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Preface 
 
 
There were strong reactions when Save the Children Sweden presented 
Barnfattigdomen i Sverige in March 2002 on the vulnerable financial situation of 
children in the 1990s. Many people were surprised, upset and sad. Surprised 
because they had not associated Sweden with child poverty. Upset since over 345 
000 children lived in poor families in 1999, and sad about the descriptions of how 
this affected children’s everyday life.  
This report is also based on a study by Professor Tapio Salonen, Barns ekonomiska 
utsatthet – 2000. It is a follow-up of the previous study and shows how children’s 
financial conditions have changed between 1999 and 2000. The studies on child 
poverty are a first step towards a child index, which would annually reflect 
changes in various aspects of children’s welfare at the municipal level. 
 
We can note that the positive trend which started in 1997 has continued in 2000 
– the proportion of children in poor families has fallen to just over 15 per cent. 
However, there were still 296 000 children in poverty in 2000, 14 000 more than 
in 1991. The differences between municipalities persist. 
 
Behind these figures are children. Happy children and sad children. Freckled, fair, 
dark, big and small children. How are they affected by growing up in conditions 
of scant financial resources? In the large number of interviews with children and 
their families in the media, following on from our previous report, it was clear 
that poverty affects children’s everyday situation. It means having  to refrain from 
taking part in school excursions and open-air sports days because they don’t have 
the bus fare or money for the necessary equipment. Young people who cannot 
accompany their friends for a snack or go to the pictures, younger children who 
are not invited to children’s parties because they cannot afford to reciprocate. An 
older girl described the anger she felt towards adults around her who did not 
understand or who questioned the truth of what she told them about the family’s 
financial situation.  
 
Poverty is being reduced overall but there are still groups that lag behind. The 
difference between children in the poorest and richest families is increasing. An 
in-depth analysis of child poverty also shows that the differences have increased 
between children with a Swedish and a foreign background respectively. In 2000, 
the risk of living in poverty was four times as great for children with a foreign 
background than for children with a Swedish background. More than half of the 
children who arrived in Sweden at the beginning of the 1990s were still poor in 
2000 – after almost ten years in their new country! 
 
What signals does this send to these children? Ten years is long enough to have 
passed through the whole of compulsory school. Many of them experience year 
after year the feeling of being excluded while their Swedish-born schoolmates of 
the same age have quite different opportunities. Child poverty creates a distance 
and exclusion that can both hinder democratic development and integration 
between refugees and those born in Sweden. 
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This report concludes Save the Children Sweden’s campaign Räkna med mig 
(Count me in). The campaign has lasted for over a year and has drawn attention 
to discrimination of children in Sweden. According to Article 27 of  the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, every child has the right to an adequate 
standard of living. Children are not to be discriminated against because of their 
parents’ financial situation. In the 2002 election campaign, we asked the political 
parties what they intended to do about child poverty. Save the Children Sweden  
hopes that the new Swedish government will act energetically and state in the 
declaration of government policy  how and when child poverty is to be 
eliminated. 
 
 
Annika Åhnberg 
Chairperson 
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Background 
 
It is no exaggeration to say that more attention has been focused on the 
conditions for children in society in recent years. This is the case in Sweden and 
in the other EU Member States and globally. It is often about basic needs such as 
the right to a dignified life and secure development. The UN adopted the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (Child Convention) in 1989 and it was 
ratified by Sweden the following year. Article 27 of the Convention establishes 
the right of children to an adequate standard of living.  
 
Many modern welfare states have been forced to note that substantial 
components of the issue of poverty remain unsolved, despite long-term 
economic development and an increase in prosperity since the Second World 
War. Today’s poverty is very different in many ways in its character and form of 
expression from the blatant misery of earlier epochs, although the negative 
features and consequences remain the same. It is in this light that modern child 
poverty is to be understood. 
 
There are a number of different reasons for specifically studying children’s right 
to an adequate living standard, although the foremost reason is probably that the 
financial dimension of children’s welfare is of key importance. The financial and 
material dimension is strongly linked, in principle, to all other dimensions of the 
family’s welfare, such as educational level, entry into the labour market, physical 
and mental health1. It is quite simply not possible to exclude the financial 
dimension in analyses of the development of welfare. However, this is not to say 
that it is sufficient to describe the child’s welfare situation only on the basis of the 
financial standard of living. 
 
In the United States, child poverty has been one of the most central and sensitive 
domestic policy issues since the middle of the previous century. Despite this, 
American child poverty remained at the same level at the end of the 1990s as 
when the major social reform programmes were introduced in the mid-1960s2. In 
recent years, many EU Member States have adopted goals and plans at the 
highest political level to reduce child poverty.  In Ireland, the government 
adopted concrete goals in 1997 for combating poverty, which are to be met 
within a decade, and in the United Kingdom, Prime Minister Tony Blair 

                                                 
1 See, for instance, Erikson, Robert & Mikael Tåhlin 1984 ? Samgång mellan välfärdsproblem’, in 
Eriksson R & R. Åberg (ed) Välfärd i förändring. Stockholm. Prisma, Fritzell, Johan & Olle Lundberg, 
2000. Välfärd, ofärd och ojämlikhet.. SOU 2000:41. Report of the Välfärdsbokslut  (Welfare Balance 
Sheet Commission), Stockholm: Ministry of Health and Social Affairs. 
2  Danziger, Sheldon 2001. After welfare reform and an economic boom: why is child poverty still so 
much higher in the U.S. than in Europe? Paper at 8 th International Studies on Social Security, June 
2001, Sigtuna, Sweden. 
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formulated an “historic duty” in 1999 to eliminate child poverty by 2020. In 
Belgium, it has been officially declared that poverty is to be halved by 20073.  
A large part of the European efforts to reduce poverty are now included in the 
EU’s planning for combating social exclusion and promoting integration. Every 
EU Member State must annually produce a report on its strategies for reducing 
poverty. 
 
In Sweden, the issue of poverty largely disappeared from public agenda in the fast 
construction of welfare during the 1950s and 1960s. The ambitious building 
programme was intended to eradicate the old Poverty Sweden permanently. It 
was only in the 1990s when the development of welfare encountered the first 
longer deep downturn that the issues of poverty and exclusion returned to the 
Swedish national agenda. This was, of course, a reaction to the threats to welfare 
that were perceived in these difficult years. 
 
In conjunction with the Spring Budget Bill in 2001, the Swedish government 
formulated for the first time in the post-war period a concrete goal for combating 
poverty in Sweden: “….the number of those dependent on social assistance is to 
be halved between 1999 and 2004”4. This report is to be seen in the light of this 
kind of social policy formulations and endeavours. 
 
It is a first follow-up of a major study which Save the Children Sweden presented 
in early 20025 intended to reflect the development of child poverty in Sweden 
during the 1990s. This report follows up its results and reports how child poverty 
has changed at the national and municipal level during 2000. It also makes an in-
depth financial analysis focusing on children with a foreign background, on the 
poorest families and on poverty among children of different ages. 

                                                 
3 Vleminckz, Koen & Timothy M. Smeeding (eds.) 2001. Child well-being, Child Poverty and Child 
Poverty in Modern Nations. Bristol: Policy Press. 
4 Government Bill 2000/01:100 2001 Spring Budget Bill, p.16 
5 Salonen, Tapio, 2000. Barns ekonomiska utsatthet under 1900-talet. Bidrag till ett kommunalt 
barnindex. Stockholm: Save the Children Sweden. 
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How to measure children’s 
material standard of living? 
 
This report is based on the principal, methodological foundations adopted in the 
previous study on the development of child poverty between 1991 and 19996. 
The reader who is interested in methodology should consult chapters 3 and 4 of 
this study. The following text contains a brief summary of the approach adopted. 
We also take up some relevant points of view raised in connection with the first 
study. Moreover, the report compares the definition of poverty with the 
definition that the Swedish government has opted to use. 
 
Choice of measure 
 
The foundation in the choice of definition of poverty was described in the 
following way in the previous study. 
 
“There is no clear accepted way of measuring the material standard of living of 
households. All attempts to define a limit – a poverty threshold – between the 
poor and the not-poor are based on contemporary norms and valuations and on 
the empirical opportunities that are available to measure this. It is therefore of 
key importance in this research to give a careful account of the normative 
considerations and concrete method options that serve as the basis for measuring 
the financial dimension of changes in household welfare in various ways.” 
(Salonen 2002, p. 23). 
 
Two separate measures were proposed with a view to using credible durable data, 
which show children’s and family’s financial conditions over time at the 
municipal level: 
 
?  Low-income standard 
?  Social assistance 
 
Both measures can be monitored annually for all households in the country 
through different agency registers. The advantages of using these two 
independent measures in a combined index is that they give an in-depth 
opportunity of consistently monitoring deficiencies in children’s basic financial 
security. The one measure – low-income standard – directly reflects household 
finances while the other – social assistance – is affected by various social policy 
measures. 
 
Expenditure for households with a low-income standard is based on a lowest 
acceptable level of expenditure based on the social assistance norm set in the 
mid-1980s (with annual upward adjustments for inflation) and a norm for 

                                                 
6 Salonen 2002 
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housing expenditure. If income is less than the norm for this expenditure (income 
standard under 1.0) it is defined as “low-income standard”. The measure has been 
developed by SCB (Statistics Sweden) and is used to distinguish inter alia families’ 
financial situation in the annual report “Barn och deras familjer”7. 
 
Households who have been granted social assistance have a situation that is 
under the threshold for what is considered by society to be the lowest acceptable 
standard of living. The definition of social assistance is relatively easy to study, 
although there are also disadvantages. The social assistance norm is based on 
political decisions which really say more about society’s wish to help people in 
need than about the actual needs for assistance of the vulnerable. A definition of 
poverty based on political decisions can be changed apace with the business cycle 
and current values of society. This was also the case in the difficult years in the 
1990s when the social assistance rules were made more stringent8. and the real 
value of grants was reduced9. 
 
The foremost reason for the choice of two indicators to monitor the article of the 
Child Convention’s on the right of all children to an adequate standard of living is 
the experiences from previous research, which have shown a relatively low 
agreement between different definitions of poverty (see the section on 
overlapping). Different definitions partly capture different segments of the 
population and measure different kinds of financial vulnerability among 
households. 
 
It must be a long-term goal in Sweden that no child should have to live in a 
financially vulnerable situation. Article 27 of the Child Convention on children’s 
right to an adequate standard of living is interpreted in this report as: 
 
Children should not have to grow up in a family which has a low-income 
standard or which is forced to live on social assistance. 
 
 
Low-income standard and social assistance 
 
The proportion of children with a low-income standard increased greatly between 
1991 and 1997. This was partly due to deterioration of the child allowance, 
maintenance allowance and housing allowance. There was a general improvement 
in the economy, however, in the late 1990s and the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. How has the economic upswing affected the number of children living 
in situations with scant financial resources? 

                                                 
7 SCB (Statistics Sweden) 1999, 2000 and 2001. Barn och deras familjer. Demografiska rapporter, 
Stockholm: SCB. 
8 Bergmark, Åke 2000. ‘Socialbidrag under 1990-talet’ in Bergmark Å (ed) Ofärd i valfärden. SOU 
2001:54. 
Anthology from the Välfärdsbokslut [Welfare Balance Sheet] Commission. Stockholm: Ministry of 
Health and Social Affairs. SOU 2001:79. Välfärdsbokslut för 1990-talet. Final report from the 
Välfärdsbokslut Commission. 
9 Salonen 2002 
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Figure 1. Proportion of children living in households with a low-income 
standard  and social assistance respectively, 1991-2000. 
 

 
 
Figure 1 shows how both these measures, low-income standard and social 
assistance developed between 1991 and 2000. The proportion of children in 
families with social assistance had recovered by 2000 to the 1991 level – 
approximately nine per cent - while the proportion of children in families with a 
low-income standard was still a couple of percentage points over the 1991 level 
(+ 40 000 children). 
 
The figures for 2000 compared with 1999 show that both measures (the number 
of children in the respective group) continued to decline. The proportion of 
children who lived in families with a low-income standard fell by almost two 
percentage points (-42 000 children) while the proportion of children in families 
with social assistance fell by over one percentage point (-27 000 children). 
 
Overlapping 
 
The two measures – low-income standard and social assistance – consisted of 
approximately the same number of children in 2000. The key question is thus 
how the nature of the correlation between them at the level of the family. How 
many children and their families comply with both poverty criteria? What is the 
overlapping like? 
 
Figure 2. Proportion of children in Sweden according to the incidence of 
low-income standard or social assistance in 2000 
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Of the children who lived in a family with a low-income standard or with social 
assistance in 2000, over 62 000 had both a low-income standard and received 
social assistance at least for some period of the year. This group among the 
financially vulnerable children accounted for 3.2 per cent of all children in 
Sweden in 2000 (Figure 2). In addition, 6.2 per cent (119 000 children) lived in 
families which did not have a low income but which received social assistance 
during the year. And, conversely, 6 per cent (115 000 children) lived in families 
with a low-income standard but which did not receive social assistance in 2000. 
Thus, altogether over fifteen per cent (296 000 children) lived in poor families in 
2000. 
 
Over a third of all children who lived in families with a low-income standard in 
2000 also received social assistance during the year. The level of overlapping, i.e. 
35 per cent, has been stable since 1997. There is a big difference between children 
with a Swedish and a foreign background. The overlap was three times as large 
for children in households with a foreign background. This indicates that families 
with a foreign background must rely on social assistance to a far greater extent 
while Swedish families to a greater extent have others around them to turn to at 
times when they are short of money. 
 
The level of overlapping of low income and social assistance varies greatly 
between municipalities in the country from 0 to 64 per cent. Municipalities with a 
relatively high proportion of children  in poor families had the greatest 
overlapping, while municipalities with few poor families and a low incidence of 
social assistance also had marginal overlapping. This does not mean that it is 
variations in the degree of overlapping that primarily affects the spread of child 
poverty among municipalities. 
 
Comparison with other definitions of poverty 
 
In an annex to the Spring Budget Bill in 2002, the government applied a narrow 
definition based on EU’s official definition of poverty. This definition was based 
on a minimum threshold which corresponds to at most half of the median 
income in the country in the year in question. With this calculation, child poverty 
was under four per cent in 1999, while it was almost five times as high, eighteen 
per cent, with the definition of poverty used in this report. In order to evaluate 
the differences, a comparison is required of the threshold values for the different 
definitions (Table 1), i.e. which is the lowest reasonable financial standard which 
children and their families can get by on? When is a family poor? 
 
Table 1. Comparison between EU’s definition of poverty, low-income 
standard and social assistance level in 2000. Monthly income which 
constitutes the poverty threshold. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 13

Type family             EU-def       Low-income standard     Social assistance           Difference 
                                                                                                                  EU/low -      EU/Social    
                                                                                                                   income          assistance 
1 adult, 1 child      6 457 SKR      9 461 SKR                  8 270 SKR       - 3 004 SKR   - 1 813 SKR 
2 adults, 2 children 13 211 SKR    14 631 SKR                13 539 SKR      - 1 420 SKR    - 319 SKR   
                                                                                                                                 
1. Based on the national norm for financial assistance and average housing costs for the 
respective type of household. (IoF) Source: Salonen 2002. 
 
The difference between the two definitions is considerably greater for one-parent 
families with children than for couples with children, which can mainly be 
explained by the low levels of income in sole-provider families. According to the 
EU’s definition of poverty, a lone parent with a child is considered to be poor 
only when income is SEK 1 800 below the national norm for social assistance 
and SEK 3 000 under Statistics Sweden’s definition of low-income standard 
(Table 1). 
 
The definition of low-income standard used in this report is based on the 
Swedish Consumer Agency’s and Statistics Sweden’s calculations of the essential 
base consumption and lowest acceptable housing costs. The comparison shows 
that the EU definition, based on half the median income, is clearly under this 
minimum level. For a lone parent with one child, the EU definition is about a 
third lower and for a couple with children it has been approximately 20 per cent 
lower during the 1990s although it has successively approached the level for low-
income standard in recent years. 
 
All children, who are defined as poor according to the EU’s definition in 2000 
also lived in a family with a low-income standard. However, almost every sixth 
family with a low-income standard could also be regarded as poor according to 
the EU definition. 
 
These comparisons underline that the poverty level is to a considerable extent a 
result of the measures and definitions that it is decided to apply10. The measures 
social assistance and low-income standard are based on detailed calculations of 
the scope for consumption for different types of households – the actual income 
required to reach a lowest acceptable standard of living. The EU definition, 
however, does not take into consideration necessary, actual consumption level. It 
may be a relevant measure in international comparisons between countries, but it 
can hardly meet the detailed requirements for the actual necessary level of 
consumption, which the other definitions are based on. 

                                                 
10 See, for instance, Halleröd Björn ‘Socialbidragstagande och fattigdom’ in Puide A, (ed) Socialbidrag i 
forskning och praktik. Stockholm: Gothia 
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Child poverty in Sweden in 2000 
 
The first study11 developed an analytical method based on two independent 
measures: children with a low-income standard and children in households 
receiving social assistance. The method monitors the development in the 
municipalities and provides an in-depth opportunity to understand the deficits in 
the child’s financial basic security. Both measures can be monitored in the agency 
register that covers the whole population. There are a number of reasons for 
constructing a combined indicator for child poverty based on these two 
measures. The foremost reason is perhaps the low concordance between different 
definitions of poverty. The conclusion of previous research is that different 
measures partly capture different parts of the population and partially measure 
different kinds of financial vulnerability among households12. 
 
The analysis in the following chapters reflects how well central government and 
the municipalities comply with the goals of article 27 of the Child Convention on 
every child’s right to an adequate standard of living, through a combined measure 
consisting of “the proportion of children who neither live in households with a 
low-income standard or households who receive social assistance”. Goal 
fulfilment is reported on a scale between 0 and 100 per cent. 100 per cent means 
that no child lives in poverty. The results have been reported from 1991 to 2000. 
 
 
Child poverty at the national level13 
 
The development of child poverty in Sweden between 1991 and 2000 can be 
divided into two periods. The first period was dominated by the general 
economic downturn in the early and mid-1990s. Between 1991 and 1997, child 
poverty in Sweden increased successively to peak at 22 per cent in 1997. In the 
last two years of the 1990s, the negative trend reversed and the finances of 
families with children started to improve. The level of poverty among families 
with children was, however, notably higher than in the early 1990s. 
 
Goal fulfilment – the proportion of children who neither live in a family with a 
low-income standard nor in a family with social assistance – increased to 84.7 per 
cent in 2000 (Figure 3). This means that over 15 per cent of children in Sweden, 
296 000 children, lived in poor families. Compared with 1999, child poverty fell 
by almost 50 000 children. Despite child poverty continuing to fall in 2000, there 
were, however, still 14 000 more poor children in 2000 than in 1991. 
 

                                                 
11 Salonen 2002 
12 Halleröd 2000, Salonen 2002. 
13 The concept goal fulfilment is used in this section, i.e. the proportion of children who do not live in 
families with a low-income standard and/or receive social assistance. In the following sections, the 
concept of child poverty is used, i.e. the proportion of children who live in families with a low-income 
standard and/or social assistance. If goal fulfilment is, for instance, 85, then this means that 15 per 
cent of all children live in poverty and vice-versa. 
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Figure 3. The proportion of children in Sweden who lived in households 
which neither had a low-income standard nor receive social assistance, 
1991, 1997, 1999 and 2000. 
 

 
 
The lower goal fulfilment in 2000 compared with 1991 is mainly explained by the 
higher proportion of children in homes with a low-income standard. In 2000, 177 
000 children lived in a family with a low-income standard compared with 146 000 
in 1991. The level of the second part measure – social assistance - was, however, 
approximately the same in 1991 and 2000. 
 
Many children and their families thus still have a difficult financial situation, 
despite the general improvements in recent years for Swedish households. 
 
 
Child poverty at the municipal level 
 
In the 1990s, there were great differences in child poverty and different 
development trends among the country’s municipalities, which underlined the 
need of carefully monitoring the development of individual municipalities as 
regards children’s financial vulnerability. (See also the enclosed municipal 
appendix which shows the development in each individual municipality). 
 
As expected, the proportion of children in poor families fell in most 
municipalities in 2000. At the national level, the reduction was 2.5 percentage 
points. In just under half of the municipalities (120 municipalities or 42 per cent), 
child poverty fell by two to three percentage points, while it increased in only 
three municipalities. In some ten municipalities, it fell by at least five percentage 
points in 2000. 
 
The great spread in child poverty among the country’s municipalities was largely 
maintained in 2000. There are over 30 percentage points between municipalities 
with the lowest and highest child poverty: 5 and 35 per cent respectively (Figure 
4). Four of five municipalities had  a level of child poverty of between eleven and 
twenty per cent. Almost 50 municipalities had a level of child poverty under 10 
per cent in 2000 compared with only 17 municipalities the preceding year. 
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Figure 4. The difference in percentage points between municipalities with 
the highest and lowest child poverty, 1991, 1997, 1999 and 2000. 
 

 
 
The country’s three largest cities had a considerably higher level of child poverty 
compared with other types of municipalities. Over fourteen per cent of all 
children in Sweden live in the three big city municipalities. Of these on average 
more than one in four children lived in a poor family in 2000. During 2000, child 
poverty was reduced most, on average by three percentage points, in the 
country’s rural municipalities. The lowest child poverty, on average around ten 
per cent, was to be found in the suburban municipalities, which is less surprising 
bearing in mind that many of the country’s high-income areas are in the suburbs 
of the big city regions. 
 
When development between 1991 and 2000 is compared, it appears that the 
spread of child poverty increased between types of municipalities. In 2000, the 
big cities were still almost five percentage points above the 1991 level (26 per cent 
in 2000 compared with 21 per cent in 1991), while, for instance, suburban 
municipalities were two percentage points above the 1991 level. The difference is 
related to the large socio-geographic changes that have taken place in Sweden 
during the past decade and continued increased social pressure on the big city 
regions. 
 
Besides the spread of child poverty between the municipalities, it is worth noting 
the development in particular municipalities. On the one hand, there  has been no 
or very modest changes (under one percentage point) in some twenty 
municipalities in the past year. On the other hand, a dozen municipalities show 
noticeable changes (at least five percentage points). 
 
Child poverty related to foreign background 
 
There are big differences in child poverty between children with Swedish-born 
parents and children with one or both parents born abroad, or who are 
themselves born in another country than Sweden. Almost a quarter of all children 
have a foreign background14 and it has become increasingly common that 
children are born in Sweden with one or two immigrant parents. In 2000, 
approximately 110 000 children aged between 0 and 10 were born abroad, while        
                                                 
14 SCB 2002a Barn och deras familjer 2000. Demografiska rapporter 2002:2 Stockholm: SCB. 
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160 000 children had parents who were both born in another country than 
Sweden. Just under 200 000 children had a parent born abroad. The children have 
this concept “foreign background” in common although it is far from being a 
homogeneous group. A more detailed account of the risk of living in a poor 
family on the basis of the children’s period of residence in Sweden and the 
parents’ background is shown on page 23-24. 
 
Between 1999 and 2000, child poverty fell by 2.4 percentage points among 
children with a Swedish background. There were fewer poor children with a 
Swedish background in 2000 than in the early 1990s. Child poverty also fell for 
children with a foreign background between 1999 and 2000, although at a 
considerably lower level, minus 0.6 per cent. In 2000, almost 38 per cent of all 
children in foreign families lived in poverty. 
 
Figure 5. The proportion of children who lived in poverty, 1991, 1997, 1999 
and 2000. By Swedish and foreign background. 
 

 
 
The differences between children with a Swedish and foreign background 
respectively in 1991, 1997, 1999 and 2000 are compared in Figure 5. The columns 
show that the economic differences between the groups have been reinforced 
since the economic upturn began in 1997. In 2000, almost four times as many 
children with a foreign background (factor 3.99) lived in poverty compared with 
children with a Swedish background. 
 
This can be compared with a factor of 2.61 for 1991. During the strong cyclical 
downturn in 1991-1997, the difference between both children’s groups was 
relatively stable, while it has accentuated in the past few years. This indicates that 
children in households with a foreign background have not shared in the positive 
effects of the cyclical upswing to the same extent as children with a Swedish 
background. 
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Focus 2000 - the financial vulnerability 
of different groups of children 
 
The income development of families with children has generally been positive 
between 1999 and 2000 although not all groups of children have experienced the 
positive development to the same extent. 
 
This report makes therefore an in-depth analysis of household finances focusing 
on children with a foreign background, on the poorest families with children and 
on poverty among children of all ages. 
 
A large number of reports and studies have described the development of 
Swedish welfare in recent years from different starting points15.  
The general picture is that Swedish welfare was under strain in the early and mid-
1990s which meant a strong reduction of the number of salaried employees and 
reductions in public commitments. This took place at the same time as many 
refugees came to Sweden from war-torn countries. 
 
The structural changes in society – a working life increased subject to change and 
the design of public services – increased the financial vulnerability of many 
Swedish households. With some time perspective, it can, however, be noted that 
far from all households were affected by the “welfare crisis” of the 1990s. It was 
above all those who already had a weak economy, for instance, families with 
children and recently arrived immigrants that felt the changes most16. 
 
That families with children in general had a better situation should be viewed in 
the light of certain groups being left outside the general development in 
prosperity in society. 
 
Children with a foreign background 
 
This section analyses the financial vulnerability of children with a foreign 
background, related to their period of residence in Sweden and the background 
of their parents. 
 
When children’s financial vulnerability is regarded from the point of view of 
ethnic background in 2000, it can be seen that just under very tenth child with a 
Swedish background lived in poverty. This is to be compared with almost four of 
ten children with a foreign background. In 2000, children with some form of 
foreign background ran almost four times the risk then of living in a financially 
vulnerable household. 
 

                                                 
15 See, for instance, SOU 2001:79. Välfärdsbokslut för 1990-talet. Final report from the 
Välfärdsbokslut (Welfare Balance Sheet) Commission. 
16 National Board of Health and Welfare, SOU 2001:79. 
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Financial vulnerability varies greatly, however, due to whether one or both 
parents is born abroad; 27 and 51 per cent respectively. The risk is in other words 
almost double as high for children with both parents born abroad (Figure 5). The 
risk is largest for children who are themselves born abroad, almost half of these, 
approximately 110 000 children lived in poverty in 2000. 
 
This is, of course, due to newly-arrived families having an insecure financial 
situation while they become established in Sweden. What is disturbing is that the 
financial vulnerability is still so high for children who have been in the country six 
to nine years, including the children who arrived in the first half of the 1990s. In 
2000, over half of these children still lived in poverty. Moreover, almost thirty per 
cent of the children who had been in Sweden ten years or longer lived in poverty. 
 
Figure 6. The proportion of children with a foreign background who lived 
in poverty in 2000. By period of residence in Sweden. 
 

 
 
It is also important to note the remaining financial vulnerability among immigrant 
families who in most cases were refugees in the 1990s, in relation to the forms of 
financing between central government and the municipalities. In the present 
central government system of compensation, a standard amount is paid to 
municipalities for refugee reception. This payment is based on a maximum period 
of compensation for the year of arrival and the next three years. However, this 
report shows that many children and their parents who arrived in the early 1990s, 
have received social assistance from the municipalities for considerably more 
years. 
 
The results show that the financial vulnerability in Sweden of children born 
abroad peaked in 1997. However, at the same time, the financial pressure fell 
relatively slowly between 1991 and 2000 on the basis of the child’s period of 
residence. Poverty among children born abroad was still considerably higher in 
2000 than at the beginning of the 1990s. There are then strong reasons to 
continue to pay attention to the financial situation of immigrant children, in 
particular all the families with children who have arrived in Sweden in recent 
years. 
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The poorest families with children 
 
Statistics Sweden’s most recent income distribution study17 shows that the 
finances of families with children have in general recovered after the decline 
during the mid-1990s. In 2000, both lone parents and couples with children 
increased their disposable income and passed the 1991 level for the first time. 
The greatest improvement was for couples with children whose finances 
improved by seven to eight per cent between 1999 and 2000. The corresponding 
increase for lone parents with children was just under three per cent. Compared 
with 1991, the latter family type remained at the same level, while households 
generally and families with children with two adults increased their actual income 
levels. 
 
At the same time as families with children generally improved their situation, 
income differences increased. The income standard for the poorest decile of the 
country’s families with children deteriorated by over six per cent between 1991 
and 2000, while the country’s richest decile increased its share by over seven per 
cent. Financial conditions were largely unchanged for families with children in the 
middle layer. 
 
The income difference has not been so large since SCB started its measurements 
in the mid-1970s18. In an international perspective, the income differences are 
relatively low, although they have increased in the past ten to fifteen years, 
especially after the crisis years in the 1990s19. The income differences increase in 
financial upswings, which is related to it being above all people who are already 
well-established and well-situated who receive a share of real income increases 
and other income improvements. 
 
Statistics Sweden’s study shows that the proportion of households with an 
extremely low disposable income increased in 2000, despite the general increase 
in income among households20. The result indicates that far from all households, 
in particular not certain households with children, shared the marked increase in 
income, which took place at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Instead, 
the proportion of households with very low or very high incomes respectively 
increased and thus inequality in income in general. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
17 SCB 2002b. Inkomstfördelningsundersökningen 2000. Statistiska meddelanden. HE 21 SM 0201- 
Stockholm, Statistiska centralbyrån. 
18 SCB 2002b 
19 Fritzell 2001 
20 SCB 2002b 



 21

Figure 7. The income standard of the poorest and richest decile of families 
with children, as a percentage of the median household’s income standard, 
1991, 1997 and 2000. 
 

 
 
In 2000, the income standard of the poorest decile was over 60 per cent of the 
median household, i.e. the 100-line indicated in Fig. 7 which corresponds to a 
reduction of four percentage points from 1991 (Figure 7). During the same 
period, the richest decile of the families with children increased their income 
standard in relation to median income by twelve percentage points. 
 
The increased gaps in income standard are marked most by the richest decile 
improving their financial situation considerably more than other groups. In 1991, 
the richest decile had 2.63 times as high an income standard as the poorest decile 
which had increased to 3.00 in 2000. This means that the richest decile’s income 
standard is exactly three times as high as the normed minimum level and would 
be sufficient to provide for three families of the same size. 
 
Pre-school children and schoolchildren 
 
As expected, financial vulnerability was greater among pre-school children than 
schoolchildren in 2000. The establishment of parents in working life usually 
means successively improved family finances as children grow up. However, 
many other factors play a role of course for the long-term financial development 
of the family with children such as families separating, illness and unemployment. 
 
The financial vulnerability of pre-school children and their families was at the 
same level in 2000 as in 1991: 17.1 per cent (Fig. 8). Despite this, the number of 
pre-school children in poor households was over 20 000 fewer in 2000 due to 
variations in the size of the child cohort. In 2000, the number of pre-school 
children was extremely low in Sweden. The birth rate from 1996 to 2000 was well 
under 100 000 children per year, while the annual cohorts in the 1980s amounted 
in some cases to approximately 125 000 children. Among schoolchildren, poverty 
was, however, somewhat more widespread than in the early 1990s; 14.4 per cent 
compared with 13.3 per cent in 1991. 
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Figure 8. Proportion of children who lived in poverty, 1991 and 2000. By 
age. 
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Summary  
 
This report shows how children’s financial conditions changed between 1999 and 
2000. It is also a follow-up to the study “Barns ekonomiska utsatthet under 1990-
talet” and is part of a long-term project aimed at preparing a municipal child 
index. The report produces a picture of how Sweden lives up to Article 27 of the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child – the right to an adequate standard of 
living. Studies of child poverty are a first part, where the ambition is to reflect 
changes annually in an index of different parts of children’s welfare at the 
municipal level., in future also in areas such as health and education. 
 
The analysis of child poverty in Sweden is based on a combined measure, which 
consists of the proportion of children who live in families with a low-income 
standard or in families that receive social assistance. This year’s report shows 
changes between 1999 and 2000 but also contains an in-depth analysis of the 
financial vulnerability of different groups of children. It focuses on children with 
foreign background, the poorest children with families, and poor children in 
different age groups. 
 
The main findings of the report 
 
• Child poverty fell between 1999 and 2000, although there were still more poor 
children in 2000 than in the early 1990s. Goal fulfilment was just under 85 per 
cent, which means that over fifteen per cent of all children lived in financially 
vulnerable families. The number of children in poor families fell by almost 50 000 
to 296 000 children. The positive trend that was started in 1997, has thus 
continued, although compared with 1991, there were 14 000 more children in 
poor families in 2000. 
 
• The differences in financial vulnerability increased between children with 
Swedish and foreign background. In 2000, children with a foreign background 
ran almost four times as high a risk of living in a poor family compared with 
children with a Swedish background. The proportion of children who lacked 
financial basic security fell overall although the reduction was not as great for 
children with a foreign background as for children with a Swedish background. 
 
• More than half of the children who came to Sweden in the early 1990s were still 
poor in 2000. Children with both parents born abroad and children who had 
arrived in Sweden in the 1990s ran the greatest risk of living in a poor family. 
More than half of these children were poor in 2000. Among children with 
Swedish background over nine per cent were poor. 
 
• Differences between poor and rich families with children increased. The very 
richest increased their income standard further while the poorest fell behind. The 
income standard of the poorest decile of the country’s families with children fell 
by over six per cent between 1991 and 2000 while the richest decile of the 
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country improved their financial situation by over seven per cent. The financial 
conditions for families with children in the middle layer were largely unchanged. 
 
• Pre-school children were more financially vulnerable than schoolchildren. In 
2000, 17 per cent of pre-school children were poor, compared with over 14 per 
cent of schoolchildren. The difference between pre-school and schoolchildren 
has reduced since 1991. 
 
• The proportion of children varied a lot between the different municipalities, 
from 35 per cent poor children to around five per cent. The largest proportion of 
poor children were in the country’s big city regions. See also the municipal table 
on page 32. 
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Table of municipalities 
 
The proportion of households who are neither financially poor nor have social 
assistance, 1991, 1997, 1999 and 200021. All municipalities in alphabetical order. 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
21 The figures for 1999 on the number of children have been adjusted for Jokkmokk, Kiruna and 
Overkalix (average for the year before and the year after). This means that the municipal ranking 
number for 1999 has been slightly affected in relation to the first report (Salonen 2002). 
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Proportion of children in households which are neither financially poor nor with 
social assistance, 1991, 1997, 1999 and 2000. The 20 municipalities with the 
highest and lowest ranking number in 2000. 
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