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ABSTRACT

The present article sheds light on the
implementation of the ‘Social Solidarity
Income’ (SSI) in Greece, an example of a
guaranteed minimum income (GMI). Drawing
on the findings of 40 semi-structured interviews
carried out in five selected municipalities,
the article focuses on the ‘social impact’ of
the SSI. More specifically, it investigates two
inter-related themes: a) the social situation of
beneficiaries and the survival strategies they
used before and after receiving the SSI; and b)
aspects of the SSI that should be improved at
the implementation stage. It is argued that,
despite certain positive elements of the SSI,
such as the monetary allowance, which is a key
component of the SSI and assists beneficiaries
in covering their basic needs, the impact of the
SSI on the lives of individuals is relatively small
and a large proportion of the beneficiaries
continue to rely on the survival strategies they
used before implementation of the SSI.
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MEPIAHWH

To napdv apBpo pixvel pws otnv uhonoinon tou
«Kowwvikou Eioodnpatos AMNAeyyUns» (EQens
KEA) owtn xwpa pas, éva napddelyua erdxiotou
gyyunpévou glcodnpartos. Baoiouévo ota euph-
pata 40 npidopnpévav ouvevteUEewy e d1oikn-
TuKkd NPOCWNIKS Twv Asyouevwv «Kevipwy Kovd-
NTas» Kal weperoUpevous, 1o dpBpo eouddel otov
«kovwvikO aviiktuno» tou KEA ka1, mo ouyke-
Kp1uéva, o€ HUo ouvOedpEVa PeTaty tous Béparta:
a) TV «KOIWWVIKA KAtdotaon» Twv w@eAoUpE-
VWV Kal Us atpatnyikés emBiwons tous, npiv kai
petd v npdoBaon oto KEA kar B) us dyels tou
KEA nou npénel va BehuwBolv katd 1o otddio
s vhonoinons. Algtundvetal To emxeipnya 6,
napd v Unapén Beukmv otoixeiwy, 6nws Mn.x.
6u n embopatkn evioxuon, Nou anoterel kevepl-
K6 nuidva tou KEA, BonBd tous wperoUpevous
va avienegé\douv ous Baoikés tous avdykes, o
avtikunos tou KEA ot {wh twv weeAoUpevwy
gival oxetkd Uikpds kal peydAo nocootd 6ako-
MouBsi va Baoiletan ous otpatnyikés emBiwons
Mou xpnaoiponolouoe Kat npo tou KEA.

NEEEIZ-KAEIAIA: EAdxiotn [pootacia  Eico-
onpatos, EMASa, A&ordynon, Kowvwvikds
Avtiktunos, Kowvwvikn TMohiukh ka1 Tomkn
Autobioiknon, Ahpor kar Kovwvikd E16édnpa
AMnNAgyyUNs.
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1. Introduction

T his article focuses on the ‘social impact’ of the so-called ‘Social Solidarity Income’ in Greece
(hereafter SSI) (Kowvwvikd E1oédnpa ANMnieyyuns, KEA) and, more specifically, on two inter-
related themes: a) The social situation of the beneficiaries and the survival strategies used by
them both before and after becoming recipients of the SSI; and b) aspects of the SSI that should
be improved at the implementation stage. The SSI is an example of a ‘guaranteed minimum
income’ (hereafter GMI), which combines a ‘traditional’ monetary allowance (usually covering
the difference between a household's actual resources and the income that the household should
have, according to a sum established for a specific region or country) with programmes that aim
at the social integration or re-integration of the qualifying beneficiaries (e.g. vocational training
programmes, second chance schools, etc.) (see Alcock, Erskine and May, 2002: 15, 220; Kazepov,
2011: 106).

Furthermore, it forms part of the so-called ‘minimum income protection’, which is highly
contested, largely due to its rather limited effectiveness in reducing poverty. Broadly speaking,
the foregoing type of protection is means-tested and targets citizens with a very low income (for
a comparative review of minimum income protection at the European level and a discussion of
its development, characteristics and the relevant criticism, see Lalioti, 2018).

The recent crisis and austerity programmes, as well as the associated rampant increase in
poverty-related percentages in many countries have triggered a ‘revival’ of the academic and
public debate on minimum income protection, the GMI included. The resurgence of this interest!,
reflected, inter alia, in the increased emphasis placed by scholars on the effectiveness of minimum
income provisions in combating poverty and decreasing social exclusion (even in countries with
relatively low rates of population at risk of poverty, such as Slovakia; see e.g. Gerbery and
MikloSovi¢, 2018) has been accompanied by the revitalization of the ‘classic’ selectivity versus
universalism juxtaposition (see e.g. Gugushvili and Hirsch, 2014). In a similar vein, there has been
significant growth in the discussion on the feasibility (or not) of strengthening safety nets within
a state characterized by tight budgets (see e.g. Jessoula, Matsaganis and Natili, 2015).

Most importantly, however, the revival of the debate on minimum income protection should
be viewed in the light of the broader restructuring of the welfare state during the last decades.
This restructuring, alongside an emphasis on the management of the phenomenon of so-called
‘extreme poverty’, is closely connected to the growing effects of neo-liberalism. The latter has
permeated, among other things, all major technological and productive structures and forms of
socio-economic relationships, whilst also exerting strong pressure for the retrenchment of social
protection, the weakening of social solidarity and distortions in the perception of social cohesion.
These outcomes should be viewed in conjunction with the ‘transformation’ of contemporary
social policy and the gradual replacement of ‘de-commodification’ by ‘re-commaodification’.

Under these circumstances, the establishment of new ‘last resort’ institutions, such as safety
nets, as well as the increased participation of the private sector in welfare provisions, became
major components in the emergence of a ‘new’ welfare state. This welfare state developed in a
context typified by the fragmentation of social rights and welfare provisions, in accordance with
the growing division between ‘insiders’ and "outsiders’. This ‘neo-classical’ approach signals a turn
towards an understanding of social policy as ‘philanthropy’, and at the expense of redistribution;
a concept which, however, is found at the very centre of social policy, since all welfare provisions
are, by definition, redistributive in some way (Sakellaropoulos, 2018).
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Against this backdrop, Greece, which was the only southern European country (and one of
the few European countries) not to have experimented with a GMI up until the 2010s, decided
(in 2012) to institute a pilot GMI. Two phases of GMI implementation eventually took place,
in 2014-2015 and 2016 (in 13 and 30 municipalities respectively), followed by nationwide
implementation in 2017.

The Greek GMLI, broadly known as KEA (i.e. SSI), combines three pillars: monetary support,
social insertion services and social activation services. For example, the maximum amount of
monetary support is 200 Euros for a single adult, while access to free medical and pharmaceutical
care (in the case of beneficiaries who, for whatever reason, may have no access to health provisions)
is illustrative of social insertion services. Social activation services include actions targeted at the
labour market integration or re-integration of participants, as exemplified by participation in
vocational training programmes. Qualifying units must meet criteria for residence, an income
ceiling and asset limits (see e.g. Lalioti, 2016b).

Building on the above, this article seeks to add to the literature on the evaluation of
minimum income protection and, more specifically, on the bibliography on the Greek GMI.
Given the relative scarcity of scholarly works on this subject, as well as the broader, relative
underdevelopment of an evaluation culture in Greece, the article attempts to address a significant
gap in the literature.

The main research question that the article intends to answer concerns the ‘social impact’
of the SSI, as reflected in the social situation of beneficiaries, their survival strategies and the
effectiveness of SSI components. It is argued that the ‘social impact’ of the SSI is relatively weak,
an outcome that is linked to severe inadequacies, such as the low amount of the monetary
allowance, or the fact that key SSI pillars are essentially non-functioning.

Following this introduction, the next sections include a brief overview of the literature
concerning the evaluation of minimum income protection (with examples of studies from
countries of the so-called ‘developed’ world, meaning therefore that it should not be considered
‘exhaustive’), the research methodology and research findings. The concluding section
summarizes the results.

2. A brief overview of the literature

(though relatively underdeveloped compared to the bibliography on other types of social

protection, the literature on the evaluation of minimum income provisions, and, more
specifically, on their impact, is fast-growing. It is part of the broader bibliography on ‘social
minima’ (see e.g. Bahle, Hubl and Pfeifer, 2011; Marx and Nelson, 2013; Jessoula et al., 2014)
and should therefore be viewed in conjunction with three wider and largely overlapping trends in
the social policy bibliography: the literature on the effectiveness of anti-poverty programmes; the
effect of means-tested provisions; and the social integration of participants. Furthermore, broadly
speaking, and despite the very large range of themes covered (with a focus, inter alia, on different
countries, target groups and dimensions of poverty), the research findings often question the
‘success’ of the foregoing programmes and provisions in ameliorating poverty and enhancing
the social integration of beneficiaries [see e.g. Araujo, Bosch Mossi, and Schady for a very recent
(2019) example of a study on this subject].
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The literature on the evaluation of minimum income provisions likewise addresses various
subjects, which, in a broad sense, all relate to ‘impact’ (although ‘impact’ may not necessarily be
determined as ‘social’). These include: the coverage and take-up of minimum income provisions;
the effect of the assessed provisions on income and mainly poverty-related indicators; their
‘adequacy’ (a complex area, often disputed); the link between the monetary allowance, which
is a key part of minimum income provisions, and other pillars, such as access to quality services
and inclusive labour markets; obstacles to implementation, etc. (see e.g. Immervoll, 2009, for an
overview of minimum income protection and associated issues in OECD countries).

Moreover, this strand of the literature is characterized by the over-dominance of quantitative
approaches (largely based on the use of micro-simulation methods, such as the EUROMOD
micro-simulation model), as opposed to qualitative approaches (based on the use of ‘traditional’
qualitative methods, such as interviews or focus groups). Broad distinctions can also be made
between studies that discuss and assess minimum income provisions in sets of countries and
studies that focus on specific countries, and between works that utilize either the so-called
‘ex ante approach’ or the ‘ex post approach’ to evaluation. The former involves simulating the
effects of hypothetical/new programmes or forecasting the effects of existing programmes in new
contexts, while the latter takes place after implementation. Their combination is rarer.

The overview of the relevant literature? reveals rather mixed results. For example, although
the Danish, Belgian and Irish GMI contribute significantly to reducing the poverty level, only
the Danish one performs well in terms of the impact on the at-risk-of-poverty rate (Van Lancker,
2013). In a similar vein, the assessment of the impact of GMI proposals in Québec (Canada)
indicates that, contrary to what is usually assumed, a GMI may increase the incidence of low-
income rather than decreasing it (Clavet, Duclos and Lacroix, 2013). The Economics Research
Centre of the University of Cyprus, on the other hand, found that the GMI in Cyprus is expected
to have a negligible impact on the incidence of relative poverty (defined as the percentage of
people with an income below 60% of the median equivalized income), a considerable impact on
the intensity of relative poverty, and a significant impact in terms of reducing absolute poverty
(Koutsampelas and Pashardes, 2015: 18).

The research findings likewise underscore the existence of variation in the development of
pillars other than the monetary allowance pillar, such as the ‘activation component’ of minimum
income protection in different countries, namely the pillar targeted at enhancing the labour
market access of beneficiaries (Marchal and Van Mechelen, 2014). Moreover, there seems to be
a connection between the dominant type of governance and the effects of minimum income
protection. Hence, in countries characterized by a highly decentralized model of social assistance
(e.g. Spain) there is very large internal diversity in the adequacy and coverage of minimum income
provisions. This, in its turn, poses serious limitations on assessing the overall effectiveness of
these provisions in combating poverty (Rodriguez-Cabrero et al., 2015).

The impact of minimum income provisions on the social integration of beneficiaries, as
reflected in their employment prospects, corroborates the variation in research outcomes, already
discussed above. For example, the introduction of the French GMI in 1989 resulted in a small fall
in employment amongst unskilled workers aged 25-55, a decline in the job access rate and an
increase in the average length of unemployment by a few months (Chemin and Wasmer, 2012).

The analysis of the Basque experience (Spain), on the other hand, reveals that, on average,
the GMI does not delay entry into employment. Yet, its impact differs from one demographic
group to the other: for example, the GMI accelerates entry into employment for medium- and
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highly-educated people and for those over the age of 45, and in contrast produced a delay effect
amongst the less educated and younger recipients (de la Rica and Gorjén, 2017).

An example of the (much rarer) qualitative evaluation of minimum income provisions may
be found in a large-scale mixed-methods EU project that took place between 2012 and 2015 and
adopted, among other methods, a life-course perspective and narrative interviews as a means to
assess the impact of the aforementioned provisions on the life courses of deprived groups, i.e. the
long-term unemployed, the working poor and single parents. One of the main research findings
was that, in the vast majority of cases, access to minimum income protection resulted neither
in any visible deterioration nor in any significant improvement of the beneficiaries’ situation
(resulting, therefore, in them ‘staying afloat’, in other words maintaining a low standard of
living, while not increasing the degree of social exclusion any further)?.

The qualitative evaluation of minimum income provisions also offers more ‘in-depth’
interpretations of their impact. For example, in their study of the individual and family strategies
used by minimum income users in Spain to deal with poverty, as well as of the perceptions these
people have both about their social situation and minimum income protection, Estepa-Maestra
and Roca (2018) found that minimum income provisions are a ‘patch’ or a ‘door ajar’, meaning
that their impact is very limited. Users may escape from the most extreme vicissitudes of poverty,
but they remain in poverty.

Whilst the low amount of minimum income provisions is regarded as a factor that reduces
their effectiveness (which could be improved, if accompanied by other social policies), most
beneficiaries continue to consider family support as an asset that ensures their survival and well-
being. Furthermore, beneficiaries experience shame because they are not self-sufficient (see e.g.
Walker et al., 2013 on the common association of poverty with shame).

In contrast to studies focusing on the evaluation of minimum income provisions in other
countries, only a few efforts have been made to assess the implementation of the GMI in Greece.
The Greek GMI experience has been placed increasingly at the centre of analysis by social
scientists, such as Matsaganis (2004, 2013), Matsaganis and Leventi (2012), Lalioti (2014, 2016a)
and Dimoulas (2017). Yet, evaluations of the implementation of the GMI have been carried out
solely by two organizations: the National Institute for Labour and Human Resources (EOQviké
Ivotrtouto Epyaoias ka1 AvBpwniivou Auvauikod, EIEAA, EIEAD), a body operating under the aegis
of the Ministry of Labour, Social Security and Social Solidarity, and the World Bank (twice).

The evaluation conducted by EIEAD focused on the pilot GMI* phase and drew on
questionnaires completed by selected municipalities in the summer of 2015 and quantitative data
from the Electronic Governance of Social Insurance S.A. (HAektpovikn AtakuBépvnon Kotvwvikns
Aopdhions A.E., HAIKA, IDIKA) (see e.g. Charisis, 2015; Gavroglou, 2015; Kaminioti, 2015).
The first World Bank evaluation likewise concerned the pilot GMI and mainly used qualitative
methods, as reflected, for instance, in structured interviews with staff from the agencies that
were responsible for the design, coordination and monitoring of the GMI at the central level
(in October 2015), and focus groups with beneficiaries, accountants and staff from eight
municipalities (in October and November 2015) (World Bank, 2015).

These evaluation efforts largely focused on the administrative dimensions of the GMI,
highlighting, for instance, problems in the cross-checking and verification of the data of
participants. Aside from the ‘demographic’ characteristics of the participants, no particular
attention was paid to the so-called ‘social’ impact of the GMI (see e.g. Lalioti, 2016b, 2017).

By contrast, the second World Bank evaluation (this time quantitative and based on data
collected through a nationally representative survey, carried out by KAPA Research, a survey firm
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based in Greece) indicated, among other things, that the SSI is a significant source of income for
households in the bottom decile and that it reduces the poverty gap and inequality. However,
the SSI does not have much of an impact on poverty incidence. This is due to the fact that the
eligibility thresholds for participation in the SSI are very low, and well below the poverty line.
Furthermore, since the SSI appears to be so well targeted and effective at reaching the poorest,
the poverty rate is not much affected, even though beneficiary households are better off because
of the SSI (World Bank, 2019).

The aforementioned studies also made reference to the need for improvements in the design
and implementation of the Greek GMI, as exemplified by the need for systematic monitoring,
based on scholarly ex-ante and ex-post policy evaluation techniques and tools. In a similar vein,
policy experts mentioned the establishment of permanent monitoring and impact assessment
mechanisms as a high priority for action, also arguing that the level of monthly support is very
inadequate and, thus, it can hardly guarantee a dignified standard of living (Ziomas, Capella
and Konstantinidou, 2017). Finally, Dimoulas (2017) highlighted the SSI's contribution to the
development of a rudimentary model of social protection in Greece and found links between the
strengthening of the effectiveness of the SSI and the overall reconstruction of the Greek social
protection system.

3. Research methodology

he present article draws on the findings of an ongoing mixed-methods research project,

which started in May 2018° and aimed at assessing aspects of the SSI in Greece. The social
impact of the SSI is one of the three main thematic areas covered by the project (the other two
being the characteristics of the beneficiaries and the implementation of the SSI).

To evaluate the social impact of the SSI, the research team utilized a qualitative approach.
More specifically, field research was conducted at the ‘Community Centres’ in five of the
municipality case studies: the Municipality of Keratsini-Drapetsona (Attica), the Municipality of
Rethymno (Crete), the Municipality of Arta (Epirus), the Municipality of Kavala (Macedonia) and
the Municipality of Leros (Dodecanese).

The so-called ‘Community Centres’ are new structures, established in 2016 and which, in
collaboration with the ‘Social Service Directorates’ of the local authorities, provide a wide range
of services to citizens, based on an ‘individualized approach’. Leaving aside their key role in the
implementation of the SSI at the local level, other services offered by the ‘Community Centres’
include the implementation of active employment policies [in collaboration with the Manpower
Employment Organization (OAED) (Opyaviouds AnaoxdéAnons EpyatikoUd Auvapikou, OAEA)], and
other services (see Law 4368/2016)].

The selected municipalities all participated in the 2016 phase of the SSI: between 14 July and
31 December. During that phase, which was essentially a preparatory stage for the nationwide
implementation of the SSI in the first months of 2017, 30 municipalities took part. The selection
of the five aforementioned municipalities reflects the effort made by the research team to ensure
the greatest possible geographical representation of the municipalities participating in the 2016
SSI phase (given also the limited funds and timeframe of the research project).

To achieve the fullest possible evaluation of the ‘social impact’ of the SSI in the five case
studies, the research team carried out 40 semi-structured interviews® with administrative staff
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(i.e. local community centre staff) and SSI beneficiaries. More specifically, 15 interviews were
conducted with community centre staff and 25 interviews with beneficiaries (12 men and 13
women). In terms of the community centre staff, the researchers interviewed the coordinator of
the centre and other social scientists and members involved in the implementation of the SSI at
the community centre level. As regards the beneficiaries, the research team made an effort to
include representatives from major SSI target groups and the selected beneficiaries were hence
individuals of productive age with characteristics of vulnerability: the homeless, single-parent
families, immigrants, single-person households, and people close to retirement age.

The research team utilized two separate interview guides: one for the community centre
staff and one for beneficiaries. The former included questions on the following issues, among
other things: the characteristics of vulnerable social groups in the local community; the means
used for social intervention by the state and local actors before implementing the SSI; the
importance of different SSI pillars; and the role of the SSI in strengthening the social integration
of participants. The interview guide for beneficiaries included a short narrative concerning the
pathway of participants towards extreme poverty, followed by questions on the coping strategies
beneficiaries developed and the means of material support they received before joining the
SSI, the influence of the SSI on their daily life, the importance of different SSI pillars and the
perception of beneficiaries about their future prospects.

The average duration of the interviews with members of the community centre staff was
90 minutes, while the average length of interviews with beneficiaries was 60 minutes’. The
research team explained to the participants that their identity would be safeguarded in the
sense that, although it would be known to the research team, it would be protected from wider
public exposure. Following this, informed consent was requested and received from the research
participants. All interviews were then audio-recorded.

The research benefited from the two-sided exploration of the ‘social impact’ of the SSI (from
the perspectives of both community centre staff and beneficiaries) and the relative flexibility in
the formulation of the questions and concerns that emerged during the research process. The use
of semi-structured interviews served this purpose ideally.

Naturally, however, the research was not without limitations. To a large extent, these are
associated with the restrictions inherent in qualitative research, and interviews in particular;
especially as the data gathered are dependent on the accuracy and honesty of the responses
provided by participants. Moreover, quite often beneficiaries who had agreed to be interviewed
in the end cancelled. For this reason, the research team had ensured in advance cases of
beneficiaries with similar social characteristics as substitutes.

Additional research limitations included the difficulty in determining the relative effect of
factors other than the crisis (e.g. the decline in tourism or the reform of EU agricultural policy)
on the social situation of SSI beneficiaries (mostly meaning their poverty experience), but also
the geographical distance of four out of the five selected municipalities from the headquarters
of the research team (Athens, Panteion University of Social and Political Sciences). Nevertheless,
overall, despite the limitations, the efforts of the research team to ensure the greatest possible
geographical representation of the municipalities participating in the 2016 SSI phase, as well as to
‘build’ a relatively stratified sample of participants (including as it did, for example, interviewees
from different geographical regions, as well as of different ages and sexes) helped ensure that a
range of diverse views were represented in depth. It thus served to increase both the validity and
credibility of the research.
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4. Research data
4.1 Social situation of beneficiaries and survival strategies
before and after the SSI

he interviews shed light upon the most important reason that led beneficiaries to fall into

a poverty trap: long-term unemployment. This cause should be viewed in the light of the
austerity policies adopted by governments during the years of the crisis. Moreover, although in
all five case studies the combination of crisis and austerity measures had a negative impact on
the lives of beneficiaries, the research reveals the existence of differences, which are in line with
the particular characteristics of each case study.

For example, in the Municipality of Keratsini-Drapetsona, the relatively high incidence of
populations with accumulated social disadvantages (e.g. Roma or households living in inadequate
accommodation, due to the distorted housing development of the area), coupled with the
significant decrease in job offers, have minimized the opportunities for decent living conditions
for a large share of the population. In the Municipality of Kavala, similar effects emanate from
the closure of local factories. In the Municipality of Arta, the decline in the quality of life of the
population has been exacerbated by a blow to agricultural activities due to the economic crisis
and the negative impact of the EU common agricultural policy.

In the Municipality of Leros, the decline in the living conditions of a large share of the
population is an outcome of the fall in tourism and limited job opportunities during the winter.
In the Municipality of Rethymno, the so-called phenomenon of ‘touristification’ combined with
unemployment leads to an inability to maintain affordable housing.

The following extract® from the interview with a 41-year-old immigrant in the
Municipality of Kavala is revealing:

“I was working in a small factory for over ten years. Shortly after the outbreak of the
economic crisis, there were cuts in the working hours. A year later, we were dismissed
without being given any compensation. We had no support to cope with this
situation... and the worst thing is that there is no prospect of finding another job”.

Furthermore, the research findings indicate that prior tojoining the SSI, beneficiaries did not
receive any ‘solid’ social support from the state or municipal authorities. The few social benefits
received by the beneficiaries were offered on a fragmentary basis and without any substantial
effect in improving their living conditions.

Within a context shaped by the negative consequences of the crisis and the residual state
and municipal policies for the poor, the beneficiaries developed survival strategies that made use
of and benefited from informal forms of solidarity, especially those of family members and kin
networks. The role of the family in particular was crucial to the survival of beneficiaries before
receipt of the SSI, since it provided them with basic goods, such as food, housing and clothing.
In the words of a 28-year-old married woman with a child in the Municipality of Leros:

“My parents provide me with a home and food. Without the support of my family, I
would not know what to do. I have been unemployed for five years and my husband for
two. Moreover, my father-in-law is a fisherman and often brings fish for our daughter.
My uncle is a farmer and gives us fruit, vegetables, etc. Before the SSI I did not receive
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any help from the state. In contrast, I paid my taxes on a systematic basis. Similarly,
the municipality has never offered us any help, with the exception of Christmas and
Easter, when the authorities provide us with some food.”

The interviews revealed, however, that a large number of beneficiaries continued to use the
same survival strategies, i.e. mostly to depend on family support, even after receiving the SSI.
As the 28-year mother in Leros mentioned: “We are still living at my parents' home. The SSI is
helpful only in the sense that it has allowed us to cover some very basic needs”.

Indeed, the research reveals the crucial contribution of the SSI to covering the vital needs
of beneficiaries and helping them to organize their everyday life based around the monetary
support of the SSI. Although it does not essentially help them escape poverty, it is important for
their daily survival: it is a means of ensuring their everyday food and other essential necessities
(e.g. the payment of electricity bills); broadly speaking, it ‘stabilizes’ their living conditions. In the
words of a 65-year-old married man in the Municipality of Arta:

“Thanks to the SSI, I have a plate of food every day. I know we will not go hungry.
Before that, there was no guarantee that we would have a daily meal at home.
Moreover, the SSI helps us pay for electricity and to have heating during winter.
Otherwise, without electricity, the winter in Arta is very difficult. In 2013, for a short
period of time, we had no electricity, since we could not pay our bills”.

It should be noted that, although the SSI concerns an extended and heterogeneous
population of beneficiaries (the homeless, single mothers, etc.), the research findings do not
reveal a differentiated effect on the representatives of different groups of beneficiaries. Overall,
the monetary allowance, which forms part of the SSI, is so low that it does not leave space for
variation in its social impact. This outcome should be viewed in conjunction with other problems
of implementation (discussed in the next subsection).

An additional point of major concern is that, as the interviews with the community centre
staff in particular indicate, the vast majority of beneficiaries continue to participate in the SSI
during its nationwide implementation. This finding is a sign of the relatively low social impact of
the SSI, which, as mentioned above, ensures the marginal coverage of absolutely essential human
needs. The following extract from the interview with the SSI coordinator in the Municipality of
Keratsini-Drapetsona is revealing:

“The majority of SSI beneficiaries in our region have participated in it from the very
beginning. I know that the same also holds true in many other areas. Beneficiaries
seem to believe that they will receive this aid forever and have organized their lives
accordingly. The problem is that, in its present form, the SSI offers mainly financial
aid. Beneficiaries use this aid just to survive. However, they are unable to substantially
improve their lives with it.”

Lastly, and interestingly, beneficiaries do not perceive access to the SSI as synonymous with
social stigmatization. On the contrary, beneficiaries view the SSI as a quasi-right and as a minimal
‘compensation’/response from the state for the rise of social inequalities and extreme poverty,
due to the severe implications of the crisis and austerity policies. In the words of a 62-year-old
divorced man in the Municipality of Rethymno:
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“The SSI is the minimum that the state should give us. We lost our jobs, taxation
increased, we were poverty-stricken. Compared to what has happened to us, the help
provided by the SSI is necessary, but quite small”.

Overall, the interviews reveal that the SSI is the first ‘structured’ intervention utilized
by the Greek state to combat what has been dubbed the phenomenon of ‘extreme poverty’.
Before the SSI there was no coherent policy action targeted at the aforementioned group of
individuals. However, the SSI does not seem to have a wider impact on the lives of beneficiaries.
On the contrary, the interviews indicate that it covers primarily the basic needs of beneficiaries
(mostly food). The fact that the vast majority of beneficiaries are continuing to participate in the
SSI now that it is being implemented nationwide and that a large number of beneficiaries still
use the same survival strategies they used before receiving the SSI are also signs of its limited
effectiveness.

4.2 Aspects of the SSI to be improved at the implementation
stage

There is a general consensus amongst the interviewees on the positive effect of the social services
that are linked to the SSI. These include, inter alia, access to benefits in kind, offered by the ‘Food
and/or Basic Material Assistance’ Operational Programme (henceforth TEVA) (Emixeipnoiako
Mpoypaupa Emoruoukns kar Baoikhs YAikhs Zuvdpopns, TEBA), as well as access to public health
services and hospitals. In the words of the SSI coordinator at the Community Centre in the
Municipality of Leros:

“It is important that we are given the chance to strengthen the social insertion services
provided by the SSI. For example, in the Municipality of Leros many households could
not pay their electricity bills. They were therefore in danger of being left without
electricity. This would be devastating for people who often do not know whether they
will be able to have food to eat tomorrow....Their participation in the SSI helps them,
besides paying for their meals on an everyday basis, have access to electricity and so
therefore they know that they will have heating in the winter and air conditioning in
the summer. Among other things, such as access to public hospitals, SSI beneficiaries
can also get more help by joining TEVA... These are very important aspects of the SSI,
which actually help the extreme poor”.

On the other hand, as already mentioned in the previous subsection, the amount of the
monetary allowance, a key part of the SSI, is quite low. As a 53-year-old unemployed woman,
with one child, in the Municipality of Keratsini-Drapetsona mentioned:

“The SSI is nothing but a tip. It just helps us get food every day. With 200 Euros per
month what more can someone do?”

Similarly, in the words of a 59-year-old homeless woman in the Municipality of Rethymno:

“T worked all my life as a maid or cleaner. During the last years, I was incapable of
working, due to health problems. I ended up owing rent for a period of two years. Take
also into account that, in Rethymno, the significant growth in tourism has resulted in
a rampant increase in rents. My owner kicked me out. I ended up living in the street.
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Next, I turned to the municipality for help. However, the municipality does not have
homeless services. As a result, the Church hosted me for a few days. Then I left and
lived on the streets. With 200 euros per month, I cannot rent a house or live a decent
life. Many of my acquaintances avoid talking to me”.

Moreover, and interestingly, both the community centre staff and the beneficiaries
interviewed agree that, in its current form, the SSI appears to discourage participation in the
formal labour market. Many beneficiaries choose to receive the SSI and, at the same time,
work in the black economy to boost their income. As a 35-year-old unemployed male from the
Municipality of Arta mentioned:

“The SSI alone is not enough to survive. For this reason, I prefer to receive the benefit
and at the same time work in the agricultural or the construction sector as an
undeclared worker, whenever possible”.

In a similar vein, in the words of the SSI coordinator at the Community Centre in the
Municipality of Rethymno:

“In its present form the SSI favors undeclared work. Why would a beneficiary work
eight hours for 400 euros!, when he or she can get 200 euros without working?
Those who are able to work prefer to get the benefit and supplement their income
with occasional, undeclared work. Indeed, in our region it is quite difficult to detect
undeclared work. How can we check whether someone is being paid for picking
oranges in a village 100km away?”

However, the most important aspect of the ‘social impact’ of the SSI is the unbalanced
development of its three pillars, namely monetary support, social insertion and social activation
services. The interviews indicate that although the SSI had not been designed as a one-off form
of cash assistance, it functions mainly as a financial aid. Social insertion services are unequivocally
promoted by municipalities, whilst social activation services are essentially absent. Illustrative
of the above are the following extracts from interviews with a social worker at the Community
Centre of the Municipality of Kavala and a 43-year-old single mother in the Municipality of
Keratsini-Drapetsona respectively:

“The SSI currently functions as economic assistance and nothing more. Essentially,
social inclusion services are absent. How is it possible to want someone to escape
extreme poverty, when there are no ways of helping her or him find a job? Or when
no training is provided for specialties with good employment prospects? As a result,
beneficiaries are unable to escape the trap of extreme poverty”.

“The SSI provides me with a small financial boost every month. Nobody has talked to
me, however, about training or employment”.

The research findings also reveal that beneficiaries, who often also have characteristics that
make them vulnerable to social marginalization, understand the benefits associated with all the
SSI pillars. They suffer from the severe implications emanating from the unbalanced development
of the foregoing pillars and hope for improvements in the design and implementation of the SSI,
as exemplified by the inclusion of beneficiaries in education and training actions.

In the words of a 43-year-old single mother in the Municipality of Rethymno:
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“I have a primary school certificate. If I could enroll in a second chance school and get
a secondary school certificate, then I could definitely find a job in the tourism sector.
Unfortunately, however, I do not have anywhere to leave my child in the afternoons.
As a result, I cannot attend classes at school”.

Overall, the implementation of the SSI to date seems to boost access to other forms of social
support (i.e. the social services linked to the SSI, such as the social household electricity bill, food
distribution, access to public health services). However, there is much room for improvement, so
as to ensure that the SSI will not remain mostly a form of low monetary support.

Based on the interviews, participation in the SSI seems to discourage formal employment
and encourages the informal employment of beneficiaries. Hence, there is a need to introduce
work incentives and strengthen the capacity of national and local authorities to monitor the
data and activities of beneficiaries. The most important issue, however, is restoring the balanced
development of the three SSI pillars. Leaving aside the monetary support linked to the SSI, a
measure that is fully implemented, the ‘social insertion’ pillar has significant deficiencies and the
‘social activation’ pillar is effectively absent.

5. Conclusions

his article presents a ‘qualitative interpretation’ of the ‘social impact’ of the SSI by focusing

on two inter-related themes: a) The social situation of the beneficiaries and the survival
strategies utilized by them before and after receipt of the SSI; and b) aspects of the SSI to
be improved at the implementation stage. Despite the research limitations, as exemplified by
the difficulties inherent in qualitative research, especially interviews, great care was taken to
increase both the validity and credibility of the research (e.g. by using a relatively ‘stratified’
sample of participants).

As aresult, this highly original article has brought to light positive aspects of the SSI: mostly,
that the monetary allowance, which, in practice, forms at this point the main component of the
SSI, helps beneficiaries to organize their daily lives and manage their basic needs. Furthermore,
access to social insertion services, i.e. the second SSI pillar, such as the social household
electricity bill, as well as to benefits in kind offered by TEVA and the public health services, is
deemed to be significant.

However, severe shortcomings overshadow these strengths: above all, the unbalanced
development of the three main SSI pillars and the essential absence of social activation services,
namely the third SSI pillar. Whilst the SSI has not been designed to operate as a one-off form
of cash assistance, in reality it functions mostly (if not exclusively) as a monetary (and also quite
low) allowance.

These findings should be viewed in conjunction with the inability of municipal authorities to
monitor the involvement of participants in the black economy and the tendency of beneficiaries
to opt for employment outside the formal economy. The ‘social impact’ of the SSI is hence
significantly lessened and a large share of beneficiaries continue to rely on the same survival
strategies they used before receiving the SSI.

The research corroborates some of the main findings of the relevant literature, especially the
rather limited effectiveness of minimum income provisions in significantly improving the well-
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being of beneficiaries and helping them to escape poverty, as has been highlighted in different
studies. Furthermore, the research findings confirm that family support remains a significant
survival strategy for beneficiaries, even after receiving the SSI, and that the low amount of the
SSI monetary support is one of the reasons why its effectiveness is limited.

In a similar vein, the article underscores the need to accompany the SSI with other social
policies, as reflected in the need to strengthen the underdeveloped SSI pillars. In contrast to similar
research in other countries, however, this research indicates that beneficiaries do not perceive
access to the SSI as shame. They regard participation in the SSI as a quasi-right and as a ‘fair’,
albeit small, compensation for the severe implications of the crisis and austerity on their lives.

Building on the above, future research on this subject could delve more, for instance, into
ways in which to improve the social impact of the SSI, e.g. by ‘strengthening’ its complementarity
with other welfare provisions. Otherwise, the effectiveness of the SSI in fulfilling its declared
goals will continuously be undermined and the SSI will remain a rather welcome, but weak
‘consolation’ against poverty (‘extreme’ or otherwise) for its beneficiaries.

Notes

1. See also the efforts made in recent years to publicize minimum income protection, as ex-
emplified by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s Minimum Income Standards Programme (in
Hudson-Sharp et al., 2016).

2. Information on the evaluation of minimum income schemes may also be found in the Eu-
ropean Social Policy Network (ESPN) Thematic Reports on Minimum Income Schemes. The
ESPN was established in July 2014 on an initiative of the European Commission and brings
together in a single network the work that used to be carried out by the European Network of
Independent Experts on Social Inclusion, the Network for the Analytical Support on the Socio-
Economic Impact of Social Protection Reforms (ASISP) and the Mutual Information Systems
on Social Protection (MISSOC) Secretariat.

3. See https://cordis.europa.eu/project/rcn/102182/reporting/en for the final report summary of
COPE (Combating Poverty in Europe: Re-Organising Active Inclusion through Participatory
and Integrated Modes of Multilevel Governance).

4. At that point known as the ‘Guaranteed Social Income’ (Eyyunuévo Kovwvikd Eioédnua). It
was later renamed the SSI.

5. Expected end date: July-September 2019.

6. Between August and December 2018 (August, in the Municipality of Leros; October, in the
Municipality of Kavala; November, in the Municipalities of Rethymno and Arta; and Decem-
ber, in the Municipality of Keratsini-Drapetsona).

7. The shorter length of the interviews with beneficiaries may also be explained by the fact that
some of them tended not to be very articulate and they often expressed their opinions in a
brief manner.

8. The extracts provided from the interviews are exact quotations.

9. For the different dimensions of poverty and doubts about its definitions and the method of
measuring it, see e.g. Dean, 2016.

10.Since February 2019 the minimum wage in Greece is 650 euros (gross amount), an approxi-
mately 11% increase from 586.08 euros (gross amount).
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