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Abstract
This exploratory paper utilises a comparative research approach to shed light upon the developmental
trajectories of the Greek and Cypriot guaranteed minimum income (GMI) schemes. Our analysis indicates
that, despite similarities (e.g. in the emergence of the two schemes, as part of the extensive reforms imposed
during the financial crisis on the Greek and Cypriot welfare systems), there are also significant differences.
These mainly relate to implementation and, ultimately, the “success” of the two schemes in attaining their
declared goals. Moreover, we argue that the developmental paths followed by the Greek and Cypriot GMI
schemes should be interpreted in the light of key variables (“functionalist,” “political” and “institutional”),
often used to explain the establishment and further evolution of such schemes. Within this context, the
relatively “superior” performance of theCypriot GMI, comparedwith theGreek scheme, is largely attributed
to factors such as government effectiveness and political stability.

Keywords: Greece; Cyprus; guaranteed minimum income (GMI); crisis; comparative research approach; southern European
welfare state model

Introduction

The aim of this exploratory paper is to compare the Greek and Cypriot guaranteed minimum income
(GMI) experiences. To this end, drawing on the review of the relevant literature and data (including our
own research), we shed light upon the context that led to the GMI establishment, design and imple-
mentation, and ultimately on the factors that explain the developmental trajectories of the two schemes
in a comparative fashion.

In 2012, Greece, one of the few European countries and the last southern European country not to
have experimented with a GMI, that is a complex means-tested social assistance scheme combining
monetary and social inclusion components, adopted such a scheme. After a series of delays, it was
implemented in two phases in 2014–2015 and 2016, followed by nationwide implementation in 2017.
Cyprus also proceeded to abolish its old-fashioned public assistance system, in order to substitute it with
a fully fledged modern GMI in 2014.

These interventions should be viewed in the light of the broad discussion about welfare state
restructuring during and after the crisis (Farnsworth & Irving, 2015, 2017) and of how large exogenous
shocks can open up a window of opportunity for non-incremental policy change (Starke, Kaasch, & Van
Hooren, 2013). Additionally, these developments should be interpreted in the context of the extensive
changes that took place over the same period in the so-called “southern European” welfare state model
(Aguilar-Hendrickson & Arriba González de Durana, 2020; Perez & Matsaganis, 2019), to which both
Cyprus and Greece arguably belong (Gal, 2010; Pashardes & Koutsampelas, 2016).
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That being said, there are undoubtedly differences between the Cypriot and the Greek welfare states,
such as the higher impact of the Beveridgean legacy upon the former (Shekeris, 1998), as opposed to that of
the Bismarckian tradition upon the latter (Venieris, 1997). Moreover, Cyprus is argued to have influences
beyond those attributed to the other “typical” southern European welfare states, such as the key role played
in earlywelfare developmentby theCypriotTradeUnion and the Leftmovement. Furthermore, differences
in welfare outcomes between Cyprus and the foregoing states include the residual and means-tested route
followed by the Cypriot healthcare system for decades –which, nevertheless, was recently transformed to a
universal system – or the provision of subsidised childcare (Irving, 2010).

While acknowledging the apparent limits of “clusterisation,” the commonalities between the Cypriot
and the Greek welfare states (and the rest of the southern European welfare universe; Ferrera, 2005) are,
however, obvious. These include: the relatively low level of social expenditure1; the relative underde-
velopment of minimum income protection (Matsaganis et al., 2003; Pashardes, 2009); the high reliance
on families as care providers, often substituting inadequate state provisions (Gal, 2010); the low youth
autonomy (as manifested in the high rates of co-residence of parents and adult children2); the high level
of intergenerational solidarity (with parents often complementing the income of their adult children;
Koutsampelas & Pashardes, 2017) and the major role of the church in welfare provision (Gal, 2010).

Moreover, although the 2008 financial crisis was deeper in Greece, both countries experienced
extensive welfare changes (Koutsampelas & Pashardes, 2017; Matsaganis, 2020). These are reflected,
inter alia, in severe cuts in social expenditure, major policy reforms, the emergence of a new balance for
the intersection of state/market/family/community and a shift towards a model of solidarity, based on
the interaction of institutionalised and informal solidarity. The establishment of the two GMI schemes
discussed in this paper is illustrative of these changes.

Against this backdrop, we seek to add to the fast-growing analyses on minimum income protection
(Bahle, Hubl, & Pfeifer, 2011; Marx & Nelson, 2013), including the most recent contributions, which
build on the definition of the main dimensions of variation of the relevant schemes, so as to introduce
new typologies (Natili, 2020); as well as to studies discussing the development of minimum income
standards (Deeming, 2017, 2020). More specifically, we draw on a major part of the bibliography
highlighting the role of a diverse range of variables in shaping GMI developmental trajectories –
including the political process leading to GMI reforms and the differentiated policy outcomes of these
schemes (Jessoula et al., 2014; Natili et al., 2019; Noël, 2019).

Hence, we underscore the explanatory value, in terms of both policy reform and implementation, of
three broad “families” of variables. These are at the centre of comparative social policy analysis, often
with a focus on minimum income schemes (Lalioti, 2020): “functionalist” variables, underlining the
salience of “functional” pressures, that is “objective” challenges and pressures for reform (e.g. high
poverty rates or economic constraints), which may emerge from wider socio-economic changes;
“political” variables, based on the acknowledgement that “politics matters”; and “institutional” variables,
stressing the importance of state apparatus and administrative structures.

“Functionalist” arguments have been largely replaced by “political” and “institutional” arguments, but
the effects of “problem pressure” dynamics remain acknowledged, especially in light of the recent
economic recession (Van Kersbergen & Vis, 2014, pp. 5, 10–12). Political arguments often emphasise
the effects of partisanship, the dynamics of political competition, political exchange between social actors
and political parties, as well as the importance of coalitions (Lalioti, 2016a; Natili, 2018;Natili et al., 2019).

That being said, our analysis also seeks to stress the interpretive salience of additional variables of
“political” nature, i.e. “political stability.” This is a variable mostly taken into account with regard to
economic development and, more rarely, in the welfare state literature, wherein political stability is one
of the outcomes of effective social protection (Svensson, Urinboyev, & Åström, 2012).

1Based on Eurostat data for 2017, Greece and Cyprus spent, respectively, 25.2 and 18.5 per cent of their GDP (EU-28: 27.8
per cent).

2In 2018, the share of young adults (18–34) living with their parents was 68.1 per cent in Greece and 57.1 per cent in Cyprus
(EU-27: 48.2 per cent; Eurostat Online Database, code: ilc_lvps08).
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Yet, “political stability,” often perceived, among other things, as governmental longevity/duration
(see e.g. Hurwitz, 1973 for an early elaboration on the concept), may also function as a tool that helps us
understand differences in welfare policy trajectories and outcomes. Finally, institutional arguments
underline the importance of factors, such as state efficiency and the type of the bureaucratic model
adopted (Sotiropoulos, 2004).

Although the above sets of variables are used to analyse different reform outputs (Jessoula et al., 2014;
VanKersbergen&Vis, 2014), they are likewise useful in explaining differences in policy effectiveness. An
examplemay be found in the view that limited state efficiency and low levels of professionalisation within
domestic bureaucracies pose obstacles to the GMI implementation in southern Europe (Madama, 2010).
This argument implies that administration in the region suffers from a low capacity for implementation.

To outline a concrete example, the administrative ability to accurately assess recipients’ needs and
income has been considered a typical weakness in southern Europe (Atkinson, 1998; Ferrera, 2005,
pp. 7–11). This, in turn,means that the competent authorities in these countries are less able to determine
the actual eligibility for benefits, resulting to targeting errors and lower policy effectiveness.

Similarly, the distribution of power in the policy arena and the commitment and cooperation of the
actors involved in policy design and implementation are regarded as key drivers of policy effectiveness
(World Bank, 2017). These parameters should be viewed in conjunction with studies stressing the salience
of functional pressures, as exemplified by the impact of “need” on policy effectiveness (Cerna, 2013).

Within this context, we argue that, despite similarities – such as the role of “Memoranda of
Understanding” in motivating the GMI reforms or the existence of common features in the design of
the two schemes – there are significant differences. Thesemostly regard implementation and, ultimately,
the “success” of the two schemes in achieving their declared goals.

It is also important to underscore that, while policy design and implementation are conceptually
distinct, in practice, they may overlap or be interrelated. Although the design phase is about determining
the problem, the goals and the most appropriate instruments, policymakers often incorporate their
considerations and expectations into policy design. For example, in a country such as Greece, where
authorities face difficulties to validate citizens’ declared income, policymakers may be reluctant to over-
rely on income-related eligibility criteria, even if they believe in their desirability. On that basis,
disentangling the net effects of design and implementation on policy outcomes is a challenging research
endeavour (Pal, 2014).

Furthermore, we argue that, while in both countries, functional pressures, such as rising unemploy-
ment and poverty, played a key role in theGMI emergence, the better performance of the Cypriot scheme
is largely associated with “superiority” in areas, such as government effectiveness and political stability.
These remarks also point towards major and structural differences between the Greek and Cypriot
political and administrative systems.

Next, the main body of the paper is divided into two sections: the first essentially compares the two
schemes in terms of context, design and implementation. The second explains their developmental
trajectories by exploring the effect of different variables. The concluding section summarises our findings.

The Greek vs. the Cypriot GMI

The Greek case

Context
Although the first parliamentary proposal for a welfare mechanism similar to a GMI was submitted to
the Greek Parliament in 1998, the establishment of a national GMI, more than a decade later, was part of
the country’s Memorandum of Understanding. After years of ambivalence, indifference and/or overt
hostility against a GMI, the medium-term 2013–20163 fiscal strategy explicitly referred to the design and
implementation of the scheme (Matsaganis, 2020).

3Law 4093/2012, IA.3.
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This shift should be viewed in the light of the severe implications of the financial crisis and the related
austerity policies. Greece was going through its fifth consecutive year of recession, a large proportion of
the population was experiencing a dramatic decline in living standards and major political changes were
taking place, such as the move from single-party governments to more pluralistic arrangements,
demanding new alliances. Measures to tackle poverty and social exclusion also became increasingly
important for electoral purposes (Lalioti, 2016a; see also Jessoula & Natili, 2020 on the salience of a
“political demand and supply” analytical framework, as a means to explain reform).

Against this backdrop, aministerial decision4 allocated €20million for a 6-month GMI pilot (in 2015,
and in 13 municipalities). This was followed by two phases of implementation: one in 30 municipalities
(between 14 July 2016 and 31 December 2016) and nationwide in 2017.

Design
The Greek GMI is financed by general taxation and includes three pillars: income support, access to
social services and goods and labour market integration/re-integration measures.5 The scheme aims to
guarantee that all eligible persons receive a specified income, assumed to ensure a minimum accepted
standard of living. Implementing the GMI is a responsibility of national authorities, such as theMinistry
of Labour and Social Affairs, in collaboration with local governments and agencies.

Although the Greek GMI seeks to reach the so-called “extreme poor,” population groups such as
undocumented migrants are uncovered. Eligible individuals/families must meet criteria for residence,
income and assets, while failure to conform to rules (e.g. attending a “second-chance school,” in the case
of beneficiaries aged over 45 who have not completed compulsory education) leads to loss of access.

The GMI varies according to the number and age of the household members: the maximummonthly
income support is €200 for single-adult households, increasing by €100 per adult and €50 per child. The
first dependent child in a single-parent family is compensated at the adult rate.6 Housing costs are not
considered, but there are provisions for families with disabled members or single-parent families. The
maximum guaranteed amount cannot exceed €900 monthly, irrespectively of household composition.

Examples of GMI-related social services are individualised consultancy and social grocery services.
Labour market integration/re-integration measures, implemented by the Manpower Employment
Organisation and other agencies, target beneficiaries who belong to the active population, are capable
of working and less than 67 years old.

The GMI “architecture” remained relatively stable over the three implementation phases. Among the
small changes adopted are changes in the time period used in calculating theGMI amount, redefining the
claiming unit at the household level rather than at the family level, as well as actions aiming at enforcing
the GMI social integration component (although work-related conditionalities are essentially absent).

Additionally, in December 2019, a few months after the new (conservative) New Democracy
(ND) government came to power, succeeding the coalition government between the left [“Coalition
of the Radical Left” (SYRIZA)] and the nationalist right [“Independent Greeks” (ANEL)], the scheme
was renamed: from “social solidarity income” to “GMI.”7 This change should be viewed alongside the
recent constitutional amendment, which referred to the obligation of ensuring a minimum income to all
citizens.

Overall, the main weaknesses in the design of the scheme regard the low level of the monetary
allowance, the exclusion of certain population groups and inherent problems stemming from the largely
centralised system of governance in the country, including the lack of resources, which would have
allowed municipalities to tackle the task more effectively at the local level. In the course of the different

4No. 39892/ΓΔ 1.2., 7 November 2014.
5This subsection largely draws on (Lalioti, 2016a, 2016b).
6See Ministerial Decision No. Δ13/οικ./33475/1935, 15 June 2018.
7See the speech of the President of the Greek Parliament (19 November 2019) and the ratification of the 2020 State Budget

(https://www.hellenicparliament.gr/), as well as Law 4659/2020.
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phases, the design of the scheme, as exemplified by the upgrade in the platform developed at the
ministry’s information centre, appears to have improved (Matsaganis, 2020, pp. 593–595).

Implementation
The GMI implementation has been assessed by the National Institute of Labour and Human Resources
and the World Bank. The former mainly utilised quantitative methodological tools to evaluate the GMI
pilot (Gavroglou, 2015), while the latter used mostly qualitative tools (World Bank, 2015), as opposed to
the 20198 study of the institution, which focused on the implementation during the first two years of the
scheme, based on quantitative data.

These evaluative efforts largely focused on administrative aspects of the GMI, highlighting issues
jeopardising implementation. These included understaffing and the limited administrative capacity of
the municipal agencies, problems in cross-checking and data verification, and the lack of systematic
monitoring of indicators; and should be seen alongside the delay in the implementation of all three
phases of the scheme (Lalioti, 2016b).

The GMI effect on poverty alleviation was mainly discussed in the second World Bank study, which
concluded that the scheme was a significant source of income for poor households, also reducing income
inequality and the poverty gap. However, its impact on the incidence of poverty was marginal and only
evident when adopting “extreme” relative poverty lines.9 The study also revealed a low take-up rate,
underlining the need for more outreach efforts.

The above corroborate findings by independent researchers, according to which the Greek GMI
provided income support far below the poverty threshold, only reducing acute poverty (Ziomas, Capella,
& Konstantinidou, 2017). In a similar vein, Sakellaropoulos, Lalioti and Kourachanis (2019) find that a
large proportion of beneficiaries continued to rely on the survival strategies they used before the GMI
(i.e. relying mostly on help from their families). This was partly attributed to the inadequacy of the
benefit and the uneven development of the three pillars; especially of the “reintegrating able recipients to
the labour market” pillar, but also, although to a lesser extent, of the “linking income support to
complementary services” pillar.

Overall, the problems identified were largely problems of “administrative” nature and should be
viewed alongside the rather low capacity – if not the unwillingness – of the government to provide
logistical support and leadership to themunicipalities involved in implementation. Cooperation between
different ministries proved likewise difficult. Furthermore, the failure to tie cash assistance with social
services and activation programmes had far-reaching implications, such as raising the risk of granting
assistance to households with higher, but unreported incomes (Matsaganis, 2020).

The Cypriot case

Context
In 2014, Cyprus introduced a GMI scheme, replacing the old sui generis Public Assistance system,
wherein discretionary payments were based, inter alia, on household means and the existence of liable
relatives (Irving, 2010, p. 233). Although the system proved indispensable (e.g. for coping with the urgent
social needs, following the dramatic events of the 1974Turkish invasion), it hadmany drawbacks, such as
the exclusion of the working poor, a wide scope for discretionary payments, imperfect targeting and the
absence of effective activation support (Pashardes, 2009; Pashardes & Polycarpou, 2011).

Hence, it was decided that, instead of modifying the old system, a completely new system, with
different logic and novel characteristics, should be introduced. The related reform was included in the
prerequisites of the Memorandum of Understanding and was presented as a means to address the
shortcomings of the old system and improve social protection. The new schemewas rapidly designed and

8In collaboration with KAPA Research, a survey firm.
9Extreme relative poverty is set at 40 per cent of the median of the equivalised income.
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came into effect via the 2014 GMI and Social Benefits Law,10 according to which all legal residents had
the right to enjoy a minimum acceptable standard of living.

Design
The scheme consists of three pillars: income support, access to services and activation. The first pillar is
based on amonthly cash benefit, defined as the difference between the actual income of the recipient unit
and a pre-specified basic amount, corresponding to the minimum standard of living accepted by society.

The level of basic amount is calculated using reference budget methodology and varies depending on
the size and age structure of the recipient unit. In 2014, the basic amount was set at €480monthly (single
person), increasing by 50 per cent for each additional adult and by 30 per cent for each additional child.
The family income is the sum of the actual incomes of all members, with certain incomes being partially
or completely exempted. Only a proportion of employment income is considered, so as to preserve
beneficiaries’ work incentive. Additionally, recipients living in a rented apartment or making mortgage
payments are entitled to a housing allowance on top of the basic amount.

Eligibility is determined on the basis of age, nationality, residency, employment status and the
financial assets of the recipient. Beneficiaries must also satisfy a number of job-related conditionalities,
such as registering with the Public Employment Service and accepting “suitable” jobs. Not conforming to
these conditionalities endangers eligibility.

The second and third pillars provide access to subsidised or free-of-charge services, necessary for
preventing material deprivation and activating recipients. These include healthcare, psychological and
career advice services, educational and vocational programmes as well as, in the case of recipients with
dependents, subsidised child and long-term care (Koutsampelas, 2016).

Overall, the Cypriot GMI is characterised by a modern and relatively comprehensive design,
providing, in principle, holistic protection with rather few apparent weaknesses, the most important
being the limited coverage of certain groups, which might be at risk of high poverty (see also Table 1).

Implementation
Although the speed of implementation might have been arguably affected by the experience of the
Cypriot public services with the Public Assistance system, the abrupt rise in unemployment further
expedited developments (Koutsampelas, 2016). Fast implementation came nevertheless at the cost of
complaints from several stakeholders who were not given adequate time to effectively participate in the
consultation process and contribute to the design of the scheme (Soumeli, 2014).

Moreover, in order to guarantee the smooth transition from the old system to the GMI, the former
system was only gradually phased out. Hence, for a period of time, both schemes were working in
parallel, with Public Assistance recipients steadily reducing. This approach minimised the possibility of
uncovered recipients due to the change of the system.

Another novelty of the reform was the development, for the first time, of a computerised Social
Benefit Register that collected information about the persons receiving state benefits (Stylianides, 2019).
This crucial upgrade of the technological infrastructure corrected a major weakness of the previous
system, in the context of which many social welfare benefits were provided independently and without
the exchange of information between the various governmental compartments (Pashardes, 2009);
thereby improving the effectiveness of the new scheme (Stylianides, 2019).

In parallel, the “teething problems” of the GMI were quickly corrected through small-scale legislative
interventions. Examples of such interventions included a legislative modification,11 providing the
Minister of Labour with discretionary power to grant eligibility to special cases of applicants, even if
they failed to satisfy the formal eligibility criteria; as well as a subsequent amendment12 of similar logic,

10Law 109(I)/2014.
113(I)/2015 modification of Law 109(I)/2014.
12118(I) 2015 modification of Law 109(I)/2014.
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offering high-ranked officials the capacity to award eligibility to persons facing “extraordinary personal
circumstances.” These legislative modifications improved the inclusivity of the scheme.

Furthermore, after taking into account the large number of households that had experienced
significant income reductions during the crisis, while also possessing immovable property that made
them ineligible for the GMI support, the government relaxed the asset criteria for access to the scheme
(Pashardes & Koutsampelas, 2015). This modification improved its coverage, while also encountering
public criticism regarding the strictness of the eligibility criteria.

The greatest concern, however, was the scheme’s impact on poverty alleviation. In 2013, the ex-ante
impact assessment of the GMI, conducted by the University of Cyprus, in collaboration with the
International Labour Organization (ILO) and the Ministry of Labour, indicated that the new scheme
was clearly more effective and comprehensive than the previous system. Assuming full take-up, the
simulations showed that the GMI had the potential to almost eliminate absolute poverty, while
significantly reducing relative poverty (Pashardes, Koutsampelas, & Polycarpou, 2013). A subsequent
micro-simulation exercises verified these results (Pashardes & Koutsampelas, 2016; see also European
Commission, 2019).

Critics of the GMI argued, however, that the scheme did not eradicate every form of deprivation, as
exemplified by the fact that beneficiaries still faced nutritional risks, which intensified in the case of
multi-member families (Chrysostomou & Andreou, 2017). Additional criticism concerned rising
housing costs, triggering the government to upgrade the GMI-related housing allowance
(Koutsampelas, Andreou, & Tsolaki, 2019). Finally, despite the absence of quantitative data on the
GMI performance concerning the labour market integration/re-integration of recipients, the lack of
specialised personnel to support recipients and the harsh labour market conditions in the aftermath of
the financial crisis seem to have enhanced the relative ineffectiveness of the activation component
(Christofides & Koutsampelas, 2019).

Several other minor implementation issues (e.g. delays in processing applications and disbursing
payments), as well as minor faults in the GMI design (e.g. the complexity of some administrative
processes; Council of Europe: Commissioner for Human Rights, 2016; European Commission, 2017),
were rapidly corrected, without causing any long-term consequences in the performance of the system.
Hence, although the implementation of the Cypriot GMI was not entirely smooth, the problems faced in
Cyprus were arguably less extensive and more rapidly encountered than in the Greek case.

Comparison of the Greek and Cypriot GMI

The comparison of the two schemes reveals many commonalities. These regard mainly the GMI context
and design, and less so implementation – including the outcomes achieved, based on the policy reports
and studies assessing each scheme independently and reviewed in more detail in the previous sections
(for Greece: Sakellaropoulos, Lalioti, & Kourachanis, 2019; World Bank, 2015, 2019; Ziomas, Capella &
Konstantinidou, 2017; and for Cyprus: European Commission, 2019; Pashardes & Koutsampelas, 2016;
Pashardes, Koutsampelas, & Polycarpou, 2013).

While in both cases the GMI was established under circumstances of acute crisis and was in line with
Memorandum obligations, similarities in design include, inter alia, the following: both are non-
categorical national schemes, offering, in principle, relatively comprehensive coverage (although there
are certain population groups, who are either explicitly excluded, such as undocumented migrants, or
partly covered); both consider the size and age structure of the recipient unit in benefit determination,
using a similar approach; in both schemes the duration of entitlement is unlimited – insofar as
beneficiaries continue to satisfy eligibility conditions; and in both schemes entitlements are linked to
sanctions (i.e. loss of entitlement, if beneficiaries do not satisfy certain conditionalities).

Differences, such as taking account of housing costs and providing limited discretionary powers to
officers in the case of the Cypriot GMI, as opposed to excluding such costs and the reliance on a more
strictly rule-based system in the Greek case, are certainly less than similarities. Furthermore, the Cypriot
GMI is characterised by a rather strict age restriction, since the applicant must be at least 28 years old.
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However, this restriction relaxes for certain categories (e.g. married, single persons, persons with
disabilities and others). Finally, the Cypriot GMI utilises a combination of “financial,” “demanding”
and “enabling” elements, in a more balanced way, compared to the Greek GMI.

Table 1, largely benefiting from the GMI dimensions highlighted in works on the categorisation of
similar schemes (Marlier & Frazer, 2016; Natili, 2020), seeks to provide a concise but comprehensive
picture of the “architecture” of the two schemes.

When implementation and outcomes are considered, the divergence between the two schemes
becomes more pronounced. Illustrative of this divergence is the rapid implementation of the Cypriot
GMI compared to the Greek GMI, or the greater effectiveness of the former in improving the living
conditions of beneficiaries, as this is reflected in “basic” outcomes, such as coverage, adequacy, poverty
impact and take-up.

For example, taking into account the importance of the ratio of actual beneficiaries to the total
number of persons living in poverty or severe poverty as an indicator of the relative diffusion of the GMI-
related benefits (and thereby of their inclusiveness; Natili, 2020), the available data shows a clear
superiority of the Cypriot scheme (2.38 CY vs. 0.71 GR) for severe poverty and a better performance

Table 1. Comparison of the “architecture” of the Greek and Cypriot GMI schemes.

Characteristic What is the practice in Greece? What is the practice in Cyprus?

Governance At the national level, but with
regional elements

At the national level

Population coverage Non-categorical scheme Non-categorical scheme

Benefit calculation Level of benefit is defined using a
method which considers
household composition

Basic amount is calculated using budget reference
methods, with the amount increasing according to
OECD equivalence scales

Level of the benefit €200 for a single adult; +€100 per
additional adult; +€50 per
additional child

€480 for a single adult; +50% per additional adult;
+30% per additional child.

Housing costs Excluded Considered

Payment duration Unlimited Unlimited

Discretionary power of
officials

None Limited

Activation strategy:

(a) Financial elements Earnings disregard Earnings disregard

(b) Demanding
elements

Sanctions (e.g. loss of access in
case of not conforming with
certain requirements)

Sanctions (e.g. loss of access in case of not
conforming with job-related conditionalities)

(c) Enabling elements Access to labourmarket integration
programmes

Training and vocational programmes; access to
services; counselling

Working poor coverage Yes Yes

Age limits for eligibility None Very high (28+; with exceptions)

Population groups with
limited, insufficient or
no coverage

Undocumented migrants Asylum seekers,a undocumented migrants and
third country nationalsb

aAsylum seekers are covered by a different benefit package.
bThird-country nationals are eligible if they fulfil residence-related criteria.
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for poverty (0.41 CY vs. 0.32 GR; see Table A1, Appendix). Following Nelson’s (2013) definition of
minimum income adequacy,13 the Cypriot scheme is also more adequate than the Greek scheme (40 vs.
31.5) for a single adult (with similar differences emerging for larger recipient units; see Table A2,
Appendix).

In terms of poverty alleviation, although there is not a single study comparing their anti-poverty
performance based on the same methodology, the policy reports and studies assessing each scheme
independently allow us to deduce the higher performance of the Cypriot scheme. Furthermore, despite
the scant available information on take-up, with only one study reporting low take-up for the Greek case
(World Bank, 2019) and no relevant analysis for the Cypriot case, the relatively high coverage rate of the
latter may be regarded as an implicit evidence of a satisfactory take-up rate.

Table 2 summarises the observed differences in coverage, adequacy, poverty impact and take-up.

Finally, another dimension, relevant to the assessment of the outcomes from the implementation of
the GMI, but not included in Table 2, due to the complete lack of quantitative evidence, is the capacity of
the two schemes to activate beneficiaries. That being said, it can be argued that their activation
component seems to be the Achilles heel of both programmes.

Yet, some emphasis is being placed by the Cypriot scheme on work-related conditionalities and
employment programmes, arguably a sign of a stronger commitment to labour market integration. On
the contrary, the Greek GMI is relatively “silent” on this matter.

Possible explanations for the developmental paths followed by each scheme

Functionalist factors as explanatory variables

After 2009, both countries experienced deep recessions, which severely affected the observed levels of
unemployment and poverty. The data presented in Table 3 is revealing.

In Greece, the unemployment rate increased by 19.7 percentage points between 2008 and 2013.
Thereafter, it subsided, remaining, however, at unacceptably high levels. Cyprus had one of the lowest
unemployment rates in Europe in 2008, but the recession catapulted unemployment at 15.9 per cent in
2013. Increases in long-term unemployment were likewise striking in both countries.

Poverty and social exclusion also soared. The “at risk of poverty” indicator peaked at 23.1 per cent
in 2013 and at 16.2 per cent in 2015 in Greece and Cyprus, respectively. Furthermore, the “at risk of
poverty or social exclusion” (AROPE) indicator reveals that, during 2011–2015, one out of three

Table 2. Comparison of “basic” GMI-related outcomes in Greece and Cyprus.

Greece Cyprus

Coverage Medium High

Adequacy Low Medium

Poverty impact:

Relative poverty Negligible Low

Absolute poverty Medium High

Poverty intensity Medium Medium to high

Take-up Low –

13The value of the benefit for a particular household, divided by the median equivalised income, times 100.
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citizens in Greece faced a risk of poverty or social exclusion. Cyprus likewise suffered from high
AROPE rates.

The “severe material deprivation” rate almost doubled in Greece and increased substantially in
Cyprus between 2008 and 2015. In parallel, both countries experienced acute fiscal pressures, reflected in
rising public debt.

Overall, in Greece, since many unemployed gradually lost access to contributory unemployment
benefits (and were therefore left completely unprotected from poverty), the lack of minimum income
support further exacerbated social problems. Similarly, in Cyprus, the existing Public Assistance system
proved inadequate to cover the increasing number of working poor and long-term unemployed.

Hence, as thousands of families found themselves at risk of poverty the extensive functional pressures
increased the demand for minimum income protection. While these pressures created an urge to
seriously upgrade income protection for the poor, the rapidity, the effectiveness and the shape of the
reforms were influenced by other factors, too.

Political factors as explanatory variables

Greece
The traditional power resources argument, associating leftist cabinets and trade unions with higher
“vertical redistribution” (Häusermann, Picot, & Geering, 2013), cannot explain the Greek GMI devel-
opmental history. After years of procrastination, due to divisions across the governing parties about the
scheme, its eventual establishment is linked to the building of a pro-GMI coalition among ND,
“Panhellenic Socialist Movement” (PASOK) and “Democratic Left” (DIMAR); i.e. the members of the
three-party coalition government in June 2012. Within a context that increased the political attractive-
ness of non-contributory benefits and austerity-related implications for the mostly insurance-based
Greek welfare system, this alliance was further boosted by the weakening of the trade unions, which often
expressed hesitance, if not hostility, towards the GMI (Lalioti, 2016a).

Yet, the fragility of the alliance, as reflected in DIMAR’s withdrawal from the government in June
2013 and the essential absence of actors playing key roles in the GMI debate in other countries
(e.g. religious organisations), undermined the “success” or even the continuation of the scheme. An

Table 3. Main social and labour market indicators in Greece and Cyprus (2008–2015).

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Unemployment GR 7.8 9.6 12.7 17.9 24.5 27.5 26.5 24.9

CY 3.7 5.4 6.3 7.9 11.9 15.9 16.1 15

Long-term unemployment GR 3.7 3.9 5.7 8.8 14.5 18.5 19.5 18.2

CY 0.5 0.6 1.3 1.6 3.6 6.1 7.7 6.8

AROP GR 20.1 19.7 20.1 21.4 23.1 23.1 22.1 21.4

CY 15.9 15.8 15.6 14.8 14.7 15.3 14.4 16.2

AROPE GR 28.1 27.6 27.7 31 34.6 35.7 36 35.7

CY 23.3 23.5 24.6 24.6 27.1 27.8 27.4 28.9

Severe material deprivation GR 11.2 11 11.6 15.2 19.5 20.3 21.5 22.2

CY 9.1 9.5 11.2 11.7 15 16.1 15.3 15.4

Public debt (% GDP) GR 109.4 126.7 146.2 172.1 159.6 177.4 178.9 176

CY 45.6 54.3 56.4 66 80.3 104 109.2 107

Abbreviations: AROP, at risk of poverty; AROPE, at risk of poverty or social exclusion.
Source: Eurostat.
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example is found in delays in implementation, following the rise to power of the SYRIZA–ANEL
coalition in January 2015, which expressed scepticism about the scheme.

While political consensus made therefore possible the Greek GMI, partisan change, and more
specifically the ideological hostility of the new government towards a scheme “imposed” by supra-
national actors (Matsaganis, 2020, p. 594), jeopardised the continuity and the implementation of
the GMI.

Cyprus
In Cyprus, the GMI lawwas passed in July 2014, approximately one year after the election of centre-right
President Anastasiades. The 34 votes in favour came from members of parliament (MPs) of the centre-
right “Democratic Rally” (DISY), the centrist “Democratic Party” (DIKO), the centre-left “Movement
for Social Democracy” (EDEK) and the conservative “European Party” (EVROKO). There were
20 abstentions from MPs of the left-wing “Progressive Party of Working People” (AKEL) and the
centrist “Citizens’ Alliance.”

While the GMI had support across the political spectrum, the reactions of the trade unions were
rather critical. Focusing on issues of adequacy and inclusiveness, the intensity of the reactions of the trade
union movement depended on their political allegiances (Satsias, 2014). Yet, the GMI introduction
enjoyed a relatively broad political consensus.

In contrast, however, to what happened in Greece, the lack of partisan change, as reflected in
President Anastasiades’ re-election in 2018, safeguarded the GMI from delays and/or discontinuity.
Broadly speaking, the likelihood that a government will not be destabilised is widely associated with
effective policy implementation, whereas an unstable political environment shortens governments’
policy horizons, leading to suboptimal policy choices (Aisen & Veiga, 2011).

Hence, the above should be viewed in conjunction with the higher stability of the Cypriot political
system vis-à-vis the Greek system, largely reflected in citizens’ perceptions of “political stability” in the
two countries. Figure 1 confirms that the level of perceived political stability in Greece during the crisis
differed substantially from that in Cyprus.

Also considering that, historically, the Cypriot political system exhibits at least a certain degree of
solidarity in issues regarded as “socially important,” Cyprus arguably provided firmer ground for the
uninterrupted implementation of the GMI. This feature may be additionally attributed to the small
island state status of Cyprus. Despite idiosyncrasies, which have stunted democratic development of the
state welfare for decades, the foregoing status appears to have encouraged consensus over social policies
(Irving, 2010).
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Figure 1. Political stability in Greece and Cyprus (2008–2015).
Source: Political Stability and Absence of Violence/Terrorism Indicator, Worldwide Governance Indicators.
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Furthermore, while the tough measures taken by successive Greek governments during the crisis
compounded the relative instability of the Greek case, the reactions to the similar policies imposed in
Cyprus were less intense, so did not threaten stability (Koutsampelas & Pashardes, 2017). Once again, the
small island society of Cyprus may be associated with rather high levels of socio-political tolerance
(Dommen, 1980).

Institutional factors as explanatory variables

The possibility of partisan change and, overall, the degree of political stability are also partly related to the
different types of governance in Greece and Cyprus, and therefore to the differences between parlia-
mentary and presidential government. Specifically, in contrast to the higher possibility of government
change and interruptions in national policymaking in the Greek parliamentary system, the presidential
system in Cyprus appears to ensure a relative continuity in policymaking and a higher degree of political
stability.

It is possible that the president may lack the necessary parliamentary support to pass the implemen-
tation of difficult reforms. The recent history has shown, nevertheless, that the Cypriot political system
has the necessary maturity of building consensus on matters of importance (Rapanos & Kaplanoglou,
2014).

The literature on institutional variables as means to interpret policy reform and implementation
mainly stresses, however, the importance of a well-functioning public sector, as well as the high degree of
administrative capability required for targeted provisions (Ferrera, 2005). To this end, we compare
government effectiveness in Greece and Cyprus (Figure 2).

The data reflects perceptions of the quality of public/civil services, the degree of independence from
political pressures, the quality of policy formulation and implementation and the credibility of govern-
ment commitment to policies. During the reference period, the WGI index for Cyprus was significantly
higher than that for Greece. Although for both countries the index deteriorated after 2008, the Greek
performance remained significantly inferior to that of Cyprus. This outcome may be attributed to the
different legacies of the “Beveridgean” and “Bismarckian” traditions linked to the Cypriot and the Greek
administrative systems, respectively.

In the former, administration applies indirect control with administrative heads not disclosing or
being affiliated with political parties, while in the latter government and political parties are directly
involved in administration, encouraging phenomena of corruption. Furthermore, the luck of trust
towards the Greek public administration might explain the choice of a strictly rights-based GMI, as
opposed to the adoption of some discretionary elements in Cyprus, which provide a degree of flexibility
to officials.
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Figure 2. Government effectiveness in Greece and Cyprus (2008–2015).
Source: Government Effectiveness Indicator, Worldwide Governance Indicators.
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Conclusions

This exploratory paper utilises a comparative research approach to shed light upon the Greek and
Cypriot GMI experiences.We discuss the context that led to the establishment of the two schemes, as well
as their design and implementation, while also offering a comparison of the schemes and an explanatory
framework for the developmental trajectories followed by them.

Our analysis reveals many similarities, such as the establishment of the GMI as part of the
Memorandum obligations of both countries and common features in design (e.g. eligibility conditions
and payment duration). Yet, there are also significant differences in implementation and outcomes and,
consequently, in the ultimate “success” of the two schemes in attaining their goals. For instance, the
Cypriot GMI is more effective in combating poverty and more efficient in targeting, while the Greek
system is marred by low levels of take-up and other inefficiencies of administrative nature.

Furthermore, we argue that the developmental paths of the two schemesmay be largely understood in
the light of key variables (i.e. functionalist, political and institutional), often utilised to explain the
emergence and evolution of GMI schemes. In both countries, functional pressures, such as high
unemployment and poverty, created a context that encouraged demand for a GMI.

However, the higher Cypriot performance is linked to the relative “superiority” of the Cypriot case in
terms of government effectiveness and political stability. In regard to the former, the Greek case seems,
inter alia, to be more in line with the thesis that the relatively meagre development of GMI schemes in
southern Europe is largely attributed to weak administrative capacity (Ferrera, 2005; Madama, 2010). In
regard to the latter, the relative stability of the presidential system in Cyprus seems to have offered a
firmer ground for the rapid implementation of such an important reform; in contrast to Greece, where
the political turmoil, following three very unpopular economic adjustment programmes managed by
four consecutive governments during nine years (2010–2019), did the exact opposite.

Moreover, building upon our analysis of the two schemes, their comparison may yield fruitful
interpretations regarding, first, the concept of “path dependence,” but also those of policy change and
convergence. Studies of path dependence have hypothesised that the welfare state has a relatively small
potential for change (Hinrichs, 2000). The literature on convergence, on the other hand, focuses on
welfare state changes, through which a degree of standardisation is expected to emerge (Adnett &Hardy,
2005).

The evolutionary paths followed by the examined schemes indicate that, while the initial design is a
determinant in consolidating specific policy outcomes, a potential for change cannot be excluded. In that
sense, change can be understood in the context of the new “welfare landscape” that emerged in southern
Europe during the years of the recent recession. Although the “weight” ofmeans-tested and contributory
benefits in southern European countries remains quite different, one of the main features characterising
the reforms taking place these years is the extension of income maintenance support in the region,
beyond the scope of traditional contributory social insurance programmes (Aguilar-Hendrickson &
Arriba González de Durana, 2020; Jessoula &Natili, 2020; Matsaganis, 2020; Perez &Matsaganis, 2019).

Second, although more analytical effort is needed to fully back up such an argument, the comparison
of the two cases may also serve as an example of a shift towards the principles of a so-called
“pan-European” welfare state. Indeed, the European social policy agenda prioritises the establishment
and extension of minimum income provisions to guard against poverty and social exclusion (Deeming,
2017).

Yet, it is highly questionable that there can be a “one-size-fits-all” solution for minimum income
protection in Europe. Hence, we do not claim that the observed shift is a sign of convergence with the
“ideotype” of a “pan-European”welfare state. In fact, someonemay argue that the establishment of GMI
schemes in the two case studies is illustrative of a convergence at a normative level, but not an
operational one.

Commonalities in the developmental trajectories of theGreek andCypriot GMI, as exemplified by the
explicit reference to these schemes in international agreements and by the eventual adoption of similar
policy interventions, offer nevertheless a basis for discussing the context and the conditions necessary for
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pursuing a higher degree of homogeneity in welfare state arrangements. For instance, differences, such as
those related to the implementation of the two schemes examined here, highlight the persistence of an
often deeply rooted – and hence quasi-inescapable – heterogeneity that dominates the welfare state
universe.

The move towards welfare state homogeneity seems, however, to remain slow, unstable and largely
dependent on endogenous idiosyncrasies (Natili & Jessoula, 2019). These continue to affect and
ultimately shape domestic policy outcomes, in a way that is difficult to deny and sometimes quite hard
to alter.
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APPENDIX

Table A1. GMI coverage in Cyprus and Greece (2017).

Greece Cyprus

Number of beneficiaries 700,000a 54,720b

Number of persons in severe povertyc 984,000 23,000

Number of persons in povertyc 2,151,000 134,000

(a)/(b) 0.71 2.38

(a)/(c) 0.32 0.41

aFigure found in Table 3 in Natili (2020).
bThe number of recipient units (i.e. 32,000) wasmultiplied with the average size of the recipient unit (1.71) derived from (European Commission,
2018).
cFigures retrieved from Eurostat (ilc_li02) setting the poverty threshold at 40% (severe poverty) and 60% (poverty).

Table A2. Minimum income (MI) adequacy in Cyprus and Greece (2014–2018).

Median equivalised net income per annum (€)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Greece 7,680 7,520 7,500 7,600 7,863

Cyprus 14,400 13,793 14,020 14,497 15,336

Basic annual GMI amount for a single adult (€)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Greece 2,400 2,400 2,400 2,400 2,400

Cyprus 5,760 5,760 5,760 5,760 5,760

MI adequacy

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2014–2018a

Greece 31.3 31.9 32.0 31.6 30.5 31.5

Cyprus 40.0 41.8 41.1 39.7 37.6 40.0

Notes: Definition of minimum adequacy is based on Nelson (2013); minimum income benefits for a given household are divided by the country’s
equivalised median income and then multiplied by 100 (Nelson, 2013, p. 391).
a2014–2018 averages.
Source: Median equivalised net income is provided by Eurostat.
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