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1. Introduction

At first sight the task of measuring poverty seems simple enough to perform. Unfortunately, this
is not the case. The difficulty arises as there are a number of different definitions of poverty,
several different measurement techniques and the operationaization of poverty is also
problematic.

For example, the measurement of poverty can be based either on definitions of absolute poverty
or relative poverty. Eurostat and many national statistical offices have measured poverty based on
relative definitions. In this case, the poverty line is defined from the median income of the
population. The poor are considered househol ds with incomes bel ow 60 % of the median income.
There are, however, also researcherswho think that subjective measures are better at defining the
poverty line. In this case, individuals or households estimate their required minimum income
level.

In this paper | will discuss the question of the EU-SILC (EU Statistics on Income and Living
Conditions) survey on minimum income, and specifically the” lowest incometo make ends meet”
variable (Eurostat 2003). The question concerning minimum income studies subjective, or self-
perceived poverty. | will describe the entire testing process of this question. The EU-SILC pilot
survey was conducted in Finland in March 2002. The minimum income gquestion was tested with
cognitive interviews during the summer of 2002. | will also present the results of the behaviour
coding done in the spring of 2004.

2. Problems in measuring and asking about subjective poverty

Subjective measurement of poverty has its benefits, as well as its problems. The only way of
finding out what the smallest sum of money a person could live on for amonth is by asking him
or her directly. However, the question may be interpreted in different ways depending on the
circumstances. It should al so be remembered that poverty also has different meaningsin different
cultures. (Dean & Melrose 1999.)

Subjective poverty has been measured with dightly differing methods and questions. However, al
the methods endeavouring to define subjective poverty, in one way or another, utilizeaminimum
income question (MI1Q). MIQ is designed to measure the smallest income required to live
‘decently’ or ‘adequately’ or to‘get along’ or ‘ make ends meet’. The exact wording of MIQ varies
considerably in different studies. Townsend et a. (1997, 19) were critica of different
euphemisms used in subjective poverty inquiries. In their opinion one should ask the public
directly how much money is needed to avoid poverty if onewantsto construct subjective poverty
lines. Also, at the international level we do not actually know how respondents understand the
different euphemisms and how those euphemisms relate to the concept of poverty in people's
minds. Different people might understand the concepts of ‘needs’, ‘poverty’ and ‘ making ends
meet’ in different ways. (Townsend et al. 1997, 19.)

167



3. From Eurostat’s definitions to the Finnish pilot question

The EU-SILC survey is 'output harmonised’, meaning that its variables and concepts are
harmoni sed, but the question wordings with which data on those variables are produced have not
been predetermined. Each country may formulate the wording of the questions itself. Register
data may also be used, if available.

In order to obtain reliable data concerning the MIQ in the EU-SILC survey, one must first
ascertain what the question istrying to establish and how the variables are defined. One should
also think about what the question should belike so that it would produce the variable of " lowest
monthly income to make ends meet”.

The questions of the EU-SILC survey, and those of the ECHP survey before it, on subjective
poverty also use the euphemism ‘make ends meet’ . Eurostat’s Concepts (Eurostat 2001a) states
that the results will be used as an indicator of subjective poverty, although no direct reference to
subjective poverty isthen made in subsequent descriptions of the variable. The Concepts defines
the variable as follows (Eurostat 20014, 54):

The household respondent’s perception of the lowest net monthly income the household would need to "make ends
meet’.

‘Net’ income refers to income after the deduction of tax and social insurance.
The household respondent’s own perception of 'making ends meet’ should be used.

The question should be answered in relation to the household’s present composition and expenses.

About the concept the same paper states:

"This... item can be used to construct a "subjective poverty’ indicator whereby a household is considered poor if its
total income is below what it considers to the lowest monthly income to ‘'make ends meet’. It can also be used to
assess the level of welfare provision for different groups (e.g. households of different sizes, older adults, families with
children) relative to their own perceived needs.”

Eurostat formulated the draft questionnaire for the pilot survey. A model for this question was
only formulated in English for the pilot testing, and each country could formulate their own
trandations of it. The draft question read as follows (2001b):

"In your opinion, what is the very lowest net monthly income your household would have to have in order to make
ends meet? Please answer in relation to the present circumstances of your household, and what you consider as
‘'making ends meet’.”

Inthe EU-SILC Description of Target Variablesfrom January 2002 (Eurostat 2002), the variable
is described as follows:

HS130: Lowest monthly income to make ends meet

SOCIAL EXCLUSION: (Non-monetary household deprivation indicators)
Cross-sectional and longitudinal

Reference period: current

Unit: household

Mode of collection: household respondent

The household respondent’ s perception of the lowest net monthly income the househol d would need to ‘ make ends
meet’,
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‘Net’ income refers to income after the deduction of tax and social insurance.
The household respondent’ s own perception of ‘making ends meet’ should be used.

The question should be answered in relation to the household’ s present composition and expenses.

The definition of the variable impliesthat the respondent could be any member of the household
and that the respondent must answer according to hisor her own perception, taking into account
the househol d’ s present composition and expenses. The formulation of the questionin Finnishis
difficult because there is no precise equivalent to the expression of 'making ends meet’ in the
Finnish language.

4. Cognitive pretesting

The pilot data for the Finnish EU-SILC survey was collected in March 2002. The interviewers
wereinstructed to try and carry out half of their interviews by phone and the other half in face-to-
face interviews at the persons’ homes. The interviewers were free to choose which households
they telephoned and which onesthey visited. Therewere 110 CATI- and 112 CAPI-interviews. In
the interviews, the minimum income question was presented as follows:

S45 (0)

Now think about how much money is needed per month to satisfy your whole household's present needs. In your
opinion, what is the very lowest net monthly income your household would have to have in order to make ends meet?

The question is marked with the letter code (O). The interviewing method of Statistics Finland
divides questions into two categories. factual (F) questions and other (O) questions. Questions
coded with (O) concern the respondent’ s opinions, knowledge and estimati ons. O-questions must
be asked exactly asthey are worded on the questionnaire, without making any changesto them at
any time. If the respondent does not understand the question, it must be repeated precisely as
written down on the questionnaire. Slightly morefreedom isallowed in asking factual questions.
Factual questionsarefirst read exactly asthey are on the questionnaire but if the respondent does
not understand them the interviewer may present them again in his or her own words using the
definitions from the working instructions. (Interviewer’s Guide 2004.)

The interviewers of the pilot survey reported alot of problems with the MIQ. Understanding of
the question fluctuated widely with respondents giving very high or very low sums. Some
interviewees al so had serious difficulty in coming up with asum. For thisreason it was decided
that the question should be tested at the SurveylL aboratory of Statistics Finland in the summer of
2002.

Fifteen face-to-face cognitive interviews were conducted in the summer of 2002. The main
concern waswith the “lowest monthly income to make endsmeet” but some other questionsfrom
the EU-SILC survey were also included in the interview protocol to make the context more
appropriate. Probes and a retrospective think-aloud method were used in the interviews.

The understanding of the MIQ varied considerably. The perspective from which the question
should be approached was not clear to the respondents. Their perceptions of what should be
regarded as present needs varied considerably. Some thought of just food and housing (or food
and clothing, but forgetting housing), someincluded all present costsof living, leisure activities,
travelling, hobbies and communications (tel ephones, newspapers, TV, etc.). Others with aloan
also included its repayments in present needs, but others did not. Answering was particularly
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difficult for the respondents who were rel atively well-off and consequently did not haveto think
about their everyday use of money. The respondents said that they understood the referencetime
period of the question, i.e. they said they answered according to their present situation.

The study of Formaet al. (1999) focuses on defining the standards of living of “just about getting
by”, “reasonable’ and “luxurious’. We utilised these concepts in our testing and at the end of
each the interview asked the respondent directly what kind of standard of living he or she had
thought about when answering the minimum income gquestion. More than a third of the
respondents said they had thought about a* reasonable” standard of living whiletherest said they
had thought about “just about getting by”. Indeed, some had thought about all their " present
needs’ and some about “the minimum to make ends meet”, and thus excluding certain present
needs.

5. The MIQ in the data collection phase of the EU-SILC survey in spring 2004

Inalater variablelist of the EU-SILC survey (Eurostat 2003) the question isdefined precisely the
sameway asin the variable definition HS130 described on page 2 of this paper. And even despite
the fact that several countries criticised the question, it remained unchanged. The countrieswere
also free to select the data coll ection method themselves. In Finland the data was collected with
telephone interviews.

Although the definition had not changed, the Finnish project group on the EU-SILC survey
dightly altered the formulation of the question on the fieldwork questionnaire. The "new”
guestion read as follows:

ELS8 (O) What is the smallest amount of net income per month with which your household can make ends meet
continuously?

For quality analyses of the EU-SIL C survey, a decision was made to complete extensive testing
and at the same time do the very first trials with a behaviour coding method at the
SurveyL aboratory of Statistics Finland. Below isareport of the results obtained with behaviour
coding concerning the minimum income question.

6. Behaviour coding

In spring 2004, nine interviewers recorded atotal of 41 interviews around Finland in connection
with the EU-SILC data collection. The behaviour codes sel ected for use at the SurveylL aboratory
are based on international literature (Mathiowetz 2002; Fowler & Cannell 1996, 28-30; Dijkstra
2002). The codes were revised to suit the interviewing method of Statistics Finland. | listened to
and coded the interviews, after which our graduate trainee coded the tapes for the second time.
Reliability comparison of the two codingsis still unfinished. The coding focused on individual
speech acts, in other words, the speech acts of the interviewer and the respondent were assigned
different codes. Prompting questions were also assigned their own codes.

The coding proved that there are still some serious problemswith the M1Q. Behaviour coding has
been viewed as problematic because it locates the problems but not the real reasons behind them
(Snijkers 2002). However, as | had previous experience from earlier testing and listened to the
audiotapes myself, | wasto some extent ableto interpret problemswith thisnewer formul ation of
the question.

There was a significant response delay in answering this question in all 41 interviews, which
proves that answering was not easy. In 65% of the interviews the question received respondent
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codes indicating problems. The following table shows the behaviour codes recorded for the
respondents in the minimum income question.

Table 1. Behaviour codes recorded for respondents in the minimum income question

Code % .

missing* 3 Code explanations:

vi 32 v1 — appropriate answer without significant communication,

v3 24 v3 — requests clarification/repetition,

v4 3 v4 — uncertainty about meaning,

v5 5 v5 — uncertain/conditional answer,

z; 27 V7 — problems in answering, ambiguity of set task,

vo 3 v8 —don’t know,

Total % 100 v9 — inappropriate answer, does not correspond with the objectives of the question

* Code missing due to technical problemsin audio tape recording

A clear problem concerning wording was observed in the question. The end of the question reads:
”...your household can make ends meet continuously”. This made some respondents report
clearly their present factual net income, and not the income with which they could make ends
meet. A further problem concerned the expression ‘ continuously’ . According to the definition of
the variable the measurement should concern the present situation. However, ' continuously’
refers to a longer-term situation. A question then arises. Over what time span can the income
level required to ' continuously make ends meet’ remain unchanged? The respondents did not
express problems with the wording ‘ continuously’ audibly, even though it does contain the
aforementioned inherent problem.

In the EU-SILC survey, the respondent can be any member of the household. The household
respondent should be the person responsible for the accommodation or a” household member
aged 16 and over who isthe best placed to give theinformation’ (Eurostat 2003). The problemis
that all households may not necessarily have just one person who isresponsible for its finances.
All household members simply cannot answer the question. This creates problemsin atelephone
interview, when another member of the household is summoned to the telephone, or the
interviewer has to telephone the household later.

Comparability of the O-questionsis problematic for the same reason. If any household member
can answer this question, the comparability of the O-questions loses its foundation. Whose
opinions should be compared? Can ahousehol d have one opinion? Does every respondent know
the opinions of al other household members? As a result the problem actually becomes a
sampling problem.

It could be clearly heard from the audi otapes that some respondentsadded up al their expenditure
items: car, petrol, insurance, loans, food, newspapers, telephones, TV licence... Otherstried to
ask the interviewer for help: "If loan repayments are not included, then €1,200...” Thus,
respondents answer differently irrespective of their life situation. Respondents in similar life
situations or living conditions may include different expenses when summing up.

Answering was especially difficult for self-employed farmers. Some respondents included farm
expenditure while others did not. The interviewer’s work instructions did not state separately
whether the respondent should be advised to include or exclude farm expenditure nor did it state
thisin Eurostat’ s variabl e description. Self-employed farmersfrequently asked for clarifications
to the question: “Does this mean just the household or also the farm?”, “Should farm
expenditure be included?”, ’Should only this private household be included or...? . Theideaof
the O-questions is that the interviewer must not help the respondent even in this kind of a
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situation. However, the interviewers answered in some way at least to the questions of the
respondents. "It means the household, but when everything is interrelated...”, "Well, it is that
sort of a marriage with farming that when things go poorly for the farm they also go poorly for
the household... ”, " Private household, but it is very difficult to distinguish in farming... ”. These
assisting comments of theinterviewers may lead the respondent in one direction or another, which
may consequently produce quite haphazard answers.

7. Discussion

The problemswith the MIQ can be divided into three groups. The first problem concerns (1) the
language and tranglation: We do not have the exact same expression for ‘ making ends meet’ in
Finnish. Theinternational comparability maybe disturbed because of this. Secondly, thereis(2) a
problem concerning the respondent and sampling. Because any household member isallowed to
answer the question of comparability of the O-questions loses its foundation and the problem
becomes a sampling problem.

Thethird problem concerns (3) the definitions of the terms and concepts used inthe MIQ and the
understanding of these concepts by the respondents. Eurostat’s definition of the variable is
somewhat unclear and ambivalent. It isunclear whether the respondent is asked to estimate what
amount is needed to maintain the househol d’ s present living standard or what amount isneeded to
keep the household above some poverty line.

Thequestionitself and itsinstruction carry both ideas. In theinstructionsthe respondent is asked
to think about his present needs and present structure of consumption, but the question itself
seemsto belimited to the resources needed to fulfil the necessities. Asaresult it isnot clear what
the objectiveis. Thisambiguity should be removed by clarifying theinstructions. The respondent
should also be instructed how the question should be approached. If the aim is to survey
subjective poverty lines, the word poverty should not be avoided. Respondents could be asked to
estimate a minimum amount of money they would need to not consider themselves poor.

Thetest datamakesit clear that there are problemsand that there are differencesin the subjective
meanings attached to ’ present needs’, making ends meet, and poverty. Matters associated with
subsistence means different thingsto different people within the limits of cultural discourse. For
some, mere fulfilment of necessary minimum needs may represent "reasonable standard of
living”; while for others”just about getting by” may include leisure activities and hobbies. Also
respondents approximately in the same living situation may answer very differently to the M1Q.

In the United States, subjective poverty has been studied with Gallup surveys since 1947
(Townsend et al. 1997). In Europe, subjective poverty lines have been elaborated upon and tried
out in diverse studies sincethe 1970’ s. The subjective method i s problematic in many ways. Even
minor changesto the question setting can alter the respondents’ interpretations. (Lindqvist 2003,
4) Literature makesreferencesto the measurement of subjective poverty with aminimumincome
guestion. However, caution should be exercised when interpreting answers to such questions, as
people may interpret them in avariety of ways. Even conceptual discussing of subjective poverty
isinadequate in certain respects. Whereisthe line between minimum and reasonableincomeand
who has the right to define it?

Eurostat’ s definition does not makeit clear whether the measuring should concern reasonable or
minimum level of income. To make the question of the EU-SILC survey more functional, there
should be an unambiguous definition of the information that is sought with it. Experiencesfrom
earlier surveys could be utilised in the formulation of the question; for example Forma (et al.
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1999) made a distinction between minimum and reasonable by separating them into different
guestions. The test data can provide an answer to the question of what precisely is studied with
the M1Q. As such, the question does not capture the subjective “poverty line” of al respondents.

My final remarks concern the objective of the question: what kind of information should it
produce? Eurostat (2002a) and Watson (2002) have noted that the question on minimum income
isintended to capture the person’ s subjective poverty line, i.e. the level of income below which
they would regard themselves as poor. There is still some confusion because in the variable
definition it asks one to think about ' present needs' . This raises the question: why can the word
"poverty’ not be used inthe M1Q?Validity meansthat questions measure what they are supposed
to measure. For aquestion to bereliableall the respondents have to understand the questionsina
similar way. From thetesting, it has been revealed that thisis not the casein answering the MIQ.
If the respondents are allowed to define the question themsel ves, deciding what are the needsthey
have to consider and or what kind of living standards they have to think of, we are getting very
haphazard answers. In order to minimise this variation, we think it would be better to guide
respondents to thinking about certain living standard when answering the M1Q. But even in this
case the problem of what living standards interviewees should think of remains. The answer to
this question is not made explicit in Eurostat’ s variable definition.
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