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Abstract

Resilience has become a prominent concept in EU social and economic policy, positioned as a
response to megatrends such as technological change, labour market deregulation and
demographic shifts. This article critically examines how resilience is conceptualised in EU policy,
arguing that it insufficiently accounts for structural inequalities in individuals’ capacities to adapt
to risks. Building on cumulative inequality theory and the prevalences and penalties framework,
we propose an “inequalities in resilience” framework that distinguishes between the need for
resilience—measured by exposure to labour market risks—and the capacity for resilience—
measured by the ability to avoid poverty when risks materialise. Using EI-SILC data for 30
countries, 2010-2020, encompassing 3,103,097 individuals, we find that groups with greater
need for resilience, particularly those with lower educational attainment and single-parent
households, show lower capacity for resilience. This pattern shows a high degree of consistency
across different risks and poverty indicators, and national contexts. We conclude that resilience-
focused policy must integrate prevention and resource-based interventions while recognising
the compounded, path-dependent, and status-based nature of inequality. Addressing these
layered disadvantages requires coordinated, inclusive policy designs that go beyond individual
adaptation to tackle the structural roots of disadvantage.
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Introduction

As the concept of “resilience” is increasingly prominent in the policy discourse of the EU and its
member states, the conceptual focus in this article is on how the EU considers the importance
of structural inequalities in its use of the concept of resilience with respect to its (potential)
implications for social and economic issues. The High-Level Group on the Future of Social
Protection and the Welfare State in the European Union argued for the need to foster resilience,
in particular to be able to respond to large-scale societal megatrends — including trends in
employment and labour income inequalities (European Commission, 2023). Labour market
transformations described as the new ‘world of work’ are often linked to developments that
include de-industrialization, technological change and automation, international competition,
and de-regulation (lversen & Soskice, 2019; Kalleberg, 2009; Taylor-Gooby, 2005).
Consequences of these transformations include increased dualization between labour market
insiders and outsiders (Rueda, 2005), more workers facing precarious employment conditions
(Kalleberg, 2009), low-wage work and in-work poverty (Lohmann & Marx, 2018), and more
workers experiencing temporary contracts (Latner, 2022).

As detailed below, the concept of resilience as it is used by the EU refers to the capacity to adapt
to or to absorb the consequences of uncertain labour market conditions — as well as other
challenges. We review the literature that argues that while the concept of resilience has a
number of attractive features, the concept is also widely considered to have a number of
problematic aspects. Notably, we argue, the use of resilience by the EU does not differentiate
between the need of individuals and families to respond to the challenges posed by changing
labour markets, and their capacity to do so. We formulate the inequalities in resilience
framework, and empirically test hypotheses about cumulative inequality: educational groups
and family types that are most likely to experience labour market risks have the least capacity
to avoid poverty when they do, while those educational groups and families who experience
these labour market risks least tend to be less likely to be poor — even when they experience
those risks.
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The use of resilience by the European Union

The term resilience has been used by EU institutions in high-level and public-facing contexts, in
relation to a wide range of policy areas that include but are not limited to social and economic
issues. In 2015, a conference on ‘Building a resilient Europe in a globalised world’ was organised
by the European Commission’s Directorate-General Joint Research Centrel. A ‘Strategic
Approach to Resilience in the EU’s External Action’” was introduced in 2017 by the High
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (2017), the 2022-2023 Council
Presidency (held by France, Czechia and Sweden) committed to foster resilience across a broad
array of areas including ‘resilient payment systems’, ‘resilient transport systems, ‘climate
resilience, ‘cyber resilience’, and ‘resilient value chains’ (Council of the European Union, 2021),
and the ‘Directive on the Resilience of Critical Entities’ (European Parliament & Councial of the
European Union, 2022) requires to establish national strategies for enhancing the resilience of
essential services related to for instance energy, transport, health, and drinking water.

The application of the concept of resilience specifically to social and economic issues can be
traced back, at least, to the 2013 Commission Recommendation on Investing in Children
(European Commission, 2013). This recommendation stated that prevention of disadvantage is
best achieved through integrated strategies that “help children live up to their full potential and
contribute to their resilience” (p.1). The explicit adoption of resilience as a key policy priority of
the European Union, however, is a more recent development and parallels the development of
the COVID-19 pandemic. The 2020 strategic foresight report focused on “charting the course
towards a more resilient Europe”, and in which resilience was coined as the “new compass for
EU policies” (European Commission, 2020). Social and economic resilience was explicitly
included in the 2021 implementation of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), and in the
2023 report by the High-Level Group on the Future of Social Protection of the Welfare State that
argues that “the challenges resulting from both the long-term megatrends and the emerging
crises reinforce the need to foster social resilience and solidarity at all levels, national, European,
and maybe even global” (European Commission, 2023, p. 10).

In the EU policy context, resilience is generally conceptualised in broad terms, in relation to the
capacity to cope with shocks or challenges, to recovery, and more recently also in relation to a
forward-looking perspective focused on transitions and improvement. The Strategic Foresight

1 https://ec.europa.eu/regional policy/en/newsroom/news/2015/09/how-to-build-a-resilient-europe-in-a-
globalised-world (last accessed 19 May 2025)
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Communication defined resilience as “the ability not only to withstand and cope with challenges
but also to undergo transitions in a sustainable, fair, and democratic manner” (European
Commission, 2020, p. 6). The High-Level Group on the Future of Social Protection and of the
Welfare State in the European Union (European Commission, 2023) did not explicitly define
resilience, but their focus was on (recommending) policies that strengthen the position of
individuals and families in the context of contemporary megatrends, such as diversifying
inequalities and the changing nature of work. However, as we will argue in the next section, the
lack of explicit or specific definitions of the concept of resilience results in applications that
overlook structural, group-level inequalities in people’s need and capacity for resilience.
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Background and Question: Strengths

and Weaknesses of Resilience

Having outlined the use of resilience in the EU policy context above, this section reviews the
academic literature on resilience, in particular focusing on the strengths and weaknesses of the
concept.

A useful starting point is that most conceptualisations of resilience pertain to the relationship
between risks and adverse circumstances on the one hand, and outcomes associated with those
risks on the other hand (Mohaupt, 2009). The concept is often focused specifically on the well-
being among those who experienced risks: well-being despite adversity (cf. Masten, 1994). In
other words, resilience does not merely focus on the level of well-being among a population (of
individuals, families, etc.), but explicitly on the relationship between risk exposure and aspects
of well-being among those who experienced the risk.

Among the strengths of the resilience concept is that it, based on the commonly used moniker
“well-being despite adversity” (cf. Masten, 1994), explicitly and analytically places well-being in
relation to experiencing a risk (‘adversity’). Moreover, many conceptualizations of resilience
acknowledge adaptive functioning that individuals and families demonstrate to respond to
adverse situations. Resilience is thus understood as “a dynamic process whereby individuals
show adaptive functioning in the face of significant adversity” (Schoon, 2009, p. 8). In that, the
concept of resilience moves beyond the deficit model of poverty that only focuses on what
people lack (Frankenhuis & Nettle, 2020) and focuses on what people do: the agency and effort
exerted by individuals and families to maintain or even improve their well-being in the face of
risks. Further, resilience expands the studied time horizon from only focusing on people’s
current well-being, to also include a perspective that acknowledges people’s (anticipation of)
future developments (Boumis et al., 2023; Wildavsky, 1988). This introduces an important
distinction between processes leading up to risk exposure, and the capacity to cope with risks
once they occurred.

Important weaknesses of the concept of resilience in policy making are rooted in the normative
concerns that it might overly emphasise (the potential for) agency — with the risk of ‘blaming the
victim’ — and that as the concept of resilience originates in macro-level analyses of systems (e.g.
eco-systems) it has been questioned whether it can effectively be applied to address social
problems that have macro-micro level interactions (Hall & Lamont, 2013; Olsson et al., 2015).
This is particularly relevant of the EU’s application of resilience against social and economic
issues, in which the concern is not only about societal resilience against a macro-level shock (e.g.
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economic stability in times of changing labour markets) but also about the economic inequality
among individuals and families (e.g. capacity to compensate for job-loss in the family).

Recent reviews of the use of the concept of resilience pointed out that structural, group-level
inequalities in resilience have largely been ignored (Bawati et al., 2025; Dagdeviren et al., 2020),
arguing that analyses of resilience should integrally consider inequalities between individuals
and families in the extent to which they are exposed to socio-economic risks, as well as in their
capacity to avoid negative outcomes if they are exposed (Calado et al., 2022). We address this
gap conceptually and empirically by formulating the inequalities in resilience framework that
explicitly considers structural group-level inequalities in individuals’ and families’ need and
capacity for resilience. Our framework posits that the inequalities in the need for resilience refer
to those who are exposed to risks, and the inequalities in the capacity for resilience refer to
those who are exposed to these risks yet avoid negative outcomes. Building on core insights
from sociology, we further argue that it should further be considered to what extent there is
cumulative inequality (Blau & Duncan, 1967; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; Merton, 1988), in the sense
that those groups who are more likely to be exposed to risks, in fact are the ones with the least
capacity to respond to these risks (and, conversely, groups who have the best capacity to cope
with risks being the least exposed to those risks). Therefore, in this study we address the
guestion: To what extent can differences in poverty between groups be explained by cumulative
(dis)advantage in (a.) the need for resilience against labour market risks and (b.) capacity to
avoid poverty among those exposed, in European countries between 2010 and 2020? We
consider these inequalities separately for groups defined by their different levels of education
and by the family composition of the household they live in, with the former being a more
explicitly hierarchical form of inequality and the latter bringing in focus the potential
accumulation and sharing of resources among household members. We consider all
combinations between three labour market risks (unemployment, low-wage work, and low work
intensity) in relation to three poverty-related outcomes (at-risk-of-poverty, the poverty gap, and
severe material deprivation).

The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 9
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Inequalities in resilience framework

Processes of cumulative advantage and disadvantage have been studied in myriad ways. A path-
dependent version of cumulative advantage can be traced back to Merton, and takes the form
that an initial advantage is associated with higher rates of return (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; Merton,
1988). A status-dependent version of cumulative disadvantage can be traced back to Blau and
Duncan (Blau & Duncan, 1967; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006), in which group membership (in their
example, race) is simultaneously associated with lower endowments (such as level of education)
and lower returns to those endowments (such as wage). A third form, compounded
disadvantage, is based on the accumulating of multiple disadvantages across life-domains
resulting a situation that is particularly difficult to overcome (Desmond & Western, 2018; Wolff
& De-Shalit, 2007). The inequality in resilience framework we formulate here is based on a
status-dependent version of cumulative advantage and disadvantage, which we relate to the
prevalences and penalties framework (Brady et al., 2017).

The prevalences and penalties framework (Brady et al., 2017) postulates that rates of poverty
are not only a function of how common risk factors are (the prevalence), but also how strongly
these risk factors relate to poverty (the penalty). Although originally developed to analyse
poverty, we apply the framework more generally to aspects of cumulative inequality by
considering how prevalent risks are as an indicator of the need for resilience, as well as how
strongly these risks relate to outcomes as an indicator of the capacity for resilience.

While the prevalences and penalties framework was originally formulated to analyse
population-level poverty rates (Brady et al.,, 2017), we extend the framework here by
introducing group membership. Conceptually, the introduction of groups considers inequality as
originating and maintained through durable group-based configurations of resources,
opportunities, and constraints, and that inequality generating processes as exploitation, social
closure and claims-making operate through groups and social categories (Tilly, 2009;
Tomaskovic-Devey & Avent-Holt, 2019). Empirically, the focus on group differences entails an
examination of whether poverty differences between groups can be attributed to either
differences in their need for resilience (how prevalent labour market risks are across these
groups), differences between groups in capacity for resilience (how strongly they are penalised
for experiencing labour market risks), or by a combination of both.

In sum, the inequalities in resilience framework focuses on whether groups are advantaged or
disadvantaged compared to each other, because of differences in their need for resilience, their
capacity for resilience, or a combination thereof. This allows for distinguishing between four
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forms of inequality, as stylized in Figure 1. These are described here in terms of risks and
penalties, but the same logic can be applied to (a lack of) endowments and returns to those. If
a group has lower poverty because they have low need for resilience (lower prevalence of labour
market risks) while they also have how capacity to avoid poverty among those who are exposed
to a labour market risks (lower penalty), we consider this a form of cumulative advantage. In
contrast, it reflects cumulative disadvantage when a group has higher poverty because they
have a high need for resilience yet a low capacity for resilience against labour market risks. In
addition to these two main forms of cumulative inequality, the logic allows for groups in which
a high capacity for resilience (low penalty) offsets the consequences of a high need for resilience
(high prevalence of risks), and groups in this a low need to be resilience (low prevalence of risks)
offsets their low capacity (high penalty) to be resilient.

Figure I Inequalities in Resilience Framework
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Hypotheses

Next, we apply the inequalities in resilience framework to differences in poverty between groups
categorised by their level of education, and by the type of family they live in. Education is a key
dimension of inequality and stratification in contemporary societies, is to a large extent
hierarchical, and reflects inequalities that are generally shaped early in one’s life-course. A

The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 11
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higher level of education is often referred to as human capital, which allow individuals to
command better positions in the labour market. In particular, in the new world of work,
characterised by tertiarisation of employment and skill-biased technological change, lower
educated individuals are more exposed to risks of unemployment (Bonoli, 2005; Brzinsky-Fay,
2017). Among the employed, lower educated individuals are more likely to have low-wage work
(Bernstein, 2016), or to (involuntarily) have a lower work intensity (Green & Livanos, 2017).
When it comes to the capacity to cope with labour market risks, it should be expected that the
higher educated are less penalised when exposed to labour market risks. Higher educated
individuals who become unemployed are likely to have had longer working histories at higher
wages, and therefore are more likely to qualify for unemployment benefits (rather than to have
to resort to much lower-paid social assistance). Among the unemployed, the higher educated
may further be less at risk of material deprivation because of their on-average higher earnings
and savings prior to becoming unemployed. Among those with a low work intensity, higher
educated are likely to have a higher wage and therefore less likely to be poor. Based on these
considerations, we formulate our education hypothesis: Part of the poverty differences between
educational groups are associated with (a.) cumulative disadvantage of lower educated
individuals having a higher need for resilience against labour market risks and lower capacity to
do so, and with (b.) cumulative advantage of higher educated individuals having both lower need
for resilience against labour market risks and greater capacity to do so.

Next, we turn to the need and capacity of different family types to be resilient against labour
market risks. Family types are less inherently hierarchical compared to educational groups, but
a perspective on families brings into focus differential configurations of (potentially) multiple
individuals (Widmer, 2010), and that family members can share resources (albeit imperfectly
(Bennett, 2013), for instance to compensate for individual income loss. Family further
necessitates a gender perspective (Daly, 2020). Single parents are more likely to be unemployed
compared to couples (with and without children), in part because of the increased constraints
that care for children poses for them as it often cannot be shared among parents (Heidenreich,
2015). Single adults without children were also found to be more likely to be unemployed (ibid.).
For the same reason, couples are less likely to have a low-work intensity and to be employed in
low-wage work. Among those who experience labour market risks, single adults and single
parents will be penalised to a greater extent than couples. The main reason is that singles cannot
share income, smooth income loss, or rely on the income of a partner like couples can (Alm et
al., 2020; Choi & Valladares-Esteban, 2020). Due to their disproportionate care responsibilities,
single parents (often mothers) are less likely to qualify for unemployment benefits and thus have
to resort to second-tier social assistance (Lewis, 1992). We formulate the family hypothesis: Part
of the poverty differences between family types are associated with (a.) cumulative
disadvantage of single adults and single parents having a higher need for resilience against
labour market risks and a lower capacity to do so, and with (b.) cumulative advantage of couples
(with and without children) having both a lower need for resilience against labour market risks
and greater capacity to do so.

The situation of multi-generational families, common in some parts of Europe, should be
recognized (Hogendoorn & Harkdnen, 2023). While we empirically examine multi-generational

The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 12
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households, we do not formulate hypotheses on this family type because there is not clear
expectation about the direction of the association. On the one hand, it could be argued that the
presence of grandparents represents a resource if they can provide care for young children in
the household, or if they bring in pension income (Verbist et al., 2020), yet it can also be the
case that they require care which poses further constraints to labour market participation, and
a larger household means that limited income due to unemployment, low-wage work or a low
work intensity needs to be shared among more individuals.

The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 13
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Data and Methods

To test our hypotheses, we have used pooled cross-sectional data from the EU Statistics on
Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), and applied multigroup Kitagawa-Blinder-Oaxaca
decompositions (available soon). The data, operationalisations, and analytical method are
described in this section.

Data

EU-SILC is a repeated cross-sectional household survey that collects data on income, poverty,
social exclusion and living conditions in EU and EEA member states since 2004. EU-SILC aims to
provide nationally representative samples on an annual basis. Each member of a household who
is at least sixteen years old fills in a questionnaire.

We pooled the data for the period from 2010 to 2020, which provides sufficient statistical power
for the detailed analyses that follow. This selection further ensures that our results represent
general patterns of inequality rather than reflect an idiosyncratic moment in time, avoids issues
with incomplete data in some of the participating countries, and potential bias in relation to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Although some of our concepts are operationalised at the household level (see below) the unit
of observation is always the individual. We selected the working age population, comprising of
all individuals in the age between 20 and 60. In total, our data comprise 3,103,097 individuals
across 30 European countries?.

2Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary,
Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.
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Operationalizations

For the purposes of our analyses, we operationalised 2 group variables (education and family
type), and both hypotheses will be tested with unemployment, low work intensity and low-wage
work as labour market risks, and with at-risk-of-poverty, the poverty gap, and material
deprivation as poverty outcomes. Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.

Education: based on the highest level of education completed. A distinction is made between
three levels: Lower secondary or below (ISCED 2 or lower), Upper and post-secondary
(ISCED 3 — 4), and Tertiary education (ISCED 5 and above). This is an individual-level
variable.

Families-in-Household Type: to classify different family types, we used the families-in-
household (FHT) typology (Bartova et al., 2023). This typology uses information on
family relations among household members to classify the family type, which is more
precise than the household-type variable readily available in EU-SILC. The main criteria
for our Families in Households Typology (FHT) are (1) cohabitation with a partner, (2)
presence of dependent children, and (3) presence of grandparents. This allowed us to
distinguish between six categories; single adults, couples without children, single
parents, couples with children, single parents living with at least one grandparent, and
couples with children living with at least one grandparent. In addition, there is an
“other” category that was included in the analyses but not presented here. This category
represents those households where we were not able to identify familial relations and
complex households where we found both familial and non-familial relations.

Unemployment: Not currently in work and actively looking for employment. This information is
derived from the EU-SILC variable self-defined current economic status (pl031, category
unemployed). This is measured at the individual level.

Low-wage work: Employees with an hourly wage below two-thirds of median hourly wage. The
EU-SILC is recording annual earnings (py010g, employee cash or near cash income,
gross), which we first transformed into an hourly wage before we created a
dichotomous variable indicating low-wage work. For this purpose, we only included
individuals who were employed either full-time or part-time and excluded all self-
employed respondents. To transform the annual earnings into hourly wage, we divided
the income variable (py010g) by the total number of months a respondent spent at full-
time or part time work as an employee (the sum of pl073 and pl074). This produced
monthly earnings, which we converted into an hourly wage by dividing this value by the
number of hours usually worked per week in main job (pl060) divided by four (weeks).
This is an individual-level variable, and the associated analyses are perofmred only on a
subset of the data of those individuals who are working.

Low work intensity: The work intensity 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
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worked in the same period. It is a measure of the extent to which the work potential of
a household is measured. In the EU-SILC, work intensity (rx040) is measured on a scale
between 0 (low, jobless households) and 1 (high, full potential is being used). We
recoded this variable into a dichotomous indicator identifying high work intensity
households as those whose work intensity is below the value of 0.2, which means that
the working age adults in the households worked a working time equal to or more than
20% of their total work-time potential over the previous year. This is measured at the
household level.

At-risk-of-poverty (AROP): Person whose equivalised household income is below 60% of median

equivalised household income in the country. This is based on poverty indicator variable
(hx080), and corresponds to the official EU definition. This is an individual-level variable.

Poverty gap: The distance between the household income and the country-level at-risk-of-

poverty threshold (among persons at risk of poverty). The value varies between 0 and
100 with higher values corresponding with deeper poverty. A value of 0.5 means that
the household income of this individual is 50% below the poverty threshold. This is an
individual-level variable.

Severe material deprivation: Person who is severely materially deprived. This indicator was

calculated using severely materially deprived household (rx060, category severely
deprived). It is defined as the enforced inability to pay for at least 4 out of 9 items,
including the ability to pay rent, mortgage or utility bills, to keep the home adequately
warm, to face unexpected expenses, to eat meat or proteins regularly, to go on holiday,
a television set, a washing machine, a car, and a telephone. This is an individual-level
variable.

The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 16
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Table 1 Descriptive Statistics

Variable N Mean Std. Min  Max
Dev.

Year 3103097 2015 3.1 2010 2020

Groups

Education 3103097

... Lower secondary or below 582557 19%

... Tertiary 966572 31%

... Upper and post-secondary 1553968 50%

Families in Household Typology (FHT) 3103097

.. Couple with children 1730694 56%

.. Couple with children, grandparents 132931 4%

.. Couple, no children 482906 16%

.. Other 147099 5%

.. Single adult, no children 276392 9%

.. Single parent 286316 9%

.. Single parent, grandparents 46759 2%

Labour Market Risks

Unemployed 3103097

.. No 2817058 91%

.. Yes 286039 9%

Low-wage work 1921220

.. No 1583320 82%

.. Yes 337900 18%

Low work intensity 3103097

.. No 2817949 91%

.. Yes 285148 9%

Poverty Outcomes

At-Risk-of-Poverty (AROP) 3103097

.. No 2664361 86%

.. Yes 438736 14%

Severe Material Deprivation 3103097

.. No 2847066 92%

.. Yes 256031 8%

Poverty Gap 3103097 4.5 15 0 100
The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 17
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Analytical Method

To analyse to what extent group-differences in poverty are associated with their need and
capacity, respectively, to be resilient to labour market risks, we apply multi-group Kitagawa—
Blinder-Oaxaca (mKBO) decomposition. Kitagawa-Blinder-Oaxaca (Kitagawa, 1955; Blinder,
1973; Oaxaca, 1973) decompositions are a common tool based on regression analyses to
attribute group differences in a dependent variable to group-differences in independent
variables (called the prevalence effect, corresponding to the need for resilience), and how
strongly these independent variables relate to the dependent variable (called the penalty effect,
corresponding to the capacity for resilience). While the conventional approach allows for
comparing two groups to each other, we apply a generalization that compares multiple groups
to the sample average (available soon).

The starting point of the mKBO approach is recording the overall expected value (prevalence) of
the risk of interest (E[X]) and then estimating the sample average association (penalty) of that
risk X, including a control for the given group variable (G;), and fixed effects for countries (Cy):

Yl=a+,8Xl+G]+Ck+El 1
We subsequently observe the group-specific prevalences (E[X]|G = j) and estimate group-
specific penalties using equation 1, but subsetted for each group:

Yi:aj+ﬂin+Ci+Ei 2

Following these steps we can calculate the prevalence (E, or endowment) component, the
penalty component (C, or coefficient), and the interaction residual term (I) component to
decompose the differences in group outcomes (Y). These components are derived accordingly:

E; = (E[X]1-E[X;])B ;
G =EX;)(B - B;)
= (B - E[x])(8 - ) ’

Following these expressions, we can define the R as the overall contribution for a particular risk
in closing the sample average to group gaps in a particular outcome. We can thus arrive at a full
decomposition of R by the following quantity:

Ri=E+C+] 6

It should be noted that equation 6 (and the preceding equations) are estimated separately for
each combination of group, outcome [Y], and risk [X]). Furthermore, we will present EU-wide
estimates as defined above, but also country-specific estimates. For the latter, the country-fixed-
effects C¢ are omitted. As a test statistics does not exist for this approach, 95% confidence
intervals were determined by 1000 non-parametric bootstraps.
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The first results we present in Figure 2 focus on the association between unemployment and at-

risk-of poverty across groups that are defined by their level of education, and by the family type.
These results pertain to the EU-wide sample and are based on the mKBO decomposition, and
are presented in four quadrants based on Figure 1. The lower-left (in red) represents cumulative
disadvantage, and the top-right (in blue) represents cumulative advantage. Groups are
positioned based on how their at-risk-of-poverty is affected by having above/below-average
need for resilience against unemployment (the prevalence component, on the horizontal axis),
and based on the capacity of these groups to be resilient to unemployment (the penalty
component, on the vertical axis).

The panel on the left represents educational groups. The horizontal axis shows that people with
lower secondary or lower education are disadvantaged by their need for resilience against
unemployment: would they have had average unemployment rates, their at-risk-of-poverty
rates would have been around 2 points lower. They are further disadvantaged by their capacity
for resilience against unemployment (vertical axis): if their penalty would have been average,
at-risk-of-poverty among the lower educated would have been around 0.35 points lower. The
lower educated are thus situated in the lower-left corner of the figure, indicating their
cumulative disadvantage in terms of both their need and capacity for resilience against
unemployment (in terms of their poverty). Tertiary educated, in contrast, experience cumulative
advantage: their at-risk-of-poverty is lower not only because they have less need for resilience
against unemployment, but also because they have greater capacity for resilience against
unemployment. In technical terms: if the prevalence of their unemployment would have been
average, their at-risk-of-poverty rate would have been around 0.7 points higher (compared to
what we observed), and if they would have an average penalisation of unemployment, their at-
risk-of-poverty would have been around 0.4 points higher.
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Figure 2 Cumulative inequality in the association between unemployment and
poverty, by education and family
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Turning to the different family types in the panel on the right, a clear distinction that emerges
that single parents and single adults without children experience cumulative disadvantage,
whereas couples with and without children experience cumulative advantage. The
disadvantaged at-risk-of poverty rates among single parents are particularly associated with
their above-average need for resilience against unemployment (1.4 points), whereas the
disadvantage of single adults without children is particularly related to them having less capacity
for resilience against being unemployed (1.7 points). For multi-generational families we did not
find cumulative advantage or disadvantage (as it is conceptualised here). Both couples with
children who live with grandparents and in particular single parents who live with grandparents
are disadvantaged by their greater need for resilience against unemployment (0.5 and 1.9
points, respectively), but this is offset by their capacity for resilience (0.8 and 0.6 points,
respectively).

The results presented so far lend support for our two hypotheses, but only with respect to
cumulative (dis)advantage in terms of unemployment and at-risk-of-poverty, and only for the
EU average. In the results that follow, we first consider other dimensions of labour-market risks
and other dimensions of poverty, and then we consider country-specific estimates.

We have performed the same analyses are described above for all combinations of labour
market risks (low wage, low work intensity, and unemployment) and dimensions of poverty (at-
risk-of-poverty, poverty gap, and material deprivation). The results for education groups are
summarised in Figure 3. Panel A uses colour-code to classify whether there is cumulative
advantage, cumulative disadvantage, or a form of offsetting for each combination of labour
market risks and dimension of poverty. This classification is based on the logic as explained in
Figure 1. Panel B shows the amount of poverty that is associated with the respective labour
market risk (the R-term in Equation 6).
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The results show that the finding in Figure 2 of cumulative disadvantage for lower
secondary educated, and cumulative advantage for tertiary educated, largely generalises to
other combinations of labour market risks and dimensions of poverty. The lower secondary
educated are cumulatively disadvantaged in all dimensions, except for the combination of low
work intensity and at-risk-of-poverty. With respect to being resilient to low work intensity, their
higher need is partially offset by their greater capacity. In contrast, regarding almost all
combinations of labour market risk and dimensions of poverty, tertiary educated experience
cumulative advantage: They have less need for resilience against these risks, and if they do, have
a greater capacity to it. The only exception is that the tertiary educated are penalised more than
average by low-wage work in terms of their poverty gap, but this is offset by the fact that they
experience low-wage-work less than average. Panel B of Figure 3 shows how much groups are
advantaged or disadvantaged with respect to their need and capacity for resilience with respect
to various labour market risks and dimensions of poverty (again, the R component as defined in
Equation 6). Overall, these results show that lower secondary educated are disadvantaged
consistently. Even though we saw (in Panel A) that that their higher need for resilience against
low work intensity (with respect to AROP) was offset by a higher capacity to do, this was only a
partial offsetting: if the lower secondary educated would have an average need and capacity for
resilience against low work intensity, their poverty would have been more than 2 points lower.
Similarly, the tertiary educated are advantaged (compared to the average) with respect to all
labour market risks and dimensions of poverty, including with respect to low wage work in
relation to the poverty gap.
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Figure 3 Cumulative (dis)advantage across dimensions of labour market risk and
poverty, by education
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In Figure 4 we turn to patterns of cumulative (dis)advantage by family type. Panel A shows that
across family types, these patterns are — as expected — somewhat more varied than across the
more hierarchical education groups. Single adults without children are cumulatively
disadvantaged with respect to low work intensity and unemployment (on all dimensions of
poverty), but their below-average need for resilience against low wage work (partially) offsets
that they have less capacity for resilience against low-wage work. Nevertheless, Panel B shows
that in terms of the combination of need and capacity for resilience, single adults without
children are disadvantaged across all labour market risks and dimensions of poverty. Next, single
parents experience cumulative disadvantage with respect to low wage work and unemployment
(except in relation to the poverty gap, for which they are penalised less than average). Their
higher need for resilience against low work intensity seems to be offset by better capacity to do

The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 22

o0
Y ]

7 /

A



across the different dimensions of poverty. The combined impact of need and capacity for
resilience against labour market risks, however, represents a disadvantage for single parents
across all dimensions of poverty (Panel B).

The comparison of single adults and single parents to couples with and without children renders
a stark contrast. Whereas single adults and single parents were cumulatively disadvantaged in
several dimensions, couples are mostly cumulatively advantaged. Across all combinations,
couples without children have less need to be resislient to labour market risks, and those who
do are have greater capacity to do so in terms of multiple dimensions of poverty. Almost the
same holds for couples with children, although their lower capacity for resilience against low
work intensity (in terms of at-risk-of-poverty and the poverty gap) is offset by a lower need to
do so. The combined impact of need and capacity for resilience against labour market risks puts
couples with and without children at an advantage across the different dimensions of poverty.

Multigenerational families present a more complex picture. The most common pattern is that
of a higher capacity (partially) offsetting the elevated need for resilience against labour market
risks among these families. This may reflect (intergenerational) sharing of resources among
household members. In terms of low wage work and material deprivation, both single parents
living with grandparents and couples with children living with grandparents are cumulatively
diadvantaged. Couples with children living with grandparents, similarly to couples with children,
are have less capacity for resilience against low work intensity, but this is offset by less need for
resilience against this.

Up to this point, the presented results pertained to the overall pattern in the EU. Presenting the
results by country in the same manner as above is not feasible, given the amount of data points
that such an exercise would produce (3 risks * 3 poverty dimensions * 30 countries = 270
estimates for each group). Therefore, we proceed in two steps to present the country-specific
esimates. First, in Table 2, we present how common the patterns of cumulative advantage,
cumulative disadvantage, and the two offsetting patterns were across all combintions of labour
market risk and dimensions of poverty. We do so separately for education groups and family
types. By education, it is clear that lower educated individuals are more likely to experience
cumulative disadantage, followed by capacities offsetting needs. Tertiary educated individuals,
in contrast, are more likely to be cumulatively advantaged and to see lower needs offsetting
lower capacities. For different family types, the table shows that cumulative advantage is most
common among couples (with and without children), whereas single adults and single parents
are most likely to be cumulatively disadvantaged. Notably, single parents are disadvantaged by
a higher need for resilience against labour market risks, but their capacity to do so partially
offsets this disadvantage.
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Figure 4 Cumulative (dis)advantage across dimensions of labour market risk and

poverty, by family type

A. Classification of Cumulative (Dis)Advantage
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Table 2 Patterns of cumulative (dis)advantage and offsetting, country-specific across
labour market risks and poverty dimensions (cells show percentages, n=270
estimates per group)

Cumulative Cumulative Capacity Need offsets
advantage disadvantage offsets Need Capacity
Education
... Lower secondary or below 0.0 75.2 24.8 0.0
... Upper and post-secondary 30.7 281 29.6 115
... Tertiary 74.4 0.0 0.0 25.6
Family in Household typology
... Single adult, no children 0.7 63.0 7.0 29.3
... Single parent 0.0 56.7 42.2 1.1
... Single parent, grandparents 9.6 23.7 63.3 04
... Couple, no children 63.7 2.6 17.4 16.3
... Couple with children 711 0.4 5.2 23.3
... Couple with children, grandparents 22.2 14.8 46.7 12.6

To further highlight the differt combinations of labour market risks and poverty outcomes, next
we show how much poverty is associated with either cumulative advantage or cumulative
disadvantage. Thus, in Figure 5, we show the distribution of the total poverty association (the R
component of Equation 6) only for those cases classified in Table 2 as cumulative advantage
(blue) or as cumulative disadvantage (red). These results show that by and large the results
presented above hold when examined within countries: When there are patterns of cumulative
dis(advantage), tertiary educated are substantially more likely to have cumulative advantage
(blue), whereas lower secondary educated are substantially more likely to have cumulative
disadvantage (red). Upper and post-secondary educated are more diverse, and experience
cumulative advantage in some countries, and cumulative disadvantage in others. More so, the
cumulative advantage among tertiary educated is associated with substantial poverty
advantages of up to 5 points, whereas the cumulative disadvantage among secondary educated
is associated with poverty disadvantages of about 5 points — or in some cases even more. This
overall pattern seems to be fairly consistent across measures of labour market risks and
dimensions of poverty.

The need and capacity for resilience in European labour markets 25

7 /

A



Figure 5 Distributions of Country-Specific Cumulative (dis)advantage across
dimensions of labour market risk and poverty, by education
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Finally, we turn to the distributions of country-specific estimates by family type, in Figure 6.
Across countries, single adults, single parents, and single parents living with grandparents are
considerably more likely to experience cumulative disadvantage, whereas couples with and
without children are substantially more likely to experience cumulative advantage. Couples with
children who live with grandparents show much more variation (to some extent single parenst
living with grandparents do too, but there the cumulative disadvantage is more clearly the most
common pattern).

Taking together, the evidence presented in this section corroborates our two hypotheses, albeit
with a number of exceptions. Overall, and as hypothesised, higher educated and couples (with
and without children) are more likely to experience cumulative advantage, whereas lower
educated and singles and single parents experience cumulative disadvantage to a much greater
extent. This generally holds across a range of labour market risks and dimensions of poverty,
although some combinations showed offsetting patterns, rather than cumulative inequality.
Overall, the hypotheses were also corroborated in the the country-specific analyses, although
naturally there was some more variation here.
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Figure 6 Distributions of Country-Specific Cumulative (dis)advantage across
dimensions of labour market risk and poverty, by family type
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Conclusion

Resilience is increasingly used in discourses on social inequality and social policy, not least by
the European Commission. While the academic literature on resilience has started to recognise
structural group differences in the capacity for resilience (Bawati et al., 2025; Dagdeviren et al.,
2020; Hall & Lamont, 2013), we argued that this is largely absent in how resilience is used in
these policy discourses. As the “new world of work” is considered one of the megatrends to be
resilient against, the aim in this article was to examine inequalities in which groups need for
resilience against labour market risks, in relation to inequalities in the capacity of groups to do
so in terms of avoiding poverty.

We formulated the inequalities in resilience framework, combining insights from cumulative
inequality theory (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006) and the prevalences and penalties framework (Brady
et al., 2017), to simultaneously consider inequalities in the need and the capacity for resilience.
We found support for the hypotheses we derived from this framework for inequalities between
individuals with different levels of education, and individuals living in different types of
households. In short, our findings suggest that those groups who have the greatest need for
resilience against labour market risks, because they are more likely to be exposed to labour
market risk, have the lowest capacity to do so. And those groups that have the least need for
resilience against labour market risks, have the greatest capacity to. Despite some variation, this
finding showed a substantial level of consistency across educational groups and family types,
across different labour market risks and different dimensions of poverty, and both at the EU-
level and within countries.

As the aim here was to demonstrate the generalizability of this lack of resilience across a range
of outcomes, risks, groups, and countries, we did not empirically focus on the reasons for why
some groups are more likely to be exposed to risk, and the reasons for why some groups have
lower capacity to avoid poverty upon exposure. There is vast evidence that educational
inequalities and inequalities by family type are interrelated and intersectional (McLanahan &
Percheski, 2008; Moullin & Harkness, 2021; Verloo, 2006), and future work can be expected to
fruitfully examine this interrelationship in relation to inequalities in resilience. The underlying
mechanisms are likely to vary for different combinations of risks and outcomes, and to differ
between groups defined by education and by family type, and would thus require a study
tailored to each specific combination. Yet, the inequality in resilience framework theorised here,
and in particular its foundation of cumulative inequality theory, suggests a number of avenues
to further study these mechanisms. At the micro-level, the literature on resilience presumes
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adaptive behaviour in response to risks, for instance by absorbing or adapting to risks
(Donoghue & Edmiston, 2020). Here, we have argued for incorporating inequalities in resilience,
meaning to consider that the resources necessary to respond to risks, and the constraints people
experience in doing so, are socially unequal (cf. Dagdeviren et al.,, 2020). Moreover, from
cumulative inequality theory we derived that these inequalities are interrelated — for which the
results presented here provide initial evidence.

An implication of these findings is that policy initiatives that seek to promote resilience are faced
with the challenge of overcoming cumulative inequality. At the least, this requires a combined
effort of prevention, to reduce the need for resilience, and to resource individuals and families
to increase their capacity for resilience. Yet, it is not immediately evident how to do so in the
face of cumulative inequality. Above, we distinguished between three forms of cumulative
inequality (path-dependent, status dependent, and compounded disadvantage) that provide
different (but complementary) answers.

The presence of compounded disadvantages across life domains, would suggest the need for
multiple policies / interventions to overcome hardships. The study of such policy interplay and
complementarity seems to be (re-)emerging (Yerkes et al., 2022), yet this research also shows
that more complex policy provision is associated with higher non-take-up (Dubois et al., 2015),
and requires extensive coordination between programs (Minas et al., 2025).

The path-dependent form of cumulative inequality bears relevance to the timing of
interventions. The importance of interventions early in the life-course is often brought up in this
context, such as the benefits of enrolment in childcare (Gambaro et al., 2015), yet long-term
benefits of childcare have also been found with respect to later-in-life risks of poverty or of
youths not in education, employment or training (NEET) (Van Vugt et al., 2025; Zagel & Van
Lancker, 2022). More generally, the distinction between life-course sensitive and life-course
relevant institutions (Leisering, 2006) is relevant here, with the former being dependent on life-
course events that took place prior to the policy intervention, whereas the latter can affect the
future life-course.

We conclude with implications of the status-dependent form of cumulative inequality that was
in focus here, which brings in focus the challenge of implementing social policies that reach the
particularly vulnerable groups that are doubly disadvantaged. This relates to benefit levels of
many income protection programs, such as social assistance, that are below commonly accepted
poverty levels (Cantillon et al., 2017; Nelson, 2013; Taylor-Gooby et al., 2017). But just as
important are the concerns that service-based policies tend to accrue in work-rich households
and families — thus insufficiently reaching those who might need them most (Cantillon, 2011).
In other words, in particular these in-kind services are associated with so-called Matthew effects
(Van Lancker, 2023), a specific form of cumulative (dis)advantage (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006).
Similarly, people with shorter work- and lower earning histories tend to be less eligible for
insurance-based social policies (O’Brien et al., 2020), rendering these policies less effective in
providing income protection particularly for those groups and families who are the most
affected by the labour market risks in the new world of work.
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