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Key Messages

o The self-employed face a higher income poverty risk compared to employees in Belgium. In
the past fifteen years, the at-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP) for the self-employed varied
between 10,7% and 16,2%, while the AROP for employees varied between 2,5% and 3,9%.

e Based on socio-demographic characteristics, we would a-priori not expect the self-employed
to face an increased monetary poverty risk in Belgium compared to employees. For example,
results from EU-SILC 2024 indicate that the self-employed more often live in a household
where all adults work. This typically protects households against poverty. Yet, even in
households where all adults work, the income poverty risk is still considerably higher.

e About 1 in 7 of the self-employed (13,9%) receive an individual income transfer in addition
to their labour income according to EU-SILC 2024. The share of self-employed with a benefit
is twice as high in the lowest income quintile (21,9%) compared to the highest quintile
(10,5%). During the covid-19 period, the share mounted to 72,2% for the lowest and to 34,0%
for highest quintile. One of the reasons for the latter is that in Belgium many self-employed
relied on a specific type of replacement benefit during the covid-crisis (‘bridging
right’/‘overbruggingsrecht’/ ‘droit passarelle’).

e Because of small sample sizes in EU-SILC, we use administrative data (BELMOD) to study the
poverty reducing role of various household income sources for the self-employed in more
detail. Other incomes in the household, besides the income from the individual self-employed
person, reduce the poverty risk significantly. For example, the poverty risk of self-employed
is reduced by more than half (-59,8%) when taking into account labour incomes from other
household members. Furthermore, it is reduced by about a third (-35,7%) when taking into
account all social benefits in the household. Both reductions are more pronounced for female
compared to male self-employed. As a result, the gender income gap among self-employed at
the individual level is not translated into a gender in-work poverty gap for self-employed at
the household level.

e BELMOD results indicate that poverty is reduced substantially by social transfers, but to a
different degree for various family types. Child allowances clearly contribute to the reduction
of the poverty risk for self-employed with children (-27,0%). For families without children,
we see the largest reduction in the poverty risk for the household by pension related benefits
(-18,5%), followed by contributory sickness/disability benefits (-9,4%).

e Because the measurement of income from self-employment comes with particular
methodological challenges, academic research and policy monitoring often complement the
AROP with indicators of material deprivation to gauge the living standard of self-employed.
Self-employed may accumulated business assets over the life cycle or rely on assets they
control. Confirming international research, EU-SILC 2024 show that the share of self-
employed that face severe social and material deprivation tends to be lower (SMSD self-
employed: 1,4% and employees 2,8%).



The deprivation items that are most frequently reported - such as ‘the inability to cover
unexpected expenses’, ‘afford a one-week annual holiday’, or ‘replace worn-out furniture’ -
emerge as shared concerns for self-employed, employees and the overall population. Yet, to
alesser degree for the self-employed. For example, while 8,8% of the self-employed is unable
to meet unexpected financial expenses of € 1300, for employees this is 14,9% and in the total
population 22,5%.

Overall, Belgium scores better on the two aforementioned poverty indicators for the self-
employed compared to the EU-27 average: both the at-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP: BE: 14,2%
and EU-27: 20,9%) and the severe material and social deprivation rate (SMSD: BE: 1,3% vs
EU-27: 3,4%) are lower in Belgium.



Introduction

More than one in eight of all employment in Belgium is on a self-employment basis (13,5% of all
employment for people older than 15 according to EU-LFS 2024 figures). The share of self-employed
has been varying around the EU-27 average (13,2% in 2024) and remained rather stable in recent
years based on data from the labour force survey (Eurostat, 2025). In absolute figures, self-
employment increased in the pastyears. Figures from administrative data (RSVZ, 2025), for example,
show an increase in the number of registered self-employed between 2020 and 2024 (from
1.182.747 to 1.299.825). These figures include self-employed as main activity, as secondary activity
as well as persons active as self-employed during retirement. The number of self-employed in main
activity increased with 35.185 persons in the same period (from 766.359 to 801.544)1.

When gauging the standard of living for the self-employed, the definition of who is considered self-
employed is crucial as well as the poverty-indicator that is adopted (see box 1 for a methodological
discussion). Based on EU-SILC 2024 (data for income year 2023), we know that 1.310.000 people
aged between 18 and 64 are ‘at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion’ (AROPE). Of all these individuals
at risk, 22.7% (297.000 people) are employed, including 86.000 self-employed. This means that
nearly one in three (29%) of all employed people ‘at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion’ (AROPE) in
Belgium are self-employed (Eurostat, 2025). This is a significant number as we know that the EU-
2030 poverty target for Belgium is to reduce the number of people AROPE with 279.000 by 2030 in
comparison to 2019. According to the latest Statbel (2025) figures for EU-SILC 2024 a further
reduction by 134.000 is needed.

Box 1. Self-employed as a heterogeneous group and income measurement issues

Poverty rates based on EU-SILC data may vary substantially according to adopted definitions of
both ‘self-employment’ and ‘poverty’. As the measurement of income poverty takes into account all
the accumulated incomes from all family members over a period of one year, various options exist
to define who is ‘in-work’.

Methodological choices impact the classification of a person who works as an employee, as a self-
employed or combining both types of employment. Three elements can be used in EU-SILC data to
define the ‘working’. A first one is the self-declared situation at the time of the interview. A second
approach is to take into account the self-declared situation for each month of the income reference
period of one year. Thirdly, a distinction can be made based on income sources. Furthermore, a
combination of the various elements can be used as well. The choice has an important impact on
the number of working poor in general (Crettaz, 2011; 2013; Horemans, 2016; Lohmann, 2018),
but also for self-employed in particular. For example, when income from self-employment is
combined with earnings as an employee during the income reference period of one year, poverty
risks tend to be lower (Horemans & Marx, 2017).

In table B.1.1 we adopt six different approaches to define self-employed and employees.
Depending on the adopted definition, the AROP for self-employed in Belgium in 2024 varies
between 9,1% and 14,2%, while the AROP for employees varies between 1,3% and 3,3%. In

1 EU-LFS data also indicate that the number of self-employed increased with 85.000 the past ten years in Belgium from 2014: 623.000 and
2024: 708.000 (Eurostat 2025).



table B.1., we observe the lowest poverty risk for employees with the most stringent definition that
combines three criteria (people who are (1) working as an employee at the time of the interview,
(2) have been working full-year full-time as an employee during the income reference period and
(3) have a positive income as an employee). Conversely, self-employed have a lower poverty risk
when they have a positive income as a self-employed. This is what we see from definition 5 that
defines self-employed as being in-work either as employee of as self-employed during the income
reference period and having received a positive income from self-employment. This includes
someone working mainly as an employee and with a (part-time) self-employment income.

Table B.1.1 The impact of ‘in-work’ definitions on the at-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP), and the
severe material and social deprivation rate (SMSD), EU-SILC 2024

definition 1 definition 3 ion 4 lefinition 5 definition 6

Current situation Self-employed Self-employed / / / Self-employed

Main activity income year / / Self-employed Self-employed Self-employed or FYFT Self-employed
Employee

Income SE >0 / Yes / Yes Yes Yes

AROP 13,7 13,0 14,2 13,0 9,1 12,8

SMSD 1,8 1,9 1,6 1,5 1,2 iLg

SMSD among AROP 6,9 7,8 5,3 5,0 4,9 3,1

n-values 701 657 694 672 977 552

definition 1 definition 2 definition 3 definition 4 definition 5 definition 6

Current situation Employee Employee / / / Employee

Main activity income year / / Employee Employee Self-employed or FYFT employee
employee

Earnings employee >0 / Yes / Yes Yes Yes

AROP 33 3,0 2,9 2,8 3,0 13

SMSD 2, 2,3 2,8 2,8 2,8 1,5

SMSD among AROP 15,6 17,3 20,9 21,2 20,4 11,3

n-values 4.810 4.751 4.770 4.760 4.840 3.143

Source: EU-SILC 2024, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations
Note: Figures based on EU-SILC 2024 which refer to income year 2023
Note: Definition 3 is the Eurostat approach and definition 5 is the approach used by statbel

How poverty is measured is also of essence when looking at self-employed (Horemans & Marx,
2017; 2024). The at-risk-of-poverty indicator takes into account all income sources. Yet, we know
that for the self-employed particular problems exist when surveying and analyzing income data
(Eurostat, 2014; Verma & Betti, 2011) because their personal and (incorporated) business income
are often intertwined. In addition, the self-employed tend to underreport their personal income
and tend to be less likely to respond to income related questions (Astebro & Chen, 2014). Because
income data do not necessarily represent living standards, the poverty risk of self-employed is
often studied by looking at indicators of material deprivation as well (Bradbury, 1997).

Figures in table B.1.1. indicate that, irrespective of the adopted approach, the AROP-rate is much
higher for the self-employed, but the SMSD is not necessarily higher compared to employees.
In fact SMSD tends to be slightly lower for the self-employed, but the difference is not necessarily
statistically significant. Lastly, the overlap between AROP and SMSD is higher among employees
compared to self-employed. Adopting the Eurostat-approach (definition 3 in table B.1.1), for
example, we see that 1 in 5 income poor employees also face severe material and social deprivation
in Belgium, whereas for the self-employed this is only 1 in 20.



https://statbel.fgov.be/nl/themas/huishoudens/armoede-en-levensomstandigheden/risico-op-armoede-sociale-uitsluiting#figures

Overall, the AROPE among the self-employed is primarily an issue of income poverty, which is a
particular sub-indicator of the EU-2030 poverty target. In previous reports we showed that the at-
risk-of poverty rate (AROP) for self-employed was higher compared to employees both in Belgium in
recent years (FOD SZ, 2025a) and in the EU-27 on average (FOD SZ, 2025b)2. In this report, we
examine these observations in more detail. In fact, little is known about the social situation and the
risk-of-poverty or social exclusion of the self-employed in Belgium besides the overall indicators.

We start with a discussion of the recent trends in the poverty indicators for self-employed and put
the indicators in a comparative perspective. We examine the monetary AROP as well as the ‘severe
material or social deprivation’ (SMSD) indicator. These are two sub-indicators of the EU-2030 policy
target. Previous research has indicated that for the self-employed the size of poverty may differ
substantially based on the adopted indicator (see Box 1). Second, adding to the knowledge on the
poverty risks for self-employed and moving beyond the mere stylized facts, we examine several
issues for Belgium in particular. First, as material and social deprivation indicators are typically
found to be lower for self-employed, this report examines whether self-employed score better on
specific items of deprivation. Regarding the AROP, we look more closely at profile characteristics of
the self-employed working poor and the difference with the profile characteristics of employees.
Furthermore, we pay particular attention to gender differences. Lastly, in this report we deconstruct
the overall household income to better understand how self-employed escape income poverty,
considering the various income sources of the entire household. We go beyond the traditional pre-
post poverty analysis with EU-SILC 2024 data and use microsimulation modelling (BELMOD) and an
administrative dataset to examine the poverty reducing effect of different income sources separately.

2In October 2025, Statbel revised the EU-SILC survey extrapolation weights for the years 2019-2024. Small differences may exist between
the revised figures and those published previously. In this report, figures derived from Eurostat incorporate the new weights, whereas
own calculations on the micro data are based on the old weights.


https://socialsecurity.belgium.be/sites/default/files/content/docs/en/publications/20250505_results_silc2024_for_belgium_def.pdf
https://socialsecurity.belgium.be/sites/default/files/content/docs/en/press/monitoring_report_international_comparison_finaal.pdf

1. Income poverty and material deprivation among the self-employed:
key facts & figures

1.1 A higher at-risk-of-poverty rate for self-employment...

Figure 1 shows the at-risk-of-poverty rate for self-employed and employees aged 18-64 based on EU-
SILC data from 2009 to 2024. All workers who are not employees are considered self-employed We
apply the Eurostat approach here (See box 1 for more detailed discussion of the data and definitions).
Note the overall stability in the poverty risk for employees, varying between 2,5% and 3,9% over the
past fifteen years. Conversely, the poverty risk for self-employed varied between 10,7% and 16,2%.
Despite methodological changes the past years, it is clear that self-employed face a much higher

poverty risk in Belgium3. In the latest EU-SILC 2024 data, self-employed face a monetary poverty risk
which is 5,1 times that of employees.

Figure 1. At-risk of poverty (AROP) rate in Belgium (18-64), EU-SILC 2009-2024 (in %)
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=== cmployee 31 31 32 33 33 35 31 34 38 37 36 32 30 25 39 28
self-employed 152 157 12,7 152 13,9 154 158 155 13,8 162 129 12,6 10,7 11 10,7 14,2

Source: Eurostat: EU-SILC [ilc_li04]
Note: Figures for EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023. Break in EU-SILC 2013, 2019 and 2024 for self-employed

3 The increase in the EU-SILC 2023 poverty risk of self-employed with 3.5 percentage points in EU-SILC 2024 based are based on the newly
weighted data (see also footnote 2). This increase could be attributed to methodological changes of imputation for low incomes, but also
the end of Covid-19 related policy measures as the at-risk-of-poverty rate is not particularly high compared to the pre-covid period.
Furthermore, we see both in EU-SILC data and administrative data from RSVZ (2025) that average income from self-employment
diminished in income year 2023. RSVZ data, for example, indicate that the average income for ‘the self-employed in main activity’ dropped
from € 30.451 in 2022 to € 27.786 in 2023. In 2024 it increased again to € 29.462 (RSVZ, 2025). Adopting the Eurostat definition of self-

employment, EU-SILC 2023 (income year 2022) gives an average net income from self-employment of € 26.497 and € 25.696 based on
EU-SILC 2024 (income year 2023).



Comparing the monetary poverty risk of self-employed in Belgium with EU-27 in figure 2, we observe
that Belgium (14,2%) performs better than the EU-27 average (20,9%) and equally well as countries
like the Netherlands (14,1%) or Sweden (14,6%). With the exception of Cyprus, in all countries the
self-employed face an AROP that is higher compared to employees. When comparing poverty figures
internationally, differences in, for example, labour market structure, social protection and fiscal
context play arole. These contextual factors should be kept in mind when interpreting and comparing
these figures. We also note that more variation exists in the poverty risk of self-employed compared
to employees. The monetary poverty risk of self-employed ranges from 4,9% in Cyprus to 52,4% in
Romania, while for employees figures range from 1,6% in Finland to 13,3% in Luxembourg. Of all
European countries, Belgium (2,9%) has the third lowest in-work poverty rate for employees, after
Finland (1,6%) and Slovenia (2,5%).

Figure 2. At-risk of poverty (AROP) rate in Europe (18-64), EU-SILC 2024 (in %)
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Source: Eurostat: EU-SILC [ilc_li04]
Note: Figures for EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023



1.2 ... but not a higher severe material and social deprivation rate ...

Literature on in-work poverty has documented extensively that the self-employed face an higher
monetary poverty risk compared to employees. However, while income poverty is typically higher
for self-employed, material deprivation figures are not (see also box 1). As a reminder, the severe
material and social deprivation ‘SMSD’ indicator is a European indicator used to assess poverty in
terms of both material conditions and social participation. It captures the share of the population that
cannot afford at least 7 out of 13 defined items, ranging from basic needs like adequate heating and
nutrition to social activities such as meeting friends or taking a week’s holiday, but also people’s
ability to face unexpected fincancial expences or arrears.

In Belgium, we see indeed that self-employed do not face a higher SMSD-rate compared to employees
(figure 3 and 4). If anything, the opposite is true. In Belgium, for example, SMSD tends to be higher
(not statistically significant) for employees according to the EU-SILC 2024 figures (self-employed:
1,3% and employees 2,8%). According to Horemans & Marx (2024), one possible explanation is that
the self-employed can more often draw on business assets accumulated over the life cycle or on
business assets they control (see also box 1.1 on measurement issues).

Figure 3. Severe material and social deprivation (SMSD)-rate in Belgium (18-64), EU-
SILC 2015-2024 (in %)
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Source: Eurostat: EU-SILC [ilc_mdsd12]



Figure 4 compares the SMSD-rate of self-employed in Belgium with the EU-27 average. Like the
AROP, Belgium (1,4%) performs better than the EU-27 average (3,4%). Except in Greece and
Romania the SMSD-rate for self-employed remains below five percent. Furthermore, in most
European countries the SMSD-rate tends to be higher for employees.

Figure 4. Severe material and social deprivation (SMSD)-rate in Europe (18-64), EU-SILC
2024 (in %)
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1.3 ... in fact, most deprivation items are more likely to be affordable for self-employed

In this section, we discuss the SMSD rate for self-employed in more detail for Belgium. Figure 5
illustrates the inability to afford individual items among the total population, self-employed
(according to the Eurostat-definition), and employees aged 18 to 64 in 2024. For all groups in figure
5, we see that the most commonly unaffordable items are “meeting unexpected financial
expenses”, “taking a one-week annual holiday”, and “replacing worn-out furniture”. On the other
hand, “having an internet connection” and “owning two pairs of properly fitting shoes” are the items
least often reported as unaffordable. Figure 5 also clearly shows that the proportion of people who
cannot afford a particular item is consistently higher among the total population than among the two

groups that are in work.

When comparing the self-employed and employees, the picture becomes more nuanced. For most
items, a higher proportion of employees report being unable to afford them. For example, 10,6% of
the self-employed and 13,0% of the employees is not able to afford “at least one week of holiday away
from home”. The most pronounced gaps between the two groups are seen in the inability to
cover “unexpected financial expenses”and to “replace worn-out furniture”, where employees

10



(respectively 14,9% and 10,4%) fare notably worse (respectively 8,8% and 5,3% for self-employed).
In contrast, the smallest disparities are found in “having a car” and the inability to “spend a small
amount on oneself each week”. For several items, the gap between self-employed and employees is
minimal, indicating that certain financial pressures are experienced equally. Yet, the share of people
missing these particular items, remains around five percent or less (“owning two pairs of well-fitting

” o«

shoes”, “having an internet connection for personal use at home”, “afford a meal with meat, chicken,

etc.”, “arrears”, and in “keeping the home adequately warm”).

In summary, the most frequently reported issues - such as ‘the inability to cover unexpected expenses’,
‘afford a one-week annual holiday’, or ‘replace worn-out furniture’ - emerge as shared concerns for
self-employed, employees and the overall population. Yet, to a different degree.

Figure 5. SMSD by item and employment situation, Belgium (18-64), EU-SILC 2024 (in %)
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2. The socio-demographic profile of the (at-risk and poor) self-
employed vs employees

This chapter shows how socio-demographic characteristics of self-employed individuals differ from
employees in Belgium. We then turn to the at-risk-of-poverty rates for self-employed and employees
with a particular socio-demographic profile. Finally, we examine whether the profile of the at-risk
self-employed differs from the at-risk employees. The results in this chapter are based on a
descriptive analysis using the most recent data available at the time of writing (EU-SILC 2024), which
refers to income year 2023+ Self-employed individuals are again defined according to the Eurostat
definition, meaning someone declares to have worked as a self-employed person for more than 6
months during the income reference period (see box 1).

2.1 Who is ‘the average’ self-employed ?

Although we often refer to “the self-employed” as a single type of worker, itis important to emphasize
that self-employed people are not a homogeneous group. To understand their higher AROP, we
identify socio-demographic characteristics that highlight differences between the ‘average’ self-
employed person and the ‘average’ employee (table 1).

Figures in table 1 show that self-employed are more often men (67,4% in our EU-SILC 2024 sample)
and typically older on average. Note that self-employed live mostly (61,5%) in household where all
adults work to their full potential (i.e. household work intensity equals 1). More than half of the self-
employed live in a couple household or a household without children. Employees, on the other hand,
show a more balanced gender distribution and are more likely to live in a household with a lower
work intensity compared to the self-employed. Both groups are, however, (largely) similar in terms
of educational level and country of birth.

So, overall, based on socio-demographic characteristics, we would a priori not expect the self-
employed to face an increased monetary poverty risk as their characteristics are generally associated
with lower at-risk-of-poverty rates, especially as regard their relatively high share of households
with full work intensity.

4 The ‘old’ weights are used (see also footnote 2).
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of self-employed and employees (18-64) (in

%), Belgium, EU-SILC 2024

Self-employed Employees

Sex Men 67,4 49,9

Women 32,6 50,1
Education level

Low skilled 10,3 8,5

Middle skilled 32,7 33,8

High skilled 57,0 57,7
Age

18-34 19,7 29,2

35-49 39,9 40,1

50-64 40,4 30,7
Country of birth

Belgium 79,3 80,7

EU27 10,9 8,9

not EU27 9,7 10,4
Household status

single 15,6 18,6

couple 56,0 52,8

other 28,4 28,8
Number of children

no children 56,3 54,4

1 child 15,4 20,0

>= 2 children 28,2 25,7
Work intensity

WI <=0,5 8,4 10,7

WI0,5<x<1 30,1 41,6

WIi=1 61,5 47,7

Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations

Note: Figures for work-intensity based on EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023
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2.2 Is the poverty risk higher for particular self-employed?

While we do not expect self-employed to face a higher poverty risk compared to employees based
merely on their ‘average’ socio-demographic profile (see 2.1), particular groups may face a poverty
risk to a different degree when working as an employee vis a vis self-employed. Indeed, a closer look
at the at-risk-of-poverty rates for various groups among the self-employed (figure 6 and 7), shows
some noteworthy poverty patterns.

Household work intensity (WI) appears to be a key factor: self-employed individuals in households
with low work intensity (WI < 0,5) show a significantly higher AROP. Even in households where all
adults are fully engaged in work (WI = 1), around 13% of self-employed remain at-risk-of-poverty,
suggesting that full work engagement does not always guarantee financial security for this group.

Figure 6. AROP self-employed & employees (18-64), by individual characteristics,
Belgium (in %), EU-SILC 2024
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Total Men | Women ckilled | skilled | skilled 18-34 35-49 50-64 | Belgium EU27 notEU27
Sex Education level Age Country of birth
m Self-employed 14,3 14,0 14,9 16,5 19,6 10,9 14,6 12,8 15,7 11,8 11,8 37,7
Employees 2,9 3,3 2,5 7,0 4,6 1,2 2,4 3,4 2,6 1,6 4,8 11,3

Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations.

Employees display more ‘traditional’ poverty patterns: AROP rates are clearly lower among those
born in Belgium, those with higher education, higher work intensity, and more stable household
structures (cf. couples or households without children). These traditional patterns are not always
clearly observed among self-employed, for example in terms of education level or work intensity
(figure 6 and 7). Overall, compared to employees, self-employed individuals show higher AROP rates
across various subgroups. That the AROP for self-employed differs little by gender according to the
most recent EU-SILC 2024 is noteworthy given historical differences (see box 2 below).
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Figure 7. AROP, self-employed & employees (18-64), by household characteristics,
Belgium (in %), EU-SILC 2024
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Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations.
Note: Figures for work intensity based on EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023
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Box 2. Poverty among self-employed through a gender lens.

According to the most recent figures, the at-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP) for self-employed men
equals 14,1%, while that for self-employed women is a similar 14,5%5. This similarity is
noteworthy because it contrasts with historical trends where self-employed women typically
faced a lower poverty risk than men (figure B.2.1).

Figure B.2.1 AROP, self-employed (18-64) by sex, Belgium, EU-SILC 2009-2024
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Source: Eurostat: EU-SILC [ilc_li04]
Note: Figures based on EU-SILC 2024 which refer to income year 2023. Break in EU-SILC 2013, 2019 and 2024 for
self-employed

As highlighted throughout this report, the SMSD rate for self-employed individuals is
consistently lower than their AROP rate, underscoring the importance of also examining
deprivation. When looking at (severe) material and social deprivation (i.e. MSD and SMSD¥),
male self-employed persons generally appear more vulnerable than their female
counterparts. In several years, both MSD and SMSD rates are (slightly) higher for men, with
MSD levels systematically exceeding SMSD levels. Although these rates fluctuate over time, the
overall levels of deprivation are lower - and the gender differences negligible - than those
observed in the AROP analysis.

5 Methodological changes may partly explain this trend reversal(see also footnote 3). It rest to be seen if this is a one time occurrence or

the start of a new trend. At this stage it is hard to predict how the gender differences will evolve in the next years.

6 Based on EU-SILC definitions, Material and Social Deprivation (MSD) refers to lacking at least 5 out of 13 essential items due to financial

constraints, while Severe Material and Social Deprivation (SMSD) applies to those lacking at least 7 of these items.
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Figure B.2.2 SMSD and MSD, self-employed (18-64) by sex, Belgium, EU-SILC 2015-2024
6
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Source: Eurostat: EU-SILC [ilc_mdsd01 & ilc_mdsd12]
Note: Break in EU-SILC 2019

A comparison of the profile of self-employed men and women in table B.2.1. confirms notable
differences in their socio-demographic and household profiles. Self-employed women are
proportionally more likely to be highly educated, part of a couple and a household with children,
while men are more often living alone and without children. Moreover, female self-employed are
also more likely to live in households with higher to full work intensity, though they themselves
more often work part-time compared to men, suggesting that their household income is more
often supported by multiple earners

Table B.2.1. Socio-demographic characteristics of self-employed by sex (18-64) (in %), Belgium,
EU-SILC 20247
Female
Education level Low skilled 5,0
Middle skilled 24,8
High skilled 70,2

18-29 7,3
30-49 58,5
50-64 LW

Country of birth Belgium 79,4
EU27 12,0
not EU-27 8,6

Household status
single 13,8
couple 58,4
other 27,8

Number of children

7 When interpreting these data, it is important to bear in mind that the sample on which they are based may be relatively small - particularly
within specific age categories—which may limit their representativeness. Consequently, the figures may differ from those derived from
administrative sources.
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Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations
Note: Figures for work intensity based on EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023

2.3 Do working poor self-employed differ from the working poor employees?

Having explored the composition and profile of the self-employed, as well as identifying which groups
are most vulnerable or at risk of poverty, we now turn our attention to the composition of the ‘poor’
or ‘at-risk’ self-employed (defined in this case by having a household income below the poverty
threshold). This composition depends on two factors: the relative size of each subgroup (as discussed
in section 2.1) and how likely its members live below the poverty line or in other words their AROP
rate (as discussed in section 2.2). In this part, we discuss the profile of the ‘working poor’ among the
self-employed and compare it to the employees to get a better understanding of who they are.

Looking specifically at self-employed individuals who are at-risk-of-poverty (figure 8), we see that
they do not fully match the traditional, vulnerable profile we might expect. They are predominantly
male, reflecting the overall gender composition of self-employed, and a notable share is highly
educated. In terms of household composition, it stands out that self-employed at-risk are more often
childless (63%). Moreover, about 58% reside in households with full work intensity (WI=1),
indicating that being at-risk-of-monetary poverty among the self-employed often occurs despite full
engagement in work. In contrast, employees below the poverty line tend to have a more traditional
vulnerable profile. They are more often younger, born outside the EU27, live in households with
children and in households with lower work intensity. Only 13% of the employees at-risk-of-poverty
live in households with WI = 1, which is more than four times lower than the proportion among the
self-employed.
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Figure 8. Socio-demographic characteristics of self-employed and employees at-risk-of-
poverty (18-64) (in %), Belgium, EU-SILC 2024
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3. How do self-employed avoid poverty by combining various income sources
in the household?

3.1 Social transfers help reducing the poverty risk for the self-employed ...

To understand the monetary poverty risk of self-employed we need to take into account all income
sources of the entire household. As noted in box 1, the AROP indicator takes into account all income
sources during a reference period of one year. In what follows, we first look at the personal income
sources of the self-employed. Second, we take into account all benefits received in the household and
examine the poverty reducing capacity of social transfers for the self-employed.

Figure 9 shows the share of self-employed with a positive income from self-employment, the share
with an additional income as an employee as well as the share with an additional replacement benefit
for several years. First, as we may expect, almost all self-employed indicate a positive income from
their activities. Second, the share with an additional income as an employee varies around 10%.
Third, the share with an additional individually received replacement income8 was noteworthy
higher in the covid-crisis period (EU-SILC 2021-2022, income years 2020-2021). In Belgium self-
employed could rely on a specific type of replacement benefit during this period (‘bridging
right’/‘overbruggingsrecht’/‘droit passarelle’: See also Appendix A.1.)9. Especially at the beginning
of the COVID crisis, between March and May 2020, the number of self-employed individuals with
‘overbruggingsrecht’ was high. At its peak in April 2020, there were 419,915 self-employed
individuals relying on this benefit (WG SIC 2023)10.

8 This includes a positive income from one of the following types of benefits: unemployment, sickness, disability, old-age pension, survivor
pension or education related benefits.

9 Tijdelijke crisismaatregelen overbruggingsrecht | Federale Overheidsdienst - Sociale Zekerheid

10 For a detailed analysis, see: Geeraert & De Maesschalk (2020).
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Figure 9. Share of self-employed (18-64), by income source, Belgium (in %).
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employment Positive income as an employee positive replacement income
W 2019 94,1 11,5 12,4
m 2020 95,5 11,1 12,4
2021 96,0 9,3 51,7
2022 96,8 12,3 33,7
w2023 98,5 12,1 16,6
2024 96,8 9,0 13,9

Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations
Note: Figures for EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023

Where in the income distribution do self-employed receive income transfers? And, did it change in
previous years? Figure 10 shows the share of self-employed receiving at least one individual benefit
by income quintile of the own earnings of the self-employed. With the exception of the Covid-period,
about twenty percent of the lowest earning self-employed received an additional income
replacement benefit. Yet, among the highest income groups about ten percent of the self-employed
benefitted from social transfers as well. During the Covid period, the share of self-employed that
received a benefit mounted to 72,2% for the lowest income quintile and to 34,0% for the self-
employed with the highest incomes. As noted above, this increase can be attributed to particular
replacement benefits for the self-employed in this period.
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Figure 10. Share of self-employed (18-64) that receive a positive replacement income, by
income quintile of the income from self-employment, Belgium 2019-2024.

80
70
60
50
40
30
20
\ I I 1 I h 1 B
: i

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5
m 2019 20,0 10,6 11,3 8,4 12,6
m 2020 19,2 9,8 9,5 8,6 14,8
2021 72,2 68,4 51,2 32,6 34,0
2022 49,6 37,6 31,2 19,9 27,9
w2023 19,8 16,8 12,2 13,5 21,4
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Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations
Note: Figures for EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023

Turning to the role of social transfers in general at the household level, figure 11 and 12 show the
poverty reduction by social transfers (excl. pensions) for the self-employed. These transfers include
all transfers for the self-employed themselves as well as their household members. The effectiveness
of social transfers was noteworthy higher between EU-SILC 2021 (income year 2020) and EU-SILC
2023 (income year 2022). The pre-transfer poverty risk for self-employed varied around twenty
percent in recent years. It decreased slightly in the EU-SILC 2020 data (income year 2019) to 17,5%
and rose afterwards to 25,2% (SILC 2021: income year 2020). At the same time, the post transfer
income poverty risk for self-employed decreased slightly. Hence, the effectiveness of social transfers
(excl. pensions) for the self-employed increased because especially the pre-transfer poverty risk was
higher and to a lesser extent because the post-transfer risk decreased (figure 11). In other words,
pointing to a somewhat weaker market income for some self-employed or the loss of other labour
income in the household during this period.
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Figure 11. Pre-transfer poverty risk and at-risk-of-poverty rate (AROP) of self-employed
(18-64), Belgium 2019-2024 (in %).

30
25
20 \/\_’
15
10 .M
5
2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
==¢==pre-transfer (excl pensions) 19,6 17,5 25,2 19,9 19,7 19,6
==@— AROP 13 12,5 10,6 11,3 10,4 14,3

Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations
Note: Figures for EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023

Especially female self-employed have been protected more strongly by social transfers during the
covid years as we can see from figure 12. Most recent figures for EU-SILC 2024 (income 2023) suggest
a return to the pre-covid period as regard the poverty risk as well as an effectiveness of social
transfers for self-employed. For EU-SILC 2024 data, we see a reduction of the AROP through social
transfers of 26,9% (excluding pensions; note with pensions this mounts to 36,4%). In sum, without
social protection the poverty risk of self-employed would be much higher, especially during the
Covid-19 period.

Figure 12. Effectiveness of social transfers for theself-employed (18-64), Belgium 2019-

2024 (in %)
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3.2 ... to a different degree and in a different way for various family types

In the remainder of this last chapter, we examine how the income poverty risk of self-employed is
reduced by various income sources in the household of the self-employed. We turn to administrative
data because of small sample sizes in the EU-SILC data. More specifically, we use the BELMOD input
data (2019). BELMOD is a detailed static tax-benefit model that uses Belgian national administrative
data. The current BELMOD input dataset includes incomes and labour market information for 2019.
It includes 1.4 million individuals or 12,2% of the Belgian population. Notwithstanding also being a
sample, this dataset has a more complete coverage of the population compared to EU-SILC or other
surveysil,

As with EU-SILC data, caution remains about the use of incomes to gauge the living standard of self-
employed (see also box 1). Yet, despite these limitations, thehe richness of administrative data allows
us to focus in more detail on the poverty reducing impact of particular social transfers or other
incomes. Furthermore, using administrative data, we can identify and analyse specific vulnerable
groups. The output of the BELMOD microsimulation model enables us to understand the interactions
between different income components in a household. It allows us to decompose labour incomes,
replacements incomes, taxes and social contributions. In this exercise we adopt the ‘accounting
approach’ in which the overall household income is split into various components. Afterwards, the
income components are added in a particular sequence (See for example: Millar et al., 1997;
Strengmann-Kuhn, 2003; Gardinar & Millar, 2006 & Horemans 2016)12.

When using the administrative dataset we adopt a definition of self-employment that differs slightly
from the Eurostat approach with EU-SILC (see box 1). In this exercise, with administrative data and
the BELMOD model, someone is considered self-employed if (s)he has been working at least two
quarters of the income reference period and indicates a positive income from self-employment as
main activity. Based on this definition the at-risk-of-poverty rate is 12,7% (11,1 % for women and
13,6% for men), which is of a similar magnitude as the EU-SILC 2019 data (see also table 2 below).

To analyse the role of different income components, we start with a hypothetical scenario in table 2
in which a self-employed would have to provide for their entire household, relying solely on their
income from self-employment. This can be considered the ‘earnings poverty risk’ for self-employed.
More than half (55,3%) of the self-employed are unable to provide sufficient income to lift their entire
family above the poverty line solely relying on their self-employment income. For female self-
employed this even mounts to 63,1% (table 2)13,

Step by step we add different income sources in table 2. Self-employed could augment their income
by working (perhaps part-time) as an employee. This additional income increases the household
income of the self-employed and reduces the (hypothetical) at-risk-of poverty rate. By adding income
from employment as employee, we observe a reduction in the poverty risk of 1,6 percentage points.
The largest reduction of the poverty risk for self-employed comes from accounting for the labour
income of other household members (table 2).

Adding labour income from other household members more than halves the poverty risk for self-
employed as it reduces it from 53,7% to 22,2% (for men from 49,9% to 22,4% and for women from

11 BELMOD input data includes 74.644 observations for self-employed (or 587.555 self-employed weighted),

12 Note that this approach does neither take into account interactions in the tax-benefit system nor does it account for potential behavioral
effects.

13 The “earnings poverty risk” assumes no interaction effects between income from self-employment and other income components.
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61,5% to 22,0%). Furthermore, the gender difference disappears. Hence, the gender-paradox (at the
individual level) (Ponthieux, 2010) that the gender ‘pay’ gap that is not translated into a gender in-
work poverty gap (at the household level) is also present for the self-employed in Belgium.
Additionally, we see a further reduction in the poverty risk with about a third (-35,7%) when taking
into account the various social transfers (table 2). This reduction is again larger for women compared
to men. Especially pension benefits and ‘other’ income sources (e.g. alimony) further reduce the
poverty risk of female self-employed more than for the male self-employed.

Table 2. Poverty risk of self-employed by income source, Belgium BELMOD 2019

TOTAL WOMEN MEN
Earnings poverty risk for self-employed 55,3% 63,1% 51,4%
+individual income as employee 53,7% 61,5% 49,9%
+income from work other household members 22,2% 22,0% 22,4%
pre-social transfer household income 22,2% 22,0% 22,4%
+ old age pension 20,4% 19,1% 21,0%
+ survivor pension 20,0% 18,6% 20,6%
+ early retirement pension 19,9% 18,5% 20,6%
+other pension 19,9% 18,5% 20,5%
+ unemployment benefits 19,3% 18,1% 19,9%
+ sickness/health benefits 17,8% 16,7% 18,3%
+ parental leave 17,4% 16,5% 17,9%
+ child benefits/birth allowance 14,8% 13,9% 15,2%
+income support/ social assistance elderly 14,7% 13,8% 15,1%
+ social assistance people with disability 14,6% 13,7% 15,0%
+income support 14,3% 13,5% 14,7%
post-social transfer household income 14,3% 13,5% 14,7%
+ other income sources and taxes 12,7% 11,1% 13,6%
AROP 12,7% 11,1% 13,6%

Source: Belmod, FPS Social Security, own calculations

The extent to which the income from self-employment alone would provide sufficient income to lift
the household above the poverty line depends on the family situation. In figure 13 we show again the
‘earnings poverty risk’ of self-employed (i.e. the hypothetical situation where the income of the self-
employed would have to provide for his/her entire household). The more people in the household
the less likely only the income of the self-employed tends to be sufficient. For households with
children or other adults, (more) additional income is needed to reach a similar poverty level as the
single person household!4. The earnings poverty risk ranges from 30,9% for single men to 84,4% for
female self-employed in a household with three adults and with dependent children.

The degree to which particular income sources help reducing poverty for self-employed varies
considerably by household type. For example, looking at different family types in figure 13, we see
that additional earnings as an employee reduce poverty between 0,6 to 2,4 percentage points,
depending on gender and household composition. In relative terms the reduction is the largest for

14 Using the OECD equivalence scale to calculate the equivalized household income.
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singles. Accounting for earnings as an employee reduces the poverty risk with 6,2% for single male
and 7,0% for single female self-employed.

Figure 13. Earnings poverty risk (in %)* of self-employed percentage point and poverty
reduction with employee income, by household type, Belgium BELMOD 2019
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* Note: ‘Earnings poverty risk’ is the hypothetical situation where the self-employed his/her income would have to
provide for his/her entire household.

Irrespective of the number of adults, the presence of children increases the ‘earnings poverty risk’
(figure 13). However, when taking all income sources into account, self-employed with children face
a smaller poverty risk compared to self-employed without children (figure 14). This is also consistent
with EU-SILC data presented in chapter 2. Besides the presence of other labour income in the
household which matters for all household, child benefits contribute substantially to the reduction
of the poverty risk for both male and female self-employed with children (figure 14). Figure 14 shows
the impact of social transfers to reduce poverty for different household types. Interestingly, for
families without children, the largest reduction in the poverty risk comes from pension related
benefits. This is also what we see for older (50+) self-employment in appendix A.2.
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Figure 14. Pre-transfer poverty risk (in %) of self-employed and percentage point
reduction with social transfers, by gender and household type, Belgium
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Conclusion & policy discussion

In previous reports we showed that the at-risk-of poverty rate (AROP) for self-employed was higher
compared to employees both in Belgium in recent years (FOD SZ, 2025a) and in the EU-27 on average
(FOD SZ, 2025b) 15, Besides this stylized fact, little is known about why this is the case. Therefore, in
this report, we examined the social situation and the risk of poverty or social exclusion of the self-
employed in Belgium in more detail.

The self-employed represent a significant group in Belgium and their number is growing according
to both EU-LFS data and administrative data sources. For example, according to statistics from the
National Institute for the Social Security of the Self-Employed, there were 801,544 self-employed
individuals registered in a main occupation in 2024. In this report we showed the recent trends for
the poverty indicators for the ‘self-employed’ and we put the indicators in a comparative perspective.
Itis important to note that the statistical definition of ‘self-employed’ to gauge the poverty risk differs
from the official administrative definition. Furthermore, depending on the data source different
methodological choices can be made when discussing the magnitude of the poverty risk of self-
employed, In this report, we adopt two data-sources and we maximalised comparability to the
Eurostat-approach for monitoring the EU-2030 poverty target.

As part of the European poverty reduction target, Belgium committed itself to reduce the number of
people at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion (AROPE) with 279.000 persons by 2030 compared to
2019. According to EU-SILC 2024 (data for income year 2023) 1,310,000 people aged between 18
and 64 are at risk of ‘poverty or social exclusion’. Of all these individuals at risk, 22.7% (297,000
people) are employed, including 86,000 as self-employed. This means that nearly one in three (29%)
of all employed people at risk of ‘poverty or social exclusion’ in Belgium are self-employed (Eurostat,
2025). Hence, reducing the risk of poverty or social exclusion for self-employed could also contribute
to reaching the EU-2030 poverty target. According to the latest Statbel (2025) figures for EU-SILC
2024 a further reduction of 134.000 persons is needed by 2030.

Overall, the risk of poverty or social exclusion among the self-employed is primarily an issue of
income poverty.Self-employed individuals in Belgium face a significantly higher risk of monetary
poverty compared to employees. Over the past fifteen years, the poverty risk (AROP) for the self-
employed has ranged between 10.7% and 16.2%, while the AROP for employees fluctuated between
2.5% and 3.9%. Specific methodological and measurement issues arise when gauging the standard
of living for self-employed only by disposable income for the self-employed. That is why for self-
employed the severe material and social deprivation indicator (SMSD) is typically monitored as well.
It gives a different picture. It is relative low and not more problematic for self-employed (1,4%)
compared to employees (2,8%), on the contrary.

Based on the socio-demographic profile of the self-employed we would a-priori not expect a higher
income poverty risk. On the contrary, self-employed more often live in a household with full work-
intensity (i.e. where all members of active age work full-time). However, we do see that even for this
group income poverty remains high.

151In October 2025, Statbel revised the EU-SILC survey extrapolation weights for the years 2019-2024. Small differences may exist between
the revised figures and those published previously. In this report, figures derived from Eurostat incorporate the new weights, whereas
own calculations on the micro data are based on the old weights.
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While SMSD is relatively low in Belgium for self-employed, we find that the most frequently reported
issues - such as ‘the inability to cover unexpected expenses’, ‘afford a one-week annual holiday’, or
‘replace worn-out furniture’ - emerge as shared concerns for self-employed, employees and the
overall population. Yet, to a different degree. These findings highlight that material hardship is
nuanced. As such, policy responses should strike a balance between broad-based support and
targeted measures that address specific vulnerabilities, such as income instability or limited access
to support mechanisms, in order to strengthen purchasing power among different population groups.
One way of doing so is through social protection that buffer sudden income losses.

Already before the Covid-19 crisis, the European Commission has been paying attention to the access
to social protection and the poverty risk of self-employed in Europe (Spasova et al. 2017), resulting
to the EU Recommendation on access to social protection for workers and the self-employed (2019).
Three years after the 2019 recommendation the report from the Commission (2023) concluded that
the recommendation has played a role in turning policy attention to visibility for the issues of
coverage, adequacy and information about social protection for self-employed in many Member
States (see also e.g. Schoukens and Bruynseraede, 2021).

This report contributes to the debate as it shows how during the period of the covid-19 and the
subsequent energy crisis and the war in Ukraine social protection played an important role in
alleviating the poverty risk for self-employed. According to EU-SILC 2024 About 1 in 7 of the self-
employed (13,9%) receive an individual income transfer in addition to their labour income. The
share of self-employed with a benefit is twice as high in the lowest income quintile (21,9%) compared
to the highest quintile (10,5%). During the covid-19 period, the share mounted to 72,2% for the
lowest and to 34,0% for highest quintile. One of the reasons for the latter is that in Belgium many
self-employed relied on a specific type of replacement benefit during the covid-crisis (‘bridging
right’/‘overbruggingsrecht’/ ‘droit passarelle’).

Lastly, in this report we did more than a traditional pre-post poverty analysis based on EU-SILC 2024
data. We used microsimulation modelling (BELMOD) and an administrative dataset to examine the
poverty-reducing role of different income sources. We paid particular attention to the role of
different social transfers. Poverty is reduced by about a third (-35,7%) when taking into account all
social benefits in the household. We also find that poverty-reduction through social transfers for self-
employed differs by different household type. Child benefits contribute substantially to the reduction
of the poverty risk for both male and female self-employed with children. For families without
children, the largest reduction in poverty risk comes from pension-related benefits, followed by
contributory sickness/disability benefits.

In sum, in this report we have put together various pieces of the puzzle on what we know about the
social situation of the self-employed in Belgium and in particular their risk-of-poverty or social
exclusion. In essence, we know that income from self-employment is more volatile and complex
compared to a monthly paycheck for employees. Furthermore, the actual living standard is not
necessarily derived solely from a monthly income, but it could be intertwined with business capital
or assets. Hence, the puzzle remains far from complete. What we do consistently find is that the
income from self-employment activities - as measured with the available data - is less likely to be
sufficient to have a disposable income at their command that is above the income poverty threshold
compared to employees. At the same time, information on social and material living standards
nuances the picture regarding the problematic social position of the self-employed. However, we do
find that a substantial share of the self-employed receives income replacement benefits themselves
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and that - despite the income measurement issues - we see that the accumulation of social transfers
within the household of the self-employed mitigate the risk of income poverty substantially.
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Annex 1: Summary

Nederlandstalige samenvatting

Context

In het kader van de Europe armoededoelstelling is Belgié het engagement aangegaan om het aantal
mensen met een risico op armoede of sociale uitsluiting (de AROPE-indicator) met 279.000 mensen
te laten afnemen tegen 2030 in vergelijking met 2019. De Europese doelstelling is gebaseerd op een
indicator die is samengesteld uit drie sub-indicatoren: (1) ‘het monetair armoederisico’ (AROP: een
equivalent huishoudinkomen onder de armoederisicodrempel), (2) ‘lage werkintensiteit op
gezinsniveau’ (QJH: huishoudens waar bijna niemand werkt) en (3) ‘ernstige materiéle en sociale
deprivatie’ (SMSD: iemand die zich meer dan zeven van dertien dagdagelijkse benodigdheden niet
kan veroorloven). Om de Europese doelstelling te behalen kunnen lidstaten inzetten op één of
meerdere van de sub-indicatoren: het gezinsinkomen versterken, het aandeel quasi-jobloze
huishoudens verminderen en/of de koopkracht versterken zodat mensen noodzakelijke goederen en
diensten kunnen aanschaffen.

In vorige rapporten bespraken we de daling in het ‘risico op armoede of sociale uitsluiting’ en
vergeleken we Belgié binnen Europa. In dit rapport gaan we dieper in op één specifieke groep: de
zelfstandigen. Voorgaande analyses toonden dat inkomensarmoede (AROP) bij werkenden globaal
beperkt blijft in Belgié, maar dat dit voor zelfstandigen toch relatief hoog is. Zelfstandigen lopen in
Belgié vooral een hoger risico op inkomensarmoede dan werknemers. In de afgelopen vijftien jaar
varieerde het armoederisico (AROP) voor zelfstandigen tussen 10,7% en 16,2%, terwijl het AROP
voor werknemers schommelde tussen 2,5% en 3,9%.

Zelfstandigen vormen een niet te onderschatten groep in Belgié. Volgens statistieken van het
‘Rijksinstituut voor de Sociale Verzekering der Zelfstandigen’ (RSVZ) waren er 801.544 zelfstandigen
in hoofdberoep aangesloten in 2024.

Risico op armoede of sociale uitsluiting bij zelfstandigen: vooral een probleem van
inkomensarmoede

Op basis van EU-SILC 2024 (cijfers over inkomensjaar 2023) weten we dat er 1.310.000 personen
tussen 18 en 64 jaar een risico hebben op ‘armoede of sociale uitsluiting’. Van al deze personen met
een risico op armoede of sociale uitsluiting zijn er 22,7% (297.000 personen) aan het werk, 86.000
als zelfstandige. Het gaat dus over bijna één op de drie (29%) van alle werkenden met een ‘risico op
armoede of sociale uitsluiting’ in Belgiél6. Aangezien volgens de meest recente Statbel (2025)
gegevens een bijkomende reductie met 134.000 personen tegen 2030 nodig is om de EU-2030
doelstelling te bereiken, vormen de zelfstandigen dus geen te onderschatten groep.

Omdat het meten van inkomsten uit zelfstandige arbeid specifieke methodologische uitdagingen
kent, vullen academisch onderzoek en beleidsmonitoring de AROP vaak aan met indicatoren van

16 Eurostat: zie hier.
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materiéle deprivatie om de levensstandaard van zelfstandigen te beoordelen. In lijn met
internationaal onderzoek tonen de EU-SILC 2024 aan dat het aandeel zelfstandigen dat ernstige
sociale en materiéle deprivatie ervaart lager ligt (SMSD zelfstandigen: 1,4% en werknemers: 2,8%).
Eén van de redenen die in de academische literatuur wordt aangehaald is dat zelfstandigen tijdens
hun levensloop via hun bedrijf een levensstandaard opbouwen door bijvoorbeeld beroep doen op
bedrijfsactiva.

Over het algemeen scoort Belgié voor zelfstandigen beter op de twee armoede-indicatoren in
vergelijking met het EU-27-gemiddelde: zowel het armoederisico (AROP: BE: 14,2% en EU-27:
20,9%) als het percentage ernstige materiéle en sociale deprivatie (SMSD: BE: 1,4% vs EU-27: 3,4%)
ligt lager in Belgié.

Hebben zelfstandigen gemiddeld een zwakker sociaal-economisch profiel en verklaart dit
hun hoger risico op inkomensarmoede?

Op basis van sociaal-demografische kenmerken zouden we a priori niet verwachten dat zelfstandigen
in Belgié een verhoogd risico op monetaire armoede hebben in vergelijking met werknemers.
Zelfstandigen zijn meestal mannen (67%). Bij werknemers is de genderverdeling meer evenwichtig.
Zelfstandigen zijn gemiddeld ouder dan werknemers. Qua opleidingsniveau en geboorteland zijn
beide groepen grotendeels vergelijkbaar. Uit EU-SILC 2024 cijfers blijkt ook dat zelfstandigen vaker
in een huishouden wonen waar alle volwassenen werken. Toch blijft het inkomensarmoederisico ook
in deze huishoudens aanzienlijk hoger (13,3% bij zelfstandigen en 0,8% bij werknemers).

De sociale bescherming werkt ook voor zelfstandigen

Ongeveer 1 op 7 zelfstandigen (13,9%) ontvangt volgens EU-SILC 2024 een individueel
vervangingsinkomen  (vb.:  werkloosheidsuitkering, = pensioenuitkering  of  ziekte-en
invaliditeitsuitkering). Het aandeel zelfstandigen met een uitkering is dubbel zo hoog in het laagste
inkomenskwintiel (21,9%) vergeleken met het hoogste kwintiel (10,5%). Tijdens de covid-19-
periode steeg dit aandeel tot 72,2% voor het laagste en tot 34,0% voor het hoogste kwintiel. Eén van
de redenen is dat veel zelfstandigen in Belgié tijdens de covid-crisis beroep deden op een specifiek
type vervangingsuitkering (‘overbruggingsrecht’).

Vanwege kleine steekproefgroottes in EU-SILC gebruiken we administratieve gegevens (BELMOD)
om de armoedereductie van verschillende inkomensbronnen voor zelfstandigen te bestuderen. Het
armoederisico van zelfstandigen daalt met meer dan de helft (-59,8%) wanneer arbeidsinkomens in
van andere gezinsleden bij het individuele inkomen van de zelfstadige wordt meegerekend.
Daarnaast daalt het armoederisico met ongeveer een derde (-35,7%) wanneer sociale uitkeringen
worden meegerekend. Beide dalingen zijn sterker bij vrouwelijke dan bij mannelijke zelfstandigen.
Hierdoor vertaalt de inkomenskloof tussen mannen en vrouwen op individueel niveau zich niet in
een armoedekloof op huishoudniveau. Het is dus nodig om het volledige gezinsinkomen te bekijken
om het armoederisico van de individuele zelfstandige te begrijpen.

BELMOD-resultaten tonen aan dat sociale transfers armoede aanzienlijk verminderen, maar in

verschillende mate afhankelijk van het gezinstype. Kinderbijslag draagt duidelijk bij tot het
verminderen van het armoederisico voor zelfstandigen met kinderen (-27,0%). Voor gezinnen
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zonder kinderen zien we de grootste daling door pensioenuitkeringen (-18,5%), gevolgd door
bijdragen bij ziekte /invaliditeit (-9,4%).

Ook koopkracht blijft voor zelfstandigen een uitdaging

De meest gerapporteerde deprivatie-items - zoals ‘onvermogen om onverwachte uitgaven te dekken’,
‘zich een jaarlijkse vakantie van een week kunnen veroorloven’ of ‘versleten meubels vervangen’ -
komen zowel bij zelfstandigen, werknemers als de totale bevolking voor, zij het in mindere mate bij
zelfstandigen. Zo kan 8,8% van de zelfstandigen geen onverwachte uitgave van € 1300 betalen,
tegenover 14,9% van de werknemers en 22,5% van de totale bevolking.

Dus, samengevat:

In dit rapport hebben we verschillende puzzelstukjes samengevoegd over wat we weten over de
sociale situatie van zelfstandigen in Belgié en in het bijzonder hun risico op armoede of sociale
uitsluiting. Inkomsten uit zelfstandig ondernemerschap zijn volatieler en complexer om te meten in
vergelijking met een maandelijks loon bij werknemers. Bovendien wordt de werkelijke
levensstandaard niet noodzakelijk afgeleid van een maandelijks inkomen bij zelfstandigen. De
levensstandaard kan ook verweven zijn met bedrijfskapitaal of bepaalde bedrijfsactiva. De puzzel
blijft dus onafgewerkt. Wat we wel consequent vaststellen is dat het inkomen van zelfstandigen -
zoals gemeten met de beschikbare gegevens - minder vaak voldoende blijkt om boven de
armoederisicodrempel uit te komen in vergelijking met werknemers. Tegelijkertijd nuanceert
informatie over de sociale en materiéle levensstandaard het beeld van de problematische sociale
positie van zelfstandigen. Toch stellen we tegelijk ook vast dat een aanzienlijk deel van de
zelfstandigen uitkeringen ontvangt en dat - ondanks de problemen met de inkomensmeting - sociale
transfers voor zowel de zelfstandige zelf als voor hun gezinsleden het risico op inkomensarmoede
substantieel verkleint.
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Résumé en francais
Contexte

Dans le cadre de l'objectif européen de lutte contre la pauvreté, la Belgique s’est engagée a réduire
de 279.000 personnes, d’ici 2030 et par rapport a 2019, le nombre de personnes exposées au risque
de pauvreté ou d’exclusion sociale (indicateur AROPE). L'objectif européen est basé sur un indicateur
composé de trois sous-indicateurs : (1) « le risque de pauvreté monétaire » (AROP : lorsque le revenu
équivalent du ménage est inférieur au seuil de risque de pauvreté), (2) « la faible intensité de travail
au niveau du ménage » (QJH : il s’agit de ménages ou presque personne ne travaille) et (3) « la
privation matérielle et sociale grave » (SMSD : lorsqu’une personne ne peut se permettre plus de sept
des treize biens ou services considérés comme essentiels). Pour atteindre cet objectif, les Etats
membres peuvent agir sur un ou plusieurs de ces sous-indicateurs : soutenir les revenus des
ménages, réduire la proportion de ménages quasi sans emploi et/ou renforcer le pouvoir d’achat afin
de permettre I'accés aux biens et services essentiels.

Dans des analyses précédentes, nous avons étudié la baisse du « risque de pauvreté ou d’exclusion
sociale » et comparé la Belgique au reste de |'Europe. Dans le présent rapport, nous nous concentrons
plus spécifiquement sur un groupe particulier : les travailleurs indépendants. Des analyses
antérieures ont montré que la pauvreté monétaire (AROP) parmi les personnes en emploi reste
globalement limitée en Belgique, mais qu’elle est relativement plus élevée chez les indépendants. En
Belgique, les indépendants sont surtout exposés a un risque plus élevé de pauvreté monétaire que
les salariés. Au cours des quinze dernieres années, le risque de pauvreté (AROP) chez les
indépendants a varié entre 10,7% et 16,2%, tandis que celui des salariés oscillait entre 2,5% et 3,9%.

Les indépendants constituent un groupe non négligeable en Belgique : selon les statistiques de
I'Institut national d’assurances sociales pour travailleurs indépendants (INASTI), 801.544
indépendants a titre principal étaient affiliés en 2024.

Risque de pauvreté ou d’exclusion sociale chez les indépendants : surtout un probléeme de
pauvreté monétaire

Surlabase de I'enquéte EU-SILC 2024 (revenus de I'année 2023), on estime que 1.310.000 personnes
agées de 18 a 64 ans sont exposées au risque de pauvreté ou d’exclusion sociale. Parmi ces personnes,
22,7% (297.000 personnes) occupent un emploi, dont 86.000 en tant qu’indépendants. Cela
représente donc pres d’un tiers (29%) de 'ensemble des travailleurs exposés au risque de pauvreté
ou d’exclusion sociale en Belgique'”. Etant donné que, selon les données les plus récentes de Statbel
(2025), une réduction supplémentaire de 134.000 personnes est nécessaire d’'ici 2030 pour atteindre
I'objectif européen, les indépendants constituent un groupe a ne pas sous-estimer.

Etant donné que la mesure des revenus issus du travail indépendant pose des défis méthodologiques
spécifiques, la recherche académique et le suivi des politiques complétent souvent '’AROP par des
indicateurs de privation matérielle afin d’évaluer le niveau de vie. Conformément a la littérature
internationale, les données EU-SILC 2024 montrent que la part des indépendants confrontés a une
privation matérielle et sociale sévere est plus faible que chez les travailleurs salariés (SMSD
indépendants : 1,4% et pour les salariés : 2,8%). L'une des raisons invoquées dans la littérature

17 Eurostat: voir ici.
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académique est que les indépendants se constituent un niveau de vie tout au long de leur carriére
grace a leur entreprise, par exemple en puisant dans les actifs de celle-ci.

Globalement, la Belgique affiche de meilleurs résultats pour les indépendants sur les deux indicateurs
de pauvreté par rapport a la moyenne de 'UE-27 : tant le risque de pauvreté (AROP : Belgique 14,2%
; UE-27 20,9%) que la privation matérielle et sociale sévere (SMSD : Belgique 1,4% vs UE-27 3,4%)
sont plus faibles en Belgique.

Les indépendants ont-ils en moyenne un profil socio-économique plus faible, expliquant leur
risque plus élevé de pauvreté monétaire ?

Sur la base des caractéristiques sociodémographiques, on ne s’attendrait a priori pas a ce que les
indépendants en Belgique présentent un risque plus élevé de pauvreté monétaire que les salariés.
Ainsi, les travailleurs indépendants sont majoritairement des hommes (67%), tandis que la
répartition hommes-femmes parmi les salariés est plus équilibrée. Les indépendants sont en
moyenne plus agés que les salariés. En termes de niveau d’éducation et de pays d’origine, les deux
groupes présentent des caractéristiques similaires. Selon les données de I'EU-SILC 2024, les
indépendants vivent plus souvent dans des ménages ou tous les adultes travaillent. Toutefois, le
risque de pauvreté monétaire reste nettement plus élevé dans ces ménages, atteignant 13,3% pour
les indépendants contre 0,8% pour les salariés quand tous les adultes travaillent.

La protection sociale fonctionne aussi pour les indépendants

Environ un indépendant sur sept (13,9%) percoit un revenu de remplacement (par exemple :
allocations de chémage, pension de retraite ou prestations de maladie et d'invalidité) selon EU-SILC
2024. La proportion d’'indépendants bénéficiant d’'une allocation est deux fois plus élevée dans le
quintile de revenus le plus bas (21,9%) que dans le quintile le plus élevé (10,5%). Pendant la période
du Covid-19, cette proportion est passée a 72,2% dans le quintile le plus bas et a 34% dans le quintile
le plus élevé. L’'une des raisons est que de nombreux indépendants en Belgique ont eu recours, durant
la crise sanitaire, a un type spécifique d’allocation de remplacement : le « droit passerelle ».

Afin de pallier la taille restreinte des échantillons EU-SILC, nous utilisons des données
administratives (BELMOD) pour analyser I'impact des différentes sources de revenus sur la
réduction de la pauvreté chez les indépendants. Le risque de pauvreté des indépendants diminue de
plus de moitié (-59,8%) lorsque les revenus du travail d’autres membres du ménage sont ajoutés au
revenu individuel de I'indépendant. En outre, le risque de pauvreté diminue d’environ un tiers (-
35,7%) lorsque les prestations sociales sont prises en compte. Ces diminutions sont plus marquées
chez les indépendantes que chez les indépendants. Ainsi, I'écart de revenus entre hommes et femmes
au niveau individuel ne se traduit pas par un écart de pauvreté au niveau du ménage. Il est donc aussi
nécessaire d'examiner le revenu familial total pour appréhender le risque de pauvreté individuel du
travailleur indépendant

Les résultats de BELMOD montrent que les transferts sociaux réduisent considérablement la
pauvreté, mais de maniére variable selon le type de ménage. Les allocations familiales contribuent
clairement a réduire le risque de pauvreté chez les indépendants avec enfants (-27%). Pour les
ménages sans enfants, la plus forte réduction provient des pensions (-18,5%), suivies des allocations
en cas de maladie ou d’invalidité (-9,4%).
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Le pouvoir d’achat reste également un défi pour les indépendants

Les éléments de privation les plus fréquemment rapportés — tels que l'incapacité a faire face a des
dépenses imprévues, a s'offrir une semaine de vacances par an ou a remplacer des meubles usés —
concernent aussi bien les indépendants que les salariés et la population dans son ensemble, bien
qu'’ils soient moins fréquents parmi les indépendants. Ainsi, 8,8% des indépendants ne peuvent pas
faire face a une dépense imprévue de 1.300€, contre 14,9% des salariés et 22,5% de I'’ensemble de la
population.

En résumé

Ce rapport rassemble différents éléments visant a mieux appréhender la situation sociale des
indépendants en Belgique, notamment leur risque de pauvreté ou d’exclusion sociale. Les revenus
issus du travail indépendant sont plus volatils et plus complexes a mesurer que le salaire mensuel
des salariés. De plus, le niveau de vie réel des indépendants ne se déduit pas nécessairement de leur
revenu mensuel, car il peut étre lié au capital de I’entreprise ou a certains actifs professionnels. Le
puzzle reste donc incomplet. Ce que nous constatons de maniéere constante, c’est que le revenu des
indépendants, tel qu'il est mesuré par les données disponibles, est moins souvent suffisant pour
dépasser le seuil de risque de pauvreté que celui des salariés. En parallele, les informations relatives
au niveau de vie social et matériel nuancent I'image d'une position sociale problématique des
indépendants. Nous observons néanmoins qu'une part importante des indépendants percoit des
allocations et que, malgré les difficultés de mesure des revenus, les transferts sociaux réduisent
substantiellement le risque de pauvreté monétaire, tant pour les indépendants eux-mémes que pour
les membres de leur ménage.
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Annex 2: Additional figures

Figure A.1.  Share of self-employed (18-64) that receive a positive replacement income, by
type of benefit, Belgium 2019-2024
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Source: EU-SILC, Statbel, FPS Social Security, own calculations
Note: Figures for EU-SILC 2024 refer to income year 2023. ‘bridging right’ are statistically classified as ‘unemployment
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Figure A.2.  Pre-transfer poverty risk (in %) of self-employed and percentage point
reduction with social transfers by age, Belgium BELMOD 2019
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ANNEX 3 : METHODOLOGICAL CLARIFICATIONS

There are important methodological notes concerning the data sources used and their
interpretation!8. In our 2021 report 19, we discussed the changes in key indicators measuring the at
risk of poverty or social exclusion that occurred in 2021 (giving rise to the distinction between old
and new definitions of AROPE in figure 1); as well as the two important changes in the BE-SILC that
happened in 2019 concerning the weighting procedure and the switch to fiscal administrative data for
the majority of the income variables. These caused a break in series in 2019.

There was also an impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the fieldwork of EU-SILC 2020. The measures that
have been taken to mitigate the consequences of the pandemic, have had a substantial impact on the
data collection (e.g. a change from face-to-face interviews to interviews by telephone, or a potential
bias in the realised sample due to the (un)availability of certain households20). This means that the
results of SILC 2020 are difficult to compare to those of SILC 2019, but also to those of SILC 2021. In
order to highlight this difficulty, an asterisk (or a *’) will be used in the graphs and tables.

It should also be noted that due to the massive use of temporary unemployment during the COVID-19
pandemic, the SILC 2021 category "unemployed" includes the long-term unemployed, as well as
people who have been temporarily unemployed for more than 6 months and who generally live in
less precarious conditions, making a direct comparison of the at-risk-of-poverty rate of the
unemployed based on EU-SILC 2021 and 2022 difficult.

Furthermore, it is important to note the discrepancy in reference years between indicators and
variables in EU-SILC?L. Notably, the reference year is defined separately for each variable depending
on its collection and its use. Generally, the income-related indicators, but also the (quasi-) jobless
household indicator refer to the income year (cf. year t-1) which corresponds typically to the
calendar year before the year in which the survey took place. Other indicators as well as the majority
of personal characteristics (e.g. tenure status, education level etc.) align to the year when the survey
was conducted (i.e. survey year, cf. year t). Understanding these differences in reference years is
essential for accurate analysis and meaningful comparisons within EU-SILC.22

18 In October 2025, Statbel revised the EU-SILC survey extrapolation weights for the years 2019-2024. Differences may
exist between the revised figures and those published previously: the impact is limited for indicators expressed as
proportions, but it can be more substantial for extrapolations in absolute numbers, particularly for breakdowns by age
category and household type.

19 Federal Public Service Social Security. (2022). The evolution of the social situation and social protection in Belgium 2021 (
pages 1 to 6).

20 For more information, see the methodological note from Statbel regarding the effect of Covid 19 on the SILC fieldwork:
https://statbel.fgov.be/en/methodological-note-covid-19.

21 For a concise overview of the reference years related to the key indicators and variables discussed in this report, please
refer to table Al in the appendix. Additionally, for a more comprehensive understanding of the definitions of the key
indicators, consult the glossary provided in the same appendix.

22 In previous reports, we referred to the survey year when analyzing the EU-SILC results regardless of the indicator.
However, due to the switch to fiscal administrative data in Belgium we managed to obtain a more accurate representation
of income for a specific income year (denoted as year t-1). Additionally, considering the recent crisis context and associated
(income) support measures (such as temporary protection benefits during the COVID-crisis and the indexation system
during the period with high inflation in Belgium), it is very likely that the EU-SILC data on income serves as a better proxy
for income in year t-1 than it does for year t (the survey year). Consequently, we made a deliberate choice to consistently
refer to the reference year throughout this report. Specifically, when discussing the AROPE, we will refer to the edition of
the EU-SILC (referred to as ‘EU-SILC year t’) because the AROPE covers data from both year t (via the SMSD) and year t-1
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Finally, in a more general way, the usual considerations and limitations regarding sample-survey data
apply. Indeed, a statistical error rate should be taken into account when interpreting the value of an
indicator and some population groups (e.g. people living in collective households) are not included
in the sampling framework. This should be borne in mind when looking at the data and linking the
results to policy measures.

(via the QJH and AROP). For the other indicators, we will specify the relevant reference year—either ‘year t’ or ‘year t-1’,
depending on the context and indicator. When addressing income-related indicators, we will refer to ‘income year t-1’ in
the text. Furthermore, we will refer in our graphs to the edition of the EU-SILC, which allows us to plot indicators with
different reference years in a single graph. To illustrate our approach, here is an example: in Belgium, the AROP equals to
12,3% in income year 2022, while the SMSD equals 6,1% in 2023.
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ANNEX 4: GLOSSARY

In this section, we list certain definitions available on the website of Eurostat for some of the
indicators and terms frequently used in this report23,

At risk of poverty or social exclusion, abbreviated as AROPE24, corresponds to the sum of persons
who are either at-risk-of-poverty, or severely materially and socially deprived or living in a household
with a very low work intensity. People are included only once even if they are in more than one of the
situations mentioned above. The AROPE rate is the share of the total population which is at risk of
poverty or social exclusion. It is the main indicator to monitor the EU 2030 target on poverty and
social exclusion and was the headline indicator to monitor the EU 2020 Strategy poverty target. The
AROPE indicator has been modified in 2021 according to the new EU 2030 target, adjusting the SMD
and the QJH.

The at-risk-of-poverty rate2s is the share of people with an equivalised disposable income (after
social transfer) below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60 % of the national median
equivalised disposable income after social transfers.

The at-risk-of-poverty rate before social transfers is calculated as the share of people having an
equivalised disposable income before social transfers that is below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold
calculated after social transfers. Pensions, such as old-age and survivors’ (widows' and widowers")
benefits, are counted as income (before social transfers) and not as social transfers. This indicator
examines the hypothetical non-existence of social transfers.

Disposable income?6 : includes all income from work (employee wages and earnings from self-
employment); private income from investment and property; transfers between households; all
social transfers received in cash including old-age pensions.

Equivalised income?7 is a measure of household income that takes account of the differences in a
household's size and composition, and thus is equivalised or made equivalent for all household sizes
and compositions. It is used for the calculation of poverty and social exclusion indicators.

The severe material and social deprivation rate (SMSD) is an EU-SILC indicator adopted by the
Indicators' Sub-Group (ISG) of the Social Protection Committee (SPC), that distinguishes between
individuals who cannot afford a certain good, service or social activities. It is defined as the

23 These are therefore the exact definitions given by Eurostat and available at : Category:Living conditions glossary -
Statistics Explained (europa.eu).

Statbel also provides a glossary with a series of definitions associated with SILC, available at
https://statbel.fgov.be/en/themes/households/poverty-and-livingconditions/plus.

24 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained /index.php?title=Glossary:At risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE).

25 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained /index.php?title=Glossary:At-risk-of-poverty rate.

26 Available at :

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained /index.php?title=Glossary:Disposable income.

27 Available at :

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained /index.php?title=Glossary:Equivalised income.
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proportion of the population experiencing an enforced lack of at least 7 out of 13 deprivation items
(6 related to the individual and 7 related to the household).

The work intensity?8 of a household is the ratio of the total number of months that all working-age
household members have worked during the income reference year and the total number of months
the same household members theoretically could have worked in the same period.

A jobless household?° is defined as a household in which no working-age adult is employed.

The quasi-jobless indicator measures the absence of employment at the household level. It concerns
people from 0-64 years living in households where the adults (those aged 18-64, but excluding
students aged 18-24 and people who are retired according to their self-defined current economic
status or who receive any pension (except survivors pension), as well as people in the age bracket 60-
64 who are inactive and living in a household where the main income is pensions) worked a working
time equal or less than 20% of their total combined work-time potential during the previous year.
Households composed only of children, of students aged less than 25 and/or people aged 65 or more
are excluded from the indicator calculation.

The reference year3? is the time or year to which a particular piece of information relates. In EU-
SILC, it is defined separately for each variable depending on its collection and its use. Therefore, the
reference year can align with either the survey year or the income year. The survey year corresponds
to the year when the EU-SILC survey was conducted. The income year, in EU-SILC, typically
corresponds to the calendar year before the year in which the survey took place (for most
participating countries like Belgium), and is used mainly for assessing income-related indicators and
the (quasi-) jobless household indicator.

28 Available at:

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Persons living in households with low work intensity.

29 Available at:

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained /index.php?title=Glossary:Jobless households.

30 Available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/information-data#Reference%?20periods
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