
Poverty after the COVID-19 
pandemic threatens 35,000 
children in the Czech Republic 
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Key findings 

 

 With one in nine children living in poverty, Czechia has one of the lowest child 
poverty rates in Europe.  

 However, some children are at greater risk. 1 in 3 children in sole-parent 
households live in poverty compared to 1 in 13 children living with two parents. 

 Following the global financial crisis, child poverty rates in Czechia increased. The 
economic fallout from COVID-19 presents an even greater risk. 

 Family policies are key to low child poverty rates. While Czechia invests relatively 
high amounts in family policies, recent data show a fall of around 0.2 per cent. 

 Estimates show that 35,000 children will be immediately pushed into poverty due 
to the COVID-19 crisis in Czechia.  

 The child income poverty rate is estimated to remain higher than pre-COVID level 
for five or more years. 

 Strong family policies combined with minimum income standards can address 
high sole-parent poverty rates. 
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Why should Czechia prioritize child 
poverty now? 

 
All countries, rich and poor, need to keep a 
close eye on child income poverty risks. 
Czechia, despite its relative successes in 
keeping child income poverty low, is no 
different. The reasons are numerous.      
For the children, poverty robs them of 
opportunity, of a chance in life. For the 
society, social and economic progress 
relies on future generations – strong 
families and strong communities – which 
will be weakened before they even start by 
income poverty and deprivation among the 
youngest. For the country, the commitment 
to international standards in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
and the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) creates 
responsibilities to eradicate poverty as part 
of the goal of universal achievement of 
child rights and human development.        
A universal mandate means that all 
children, not just most children, should be 
able to live a life free from poverty.  

This brief also comes at a time when all 
countries in the world have been shocked 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has 
closed businesses and schools, affected 
employment and household incomes, and 
stifled economic growth. According to 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) figures (OECD 
dot.stat, 2020), Czechia is among a group 
of high-income countries (HICs) most 
affected by the associated economic 
downturn. A closer look at the effect of the 
global financial crisis – the last comparable 
economic crisis experienced by Czechia – 
shows that the country’s child poverty rate 
remained higher than 2008 levels for the 
following eight years (apart from 2013) and 
gross domestic product (GDP) per capita 
fell below 2007 levels for a decade.      

What is more, many countries saw a 
consolidation of public expenditures on 
family policies through austerity practices – 
later linked to an increase in child poverty 
and deprivation. And although Czechia 
bucked this trend, by increasing spending 
on families relative to GDP, the best 
available data show that family spending in 
the country appears to be falling.  

As countries seek to rebuild and recover 
out of COVID-19, and the economic crisis   
it has generated, it is a good time to assess 
how Czechia is managing child poverty 
risks, and the role of family policies in that 
process. What might be expected in the 
next 10 years? And how might family 
policies be protected? Moreover, it is also 
important to look more closely at which 
children are poor in the country – this will 
help identify which family policies might 
be most efficient and effective in the post-
COVID years, and the extent to which 
Czechia is set to meet the universal 
principles it has committed to in the 
UNCRC and SDGs.  

Trends and levels of children’s 
poverty and well-being outcomes 
in Czechia and other high-income 
countries 

 
Child income poverty rates are lowest in 
those countries where about 1 in 10 
children were living in income-poor 
conditions. Prior to the present crisis, 
Iceland had the lowest poverty rate (10.4 
per cent) among HICs, followed by Czechia 
and Denmark (both 11 per cent). The trend 
in Czechia has fluctuated somewhat in 
recent years, seeing a reversal of the 
downward trend immediately after the 
global financial crisis, and in 2013 (see 
Figure 1 – upper panel). Slovenia’s poverty 
rate is also low, but others in the group of 
five are higher (Slovakia and Austria 
almost twice as high). 
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Figure 1: Trends in children’s poverty and well-being outcomes in Czechia compare well to the 
majority of other high-income countries 

Relative child income poverty (60% of median) 

 

Note: The average is an unweighted average for all OECD or EU countries with data. The upper and lower 
bound map half a standard deviation above and below the average for each year. 

Country Income 
poverty rate 
(cut-off point: 
60% of 
median equiv. 
income) 

Mortality 
rate (all 
deaths) 
per 1000 
children 
aged 5-14 

Share of 
NEET, 
total    
(% of  
15-19) 

PISA: 
Reading 
Literacy 
Score 

Suicide 
rate per 
100,000 
aged 
15-19 

Child homicide 
(death through 
intentional 
injury) rate   
per 100,000 
aged 0-14 

SDG targets 1.2.1 3.2.2 8.6.1 4.1.1 3.4.2 16.1.1 

Austria 19.2 0.8 5.3 484 6.6 0.57 

Czechia 11 0.81 2.4 490 8.3 0.31 

Germany 14.5 0.72 3.4 498 4.9 0.23 

Slovak 
Republic 

20.5 1.27 6.7 458   

Slovenia 11.7 0.74 1.9 495 5.3 0 

Average (int.) 19.6 1 6.3 485.1 5.9 0.3 

Source: Richardson et al. (2020). Note: In this country note we compare a selection of neighbouring European 
countries with similar economic and social conditions. 
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In terms of other children’s well-being 
outcomes (see Figure 1 – lower panel), 
mortality rates trend lower than the HICs 
average (but not the group of five, where 
only Slovakia has a higher trend line); rates 
of those not in employment, education or 
training (NEET) (in line with unemployment 
rates overall) are lower than average and 
falling; and reading outcomes trend around 
average (but below Germany and 
Slovenia).1 Suicide rates have been around 
average, but an uptick in 2016 put Czechia 
well above average, and highest among 
the five. Intentional homicide rates are 
around average. 

Trends and levels in economic and 
social conditions affecting child 
poverty and well-being in Czechia 
and other high-income countries 

 
In Czechia, falls in GDP per capita around 
the time of the global financial crisis were 
average (-4.8 compared with -4.4 on 
average) and the initial recovery was on 
track (matching the regional average of   
2.2 per cent) but, unlike most countries, it 
faltered – returning to negative growth in 
2012 and 2013 before remaining positive 
since then. Growth of between 5 per cent 
and 7 per cent annually (pre-global 
financial crisis levels) has not been 
matched (Richardson et al., 2020). 
 
GDP per capita (constant 2010 US$) – the 
variable used to calculate the elasticities of 
child poverty and well-being outcomes – in 
Czechia is lower than most other HICs, 
although tracks the average trends. In 
terms of economic recovery following the 
crisis, it took 6 years (2009 to 2015) for GDP 

 
1 Overall, there was a small fall in average PISA 
(Programme for International Student Assessment) 
reading literacy scores across this set of HICs from 
2003 to 2018 (with measurement at three-year 
intervals). Two of the five countries compared here – 

per capita to recover a growth rate of pre- 
financial crisis levels (World Bank, 2021). 
 
Economic factors related to a swifter 
economic recovery seem favourable in 
Czechia. For instance, compared with other 
HICs, the Czech economy is less reliant on 
the service industry (stable between         
54 per cent and 56 per cent). Government 
debt is relatively low: since a peak in 2012 
(56 per cent), it has been falling to 40 per 
cent in 2018. Unemployment in Czechia did 
not react sharply to the global financial 
crisis, and has been falling steadily to a   
20-year low of 2 per cent in 2018, well 
below the HIC average of 6 per cent.  

However, social factors are mixed, and 
may put constraints on increased (or 
shock-responsive) social spending.      
Since the global financial crisis, the       
age-dependency ratio in Czechia has 
increased dramatically from around          
40 per cent to close to 55 per cent.    
Overall social expenditure trends per capita 
have been increasing – this is not closely 
aligned to age dependency, where higher 
increases in social spending were seen 
prior to the uptick in age dependency. This 
may point to increasing demand for benefit 
coverage, or payment level increases in the 
near future. 

Overall social expenditure trends per capita 
are in line with falling income inequality in 
Czechia (from a Gini of 28 to 25 between 
2004 and 2016). This is against a stable 
trend in most HICs in recent years (and the 
group of five – except Slovakia). Lower 
inequality is associated with better social 
outcomes across the board, and lower 
costs on high-end social interventions. 

Czechia and Slovenia – exhibit U-shaped trends,   
with positive improvements in recent waves (OECD, 
2019).  
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Figure 2: Trends in public expenditure on families in Czechia have increased steadily 

Public expenditure on families with children (percentage of GDP)

 

Source: Richardson et al. (2020). 

 

Falls in GDP per capita were seen around 2009, following the global financial crisis, and again 
around 2015-2016 

 

Source: World Bank (2021) 
Note: The average is an unweighted average for all OECD or EU countries with data. The upper and lower 
bound map half a standard deviation above and below the average for each year. 



 

6 
 

The increases in overall social expenditure 
are likely to be driven by family policies. 
Against a HIC trend of stable spending on 
families, since 2003 public expenditure on 
families has increased by almost 1 per cent 
in Czechia (see Figure 2 – lower panel). This 
aligns with amendments to the family 
allowance in 2003 (implemented in 2004) 
and maternity benefits in 2005. The 
spending has levelled out since the global 
financial crisis.  

Education expenditure has also increased 
dramatically in Czechia from well below 
average (4 per cent compared with around 
5.3 per cent) to over 5.5 per cent of GDP 
from 2015 onwards. In contrast, health 
expenditures is lower than the HIC 
average, and has been stable these past 
two decades, increasing in line with 
regional trends.  

Social protection and fiscal stimulus responses to COVID-19 in 2020 
All fiscal stimulus responses to the crisis were to business or directly benefiting those in employment.  
Low levels of unemployment in Czechia mean this a ‘more inclusive’ response than elsewhere. 

Stimulus  Eligibility Payment details Cost 
(NCU) Duration 

Wage 
subsidies 

Quarantined 
employees 

60% of reduced average earnings for 
first 14 days of quarantine with no 
waiting period. After 14 days, employee 
is further reimbursed 

9.6 
billion 
(5% of 
GDP) 

5 months (until  
31 August 
2020) 

Cash 
transfer 
(lump sum) 

Quarantined 
employees 

Lump sum of CZK 370 paid per day of 
quarantine or isolation 

2 months 
(March - end 
April 2020) 

Wage 
subsidies Businesses 

60% of wage if quarantined; 80% of 
wage if inputs for activity are 
unavailable; 100% of wage in case of 
job closure or childcare responsibilities 

5 months (until  
31 August 
2020) 

Tax/social 
security 
contributions 

Firms and 
workers via 
firms 

Paid by employers (24.8%). For 
companies with over 50 employees, 
social security contributions were 
waived between June and August 2020 

3 months (until  
30 June 2020) 

Health 
insurance 

Self-
employed 

6-month waiver on health insurance 
payments is available to the self-
employed 

  

Cash 
transfer 
(lump sum) 

Self-
employed, 
small 
businesses 

€900  
3 months 
(February - end 
April 2020) 

Credit 
guarantees Firms  

18.9 
billion 
(9% of 
GDP) 

 

Crisis 
caregiver's 
allowance 

Employees 
caring for 
children 
under 10 

70% of the daily calculation base up to 
CZK 400 per day  

9 months (Oct 
2020 - end of 
June 2021, 
during school 
closure) 

Tax relief  Personal and corporate income tax  4 months 
Source: Richardson et al, 2020. Personal correspondence with Prof Mary Daly, Oxford University, United Kingdom 
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Child income poverty is set to 
increase in Czechia, drawing an 
additional 35,000 children into 
poverty 

 
In 2020, Czechia registered a 5.8 per cent 
fall in GDP per capita from $24,260 
(purchasing power parity (PPP)) in 2019 to 
$22,843 (PPP) in 2020.2 This 5.8 per cent fall 
over two years is estimated (based on pre-
COVID projections (Richardson et al., 
2020)) to result in around a 17 per cent 
increase in the child income poverty rate, 
bringing the number of children living in 
poverty up from 11 per cent to 12.9 per 
cent in total.  

In a population with approximately          
1.9 million children under the age of 18, 
this constitutes an increase in the child 
income poverty headcount in the region of 
35,000 children.  

According to a cluster analysis of the 
macroeconomic and social factors that 
distinguish child well-being outcomes in 
Czechia from other HICs, a low child 
poverty rate is associated with lower child 
homicide rates compared with other 
countries. Moreover, analysis of child 
income poverty as a predictor of health 
and education outcomes in a group of 
European countries, pre-crisis, showed that 
increases to child income poverty were 
also significantly associated with falls in 
average reading literacy rates and 
increases in average child homicide rates.2  

Children and families most at risk 
of poverty in Czechia 

 
Moving to the principles of universality 
found in the UNCRC and SDGs requires a 
closer look at who is most at risk of child 

 
2 World Bank. (2021). GDP per capita (constant 2010 
US$) Retrieved September 2021, 

poverty in Czechia – in particular children 
living in homes with only one parent (sole-
parent families).  

Table 1 shows that the poverty risks for 
sole-parent families are three times higher 
than for the total population (column D), 
and four times higher than for two-parent 
families (column E). At a rate of 31 per 
cent, around one in three children in sole-
parent families in Czechia live in poverty.  

Although spending levels on family 
policies are a strong predictor of lower 
child poverty rates in most HICs, the detail 
of how money is spent matters (OECD 
2011, Richardson 2015). Without special 
allowances for sole parents in family 
allowances, and without specific sole-
parent elements in the calculation of the 
monthly amounts of the minimum living 
allowance (Životní minimum), poverty risks 
for sole parents are likely to remain high. 
For example, treating the first child in a 
sole-parent household at the ‘second adult’ 
rate (CZK 3,200/EUR 122 compared with 
CZK 1,970/EUR 75 for a child aged under 6; 
CZK 2,420/EUR 92 for a child aged 6 to 15; 
CZK 2,270/EUR 106 for a child aged 15 to 
26) would make an immediate impact, 
particularly for those caring for the 
youngest children (MISSOC 2021).  

Until July 2021, only the attendance 
allowance (ošetřovné) provided specific 
elements for sole parents who were 
employed, when caring for children who 
were sick (longer leave is provided –         
16 days compared with 9 days for          
two-parent families) (MISSOC 2021).          
A similar element in the universal child 
benefit in Czechia, providing additional 
financial supports for all sole parents (not 
just those employed, but those seeking 
work, or caring for children at home) can 

https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-
development-indicators  

https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-development-indicators
https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-development-indicators
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significantly reduce the risk of child 
poverty in these households, and meet the 
universality principles outlined in the 
UNCRC and SDGs.   

A new policy for sole parents in 
Czechia: advancing maintenance 
payments 

Since July 2021, the implementation of an 
advance on maintenance payments 
(Náhradní výživné) has offered some sole 
parents a new source of income.            
This benefit, specifically, will help sole 
parents with absent partners access unpaid 
maintenance after a court decision.       
Paid for children up to the age of 15,      
and up to a cap of CZK 3,000 (EUR 117)   
per month, the benefit is likely to reduce 
the gap between sole-parent poverty risks, 
and poverty risk in the general child 
population.  

Although the full extent of the anti-poverty 
effects of this new policy will not be known 

for some time, three reasons suggest that 
the (Náhradní výživné) will be less effective 
than a sole-parent payment in the universal 
child benefit or the minimum living 
allowance (Životní minimum). First, not all 
sole parents – due to bereavement or a 
parent not being named on the birth 
certificate – will be able to benefit. Second, 
not all parents will be presently defaulting 
on their maintenance payments, so the 
extent to which addressing defaults will 
lower overall poverty rates will be lower 
than a benefit for all parents with universal 
properties. Third, the administration of the 
advance on maintenance payments may 
generate unwanted trade-offs. For 
example, costs related to administration, 
including court costs (both for families and 
the state), and the costs of administering 
the collection of unpaid maintenance, may 
reduce the overall transfer budget, as well 
as increase out-of-pocket costs, and create 
conflict between separated parents. All of 
these potential risks can be evaluated once 
the (Náhradní výživné) is fully established.

 

Table 1: Poverty risks for sole-parent families are four times higher than in two-parent 
families (2019 data) 

 
Source: EUROSTAT (2021). 

 

 

 

 A B C D(C/A) E(C/B) 

 Total Two-parent Sole-parent Relative risk of sole-
parent poverty to total 

Relative risk of sole-parent 
poverty to two-parent family 

Austria 13.3 11.8 29.5 2.2 2.5 

Czechia 10.1 7.6 30.8 3.0 4.1 

Germany 14.8 8.3 27.1 1.8 3.3 

Slovenia 12 7.6 26.1 2.2 3.4 

Slovakia 12 15.4 36.7 3.0 2.4 

EU27 16.8 16.1 33.1 2.0 2.1 
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