’s children, and then they can change around. (woman 

from group C, aged 59, low income)

By contrast, group D had a preference for formal childcare, on the assumption that the 
mother would receive an allowance for this. The group members rejected the sugges-
tion that the 13-year-old boy should look after his little sister: this would be too great a 
responsibility for him.

It is worth noting that the presence of children in the household prompted the members 
of group C to largely abandon their previous definition of poverty. They clearly adopted a 
less strict stance than in the case of the single man aged 35. One of the participants made 
the following comment in this context:

We’re rather more relaxed than last week [during the discussion of the first case]. … If you’re 
a single mother with two children, you’re positively rich compared to a single man. He 
wasn’t allowed anything, while children should really be allowed everything. They should 
be able to join a club, they should be able … (man from group C, aged 47, middle income)

Lifestyle of a couple with three children
The case “couple with three children” was introduced as a man and woman both aged 
35, with a son aged 13 and two daughters aged 8 and 3 respectively. The man worked as a 
postman on a low salary, and the woman was a housewife. Once again, all other living 
conditions were the same as for the single man aged 35 (see Box 2.1).

The discussions on this family’s lifestyle were framed to some extent by the consensus 
regarding the previous household type. Thus in group A, whose second case had been 
the couple without children, the key issue was the impact of the presence of children 
in the household. In groups C and D, which had previously discussed the case “single 
mother with two children”, the emphasis was on the presence of a partner and a third 
child. Since the members of group B had previously discussed the case “single man aged 
75”, the presence of both children and a partner was new for them.
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With regard to housing, the researchers posed the question – as they had for the single-
parent family – whether the children should each have a room of their own.2 Both the 
members of group B and those of groups C and D took the view that the 13-year-old boy 
needed his own room, but that the two daughters could share for the time being.

As had been the case previously with groups C and D, all the members of groups A and B 
agreed about the food for a family with growing children. Such a family should eat more 
fresh fruit and vegetables than a single person, they argued.

I believe that children should learn the taste of things. They should be able to eat fresh 
spinach. (woman from group A, aged 42, middle income)

Furthermore, the family should be able to eat a cooked meal at least six days per week. 
For the remaining day, a sandwich, a bowl of soup, a portion of chips or a pancake would 
be acceptable.

Only focus group B took the view that the 13-year-old boy could hand down clothes to 
his 8-year-old sister, although the members said that this applied above all to jeans and 
other trousers. The other three groups did not believe it was appropriate to hand down 
the boy’s clothes to the two girls. Not only the age difference, but also the gender played 
a role here. The older daughter could hand down clothes to the younger one, accord-
ing to the participants, even though here too the age gap was very large (five years). The 
members of group A also said that it should not be a case of necessary because of finan-
cial constraints. For them it was only acceptable as long as it concerned the odd item, for 
instance one which had been saved because the older daughter had looked very attrac-
tive in it. The members of groups C and D focused in particular on the fashionability and 
durability of the clothes to be handed down: baby’s clothes, jeans and raincoats were 
more suitable in this respect than skirts and tops, for instance.

If that little girl of three has to wait until she can fit into her older sister’s clothes, then these 
people are poor. (man from group A, aged 53, middle income)

The members of groups A and B thought that it was quite easy to buy toys second-hand, 
for instance at Queen’s Day markets or in charity shops. But a couple of times per year 
– for the child’s birthday or Saint Nicholas’ Eve – the parents should be able to buy some-
thing new. Focus groups C and D, which had expressed the same view in the case “single 
mother with two children”, did not discuss this theme in detail this time. But a female 
member of group C did say that she rarely had to buy anything for her youngest child, 
because many things were passed on from the older children. This applied to clothes, 
furniture and toys:

My youngest daughter is two, and I don’t really have to buy her any new clothes. Sometimes 
I buy something, because it’s sad that she hasn’t got anything new, but it’s not really 
necessary. Other things, like a bed, I haven’t had to buy either. Toys: when it’s her birthday 
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I can’t decide what to buy, because I’ve already got everything. (woman from group C, aged 

35, middle income)

The members of group A decided that the budget would not be large enough for a holiday, 
not least because prices were higher during the school holiday periods. In their view the 
family would have to be satisfied with an occasional day trip to the beach, with sand-
wiches and other snacks packed in a cooler. By contrast, group C argued that the family 
should be able to go camping for a week. Some members thought that this should be in 
addition to the children’s summer camp, which had been suggested previously for the 
single-parent family. After all:

The mother [of the single-parent family] will enjoy a holiday already when the kids are 
away, but with a family …. (woman from group C, aged 42, middle income)

Others felt that the summer camp for the children should be enough. But yet others ar-
gued that this was not fair towards the other children:

Imagine when your oldest child is a boy scout and goes to a summer camp, while your 
daughter of eight goes to ballet class and can’t go to camp. That’s not good for family 
relations. (woman from group C, aged 35, middle income)

In general group A took the view that the family was poor if it could not afford trips to 
the zoo or an amusement park. That should be possible once per year, although the 
members immediately added that the admission charge would be very high. Similar 
comments were made by group C and D members in connection with the case “single 
mother with two children”. Group B pointed out that the family could take advantage of 
supermarket promotional campaigns offering free or reduced tickets.

Activities such as going out for a meal or visiting a cinema were not regarded as essential 
by the participants. This was certainly the case for the family as a whole. But the parents 
were allowed to go out for a meal occasionally.

All participants agreed on membership of clubs or associations. They felt that the two older 
two children should be able to join something, but for the 3-year-old this was not yet 
essential.

Focus groups C and D remained of the view that a car was a luxury which a family just 
above the poverty threshold could not permit itself. But the members did acknowledge 
that a car would sometimes be very useful for a five-person household. Group C made 
the suggestion to hire a car for a day as required. Some group A members, going back on 
what they had said with regard to previous household types, argued that a car would be 
essential:
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Because always having to bike it with three children …. (woman from group A, aged 63, high 

income)

If the five of them need to go somewhere by train, it’s very expensive, because the oldest 
child already has to pay the full fare, so that makes three. (woman from group A, aged 42, 

middle income)

However, other group members felt that a car was still too expensive, and that the addi-
tional income from child allowance did not offset the running costs.

It’s a loss, but they’re not poor. (man from group A, aged 62, low income)

On the question as to whether the family with children should be able to afford the costs 
of childcare, the focus groups reacted with surprise. The general view was that since the 
mother did not go out to work, childcare was not necessary. And when it was required 
on an incidental basis, the family should find informal solutions. Among the options 
mentioned by the participants were asking grandparents or neighbours to look after the 
children, or arranging sleep-overs for the children at friends’ houses.

The final issue was whether a couple with three children would need more electrical appli-
ances in the home than a single person. In this context group A mentioned a baby alarm, 
a games computer and a microwave, while group B mentioned a separate freezer and a 
computer for the children. Group D observed that a tumbler dryer would be useful, espe-
cially if the family home was small and did not have a garden.

In this third case a number of group C members again acknowledged that they had be-
come less strict, certainly in comparison with the case “single man aged 35”, but also in 
comparison with “single mother with two children”:

We hardly allowed the single man anything. The mother with two children was allowed 
quite a lot more, and as for this family …. If you’re just above the poverty threshold, there’s a 
number of things you just can’t do. You have to wait for your holiday money or child benefit, 
and if I then see what this family should be able to do …. (woman from group C, aged 59, 

low income)

Others argued that a family with children simply needed more than a household without 
children. This not least because furniture, equipment and clothes needed to be replaced 
more frequently. But another factor was that a holiday or a club membership were more 
important for children than for adults.

We’re more generous only for the children’s sake, not for the adults. (man from group C, 

aged 69, high income)
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You can’t punish the children for the fact that the parents are on a low income. (woman 

from group C, aged 31, high income)

3.5 Conclusions

The findings in this chapter lead to three general conclusions.

Firstly, in the eyes of “average” Dutch citizens, poverty means that there is not enough 
money to satisfy certain needs. Opinions vary on what these needs are specifically. Some 
people take a strict view and argue that a person is poor when he or she cannot afford 
basic needs (food, housing etc). But most people feel that a person is poor when he or 
she can pay for the basic needs but cannot afford anything else.

Secondly, personal experience of living on a low income goes together with a broader 
definition of poverty. At the same time there are no indications that people with an in-
come at our around the social assistance level take a more generous view of the lifestyles 
of households just above the poverty threshold.

And thirdly, the presence of children is a major factor for the lifestyle which a household 
should be able to afford. Leisure activities (going on holiday, making trips, joining clubs 
or associations etc) are regarded as more essential for single-parent families and couples 
with children than for single people or couples without children.

This chapter has dealt mainly with the qualitative side of our study. Chapter 4 will exam-
ine the more quantitative side: the contents and costs of the basket of goods, services 
and activities which according to the four focus groups are essential for a minimum 
acceptable standard of living in the Netherlands.

Notes
1  Some of the originally 28 goods, services and activities have been merged here: two examples are the 

items “central heating” and “gas-fired heater” and the items “shower” and “bath”.

2  This question was inadvertently not put to group A.
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4.1 Introduction

This chapter examines the question of the basket of goods and services that Dutch citi-
zens consider indispensable for households just above the poverty threshold (research 
question 2), and the costs they consider to be appropriate for such a package (research 
question 3). Each focus group put together a basket for three different types of house-
holds during two sessions. As we explained in Chapter 2, this was done on the basis of 
a list of goods and services that the researchers had previously compiled, which was 
subdivided into categories such as housing, food, clothing, recreation, etcetera. The 
members of the group were asked to say which of the relevant items they considered to 
be essential, the volume of these goods that the reference household ought to have, the 
durability of the articles in question, and at what kind of shop or provider the goods and 
services should be purchased. The researchers subsequently added prices to these lists 
of goods and services compiled by the focus groups, following which the groups were 
once more given the opportunity to make changes to the items, quantities, volumes and 
depreciation. All this resulted in a complete basket of the minimum of essential goods 
and services for all reference cases, and the budgets needed to obtain it. Finally, the so-
called minister’s dilemma was laid before each group for the household type discussed 
(a couple with three children). This dilemma was introduced as follows: supposing the 
Minister of Finance considered it to be too expensive to apply the established monthly 
budgets as a legal minimum in the Netherlands, what cutbacks could still be made with-
out reducing the reference household to poverty?

In this chapter we will be looking at the most salient similarities and differences between 
the various reference households for various types of budget items. We will also be com-
paring the monthly budgets suggested by the focus groups. In making this comparison 
one should bear in mind that group D differed from the others, as it comprised people 
with a low income only, while the others were heterogeneous in terms of income.
When comparing the subsidiary budgets of the various groups, we will also present the 
differences with the minimum reference budgets as developed by Nibud (see Box 4.1).

4.2 Housing

The subsidiary budget for housing can be divided into the following items: rent, energy 
(gas, electricity, water), taxes levied by municipalities and water boards, and repairs 
in the home. The amounts that the focus groups linked to these items are listed in 
Table 4.1. The focus groups often adopted the prices established by the researchers: 
with respect to many items, the amounts agreed upon are exactly the same as the Nibud 
prices.
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Box 4.1 Nibud reference budgets
Nibud compiles reference budgets every six months. In doing so, a distinction is made 
between minimum budgets (for households with a low income) and general standard 
budgets (for households with higher incomes). When compiling the latter category, the 
minimum reference budgets are used as a starting point by e.g. relating certain expens-
es to people’s incomes. Expenses in the minimum reference budgets are determined on 
the basis of baskets. These baskets contain expenses which may be regarded as essen-
tial (according to the standards in the Netherlands), and in which there is little (if any) 
freedom of choice; this is known as the basic basket. Examples of this kind of expenses 
include rent, clothing, food and insurances. If the expenses are deducted from the basic 
basket for the total disposable income, there is usually a sum left over. This remainder 
is not entirely available for free spending, since there are often certain expenses which 
personal circumstances render unavoidable. Examples of these include high energy 
costs due to insufficient insulation, a comparatively high rent that is not entirely com-
pensated by the housing allowance, or the costs involved for a special diet. The amount 
remaining after deduction of the costs of the basic basket and the personally unavoid-
able expenses can be used for more discretionary spending such as holidays, transport, 
fees for sports clubs, pets or smoking. Each household may flesh out these expenses in 
a different way.
The information Nibud uses for calculating the costs of the basic basket is obtained from 
several different sources. For example, the amount a household spends on clothing is 
based on the average volume of purchases of various items of clothing multiplied by 
first-quartile prices as listed in Statistics Netherlands’ price figures. With respect to rent, 
Nibud has taken the lower limit of the housing allowance.1 Energy spending is calculated 
on the basis of EnergieNed’s average consumption figures depending on the type of 
dwelling and the size of the household. The costs of food for different types of house-
hold are based on the quantities recommended by the Netherlands Nutrition Centre, 
multiplied by Statistics Netherlands’ first-quartile prices. Because single persons spend 
more per capita on this item than, e.g., families with two children, economies of scale 
are taken into account.
These baskets are not fixed forever. Their contents may change due to the fact that 
certain new products or services become so widespread that they may be considered a 
necessity, while others are rendered obsolete. For example, the basic basket for house-
holds with children aged 6 and over has recently been increased to include a computer 
with Internet because children need this for school. On the other hand, newspaper sub-
scriptions were scrapped from the basic basket several years ago due to the availability 
of free sources of news (teletext, the Internet, free newspapers). New research also may 
result in the composition of the baskets; for instance, a recent survey on school costs 
provided more exact information of the financial consequences for households when 
their children go to schools of different types.
While the minimum reference budgets only contain the items in the basic basket, the 
standard budgets for households with higher incomes also include estimates for the 
costs of other items (e.g. holidays). Because the current study concentrates on the budg-
ets required for households that are just above the poverty line, the results reached by 
the focus groups will only be compared with Nibud’s minimum reference budgets here.
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Table 4.1

Budgets for housing, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with 
children

after minister’s

dilemma

rent Nibud 313 313 313 366 366 -
group A 313 313 550 550
group B 313 350 366 366
group C 400 450 500 500
group D 313 450 450 450

housing allowance Nibud -110 -110 -110 -157 -157 -
(calculated) group A -110 -110 -278 -278

group B -110 -147 -157 -157
group C -183 -220 -257 -257
group D -110 -220 -220 -220

energy Nibud 81 89 99 153 165 -
group A 92 109 180 180
group B 79 95 165 165
group C 81 157 165 165
group D 79 157 255 255

taxes Nibud 36 36 45 45 45 -
group A 36 45 45 45
group B 36 36 45 45
group C 36 45 45 45
group D 36 45 45 45

repairs Nibud 0 0 0 0 0 -
group A 0 0 0 0
group B 8 4 4 4
group C 0 0 0 0
group D 5 5 5 5

total housing Nibud 320 328 347 407 419 -
(= rent + energy group A 331 357 497 497
+ taxes group B 326 338 423 423
+ repairs group C 334 432 453 453
- housing allowance) group D 323 437 535 535

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   69 8-2-2010   16:04:10



70

the minimum agreed up on

When calculating the monthly fixed expenses, the rent is often the biggest factor in the 
budget. That is why the preferred type of dwelling allocated to the various household types 
is essential. Generally speaking, the focus groups came to similar conclusions on this is-
sue. All the groups chose self-contained accommodation: a one-bedroomed flat for single 
persons or couples without children, and a three-bedroomed flat for ( single-parent) fami-
lies. The groups did not consider a spare room necessary, and they also felt that a shower 
was sufficient (i.e. no bath). A garden was not regarded as a necessity either. The sole excep-
tion to this was group D, which explicitly chose a single-family dwelling with a garden for 
couples with children. However, this did not involve a higher rent for this household type: 
the rent chosen by group D was lower than that put forward by two of the other groups. 
Only group B suggested an even lower rent, by adopting the amount given by Nibud.

People can exercise relatively little influence on the amount of rent to be paid. Not every-
one entitled to a subsidised rented home in view of their income will actually be allocated 
one, simply because there are not enough of these homes available in the Netherlands. 
On the other hand, people who rent self-contained accommodation and who pay too much 
rent in relation to their income may be eligible for a housing allowance. That is why we 
have calculated the amount of housing allowance that each example household can receive 
in relation to their income and the rent. This amount has subsequently been deducted 
from the total housing expenses.

Including the housing allowance in our calculations has slightly reduced the considerable 
influence of the rent selected on the total monthly budget. For example, if we look at the 
rents chosen for families, we see differences among the focus groups of up to almost eur 
200 a month (eur 550 in group A and eur 366 in group B). If the housing allowance is de-
ducted from these amounts, the rent for group A decreases to eur 272, while group B has 
to pay eur 209. This reduces the difference to only eur 63.

With respect to the total housing expenses, the figures proposed by the focus groups are 
generally somewhat higher than the amounts given by Nibud. The larger the household 
size, the greater the difference with the Nibud standard, with a maximum difference of 
more than eur 100 for families with children in group D. This is primarily due to the 
amounts selected for rent and energy. Moreover, Nibud does not reserve any money for 
repairs, since large-scale maintenance in rented homes is the responsibility of the lessor 
(the Nibud reference budgets include minor repairs carried out inside such homes under 
“furniture etc.”). However, the amounts referred to here are rather small and have little 
influence on the total housing outlays.

The fact that families’ housing expenses are (much) higher than those of e.g. single per-
sons is not remarkable in itself. After all, families need a larger home, and there are more 
people consuming gas, electricity and water. Nevertheless, the number of persons is not 
the only relevant factor here. Another consideration was that “children should not have to 
live in an unsavoury neighbourhood”. That also explains why the rent for (single-parent) 
families has been fixed at a much higher level than for other types of households.

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   70 8-2-2010   16:04:11



71  

subsidiary bud ge t s

Minister’s dilemma
As we have already mentioned, the “minister’s dilemma” was put to the focus groups 
only with respect to the case of a couple with children. The groups were asked to state 
what items could be economised on without reducing the case to poverty. According to 
group A, this is wholly impossible, as the budgets were already drawn up with a living 
standard just above the poverty line in mind. The members of this group were convinced 
that any further economies would actually place the case below the poverty threshold; 
in other words, the couple with children would no longer be “just above the poverty 
threshold” but actually “poor”. When confronted with the “minister’s dilemma”, the 
other groups did seek possible areas in which to economise, but they did not make any 
changes in the housing items. Groups B, C and D regarded these expenses as essential, 
and felt that no cutbacks could be made in this respect.

Conclusion
With respect to the “housing” category, all the groups agreed to a large extent on the 
type of dwelling in which the reference households discussed ought to live. However, 
they agreed to a lesser extent on the amounts relating to this. One remarkable fact is 
that all the groups chose to set a higher rent than the one used by Nibud in its reference 
budgets for at least one type of household. For example, group C increased the rent for 
single persons, while group B was the only group to adopt the rent fixed by Nibud for 
couples with children (all the other groups selected a higher rent).

All things considered, the total housing expenses chosen by the focus groups were in-
variably higher than those fixed by Nibud; this difference was greatest with respect to the 
household types with children. The minister’s dilemma did not change this.

Another conclusion is that the rent selected tends to be a decisive factor in the total 
monthly amounts agreed upon by the focus groups. Including the housing allowance in 
the calculations decreases the impact of the rent on the total amount, and reduces the 
differences between the groups.

4.3 Insurances and savings

A number of insurances are required by law in the Netherlands, such as healthcare insur-
ance and liability insurance for cars and mopeds. Although personal liability insurance 
is admittedly not required by law, it is strongly recommended for all citizens. The focus 
groups also felt that households just above the poverty threshold should insure them-
selves against some of these risks.

Besides the insurances considered necessary for households just above the poverty 
threshold, we will also be looking at (additional) savings. The only factors considered 
with respect to insurances and savings were the necessity and the required monthly 
amounts; the numbers and life span of these provisions are not considered relevant.
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Table 4.2

Budgets for insurances and savings, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with 
children after 
minister’s 
dilemma

home contents Nibud 7 7 11 7 11 -
insurance group A 7 11 15 15

group B 7 7 11 11
group C 7 6 11 11
group D 7 11 11 11

personal Nibud 2 2 3 2 3 -
liability group A 2 3 3 3
insurance group B 2 2 3 3

group C 2 2 3 3
group D 2 4 3 3

healthcare Nibud 111 111 222 115 222 -
insurance (incl. suppl. group A 122 244 244 244
insurance and group B 96 116 232 232
excess) group C 112 122 223 223

group D 99 116 232 232

funeral Nibud 7 7 14 7 14 -
insurance group A 0 0 0 0

group B 0 0 17 17
group C 9 7 13 13
group D 0 9 17 17

legal expenses Nibud - - - - - -
insurance group A 0 0 0 0

group B 0 0 0 0
group C 0 10 17 17
group D 0 0 0 0

savings for Nibud - - - - - -
repairs and group A 50 50 50 50
necessary large- group B 25 25 35 35
scale purchases group C 20 50 50 50

group D 5 15 15 15

savings for Nibud - - - - - -
the future group A 0 0 0 0

group B 25 20 20 20
group C 0 40 40 40
group D 5 10 10 10

total insurances Nibud 127 127 250 131 250 -
and savings for group A 131 258 262 262
the future group B 130 145 283 283
(not including group C 130 187 307 307
repairs) group D 113 150 273 273

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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There was a high degree of consensus on the necessity of home contents insurance and 
personal liability insurance; all groups considered these to be essential for all types of 
households (cf. Table 4.2). Apart from a few exceptions, the prices varied very little for 
each type of household. Group A set a somewhat higher amount with its home contents 
insurance for a couple with children at eur 15 a month, compared to eur 11 a month for 
the other groups.

Because taking up healthcare insurance is required by law, all focus groups agreed that 
all household types should do so. The monthly premiums attributed to a basic Dutch 
healthcare insurance for an adult varied between approximately eur 80 (according to 
most groups) and eur 105 (group A). In the basic Dutch insurance scheme, children aged 
up to 18 are included free of charge. Opinions were more divided with respect to the 
necessity of supplementary health insurances. In response to the question of whether 
an excess should apply, most of the groups pointed out that a compulsory minimum 
excess was introduced on 1 January 2008, which at that time amounted to eur 150 a year. 
However, none of the groups recommended increasing this excess, which means that 
the lowest (compulsory) excess must apply. Only group C included the excess amount 
in the budget; none of the other groups did so, thereby assuming that the households 
would not actually spend this sum.

All the groups considered either a limited or a more extensive supplementary insurance 
to be necessary. Nibud has included an extensive supplementary insurance in its refer-
ence budget, and this was adopted by most of the groups. However, group A felt that a 
limited supplementary insurance was sufficient for all households. Group C recommend-
ed a limited supplementary healthcare insurance for single persons aged under 65, and 
an extensive one for single-parent families and couples with children. The other groups 
also considered a limited supplementary healthcare insurance sufficient for healthy 
single persons aged under 65.

While dental costs are a standard part of health insurance for children aged up to 18, 
adults have to take out additional insurance to cover these costs. All the focus groups 
felt that standard dental care insurance should be included in the insurance basket for 
households just above the poverty threshold, but none of the groups considered exten-
sive dental care insurance necessary. Some members of group D were of the opinion that 
single persons do not require supplementary dental care insurance at all, because the 
costs of this insurance would be higher than the actual dental costs incurred. Group B 
felt that single persons aged over 65 do not need supplementary dental care insurance if 
they have dentures. All the groups adopted the amount proposed by Nibud, i.e. eur 7.

The groups had diverging views with respect to funeral insurance, an item which Nibud 
has included in the basic basket for all households. Group C also considered this to be 
essential, but group A did not feel that funeral insurance was necessary. Groups B and D 
found funeral insurance only necessary for couples with children. The price of this insur-
ance varies from eur 6.50 to eur 9 a month for each adult.
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Group C felt that legal expenses insurance was only necessary for single-parent families 
and couples with children. However, this would not be necessary for people who are 
members of trade unions or senior citizens’ associations, since this insurance is already 
included in the membership fee.

The premium levels the groups agreed upon were rather similar, with the exception of 
group A, whose estimate of the home contents and healthcare insurances was slightly 
higher. According to Dutch standards the premiums cited by the focus groups were aver-
age rather than low.

Minister’s dilemma
After discussing the minister’s dilemma, all groups agreed that nothing could be 
scrapped from the insurance package, and that no reduction could be made in the 
required premiums. Group C also adhered to the necessity of legal expenses insurance 
for families.

Savings
We asked the focus groups whether the households ought to save money for repairs and 
necessary large-scale purchases, or for the future. The first item clashes somewhat with 
the budget for “furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils” discussed in section 
4.8. The latter already contains monthly reserves for the replacement of such articles, 
calculated on the basis of purchasing prices and life span. In its reference budgets, Nibud 
places repairs under the heading of “house and garden maintenance”, and replacement 
of necessary large-scale purchases under the heading of “furniture etc”. Since “saving 
for the future” is rather a vague concept, Nibud has not included these items in the basic 
basket.

Table 4.2 gives the results for both saving objectives. All the groups felt that people 
ought to save some money for repairs and the purchase of necessary large-scale items 
(the amounts in the reference budget are zero, because Nibud lists these costs else-
where). Groups B, C (except in the case of younger single persons) and D were also of the 
opinion that people should save for the future, but group A did not consider this to be 
necessary. The total amounts for both items work out at approximately eur 50 a month. 
Group D’s calculations for these items were the lowest, while those of group C the high-
est (except for single persons).

All the groups expressed some qualifications with respect to saving. Group A felt that 
households just above the poverty threshold not only ought to be able to save a little 
money for repairs and unexpected expenditure. Savings would also be useful to pay for 
extras at parties or other events. Group B observed that saving is necessary for repairs 
and replacing appliances, but that people should also save money for e.g. sport, presents 
and social activities. This group added that it is also a good thing to save for future ex-
penditure, particularly with respect to holidays. Group B ultimately allocated the sum of 
eur 50 a month for both these purposes to all cases, and households could choose what 
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they wished to spend the money on. As far as group C was concerned, people should 
save in order to pay for repairs, training courses, and unforeseen circumstances such 
as dental treatment. The amount saved for the future should be spent on the children. 
According to group D, people ought to save for future purposes such as birthdays, recrea-
tion, clothing, holidays and membership fees.

Conclusion
The focus groups were unanimous in their views on the insurance basket for households 
just above the poverty threshold: all household types required basic healthcare insur-
ance (which is compulsory in any case), including supplementary dental care insurance. 
All the groups furthermore agreed that home contents insurance and personal liability 
insurance were essential as well. Funeral insurance was not necessary as far as all the 
groups were concerned, and only one group considered legal expenses insurance neces-
sary for single-parent families and couples with children. The premiums suggested did 
not differ greatly, and corresponded with the average actual premiums. Therefore, the 
allocated budgets did not differ a great deal either.

In addition, all groups felt that households just above the poverty threshold should save 
money every month for repairs or necessary large-scale purchases, as well as for future 
events. The amount to be saved varied from eur 10 to eur 90 a month, and should be 
used for a number of purposes ranging from membership fees to parties.

The minister’s dilemma did not change any of the baskets or the premiums.

4.4 Food and beverages

For this category, we asked the focus groups for their opinions on the amount to be 
spent on food, beverages and tobacco. This not only covered quantities and prices, and 
therefore the costs, but also the frequency and composition of meals. We asked whether 
people should eat a cooked meal every day, whether each cooked meal should include 
meat, poultry or fish, and whether households just above the poverty threshold should 
be able to eat out. The first column in Table 4.3 shows the items that were discussed. One 
of the items in the food category is refreshments, which refers to food and beverages 
consumed in between meals such as coffee, tea, cakes and lemonade.

The groups were asked to determine the numbers consumed each week and the relevant 
prices for all the items in question, as well as the shops where the products should be 
purchased. The question about shelf life was irrelevant here, since we assumed that all 
products would be consumed immediately. The prices put down were generally the same 
as those of Nibud, with a few corrections if the groups suggested a cheaper or more ex-
pensive shop.

Monthly amounts were calculated by multiplying the prices by the numbers consumed. 
During the discussion, we pointed out to the participants that economies of scale might 
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apply in this respect. Besides the prices for meals (including any economies of scale), the 
total sum to be spent on food also depends on the number of days a week when people 
eat cold meals instead of cooked ones, and the number of cooked meals that do not in-
clude meat. The costs of the meals were corrected in this respect.

Total amount for food
We obtained a first impression of the differences between the groups when compar-
ing the total sums for the food category with one another (see Table 4.3). The amounts 
fixed by Nibud have been calculated on the basis of the recommendations made by the 
Netherlands Nutrition Centre. The recommended quantities of foodstuffs such as bread 
and vegetables cover everyone’s nutritional requirements. Alcohol was also included in 
the consumption pattern: two glasses a day for men and one for women. In its reference 
budget Nibud assumes that every person eats one cooked meal a day that includes meat, 
poultry or fish and fresh vegetables, as well as coffee, tea and refreshments. No amount 
has been included for smoking, which does not come under the basic basket.

Considerable differences can sometimes be seen in the total amounts, especially be-
tween those determined by Nibud and by the focus group consisting of people on a low 
income. Group D agreed upon the largest amounts to be spent on food. Nibud indicated 
the lowest total amounts for food, except in the case of single persons: the amounts 
given by groups A and B were the lowest for these persons. Since meals form the largest 
part of the total, the differences are mainly caused by the costs of meals.

Number and composition of meals
The amounts stated in Table 4.3 were determined by the consumption patterns given by 
the groups and the relevant prices. With respect to eating patterns, we asked the groups 
how many cooked meals a week should be eaten by households just above the poverty 
threshold, and whether each cooked meal should include meat, poultry or fish, etcetera. 
Table 4.4 gives the opinions of the focus groups on the number of cooked meals a week 
and on the composition of these meals.

Almost all the groups felt that no cooked meal was necessary on one day a week, and that 
a cold meal could be eaten instead. This would slightly reduce the costs for food. Groups 
B and C considered that a single person aged 35 and just above the poverty threshold 
could well replace cooked meals with cold meals twice a week, while group D was of the 
opinion that households with children should eat a cooked meal every day.

The groups also felt that households just above the poverty threshold do not have to eat 
meat or fresh vegetables every day. Most of the groups considered that in addition to 
replacing cooked meals with cold meals, the cooked meals do not need to include meat, 
poultry, fish or fresh vegetables on one or two days a week.
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Table 4.3

Budgets for food, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple 

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with 
children after 
minister’s dilemma

cooked Nibud 71 64 129 151 213 -
meals group A 75 147 245 245
(incl.  substitute group B 72 81 268 268
cold meals) group C 65 154 258 258

group D 72 169 284 284

breakfast and Nibud 44 39 76 90 127 -
lunch group A 46 91 243 243

group B 34 34 172 172
group C 34 103 172 172
group D 34 103 172 172

refreshments Nibud 31 20 64 83 109 -
group A 18 35 112 112
group B 9 17 33 33
group C 36 15 25 25
group D 25 120 235 133

take-away Nibud - - - - - -
meals and group A 0 0 0 0
eating out group B 0 0 0 0

group C 3 5 13 0
group D 43 9 15 15

sub-total for Nibud 147 120 262 330 451 -
meals group A 138 273 601 601

group B 115 132 472 472
group C 138 277 468 455
group D 175 401 706 604

(alcoholic) Nibud 15 15 22 7 22 -
beverages group A 0 15 0 0

group B 19 25 19 19
group C 12 27 50 33
group D 12 13 25 25

tobacco Nibud 0 0 0 0 0 -
group A 0 0 0 0
group B 17 3 0 0
group C 21 0 0 0
group D 17 0 0 0

total amount Nibud 162 135 294 336 473 -
for food group A 138 288 601 601

group B 152 157 491 491
group C 172 303 518 488
group D 204 414 731 629

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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With a few exceptions, all groups agreed that people should eat fruit and consume re-
freshments. Only group B was of the opinion that single persons aged 35 do not require 
any refreshments or snacks. Group A argued that everyone needs some kind of refresh-
ments twice a day. In a number of cases, the groups stated that the costs of these had 
already been included in their assessment of cooked meals or cold meals (milk), which 
was why no additional sum has been included for this (see Table 4.3 for the relevant 
amounts).

Table 4.4

Weekly number of food and drink items, 2008a

Reference household type 1 2 2+ 1 10 2+ 1 1+ 2+ 1 1+ 2+
Focus group A A A B B B C C C D D D

food (per person)
cooked mealsb 6 6 6 5 6 6 5 6 6 6 7 7

– including fresh vegetables 4 4 4 3 6 5 5 6 6 3 3 3
– including meat/poultry/fish 4 4 4 5 6 5 4 4 4 5 5 5
take-away meals 1 1 1
eating out, snack bar/Chinese 
restaurant

0.5 1 0.5

cold meals 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14
snacks and refreshments 14 14 14 0 1 3 1 1 1 7 7 7

fruit 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7
drinks, milk, dairy and fruit drinks,
individual packs for school 1 1 1 5 5

beverages (per household)
beer (tinned or bottled) 6 0.5 6 7 7 5
bottles of wine 1 1 0.5 1 1 2 0.5 1 1
bottles of spirituous liquors
soft drinks 1 1 1 2 3
orangeade 0.3 0.3 0.3

tobacco (per person)
packets of cigarettes 1
packets of hand-rolling tobacco 1 1
cigars 14

a 1 = single person, 10 = older single person, 1+ = single-parent family, 2 = couple without children, 2+ 
= couple with children.

b If a cooked meal is not eaten every day, this refers to cold meals; the latter have been included in 
the costs of cooked meals.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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According to groups A and B, households just above the poverty threshold cannot afford 
any take-away meals, nor do they need to eat out. Groups C and D, on the other hand, felt 
that people ought to be able to do this occasionally. Group C added that families should 
be able to buy food from snack bars once every three weeks, and go out for dinner at an 
inexpensive restaurant (e.g. Chinese) once every three months.

Prices
All the groups agreed that households just above the poverty threshold must practise as 
much economy as possible when shopping for groceries. This means buying food in the 
cheaper shops, taking advantage of special offers, etcetera. All the groups answered the 
question relating to this in the affirmative. When indicating the shops with the lowest 
price levels, almost all the groups cited the cheapest ones such as the Aldi and Lidl super-
markets.

Table 4.5

Prices of food and drink items per person, 2008 (in euros per day)

single 
person

older single 
person

couple without 
children

single parent 
family

couple with 
children

cooked meal Nibud 2.36 2.13 2.15 1.68 1.42
group A 3.00 2.97 1.96
group B 3.00 3.00 2.00
group C 3.00 2.00 2.00
group D 2.75 2.00 2.00

substitute cold Nibud - - - - -
meal group A 0.73 0.37 0.48

group B 0.82 0.82 0.82
group C 0.82 0.82 0.82
group D 0.82 - -

breakfast Nibud 0.38 0.40 0.36 0.32 0.26
group Aa 1.50 1.50 1.60
group B 0.32 0.35 0.32
group C 0.32 0.32 0.32
group D 0.32 0.32 0.32

lunch Nibud 1.05 0.88 0.92 0.69 0.59
group Aa

group B 0.82 0.77 0.82
group C 0.82 0.82 0.82
group D 0.82 0.82 0.82

snacks and Nibud 1.55 1.15 1.43 1.00 0.85
refreshments group A 0.82 0.81 1.36

group B 0.30 2.10 0.50
group C 1.34 1.14 1.14
group D 0.82 1.97 1.97

a Group A combined the costs of breakfast and those for lunch.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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In spite of the large degree of general consensus on prices and in most cases on the num-
bers, we see that there are still considerable differences in the total monthly amounts 
to be spent on food. Table 4.3 shows that groups A and D in particular are way above the 
other groups with respect to couples with children: eur 600 and eur 730 respectively, 
as opposed to approximately eur 500 for the other groups.

To clarify these differences, Table 4.5 gives an overview of the prices that the groups 
indicated for the various meals, which shows the price differences between the groups. 
Besides the composition of the meals, these price differences tell us something about 
the economies of scale. These are clearly revealed with respect to cooked meals in par-
ticular, while this is somewhat less with respect to cold meals, snacks and refreshments. 
The groups estimated a price of approximately eur 3 for a cooked meal for single per-
sons, and around eur 2 per person for couples with children, a difference of about 33%.

Costs of meals
The monthly budgets for cooked meals (see Table 4.3) show a difference of eur 40 
between groups A and D with respect to couples with children. However, the prices for 
each cooked meal do not show any marked differences among the groups. The difference 
in the monthly budgets is due to the fact that group D considered a cooked meal, which 
should always include meat, to be essential every day for couples with children, while 
group A did not feel that a cooked meal was necessary on one day of the week.

Group A fixed the highest budget for combined breakfast and lunch with respect to 
couples with children, i.e. eur 243 a month. Groups B, C and D proposed lower budgets, 
at eur 172. The difference of approximately eur 70 is primarily due to group A’s higher 
prices for cold meals. Nibud indicates a much lower amount for cold meals (a total of 
eur 127).

Group D’s initial estimated costs for snacks and refreshments with respect to couples 
with children were very high, as opposed to groups B and C, whose costs were rather 
moderate.

Alcoholic beverages
Most of the groups felt that adults ought to be able to enjoy alcoholic beverages at home, 
in addition to possible visits to public houses (see section 4.10). Only group A considered 
it unnecessary for persons just above the poverty threshold to consume any alcohol. The 
amount of alcohol indicated was usually a few bottles of beer a week for men (or one a 
day, according to group C) and one bottle of wine a week for women. The groups agreed 
that these beverages must be inexpensive brands. All groups were of the opinion that 
households just above the poverty threshold should not consume spirituous liquors.

Tobacco
As far as all the groups were concerned, smoking should be a free choice. Many of the 
groups said that people ought to be able to spend a certain sum each month (e.g. eur 25 
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to eur 50) on items of their personal choice, such as tobacco or pets. Some of the groups 
suggested a sum of money (about eur 20 a month) for smokers, although they must 
keep to the “cheapest possible smoke”, i.e. hand-rolling tobacco.

Group B suggested the option of two cigars a day for the older single male at up to eur 3 
a week.

Minister’s dilemma
After being confronted with the minister’s dilemma, two groups (A and B) decided that 
no items could be scrapped from the food/beverage baskets of couples with children, 
while the two other groups (C and D) made some changes. Group C resolved to scrap soft 
drinks, which would save eur 17 a month.

Group D, which set the highest costs by far, also decided to make reductions in the shape 
of approximately eur 100 a month, i.e. a saving of about 15%. This would be achieved 
by exclusively cutting back snacks and refreshments by about 50%. Although group D 
was still the group with the highest amount for the entire food category even after these 
cutbacks, it now approached the level of group A.

All the groups considered alcohol consumption to be a necessity even after the minis-
ter’s dilemma. Since tobacco was a personal choice for all groups, nothing changed in 
this respect.

Conclusions
The groups reached a high degree of consensus on the contents of the baskets. All the 
groups felt that households just above the poverty threshold could very well do without a 
cooked meal on one day a week, and that cooked meals would not have to include meat, 
poultry or fish all the time. The reference households must do their grocery shopping 
as economically as possible by going to cheap shops, taking advantage of special offers, 
etcetera. Some of the groups were of the opinion that the households should not eat out, 
while other groups considered that this ought to be possible (e.g. eating at a Chinese 
restaurant once every three months). The groups’ attitudes towards snacks and refresh-
ments differed: some groups explicitly included a sum of money for these items, while 
others maintained that part of this expenditure came under meals. All the groups felt 
that adults should be able to enjoy alcoholic beverages at home, and suggested one bot-
tle of beer a day or one bottle of wine a week for each adult. They also considered tobacco 
to be a free personal choice, not a necessity, and some groups set aside a sum of money 
for tobacco.

While the groups generally held similar opinions on the prices for meals, the total 
monthly budgets for food did vary somewhat. Groups B and C calculated an approximate 
total of eur 500 for couples with children, while the total for group A was eur 600 and 
that for group D more than eur 700. These differences were mainly due to expensive 
cold meals (group A) or expensive snacks and refreshments (group D).
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As far as two of the groups were concerned, the minister’s dilemma did not provide any 
reason for making changes. Groups C and D made some cutbacks in snacks and refresh-
ments.

4.5 Personal care

The "personal care" category comprises the costs for hairdressers, toilet articles and 
household linen. With respect to hairdressing costs, these only refer to adults; children’s 
haircuts are included under “specific costs for children” (cf. section 4.7). However, the 
costs of toilet articles and household linen apply to the whole family (see Table 4.6).

Table 4.6

Budgets for personal care, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with

children after

minister’s

dilemma

hairdresser Nibud 7 7 24 17 24 -
group A 7 19 19 19
group B 7 5 9 9
group C 9 10 19 19
group D 6 7 13 13

toilet Nibud 12 12 24 12 24 -
articles group A 20 50 76 76

group B 17 14 32 32
group C 17 31 44 44
group D 15 37 47 47

household Nibud 5 5 6 8 12 -
linen group A 2 2 7 7

group B 1 2 5 5
group C 3 7 9 9
group D 3 8 11 11

total amount Nibud 24 24 54 37 60 -
for personal group A 29 71 102 102
care group B 25 21 46 46

group C 29 48 72 72
group D 24 52 71 71

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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Hairdresser
With respect to the costs of hairdressing for men, all focus groups adhered to the price 
level given by Nibud, i.e. eur 14 for each visit to the hairdresser. The number of times a 
year that single persons go to the hairdresser is the determining factor in the (limited) 
differences in the relevant monthly budgets. For example, groups A and B put down six 
visits to the hairdresser a year, which resulted in the sum of eur 7 a month (6 x 14 euros 
divided by 12). Groups C and D suggested eight and five visits a year respectively.

According to group B, older people go to the hairdresser rather less frequently, which 
means that their monthly expenses are slightly lower. Women go about as often as men, 
but the costs for women’s hairdressing are often considered higher (eur 20 to eur 24). 
The budget for couples is therefore more than twice the amount of the budget for single 
persons. Only group B applied the same price to men and women alike. In addition, this 
group fixed the number of visits to the hairdresser at six a year for single persons aged 
35; older people could make do with five visits a year, and as far as couples with children 
are concerned, men and women need only go to the hairdresser four times a year. When 
confronted with the minister’s dilemma, all groups agreed that this did not alter their 
choices in any way.

Toilet articles
Toilet articles include such items as soap, shampoo, deodorant, etcetera, but also deter-
gents, cleaning products and over-the-counter medicines. This latter item resulted in 
the most differences among the groups. It is intended to cover products such as sticking-
plasters, aspirin, cough mixtures and all other medicines that can be obtained without 
a doctor’s prescription in the Netherland. The groups put down a lump sum for these 
items that was not divided up into prices or numbers.

The differences are far less noticeable for single persons than for families, where the 
monthly amounts vary considerably. For instance, group A estimated the costs of over-
the-counter medicines at eur 47 a month, while group D felt that eur 3 a month was 
sufficient.

Household linen
Household linen includes bed linen, towels, tablecloths and similar articles. Generally 
speaking, we may conclude that the more members in a family, the higher the costs for 
household linen. However, since the groups fixed the life span of household linen at a 
minimum of five years, this resulted in relatively low monthly amounts. Group D put 
down the highest monthly amount; this was due to a combination of somewhat more 
expensive articles and a slightly shorter average life span.

Conclusion
The focus groups’ choices of articles included under this heading hardly differed at all. In 
principle, all items were regarded as essential, and the focus groups did not systemati-
cally disregard any of the articles.
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Although the relevant monthly budgets did not vary much with respect to single per-
sons, the differences became greater as the number of persons in a family increases. For 
couples with children, the difference between the highest and lowest amount was more 
than eur 50 a month, which was primarily due to the costs for toilet articles (particu-
larly over-the-counter medicines).

Compared with Nibud’s reference budgets, the total amounts fixed by the focus groups 
were higher in most cases: three out of the four groups calculated a higher monthly 
budget and only group B calculated a lower one.

4.6 Clothing for adults

When compiling the clothing baskets for adults, the focus groups consulted a list of 
options for ladies’ and men’s wear. We asked the groups to consider each garment in 
terms of necessity (essential or non-essential), its cost level (what shop should it be pur-
chased in?), the number and the life span. After pricing, these four factors were used to 
calculate the required monthly budget, and the results are given in Table 4.7.

Table 4.7

Budgets for clothing, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with

children after

minister’s

dilemma

men’s wear Nibud 48 48 48 48 -
group A 37 37 37 37
group B 24 14 24 24
group C 27 27 27
group D 33 33 33

ladies’ wear Nibud 48 48 48 -
group A 48 48 48
group B 18 18
group C 36 36 36
group D 48 48 48

total amount Nibud 48 48 96 48 96 -
for clothing group A 37 85 85 85

group B 24 14 42 42
group C 27 36 63 63
group D 33 48 81 81

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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Broadly speaking, a great deal of similarity among the focus groups could be seen with 
respect to the “basic wardrobe”. The average wardrobe for men was as follows: one win-
ter coat, one summer coat, four pairs of trousers, two pairs of shorts, four shirts, three or 
four jumpers, between six and ten T-shirts, one pair of shoes, one pair of boots, ten pairs 
of briefs and ten pairs of socks (the groups expressed different opinions on items such as 
suits, jackets and ties). The standard wardrobe for women comprised similar items: one 
winter coat and one summer coat, and an average of four pairs of trousers, four jumpers 
and three or four blouses. Other items suggested were one to four dresses and two to 
four skirts. With respect to underwear, the groups put down ten pairs of briefs and five 
brassières.

In general, the groups considered that items such as trousers, shoes and jumpers could 
be purchased new once a year; however, coats should be made to last longer, and under-
wear and shirts could be bought in larger quantities each year.

The monthly budgets for men’s wear worked out at between eur 24 and eur 37. With 
respect to older single persons aged 75, the relevant focus group suggested eur 14 a 
month. We should add here that the “older single persons” category was considered 
by group B: this group also calculated the lowest amount for clothing for single men 
aged 35.

The differences were greater with respect to ladies’ wear: the budgets ranged from eur 
18 to eur 48 a month. Three out of the four groups fixed a higher price for ladies’ wear 
than for men’s wear, but the prices set by group B were exactly the reverse.

The total prices for couples (with or without children) were equal to the sum for ladies’ 
and men’s wear; children’s clothing was dealt with separately. For example, group A 
worked out a total budget of eur 85 (eur 37 for men’s wear plus eur 48 for ladies’ wear), 
while group B did not even set aside half of this sum: this group calculated a monthly 
budget of eur 24 for men and eur 18 for women. How can we explain these rather 
large differences? First of all, we see that the prices for the garments chosen by group B 
were not lower than those chosen by group A, and sometimes they were even higher. 
However, group A chose more types of clothing (such as a jacket, a tie and polo shirts), 
which group B did not consider to be essential. But the main explanatory factor is the 
life span of the garments selected. According to group A, a relatively expensive item of 
clothing such as a winter coat would need to be replaced after two years, while group B 
assumed a life span of five years.

Group D also calculated a relatively high total monthly budget of eur 81. When com-
paring this to group B, the same factors apply here as to group A: group D chose more 
types of clothing such as a suit or a pair of ladies’ boots, and the life span for each item 
of clothing given by group D was generally lower than that given by group B. The prices 
selected did not differ greatly from one another.
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Group C put down a total budget of eur 63, and can therefore be considered to be in the 
middle. This group also occupies a middle position when considering men’s and ladies’ 
wear separately. However, if we analyse this further, we see that there is a difference: 
with respect to men’s wear, group C is closer to group B than to the more “expensive” 
groups A and D. The explanation here primarily lies in the shops where the clothing 
should be purchased. During the discussion on lifestyles (see section 3.3), group C had 
already said that it considered second-hand clothing to be entirely acceptable for sin-
gle men, and that only shoes, socks and briefs should be bought new. When compiling 
the clothing baskets, group C selected the cheaper shops for men’s wear, and chose the 
second-hand clothing option with respect to certain items such as jackets and ties. This 
resulted in group C’s prices for the garments selected being lower than those fixed by 
the other groups, which means that the monthly budget is lower too. However, the same 
did not apply to ladies’ wear: this could be purchased in more fashionable shops such as 
C&A or H&M. This means that the price level did not differ very much from those fixed by 
the other groups. The life span of the garments selected did influence the results: in this 
respect, group C was somewhere between group B and groups A and D. The numbers of 
garments was another influential factor. Although this differed for each garment, group 
C put down slightly lower numbers for all items, and sometimes even lower than those 
chosen by group B. We can conclude that group C was closer to groups A and D with re-
spect to ladies’ wear than to the more frugal group B.

Nibud’s estimate for men’s clothing was higher than those of the focus groups, i.e. 
eur 48. With respect to ladies’ clothing, Nibud’s estimate was the same or higher: 
groups B and C gave lower estimates, while those of groups A and D were the same as 
Nibud’s. Generally speaking, the focus groups adopted the amounts proposed by Nibud 
for each item of clothing; occasionally they selected a higher price and sometimes a 
slightly lower one. Nibud did assume a complete wardrobe that included a suit and a 
jacket for men and a suit and a blazer for women. In addition, the number of garments 
to be purchased new each year was generally slightly higher for Nibud than for the focus 
groups.

Minister’s dilemma
The minister’s dilemma did not influence the budget for clothing; in the event of addi-
tional essential cutbacks, none of the focus groups made any changes in the clothing 
baskets selected.

Conclusions
All things considered, we may conclude that the focus groups held the same opinion 
with respect to the essential basic wardrobe for men and women alike. Nevertheless, 
the groups also made widely differing choices concerning ladies’ and men’s wear, which 
resulted in monthly budgets varying from eur 42 to eur 85 for men and women taken 
together. Thus, at the more detailed level the focus groups answered the question: “What 
do people need in order to be just above the poverty threshold?” in different ways for 
clothing. While one focus group tried to keep the budgets low by buying the outfit in the 
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cheaper shops, another group attempted to economise on factors such as life span or the 
number of garments to be purchased. We also see that ladies’ wear was assessed some-
what differently to men’s wear: three out of the four groups estimated a higher budget 
for ladies’ wear than for men’s wear. And women did not have to choose second-hand 
clothes or clothing from (much) cheaper shops such as Zeeman. It also emerged that the 
groups felt that women ought to be able to replace their clothing more frequently than 
men, although this latter point is difficult to compare because the baskets for ladies’ and 
men’s wear were composed of different items. But if we exclusively look at the similar 
garments in both baskets, such as coats, trousers and jumpers, this warrants the conclu-
sion that women ought to be able to buy new clothing more often than men.

4.7 Children’s clothing

Besides clothing for men and women, two of the five reference cases also had to buy 
children’s clothes: the single-parent family with a son aged 13 and a daughter aged 8, and 
the couple with three children including a daughter aged 3. In addition to the question 
about the cost level, life span and quantities of the garments to be purchased, we also 
asked about the possibility of handing clothes down from one child to another. This 
latter point particularly applied to the couple with children, where the daughter aged 
3 might wear clothes belonging to the elder daughter. However, handing down clothes 
belonging to the son aged 13 to the daughter aged 8 would probably not occur very often 
in practice. Table 4.8 shows the budgets that were fixed for each type of child.

The basic wardrobe for the boy aged 13 comprised an average of four pairs of trousers, 
two pairs of shorts, one shirt, four jumpers, a summer coat, a winter coat, six T-shirts, 
two pairs of pyjamas, two pairs of shoes and one pair of sports shoes. Both girls had a 
similar wardrobe with a few more blouses (two to four), two dresses and four skirts, and 
all the groups also added one pair of boots. These quantities are averages: some groups 
gave slightly higher quantities and others slightly lower ones. Group D deviated the most 
by choosing more garments than the other groups. Some striking differences could be 
seen in the number of pairs of trousers (five), jumpers (six), T-shirts (ten) and shoes (four 
pairs a year). This group also considered two winter coats a year to be essential, whereas 
the other groups felt that one was sufficient. This applied to the boy as well as the two 
girls.

The single-parent family was only discussed by groups C and D and concerned clothing 
for a boy aged 13 and a girl aged 8. Group C calculated a total budget of eur 73 a month 
for these items, while group D’s total was much higher: eur 127 a month. With respect 
to the boy’s clothing, this difference was largely due to the number of garments, and 
to some degree also to the life span. The cost level chosen was not a major factor here, 
since the groups generally adhered to the prices suggested by Nibud.
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Table 4.8

Budgets for children’s clothing, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single-parent 
family 

couple with 
children

couple with children  
after minister’s dilemma

boy aged 13 Nibud 36 36 -
group A 39 39
group B 21 21
group C 34 34 34
group D 55 55 55

girl aged 8 Nibud 40 40 -
group A 58 58
group B 19 19
group C 39 39 39
group D 72 72 64

girl aged 3 Nibud 40 -
group A 39 39
group B 15 15
group C 13 13
group D 31 31

total amount for Nibud 76 116 -
children’s clothing group A 136 136

group B 55 55
group C 73 86 86
group D 127 158 150

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

With respect to the girl’s clothing, the main difference between the groups lay in the 
number of garments. The dispersion was greater than that relating to the boy’s clothing. 
As a result, the group differences in the clothing budgets are greater for girls than for the 
boys. Group C’s budget for the boy was 38% less than that of group D, but as much as 45% 
less for the girl. The budgets fixed by Nibud were at about the same level as the monthly 
amounts suggested by group C.

If we look at the budgets for the couple with three children, we see that the differences be-
tween group C and group D are even greater. Group C’s budget was again considerably 
lower for the third child as well (the girl aged 3). Although the quantities selected played 
a major role here too, the difference in the budgets fixed by groups C and D mainly lay in 
the fact that group C suggested that the younger girl could wear a great many garments 
previously belonging to the elder girl, such as dresses, skirts, trousers, jumpers and 
coats, whereas group D did not even put this option forward. This is compensated by the 
fact that group D set comparatively low prices for the younger girl’s clothing. According 
to this group, the relevant garments could be purchased cheaply by buying them at the 
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more inexpensive shops. Group C ultimately arrived at a total budget of eur 86 and 
group D at eur 158.

The Nibud budgets did not assume that any clothing would be handed down. The budg-
ets for all three children were approximately the same, which means that Nibud fixed a 
relatively high total budget of eur 116: this was slightly less than the budget calculated 
by group A.

Group B set the lowest total budget for the children’s clothing, i.e. eur 55, as it had done 
for men’s and women’s clothing. This group likewise suggested handing down a great 
deal of the elder girl’s clothing to the younger girl, albeit to a lesser degree than group 
C. The biggest difference can be seen with respect to the girl aged 8, where group B’s 
budget was less than half of group C’s budget. The major factor here was the cost level, 
since group B assumed lower standard prices than group C. This was not so much due to 
the shops suggested (although group B did choose Zeeman more often), but rather to the 
groups’ own estimation of prices at shops such as H&M. Moreover, group B more fre-
quently assumed a life span of two years, while the other groups proposed replacing the 
garments each year in most cases. The number of essential garments put down by group 
B was also slightly lower than those suggested by the other groups, although there was 
not a great deal of difference here with respect to group C.

Group A fixed a total budget of eur 136 a month and therefore came fairly close to the 
“expensive” group D. Compared with the latter, group A allocates a lower budget to the 
boy aged 13 and the girl aged 8; but this is partly compensated by the fact that group A 
put down the highest budget for the girl aged 3. Group A’s high budget for the youngest 
girl is the result of a combination of comparatively high prices and few hand-me-downs 
from the girl aged 8. Group A adhered to the prices proposed by Nibud, and only a few 
garments were to be handed down from the elder girl. Group D did not suggest handing 
down any clothes at all; but it did assume relatively low prices.

Minister’s dilemma
The groups made hardly any changes in their budgets for children’s clothing after being 
confronted with the minister’s dilemma. Group D was the only one to make an adjust-
ment by slightly reducing the prices for a few garments for the 8-year-old girl.

Conclusion
With respect to children’s clothing, the focus groups held similar ideas on the basic 
wardrobe, but group D deviated slightly because it considered a somewhat higher 
number of garments essential. As far as the prices were concerned, all the groups 
adhered to the prices proposed by Nibud for the most part. The biggest differences 
here can be seen in the choices made by the low-income group (group D), which put 
forward far lower prices than Nibud for the girls’ clothing in particular. However, the 
larger number of garments meant that group D still arrived at the highest budget. Since 
Nibud compiled budgets for each individual child and did not take the composition of 
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the family into consideration when doing so (and therefore did not take any account of 
the option of handing clothes down), Nibud’s budgets were higher than those fixed by 
groups B and C, which felt that the 3-year-old girl could very well wear clothes handed 
down from the elder girl.

4.8 Specific costs for children

Two out of the five reference cases incurred further costs as a result of the presence of 
children. These additional costs relate to various budget items, as Table 4.9 shows. We 
should add here that some of these items (i.e. “sports, hobbies and subscriptions”, “toys 
and transport”, “television, telephone and Internet” and “birthdays”) have been fixed at 
zero by Nibud because they are not included in the basic basket. This means that we can-
not compare the focus groups with Nibud in every respect.

Sports, hobbies and subscriptions
Recreation for children is summarised under the heading of “sports, hobbies and sub-
scriptions”. The main point here was whether each child should be able to join a club and 
subscribe to a certain (weekly) magazine.

The differences between groups C and D with respect to the single-parent family were 
considerable. One major cause of this is the fact that group C assumed that both children 
(aged 8 and 13) could swim, while group D did take swimming lessons for one of the 
children into consideration, and set aside the sum of eur 19 a month for this purpose. 
Moreover, group C took the view that the children could choose between membership of 
a sports club or a hobbies club, while group D felt that the children should be able to be 
members of both clubs. Neither of these groups earmarked any money for subscriptions 
to magazines, etc. For the single-parent family, group D eventually arrived at a total 
monthly budget for this category that was almost three times as much as the amount 
fixed by group C.

As far as both group C and group D were concerned, the monthly budgets for the couple 
with three children were equal to the budgets for the single-parent family discussed 
above. The fact that there was an additional child, a 3-year-old girl, did not result in a 
higher monthly budget, since this youngest child was not yet of an age to join a club. We 
also observed relatively big differences between groups A and B: while group B chose 
swimming lessons only, group A felt that the children ought to be able to join another 
sports or hobbies club too.

The minister’s dilemma did not influence the monthly budgets for the children’s recrea-
tional activities. The groups evidently felt that no cuts should be made in these costs.
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Table 4.9

Budgets for specific costs for children, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in 

euros)

single-parent 
family

couple with 
children

couple with children 
after minister’s dilemma

sports, hobbies and Nibuda 0 0 -
subscriptions group A 39 39

group B 19 19
group C 16 16 16
group D 45 45 45

haircuts Nibud 10 14 -
group A 17 17
group B 3 2
group C 11 17 17
group D 7 9 9

school Nibud 55 55 -
group A 108 108
group B 91 91
group C 87 87 87
group D 99 99 99

toys and transport Nibuda 0 0 -
group A 11 11
group B 50 5
group C 9 12 12
group D 12 10 10

furniture Nibud 10 13 -
group A 6 6
group B 1 1
group C 3 5 5
group D 2 7 7

television, telephone Nibuda 0 0 -
and Internet group A 0 0

group B 0 0
group C 0 0 0
group D 10 10 10

birthdays Nibuda 0 0 -
group A 9 9
group B 13 13
group C 8 10 10
group D 25 32 32

total specific Nibud 75 82 -
costs for children group A 190 190

group B 177 131
group C 134 147 147
group D 200 212 212

a This item is not included in the Nibud basic basket and has therefore been fixed at zero.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)
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Hairdresser
All the groups considered that children should be able to visit the hairdresser regularly. 
All groups adopted the price levels proposed by Nibud (eur 11 for each visit). The fact 
that the costs of haircuts for children varied was therefore due to differences in the 
number of haircuts a year. This is lower for two children than for three, which explains 
the difference between the single-parent family and the couple with children. In addi-
tion, the focus groups’ opinions differed on the number of visits to the hairdresser for 
each child, which ranged from two a year (group B) to six a year (groups A and C). Group 
B also suggested that the boy could have his hair cut at home.

During the discussion on the minister’s dilemma, group B made a slight downward ad-
justment to the price of each visit to the hairdresser for the girls.

School costs
School costs not only included direct expenses such as school fees and money for school 
books; school outings and any study weeks abroad were also discussed. All things con-
sidered, this was a relatively heavy costs item.2 Since the youngest child of the couple 
with three children did not yet attend school, the estimated school costs incurred by this 
type of household were just as high as those for the single-parent family.

The differences among all the groups were not very big either, and the main difference 
lay in the estimated costs for school books. Group A put down eur 450 a year, while 
group C felt that eur 175 was sufficient; the other groups adopted the price fixed by 
Nibud, i.e. eur 350 a year.3

In addition, all the groups considered that the children ought to be able to go on one 
school outing a year. They typically estimated the cost of such outings at eur 25 (group 
A suggested eur 35). The budgets also included a study week abroad for the eldest child. 
Three of the groups estimated the costs of this at eur 250 a year, but group B put at a 
lower level (eur 150).

Toys and transport
“Specific transport for children” should be taken to mean the costs of a child’s bicycle. 
In addition, this heading includes a sum of money for toys. There were no considerable 
differences between the groups in this respect.

All the groups were of the opinion that the eldest two children should have their own 
bicycle, and groups A and C felt that the youngest child could have a bicycle as well. These 
bicycles were to be purchased second hand, and their life span was estimated at three 
years. Group B was the only group to make a different choice: two new bicycles should 
be purchased a year at eur 300 each. When discussing the minister’s dilemma, however, 
group B adjusted this choice and said that the two bicycles could be bought second hand 
at eur 150 each, and that they would have a life span of five years. This adjustment re-
sulted in a reduction in the monthly budget for bicycles from eur 50 to eur 5.
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Opinions varied rather more with respect to toys: the groups’ assessments of the price 
and the quantity to be purchased differed widely. Group A suggested eur 25 for each toy 
and three toys a year, resulting in a monthly budget of eur 6.25. Although the toys cho-
sen by group C were much cheaper (eur 5 each), this group assumed a total of 35 toys for 
three children and a life span of three years, which implied a monthly budget of almost 
eur 5. Group D considered four toys at eur 5 each to be sufficient, while group B felt 
that one toy costing eur 3 ought to be enough. Incidentally, all the groups agreed that 
toys could very well be purchased second hand.

When confronted with the minister’s dilemma, none of the groups felt any need to 
economise on children’s toys.

Furniture relating to children
Children need a bed and cupboard of their own, and possibly a desk with a chair too.4 
Since this type of furniture usually has a relatively long life span, and it can also be 
handed down to younger children, this would not result in extremely high monthly 
costs. Moreover, furniture can be bought cheaply or even second hand. Group B went 
the furthest in this respect: with the explicit exception of mattresses, all articles should 
be purchased second hand, and the group put down a life span of 15 years. This group 
therefore arrived at a monthly budget of just over one euro. Group D fixed the highest 
costs, primarily because this group selected less inexpensive shops (e.g. ik e a), and also 
estimated a slightly shorter life span for the furniture.

Television, telephone and the Internet
Do children actually need their own computer, television or mobile telephone? Most of 
the groups did not think so. Only group D considered that the eldest child should have 
his own mobile telephone and calculated a budget of eur 10 a month for this.

Birthdays
The Birthdays category included buying presents for other children as well as giving a 
birthday party. In principle, all the groups agreed that both these options should always 
be feasible, but opinions on the costs of a birthday party varied. Groups A and B suggest-
ed eur 50 and eur 40 respectively for each party, group C put down eur 20, and group 
D maintained that a party would cost eur 75.

The groups also differed with respect to the number of presents to be given. Group C 
proposed a total of twelve presents a year, while group D put down ten presents a year 
for each child. Both these groups suggested a price of eur 5 for each present. Group B 
arrived at thirty presents a year, but only put down eur 2 for each present.

The minister’s dilemma did not influence the total budget for birthdays. All the groups 
agreed that birthdays were important social occasions, and that no cutbacks should be 
made in this respect.

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   93 8-2-2010   16:04:12



94

the minimum agreed up on

Conclusion
The focus groups all agreed that children are (very) expensive. Parents have to pay school 
costs, and children need their own furniture and have to get their hair cut at regular 
intervals as well. In addition, social activities such as sport and birthdays also cost 
money.

With the exception of television, telephones and Internet, all the groups set aside a sum 
of money for all items in this category. This resulted in monthly budgets varying from 
eur 147 (group C) to eur 212 (the low-income group D). This difference is primarily due 
to the “recreation” category (sports, hobbies and subscriptions). Group D also put down 
a substantially higher amount for birthdays than the other groups.

Nibud’s total budgets in this category were much lower than the total amounts put down 
by the focus groups. This is because a number of items were fixed at zero by Nibud, since 
they are not included in the basic basket; this means that we cannot compare the focus 
groups with Nibud in this respect.

4.9 Furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils

A further category refers to the household effects that people just above the poverty 
threshold actually need. This varies from large items such as furniture and appliances 
to small ones such as plates, cutlery, etc. Generally speaking, the costs of items in this 
category were not high, and only involved minor monthly expenses due to the fairly 
long life span. However, people might be confronted with higher costs in practice if 
one or more appliances or pieces of furniture need to be replaced. The budgets in Table 
4.10 include monthly reserves in order to ensure that there is sufficient money to pay for 
replacements.

There were hardly any differences between the focus groups with regard to (small) kitchen 
utensils such as cutlery, crockery, pans etc. This type of equipment is relatively inexpen-
sive, and most of the groups also reached consensus on the quantities to be purchased. 
The minor differences that did occur were mainly due to the life span: group B main-
tained that cutlery could be used for thirty years, but group C was of the opinion that 
this item should be replaced after five years. However, even this only resulted in minor 
differences in the totals.
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Table 4.10

Budgets for kitchen utensils, domestic appliances and furniture, by reference case and focus group, 

2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with

children after

minister’s

dilemma

kitchen Nibud 5 5 7 7 8 -
utensils group A 3 3 5 5

group B 2 3 4 4
group C 4 4 4 4
group D 3 4 4 4

domestic Nibud 7 7 7 7 7 -
appliances group A 11 10 14 14

group B 11 11 14 14
group C 8 13 13 13
group D 12 19 19 19

furniture Nibud 36 36 47 43 50 -
(including group A 20 23 35 35
soft group B 11 12 27 27
furnishings) group C 14 17 25 25

group D 30 43 45 45

total amount 
furniture,  
domestic  
applications 
and kitchen 
utensils 

Nibud 48 48 61 57 65 -
group A 34 36 54 54
group B 24 26 45 45
group C 26 34 42 42
group D 45 66 68 68

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

With respect to domestic appliances, the differences were slightly bigger. These appliances 
included a number of items ranging from electric kettles to washing machines. What 
strikes us first of all is that all the groups were of the opinion that families with children 
needed more appliances than single persons. Items such as mixers, combination ovens 
and tumble dryers were considered essential for single-parent families and couples with 
children, but were generally not included in the baskets for single persons and couples 
without children. Group D was the only one to allocate a combination oven to younger 
single persons. Group B felt that younger and older single persons alike should make do 
with an ordinary microwave oven, while group A did not even consider this item essen-
tial for couples without children. In addition, none of the groups felt that dishwashers 
or separate freezers were required for any type of household, and they also thought that 
items such as food processors, bread makers and beer taps were unnecessary luxuries. A 
gas cooker should be used for cooking instead of electric or ceramic cookers, although 
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the groups remarked that people in rented homes do not always have a choice in the 
matter.

The groups considered that most domestic appliances should last for ten years, although 
some (e.g. electric kettles) might have a slightly shorter life span, and some groups said 
that gas cookers should last for fifteen or even twenty years. The life span selected was 
the same for single persons as for couples or families. Washing machines were the only 
appliances that would need to be replaced more frequently in families with children: 
groups A and D allocated a life span of five years in such cases, and group C allocated a 
life span of eight years.

The differences with respect to furnishing the home were the biggest, both among the refer-
ence household types and among the focus groups. Single persons obviously required 
less furniture than families. This does not relate to additional furniture for children such 
as beds and cupboards, as these have already been included under “specific costs for 
children”. The higher costs for families primarily concerned additional seats, both at the 
dining table and in the living room. The focus groups also put down wall units or cof-
fee tables more often for families. And finally, the costs of soft furnishings were slightly 
higher for families than for single persons.

As a consequence, the differences between the groups were more pronounced in this re-
spect. Group B estimated a monthly budget of eur 11, while group D’s budget was almost 
three times as much (eur 30). This can largely be explained by the life span selected: 
group B generally put down fifteen, twenty or even 25 years, but group D chose a ten-year 
life span more often. Group D also selected a little more furniture at slightly higher pric-
es. So all in all, this resulted in considerable differences in the monthly budgets. Groups 
A and C were in the middle: group A chose relatively few pieces of furniture, while group 
C primarily selected a longer life span and lower prices.

The furniture expenses for couples and for older single persons did not differ very much 
from those for younger single persons. The monthly expenses for single-parent families 
assessed by group C were not much higher than those for single persons either. However, 
according to group D - which also arrived at relatively high monthly costs for single 
persons - single-parent families would incur higher costs, as the prices of certain pieces 
of furniture required would be slightly higher and their life span would be somewhat 
shorter.

According to group D, the difference between single-parent families and couples with 
children was very slight: two additional (dining) chairs, one coffee table and some ex-
tra lamps resulted in the monthly budget for couples with children being eur 2 higher 
than the budget for single-parent families. The monthly budgets calculated by group 
C showed a greater difference between both types of households: the major difference 
here was due to an additional sofa, an armchair, bookshelves and a more expensive wall 
unit.
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Minister’s dilemma
After being confronted with the minister’s dilemma, none of the focus groups adjusted 
their budgets for household effects in order to economise. All the items stated were 
considered essential for households just above the poverty threshold in order to ensure a 
comfortable home.

Conclusion
All the groups held similar ideas with respect to what was essential and non-essential 
in the "Furniture and other household effects" category. The differences in the monthly 
expenses were mainly due to the life span suggested for the various items; this applied to 
the entire range of articles, from small kitchen utensils to furniture.

In an absolute sense, and converted into monthly expenses, this is most striking with 
respect to the pieces of furniture selected. In this respect, the groups generally adopted 
the prices proposed by Nibud. If the groups did deviate from these prices, they adjusted 
them downwards: this was primarily the case with regard to groups B and C. Moreover, 
these two groups were the ones that selected a longer life span: in cases where Nibud 
assumed a life span of ten years, groups B and C frequently suggested fifteen to twenty 
years. Group A deviated from Nibud’s figures by choosing fewer pieces of furniture, while 
group D came closest to the Nibud budgets, although even this group made a slight 
downward adjustment in its prices.

Group D arrived at the highest total monthly budget. This group put down the shortest 
life span, the largest number of articles and slightly higher prices than the other groups.

4.10 Cable, TV and computers

This section discusses the possession of audiovisual appliances such as television, tel-
ephones, computers, and access to the Internet. The items examined here are largely 
irrespective of the size of the household, since only one television or one Internet con-
nection would be required. The only item to vary according to the size of the household 
was the telephone, because the groups generally put down an amount for each person. 
An overview is given in Table 4.11.
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Table 4.11

Budgets for cable, TV and computers, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in 

euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple 

with

children

couple with

children after

minister’s

dilemma

TV, audio, Nibud 19 19 19 19 19 -
DVD group A 17 17 18 18

group B 18 18 19 19
group C 17 18 18 18
group D 18 18 18 18

telephone Nibud 10 10 10 10 10 -
group A 20 40 40 40
group B 20 10 30 20
group C 20 30 30 30
group D 40 40 40 20

computer, Nibud 33 33 33 33 33 -
Internet group A 31 31 31 31

group B 25 0 26 22
group C 0 29 28 28
group D 32 32 32 32

total Nibud 62 62 62 62 62 -
amount for group A 68 88 89 89
cable, TV group B 63 28 75 61
and group C 37 77 76 76
computers group D 90 90 90 70

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

All the groups felt that households just above the poverty threshold should make do with 
a normal inexpensive television instead of a high-end flat screen television. In addition, 
most of the groups were of the opinion that these households should purchase standard 
audio equipment, except for group A, which stated that the households could very well 
buy a cheaper portable audio system. Nibud included a normal as well as a portable au-
dio system for all household types; group B thought this was a necessity for the couple 
with children. All the groups said that households with children and couples without 
children should have a dv d player. However, none of the groups considered a dv d 
recorder or a games computer to be essential. All groups added that a cable television 
subscription was essential, but not a digital subscription or additional pay channels. 
According to group A, families ought to be able to buy a dv d every so often.
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In addition, all the groups were of the opinion that households just above the poverty 
threshold should have a telephone. Nibud included the sum of eur 10 a month for 
this purpose in the basic basket for all household types. The focus groups felt that all 
households should have a fixed-line telephone, with the exception of groups B and C, 
which contended that a mobile telephone was sufficient for single persons. The groups 
frequently combined a fixed-line telephone with one or more mobile phones, e.g. for the 
children, and also set a limit to the amount of call time for such mobile phones: usually 
eur 10 a month per person.

The groups also considered a computer essential for most types of households; yet group 
B made the qualification that no computer was required for older single persons. In 
group C opinions were divided with respect to a computer for younger single persons: 
50% were in favour and 50% against. This group eventually decided not to include a com-
puter for younger single persons in their budget. All the groups set aside approximately 
eur 20 a month for an a dsl Internet connection for each household in possession of 
a computer, and agreed that a printer was also essential in certain cases. However, the 
latter did not apply to single persons: only Nibud and group D felt that (younger) single 
persons should have a printer. According to groups B, C and D, a printer was essential for 
single-parent families and couples with children. Group A did not consider a printer to 
be necessary for any of the cases.

Minister’s dilemma
The minister’s dilemma did not give rise to any changes in the Television, audio and dv d 
section. Groups B and D did however reduce the telephone charges from eur 30 and 
eur 40 respectively to eur 20 a month. Group B made cutbacks by scrapping the mobile 
telephone (eur 10 a month), whereas group D dropped the fixed-line telephone, leaving 
only the mobile telephone at eur 20 a month.
Group B also economised on the computer: instead of a new computer costing eur 500, 
families should purchase one second hand for eur 150, which would then have to last as 
long as a new one. This resulted in a saving of about eur 4 a month.

Conclusion
For the most part, the groups reached held the same ideas with respect to television, 
cable television, telephones, computers and Internet, and agreed that most of these 
items were essential for households just above the poverty threshold. Since one of the 
relevant items or one subscription was considered to be sufficient for each household, 
the costs for each type of household did not differ greatly. Not all the groups considered 
a printer essential for all households.
The minister’s dilemma resulted in certain adjustments to the telephone charges, which 
were mainly attributable to replacing the fixed-line telephone by a mobile telephone 
and/or by reducing the amount of call time.
After being confronted with the minister’s dilemma, one group felt that the household 
in question should purchase a second-hand computer instead of a new one, which would 
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have to last as long as a new computer. The minister’s dilemma did not result in any 
changes in the budgets for television (including cable), audio and dv d.

4.11 Holidays and going out

The "holidays and going out" category was pre-eminently an item that required choices 
to be made. As we described in section 3.3, all the groups contended that holidays 
and entertainment were not basic needs; yet some options should be available in this 
respect. Since these specific items were not included in the basic basket (see also Box 
4.1), no figures are available from Nibud for this category.

We will be examining the following items in this section: holidays, going out, visiting 
family and friends, receiving visitors, and transport. The first point that strikes us here 
is that all groups reserved a budget for all items; upon closer consideration, holidays, 
going out and visits were apparently of essential importance. However, relatively big 
differences could be seen in the budgets fixed by the focus groups for this type of activi-
ties. With respect to younger single persons, the total sum reserved varied from eur 43 
(group C) to eur 125 (group D). The budgets calculated for single-parent families varied 
from eur 91 to eur 137, while the amounts ranged from eur 143 to eur 211. Group C’s 
budgets for all these items were somewhat lower, while those reserved by groups B and 
D were higher (see Table 4.12).

The differences between the reference household types were consistent with respect to 
the total budgets. The groups allocated the lowest sum to both types of single persons, 
and the highest amounts to couples with children; couples without children and single-
parent families were somewhere in between. Group B fixed a lower overall budget for 
older single persons than for singles aged 35. We will be discussing the various items 
below.

Holidays
Almost all the groups felt that households just above the poverty threshold ought to be 
able to go on holiday for up to one week once a year. The holiday destinations suggested 
ranged from camping holidays in the Netherlands to extremely cheap and out-of-season 
package tours abroad (proposed by group D for younger single persons). Group A con-
sidered that younger singles should make do with a day on the beach with a picnic lunch 
twice a year, while group C felt that younger singles should be able to go on a week’s 
camping holiday in the Netherlands once every two years. This group added that older 
single persons could rent an inexpensive holiday home instead of camping. Group A 
contended that couples without children ought to be able to have a day out twice a year 
costing eur 75, in addition to a week’s camping holiday.
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Table 4.12

Budgets for holidays and going outa, by reference case and the group, 2008 (monthly amounts in 

euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with

children after

minister’s

dilemma

holidays group A 4 31 47 47
group B 17 17 63 48
group C 8 15 42 25
group D 25 50 58 38

going out group A 18 17 9 9
group B 24 22 4 0
group C 5 15 37 11
group D 26 11 16 0

visits to family group A 10 12 12 12
and friends group B 5 8 5 5

group C 4 4 4 4
group D 13 19 19 13

receiving group A 19 22 22 22

visitors group B 25 21 50 50
group C 15 22 22 22
group D 51 54 68 18

transport group A 26 53 53 53
group B 46 5 50 5
group C 11 35 54 25
group D 10 3 50 50

total amount group A 77 135 143 143
for holidays group B 117 73 172 108
and going out group C 43 91 159 87

group D 125 137 211 119

a This table does not give any Nibud budgets because this category is not included in the basic 
basket.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

Group C was of the opinion that the children in single-parent families were entitled to 
a week at summer camp every year, as well as one additional inexpensive outing a year 
such as a day on the beach. This group also set aside eur 120 a year for a week’s camp-
ing holiday for all three persons. Group D maintained that single-parent families were 
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entitled to a week’s camping as well as one day out a year, and proposed a total budget 
of eur 150. All the groups considered that couples with children should be able to go 
on one week’s camping holiday in the Netherlands as well as having a day out, and that 
these couples could take advantage of special offers for this purpose.
To sum up, holidays should consist of inexpensive camping holidays for everyone, with 
the exception of older single persons, who could rent a cheaper holiday home. Opinions 
differed considerably with respect to younger single persons: group A contended that 
they should make do with a day on the beach with a picnic lunch twice a year, while 
group D felt that they were entitled to one week’s out-of-season package holiday abroad. 
Many groups included one or two inexpensive daytrips a year in the budget; however, 
they did not consider renting a house for a weekend or camping holidays abroad to be 
necessary.

Going out
All the groups were of the opinion that households just above the poverty threshold 
ought to be able to enjoy some outdoor entertainment, e.g. by going out for a meal, 
visits to the cinema, and going to the pub or a community centre. We will be examining 
these below.

Group B felt that single persons were entitled to eat out at restaurants twice a year for eur 
20, but the group did not think this was necessary for the other household types. Group 
A stated that couples without children could go out for a meal once a year (e.g. on their 
wedding anniversary) for eur 75; couples with children were allowed to eat out once a 
year for the same amounts. Obviously, given the price standards in Dutch restaurants a 
family consisting of five persons would not be able to dine sumptuously on such a budg-
et. Finally, group C contended that couples with children were entitled to eat out once a 
year for eur 150. All things considered, the groups did not display a great deal of consist-
ency in their attitudes towards the reference cases with respect to this item.

A number of groups suggested visits to the cinema as a possible form of entertainment. 
Group C was of the opinion that all households except single persons should be able to 
go to the cinema, although people would have to take advantage of special offers, dis-
counts, etc. Group B suggested the opposite to group C: younger single persons were the 
only case entitled to visit the cinema. The other groups were of the opinion that all the 
cases they examined should be able to visit the cinema every so often.
Some of the groups proposed renting dv ds, but others felt that the households could 
very well borrow these from friends, or download them from the Internet. None of the 
groups considered a visit to the theatre to be necessary for households just above the 
poverty threshold.

All the groups considered that younger single persons ought to be able to go to the pub 
now and again. Group A added that this should also apply to couples with children, but 
none of the groups considered that the other types of household should visit the pub. 
Group D proposed the highest budget (eur 25 a month) for single persons aged 35 when 
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visiting the pub. This group obviously felt that going to the pub formed an important 
part of younger singles’ social contacts; but group A added that they should not drink too 
much. Group D, on the other hand, held the opinion that younger singles should be able 
to stand their friends a round of drinks too.

Group B felt that older single persons were entitled to visit a community centre (or a pub) 
twice a week, and spend eur 2.50 on refreshments each time. Group C was of the opin-
ion that single-parent families could go to McDonald’s once every two months for eur 5, 
while group D suggested six outings a year to a swimming pool or recreation area at eur 
20 for each outing. Groups C and D added that couples with children could also go on 
these outings; but the costs would then be correspondingly higher.

Visiting family and friends
In order to maintain social contacts, all the groups felt that it was important for house-
holds just above the poverty threshold to have the opportunity to visit family and friends 
and to take presents along with them. The number of visits suggested by the groups 
varied from once a week to once a month, and presents should cost between eur 5 and 
eur 7. This would result in a total monthly budget ranging from eur 5 to eur 20.

Receiving visitors
All the groups were likewise of the opinion that receiving visits from family and friends 
was essential. This concerns inviting one to two people for coffee, asking one or two 
people in for a meal now and again, or giving a small party for e.g. a birthday. Groups A 
and C fixed the amount to be spent for such purposes at an average of eur 20 a month 
for both single persons and families with children: this sum is independent on the size 
of the household. Group D allocated considerably higher budgets to all households 
for this item: approximately eur 50 for single persons and single-parent families, and 
almost eur 70 for couples with children. The reason for this was that group D regarded 
the receiving of visitors as a weekly occasion; the other groups put down more infre-
quent visits. As far as group B was concerned, the budget depended on the type of 
household: single persons should be able to spend just over eur 20 a month on receiv-
ing visitors, and families with children should be allocated eur 50 for this purpose.

Generally speaking, the focus groups set aside about 5 or 10 euros a month for inviting 
people round for coffee. Group D fixed a slightly higher budget, i.e. approximately eur 
20 a month: this was due to the number of visits that this group considered necessary for 
the reference household types to receive. Group B also arrived at a total of about eur 20 
a month for couples with children.

The amount that the groups estimated for inviting people round for a meal was generally 
slightly less, although a meal would obviously cost more than a cup of coffee or tea. This 
is due to the lower frequency: while a household should be able to ask people round for 
coffee every week or fortnight, inviting people for dinner would only occur about once a 
month.
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The groups contended that all household types ought to be able to give a small party for 
10 to 15 persons, if only once a year. This usually worked out at one party a year for each 
member of the household, e.g. for birthdays. The estimated costs varied between eur 2 
a month (group C, one party a year), and eur 20 to eur 36 a month (groups A, B, D: 
birthday parties for all family members).

Transport
Transport is always connected with other activities such as holidays, visiting people or 
travelling to work or to school, doing the shopping, etc. Transport is therefore not an 
independent activity. This study dealt with transport costs in the following ways:
• No transport costs other than a bicycle were necessary for doing the daily grocery 

shopping or buying clothes, household effects, etc. The focus groups were already 
acquainted with this imposed fact beforehand (cf. the assumptions on the circum-
stances of the reference cases listed in Box 2.1).

• Transport costs for holidays and outings were included in the budgets for these items.
• All the groups explicitly stated that transport costs for visiting people (including rela-

tives living further away), going to the cinema, etc., were included in the Transport 
category.

The costs for the Transport category typically related to some train journeys, a few 
national multi-journey tickets for bus and tram (strippenkaarten), and bicycles. Group B 
added that it considered a moped essential for younger single persons.

Most of the groups felt that a number of train journeys a year and being able to buy a 
number of strippenkaarten were essential. The groups invariably stipulated that the house-
holds would have to buy a reduced-fare rail pass if this was more economical. However, 
because of the limited number of required train journeys, all groups decided that a 
reduced-fare rail pass would not be cost-effective. As a result the price of such a pass 
was not included in any of the budgets, and adults were charged the full price for train 
journeys. A cheap “Railrunner” day ticket was included for train journeys by children 
aged between 4 and 11; children aged under 4 may travel free of charge on trains in the 
Netherlands.

The transport costs for single persons varied from approximately eur 10 (groups C and 
D) to more than eur 46 (group B). The higher budget estimated by group B was due to 
the purchase and maintenance of the moped that this group considered essential for 
singles. Group B added that single persons could use a moped to travel up to 3,000 kilo-
metres a year, while group A suggested that singles could make return train journeys of 
up to 25 kilometres every month, as well as using up one large strippenkaart.
All the groups arrived at about eur 50 a month for couples with children. This sum was 
to be spent on (second-hand) bicycles, but groups A and C also felt that one train journey 
a month was essential.

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   104 8-2-2010   16:04:13



105  

subsidiary bud ge t s

Minister’s dilemma
The minister’s dilemma had a considerable effect on these budgets, since this category 
was pre-eminently suitable for making cutbacks. After all, it included a number of “fun 
activities” such as holidays and entertainment. All the groups therefore arrived at a 
lower total budget for this category after the minister’s dilemma, with the exception of 
group A. As we have already mentioned in section 4.1, this group indicated that no fur-
ther cutbacks could be made in the budgets calculated, which is why group A discounted 
the minister’s dilemma.
The other groups reduced the amounts for a great many items in this category, and even 
scrapped some of the budgets altogether. Most of the groups did not economise on the 
“visiting family and friends” item, except for group D, which made a 33% reduction in its 
budget. Groups B and D deleted the “going out” item altogether, while group C made a 
70% reduction in its budget. Groups B, C and D all reduced the “holiday” item by 25% to 
40%. Groups B and C left the budget for receiving visitors intact, although group D redu-
ced its budget by 75%. Finally, group C cut its budget for transport by 50%, but group D 
did not make any changes in this respect. Group B made the most drastic cutbacks here: 
instead of a new bicycle each year for each adult, group B suggested after the minister’s 
dilemma that these bicycles could be purchased second hand every five years. This redu-
ced the original budget for transport by 90% (this group also made similar cutbacks in 
the budget for children’s bicycles, see section 4.7).

Conclusion
All the groups agreed that a sum of money should be reserved each month for items such 
as holidays, going out and visits; but the level of the amounts allocated to this budget 
category varied. The fact that the budgets for holidays differed was primarily due to the 
groups’ choice of the type of holidays, such as a camping holiday or a package tour. How-
ever, all the groups maintained that households ought to be able to go on holiday. There 
were numerous options available for going out too (cinema, pub, eating out, etc.), and 
the focus groups chose different items in this respect. Opinions on the number of days 
out diverged, and the same applied to visits: although all the groups felt that households 
just above the poverty threshold were entitled to go on visits and to receive visitors, each 
group set a different frequency for these activities.
Furthermore, it is remarkable that the groups invariably fixed higher budgets for holi-
days for families than for single persons and couples without children. With respect to 
going out the opposite occurs: most of the groups set aside more money for singles than 
for families. The budgets fixed for visits were less dependent on the type of household.
Finally, this budget category seems to provide numerous options for economising. With 
the exception of group A – which discounted the minister’s dilemma over the board – all 
the groups adjusted their budgets downwards with respect to several items.

4.12 Leisure

Like the “holidays and entertainment” category, the “leisure” category related to social 
rather than material needs. What kind of recreational activities should people just above 
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the poverty threshold be able to pursue? Some examples of such activities included 
membership of a sports or hobbies club (including the appropriate clothing), subscrip-
tions to newspapers or weekly magazines, or joining a library. Pets also came under this 
heading. All the options are shown in Table 4.13.

Table 4.13

Budgets for leisurea, by reference case and focus group, 2008 (monthly amounts in euros)

single

person

older

single

person

couple

without

children

single-

parent

family

couple

with

children

couple with

children after

minister’s

dilemma

hobbies and group A 12 23 23 23
sports group B 12 7 0 0

group C 0 0 12 12
group D 12 12 23 23

sports wear group A 9 17 17 17
group B 3 0 0 0
group C 4 7 14 14
group D 4 6 6 6

subscriptions group A 2 2 2 2
(including group B 0 0 2 2
the library) group C 0 2 2 2

group D 2 2 2 2

pets group A 0 0 0 0
group B 0 0 0 0
group C 0 5 5 5
group D 0 7 13 0

total amount group A 23 42 42 42
for leisure group B 15 7 2 2

group C 4 14 33 33
group D 18 27 44 31

a This table does not give any Nibud budgets because, like the Holidays and going out category, the 
Leisure category is not included in the basic basket.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

All the focus groups reserved a certain amount for the “leisure” category, although the 
level of these budgets varied considerably. For instance, the total budgets for couples 
with three children ranged from eur 2 to eur 42 a month. This means that the focus 
groups did not hold the same views on the options for leisure activities that should be 
open to households just above the poverty threshold.
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Not all the items were controversial, however. With respect to subscriptions, none of the 
groups felt that a newspaper or weekly magazine was essential, while joining a library 
was considered to be a fundamental part of leisure activities (although some groups 
added that a library subscription was not necessary for younger single persons). The 
price level probably played a major role in this respect: libraries are cheap, but a sub-
scription to a newspaper can soon mount up to eur 30 or eur 40 a month. In addition, 
the groups pointed at the widespread availability of free sheet daily newspapers (e.g. 
Metro, Spits), and that a great deal of information could be obtained on the Internet.

Opinions differed with respect to hobbies and sports. Group B did not consider member-
ship of a sports or hobbies club to be essential for families with children. Single persons, 
however, should be able to practise a sport, which indicates that group B regarded sports 
as a social activity that was necessary for singles in order to prevent loneliness. Group 
B apparently felt that this danger would be less likely to arise in families, which there-
fore rendered membership of a club less essential. Group B decided against individual 
forms of sport as well, such as jogging in the park. As far as this group was concerned, 
no sports implied that no sportswear would be required. Compared to the other groups, 
which did consider sport to be essential, this resulted in a saving of up to eur 40 a 
month on sports and sports wear for families with children.

The groups made different choices with respect to the other cases too. Group C main-
tained that membership of a club was not essential for younger single persons or 
single-parent families, although this group did reserve a small budget for sports wear. 
Group B felt that older singles could choose between membership of a sports club, a 
hobbies club or a book club, but it did not fix a budget for any other recreation options 
for older singles.

None of the focus groups were of the opinion that pets were a priority for households 
just above the poverty threshold. The groups only considered pets to be an option for 
families with children. Group C suggested a small pet, such as a hamster, for single-par-
ent families as well as for couples with children, and estimated eur 5 a month for this 
purpose. Group D also felt that single-parent families ought to be able to keep a small 
pet, and put down a monthly budget of eur 7. Couples with children could keep a cat, 
and eur 12.50 a month was earmarked for this.

Minister’s dilemma
The groups made hardly any adjustments to their budgets for “leisure” when confronted 
with the minister’s dilemma. Group D was the only group to reduce its budget by decid-
ing against keeping any pets.

It is remarkable that no further expenses were scrapped in this category; although mem-
bership of a sports or hobbies club is admittedly not essential, the focus groups evidently 
considered the social aspects to be so important that no cutbacks should be made.
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Conclusion
All the focus groups agreed that subscribing to a newspaper or magazine was not essen-
tial, and all the groups did approve of joining the library. Generally speaking, the groups 
did not feel that pets were essential, but in some cases added that families with children 
could keep a (small) pet.

The focus groups were less unanimous with respect to sports and hobbies. Two of the 
groups contended that all adults – singles as well as couples – should be able to join 
a sports or hobbies club. Group B was of the explicit opinion that single persons were 
 entitled to join a sports club, but did not consider that this was essential for couples with 
children. Group C maintained exactly the opposite: membership of a sports or hobbies 
club was not essential for singles, but this group did set aside a budget for this purpose 
for families with children. Incidentally, we also observed this difference between groups 
B and C with respect to the “going out” category: group B contended that younger single 
persons were entitled to eat out and to visit the cinema, but added that this was not nec-
essary for the other household types, while group C argued that all cases except single 
persons should be able to visit the cinema.

4.13 Conclusions

This chapter gives an overview of the monthly subsidiary budgets drawn up by the focus 
groups for a number of Dutch reference household types just above the poverty thresh-
old. The four groups were able to indicate what and how much a given household would 
require for each category (e.g. food or clothing). The participants also discussed the cost 
level (the type of shop or provider of services) and the life span of the various items. 
Nibud subsequently proposed a price for each item; the focus groups could then decide 
whether these prices and the resulting subsidiary budgets were realistic, or whether they 
should be adjusted. Finally, for the largest household type (a couple with three children) 
all groups were confronted with the “minister’s dilemma”: supposing that the Minister 
of Finance would consider the approved monthly budgets too costly for the Treasury, 
would it be possible to shave something off the budget, without however allowing the 
reference case to drop below the poverty line? In this light the groups were free to make 
any amendments to quantities, prices and life spans; but they could also refuse to do so.

Three of the four focus groups were constituted in such a way as to represent various 
levels of income (see also section 2.3). The fourth group deviated from the others in this 
respect, since we expressly selected its members from low-income groups (up to 105% 
of the social minimum). This was done in order to ascertain whether people with low 
incomes estimated the budgets for households just above the poverty threshold in a 
different way to mixed groups.

When comparing the choices made by the focus groups the following general 
conclusions emerge:
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• The focus groups held similar opinions on the importance and the necessity of many 
of the items discussed. The groups largely had the same views on personal care, 
specific costs for children, furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils, and 
t v, cable, and computers. The basic wardrobes for male and female adults the groups 
opted for were similar as well, and they all reserved money for holidays, going out 
and leisure. Moreover, all the groups felt it was important for people belonging to 
the reference households to visit family and friends and take gifts with them, as well 
as giving small (birthday) parties themselves. This latter item applied to adults and 
children alike.

• Nevertheless, considerable differences could be seen when comparing the relevant 
budgets. Group D, which exclusively comprised persons with incomes at or near 
social assistance level, arrived at the highest budgets on all points. After comparing 
the focus groups’ results for each category, we saw that the greatest differences lay 
in housing, food, children’s clothing, and specific costs for children. The monthly 
budgets for the more social expenditure such as holidays, going out and leisure also 
varied considerably between groups.

• The focus groups agreed that children are expensive: a bigger home is required, 
and specific goods and services for children put an additional strain on the monthly 
budget. In view of the choices made in this respect, the groups felt very strongly that 
children should not have to suffer because their parents had a low income. Again, the 
comparatively high budgets fixed by group D were remarkable: this group’s monthly 
budget for “specific costs for children” was eur 65 more than group C’s budget, and 
group D’s monthly budget for children’s clothing was almost three times as much as 
group B’s.

• Although it is noteworthy that the low-incomes group (D) was the very one to arrive 
at the highest budgets, we cannot unequivocally state the reason for this outcome. 
On the one hand, the fact that the members of this group had first-hand experience 
of having to make ends meet on a shoestring budget may be one of the reasons. But 
on the other hand, it may be so that a homogeneous group will generally agree on a 
slightly higher budget more easily than a mixed group, which has to keep on negoti-
ating until agreement is reached.

• The biggest budget items were housing and food, while the lowest monthly amounts 
were reserved for furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils. This latter 
point is primarily due to the depreciation period; the long life span in most cases kept 
the monthly expenses low.

Notes
1 Gross rent was taken as a starting point in this study; the appropriate housing allowance for house-

holds was deducted in order to arrive at the net rent.

2 We did not include the statutory fees and educational expenses allowance for school costs in the 

subsidiary budgets. In the incomes overview (see Chapter 5), however, these items were taken into 

account.
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3 During the 2008-2009 school year, parents of students at Dutch secondary schools were entitled to 

a one-off allowance for school books. This was a flat rate compensation, irrespective of the parents’ 

income. School books (with the exception of atlases, dictionaries and other materials that have not 

been prescribed for a given school year) will be free of charge with effect from the 2009-2010 school 

year, which implies that this item can be deleted for the most part.

4 The remainder of the furniture for children, such as additional dining chairs, is discussed in the 

“furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils” category. 
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5.1 Introduction

This study uses focus groups to try to find an answer to the question of what a household 
just above the poverty threshold needs in the way of goods and services, and how much 
these may cost. In chapter 4 we discussed the baskets which were agreed upon by the 
groups for the individual items. Here the total monthly budgets will be addressed. After 
presenting the minimum amount needed by the various types of households to be able 
to afford all the selected goods and services (research question 4), the total budgets are 
compared with the Dutch statutory minimum income norms. In closing, we discuss the 
equivalence factors which may be derived from the total budgets, as well as the results of 
a correspondence analysis relating to the composition of the budgets.

5.2 Total budgets per reference case

In this section a comparison is made of the total budgets per reference case. The Nibud 
reference budgets are also included in this comparison. However, the Nibud baskets 
will by definition always give a lower sum because they use more limited starting points 
than the baskets put together by the focus groups. The focus groups have given a price 
tag to every theme, both essential expenditure such as rent and food as well as the 
more optional items such as leisure and holidays. As described earlier in Box 4.1, Nibud 
employs a basic basket for essential basic expenditure. Generally speaking there is a 
positive difference between expenditure for the basic basket and the statutory minimum 
income norm: there is money left over. This is then available for other expenses outside 
the basic basket. In concrete terms this means that in the Nibud budgets there is no fixed 
sum allocated for items such as “leisure”, “holidays and going out” and certain items of 
“specific costs for children”.1 Of course this has a great influence on the total budget. For 
this reason, in each of the following tables a subtotal has been calculated for all items in 
the basic basket. This means it is possible to make a comparison with the Nibud budget 
at this level. When the items “holidays and going out”, “leisure” and the aforementioned 
items of specific costs for children are included, it is only possible to make a comparison 
between budgets of the focus groups.

The younger single person
Each of the four focus groups drew up a budget for a 35-year-old single man. The results 
can be seen in Table 5.1.

When the subtotals of the focus groups are compared to the sum of the Nibud basic 
basket, we see that they are markedly similar. Group C ś subtotal is almost the same as 
Nibud, groups A and B end up lower (by respectively eur 33 and eur 49 a month), while 
group D allocates eur 45 more than Nibud.

A comparison per theme shows somewhat larger differences. Groups C and D budgeted 
over 25% more for food expenses, while all the focus groups set less of the budget aside 
for clothing and furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils than Nibud. The 
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budgeted sums for “cable, t v and computer” are also unequally distributed: group C 
budgeted over 40% less than Nibud, group D over 45% more. There is no one group that 
consistently budgeted more or less than Nibud on every theme.

Table 5.1

Total monthly budgets for case “single 35-year-old man”, 2008

Nibud Group A Group B Group C Group D

housinga 320 331 326 334 323
insurances and savings 127 131 130 130 113
food 162 138 150 207 208
personal care 24 29 25 29 24
clothing for adults 48 37 24 27 33
children’s clothing n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
specific costs for children n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a
furniture, domestic appliances and 
kitchen utensils

48 34 24 26 45

cable, tv and computer 62 68 63 37 90
subtotal 791 768 742 790 836

holidays and going out 77 117 43 125
leisure 23 15 4 18
total 868 874 837 979

a After deduction of housing allowance.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study 2008)

Group D arrives at the most expensive basket, both for the subtotal and the total sum. 
This group budgeted the largest amount for the themes “holidays and going out” and 
“leisure”, thus enlarging the difference with the other groups at the total level. Group 
C, whose subtotal is closest to group D, is the group with the lowest total budget. For 
the additional items this group put down an amount of eur 47, while group D budgeted 
nearly eur 100 more. On the total level the difference between these two groups is 
eur 142.

Couple without children
Not all types of household were budgeted in every focus group. The couple without chil-
dren was only examined in group A, the older single person was a topic in group B, and 
the single-parent family was discussed twice, in groups C and D. Like the younger single 
adult, the couple with children budgeted in all four groups. Table 5.2 compares group Á s 
budget for the couple without children with the Nibud standards.
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Table 5.2

Total monthly budgets for case “couple without children”, 2008

Nibud Group A

housinga 347 357
insurances and savings 250 258
food 284 288
personal care 54 71
clothing for adults 96 85
children’s clothing n/a n/a
specific costs for children n/a n/a
furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils 61 36
cable, tv and computer 62 88
subtotal 1154 1183

holidays and going out 135
leisure 42
total 1360

a After deduction of housing allowance.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

For the couple without children group A arrived at a slightly higher subtotal than that 
budgeted by Nibud (+eur 29). This is mainly accounted for by group Á s higher subsidiary 
budgets for “cable, t v and computer” and “housing”. On the other hand, Nibud allocates 
a higher amount for “furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils”. Group A 
calculates the budget for a couple without children to be around one and a half times as 
much as the budget agreed upon for a single person.

The older single person
Table 5.3 shows the results for a 75-year-old single man. The comparison between the 
two budgets shows no great differences; group B arrived at a subtotal eur 40 lower than 
Nibud.
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Table 5.3

Total monthly budgets for case “75-year-old single man”, 2008

Nibud Group B

housinga 328 338
insurances and savings 127 145
food 135 160
personal care 24 21
clothing for adults 48 14
children’s clothing n/a n/a
specific costs for children n/a n/a
furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils 48 26
cable, tv and computer 62 28
subtotal 772 732

holidays and going out 73
leisure 7
total 812

a After deduction of housing allowance.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

Particularly striking is the difference in the item “cable, t v and computer”; this fits in 
with the viewpoint of group B that a computer is not an essential item for an older single 
person. Group B also budgeted a lower amount for clothing than Nibud, but the amount 
budgeted for food was higher.

The total monthly budget allocated to the elder single man by group B is eur 62 lower 
than the their budget for the young single man. This difference is mainly accounted for 
by the diverging budgets for “holidays and going out”, “leisure”, and “cable, t v and com-
puter”.

The single-parent family
The single-parent family was discussed in groups C and D. Table 5.4 shows the results for 
this type of household. The specific costs for children have been split into that portion 
which is also part of the Nibud basic basket and that which is not included in this (see 
also section 4.7).
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Table 5.4

Total monthly budgets for case “single-parent family”, 2008

Nibud Group C Group D

housinga 407 432 437
insurances and savings 131 187 150
food 251 302 413
personal care 37 48 52
clothing for adults 48 36 48
children’s clothing 76 73 127
specific costs for children 75 101 108
furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils 57 34 66
cable, tv and computer 62 77 90
subtotal 1144 1290 1491

holidays and going out 91 137
leisure 14 27
specific costs for children (not included in basic basket) 33 92
total 1428 1747

a After deduction of housing allowance.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The subtotals of the focus groups for the single-parent family are much higher than the 
amounts budgeted by Nibud. For group C the difference is eur 146, while group D ex-
ceeds the Nibud standard by as much as eur 347. The greatest differences are to be found 
in the items “insurances and savings” (group C as compared to Nibud) and in “food” and 
“children’s clothing” (group D as compared to Nibud). The specific costs for children are 
also higher in the focus groups than the Nibud budget.

Group D arrives at a total of eur 319 higher than group C’s. This is mainly due to group 
D’s higher budgets for “food”, “children’s clothing” and “specific costs for children”. 
Group D also agreed upon slightly higher amounts for all the other themes, except for 
“insurances and savings”; group C opts for more types of insurance as well as a higher 
amount for savings.

Couple with three children
Finally, all the focus groups drew up a monthly budget for a couple with three children. 
The results of this are shown in Table 5.5. Three of the four focus groups arrived at a 
higher budget than Nibud for this type of household. Group B forms the exception, as it 
budgeted eur 68 less than Nibud. Every group allocated higher amounts than Nibud for 
the items “housing”, “insurances and savings”, “food”, “specific costs for children” and 
“cable, t v and computer”. Once again, Nibud budgeted a higher amount for adult cloth-
ing; but for children groups A and D agreed on a higher budget than Nibud. Group D 
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arrived at the highest amount at subtotal level, with a monthly budget almost eur 500 
above the Nibud standard.

Table 5.5

Total monthly budgets for case “couple with children”, 2008

Nibud Group A Group B Group C Group D

housinga 419 497 423 453 535
insurances and savings 250 262 283 307 273
food 473 601 491 518 730
personal care 60 102 46 72 71
clothing for adults 96 85 42 63 81
children’s clothing 116 136 55 86 158
specific costs for children 82 131 95 109 115
furniture, domestic appliances and 
kitchen utensils

65 54 45 42 68

cable, tv and computer 62 89 75 76 90
subtotal 1623 1957 1555 1726 2121

holidays and going out 143 172 159 211
leisure 42 2 33 44
specific costs for children
(not included in basic basket) 59 82 38 97
Total 2201 1811 1956 2473

a After deduction of housing allowance.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The dispersion is even greater when the totals of the groups are compared. There is a 
difference of eur 662 between groups B and D. The low total budget arrived at by group 
B can be seen in almost every theme. Only for “insurances and savings”, “furniture, 
domestic appliances and kitchen utensils”, “holidays and going out” and “specific costs 
for children (not basic basket)” some of the other groups agreed on a (slightly) lower 
amount than group B. By contrast, group D allocated the highest amount to all themes 
except “insurances and savings”, “personal care” and “clothing for adults”. Group D’s 
“specific cost for children” contained in the minimum basket are lower than group A’s, 
but the total of this theme (including the items outside the minimum basket) is highest 
in group D.

After the minister’s dilemma
Once all the themes had been addressed, the groups were asked where they would make 
budgetary cuts if this was deemed necessary by the Minister of Finance (the minister’s 
dilemma). Group A felt it was not possible to make any (further) cuts in the budget 
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whatsoever and did not take part in the economising round. When confronted by the 
minister’s dilemma, the remaining focus groups made cuts to the following items:
• For the item “food”, group C economised on “soft drinks” and group D on “refresh-

ments”.
• For the item “children’s clothing”, group D felt that, upon further consideration, the 

budget some garments could be cut slightly.
• For the item “specific costs for children”, group B lowered the budget for bicycles and 

hairdresser.
• Groups B, C and D reduced the holiday budget.
• Group C lowered the budget for going out, while groups B and D scrapped this item 

from the budget altogether.
• Group D economised on visits and receiving visitors.
• Groups B and C made cuts to the budget for travel costs.
• Group D scrapped the budget for family pets.
• Groups B and D felt that the budget for telephone costs could be reduced.
• Group B reduced the budget for the computer: a second-hand computer should suffice  

instead of a new one.

All in all the most budget reductions were for the item “holidays and going out”. By con-
trast, no cuts were made to the comparable item “leisure”. This is a striking result; none 
of the groups made cuts to the budget for hobbies, sports or subscriptions. It would 
seem that the focus groups feel such items are too important to be economised on.

As it turned out, no particularly drastic changes were made to the total baskets. 
Seemingly when the groups were putting together their baskets, they were already op-
erating close to their minimum threshold. After all, their task was to produce a total 
basket for a household “just above the poverty threshold”, and as one of the groups com-
mented: ‘If we have to economise yet further, the household will no longer be just above 
the poverty line but will have dropped into poverty’.

Table 5.6 shows the final results for the monthly sums for a couple with children after 
incorporation of the minister’s dilemma.

Group D made the most cuts to the budget following the minister’s dilemma. The 
monthly budget for “holidays and going out” was almost halved, the monthly food 
budget was reduced by over eur 100 and some smaller retrenchments were made to the 
budgets for children’s clothing, leisure (by excluding pets) and the telephone. All in all 
group D reduced the original budget by eur 234, which is almost 9%.

Even so, group D still had the highest total amount after the minister’s dilemma, 
although the difference with group A became smaller. Before the minister’s dilemma 
group A already had the second-highest budget; by not making any further economies 
(in other words: by not going along with the minister’s dilemma), the total monthly 
budget for this group is now close to that of group D.
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Table 5.6

Total monthly budgets for case “couple with children” after the minister’s dilemma, 2008

Group A Group B Group C Group D

housinga 497 423 453 535
insurances and savings 262 283 307 273
food 601 491 488 629
personal care 102 46 72 71
clothing for adults 85 42 63 81
children’s clothing 136 55 86 150
specific costs for children 190 131 147 212
furniture, domestic appliances 
and kitchen utensils

54 45 42 68

cable, TV and computer 89 61 76 70
holidays and going out 143 108 87 119
leisure 42 2 33 31
total 2201 1687 1854 2239

a After deduction of housing allowance.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The final budget for group B was reduced by eur 124. This can mainly be traced back to 
the budgeted cost for bicycles, for both adults and children. In addition, almost eur 15 
was cut from the telephone and computer budget. Group B already had the lowest 
monthly budget and is now even lower compared to the other groups.

After the minister’s dilemma group C scrapped almost eur 100 from the budget and now 
occupies a middle position, although it is somewhat closer to group B than to the “gen-
erous” groups A and D.

5.3 Equivalence factors

When a comparison is made of the various budgets of the groups, it is logical that the 
budget for the family with three children is the largest of all the cases considered: in 
order not to be poor, two adults and three children typically need more income than a 
single person. On the other hand, this income does not need to be five times as much. 
Living in a household comprised of several people provides economies of scale; on some 
items an additional household member leads to rather limited extra costs. After all, only 
one kitchen is required, and the home only needs to be heated once. However, there are 
also items where barely any economies of scale apply, for example clothing which needs 
to be bought for each person.
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The ratio of the total amount of a multi-person household to the budget of a single 
person is known as the equivalence factor. A set of such factors for different types of 
households is an equivalence scale (cf. Vrooman, 2009: 400-407). As Table 5.7 shows, 
according to the Nibud standards a couple with three children needs a budget 2.05 times 
as high as a single person’s amount in order to achieve the same level of prosperity. The 
table also presents the equivalence factors based on the budgets agreed within the focus 
groups. In addition, the Statistics Netherlands (cbs) equivalence scale2 and the factors 
implied in the Dutch social assistance norms have been included; these are often used in 
poverty research in the Netherlands (cf. Vrooman and Hoff, 2004; scp/cbs, 2007).

Table 5.7

Equivalence factors based on the budgets, 2008 (single person = 1)

Single 
person

Older single 
person

Couple without 
children

Single-parent 
family

Couple with 
children

Group A 1.00 1.57 2.54
Group B 1.00 0.93 2.07
Group C 1.00 1.71 2.34
Group D 1.00 1.78 2.53

Nibud 1.00 0.98 1.46 1.45 2.05
Statistics Netherlands 1.00 1.00 1.45 1.60 2.05

Social minimum (wwb/aow) 1.00 1.12 1.50 1.59 1.89

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

The equivalence factor for the single 75-year-old man is in most cases rather similar to that 
of the single 35-year-old man. It is striking that both Nibud and group B indicate that an 
older single man needs less money than a younger single man. In the Nibud standards 
this mainly has to do with the lower costs for food. For group B it is a consequence of the 
notion that an older person is not required to spend so much on leisure, holidays and 
going out, and does not need a computer. The Statistics Netherlands equivalence factor 
does not differentiate between older and younger single people. The social minimum 
does make such a distinction, but allocates a higher budget to older people. In net terms 
the old age state pension (aow) is – due to various tax measures – 12% higher than the 
social assistance benefit.

Compared to the Nibud standard, group A assigns a higher budget to the couple without 
children. For the most important item that provides economies of scale, housing, there is 
no difference between group A and Nibud: if one compares the data from Table 5.2 and 
Table 5.1, in both instances the total budget for housing for the couple is 8% higher than 
for the single person. Economies of scale are also likely to occur for the items “furniture, 
domestic appliances and kitchen utensils” and “cable, t v and computer”. According to 
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group A, these are more to be found in the item “furniture etc” (6% higher budget for 
the couple than the single person) than in the “cable, t v and computer” category (29% 
higher budget). However, following Nibud the latter type of item offers potential for 
economies of scale, given that the budgeted amount for the couple is the same as that 
for the single person. On the other hand, according to Nibud a couple needs a 27% higher 
budget for “furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils”. Items which do not 
have any economies of scale are “personal care” and “clothing”. According to group A, 
for these items a couple even needs more than twice the amount as budgeted for a single 
person. This is because the female half of a couple may spend more on this item than the 
single man. The Nibud amount for “clothing” for the couple is twice as high as that of the 
single person, while the norm for “personal care” is more than double. Here again the 
reasoning is that women face higher costs for this item than men.
According to group A, the couple also need to spend relatively more on food: 2.09 times 
as much as a single person, while according to Nibud the multiplier is 1.75. Finally, it 
should be remembered that the items “leisure” and “holidays and going out” are also 
included in group A’s total budget. Because economies of scale are rather limited in the-
se items, on balance group A sees fewer economies of scale for couples without children 
in the total budget than in the Nibud basic basket (which does not contain a budget for 
such activities). Also with respect to the Statistics Netherlands equivalence factors and – 
to a lesser extent – those of the social minimum, the equivalence factor for the childless 
couple based on the budget allocated by group A is relatively high.

For the single-parent family the equivalence factors of groups C and D (1.71 and 1.78) are 
much higher than those of Nibud (1.45) and Statistics Netherlands (1.60) and the social 
minimum (1.59). With regard to the costs for housing, both these focus groups end up 
higher than Nibud. Yet the difference is not very large: for groups C and D the housing 
budgets for the single-parent family are respectively 29% and 35% higher than for a sin-
gle person; for Nibud this is 27%. The most important explanation for the focus groups’ 
higher equivalence factors is the item “specific costs for children”. Nibud budgets eur 
75 per month for this. In groups C and D the comparable (basic) amounts for this are 
eur 101 and eur 108 respectively, and an additional amount of eur 33 and eur 92 
respectively has been allocated for sport and leisure. Clothing is another striking cost 
item: the total clothing budget for the single-parent family (one adult, two children) for 
group D is more than five times higher (eur 175) than that for the single person (eur 
33). In group C this ratio was four, but according to Nibud it is only 2.6. With regard to 
various other items, the economies of scale agreed upon by groups C and D were gener-
ally speaking smaller than those given by Nibud as well. For example, according to these 
two focus groups, the budget for furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen utensils is 
respectively 31% and 47% higher than that for a single person, while in the Nibud figures 
it is only 19%.

Generally speaking, the equivalence factor for the couple with three children also tends 
to be higher according to the focus groups than the multipliers of Nibud, Statistics 
Netherlands and the statutory social minimum. Groups A and D feel that the budget for 
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this type of household should be 2.5 times as large as that for a single person. Group C 
sets the factor at 2.3, and with a factor of 2.07 group B ends up lowest. The latter is only 
slightly above to the equivalence factors for couples with children of Nibud and Statistics 
Netherlands (2.05). All of these multipliers are well above the rather unfavourable equiv-
alence factor implied in the social minimum standard (1.89). This is because the Dutch 
child benefit is relatively low and does not fully cover the minimum cost of children.3

Just as for the single-parent family, a major explanation for the focus groups’ higher 
equivalence factors is that their estimate of the specific costs for children is higher than 
Nibud’s. This is certainly when all components of this budget item are included, but also 
when only the basic basket (varying from eur 95 to eur 131 in the groups, versus Nibud’s 
eur 82)is considered. The same applies for the item “furniture, domestic appliances 
and kitchen utensils”: here too the focus groups – with factors ranging from 1.51 to 1.88 
– are far more generous to families than Nibud (1.35). For instance, according to several 
groups, a couple with three children should have a relatively spacious home, and this is 
expressed in the budget for housing costs. While group B is fairly conservative and, just 
as Nibud, allocates around 30% more budget for this item for a family than for a single 
person, groups A and D award a considerably higher budget for housing (respectively 
+50% and +66%). In these groups, the economies of scale regarding housing are there-
fore not particularly large for couples with children.

On balance two main conclusions can be drawn regarding the ratios between the budg-
ets of the different types of households. First of all, it can be seen that, according to 
Nibud and group B, the budget for the single 75-year-old man may be lower than that of a 
35-year-old man. Within this framework it is striking that the net state pension (aow) is 
higher than the social assistance benefit.

Another important point is that the focus groups estimate the costs of children relatively 
much higher than either Nibud, Statistics Netherlands or the social minimum. It appears 
that the participants find it important that children in particular should not have to live 
in poverty and experience its consequences.

5.4 Incomes

The previous section dealt with the expenses for the various types of households. Here 
the minimum incomes of the households in question will also be looked at. A distinc-
tion is made between income from social assistance benefit and income from work (the 
Dutch minimum wage). Table 5.8 shows the amounts in question. It should be noted that 
the purpose of the study is not to provide a full test of the adequacy of the social assist-
ance benefit level or the minimum wage.
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Table 5.8

Monthly minimum income for reference cases: social assistance, minimum wage and relevant extra 

allowances, amounts in euros (January 2008 level)

Single 
person

Older single 
person

Couple 
without 
children

Single-
parent 
family

Couple with 
children

social assistance, state pensiona 882 979 1260 1134 1260
statutory minimum wagea 1201 1374 1438 1383

child benefit 168 231
supplementary child tax allowance 83 83
partial allowance for educational fees 
and expenses (wtos Act)

49 49

care allowance 46 46 123 46 123
partial compensation for extraordinary 
health expenditure (tbu Decree)

2 12 8 3 11

total social assistance, state pension 930 1037 1391 1483 1757
total minimum wage 1249 1505 1787 1880

a Including all tax credits and holiday allowance.

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

Table 5.9 shows the monthly amounts arrived at by the focus groups, set off against the 
incomes at the level of the social minimum (social assistance, state pension) and the 
statutory minimum wage.

The following issues are noteworthy when we compare the income per household type 
with the monthly expenditure considered necessary by the focus groups in order to re-
main just above the poverty threshold:
• The monthly budgets drawn up for a young single person vary from over eur 800 in 

group C to nearly eur 1000 in group D. For the latter group – comprised of people 
with a small income – this implies that the Dutch social assistance level would insuf-
ficient to pay for all the goods and facilities which the participants feel are essentials. 
The minimum wage, however, would be adequate for this type of household.

• The case of the older single person, as discussed in focus group B, should be able to 
manage on the minimum state pension.

• According to group A, a couple without children would be able to just make and 
meets on social assistance (and thus also on the higher minimum wage).

• The single-parent family with two children was discussed in two focus groups. Group 
C arrived at a monthly budget of eur 1428; this implies that the Dutch social mini-
mum would be enough to cover the required costs. Group D arrived at a far higher 

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   124 8-2-2010   16:04:14



125  

the total bud ge t s

budget, namely eur 1747. In that case a single parent with two children can just about 
manage on a minimum wage; but social assistance (including tax credits, allowances 
and child benefit) would be insufficient.

• All the groups drew up a monthly budget for the couple with children, and came to a 
amounts well above the Dutch social minimum. According to three of the four focus 
groups, even the minimum wage would not be enough to cover all the necessities for 
this type of household. The exception is group B, whose total budget of eur 1811 per 
month is eur 69 below the statutory minimum wage.

• After taking the minister’s dilemma into consideration, most monthly budgets for 
the couple with children still are higher than the social minimum. At eur 1687 only 
group B has a budget below the sum of social assistance, child benefit, and various 
tax credits and allowances. According to the final budgets of groups B and C, a couple 
with three children should be able to manage on the minimum wage; but the latter 
would not be enough to cover the costs groups A and D deem necessary.

Table 5.9

Deviations in focus groups’ total monthly budgets from statutory minimum income levels 

(social assistance, state pension, minimum wage), 2008 (in euros)

Single 
person

Older 
single 
person

Couple 
without 
children

Single-
parent 
family

Couple 
with 
children

Couple with 
children after 
minister’s 
dilemma

Total social assist-
ance/state pension

930 1037 1391 1483 1757 1757

Total statutory mini-
mum wage

1249 1505 1787 1880 1880

Deviations Group A 62 31 -444 -444
from social Group B 56 225 -54 70
assistance/ Group C 93 55 -199 -97
state pension Group D -49 -264 -716 -482

Deviations Group A 381 145 -321 -321
from Group B 375 n/a 69 193
statutory Group C 412 359 -76 26
minimum wage Group D 270 40 -593 -359

Source: scp/Nibud (Consensual Budget Study, 2008)

All in all the conclusion can be drawn that the baskets as put together by the focus 
groups cannot in all reference household types be paid for from an income at social 
assistance level. The minimum wage is however sufficient, except for the final budgets 
drafted by two of the four focus groups for the couple with children.
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5.5 Correspondence analysis of budget items and household types

The participants in this study discussed the necessity of dozens of goods and services, 
how much/many of them are necessary, how long a household should make them last 
and how much they may cost. The results of these discussions are described in detail in 
Chapter 4. Here they are presented in a different format. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 show some 
of the main lines in the budgets that the groups and Nibud drew up for the various 
reference household types. They contain the results of a correspondence analysis of a 
“super table” of 24 budget items spread across the 17 cases from the reference budgets of 
Nibud (5 cases) and as assessed by the focus groups (4 x 3 cases). The amounts following 
the minister’s dilemma have not been included here.4 Budget items were introduced as 
separate elements in the analysis if they were set at a minimum of eur 20 for at least one 
case; items with smaller amounts only were bundled together.

Correspondence analysis is an explorative technique which is suited for identifying the 
relationships in such a large table (see Benzécri 1973; Greenacre 1984). The rows and 
columns are scaled equivalently, with the aim of representing the total association on 
a limited number of uncorrelated dimensions. One advantage over similar techniques 
(such as categorical principal component analysis) is that correspondence analysis takes 
account of the table’s marginal frequency distributions: the addition of the individual 
amounts to a total budget for each case, and a total amount for each budget item across 
the cases. Correspondence analysis can also be conceived as a means of decomposing 
the chi square measure5 – an indicator of the degree of association among variables 
of nominal measurement level6 – in such a way that the deviations of the cell values 
predicted on the basis of the marginal frequencies are represented on orthogonal 
dimensions.

In this case three dimensions are sufficient to represent 95% of the total association in 
the supertable.7 The first dimension is by far the most important, explaining more than 
81%. The second dimension adds another 9%, and the third a further 4%. However, in 
substantive terms the last dimension is less interesting, since it describes the deviating 
patterns for two specific budget items, namely “refreshments” and “savings”.8

Scaling of budget items
On the first dimension of Figure 5.1 the 24 items are arranged according to the level of 
the required budget. For every case the net rent requires the highest amount (on average 
eur 220 per month), followed shortly by healthcare insurance (eur 175), cooked meals 
(eur 170) and breakfast and lunch (eur 113). The amounts for refreshments, heating 
and electricity and water are also generally high (eur 64 to eur 72). The smaller budget 
items are placed on the negative side of the first dimension; the average total amount for 
appliances and repairs to the house is the lowest of all the items (eur 15).

The second dimension shows the degree of differentiation in the said amounts. 
Regarding the net rent, the dispersion is relatively small: after deduction of the housing 
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allowance the amounts are rather uniform (the coefficient of variation9 for all the cases 
is only 0.10). This budget item is therefore placed at the extreme negative side of the 
second dimension. On the positive side of this dimension are the items which differ 
strongly between the cases, generally coupled to the extra costs associated with a larger 
household. This is particularly so for the three food items, children’s clothing and the 
school costs. Across all cases the coefficient of variation for these five budget items is far 
higher than for the living costs, between 0.50 and 1.01.

The other types of expenditure are on the second dimension somewhere between these 
two extremes. A number of aspects may be worthy of note. Healthcare insurance scores 
neutrally on the y axis, because there is a divide between single persons (old and young) 
plus single-parent families on the one hand, and couples with or without children on the 
other. In the Netherlands children are included free of charge in health insurance; as a 
result, in all the groups the cut-off line is found in the presence or absence of a second 
adult who is liable to pay contributions.

Also striking is that the housing costs occupy strongly differing positions on the y axis. 
The amounts for net rent, heating, municipal taxes and appliances and repairs do not 
vary very much between household types. However, the costs for electricity and water 
clearly grow higher in proportion if the size of the household increases. The coefficient 
of variation for these is 0.53, compared to 0.10 to 0.25 for the other aspects of housing 
costs.10

The juxtapositions on the second dimension imply that households with children in 
general mainly need a higher budget than single people because of the additional costs 
of food, school, children’s clothing and electricity and water consumption. However, 
this difference is tempered by the fact that no healthcare insurance contributions have 
to be paid for children, and because the housing allowance means that families occupy 
larger houses at relatively little extra cost. This latter point indicates also that among 
households with a minimum income, the proportion of net rent in the total budget will 
be relatively high for single persons: out of their generally lower income they have to pay 
almost the same amount, for a house that is usually smaller.

If the two dimensions are interpreted in terms of the contribution to the total budget, 
it can be seen that in theory the most influential items are located in the top right quad-
rant. These are large expenses with a high rate of differentiation between household 
types. In the lower left are the least influential expenses: small amounts which do not 
differ much between the household types. In theory the impact of the other two quad-
rants lies somewhere in between. In the lower right are items which take up a large 
proportion of the total budget but which are rather invariant for all household types and 
therefore do not provide much fluctuation in the total budgets. In the upper left quad-
rant are the items which, although they differ greatly between the groups, do not weigh 
so heavily in the total budget due to the small amounts involved.
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Figure 5.1

Budget items, 2008 (correspondence analysis, scores on the first two dimensions)
Figure 5.1
Budget items, 2008 (correspondence analysis, scores on the �rst two dimensions)
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In concrete terms this means that although the net rent is on average the largest budget 
item for all household types, it does not lead to major differences in the total budgets. 
The costs for the three food items play a far greater role in the variation in the total 
budgets of the various household types. Healthcare insurance is important as well, 
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although as already stated, the cut-off line is primarily between households with one or 
two adults; for couples estimated healthcare costs are sometimes even higher than the 
net rent. Expenses for children’s clothing and school are on average somewhat lower, yet 
still lead to large differentiation between household types; by definition they are only 
incurred by single-parent families and couples with children.

Scaling of household types
The analysis also provides information about the homogeneity of budget patterns across 
all the reference household types. This can be seen as an indicator for the degree of con-
sistency between the groups and the match with the expert budgets developed by Nibud. 
In the scaling of the cases the scores on the two dimensions must be interpreted as 
“comparatively many costs for low or high, respectively uniform or differentiated items”. 
This implies, for example, that a difference of eur 50 for net rent (W1) weighs more heav-
ily on the two dimensions than the same difference in heating costs (W2). Two model 
households with the same total budget and where this amount is the only difference in 
the items, will be placed in a somewhat different location on the dimensions; the case 
with the lower housing expenses will occupy a more peripheral position, because these 
costs emerged as a more important item in the correspondence analysis.

Figure 5.2

Reference household types (correspondence analysis, scores on first two dimensions)
Figure 5.2
Reference household types (correspondence analysis, scores on the �rst two dimensions)
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Taking this into account, it can be concluded from Figure 5.2 that the 17 reference house-
hold types fall into four clear and easily interpreted clusters. This indicates a fair degree 
of consistency. However, the dispersion within the four clusters varies, implying that the 
match is not equal in all the reference cases.

There is a very homogenous group containing the budgets of all single person cases 
(both the 35-year-old and the 75-year-old). The disparities in the separate budget items 
and the total budget are relatively small; the maximum difference is eur 132.

A second homogenous group is the couple without children according to Nibud and 
group A (the only one to judge this type of household). According to the members of 
the focus group this type of household needs around eur 200 per month more than 
budgeted by the Nibud standard. Half of this difference is accounted for by the item 
“savings” – that scores negatively on the second dimension and also has an influence on 
the third dimension that is not depicted here – and the other half by the item “holidays 
and leisure”.

The single-parent families also form a clear cluster, but show substantial contrasts, with 
a maximum budget difference of eur 477. Group C has a far higher budget than Nibud; 
but as this to a great extent is accounted for by the high amount for savings, the focus 
group scores lower on the second dimension than the Nibud reference budget.

The average amounts are highest for the couples with children, but here again we see 
substantial differences among the focus groups and Nibud. The Nibud standard is the 
lowest. The total budget for groups B and C is higher; they are positioned lower on the 
second dimension because they allocate more to items with a negative score on the 
y axis (including savings, and for group C also net rent). The total budget for groups 
A and D is the highest and is considerably higher than the Nibud standard (+eur 567 
and +eur 776 respectively). Here group A scores to a lesser extent on food and costs 
for children, and slightly higher for net rent; as a result this group ends up lower than 
group D on the second dimension. This latter focus group has a very high score on this 
axis, caused by the higher costs for food and children. Part of this is due to the “refresh-
ments”, a budget item that this group made considerable cuts to when confronted with 
the minister’s dilemma (the amounts of which were not included in the correspondence 
analysis).

Main outcomes
Looking at the whole picture, the correspondence analysis shows the following:
• The individual budget items can be arranged in terms of their level and the extent 

to which they are uniform or differentiated across the reference households. The 
association in terms of level is the most weighty factor.

• “Refreshments” and “savings” were in part handled differently to the other items 
by the groups and Nibud; this is expressed in the contrasts on the third dimension 
(which however only relates to a small part of the total association).
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• While the net rent is a relatively large budget item, it is of less significance for the 
differences between the cases than food, expenses for children and electricity. This 
is because the Dutch scheme of housing allowances equalises the amounts of various 
household types to a large extent.

• We can see four clear clusters of similar cases, irrespective of the assessor. This indi-
cates a considerable measure of consistency between the focus groups and the Nibud 
standards.

• The budgets for single persons (both young and old) and couples without children are 
the most homogenous, those for single parents and couples with children the most 
heterogeneous. From this it can be concluded that the consistency in the budgets 
agreed upon is particularly reduced when children are involved.

• All groups regard children are a source of considerable extra expense, but they differ 
as to the extent of this. Group A and in particular group D allocate far more to this 
than the other focus groups and Nibud.

5.6 Conclusions

• When only the budget items which are part of the basic basket are taken into account, 
some of the monthly budgets drawn up by the focus groups concur reasonably with 
the Nibud standards. These are the budgets for the 35-year-old single man, the 75-year-
old single man and the couple without children. The differences are no more than 
eur 50.

• Where the household includes children, there are however considerable differences 
between the focus groups and Nibud. For the single-parent families this difference is 
almost eur 350, for couples with children it is almost eur 500.

• The focus groups allocate an amount for holidays, going out and leisure for all house-
holds, regardless of their type. For a 35-year-old single man this amount ranges from 
just under eur 50 to over eur 130 per month; for a couple with children it varies from 
around eur 175 to eur 255 per month.

• The net rent, healthcare insurance and food are the largest items of expenditure in all 
household types and according to all focus groups.

• There is a great deal of consistency between the focus groups regarding the budgets 
for single people (both young and old) and couples without children. Where children 
are involved, this consistency decreases: the budgets for single-parent families and 
couples with children are fairly heterogeneous.

• All in all group D arrived at the highest monthly budgets for all the household types 
it looked at. Such a clear pattern is absent in the other groups and household types. 
For example, group B budgeted the lowest amount for the couple with children, while 
group C had the lowest total budget for the younger single person. Section 3.3 may 
contain an explanation for this in the comments made by some members of group C. 
They indicated that they treated the family considerably more leniently than the sin-
gle person, primarily because they felt that children should not be punished for their 
parent’s low income.
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• No single general cause can be indicated for the (sometimes considerable) differences 
between the focus groups regarding the monthly budgets. Prices, numbers, life span 
and quality all played a role. Moreover, it is not the case that one single group conse-
quently chose higher prices or lower quantities, for example. Therefore it is not pos-
sible to draw a single final conclusion on the basis of this study regarding the monthly 
amounts that the focus groups feel are needed by the reference cases.

• The differences between the groups were smaller after the groups were confronted 
with the minister’s dilemma. This is because the group with the highest total budget 
(group D) also made the most stringent cuts, and thus ended up closer to the budgets 
of the other groups. Most cuts were made within the themes “food” and “holidays and 
going out”. The theme “leisure” did not produce any major savings.

• It is not always possible to get by on social assistance benefit (including all relevant 
allowances) using the monthly budgets drawn up by the focus groups. The minimum 
wage is adequate in most cases; according to groups A and D, however, the couple 
with three children would need more money to cover all the budget items.

Notes
1 This is for the components “sports, hobbies and subscriptions”, “toys and transport”, “television, 

telephone and Internet” and “birthdays”.

2 The Statistics Netherlands equivalence factor is based on gross rent so an exact comparison with the 

budgets of the focus groups, Nibud and the social minimum is not possible. Besides this, the of-

ficial Statistics Netherlands factor is based on an income definition excluding healthcare insurance 

 premiums. This has been corrected by including the healthcare insurance costs (at an equivalent 

income of eur 850) and calculating adjusted equivalence factors on the basis of this.

3 Incidentally, the child benefit is not intended to cover all costs.

4 If the original amounts in the correspondence analysis for the couple without children are replaced 

by the amounts after the minister’s dilemma, the outcomes are broadly speaking the same. However 

the contrasts on the second dimension are smaller for the budget items in which cuts were made. 

This effect is carried through in the scale values of the cases: the budgets for the families with chil-

dren take a less peripheral position on the second dimension. But because the minister’s dilemma 

was not carried out for the other reference household types, this analysis gives a distorted picture.

5 To be more precise: in correspondence analysis the inertia (the χ2 statistic divided by the total 

number of observations) is decomposed.

6 A nominal measurement scale means that the categories of a variable a priori do not have any fixed 

or meaningful order. For example, a categorisation of the population according to blood types is 

nominal because type A+ is not better or “more” than type O-. On the other hand, if the population 

is arranged according to height we are dealing with a variable with an interval scale (a meaningful 

order and distance between the measurements).

7 The maximum number of dimensions in a correspondence analysis is equal to the smallest number 

of rows/columns minus 1. For the contingency table analysed here this means that the total associa-

tion will by definition be perfectly described in a 16-dimensional solution.

8 The item “refreshments” is the most significant here. Group B only reserved a small amount for 

this in all cases (eur 9-36 per month), and group A was also lower than Nibud budget (eur 35-131). 

Group D scored lower than Nibud for the single person (eur 25), but came out far higher for the 
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single- parent family and in particular the couple with children (eur 119 and eur 235 respectively). 

Incidentally the budget for refreshments for the couple with children was more than halved follow-

ing the minister’s dilemma, to eur 113. Group C has the anomaly that refreshments for the single-

parent family (eur 15) and the couple with children (eur 25) were budgeted lower than for the single 

35-year-old man (eur 36).

 Nibud has no separate budget for “savings”; so this item is at zero for all household types. Group A has 

a uniform budget of eur 50 per month for all cases. Group D sets aside a small amount for savings, 

with a limited difference between the cases (eur 10 for a single person and eur 25 for the others). 

Group B also makes little distinction regarding saving, although it attributes higher amounts (eur 50-

65). Group C shows a large difference between the amount of savings deemed necessary for a single 

person (eur 20) and that for the single-parent family and the couple with children (each eur 90).

9 The coefficient of variation is equal to the standard deviation divided by the mean. In this way the 

fact that the dispersion tends to increase as the mean becomes higher is taken into account.

10 With the exception of the smaller item “appliances and repairs” (v = 0.42).
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6.1 Introduction 

A first aim of this study was to ascertain what goods and services are needed according 
to Dutch citizens to have a minimum acceptable standard of living, and to see how they 
compare with the minimum reference budget set by Nibud. A second objective was to 
find out which budget citizens feel is needed to pay for such necessities, and to what 
extent the required amount matches the threshold values used in scp’s generalised 
budget approach for measuring poverty.

The study focused on the following four questions:
• What do average Dutch citizens understand by “poverty”?
• What basket of goods and services do they regard as essential on the basis of this defi-

nition?
• How much should these goods and services be allowed to cost?
• What minimum overall household budget does this yield?

To answer these questions use was made of the consensual budget standards method, 
whereby a detailed budget for necessary goods and services for various types of house-
holds is composed. Typical of this method is that the judgement of “average citizens” is 
decisive: the answers to the research questions are arrived at from discussions among 
the participants of focus groups, with the influence of experts and researchers being 
restricted as far as possible. Another characteristic is that the group members – if pos-
sible – are supposed to reach a consensus, both regarding the definition of poverty and 
the contents and costs of the basket of goods and services. The consensual budget stand-
ards method was developed by staff at the Centre for Research in Social Policy (cr sp) for 
the island of Jersey and later also used in Great Britain, Ireland and New Zealand. This 
method has not previously been applied in the Netherlands.

6.2 The course and findings of the study

For the current study four focus groups were formed which each met three times to 
discuss the themes. The first three groups (A, B and C) were heterogeneous, containing 
men and women representing various types of households, age groups and income cat-
egories. The fourth focus group (D) was more homogenous in terms of income, age and 
education: it contained only people with a household income up to 105% of the Dutch 
social minimum, younger than 65 and no higher education than senior secondary level 
(higher general of intermediate vocational: the Dutch ‘havo’ and ‘mbo’ school types). 
The group was however differentiated regarding gender and type of household.

The course of the study
For each group the first meeting began with a discussion about poverty; the ultimate 
purpose of which was to arrive at a common definition of the concept. This definition 
was used as the guideline for all subsequent discussions within the group. Next the case 
of the “single 35-year-old man” was introduced. Some general questions were used to 
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generate a discussion about the minimum lifestyle that such a man should be able to 
afford. The last part of the meeting consisted of putting together a basket of the mini-
mum necessary goods and services for the case, with as guiding principle that the man 
should be just above the poverty threshold. For this the group was given a list of several 
goods and services, spread over eleven categories, and asked to indicate whether they 
felt these were necessities and how many of them were needed, where the case person 
should buy them and what the estimated life span of the products was. The groups were 
allowed to add items to the list.

During the second meeting each focus group was given two more household types to 
consider. For each of these cases they once more had a general discussion about the 
lifestyle after which a goods and services basket had to be put together. The first of these 
cases varied per group and was either a couple without children (group A), or a 75-year-
old single man (group B), or a single mother with two children (groups C and D). The 
final case, a couple with three children, was assigned to all four focus groups.

After the second meeting the goods and services which the focus groups indicated as 
minimal necessities were priced by Nibud researchers. For this the researchers used the 
quantities and life spans given by the focus groups, as well as the price levels in the shops 
that were selected. This led to a monthly sum per article, per category of goods and serv-
ices (subsidiary budgets), and for the entire basket (total budgets).

During the third meeting the group members were given the priced goods and services 
basket for each of the cases they discussed, and asked if they wanted to make any chang-
es. Once the budgets had once again been established, the groups were confronted with 
the minister’s dilemma to apply to the final case, the couple with three children. This 
dilemma was that, according to the Minister of Finance, if the monthly budget approved 
by the focus group was to be generally used as the minimum it would become too ex-
pensive. For this reason, the groups were asked to make cuts to the budget, yet without 
allowing the family to fall into poverty.

The most important results
The discussions on poverty provided information on the associations people make with 
that concept, and on the perceived causes and consequences of poverty. In all four focus 
groups people felt that “poverty” primarily called up images of not being able to meet 
basic needs, having to depend on food banks, and problematic debt. Taking out loans, 
the rising cost of living and reduced income – for example as a result of incapacity for 
work or divorce – were seen as the main cause for people falling into poverty. Feelings 
of loneliness and social isolation, shame and depression, were frequently cited psy-
chosocial consequences of poverty. Furthermore, the consequences for children were 
generally seen to be problematic.

Three of the four groups were able to concur on the definition of poverty. Group C failed 
in this; where nearly two thirds of the group favoured a strict definition, the remaining 
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group members preferred a milder version. However all four groups agreed that poverty 
means not having enough money to meet certain needs. Those needs varied per group. 
In the opinion of the supporters of the strict definition in group C, someone is poor if 
he or she cannot pay for basic necessities, while the members of group D also included 
“higher” needs such as freedom of choice and personal development. The two remain-
ing groups (A and B) and the remaining people in group C stood somewhere in between; 
they felt that someone is poor if they are unable to afford any extras beyond the basic 
needs (food, clothing, shelter, energy etc).

The discussions on lifestyle of the households just above the poverty threshold showed 
general agreement both within and between the focus groups. For the case of the 
35-year-old single man, a simple lifestyle was felt to be acceptable. The man should 
be at least able to afford housing, food and clothing: he should have his own place to 
live, healthy food and (mainly) new clothing. Besides this, most group members felt he 
should be able to join a club or association, to go on holiday every couple of years and to 
go to the cinema or pub now and then. It was noted that the case person should be fru-
gal in his expenditure: he could buy food that was just past its sell-by date, buy clothing 
in the sales or in cheap shops, and look for special out-of-season offers for his holiday. 
The group members also felt that he needed to make choices: he should sometimes go 
without one thing in order to be able to afford another. In closing, the four groups were 
in agreement that a car is a luxury item which cannot be afforded by someone who is just 
above the poverty threshold.

Regarding the case of the 75-year-old single man, no information is available about the 
specific lifestyle. Some information is known, however, about what it would mean, ac-
cording to the group members, if the 35-year-old man were to be 75 years old. Two of the 
four groups felt that a shift in costs would take place, but that the overall budget needed 
would remain about the same. The other two groups assumed that the older single man 
would find things easier: reduced expenditure on things like food and clothing, coupled 
with the discounts he would enjoy as a senior citizen, would mean that he needed less.

The discussion on the lifestyle of the couple without children mainly focused on the 
consequences of the presence of a partner. For example, the groups felt that a couple 
spent relatively less on housing and food than a single person. There were no economies 
of scale regarding going out, transport and membership of clubs and associations: the 
costs of these for a couple were twice as high as for a single person household.

The introduction of children into the hypothetical household turned out to make a great 
deal of difference on the opinion about the minimum lifestyle people should be able to 
afford. For both the case “single mother with two children” and “couple with three chil-
dren” the group members felt that the oldest child at least (a 13-year-old boy) should have 
his own room. It was also agreed that a family with growing children should eat fresh 
fruit and vegetables more often than a single man. Finally, the groups clearly felt that 
leisure and recreation were more important for families with children: they thought that 
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children needed to be able to go on a week’s holiday every year, that they should go on 
regular trips and be member of at least one club or society.

The consensus within and between the four focus groups that was demonstrated in the 
lifestyle discussions could also generally be seen in the composition of the goods and 
services baskets which the groups felt to be the absolute minimum. It was agreed that a flat 
with one bedroom was suitable accommodation for the single person and the couple 
without children, and that the single-parent family and the couple with three children 
needed three bedrooms. It was also felt that each case should be adequately insured, 
including additional healthcare insurance cover and dental insurance. Furthermore, a 
household just above the poverty threshold should be able to afford a healthy diet and 
new, cheap basic clothing. The household should also have a telephone, a television and 
– certainly in a household with children – a computer with internet connection. Finally, 
all four focus groups felt that the households should be able to participate in recreation-
al activities, with a particular emphasis on celebrating birthdays, going visiting and for 
children, being a member of a sports club.

Despite the consistency regarding the general contents of the basket, there were some-
times considerable differences in the total budget felt to be necessary. For example, 
the monthly budget for the 35-year-old single man ranged from eur 837 (group C) to 
eur 979 (group D). This latter group set a relatively large amount of money aside par-
ticularly for food, audiovisual equipment (cable, t v, computer) and holidays and going 
out. Incidentally, group C did the same for food, but compensated with a very low budget 
for communications, holidays and going out, and for leisure.

The monthly budget for the case of the 75-year-old single man, which was only given 
to group B, came to eur 812. This is eur 62 less than this group had budgeted for the 
35-year-old single man. The older man was assigned less money particularly for leisure, 
audiovisual equipment, holidays and going out. The higher amounts budgeted for hous-
ing, insurances and food did not weigh up against this.

Group A was the only group to draw up a goods and services basket for the case “couple 
without children”. The monthly budget that would be needed to pay for this was eur 
1360. This was a little over 1.5 times higher than the amount this group felt necessary for 
the 35-year-old single man. This can be accounted for by the economies of scale appor-
tioned to the couple, particularly concerning furniture, domestic appliances and kitchen 
utensils and the communication equipment. Another factor that played a role was that 
the group members assigned the couple the same sized house as the single man. This 
meant that the amount calculated for rent remained the same, while the energy costs 
rose only slightly.

The discussion surrounding the minimum basket of goods required by the case “single 
mother with two children” took place in groups C and D. There was a considerable dif-
ference between the resulting monthly budgets: the basket put together by group C cost 
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eur 1428, while group D’s basket came to eur 1747. Group D calculated more than group 
C particularly for the items food, children’s clothing, specific costs for children (extra 
costs due to the presence of children in the household), and holidays and going out. The 
only budget item where this was reversed was that for insurances and savings.

Group D also had the most generous monthly budget for the “couple with children”. This 
was a sum amounting to eur 2473, that is around eur 650 higher than group B, who re-
served the lowest amount for this type of household. Group D calculated a much higher 
amount particularly for food, housing and children’s clothing (respectively around eur 
240, eur 110 and eur 100 more). The minister’s dilemma caused the group to make 
extensive budget cuts: both the amount for food and the amount for holidays and going 
out were cut by around eur 100. However, as group B also implemented some retrench-
ments (for specific costs for children, holidays and going out) even after the minister’s 
dilemma there was still a difference of around eur 550 between the total budgets of the 
two groups.

The total budgets for the various household types were subjected to some extra calcula-
tions. First of all, equivalence factors1 were determined on the basis of the results of the 
focus groups. These were then compared with equivalence factors derived from the 
Nibud standards, with the equivalence scale developed by Statistics Netherlands and 
with the ratios of the norm amounts for different types of households which apply in 
the Dutch statutory social minimum. The calculations showed that the participants in 
our study attributed a slightly lower budget to a 75-year-old single man than to a 35-year-
old single man. The monthly budget that the group members felt was needed for a 
couple without children was around 1.5 times higher than that for a single person. This 
is slightly more than according to the Statistics Netherlands equivalence factor and the 
social minimum. Finally, the results showed once more that the participants were gener-
ous when children are present. The equivalence factors that were calculated for families 
on the basis of the focus group results are clearly higher than those of Nibud, Statistics 
Netherlands and the social minimum. This is particularly true in the case of the couple 
with three children: according to the focus groups the budget for this type of household 
should be 2.5 times higher than that for a single person, whereas the social minimum 
awards a budget that is only 1.89 times as much.

The total budgets for the household types discussed were also compared with the actual 
minimum incomes of the relevant types of household: the level of the social assistance 
benefit (or state pension) and the minimum wage. Relevant allowances and supplements 
– such as child benefit and tax credits – were taken into account.2 For some household 
types, social assistance turned out to be insufficient to finance the goods and services 
baskets as put together by the focus groups for some household types. This was par-
ticularly true of the couple with three children: in all four groups the social minimum 
was less than the budget they considered necessary for this type of household (before 
the minister’s dilemma). A single person – irrespective of age – generally should be able 
to manage on a minimum benefit. Only group D, which was made up of people with a 
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limited income, attributed a higher budget to a single person than the prevailing social 
minimum. Social assistance benefit was just adequate for a couple without children. 
According to group C a single-parent family should be able to manage at social assistance 
level, but the benefit would not be enough to finance the budget composed by group D.

The minimum wage was adequate for every household type except the couple with three 
children. For the latter case, only group B’s budget would be covered by the minimum 
wage; the other groups arrived at higher required budgets. After the cuts following from 
the minister’s dilemma, according to groups B and C a family with three children should 
be able to manage on the minimum wage; group B’s final budget implied that here even 
social assistance benefit would be sufficient.

As a final exercise a correspondence analysis was carried out, whereby the most important 
budget items, all the cases discussed and all four focus groups (plus Nibud) were in-
volved. First of all the analysis showed that on average the largest budget item was the 
net rent. The levelling impact of the Dutch housing allowance scheme implies that the 
sum involved does not differ greatly across all the different types of household. This sug-
gests that in this respect single people are the least well off: although their income is in 
most cases lower than that of couples, their housing costs are around the same. A second 
large expense is healthcare insurance. Because children are insured free of charge, the 
total number of adults liable to pay contributions is decisive. For couples the insurance 
takes up a relatively larger part of the budget than for single people or single-parent 
families. Food, and in particular cooked meals, forms the third largest budget item. The 
share of this item in the total budget depends strongly on the number of people in the 
household.

The results of the correspondence analysis also clearly show that the four focus groups 
do not differ much in their allotted budgets for single people (of all ages) and couples 
without children. However, the consistency between the groups was less pronounced 
regarding single-parent families and couples with children. Although the groups agreed 
that the presence of children in the household led to considerable extra costs, the per-
ceived size of these extra costs varied. Some focus groups budgeted a far higher amount 
for children than the other groups.

6.3 Evaluation of the method

Globally speaking the consensual budget standard method has not been widely used, 
and not at all in the Netherlands. For this reason it is useful to give a short evaluation of 
the method here.

A considerable disadvantage of the method is that it is very labour intensive. This begins 
with the group discussions and their organisation: not only did the sessions them-
selves take up a great deal of time (all four focus groups met together three times for 
a four-hour session), but also the recruitment of the study participants.3 Equally time 
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consuming was the development and maintenance of the computer programmes used 
to monitor and adjust the budgets during the sessions.4 Finally, the phase after the focus 
group sessions had ended also turned out to require considerable manpower. All the 
Excel files were checked for inconsistencies using dv d recordings and notes of the dis-
cussions, and corrected where necessary. Then they were converted into analysis files in 
which all four focus groups were combined, in order to ascertain how and to what extent 
they differed per budget item.

A second point concerns the composition of the focus groups. As described in Chapter 2, in 
earlier research of this type the decision was sometimes made to only include people 
with a low income in the focus groups. The idea behind this was that such people’s per-
sonal experience of limited financial means would help them to indicate what the bare 
minimum is for an acceptable standard of life. Yet one could also suggest that for a broad 
acceptation of consensual budget standards it is necessary to involve a rather representa-
tive cross section of the population in the discussions. As far as we know, our study is the 
first to work with both homogenous and heterogeneous groups. It turned out that in the 
group composed solely of people with an income at social assistance level the findings 
differ to those from the more heterogeneous groups. In the discussions regarding the 
definition of poverty and lifestyles as well as those regarding the baskets of goods and 
services, group D was markedly more generous than groups A, B and C.5 However, it is 
unclear whether this was a result of their personal acquaintance with living on a shoe-
string budget, or because group D contained a relatively large number of women, single 
parents and lowly educated people. In any case the composition of the focus groups 
would seem to bear influence on the results, and this brings the reliability of the instru-
ment somewhat into question.

A third point relates to the content of the list of goods and services as presented to the study 
participants. Generally speaking this list did not give rise to any problems, but there was 
lack of clarity about some issues during the group discussions. This was the case, for 
example, regarding the rent (before or after housing allowance), refreshments (do tea 
and coffee count as refreshments, or are we talking about biscuits, crisps and cola?) and 
meals (whether to take economies of scale into account for multi-person households). 
Any future follow-up study should come to some agreement beforehand on these issues, 
so that the facilitator can deal with any uncertainties.

A fourth point concerns the sensitivity of the method for certain assumptions regarding the 
pricing of the goods baskets. If a particular focus group holds a different opinion about 
the required number, price level or life span of a particular article, this can sometimes 
lead to large differences in the total budget. The budget item “food” is a good example 
of this: groups B and C allocated less than eur 500 per month for meals for a family with 
children, while group A calculated eur 600 and the amount group D felt was necessary 
was over eur 700. A closer inspection revealed that this was due to the relative high 
price the latter two groups calculated for cold meals and refreshments.
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A fifth consideration is the possible influence of the group processes on the results. 
Particularly when – as in this study – the participants come together several times for 
lengthy sessions, it is theoretically possible that a few dominant group members can 
influence the discussion to such an extent that the results are no longer a true reflection 
of the opinion of the group as a whole. In practice this turned out to be less of a problem 
than may have been expected. While it is true that some people were more visible than 
others, there are no indications that they tried to exert undue influence on the discus-
sion. Generally speaking everyone played an active role in the meetings. The presence of 
experienced discussion leaders played an important role in this.

Finally, the minister’s dilemma – meant (for the case “couple with three children”) to 
provide an even more stringent assessment of what is the absolute minimum required 
to remain just above the poverty threshold – led to rather limited adjustments to the 
budget. Many items were left intact and any adjustments that were made relate to 
less-necessary items such as refreshments, holidays and going out. However, on consid-
eration there is no reason for not including this issue in the discussions. It provides a 
useful final check, and the fact that it led to no or only negligible changes to the budget 
indicates that according to the participants this budget is a true indication of the lower 
boundary of what is the absolute minimum required.

All in all it can be concluded that using the consensual budget standards method pro-
vides insight into the opinion of average citizens regarding poverty and the goods and 
services they feel are the absolute minimum required for an acceptable standard of 
living. However, the labour intensiveness of the method is a significant disadvantage, 
making it less attractive for regular, large-scale use in the way we have followed here. In 
the light of this, an annual measurement aimed at various types of households is not to 
be recommended. It could however be useful to periodically (for example once every five 
years, or together with a revision of poverty thresholds or reference budgets) establish 
the necessary budgets for the main household types using the consensual focus group 
method.
Another disadvantage is that the findings between the groups sometimes differ strongly 
without any obvious reason: both the quantities given and the life span and prices of the 
articles played a role here. This makes it difficult to make categorical statements regar-
ding the consequences for the poverty threshold and reference budgets used. Therefore 
it seems the consensual budget standards method can best be characterised as a valuable 
supplement to expert opinions, although it cannot take their place.

6.4 Some implications

As has already been indicated, this study was intended to find out the extent to which the 
scp’s generalised budget approach for measuring poverty and the Nibud reference budg-
ets are supported by Dutch citizens. For this reason it is relevant here to indicate whether 
the attempt at external validation does in fact corroborate these methods, or whether 
the opinion of our cross sections of the population – partially made up of people with 
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first-hand experience of living on a tight budget – differs from the experts on important 
points. If the latter were the case, the question must be put as to whether adjustments to 
the methodology of the poverty threshold or reference budgets are desirable.

Furthermore, it seems useful to take a brief look at any social implications this study 
may have. Although this was not the main reason for setting up this research project, it 
does throw some light on the concrete problems faced by certain households in getting 
by on a limited budget, on the meaning of modern poverty in a Dutch context, and on 
how to practically implement the collectively guaranteed minimum standard of living.

Prior to this a short comment should be made. A scientific approach to poverty and 
expert budgets may gain in significance if it is socially and politically relevant as well. 
However, the latter criteria should be regarded as supplementary, over and above the 
more common scientific requirements such as construct validity, reliability and verifi-
ability of the measuring process, and ease of application in the practice of research (see 
Vrooman 2009 for a systematic assessment of operational poverty criteria along these 
lines). This means then that the normative credibility of a certain method may well be 
important; but it is not the only criterion by which the quality of a poverty threshold or 
budget method should be measured.

Moreover a certain amount of caution is advisable when applying the credibility crite-
rion. Considering that poverty and the minimum budget required can lead to heated 
discussions in the public debate, the method used preferably should be acceptable to 
policy makers, the public at large and those who have to live on a low income. A pov-
erty threshold or budget method that may be scientifically valid and tested but which 
remains far removed from generally held opinions of poverty and the minimum income 
needed to get by, will probably not be able to give much direction to the public debate. 
However, socio-political relevance should not be the only or the deciding criterion. 
Taken to the extreme this could mean that poverty and the minimum required would 
ultimately be defined in a nominalistic fashion: it would be nothing more than a defini-
tion agreed upon at a certain point in time by policy makers or a democratic majority. 
A nominalistic approach such as this carries the risk that the standards for defining 
poverty and the minimum income can fluctuate strongly over time, and this would make 
it difficult to chart these phenomena consistently in an empirical manner. Such an ap-
proach would also be sensitive to strategic behaviour by parties concerned, so that on 
the one hand tax payers will try to keep the standards as low as possible while on the 
other hand unemployed people, pensioners and other people eligible for state benefits 
will attempt to have them set at a higher level. This type of strategic consideration can 
mean that a “public referendum” on the poverty threshold and the minimum budget to 
stay above this leads to levels being set higher or lower than that warranted by the actual 
needs of the households.

For this type of reason it is important to see the socio-political relevance as a supple-
mentary measure, besides the more conventional endogenous criteria for scientific 
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research and expert methods. The approach presented here, in which an attempt is 
made to directly measure the social consensus by getting focus group participants from 
various backgrounds to enter into discussion and draw up detailed budgets, is just one 
method of researching the normative credibility of the scp poverty threshold and the 
Nibud reference budgets.

Normatively credible, broadly speaking
The findings indicate that in many aspects the public perception concurs with the princi-
ples maintained in scp’s poverty research and the Nibud methodology. This conclusion 
is in line with the outcomes of previously conducted survey research on the meaning of 
poverty (Soede and Vrooman 2008; Vrooman 2009). However, this earlier research was 
less specific and was not based on a direct measurement of social consensus but a com-
pilation of the opinions of individual respondents.

From the discussions about the definition of poverty and the minimum standard of liv-
ing desirable, it emerged that the focus groups tend to take an absolute approach. In 
order not to be poor, households should be capable of meeting their own needs; their 
relative position vis-à-vis “normal” families or those in well-paid jobs was irrelevant.

It also turned out that poverty was about not being able to afford fairly basic needs: 
expenditure on items that society generally considers to be unavoidable or in any case 
extremely desirable. The opinions of the focus groups varied somewhat as to what 
should be included in this last category, but it was clear that it meant more than just 
the level needed to survive. In order to not be considered poor in the Netherlands, it 
is not enough to ensure physical survival, but people should also be able to run their 
own household, do the daily shopping, buy sufficient clothing, participate in society 
etc. Regarding anything above this, and what that should then be, was a point the focus 
groups differed on. In one group the majority felt that focusing on basic needs e was all 
it took; but the other groups felt there should be room for something extra from time 
to time. Focus group D, made up of members with a low income, kept to the broadest 
definition and spoke of necessities with regard to freedom of choice and personal devel-
opment. However, even this “higher” level of needs was interpreted fairly restrictedly: 
none of the focus groups felt that households who could not afford a car, frequent or 
far-off holidays, or impulse purchases were thus living in poverty.

This is reflected to a great extent in the composition of the budgets. All the groups al-
located sums for the basic needs of food, housing, energy, clothing, furniture and such; 
the groups were in general agreement that these sorts of expenses were unavoidable. 
In practice extra items were often also added: when drawing up the budgets the groups 
almost always chose for additional budgets in the area of communications, leisure and 
holiday, alcoholic beverages and social contact (birthdays). For households with chil-
dren, most of the groups added quite a lot of extras: the standards for a suitable living 
space were higher (each child a room of their own, a safe neighbourhood), and there 
was general agreement that children should not have to suffer because of their parent’s 
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poverty. This meant they should be able to participate sufficiently at school and in their 
leisure time. So it seems that the concrete interpretation that the focus groups gave to 
the concept of poverty in the case of children also includes some relative elements: the 
differences compared to standard of living of their “normal” peers. This is in line with 
the findings from the first round of the scp project Poverty and Social Exclusion of Children 
(Jehoel-Gijsbers 2009).

Bearing all this in mind, it can be established that generally speaking the definitions 
of poverty, the lifestyles and the budgets arrived at by the focus groups largely concur 
with the methodology of the scp poverty lines and the Nibud budget method. The two 
threshold values applied in the generalised budget approach of poverty aim at indicating 
a bandwidth for poverty, in which the lower limit lies at the level of basic needs when 
maintaining an independent household, and the upper limit is the level leaves room for 
some extras. The range indicated in the consensus found in the focus groups concurs 
well with this, with the understanding that the definitions and the concrete interpre-
tation generally speaking tended towards the higher “modest but adequate” variant. 
So the combination of the two criteria seems to provide an accurate representation of 
the social consensus in groups of the Dutch population. For this reason the scp’s gen-
eralised budget approach is not only well founded from a scientific point of view (see 
Vrooman 2009), but can also be considered to have normative credence. It would how-
ever seem useful to slightly adapt some elements of the methodology (cf. below).

The focus groups had no problems working with the categories of budget items as used 
by Nibud. No new themes were added nor themes scrapped because they were thought to 
be irrelevant. Items mentioned within the groups but not used by Nibud tended to be on 
detail level, such as rainwear. Another issue is whether or not the various items (should) 
be part of the Nibud basic basket. The basic basket includes such items of expenditure 
as are more-or-less unavoidable for every household. Any money left over can be used 
for other expenses, giving the household slightly more freedom of choice (see Box 4.1). 
In the current study this distinction was not made, and the focus groups were free to 
decide about the items to include in the budget. This resulted in several goods and serv-
ices which were not part of the Nibud basket being indicated as minimum necessities. 
Adding limited amounts for some of these items, particularly those relevant to social 
participation, would probably increase the informative value of the reference budgets. 
To distinguish them from the expenses within the framework of the basic basket, these 
amounts could be included in brackets. For that matter, the results of this study do not 
provide a direct answer about the size of the amounts (see below).

Yet also some concrete differences
An important concrete difference is that the focus groups consistently estimated the 
expenses deemed necessary for children to be higher than the amounts in the Nibud 
reference budgets. At the same time, the groups differed considerably regarding the size 
and nature of the extra costs for children. Issues playing a role in this were the number 
of articles required, the estimated life span and price levels. This can be seen in the 
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budget for toys, for example: one of the groups chose few but relatively expensive toys, 
while another went for lots of cheap toys. The other two groups felt that a few cheap 
toys each year should be sufficient. Because no general cause can be indicated for the 
differences in the budgets the focus groups allocated to the households with children, 
it is – as stated earlier – difficult to draw a general conclusion about this. It is however 
striking that the “low income specialists” of group D (which included many mothers 
on social assistance) not only had a wider view of poverty, they also allocated by far 
the highest budget to households with children. This could indicate that for them the 
relative aspects of poverty among children (wanting them to grow up as “normally” as 
possible amidst non-poor peers) weighed more heavily than for people raising their 
offspring in more favourable circumstances. On the other hand, a large proportion of 
the extra costs for children in group D’s budget turns out to result from a higher budget 
being allocated for food, and refreshments in particular. This suggests that lifestyle and 
specific preferences could be an issue here as well.

The focus groups are consistent in that they all explicitly set aside an amount for social 
participation. Under this we include hobbies and sports for both adults and children, 
holidays, going out, going visiting (including giving gifts) and receiving visitors (includ-
ing celebrating birthdays). For all these activities together, the group members allocated 
an average of eur 180 per month.6 All four groups also set aside an amount for toys and a 
bicycle for the children. The monthly average for this was eur 21.

The higher variant of scp’s generalised budget approach allows for this type of expendi-
ture, although the extra amount is also allocated to other items, such as a newspaper or 
a pet. In the Nibud reference budgets, social participation and children’s toys and trans-
port are not included in the basic basket and no specific amount has been allocated for 
these items. Only such money as is left over after the costs of the basic basket have been 
taken care of can be used for this. If there are any other special costs, the likelihood of 
there being a shortfall is high. Nibud advises Dutch municipalities to institute a scheme 
(or to expand an existing scheme) to provide for such shortfalls.

The four focus groups differ somewhat from Nibud for several other budget items as 
well. For example, they consistently set aside more money for children’s schooling costs. 
Where Nibud allocates eur 55 per month for expenses such as school books and a school 
trip, the four focus groups estimate an average of eur 96 per month. For the items 
“domestic appliances” and “telephone” also, the amounts agreed by the groups are com-
paratively much higher than that of Nibud, even though the differences are limited in 
absolute terms; for domestic appliances the amounts are eur 15 versus eur 7 per month 
and for telephone costs eur 35 versus eur 10 per month.

Finally, there are several expense items for which the focus groups actually set less aside 
than the reference budgets. The focus groups allocate an average of eur 18 per month 
less than Nibud for men’s clothing, for clothing for a three-year-old girl they assign eur 
15 less,7 and for household textiles eur 4. The focus groups’ budget for furniture, domes-
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tic appliances and kitchen utensils also is consistently lower than the reference budgets 
assume: eur 17 per month less for furniture, carpets and curtains, eur 8 for children’s 
furnishings and eur 4 for kitchen utensils. The cause of the differences between the 
focus groups and Nibud is not uniform, however. Sometimes, as with men’s clothing, 
it comes from divergent ideas about the quantity required; in other cases (particularly 
regarding items to do with furnishings) it comes from differing estimates of life span or 
other assessments of the minimum price or quality.

Implications for thresholds and budgets
The findings may have consequences for the definition of the Dutch poverty threshold 
and the composition of the reference budgets. The basic philosophy of the generalised 
budget approach is, as has been stated, supported by this study. The presupposed range 
for this, expressed in a low and high variant of the threshold, is also evident in the focus 
groups. Some of the participants (a majority in group C) were and remained proponents 
of a fairly strict definition of poverty, according to which a person is only really poor if 
they are unable to afford the bare necessities of life. This concurs with the basic needs 
variant of the scp definition of poverty. Given the persistent opinion of this group, 
we can assume that in the eyes of a part of the population the more generous “modest 
but adequate” variant will be too high to speak of true poverty. On the other hand, the 
remaining focus groups favoured an approach to poverty that offers scope for some 
extras, particularly where the household contains children, and for social participation. 
When it came to the concrete interpretation of the budgets, group C also turned out to 
be more flexible than might have been supposed from its strict definition.
To be more precise, this implies that the following approach could be desirable:
• The two different thresholds of the generalised budget approach will be maintained.
• In reporting and analysing poverty the “modest but adequate” variant will be given a 

more central position than the “basic needs” variant.
• The equivalence scale for families with children will be given a critical review regard-

ing any unavoidable expenses which may have been missed and for aspects of relative 
deprivation.

• The budget for social participation in the “modest but adequate” variant will be re-
viewed to see if certain components need to be adjusted.

This may require a few small adjustments in the level of some threshold amounts. A 
definite decision on this will be taken on the basis of a further analysis, in which aspects 
of reliability, consistency and measurability will also play a role.

It may also be worth considering including social participation more emphatically in 
the Nibud reference budgets. However, the amount that should be set aside for this can-
not be simply extrapolated from the results of this focus group study. The differences 
between the focus groups are too great for this; per month group D sets around eur 
260 aside for social participation, while the amounts from the other groups vary from 
eur 140 to eur 160. The mean budget from all the focus groups is inflated by the score 
of group D, but it does not seem evident to simply ignore the results of this group of “low 
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income specialists” (for example by basing the mean score only on the results of groups 
A, B and C).

A complication with these, or any other, adjustments to the reference budget is that 
not only do the groups differ in the size of the total budget, but that the reason for this 
varies. For example, the higher budget allocated by group D cannot be traced back to 
consistently higher quantities, a shorter life span of goods or an insistence on higher 
prices. This makes it hard to determine on which points the reference budget should be 
adjusted. It is possible that further examination of the results of this study will provide 
a more definite answer to this question. One option could be an internet questionnaire, 
in which the points on which the focus groups differed could be put to “ordinary” 
respondents.

A more fundamental issue is that an expansion of the basic basket, by whatever amount, 
has consequences for the rest of the budget. If the total budget remains unchanged, the 
amount remaining for items outside the basic basket will be smaller. Those people with 
unavoidable expenses caused by personal circumstances, such as the costs of a special 
diet, could then find themselves having a permanent shortfall. However, if the expan-
sion of the basic basket takes the form of an increase to the total budget, this could put 
pressure on the relation to the social assistance standard.

Generally speaking the study provided useful information for Nibud’s function as pro-
vider of public information. After all, more insight has been gained in what consumers 
feel to be the absolute minimum. The study also provided a number of specific points 
for attention which will be useful to Nibud in updating their reference budgets. For 
instance, some groups assumed a longer life span for certain articles than Nibud. This 
is particularly relevant regarding the house contents. The groups sometimes also used 
lower prices than Nibud, and in some cases they said that articles can be purchased 
second hand. In the family with three children, clothing can be passed down from the 
oldest to the youngest girl (Nibud allows new clothing for all children). Finally, all the 
groups said that households without children can get by without a cooked meal every 
day. Some of these points, such as buying second-hand articles and passing on clothing, 
are difficult for Nibud to formalise in the reference budgets. Other points are certain to 
be taken into account in the future.

Socio-political relevance
It has already been noted that the main aim of this study was of a methodological 
nature, namely the validating of budgets and poverty thresholds against the social con-
sensus that was generated in a number of focus groups. This does not take away from 
the fact that, considering the central position of poverty and the income position of the 
minimum incomes in the Dutch social debate, the outcomes could also have a wider 
significance. For this reason it is useful to close by making a number of substantive com-
ments.
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A first observation emerging from the focus group study is that the theme of “poverty in 
the Netherlands” certainly touched a nerve among the people we investigated. No great 
effort was required to get the discussions in the focus groups off the ground, and every 
participant could imagine what it would be like to have to get by on a low income in the 
Netherlands. Poverty was by and large perceived as a societal as well as an individual 
problem, and it was not unthinkable that they themselves could be affected by it at some 
point. The recognisability of the poverty problem probably helps to explain the lively 
discussions which arose in the focus groups during the drafting of the detailed budgets.

Although it was recognised that poverty in the Netherlands at the beginning of the twen-
ty-first century is of a different nature to poverty one hundred years ago, or in poor areas 
such as Africa and India, this does not seem to mean that the problem is considered 
irrelevant or of any less urgency. Nor does the prevailing opinion seem to be that poverty 
in a prosperous country like the Netherlands is related to relative shortfalls (having less 
than other people). It is also not limited to not being able to realise “higher” needs (such 
as recognition, self respect and personal development). Such aspects may play a role, 
but according to the focus groups the essence of poverty is fairly basic: people who are 
poor are those whose budget is not sufficient to pay for all those things that are deemed 
unavoidable or very desirable in current Dutch society. Besides elementary items such as 
food, clothing, housing and energy, nowadays these also include insurances and means 
of communication. Moreover, children should be able to participate as much as possible, 
even if their parents do not have much money. The more generous perception of poverty 
also entails a certain minimum of leisure, social participation and enjoyment.

The social minimum can be seen as the social consensus regarding the minimally re-
quired standard of living. One of the interesting aspects of this focus group study is that 
it gives an instant measure of this. This does not just mean in terms of total amounts 
required, but in far more detail on the basis of quantities, prices and life span of goods 
and services which are considered part of the minimum standard of living – and all this 
for a range of different types of households. The term “social minimum” which is used in 
policy (and sometimes also in everyday language) is nothing more than a codified form 
of a far more general notion: the minimum sums as included in the state pension, social 
assistance benefit, child benefit etc. These official forms do not necessarily bear any 
relation to the actual social minimum – i.e. things which society in general feels peo-
ple should have, and the financial resources required to attain that level. For example, 
Dutch social assistance is officially supposed to cover the necessary costs of living; but 
when this scheme was introduced in the 1960s (and after) the legislature did not specify 
just what this means. This also applies to child benefit: it has never been described by 
law what expenses it should be meant to cover.8 The starting point of the legislature 
was that in principle child benefit should not cover all the costs, in order to encourage 
parents to take up their responsibility. It goes without saying that for those at minimum 
level this may lead to shortfalls which not every household with children will be able 
to compensate through one-off social assistance or other provisions. Over time, the 
fluctuating indexing of benefit levels has further loosened the relationship between the 

The minimum agreed upon_met SCP_correcties_4.indd   151 8-2-2010   16:04:15



152

the minimum agreed up on

legal  criteria and the social minimum as perceived by the population; in the 1970s the 
payments were increased strongly, while in the following decades they were cut again. 
Moreover, remarkably enough, for more than ten years now the statutory minimum for 
Dutch old-age pensioners has been higher than that for a comparable household receiv-
ing social assistance. In essence the legal amounts result from a policy-based decision, 
which does not only take into account what people need; the economic situation, the 
deservingness of various groups, the budget constraints and the supposed effects on 
labour market behaviour (avoiding the poverty trap) also play a role.

It is to be recommended that the relationship between the legal standard amounts and 
the concept of social minimum as understood by the general public should be con-
sidered further in Dutch social policy. This study offers some food for thought in this 
respect. For example, it would seem that the costs of children (and certainly where they 
are present in large numbers) can be problematic for those at social assistance level; that 
the implicit equivalence factors incorporated in the legislation do not entirely dovetail 
with the economies of scale recognised by the focus groups and other research; and that, 
seen from the viewpoint of their respective needs, there is a possible anomaly in the 
preferential treatment given to healthy state pension recipients above those receiving 
social assistance benefits. This study cannot give definite answers to these issues in the 
sense that it could be used to directly determine the level of standard amounts for social 
assistance and other legal regulations. The differences between the budgets drawn up 
by the focus groups are probably too large for this, and moreover the results presented 
here may be too much of a snapshot. However, seeing that 45 years have passed since the 
introduction of the Dutch Social Assistance Act and it is 30 years ago that Nibud began 
drawing up minimum reference budgets, it is certainly worthwhile providing a more 
concrete underpinning of the statutory social minimum. This may be a good way of com-
bating poverty in the future.

Notes
1 Households consisting of several people need more income than single people in order to not be 

poor. However, living together also leads to cost savings: the home only needs to be heated once, 

furniture can be shared, etc. So a household with more than one person enjoys economies of scale. 

Equivalence factors show how much extra income this type of household needs to achieve the same 

standard of living as a person living alone.

2 The housing allowance is not included in the income, as it is processed in the total budgets (in the 

amounts for the budget item “housing” the allowance has already been deducted).

3 As described in Chapter 2, recruitment took place on the basis of the type of household, gender and 

income. Also, only people living within a 60 kilometre radius of Hilversum and who had not taken 

part in a qualitative study in the past six months were asked to participate. The fact that participants 

were expected to be available for three sessions made it harder to recruit people for the study. It cost 

at least two hours of recruitment time for every person who eventually took part in the study.

4 The programming of the Excel files was very time consuming because of the complexity of the re-

quired application options. Firstly, a link had to be set up between the file for the first case and the 

second and between the file for the second case and the third. This meant that the articles that the 
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participants felt were necessary for the first case were automatically saved simultaneously in the file 

for the second case. The advantage of this was that unnecessary repetition could be avoided during 

the discussion of the second case and the participants could limit themselves to making adjustments 

and additions with regard to the first case. Secondly, formulae needed to be drawn up for calculating 

the monthly budget per article, per category of articles and for the total basket of goods and services. 

Here the quantities indicated, their estimated life span and recommended price class all needed to 

be taken into account. An option was built in for converting weekly or annual amounts into monthly 

amounts. Finally, the Excel files had to be programmed in such a way that changes in the number 

of articles, or the life span of a certain article or the recommended price class, could be directly 

 processed in the monthly budgets calculated. In this way the group members had immediate feed-

back on the effect of a proposed change on the budget required.

5 Given this result, there are no grounds for the fear that consulting only people with a low income 

leads to an artificial limitation of the contents of the goods basket. So this is not an argument for 

waiving the use of homogeneously formed focus groups.

6 In the calculation of these means, only the amounts named for the case “couple with three children” 

were used. However, the study participants allocated a sum for social participation for all the cases 

discussed.

7 The difference can be partly explained from the fact that Nibud does not expect clothing to be hand-

ed down from older to younger children. However it is questionable if this is the sole reason. After 

all, during the discussions about lifestyle regarding single-parent families and couples with children 

who are just above the poverty threshold, the focus groups acknowledged that the handing down of 

clothing was only acceptable to a certain level.

8 The Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb) did however draw up standard budgets 

in the 1950s for various types of families, on behalf of the former Commissie Bezitsspreiding (Com-

mittee on Wealth Distribution), which were used among other things for the objectification of the 

standard amounts for the General Child Benefit Act (see Massizzo 1961).
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