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Abstract

This chapter explores poverty in Portugal through a multidimensional lens, 
emphasising public perceptions across key domains such as housing, health, 
energy, transportation, and essential goods. It situates poverty within a broader 
socioeconomic framework, highlighting the interconnected nature of these dimen-
sions. Data were collected via an online survey between December 2022 and May 
2023, targeting 838 participants aged 18 or older residing in Portugal. The survey, 
disseminated through social networks and community organisations, gathered 
information on sociodemographic characteristics, employment status, household 
composition, income, and the perceived effects of rising costs on essential areas. 
Descriptive statistics summarised respondent profiles, while inferential analyses, 
including Chi-square tests and Spearman’s correlation, explored associations 
between variables. The findings reveal significant impacts of rising costs across 
various domains. Although 62.5% of respondents reported a monthly income equal 
to or above the national average, 96.7% perceived a decline in purchasing power. 
Nearly half (48.2%) experienced difficulties in affording energy consumption, 
while 90% indicated that fuel costs significantly impacted their finances. Regarding 
food, 96.2% acknowledged price increases, 92.8% altered consumption habits, 
and 64.2% stopped purchasing certain items. Housing costs were problematic for 
41.1% of respondents. In terms of healthcare, 49% of respondents had private 
health insurance, while 47.7% relied solely on the National Health System, with 
21.4% unable to access specialist care. Furthermore, 55.1% of participants attributed 
psychological or mental health challenges to rising prices and reduced disposable 
income, highlighting the profound and multifaceted effects of economic pressures 
on Portuguese households.

Keywords: social work, multidimensional poverty, public perception, social policy, 
poverty in Portugal
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1. �Introduction

Poverty is a complex and multifaceted concept, often defined in relation to living 
standards and conditions. Whether conceptualised in absolute, relative, or subjective 
terms, it fundamentally relates to the conditions required or the resources needed to 
achieve an acceptable standard of living.

In Portugal, poverty remains a structural issue, evident in the persistently high 
number of people living in poverty over time. Although the trajectory in recent 
years has shown some improvement, Portugal continues to experience high levels of 
inequality and pronounced regional disparities in poverty rates [1].

In this study, poverty is approached as a multidimensional phenomenon. Key 
dimensions, such as inadequate access to basic goods, energy, housing, and healthcare 
– which hinder the fulfilment of basic human needs and place individuals in situa-
tions of poverty – were considered in the analysis. The study examines public percep-
tions in Portugal regarding poverty and its effects across these dimensions.

A survey was conducted with 838 participants to assess the extent to which rising 
inflation contributes to an increased risk of poverty by identifying the most affected 
areas, examining people’s perceptions of its effects on their lives, and exploring the 
measures they consider most appropriate to mitigate or combat its impact.

Poverty remains a significant challenge in Portugal, particularly in the con-
text of widening socioeconomic inequalities and the escalating cost of living. 
This issue is multidimensional, encompassing key areas such as housing, health, 
energy, transportation, and essential goods, which collectively shape the lived 
experiences of individuals and households. A comprehensive response to poverty 
requires both the analysis of statistical indicators and a nuanced understanding 
of its impacts on vulnerable populations, alongside the development of targeted 
social work interventions.

2. �Poverty: From its conceptualisation to the Portuguese reality

In the twenty-first century, poverty continues to be one of the most significant 
social challenges despite the progress made in recent decades. According to the UN, 
“although the global poverty rate has fallen by more than half since 2000, one in ten 
people in developing regions still lives on less than $1.90 a day (…) and millions more 
live on little more than this daily amount” [2].

To begin with, it is essential to clarify what poverty is. Failure to establish a clear 
definition may lead to misunderstandings, as the literature offers a wide variety of 
definitions, and poverty is often conflated with deprivation, social exclusion, or 
inequality.

Absolute poverty is defined by the poverty line, which corresponds to the value 
of a basket of essential goods. This concept was first used in 1995, at the Copenhagen 
Summit on Social Development, as a “condition characterised by severe deprivation 
of basic human needs, including food, health, housing, education and information” 
([3], p. 73). However, although the concept was formally established at that time, 
Rowntree had already approached a similar definition in the 1970s, describing the 
poverty threshold as “the minimum expenditure necessary to maintain mere physical 
health” (Rowntree, 1971, cit. in Ref. [4], p. 32). This remains a normative concept, 
focusing on an individual’s ability to meet their basic needs, such as food, clothing, 
housing, and healthcare.
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In contrast, most studies conducted within the European Union (EU) adopt a 
broader perspective based on the concept of relative poverty. This approach does 
not reduce poverty to mere economic deprivation but considers that “people are in 
poverty if their income and resources are so inadequate that they are unable to live 
up to the standard of living considered acceptable in the society in which they live” 
([5], p. 6). The EU determines the risk of poverty threshold based on net monetary 
income. Since 2000, poverty risk assessment has been conducted by comparing a 
household’s net income with the national median income. Individuals or families with 
an income below 60% of the country’s median equivalent income are classified as 
being at risk of poverty.

Based on this definition, poverty can be broadly understood as “a situation in 
which certain needs are unmet, or in which a minimally acceptable standard of living 
is not achieved due to a lack of resources” ([6], p. 23). Fundamentally, the absence 
of resources underpins the problem, hindering the fulfilment of basic needs while 
preventing individuals or families from integrating into a socially acceptable way 
of life. This perspective aligns closely with the concept of relative poverty, which 
argues that poverty arises when individuals lack the necessary resources to achieve the 
standard of living deemed acceptable within a specific society [4, 7] and is excluded 
from mechanisms of social participation [3]. Consequently, this concept is shaped by 
historical and cultural contexts, varying not only between cultures but also within the 
same society over time.

Poverty is often defined as deprivation caused by a lack of resources. However, 
it is essential to distinguish between deprivation and resource scarcity, as these are 
related yet distinct phenomena. As Perista and Baptista ([8], p. 2) note, “a situation of 
deprivation not caused by a lack of resources is not considered poverty, and the type 
of support required involves the proper use of existing resources”. This distinction 
refers to cases where individuals fail to utilise available resources effectively.

This differentiation is crucial for shaping policies and interventions to address 
poverty. Efforts to tackle deprivation typically focus on providing essential goods 
and services necessary for a dignified existence. These measures often take the form 
of social assistance, such as food distribution or other necessary goods, which, while 
addressing immediate needs, may perpetuate dependency. In contrast, addressing 
resource scarcity involves transforming the individual’s circumstances to enable them 
to obtain resources through “one of the sources society considers normal” ([8], p. 2). 
This approach emphasises empowerment and sustainable solutions, aiming to reduce 
dependency and promote self-sufficiency.

Amartya Sen’s perspective on poverty emphasises the need to address both 
deprivation and resource scarcity, defining poverty as a deprivation of basic capabili-
ties rather than merely an income below a predefined threshold [9]. According to 
Sen, poverty arises when individuals cannot enhance their capabilities to secure the 
resources necessary for a fulfilling and healthy life [10]. However, this capabilities-
based approach to poverty introduces challenges in identifying cases of poverty, 
particularly beyond extreme or absolute poverty. As Sen ([11], p. 7) notes, “the 
identification of the poor and the diagnosis of poverty may be far from obvious when 
we move away from extreme and stark poverty”.

Another frequently misconstrued concept is social exclusion, which originated 
in French social sciences following René Lenoir’s 1974 publication, Les exclus - Un 
Français sur dix. The term gained prominence in Europe during the 1990s when the 
European Commission incorporated it into its policy discourse. As Costa ([12], p. 10) 
explains, “for both scientifically debatable and politically understandable reasons, 
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the European Commission introduced the term social exclusion to replace poverty”, 
broadening its scope to describe not only the final stage of marginalisation but the 
entire process leading to it. Given the diversity of interpretations across academic, 
political, and journalistic spheres, the conceptualisation of social exclusion remains 
complex. Reflecting this complexity, Bruto da Costa ([12], p. 21) argues for the use 
of the term “social exclusions” in the plural, while Paugam [13] characterises it as a 
“horizon concept” encompassing a wide range of marginalisation processes.

Social exclusion is closely related to poverty, yet it extends beyond economic 
deprivation. Poverty can be viewed as one stage or form of social exclusion, but 
exclusion does not always entail poverty. Bruto da Costa et al. ([4], p. 63) emphasise 
that “poverty represents a form of social exclusion; there is no poverty without social 
exclusion. However, not all social exclusion involves poverty”. For instance, socially 
isolated elderly individuals may experience exclusion without being impoverished.

Social exclusion is not merely a state but a dynamic and cumulative process of 
progressive ruptures across social spheres. Castel [14] highlights the heterogeneity of 
the term, which often serves as a vague label for deprivation without specifying its 
precise nature or origin. He argues that exclusion represents the final stage of broader 
processes, in which individuals transition through stages of integration, vulnerability, 
assistance, and ultimately disaffiliation [15]. Disaffiliation, the most severe form of 
exclusion, involves the severing of ties with family and close networks.

In Metamorphoses of the Social Question [16], Castel examines the impact of 
modern capitalist societies, characterised by labour instability, precarious work, 
and mass unemployment. These phenomena, described as the “fragmentation of the 
wage society”, expand vulnerability zones and increase risks of disaffiliation globally. 
Castel ([16], p. 442) contends, “there are no individuals outside society, only varying 
degrees of detachment from its center”. Thus, integration, vulnerability, assistance, 
and disaffiliation represent different levels of social connectedness, reflecting the 
progressive rupture of social ties.

It is essential to clarify that poverty is not synonymous with social inequality. 
While the two concepts are interconnected, “theoretically, high levels of inequality 
can exist without poverty, just as high poverty rates can occur with minimal inequal-
ity” ([4], p. 54). According to Silva ([17], p. 30), social inequality involves the private 
appropriation or usurpation of goods, resources, and privileges driven by mecha-
nisms of competition and conflict. This encompasses assets, capital, opportunities, 
and access to essential services.

Biogenetic diversity, physical attributes, or other forms of horizontal inequal-
ity arising from role differentiation and the division of labour [10, 18, 19], while 
relevant, do not constitute the foundation of social inequality. Instead, its core lies in 
vertical inequalities, characterised by disparities in power, control over resources, and 
systematic barriers to upward mobility.

Thus, poverty is widely recognised as a complex and multidimensional phenom-
enon, as demonstrated by recent studies that extend beyond material deprivation to 
include additional social indicators. The poverty rate, a key metric employed by the 
European Union’s statistical framework under the Europe 2030 strategy, identifies 
individuals or households experiencing at least one of three conditions: monetary 
poverty, severe material, and social deprivation, or labour market exclusion/low work 
intensity (where adults aged 18–59 in a household work, on average, less than 20% of 
their potential working time) [1].

The assessment of material and social deprivation involves evaluating 13 dimen-
sions: seven at the household level and six at the individual level (for those aged 16 
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or older)1. Individuals are classified as experiencing material and social deprivation 
when they lack access to at least five items, while severe deprivation is identified when 
this number reaches seven or more.

As previously noted, poverty is a multifaceted concept that varies depending on 
the chosen analytical framework. These approaches may focus on: (i) the obser-
vational dimension (resources versus needs or living standards), (ii) the reference 
framework (absolute versus relative), (iii) or social and individual perceptions 
[20]. In most cases, poverty is defined in relation to living conditions and standards. 
Whether conceptualised in absolute, relative, or subjective terms, poverty fundamen-
tally reflects unmet needs or insufficiency of resources required to achieve an accept-
able standard of living.

This study conceptualises poverty as a multidimensional phenomenon, acknowl-
edging an economic and social threshold below which individuals are considered 
impoverished. The analysis incorporates factors such as inadequate access to essential 
goods, energy, housing, and healthcare, all of which limit individuals’ ability to meet 
basic human needs and place them in conditions of poverty.

In Portugal, poverty reflects the country’s socio-historical trajectory and its posi-
tion within the global economic system. As a semi-peripheral country, Portugal shares 
characteristics with developed nations while retaining features common to peripheral 
economies. Consequently, there is a coexistence of “old poverty”, characteristic of 
peripheral societies, and “new poverty”, more prevalent in Central European nations. 
Regardless of its typology, poverty remains a defining feature of Portuguese society, as 
evidenced by the persistently high number of individuals living in poverty over time.

The first systematic study on poverty in Portugal was published in 1985, offering a 
sociodemographic profile of impoverished individuals and families and highlighting 
correlations with specific social and territorial factors [21]. Subsequent studies have 
sought to analyse the persistence and evolution of poverty in Portugal, including 
those by Silva et al. [22], Almeida et al. [23], Hespanha and Gomes [24], Capucha 
[3], Bruto da Costa et al. [4], Pereirinha et al. [7], Teixeira et al. [25], and more recent 
works such as Diogo [26], National Observatory for Combating Poverty [27], and 
Rodrigues [1].

The production of reliable poverty statistics became significant in the 1990s. It 
gained consistency from 2003 onwards with the implementation of the Survey on 
Living Conditions and Income (ICOR, Inquérito às Condições de Vida e Rendimento, 
in portuguese), which forms part of the European Union Statistics on Income and 
Living Conditions (EU-SILC).

The recent study “Portugal Unequal. A Portrait of Income Inequality and Poverty 
in the Country” by Carlos Farinha Rodrigues [1] examines various dimensions of 
poverty in Portugal, including poverty rates, severe material deprivation, and labour 
market exclusion. According to this study: (i) in 2023, 2.1 million people were living 
in poverty or social exclusion, with 1.78 million experiencing poverty and 500,000 
facing severe material deprivation, and (ii) approximately 1.5 million individuals 
were affected by one dimension of poverty, while 453,000 were affected by two 
dimensions, and 105,000 by all three simultaneously.

In 2024, Portugal’s material and social deprivation rate stood at 11%, while the 
severe deprivation rate was 4.3%. Among the key indicators of deprivation, the most 

1  See https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Severe_material_and_ 
social_deprivation_rate_(SMSD).
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prevalent were inability to cover unexpected expenses (29.9%), inability to ade-
quately heat one’s home (15.7%), inability to afford a one-week annual holiday away 
from home (35.4%), and inability to replace worn-out furniture (36.2%) (Rodrigues, 
2024) [1]. Although material and social deprivation declined compared to the previ-
ous year, barriers to adequate housing and nutrition remain pressing concerns.

These findings underscore the ongoing struggles individuals and families face 
in securing essential goods and services, such as housing and healthcare. Notably, 
certain groups are disproportionately affected, including (i) workers living in poverty 
despite employment, (ii) single-parent families, (iii) households with three or more 
children, and (iv) older people, children, and individuals with higher education fac-
ing rising poverty rates [1, 26–28].

The situation would be significantly more severe without social transfers, which, 
according to Rodrigues [1], reduce the poverty rate by 23.7 percentage points. Without 
these measures, the poverty rate in 2024 would have reached 40.3%.

While modest improvements have been recorded in recent years, Portugal remains 
a country marked by high levels of inequality and significant regional disparities in 
poverty and inequality.

3. �Public opinion on poverty: Perspectives and perceptions

Poverty remains a persistent and multidimensional challenge, profoundly 
impacting individuals and communities worldwide (United Nations Development 
Programme, [29]). The rising cost of living in Portugal has exacerbated vulner-
abilities, particularly in critical domains such as basic goods, energy, housing, and 
healthcare [30]. This study examines public perceptions of poverty in Portugal 
and its impact across these dimensions, aiming to inform social work interventions 
and policy strategies to mitigate these challenges.

An online survey was conducted between 15 December 2022 and 25 May 2023, 
using a snowball sampling method [31] to reach individuals aged 18 and above 
residing in Portugal. The survey was disseminated via social networks and commu-
nity organisations to enhance participation and ensure a diverse respondent base. It 
collected data on sociodemographic characteristics, employment status, household 
composition, income levels, and the perceived impact of rising costs on key areas, 
including essential goods, energy, housing, and healthcare. The final sample consisted 
of 838 valid responses, reflecting a non-probabilistic approach.

Descriptive statistics summarised the sample’s characteristics and responses. At 
the same time, inferential analyses, such as Chi-square tests and Spearman’s cor-
relation, were conducted using statistical package for the social sciences (SPSS) to 
explore associations between the variables under study [32].

Participation was entirely voluntary, with participants fully informed of their 
right to withdraw at any time without providing a reason. The study adhered to strict 
confidentiality and anonymity protocols to protect all respondents’ privacy through-
out the data collection and analysis process.

4. �Presentation and discussion of results

The final sample consisted of 838 participants, with 66% identifying as female, 
32.7% as male, and 1.3% preferring not to disclose their gender. Participants ranged 
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in age from 18 to 90 years (M = 38.76; SD = 13.42), with the majority residing in the 
northern region of Portugal (54.4%), followed by the central region (27.6%). Most 
households consisted of three members (32.7%). Regarding employment status, 
62.2% were employed in salaried positions, 11.4% were self-employed, and 9.6% were 
students. The most frequently reported monthly household income was between 
€1000 and €1199 (14.1%), while 10.2% reported earning over €2600.

A significant 96.6% of respondents reported that rising prices had negatively 
impacted on their purchasing power. The most affected areas included essential goods 
(58.2%), energy (48.2%), housing (22.1%), and health (8.7%). Furthermore, 36.5% 
of participants stated that price increases had substantially influenced their overall 
quality of life (Table 1).

4.1 Impact on basic goods

Most participants reported a substantial increase in the prices of essential goods 
(96.2%). Monthly expenditures on food and hygiene products varied significantly, 
with 15.4% of respondents spending €450 or more and 13.6% spending between 
€200 and €249.

When asked about additional expenses attributed to rising prices, 19.2% of 
participants reported paying an extra €40 to €59 per month, while 17.1% spent an 
additional €60 to €79, and 12.5% paid €80 to €99. Notably, 92.8% of respondents 
reported modifying their consumption habits, and 64.2% indicated they had been 
forced to forgo purchasing certain products due to financial constraints. Bakery 
and pastry products were the most frequently or very frequently forgone items, 
reported by 43.7% of participants, indicating a shift toward prioritising more 
essential goods.

n %

The rise in prices affected purchasing power

Yes 810 96,7%

No 28 3,3%

The extent to which prices affect life

Do not affect 13 1,6%

Affect less moderately 52 6,2%

Affect moderately 219 26,1%

Affect significantly 309 36,9%

Affect vary significantly 245 29,2%

Most affected areas

Basic goods 486 58,0%

Health 73 8,7%

Housing 185 22.1%

Energy 403 48,1%

All the above 295 35,2%

Table 1. 
Descriptive overview of impact of rising prices (N = 838).
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Despite these challenges, only a tiny minority (3.0%) reported receiving food-
related support, highlighting the limited accessibility or utilisation of aid in this 
domain (Table 2).

It should be noted that the Consumer Price Index (CPI) for the “food and non-
alcoholic beverages” category was 7.19% in August 2022, having doubled in 2023 
to 15.07% [27]. This sharp increase explains the substantial impact that nearly all 
participants (96.2%) reported regarding the rise in food prices and its effect on their 
total household income. As a consequence, 92.8% of respondents adjusted their food 
purchases (e.g., a modifying the type of product consumed), while 64.2% were forced 
to eliminate certain products altogether, such as bakery and pastry items.

4.2 Impact on energy

Energy poverty, initially understood as the inability of families to heat their homes 
adequately, has evolved into a broader concept, encompassing the failure to access a 
socially and materially necessary level of domestic energy services [33, 34].

n %

Noticed price increase in essential goods

Yes 795 96,2%

No 2 0,2%

Monthly expenditures (€)

0€ a 49€ 16 2,0%

50€ a 99€ 49 6,0%

100€ a 149€ 70 8,6%

150€ a 199€ 94 11.5%

200€ a 249€ 111 13,6%

250€ a 299€ 91 11,2%

300€ a 349€ 90 11,0%

350€ a 399€ 68 8,3%

400€ a 449€ 65 8,0%

450€ ou + 126 15,4%

Changed consumption habits

Yes 610 92,8%

No 201 24,0%

Stopped purchasing certain products

Yes 538 64,2%

No 274 32,7%

Receives food-related support

Yes 25 3,0%

No 786 93,8%

Table 2. 
Descriptive overview of impact on basic goods (N = 838).
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A standard definition of energy poverty within the EU was established only in 
2023, with Directive 2023/1791 defining it as “the lack of access to essential energy 
services that ensure basic and dignified living and health standards, such as adequate 
heating, hot water, cooling, lighting, and energy for appliances… caused by a combi-
nation of factors including unaffordable prices, insufficient disposable income, high 
energy expenses, and low housing energy efficiency”. In Portugal, it is estimated that 
1.8–3 million people experience energy poverty, with 609,000–660,000 in severe 
energy poverty [35]. This multidimensional issue affects households above and below 
the poverty threshold, impacting social well-being, quality of life, health, and work 
productivity.

Energy poverty extends beyond economically deprived households. Many 
low-income families limit their energy consumption to avoid excessive costs, often 
foregoing adequate heating, cooling, or hot water usage. According to the findings 
of this study, 48.2% of respondents reported facing economic difficulties in access-
ing energy, and 85.8% reported that rising electricity prices adversely affected their 
finances, leading to restricted energy use.

Maintaining adequate indoor temperatures is a significant challenge in Portugal 
due to poor construction quality and the inability of many families to afford home 
renovations. In 2020, 25.2% of the population lived in homes with leaks, dampness, 
or decaying windows or floors [36]. Additionally, most homes lack fixed heating 
systems, resulting in reliance on inexpensive but energy-inefficient electric heaters. 
Consequently, as noted by Horta and Schmidt ([33], p. 6), families prioritise body 
temperature conservation overheating homes, using heating devices sparingly – only 
in necessary rooms, during short periods, and on the coldest days – leading to a 
“normalisation of cold” and eventual adaptation.

Similarly, coping strategies for heat focus on minimising energy use, such as natu-
ral ventilation (opening windows and doors), adjusting clothing, reducing shower 
water temperature, or leaving home for colder public spaces. These practices under-
score the restrictive and resource-driven nature of energy usage in Portugal. High fuel 
prices in Portugal are another major concern, with 90% of the study’s participants 
expressing distress over rising costs. Fluctuations in oil prices directly affect fuel 
costs and indirectly impact the prices of goods and services with significant energy 
content. This trend has been observed across Europe, where “a sharp reduction in oil 
use per unit of GDP has been noted in OECD countries. It is widely accepted that this 
reduction reflects the global economy’s adjustment to a new era of higher and more 
volatile oil prices” ([37], p. 58).

A significant proportion of respondents, 85.8%, reported noticing an increase in 
electricity prices, 65.5% observed higher gas costs, and 90.0% identified a rise in fuel 
prices (Table 3). Nearly half of the respondents, 48.6%, reported monthly electricity 
bills between €50 and €99, with 17.5% spending between €100 and €149. When asked 
about the approximate monthly increase in electricity costs, 24.0% of participants 
reported an increase of €6 to €10, followed by 18.2% noting an increase of €11 to €15, 
and 14.5% experiencing an increase of €16 to €20.

For gas expenditures, 42.4% of respondents reported monthly expenses below 
€50, while 21.3% spent between €50 and €99. Approximately 23.7% noted a monthly 
increase of €6 to €10, and 14.9% reported a rise of €11 to €15.

Fuel price increases affected 90.0% of respondents. Of these, 29.6% reported 
monthly fuel expenditures between €50 and €99, and 23.7% reported spending €100 
to €149. Regarding the approximate monthly increase in fuel costs, 29.9% reported an 
increase of €20 to €39, while 23.7% noted a rise of €40 to €59.
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4.3 Impact on housing

Housing costs emerged as a significant concern for respondents, with 41.1% 
reporting they held a mortgage. Among those affected by rising mortgage pay-
ments, 10.0% reported an increase between €50 and €99 per month, while 9.1% 
noted an increase of €0 to €49. A smaller proportion of participants experienced 
more substantial gains, with 6.8% reporting an increase of €100 to €149 and 3.8% 

n %

Electricity Noticed price increase

Yes 719 85,8%

No 56 6,7%

Monthly expenditure (€)

0€ a 49€ 149 17,8%

50€ a 99€ 407 48,6%

100€ a 149€ 147 17,5%

150€ a 199€ 36 4,3%

200€ a 249€ 7 0,8%

250€ ou + 7 0,8%

Gas Noticed price increase

Yes 512 65,5%

No 59 7,5%

Monthly expenditure (€)

0€ a 49€ 330 42,4%

50€ a 99€ 166 21,3%

100€ a 149€ 37 4,8%

150€ a 199€ 5 0,6%

200€ a 249€ 2 0,3%

250€ ou + 3 0,4%

Fuel Noticed price increase

Yes 710 90,0%

No 8 1,0%

Monthly expenditure (€)

0€ a 49€ 85 11,0%

50€ a 99€ 230 29,6%

100€ a 149€ 184 23,7%

150€ a 199€ 83 10,7%

200€ a 249€ 42 5,4%

250€ ou + 33 4,3%

Table 3. 
Descriptive overview of impact on energy (N = 838).
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experiencing increases of €150 to €199. Only 0.5% of respondents indicated their 
monthly payments had risen by more than €400.

For 66.6% of participants, this question was not applicable, reflecting a significant 
proportion of individuals either not holding a mortgage or otherwise unaffected by 
mortgage-related expenses (Table 4).

Housing conditions represent one of four key dimensions of poverty: health, 
education, and employment/unemployment [38]. Families experiencing housing 
poverty, even when their income surpasses poverty thresholds, are often classified as 
poor due to significant deprivation in essential aspects of housing and the surround-
ing environment. This poverty perpetuates across generations [21].

According to the OECD [39], adequate housing should provide a safe, private, and 
comfortable space for rest. Lopes [40] identifies three categories for assessing hous-
ing comfort: internal conditions (e.g., structural state, access to piped water, sewage 
systems, electricity, and gas), external conditions (e.g., accessibility, public services, 
transportation, green spaces, crime rates), and comfort-related goods (e.g., durable 
goods). Housing poverty is intricately linked to other dimensions of poverty, as 
inadequate housing can exacerbate other forms of deprivation. Additionally, main-
taining dignified living conditions often accounts for a substantial portion of house-
hold budgets, including utilities, furniture, and maintenance costs, which can push 
families into poverty.

Since 2016, housing prices in Portugal have risen sharply, making housing one of the 
primary financial concerns for families [41]. Unlike other contexts, the sharp decline in 
gross domestic product (PIB, Produto Interno Bruto, in portuguese) during the pan-
demic did not reduce housing prices, which continued to climb. This issue worsened in 
2022 with rising inflation and consequent increases in mortgage interest rates, further 
elevating housing costs. The study reflects these trends, where 41.1% of participants 

n %

Mortgage status

Yes 344 41,1%

No 337 40,2%

Not applicable 156 18,6%

Monthly increase (€)

0€ a 49€ 76 9,1%

50€ a 99€ 84 10,0%

100€ a 149€ 57 6,8%

150€ a 199€ 32 3.8%

200€ a 249€ 15 1,8%

250€ a 299€ 5 0,6%

300€ a 349€ 5 0,6%

350€ a 399€ 2 0,2%

400€ ou + 4 0,5%

Not applicable 558 66,6%

Table 4. 
Descriptive overview of impact on housing (N = 838).
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reported the impact of rising housing expenses on their monthly income. However, 
many respondents already owned fully paid homes, mitigating the financial burden.

4.4 Impact on health care

Approximately 18.4% of participants reported suffering from a chronic or pro-
longed illness, while 78.4% did not report any health-related conditions. Regarding 
healthcare expenses, 29.5% of respondents benefited from user fee exemptions, while 
67.3% were not eligible for this exemption (Table 5).

Nearly half of the respondents (49.0%) reported having private health insurance, 
while 47.7% relied on public healthcare services. In terms of psychological impact, 
55.1% stated that the rising costs had affected their mental health, underscoring the 
broader implications of financial strain on well-being. Specifically, 38.1% reported 
experiencing increased anxiety, 36.2% stress, 22.7% irritability, and 13.8% insomnia 
as a result of rising costs.

Barriers to healthcare access were evident, with 21.4% of respondents reporting an 
inability to attend specialist consultations (e.g., dental care, ophthalmology, psychia-
try, and psychological services) due to financial constraints. Additionally, 8.0% of 

n %

Chronic illness

Yes 154 18,4%

No 657 78,4%

Exemption from user fees

Yes 247 29,5%

No 564 67,3%

Private health insurance

Yes 411 49,0%

No 400 47,7%

The psychological impact of inflation

Yes 462 55,1%

No 349 41,6%

Unable to access specialist consultations

Yes 179 21,4%

No 463 55,3%

Unable to afford medications

Yes 67 8,0%

No 744 88,8%

Financial support for medications

Yes 47 5,6%

No 764 91,2%

Table 5. 
Descriptive overview of impact on health (N = 838).
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participants stated they could not afford essential medications. Despite these chal-
lenges, only 5.6% received financial support for medication expenses, while 91.2% 
did not benefit from assistance. However, 50.2% of respondents noted that they could 
rely on family or others for support in times of need, emphasising the critical role of 
informal networks in alleviating the effects of economic challenges.

Health and poverty are closely interconnected. Poverty negatively influences the 
quality of and access to healthcare, while poor health can hinder individuals’ ability to 
work or study, perpetuating or exacerbating poverty.

According to the study Portugal, Social Balance, 2023, the health status of the poor 
population in 2022 remained worse than that of the non-poor. For instance, limita-
tions in performing daily activities due to health issues affected 42.3% of the poor 
population, compared to 32.4% of the non-poor. Similarly, 12.5% of the poor reported 
being unable to access medical consultations (non-dental) at least once, compared 
to 3.9% of the non-poor. These figures for dental consultations or treatments rose to 
39.3% and 13.7%, respectively. Increasing difficulties in accessing healthcare through 
the National Health Service (SNS, Serviço Nacional de Saúde, in portuguese) have 
driven more Portuguese citizens toward private health insurance—49% of the popu-
lation in this study reported having private coverage. However, 47.7% of respondents 
lacked any form of health insurance.

The study also highlights mental health concerns, with 55.1% of participants 
admitting that high costs adversely affected their psychological well-being and 
daily lives. The link between poverty and mental health has gained increasing atten-
tion in recent years. In Portugal, the Association of Portuguese Psychologists [42] 
emphasised this connection, noting that socioeconomic difficulties negatively impact 
psychological and mental health, while mental health issues, in turn, exacerbate 
socioeconomic crises by “reducing productivity and increasing inequalities” (p. 9).

4.5 Overall impact on lives: Comprehensive insights

This section examines the social and economic disparities exacerbating vulner-
abilities by exploring the associations between key factors and the perceived impact 
of rising costs.

A Spearman’s rank-order correlation revealed a weak but statistically significant 
positive relationship between age and the perceived impact of rising prices on life 
(rs = 0.149, p < 0.001). These findings suggest that older participants were slightly 
more likely to report a more significant impact of rising prices on their lives, although 
the strength of the association is limited.

A Chi-square test of independence demonstrated a significant relationship 
between the perceived impact of rising prices and gender (χ2(8) = 110.903, p < .001) 
and household income (χ2(52) = 101.723, p < .001) (Table 6). These results highlight 
that gender and income levels are critical in shaping respondents’ perceptions of 
financial strain. For instance, male and female respondents reported varying levels of 
financial strain, and individuals from higher income brackets tended to report a lesser 
perceived impact of rising prices than those in lower-income households.

Moreover, the analysis identified a robust association between the psychological 
impact of rising prices and the perception of financial strain (χ2(8) = 302.631, p < .001) 
(Table 6). Respondents who reported experiencing psychological effects from rising costs 
exhibited significant differences in their perceptions of financial strain. These findings 
emphasise the complex interplay between economic stress and mental health, underscor-
ing the need for comprehensive strategies addressing both dimensions.
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Participants identified several policy measures as essential to alleviating the 
impact of rising prices. Specifically, 49.8% supported reducing Value-Added Tax 
(VAT) on essential goods, while 43.7% endorsed the regulation of maximum prices 
for basic items. Other proposed measures included exemptions from user fees for all 
individuals (31.3%), specific subsidies for healthcare expenses (30.5%), and reim-
bursement of healthcare costs based on household income brackets (45.6%). These 
priorities reflect public sentiment regarding tangible steps to reduce the financial 
burden on households.

n The extent to which prices affect life

Sex Do not 
affect

Affect less 
moderately

Affect 
moderately

Affect 
significantly

Affect vary 
significantly

Male 552 2 24 149 201 176

Female 275 7 26 67 107 68

Monthly income (€)

[0€-199€] 17 0 0 5 4 8

[200€-
399€]

8 0 0 1 5 2

[400€-
599€]

29 0 1 7 6 15

[600€-
799€]

59 0 1 17 26 15

[800€-
999€]

81 2 7 20 22 30

[1000€-
1199€]

120 1 6 24 44 45

[1200€-
1399€]

80 3 7 20 29 21

[1400€-
1599€]

81 2 2 20 32 25

[1600€-
1799€]

52 1 0 11 30 10

[1800€-
1999€]

62 0 6 16 22 18

[2000€-
2199€]

76 1 1 26 29 19

[2200€-
2399€]

51 0 4 12 21 14

[2400€-
2599€]

37 0 0 9 19 9

+2600€ 85 3 17 31 20 14

The psychological impact of inflation

Yes 462 0 5 69 189 199

No 349 6 38 141 118 46

Table 6. 
Perceived impact of rising prices by sex, income, and psychological impact (N = 838).
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These findings collectively highlight the significant financial strain imposed by 
rising costs on households, particularly those in lower-income brackets. Differences 
in perceptions based on gender, income, and psychological well-being emphasise the 
multifaceted nature of financial strain. Furthermore, the limited reliance on formal 
support mechanisms underscores the importance of re-evaluating social policies to 
ensure adequate protection for vulnerable populations. Poverty is recognised as a 
social justice issue central to social work practice [43, 44]. The research highlights 
the multidimensional challenges of poverty; therefore, social work approaches are 
needed to address them.

Social work is pivotal in addressing poverty through tailored interventions that 
promote social inclusion and empowerment. Strategies include facilitating access to 
social services, advocating for housing policies, and implementing community-based 
programmes that address energy and food insecurity. Additionally, social workers 
must prioritise mental health support for affected populations and collaborate with 
policymakers to advocate for systemic changes that reduce inequalities.

Poverty in Portugal is multidimensional, encompassing material deprivation and 
lack of resources [45]. Social work has been crucial in responding to these challenges, 
but practitioners face limitations due to organisational constraints and austerity 
measures [46]. The profession has had to adapt to changing social policies, including 
the shift from a national inclusion plan to a social emergency programme [47]. In this 
context, social work in Portugal is called to redefine itself as a sociopolitical profes-
sion, addressing the temporality of interventions, resource allocation, and profes-
sional training [47, 48].

The developmental approach in social work education and practice is crucial for 
addressing poverty and achieving socioeconomic transformation, particularly in 
Southern African countries [49]. The papers stress the importance of embedding 
anti-poverty approaches in social work practice frameworks and education [43, 50]. 
Social development, as conceptualised in South Africa, is based on five key principles. 
It adopts a rights-based approach and advocates for close social and economic develop-
ment integration. There is also a strong commitment to democracy and participatory 
engagement and an emphasis on partnerships in welfare, referred to as “welfare plural-
ism”, to address the fragmentation of previous welfare systems. Finally, it aims to bridge 
the divide between micro and macro-level interventions. Translating these principles 
into practical guidelines for social work has not been easy [51]. Midgley and Conley 
have developed a framework for a developmental approach to social work, known as 
“developmental social work”, which, although similar to other approaches, is distinct 
in its focus on “social investment” and “economic development” (cit. in Ref. [51], p. 1). 
The capability approach is proposed as a valuable framework for critical social work 
practice with families living in poverty [44]. The studies also highlight the need for 
social workers to understand the psychological and social impacts of poverty on 
families and to advocate for those most in need [43, 44]. Overall, the papers emphasise 
the importance of poverty-aware social work education and practice. The capabilities 
approach has become the most influential framework for understanding development. 
Originating from Amartya Sen, it is a people-centred approach focusing on individuals 
and their quality of life. The author states, “There are many fundamentally different 
ways of seeing the quality of living, and quite a few have some immediate plausibil-
ity. You could be well off without being well. You could be well without being able to 
lead the life you wanted. You could have the life you wanted without being happy. You 
could be happy without having much freedom. You could have a good deal of freedom 
without achieving much. We can go on” (emphasis in the original [52], p. 1).
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By addressing the pervasive challenges of rising costs through targeted interven-
tions, policymakers and social workers can mitigate the disproportionate effects 
on low-income households, promote financial stability, and alleviate the associated 
psychological stress.

5. �Conclusions

This study examines several factors that illustrate the economic difficulties faced 
by Portuguese families. Notably, among the 838 respondents, only 54 (6.4%) lived 
below the reference poverty threshold for 2024. Considering an average monthly 
income in the country ranging between €600 and €1199, 260 participants (31%) 
fell within this bracket, while 275 (32.8%) earned between €1200 and €1999, and 
249 (29.7%) had a monthly income exceeding €2000. In other words, the majority 
(62.5%) of surveyed individuals reported a monthly income equal to or above the 
national average.

Despite this, 96.7% of respondents perceived that price increases had negatively 
impacted their purchasing power, with only a small minority (7.8%) stating that the 
impact was minimal or non-existent. The majority, 66.1%, believed the effects were 
significant or severe, leading to changes in some consumption habits. This demon-
strates how rising prices for essential consumer goods affect both the economically 
disadvantage and the so-called middle class.

One of the defining characteristics of poverty in Portugal is that employment does 
not necessarily lift individuals out of poverty or prevent them from falling into it. As 
the National Observatory for Combating Poverty ([27], p. 11) points out, “Employees 
account for 36.7% of people living in poverty (aged 18 to 64), a higher proportion 
than the unemployed (24.9%), other inactive people (23.8%), pensioners (2.8%) or 
the self-employed (11.1%). In total, 52.1% are outside the labour market, and 47.9% 
are in the labour market”.

The observatory identified energy, food, and housing as the three dimensions of rising 
living costs with the most significant impact on poverty, which aligns with the findings of 
this study. Regarding energy costs, respondents felt the effect of the increase in electricity 
prices in 85.5% of cases, gas prices in 65.5%, and fuel costs in 90%.

In terms of electricity and gas expenses, 48.6% of participants paid between €50 
and €99, while 23.4% saw an increase of more than €100. Similarly, 21.3% of respon-
dents reported paying between €50 and €99 per month for gas, while 6.1% saw an 
increase exceeding €100.

The social energy tariff, introduced in 2016 as a subsidy to provide discounts on 
low-voltage electricity and low-pressure natural gas tariffs, plays a crucial role in miti-
gating rising energy costs. Despite this, Portugal continues to experience persistent 
energy poverty, a pressing issue on the country’s current political agenda.

According to data from the National Observatory for Combating Poverty [27], 
17.5% of the population is unable to adequately heat their homes (compared to an 
EU-27 average of 9.3%), with this issue being particularly prevalent among single-
person households with adults aged 65 or older and women. The study presented 
by Rodrigues [1] reported that 20.8% of Portuguese households were unable to 
maintain adequate heating in 2023, a figure that improved slightly to 15.7% in 2024. 
Notably, energy poverty affects not only those living below the poverty line but also 
middle-income households, many of whom are forced to reduce energy consumption, 
negatively impacting health and well-being.
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The findings from this study indicate that 48.2% of respondents faced difficulties 
in energy consumption due to economic constraints. This reflects the high electric-
ity and gas costs relative to Portugal’s low wage levels. According to data from the 
Portuguese Government’s Strategy and Studies Office [53], in the second half of 2023, 
Portugal had the 16th-highest electricity price in Europe when measured in euros and 
the 12th-highest when adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP). Regarding gas 
prices, Portugal ranked third in the EU in terms of cost when adjusted for PPP during 
the same period. Government estimates suggest that energy poverty affects between 
1.9 and 3.0 million people in Portugal, with varying degrees of severity [54].

Fuel prices represent a critical concern for Portuguese households. The cost of 
fuel for vehicle transport is relatively high in Portugal, with transport expenses 
accounting for 14.1% of total household costs in 2022, equating to an average of €2863 
per year ([55], p. 18). Notably, families in rural areas – where per capita income is 
lower – spend proportionally more on fuel due to a lack of public transport options. 
Meanwhile, urban areas have seen an increase in public transport usage, partly due to 
subsidised public transport passes in Lisbon and Porto. However, despite this shift, 
car dependency remains high. In the 2011 Census, 3,647,225 people in Portugal com-
muted to work by car, a figure that only slightly decreased to 3,594,770 in 2022. This 
continued reliance on personal vehicles for daily commuting, often due to a lack of 
viable alternatives, significantly impacts household budgets.

Food price inflation has had a profound effect on households. According to the 
study: (i) 96.2% of respondents reported that rising food costs had affected their 
lives, (ii) 52.5% of participants (440 individuals) experienced an increase in monthly 
food expenses exceeding €200, (iii) 32.8% (275 participants) saw their food costs 
rise by between €100 and €200 per month, (iv) 92.8% of respondents altered their 
consumption habits, and (v) 64.2% (538 participants) stopped purchasing certain 
food items. These findings underscore the impact of inflation on household budgets, 
particularly among lower-income populations. This aligns with broader economic 
trends, as Portugal ranks as the 11th country with the highest poverty rate in the 
European Union and the 4th most unequal country according to the Gini index [1].

Housing remains a major concern in Portugal, as the Housing Price Index (iPHab) 
has continued to rise between 2019 and 2023. According to the National Observatory for 
Combating Poverty [27], in 2022, the median rent for new family housing leases reached 
€6.52 per square metre, and the median sales price for family housing increased by 14.4% 
compared to 2021. This indicates that both renting and purchasing a home in Portugal are 
becoming increasingly expensive. Historically, Portugal had a culture of home ownership 
due to historically low property prices, with 77.8% of the population owning their home 
by 2022. However, the quality of the housing stock remains low.

A significant 55.1% of respondents in this study believed that the rise in living 
costs and declining disposable income had negatively impacted their psychological 
or mental health. Research by the World Health Organisation highlights the strong 
link between economic conditions and mental health outcomes, with multiple studies 
showing that financial hardship contributes to depression, anxiety, and increased 
suicide rates [56–58]. Economic crises exacerbate these risks, as seen in the global 
financial crisis of 2008, which led to a marked increase in suicides [59].

Social workers play a fundamental role in alleviating poverty through targeted 
interventions and policy advocacy. Addressing multidimensional poverty requires 
a comprehensive approach that includes access to essential services, mental health 
support, and employment facilitation. Our study highlights key areas where social 
workers can intervene effectively.
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A primary area of intervention is ensuring access to basic services. With 48.2% 
of respondents struggling to afford energy, social workers should advocate for policy 
reforms expanding energy subsidies and promoting energy efficiency measures. 
Additionally, the widespread impact of rising housing costs, affecting 41.1% of 
respondents, underscores the need for social work engagement in securing affordable 
housing solutions and rental assistance programmes.

Mental health support is another crucial dimension. Given that 55.1% of par-
ticipants reported psychological distress due to financial instability, social workers 
should integrate mental health counselling within poverty reduction strategies. 
Establishing community support networks and promoting financial literacy can 
enhance resilience among economically vulnerable populations.

From a policy perspective, findings indicate that improving health care accessibil-
ity is essential, as 21.4% of respondents reported difficulties obtaining specialist care. 
While Portugal’s National Health Service (SNS) ensures universal healthcare access, 
inefficiencies in waiting list management remain a significant barrier. Social workers 
can contribute by advocating for improved coordination between primary and spe-
cialist care, supporting patients in navigating the healthcare system, and assisting in 
developing referral mechanisms that prioritise vulnerable populations. Additionally, 
they can work with policymakers to implement strategies that reduce administrative 
bottlenecks and enhance service delivery efficiency.

Furthermore, labour policies must address in-work poverty—which affects 36.7% 
of the employed—through wage increases and enhanced worker protections. Shifting 
social work models from income-based to multidimensional criteria, incorporating 
housing and food security, will improve policy effectiveness.

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to track the long-term effects 
of economic hardship, enabling more proactive policy responses. Comparative analy-
ses with EU nations will provide insights into best practices for poverty mitigation. 
Additionally, research should explore the intersectionality of poverty with gender, 
age, and education to develop targeted interventions.

A coordinated effort between social work practice and policy reform is essential 
to reducing poverty’s systemic impacts. Social workers can contribute to sustainable 
social and economic well-being by addressing structural inequities and advocating for 
evidence-based policies.

Tackling poverty in Portugal requires a multidimensional approach that integrates 
social work expertise with broader policy reforms. By addressing interconnected 
issues such as housing, health, and energy, social work can help mitigate the effects of 
poverty and foster resilience among vulnerable communities.
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