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 PREFACE

“I have observed the misery of my people who are 
in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their 
taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have 
come down to deliver them… so I will send you…” 
(Exodus 3:7-8, 10).

“…that you may involve in your efforts those whom you 
seek to help; give them a voice, listen to their stories, 
learn from their experiences and understand their needs. 
See in them a brother and a sister, a son and a daughter, 
a mother and a father. Amid the challenges of our day, 
see the human face of those you earnestly seek to help.” 
(Address of Pope Francis to the participants in the 
Fortune - Time Global Forum, Rome and the Vatican, 
in December 2016)

The starting point for all Caritas action is the observation, 
listening and encounter with concrete people in need, 
in poverty. Caritas is committed to responding to needs 
of concrete people and communities where and when 
they arise and to raising awareness of the challenges and 
opportunities for a more inclusive society. Caritas has 
to be credible in its actions in order to achieve results. 
Therefore, in order to act with and accompany people 
and communities in the best possible way, listening, 
observing and discerning of the surrounding reality is 
at the core of Caritas’ style of doing. 

This publication aims at presenting this concept of 
the combined method of listening, observing and 
discerning and how it is implemented in various ways 
by Caritas organisations, depending on their situation. 
These elements naturally serve one another, and are 
indispensable if we wish to plan, promote and implement 
appropriate and effective social action, both in response 
to people’s needs, and to animate and involve the society. 

If we listen carefully to the people in need, we 
can perceive many signals. To listen carefully our 
ears and eyes must be free from superf icia lity, 
indifference, prejudice, self ishness, and bias. The 
ability to systematically observe the characteristics and 
evolution of poverty, hardship, marginalisation and 
social exclusion is particularly important: We are also 
witnessing a profound process of reformation in the 
welfare and protection systems, with an increasingly 
heavier impact on the living conditions of the most  
 
 

 
 
 
vulnerable members of our societies. This situation needs 
to be monitored very carefully.

To discern is to read and understand with human 
competence and deep humanity situations of poverty; 
it is to identify and analyse the mechanisms, the causes, 
the structures that generate poverty; it is also to promote 
ways and specific forms of awareness raising, and to 
empower and involve the whole community. For Caritas 
the compassionate encounter and accompaniment of 
people in poverty and - being the organisation charged 
by the Catholic Church to serve through works of justice, 
peace and development - the biblical tradition, the 
Gospel and the Catholic Social Teaching and Thought, 
with the principles of integral human development, 
solidarity and common good in its core, provide the 
criteria for this discernment.

We identify some general characteristics, which 
contribute to the definition of the basic identity of 
Poverty Observatories. They are based on the experience 
several Caritas organisations gathered over several 
decades of poverty observatories’ practice.  

We recommend that this handbook be read in 
conjunction with the Caritas Advocacy Handbook. We 
hope that this handbook contributes to increasing the 
impact of our efforts to “improve the quality of life of 
people experiencing poverty or who are in situation(s) 
of vulnerability, by advocating for integral human 
development and social justice”1.

I want to thank the members who contributed to 
this publication, in particular the members of the 
Caritas Europa (CE) Project Group on Caritas Poverty 
Observatories: Alexander Machatschke (Caritas Austria), 
Ana Nunes (Caritas Portugal), Walter Nanni and Marco 
Aliotta (Caritas Italiana), Nathalie Georges and Robert 
Urbé (Caritas Luxemburg) and Lucie Benesova (Caritas 
Czech Republic), the Swedish member of CE’s Executive 
Board Henrik Alberius o.p. as well as the staff members 
from the CE Secretariat: Peter Verhaeghe and Shannon 
Pfohman.

Jorge Nuño Mayer 
Secretary General Caritas Europa
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Around 118 million people experienced poverty in the European Union alone in 2016, with rising 
inequalities and an increased gap between the rich and poor. Unemployment rates remain high and 
in-work poverty is increasing. Several Caritas organisations across Europe are consequently engaged 
in providing different types of assistance to the unprecedented number of people in need. In many 
cases, this includes service provision to migrants and refugees, impoverished children, the working 
poor, and long-term unemployed people, including older workers and youth (people under 25 years 
of age) as well. At the same time, Caritas is traditionally a witness to the poverty risks of families, 
whose long-term unemployment situation is often severely aggravated by health problems or as a 
result of being single-parents2. 

Caritas also acknowledges that in certain regions of a country, some population groups are more 
affected than in others, with striking differences even from one country to the next. Yet, it is not 
always obvious what causes these differences from one context to another and one population group 
to another. Understanding the complexity of interdependent variables whose interrelatedness may 
have a direct influence on poverty levels is of key importance when it comes to devising solutions 
for poverty eradication. 

Different national policy frameworks contribute to both directly and indirectly shaping institutional 
factors, which is evident, for instance, by the lack of minimum wages and by different social protection 
variables in each country. Based on research3, we know for instance that children are now currently at 
a higher risk of experiencing poverty and social exclusion in Europe if they live in a low-income, single-
parent household; live in a household whose income depends on the earnings of one breadwinner 
(with female breadwinners largely earning less than males); live in a household whose real disposable 
income has decreased due to the long-term unemployment of a parent; or are migrants, asylum seekers 
or refugees. Knowing what the varying challenges are helps Caritas organisations to attend to people 
in need. Knowing these facts is also conducive to devising policies and actions to tackle children and 
their families’ vulnerable situation, among other concerns, in an empowering and sustainable manner. 

Our experiences show two different aspects of poverty: the first referring to expressed poverty or 
visible poverty, which coincides with the number of people/families who make use of public and 
private services for counselling, guidance and assistance; and the second aspect, consisting in so-
called hidden poverty. This aspect tends to include all those who do not contact any type of service 
or assistance, and who remain hidden within informal relationships and social protection systems, 
as indicated in the iceberg pyramid below.

THE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF CARITAS’  
POVERTY  
OBSERVATORIES

VISIBLE POVERTY 
(SERVICE USERS)

HIDDEN POVERTY

total  
poverty

1. THE ICEBERG OF POVERTY: VISIBLE POVERTY AND “HIDDEN” POVERTY

1.
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Consequently, understanding the phenomenon of poverty is essential for coming up with viable 
solutions toward poverty prevention and eradication in a timely manner. This handbook thus 
seeks to describe concrete practices and tools that some Caritas organisations are using to better 
understand the phenomenon of poverty in their local/national settings by collecting and analysing 
specific data on poverty. 

The first type of poverty (the tip of the iceberg), indicating visible poverty, is the easiest to study: 
one would only need to organise a data collection system and ensure the ongoing survey of those 
people turning to services for help/support. Some methodologies and tools useful for this type 
of approach may include: basic tools for monitoring service clients, periodic surveys of service 
users, follow-up forms, analysis of operators/service providers’ working notes, statistics on the 
different services offered, etc.

The second type of poverty, indicating hidden poverty, is more difficult to study and assess.  
How can one collect data and information on people and families who do not turn up for any 
type of service support? Yet, there is a strong need to analyse this, because the iceberg of poverty is 
mainly hidden. To cease studying the hidden part of poverty would be equivalent to giving up on 
collecting information on the majority of those affected and thus colluding in ignoring the reality 
of human suffering. As new forms of poverty emerge in Europe today, coupled with profound 

Caritas is called to build its social service on the social method of listening, observing and discerning. 
These elements naturally serve one another, and are indispensable for planning, promoting and 
implementing appropriate and effective social action, both in response to people’s needs, and for 
animating and involving the community in the process. In so doing, the focus is placed on the 
centrality of the person, tuning in to the everyday experiences of today’s people4. This means that 
compassionate-love cannot be inferred, but is built up from the encounters, from contacts, from 
whatever is new; with the knowledge that people experiencing poverty are prioritised. Giving priority 
to the most deprived motivates our ability to listen carefully with humility and respect; giving 
priority to the most deprived is the motivation behind our study, research, and comparison of the 
data we hear and observe. It is a conscious choice for compassionate love5. Consequently, we practice 
our work, as Caritas, from the starting point of listening to and observing the various realities.

LISTENING

Listening is the first step in a relationship6. It creates space not only for the person encountered, 
but also for the reality of the situation around us. Listening, therefore, is not a technical mode for a 
“Caritas worker”, but an attitude that should mark the spirituality of the Christian community and 
its members. This is because a person can be healed gradually by being listened to. Such listening 
is a fundamental attitude for Caritas, because it encourages change and conversion; it builds up 
relationships of fraternity and communion. It fosters a community that is more attentive and 
welcoming and that prioritises the many people experiencing poverty. In listening, we are challenged 
to demonstrate “a willingness to love in spite of everything” (despite differences, lawlessness, insecurity, 
fear, etc.); a willingness to go beyond ourselves, beyond prejudices, and to rediscover the value of 
relationships and of communion.

COMPASSIONATE LOVE:  
A METHOD AND ATTITUDE FOR OUR ENCOUNTERS

1.2

1.2.1

©C A RI TA S C ORD A ID

welfare and social protection system reforms, comprehension about the living conditions of the 
most vulnerable members of our society is essential. Considering that many changes stem from a 
social context increasingly characterised and influenced by globalisation and trends entrenched in 
the opposite of charity, these poverty developments need to be understood and monitored carefully. 

These emerging realities, in turn, indicate the importance of listening, observing, and possessing 
the skills to read into the varying phenomena, and to provide qualified analyses based in charity-
love. Such skills are especially significant since the Christian community is not always entirely 
equipped to deal with emerging trends in poverty (sometimes stirring immediate reactions of 
fear and mistrust). Also, since services to the people can be programmed depending on our own 
priorities and objectives, it is important to avoid the risk of making subjective impressions and 
not getting to the root of the real problems. Admittedly, getting to the root of some societal 
challenges can be rather political and sensitive in nature. Thus, the intention of this handbook is to 
contribute to remedying simplified and inaccurate interpretations of the multitude of complexities 
relative to poverty and human resilience by supporting Caritas organisations to develop and 
use an objective tool, known as a Poverty Observatory, for analysing grassroots evidence and 
accompanying those in need.  

With this, the overall intention is to assess the needs of individual service users and to come 
up with targeted responses. By collecting and analysing this sort of data systematically for all 
people accompanied by Caritas - by means of poverty observatories - Caritas expects to better 
understand the social realities in a particular area, which is vital for proposing lasting solutions 
and addressing needed structural changes. 
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By listening, we thus mean to sympathise, to stay in tune with the other person; to share, to 
participate, and to be vulnerable; to let oneself be hurt by the words, by life’s realities, by the details 
being shared. If we listen carefully, we can perceive many signals and not be bound by habitual 
practice. To listen carefully, our ears and eyes must be free from superficiality, indifference, 
prejudice, and selfishness and bias. Such listening invites at least a trace, a provocation, or an 
invitation to change. Listening actively to people requires a training for both volunteers and staff 
alike to be able to develop such an attitude. This also includes absolute respect for confidentiality, 
creating a safe and decent atmosphere with adequate room, a welcoming approach, among 
other aspects. Next to the parishes organising informal social gatherings where people in need 
can express themselves, Caritas has its own “special place” for listening, usually referred to as 
“counselling centres”, where the most deprived are prioritised. 

OBSERVATION

The observation of poverty is an expression of Caritas to place an emphasis on the most deprived 
as a criterion for discernment in the social commitment of the Church7,8. Using this as a method 
can make our work more systematic and concrete. In this sense, observation can help Caritas 
to strengthen its prophetic capacity and indicate the way the ecclesial community directs its 
attention to all forms of poverty and marginalisation. By systematically observing characteristics 
and evolutions of poverty, hardship, marginalisation and social exclusion, the preferential option 
for the poor9 is being respected. At the same time, local community resources are being applied, 
which become the fruit of the entire community’s shared journey. 

In addition to grasping the various expressions of poverty, hardship, marginalisation and exclusion, 
observation also allows us to detect and to pool resources, so our work is more incisive and 
united. This approach also proves the best way to verify the results and difficulties we encounter 
in our daily work. The desired outcome is a social planning in which the dignity of people 
experiencing poverty is respected, and the various groups in society have become actively involved. 
This methodology can also help in countering instinctive reactions of fear and mistrust among 
unknown persons or groups, since the final objective is an attitude manifested from the love of 
God. 

Observation helps to improve the service to people experiencing poverty at an organisational 
level. Known as Poverty Observation (which includes a focus on resources as well), this can be 
useful for the community’s understanding of itself and of its role, i.e. what it “is” and what it can 
“do”. Where there is growing concern by Caritas toward the operational dimension, the data 
and information collected during observation can be a tool for Caritas to rethink its “doings”, 
while also reflecting inwardly and giving meaning to Caritas’ presence. Human, financial and 
structural resources may be engaged in response. Considering a social and cultural context marked 
by a progressive loss of the value of solidarity, the observation of poverty and resources serves as a 
tool to renew attention to the “least” and to the marginalised, which is in line with promoting a 
culture of solidarity. In this context, observation can help to rediscover the true value of Christian 
charity as well as other values that are likewise respected by non-believers, such as the common 
good, tolerance, social justice, shared responsibility, civic duties, etc. Observation can also help in 
discerning how to promote participation and change public perception and modes and lifestyles 
within the community. Since only after the initial encounter, followed by an analysis of the reality 
and reflection on what it “is”, is it possible therefore to “do” anything about it. For this reason, 
it is essential for Caritas to think before it acts, involving the community and empowering the 
marginalised in the process, which is to be supported through discernment.

DISCERNMENT

Discernment goes beyond listening and observing because it is a prophetic action, which starts 
from the awareness of one’s own limitations10. To discern is to read and understand situations of 
poverty with human competence and criteria of faith; it is to identify and analyse the mechanisms 
and the causes that generate poverty; it is to promote ways and specific forms of awareness raising, 
and to empower and involve the community. To discern is to assess, through a specific process, 
existing needs and realities of response; it is to study, encourage, accommodate and coordinate 

the ways in which the community relates to the problems and issues accorded with social status. 
Discernment involves overcoming obvious situations and being open to startling novelty. The 
implication is the perception of our being summoned to assume specific responsibilities; to 
distinguish, make decisions, to encourage and to sustain the desire for fulfilment; agreeing to 
abandon our self-sufficiency, while overcoming the temptation to flee from ambiguity, and from 
one’s own fears or sense of rebellion. 

Discernment is realising that the preferential option for the poor is a criterion of inescapable 
social discernment for the Christian community, which promotes an exchange of information 
concerning data collected and actions taken in one’s own territory. Discernment also permits 
us to offer support and practical help in matters of common interest to the different levels in 
our organisation and other bodies. In essence, discernment promotes planning and networking 

©C A RI TA S I TA LY

1.2.2

1.2.3
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with the various social realities and the civil community. Discernment allows us to identify 
the resources and expertise needed to address the challenges in a particular area, through a 
comparative exchange of information on what is being achieved and implemented locally, 
regionally, nationally and at European levels.

Discernment also involves the animation of the Christian community in evaluating the consistency 
of social and development policies in the face of needs, by providing, for instance, specific social 
charity training for operators/service providers. Discernment entails a planning behaviour that 
does not depend on the logic of emergency reactions, but relies on the careful analysis of reality; 
building networks of solidarity based on participation and making good use of what already 
exists; while also identifying significant and concrete choices that lead to the construction of a 
more cohesive society, which is attentive to the protection of the vulnerable.

Discernment demands of us a choice of attitudes and positions that are not always in tune 
with public opinion, the capacity to dissociate ourselves from certain political or partisan 
instrumentalisation and the denunciation of whatever offends the dignity of the person or that 

©C A RI TA S SL O V ENI A 

betrays justice. Especially today, discernment demands that we not only listen and observe, but 
that we “choose” to work with those who love the community and that in the community we serve 
the most vulnerable and recognise their full dignity. The choices of Caritas organisations today 
must include attention to new situations on the European and international scenes, not for the 
sake of economic interest, but due to the need for new international policies to be able to transform 
the perverse mechanisms of exploitation into choices based on solidarity and sharing. There is 
an essential need for discernment based on a new social responsibility, something that no true 
Christian can avoid by delegating responsibility to someone else. It is thus against this backdrop 
that we seek to spread the creation and use of Caritas Poverty Observatories, the methodology 
for which is described in the subsequent sections.   
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BASIC  
CHARACTERISTICS  
OF CARITAS’  
POVERTY  
OBSERVATORIES 

2.
In every local Caritas there is a diversity of experiences with specific needs and resources within 
each particular community. Clearly, each Caritas centre responds in its own particular and 
original way within its diocese. For this reason, it is impossible to describe a one-size-fits-all 
formula for setting up an observatory on poverty. Although there are neither finished products, 
nor pre-established models, the guidelines provided by Church’s teaching and thought and the 
experiences developed by several Caritas organisations during the application of this tool over 
the past decades allows us to identify some general characteristics that contribute to defining the 
fundamentals for this tool, referred to as a poverty observatory. 

First, the observatory is a “historical” tool. It is also a “relative” tool that has to be thought out 
and adapted to real situations, which vary depending on the characteristics and resources in the 
different regions. On the basis of an initial definition of the Caritas observatory, dating back to 
the mid-eighties, the task of the observatory was to study in a qualified and systematic way the 
evolution of needs emerging among impoverished people as well as the resources available. This 
was achieved by paying particular attention to the qualitative dynamics of the needs, forms of 
poverty and responses arising within the Christian and civil community. More recently, Caritas 
has directed a great deal of attention, for example in Italy, toward the aspect of involving the 
community socially and how this leads to creating a new definition of the mission stated below.

MISSION OF THE POVERTY  
AND RESOURCES OBSERVATORY (2008)

The Poverty and Resources Observatory is an instrument within the 
local Caritas with which to methodically detect situations of poverty, 

hardship and social vulnerability. It is also the system of responses 
with which to tackle the above problems. 

Everything that is observed and measured is made available both to 
the Christian community and the civil society, that they might better 

dispose their form of animation (involvement).

Initially, there were three key-words (observe; communicate; get involved) that characterised the 
definition of the observatory. But the new “updated” definition (2008) introduced a new key-
word: to animate. This stems from the need to strengthen both the educational and pedagogical 
outreach of Caritas’ staff, so as to avoid the risk of data collection being reduced to a “mechanical” 
action, where its objectives would be merely operational, within the field of services offering shelter 
and counselling. In this sense, the 2008 definition considerably enriched the work scope of the 
observatory, by highlighting the need to exercise particular care in the phases following data 
collection. However, it is important to point out that not all the activities related to animation, 
starting from data, are under the responsibility of the observatory. The vast majority of animation 
activities are performed by the local Caritas and Church communities (dioceses, parishes, etc.). 
After starting via the observatory from the data collected, the communities develop in a second 
step their own social intervention projects fostering an animation component. Described in 
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the diagram below are at least two main strategies (in addition to a number of sub-strategies) 
that can be put into practice as a modality of observation. Pope Francis insists in his teachings 
that listening, real encounter with and accompaniment of the poor and involvement of the 
community are of paramount importance in a Christian way of doing things; Caritas translates 
these recommendations into its Poverty Observatories and its wider social action methodologies.

 

STRATEGY 1 TO STUDY THE PHENOMENA OF POVERTY

STRATEGY 2 TO STUDY AND EVALUATE THE SYSTEM OF RESPONSES TO POVERTY

> To know the territory of reference
> Reports on the activities/social budgets
> Socio-religious surveys

OTHER STRATEGIES

The strategies mentioned above are not all “compulsory”: an observatory can be established to 
focus on a sole strategy (e.g. to observe the phenomena of poverty), or it can put simultaneous 
observation paths into action relative to several strategies. It all depends on the human and 
technical resources available, on the Observatory’s objectives concerning its fact-finding role and 
interventions, and on the needs that arise within the territory, etc. 

The first two strategies (to study the “phenomena of poverty” and “the system of responses”) have 
over the years been most widely disseminated within Caritas. Both strategies imply a series of 
operations: identifying fact-finding shortcomings, analysing statistics, documentation, personal 
contacts, interviews, etc. These procedures are necessary since they allow us to identify the most 
significant aspects of the many social phenomena that remain hidden, since these are not easily 
recognisable by superficial observation. The same can be said for the dimension of resources. When 
it comes to organised, visible and coded answers, within the territory there are often small forms 
of intervention - camouflaged and informal - that are frequently ignored in public services and 
official statistics. For this reason, it is also necessary that the observatory is deeply involved in 
its surrounding reality, so that the smallest realities can be identified and better understood for 
delivering services and adequate responses. This is especially important for responding to those 
emerging situations that are not adequately addressed by traditional response systems. 

BEFORE STARTING: SOME CAUTIONS ON METHODOLOGY,  
PREREQUISITES, OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES

When choosing the first strategy of observation (“to study the phenomena of poverty”), there are 
three basic paths to be considered:

 1. Collect data concerning the people visiting counselling centres/assistance services;

 2. Carry out field research;

 3. Engage in other types of research: collecting statistical data, analysis of legislation, etc.

As shown in the matrix above, each of the different paths assumes various methods of research. 

The distinction between the different methodological approaches can be obtained by crosscutting 
two different variables/dimensions. These include:

 1. The type of methodological approach employed: qualitative and quantitative studies;   
      
 2. The place where the data/information is collected: studies regarding people welcomed   
   in Caritas services or in places where people normally live (suburbs, streets, parishes,   
  oratories, etc.).

By combining the following two dimensions, a general frame of reference relative to poverty 
observation within the Caritas setting is given to enable us to process the overarching experiences/
analyses.

THE OBSERVATION OF THE PHENOMENAOF POVERTY: A MAP ON THE POSSIBLE PATHS

OBJECTIVE PATHS METHODS

1. Data collection from 
the Counselling Centres
Counselling Centres users

> Permanent informative 
System (user form)

> One-time collection of
date at the Counselling Centres

> Quantitative researches 
(questionnaires, surveys, etc.)

> Qualitative researches (life-stories,
 interviews, focus-groups, observations, etc.)

> Collection of statical data and creation 
of poverty indicators

> Analysis of the content
> Evaluation of the services and users’ 

satisfaction

2. On-field researches
Key players, priviliged witnesses, 
people informed of the facts

3. Other types of studies 
on the poverty issue

> Observation of 
the phenomena 
of poverty

1. Data collection from 
the Counselling Centres
Counselling Centres users

> Permanent informative 
System (user form)

> One-time collection of
date at the Counselling Centres

> Quantitative researches 
(questionnaires, surveys, etc.)

> Qualitative researches (life-stories,
 interviews, focus-groups, observations, etc.)

> Collection of statical data and creation 
of poverty indicators

> Analysis of the content
> Evaluation of the services and users’ 

satisfaction

2. On-field researches
Key players, priviliged witnesses, 
people informed of the facts

3. Other types of studies 
on the poverty issue

2.1
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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN QUALITATIVE METHODS  
AND QUANTITATIVE METHODS 

With regard to the first point, it is important to understand that the phenomenon of poverty can 
be studied through “quantitative” or “qualitative” approaches: 

• Qualitative (non-standardised) research does not resort to the numerical collection of data nor 
does it usually use statistics. Instead, it relies mostly on listening and observing (e.g. ethnographic 
surveys, the studies of communities, observation of the participants, focus-groups, structured 
interviews, life-stories, analysis of texts, etc.). 

• Quantitative (standard) research, on the other hand, is based on measurement and enumeration; 
such research makes large use of statistics and has a fundamental requisite of organising the data 
into tables (a so-called “data matrix”). Some examples include: surveys, structured interviews, 
surveys with questionnaires, data analysis about social services users, etc.

The choice of approach depends on the cognitive objectives intended to be pursued. Usually, we 
try to integrate the two levels, so as to combine the quantitative knowledge of reality (... how many 
deprived people are there?) with a series of qualitative information and considerations (... how do 
people become poor?  ...why do people become deprived?). Such data collected and analysed via the 
Caritas’ approach can be complementary to official data, such as Eurostat data on social indicators, 
with one major difference being the issue of timeliness, since Eurostat data takes longer to process 
and comes out sometimes too late for bringing about needed structural changes.

Over the last few years, a sharp increase in the use of qualitative approaches has appeared as a result 
of the poverty observatories. This trend is due to the need for a more in-depth analysis of some 
phenomena and situations that would otherwise be hard to evaluate and comprehend based on the 
sole use of statistical data. Due to the greater interest in the subject matter, a qualitative approach 
allows a more accurate analysis of the social dynamics by highlighting some elements and aspects 
of the situation that would otherwise not be open to investigation if relying solely on structured 
and standardised approaches. In some cases, there is only one choice: for example, regarding some 
hidden phenomena of social disadvantage for which there are no available statistics or reliable 
information (such as usury, the trafficking of women for sexual exploitation, domestic violence, etc.).

Generally, we see that it is not possible to undertake quantitative studies of a large number of people 
on our own, without the support of universities or research partners. Without external support, it 
is more realistic to gather information by listening to a limited number of individuals in order to 
shed some light on the characteristics and main tendencies of the phenomena. These findings can 
then be representative for a wider number of people. 

In the first instance, the method most widely used in the Caritas setting for studying poverty is 
via the analysis of data stemming from the (listening) counselling centres. Choosing qualitative 
observation is often preferable in such cases to ensure a better evaluation of data coming from 
counselling centres that do not always ref lect the social situation of the territory or parish. 
Complimenting this research with other methods/sources can also enhance counselling centre 
data by providing a so to speak “scientific countercheck” of what emerges. This could alternatively 
just give rise to new questions regarding the phenomena, which in turn could inspire focused 
interviews, and the re-examining of the effectiveness of the work of the counselling centres, so that 
a more adequate service can be offered.

Yet, it is also important to move away from observing done in the support centres, to observing 
done in other places and contexts, which are closer to the ordinary dynamics of everyday life. 

PLACES OF COLLECTING DATA FOR OBSERVING POVERTY 

The biggest challenge is collecting data and information in a direct way, in real life contexts and in 
people’s home settings. This can be done, for example, by any operator or “witness” who has contact 
with the invisible poor. A wide variety of methodologies are available: interviews, focus-groups, 
observation, auditing, surveys, etc. In general terms, listening to pastors in a local community is an 
important instrument, also for the purpose of raising awareness of the priests to poverty issues. But it 
can also be important to listen to people living in the territory who are informed of the facts. The type 
of witnesses to be heard may vary according to the subject of investigation. For example, to conduct 
a survey on financial poverty, it may be useful to listen to professional operators/service providers 
of local social services, religious congregations that offer help, banks and financial intermediaries, 
associations, operators of local Caritas, pastors, etc. It can also be helpful to listen to common people 
who have no formalised care or service provision roles, but who know the life of the individuals and 
their families, including, for instance, school teachers, sports coaches, club leaders, catechists, family 
doctors, paediatricians, etc. Clearly, there are multiple methods for studying the phenomenon of 
poverty and places for collecting the data, as is indicated in the table below.

  

QUANTITATIVE METHODS 
(STANDARD)

QUALITATIVE METHODS
(NON-STANDARD)

TYPE OF METHODOLOGICAL
 APPROACH

• Quantitative related questionnaires and 
surveys (structured interviews and 
surveys with residents, specific social 
groups, etc.)

• Statistical analysis
• Statistical indicators and indices on the 

presence of some of the phenomena

• Data collection at  counselling centres 
(permanently or one-time only) 

• Quantitative related questionnaires and 
surveys (structured interviews with users, 
operators/service providers, etc.)

• Life-stories
• Unstructured interviews
• Diaries (for parish priests, doctors, etc.)
• Analysis of the content of diaries, 

personal files and notes, etc.

• Household observations (by doctors, 
parish priests, extraordinary ministries, 
etc.)

• Participant observations
• Life-stories
• Group-based methods (focus-groups, 

brainstorming, Nominal Group 
Technique11, problem-solving, etc.)

• Delphi method12

• Funeral monitoring
• Notebooks of complaints
• Textual analysis (of letters, corres-

pondence, emails, etc.)
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OBSERVING THE TERRITORIES: COMPLEMENTARY 
AND OFFICIAL STATISTICS

Data collected by Caritas can of course describe only a small share of people experiencing poverty, 
namely the ones using our services. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to connect our data to 
official statistics and other available sources. If we follow as an example the Austrian experience, the 
most widely used data for describing poverty are the EU-SILC statistics. This kind of data is used as 
a reference by the scientific researcher who does the “Caritas Österreich Sozialstatistik” (statistics 

of Caritas Austria’s social counselling offices), but it is also used for campaigns and briefings. Apart 
from these statistics there is a lot of data available from the national statistical agency, for instance, 
statistics on consumption expenditure and on means-tested benefits. Apart from these national 
statistics, there are also a lot of statistics available from the Austrian federal states. However, it is 
not so easy to use them on a national level because of differences in investigation and collection.

©CARITAS SLOVENIA

Caritas in Belgium also uses the EU-SILC statistics. They tend to follow the research conducted 
by the most important universities. Via their research, Caritas in Belgium gets a clear sight on 
what topics other researchers are working on. If useful, Caritas even contacts them to ask for 
additional information or extra research work. Caritas in Belgium also uses statistics provided by 
the governments, e.g. the Federal Plan Bureau or the Study Centre of the Flemish Government.

Caritas in Belgium tries to work together with external researchers in order to combine their 
own knowledge and expertise with the academic expertise of their partners. Therefore, Caritas in 
Belgium tends to order academic research themselves at the KU Leuven, in what is called LUCAS 
(Leuvense Universiteit Caritas Samenwerkingsverband). Apart from this, Caritas in Belgium 
follows the research conducted by different think tanks, study centres of political parties and 
partner-organisations in Belgium.

DATA PROTECTION 

AN EXPERIENCE IN THE EUROPEAN FRAMEWORK  
AND LEGAL REQUIREMENTS FOR DATA PROTECTION

In the course of its activity, it is very likely that a poverty observatory includes the collection of 
personal data relative to people in need/distress. What kind of safeguards and precautions should 
we apply with regard to this data? How can we ensure the protection of personal data and the 
right to privacy? The legal requirements regarding data protection differ very much from country 
to country. We invite you to study carefully your national legislation in this respect. In Italy, for 
example, a national policy on privacy obliges NGOs to meet certain standards of protection, 
making users sign a personal release and identifying clearly, at local level, the diocesan operators 
authorised to collect and process personal data.

Nevertheless, a Data Privacy Directive has existed at the EU-level since 1995, but which to 
some extent has been rather obsolete. While a directive has to be transposed into national 
legislation, a regulation is a directly binding legislative act and thus carries more bite. This has 
been important considering the European regulation on data protection that came out in April 
201613. Considering this, a personal contribution on the theme, elaborated on by former Vice-
President of the European Commission Viviane Reding, as an initiator of the European regulation 
on the topic, is included in the Annex.

2.4

2.5
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
CARITAS’  
POVERTY  
OBSERVATORIES

3.
DIFFERENT PRACTICES 
OF POVERTY 
OBSERVATORIES  
ON THE GROUND  

This chapter details some varying approaches of different Caritas organisations in setting up and 
using poverty observatories. Starting from the concrete practices will help in understanding the 
overall objective behind data collection and analysis and illustrate again that there is not just 
one single approach. Each organisation needs to determine the strategy to use according to the 
situation.  

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: OBSERVING POVERTY IN LOCAL PARISHES AND 
CARITAS BASED ON THE EXAMPLE IN ITALY

The experience of observation in Italian Caritas started in 1986, when Italian bishops urged 
diocesan Caritas to establish local observatories: “We also need to acquire adequate reading 
skills on needs, poverty, marginalisation: a permanent observatory, able to follow the dynamics 
of people’s problems and to engage directly with the Church community in a scientific manner; 
it should be present in every local Church”14.

3.1

3.
©CARITAS GREECE
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> TRAINING

Tra in ing of operator s  c an be 
developed at both diocesan and local 
level. Diocesan operators in charge 
of observation can follow a basic 
training course offered annually 
by Caritas Italiana, the national 
level, which includes observing and 
studying dimensions. Parish-level 
training is usually developed by 
diocesan operators, either by means of 
personal ad hoc meetings or through 
training courses offered regularly 
throughout the year to parishes. 
Sometimes trainings are not necessary 
as local working group members have 
educational qualif ications related 
to social sciences. In addition, in 
some cases, poverty observation 
activities are conducted jointly with 
universities and private entities, which 
offer Caritas operators training and 
cooperation in the fields of research 
and reporting.

> ANALYSIS

A parish observatory can study and 
observe poverty in different ways ac-
cording to, for instance, the human 
resources and expertise on hand, the 
scope and type of poverty needs in 
the territory, the goal of parish social 
programmes, the call to cooperate on 
the part of some local authorities, etc. 
The more widespread method of ob-
servation is data collection conducted 
in counselling centres in Italy, which 
are carried out by 90.1% of the 172 
dioceses that systematically collect 
data and carry out active research 
activities on the topic. At least 1,645 
counselling centres out of a total of 
2,832 in Italy are equipped for stable 
data collection at different opera-
tional levels (parish, regional, dioce-
san). More specifically, 113 dioceses 
are using Ospoweb, a web application 
aimed to manage the data of counsel-
ling centres at national, regional and 
diocesan levels15. 

The Ospoweb was launched by Cari-
tas Italiana in 2011 in 28 dioceses. It 
is a tool both for social operators in 
Caritas counselling centres and for 
researchers in the local teams of the 
observatory on poverty and resources. 
A national informative classification 
(that includes several categories of 

> PREREQUISITES

Nowadays, diocesan Observatories 
on Poverty and Resources (OPR) 
are present in 158 of 218 Italian 
dioceses. Besides the diocesan level, 
Caritas Italiana and diocesan Caritas 
encourage parishes to start local 
activities of poverty observation. 
The main prerequisites for observing 
poverty at the local dimension are: the 
willingness of the parish priest to start 
conducting studying and observing 
activities; awareness of the local 
community about the importance of 
observing the local context; and the 
presence of a statutory task entrusted 
by the pastor to some members of the 
parish. 

> OPERATORS/SERVICE 
PROVIDERS

It is important to set up a small 
group of social operators, tasked with 
observing and coordinating roles 
and having basic knowledge of social 
research. A high level of expertise is 
not required, since Caritas operators 
are supposed to develop a basic level 
of research, analysis and coordination. 
Tools for observation are of ten 
delivered to parish by diocesan and 
national levels. Loca l operators 
nevertheless have a crucial task: to raise 
awareness among local communities 
about the importance of observing 
poverty and the social context. Once a 
local community decides to carry out 
some observation and study actions, 
the local group should coordinate 
actions, giving training and following 
the implementation of methodologies. 

> COORDINATION

One of the main tasks of the working 
group in charge of observation is to 
coordinate the parish dimension in 
order to involve the congregation 
in observation actions. This kind 
of involvement can be made in 
different stages during the research 
path: identifying the topic of study, 
def ining the methods, tra ining 
parish operators, etc. In order to 
develop local research actions well, 
main stakeholders in local Caritas 
and/or Churches could be involved 
and include: priests and religious 
congregations, catechists, leaders 
of youth groups, oratory operators, 
people responsible for liturgy, parish 
Caritas workers, older persons from 
charitable groups, parents of children 
who follow catechism or sports 
groups, among others.

poverty, request and intervention) 
is widespread and shared at national 
level. The classification is also used 
by some diocesan Caritas using other 
types of software for data collection 
relative to Caritas’ service users. 
Ospoweb can also be used at parish 
level. In 2016, 941 parishes were using 
Ospoweb for data collection and pov-
erty observatory purposes.

Having a shared information system, 
on the basis of which to build data 
collection cards/questionnaires is 
one of the most important prerequi-
sites for data collection in the service 
centres. The classif ication system 
proposed by Caritas Italy provides 
a national card/questionnaire, di-
vided into four sections: 1) personal 
information; 2) social information; 
3) social problems/needs; and 4) re-
quests/interventions. The example 
below presents the structure of the 
Caritas Italy national card currently 
being used to conduct initial data-in-
take on service users. It is important 
to underline that behind each mac-
ro-code of social needs is a list of 
micro codes that provide a greater 
level of detail. For instance, Caritas 
Italy reports the list of micro codes in 
the category “Income Poverty”. 
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Several local parish Churches also conduct surveys and collect data through questionnaires, aimed 
at different types of recipients: samples of people living in the neighbourhood and district where 
the parish is located, professionals or people belonging to some specific social or professional 
categories (teachers, doctors, social workers, etc.). Besides the counselling centres, there are also 
2,062 ecclesial centres in Italy, delivering help and primary goods to people in poverty. Some such 
centres are strictly connected to a local Church organisation. In any case, the operating centre 
of these services always falls within the territory of a parish, serving as collaborating partners for 
collecting data on service users. 
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EXAMPLE OF CARITAS USER PROFILE
(FOR DATA COLLECTION BY COUNSELLING CENTRES/ASSISTANCE SERVICES) 

> COMMUNITY  
ANIMATION 

After observing poverty, community 
animation is encouraged at different 
levels. The more widespread anima-
tion approach is when the main re-
search results are “given back” to the 
community. This restitution can be 
carried out in various ways, by means 
of local presentations, seminars, meet-
ings with pastoral councils and parish 
groups, writing articles for the parish 
bulletin, insertion of poverty themes 
in the local pastoral planning (cate-
chism, cultural, charitable activities, 
etc.). It is also important to send a 
summary of the research results to 
local media in order to reach a wider 
audience and raise attention to struc-
tural problems.

> ADVOCACY

Since 1986, the Italian Caritas have 
been publishing a lot of reports on 
poverty and resources at national, 
regional and diocesan levels. Every 
year on the occasion of the interna-
tional anti-poverty day, on 17 Octo-
ber, Caritas Italiana issues a national 
report. The report contains data 
collected from counselling centres 
and other facts and figures about 
poverty. Many Caritas at diocesan 
and regional levels also publish their 
own reports based on local data and 
information. These tools can be used 
at parish level in order to help the 
Christian community and local con-
text to reflect about poverty in their 
daily life. Reports and publications on 
poverty are likewise useful tools for 
awareness raising campaigns and for 
public advocacy and lobbying events 
carried out locally. With regard to 
advocacy actions, the effectiveness of 
observations conducted at the parish 
level is not always high given the fact 
that the responsibility for social leg-
islation is often at the municipal or 
regional levels. Nevertheless, infor-
mation coming from local studies can 
be useful for better targeting public 
service actions and rethinking local 
services. 

> PROBLEMS  
AND CHALLENGES 

Observing poverty at the diocesan 
level is now an established aspect 
of the Italian diocesan Caritas, but 
the same cannot be said about the 
parishes. Main obstacles are the 
limited knowledge and awareness 
among parish pastors about the use 
of observing poverty, for both social 
and pastoral planning. Secondly, 
many small parishes face a decreasing 
number of active operators, and the 
more active ones are quite aged, 
often with a limited knowledge of 
computer-use and social sciences. 
In addition, in many parishes, small 
groups of operators share several tasks, 
resulting in many being overloaded, 
with multiple tasks and limited 
time. Thirdly, many official statistics 
available at diocesan and city level 
are not available at parish scale. This 
means that parish social operators 
cannot count on reliable data to be 
used in combination with poverty 
observatories. Last but not least, 
few parishes are able to rely on extra 
resources (financial, professional, etc.) 
for gaining qualified contributions to 
better develop studies or research on 
the topic.
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 х Housing problems
 х Detention and justice
 х Addictions
 х Job problems
 х Family problems
 х Migration problems
 х Poverty/financial problems
 х Health problems
 х Handicap/disability
 х Educational problems
 х Other problems

 х Housing
 х Professional advice
 х Community involvement
 х Social support
 х Goods and material services
 х Listening
 х Health
 х Orientation
 х Education
 х Financial benefits 
 х Work
 х Other requests/actions

 х Begging
 х Indebtedness
 х No income
 х Homeless
 х Bankruptcy/banking 

problems

 х Insufficient income
 х Financial resources 

temporarily unavailable
 х Usury
 х Other

Category: Poverty/financial problems 
 Example of Micro-Codes
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QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: POVERTY OBSERVATORY BY CARITAS SPAIN

> ANALYSIS

The Social Reality Observatory – at 
diocesan and national levels - analyses 
the collected data and uses them to 
carry out diagnostics, define strate-
gies, prepare reports, act as grounds 
for subsidies, etc.  Caritas Spain relies 
on a strong information tool that is 
used at parish level but has been cen-
tralised so that the national Caritas 
office knows the situation on the 
ground every day. Caritas Spain can 
report on a daily basis how many ser-
vice users have been receiving Caritas 
services throughout the country, what 
the main problems are at local level, 
which population groups are most in 
need, etc. 

> PREREQUISITES

As stated in Caritas Spain’s Social 
Action Model, in the face of reality 
and its inherent complexity, Caritas’ 
work cannot rely “on a mere intent, 
idea, interest or passion. Our task, 
which is carried out in reality, must 
rely upon our understanding of this 
reality, and seek to transform it along 
the lines of building the Kingdom”. 
As part of this process of understand-
ing, it is essential to have a narrative 
that allows Caritas to convey who we 
are and what we want to be. Caritas’ 
way of communicating needs to re-
flect the way it sees reality and its own 
mission within this reality. In order to 
achieve this, Caritas Spain created a 
Social Reality Observatory.

> OPERATORS

The Socia l Reality Observatory 
(ORS) draws on different informa-
tion sources. Among these, the most 
notable is the SICCE-MIS IT system 
and the contributions made by the 
FOESSA Foundation. The ORS aims 
at managing knowledge of the social 
reality in an organised way. This in-
formation is collected by the parish 
and diocesan Caritas.  

Next to that, and prompted by Cari-
tas Spain, the FOESSA (Promotion of 
Social Studies and Applied Sociology) 
Foundation was founded in 1965. 

> COORDINATION

The Social Reality Observatory co-
ordinates the structured collection of 
data. The Observatory relies on the 
Caritas Spain Confederal Information 
System (SICCE) that includes a Social 
Intervention Module (MIS). The MIS 
is a tool for collecting information 
on Caritas’s accompaniment of the 
people it serves, including the regis-
tration of their socio-demographic 
characteristics and social, economic, 
living, health, work, educational, legal 
and home situation. It also records the 
response provided to each person/
household by Caritas. In this sense, 
it comprises a source of information 
aggregated for an analysis of the state 
of affairs, but it also serves as a justi-
fication and ‘accountability’ tool for 
its actions.

In addition, Caritas Spain cooper-
ates – as promotor and trustee - with 
Foundation FOESSA. Since 1967 
the reports on the social situation 
and change in Spain have signalled 
the importance of being aware of the 
country’s social situation by analysing 
the processes in which social develop-
ments happen. These reports provide 
a vision of the Spanish reality with 
regard to social structure, inequality 
and poverty, social relations and in-
ternational cooperation. In 2014, the 
FOESSA Report VII on exclusion 
and social development in Spain was 
published, in which more than 90 
researchers from different Spanish 
universities participated. In recent 
years, FOESSA has carried out three 
surveys to measure social exclusion 

in Spain based on a system of indica-
tors. These studies were fundamental 
contributions from a sociological and 
political point of view, in terms of 
raising awareness and analysing the 
extent to which Caritas responds to 
the social needs of Spain’s poor pop-
ulation. To support visibility around 
the problems and to bring about 
structural change, Caritas Spain or-
ganises advocacy around the studies’ 
findings. Caritas Spain is particularly 
successful in gaining media attention 
around the topics of concern, which is 
an important leverage for influencing 
policy makers both at the local and 
national levels in Spain as well as at 
EU level. 

> COOPERATION WITH ACADEMIA AND ADVOCACY

3.2 
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CHALLENGES

Caritas Portugal faces challenges re-
lated to the implementation of the 
software system used for data collection 
and the analysis of the collected data. 

• Lack of computer equipment in 
various proximity services

• People without technical training 
use the system (in particular in 
parishes)

• Non-adherence to the software 
module for information manage-
ment of people 

• Reluctance in parishes in using the 
models of information.

 
SOFTWARE IMPLEMENTATION

• Different realities in each Diocese
• Lack of technic ians in each 

diocese focused on collecting data 
and making the bridge with the 
parishes

• The majority of people engaged in 
the social attendance do not under-
stand the importance of collecting 
data and registering information 
during the attendance 

POVERTY OBSERVATORY BY CARITAS PORTUGAL - 

SOCIAL OBSERVATION CENTRE - NOS

 

> ANALYSIS

A ref lexion group, composed by 
people with various areas of expertise, 
gather monthly to analyse the data 
collected, develop policy recommen-
dations, and discuss follow-up actions 
to be taken.

> ADVOCACY

Caritas Portugal presents its recom-
mendations to the political decision 
makers to help solve the social chal-
lenges identified. The two main ad-
vocacy actions are: 

1. Contacts and meetings with na-
tional political decision-makers and/
or political parties, European Com-
mission representatives, and other 
important entities to present the or-
ganisation’s recommendations about 
housing, review of new health legisla-
tion, minimum income, etc.

2. The release of the annual reports, 
together with Caritas Europa, provid-
ing information on the main social 
issues in Portugal16.

> PREREQUISITES

Caritas Portugal established a na-
tional centre, named NOS – Social 
Observation Centre in 2008. The 
aim of this centre is to observe and 
analyse the profile of the main social 
problems of individuals and families, 
which come to parishes and Dioce-
san Caritas requesting help, and to 
compare this data with the official 
national statistics. In 2009 Caritas 
Portugal developed a software-based 
information management system to 
collect and analyse the data.

> COORDINATION

A Caritas Portugal coordinator is re-
sponsible for data collection and for 
establishing dialogue with the local 
dioceses. Diocesan coordinators re-
sponsible for the data collection then 
report to the Caritas Portugal coordi-
nator. Other Church movements, like 
the St. Vincent of Paul Society and 
the Justice and Peace Commission, 
also provide data to the NOS coor-
dinator. Caritas Portugal upgraded 
its system, with significant changes 
that are currently being tested with a 
group of six dioceses. There is an ob-
jective to expand the upgrade of this 
to others, pending its success. 

> TRAINING AND  
COMMUNITY ANIMATION  

Training and community animation 
is coordinated through the Caritas 
Portugal training programme, known 
as “Mais Próximo”, which was created 
especially to promote pastoral activ-
ities for dioceses and parishes. This 
training programme includes a mod-
ule dedicated to the social proximity 
attendance, which integrates various 
themes including how to register the 
information during the attendance 
(including a sample of the attendance 
sheet), how to promote dignity during 
the attendance, basic requirements 
and some principles to take into  
account during the social proximity 
attendance.  

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: POVERTY OBSERVATORY BY CARITAS PORTUGAL - 
SOCIAL OBSERVATION CENTRE - NOS

> OPERATORS

Those operators attending to the 
social proximity centre have a mixed 
set of skills. The majority, especially 
in parishes, are volunteers without 
technical training or operating skills. 
Some operators have a technical train-
ing in social attendance and have 
skills to manage software and hard-
ware tools. Caritas Portugal took into 
account from the start these different 
types of profiles of the operators. As a 
result, the NOS, in terms of its oper-
ators, works accordingly:

1. Each diocese has a technician re-
sponsible for NOS – the social obser-
vation centre;

2. The technician contacts the parishes 
and other Catholic proximity services 
to collect data using the information 
management system, or based on the 
attendance sheet in case they don’t 
have computers or have difficulties 
managing the software tools; 

3. The technician compiles the infor-
mation gathered from the parishes 
and Diocesan Caritas and sends it to 
the national coordinator of NOS. 

3.1.3
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> CHALLENGES

Caritas Portugal faces challenges re-
lated to the implementation of the 
software system used for data collection 
and the analysis of the collected data. 

1. Software implementation
• Lack of computer equipment in 

various proximity services.
• People without technical training 

use the system (in particular in 
parishes).

• Non-adherence to the software 
module for information manage-
ment of people. 

• Reluctance in parishes in using the 
models of information.

 
2. Analysis of data
• Different realities in each Diocese.
• Lack of technic ians in each 

diocese focused on collecting data 
and making the bridge with the 
parishes.

• The majority of people engaged in 
the social attendance do not under-
stand the importance of collecting 
data and registering information 
during the attendance. 
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POVERTY OBSERVATORY BY CARITAS PORTUGAL - 

SOCIAL OBSERVATION CENTRE - NOS

> COORDINATION

Coordination is done by the heads 
of the social work department of the 
Dioceses and by the Directors. The 
social policy and basic principles 
department is playing an important 
role in the distribution of informa-
tion, being the main contact for the 
Dioceses and the President of Caritas 
Austria.

> TRAINING

Counselling officers are trained on the 
job as well as in advance for the job. 
Multidisciplinary teams are thought 
to be an apt way to tackle the chal-
lenges of social counselling.

> ANALYSIS

Analysis is crucial! This is the issue on 
which we still need the most improve-
ment. The descriptive statistics help 
us to adjust our services/offers to best 
match the needs of our service users. 
The main aim is to try to find out what 
the “real” problems of our service users 
are, so we can best address that. How-
ever, this can only be achieved by ana-
lysing the counselling contents, which 
is not so easy considering our more 
than 112,000 contacts. This is sub-
ject of an ongoing discussion between 
Caritas Austria and the Dioceses.

> PREREQUISITES

To observe poverty, Caritas needs “Eyes 
and Ears” at every level, meaning that it 
is important to gather data at grass-root 
level as well as at a national and Euro-
pean levels. The aim is to paint a broad 
picture and also to match Caritas relief 
programmes and advocacy work with the 
needs of people experiencing poverty.  

> OPERATORS

Currently, systematic data collection 
(data made available to Caritas Austria 
by the dioceses) is only done in the social 
counselling offices by either social work-
ers or other trained counsellors. On the 
national level the data is collected by 
Caritas Austria and analysed by an exter-
nal expert. This report is then discussed 
within the group of divisional heads in 
the field of social work in the Dioceses. 
This strategic panel, within which the 
Caritas Austria department for social 
policy and basic principles participates, 
then shapes its recommendations for the 
Conference of Caritas Directors. 

Outcomes and information can be dis-
tributed throughout the Caritas Europa 
network.

Operators in a broader context have to 
have different skills on each level: 
• On the grass root level, social worker 

or similar background;
• On a national level, social scientists 

or similar background.

> OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES

Even after nearly four-years of work-
ing together on Austrian-wide sta-
tistics a few problems remain. First, 
there is an issue with missing data. 
Caritas Austria is at the moment 
trying to find out how to cope with 
this problem. Various ideas from 
devising mandatory input boxes to 
schooling/training of counsellors have 
been considered. Apart from the prob-
lem of missing data, the next big ques-
tion is that of analysis. Till now the 
collection of data was so insufficient 
that the question of analysis had been 
postponed. However, as the data is 
becoming increasingly more reliable, 
the need for analysis is going to be ad-
dressed. The main aim is to try to find 
out what the “real” problems of our 
service users are, so we can best ad-
dress them. However, this can only be 
achieved by analysing the counselling 
contents. As mentioned, this is sub-
ject of an ongoing discussion between 
Caritas Austria and the Dioceses and 
the outcome remains to be seen. 

Another obstacle to be overcome 
towards a comprehensive view on 
poverty in Austria as seen by Caritas 
is the fact that we can only use data 
collected at our social counselling 
offices. But there are of course a lot 
more places where Caritas is in con-
tact with people experiencing poverty 
than just that. 

Currently, it is not possible to connect 
the data of institutions for homeless, 
parishes, and other Caritas offices and 
supportive services with our social sta-
tistics. Eventually, this may change.

SOCIAL COUNSELLING SERVICES - CARITAS AUSTRIA

> COMMUNITY ANIMATION 

Caritas Austria is planning to do 
“study trips” to the Dioceses and 
maybe even to parishes to promote 
the importance of reliable data collec-
tion. The better the people understand 
what the data is needed for and how 
advocacy can help their service users 
on a non-individual level, the more at-
tention is going to be directed to the 
process of data collection. This, in 
turn, would contribute to providing 
more reliable data.  

> ADVOCACY

Until now the results of the survey 
have been used in two publications:
• Caritas Cares Report (Shadow 

Report)17. 
• “November Campaign” (Poverty 

in Austria).

However, the data is still used for var-
ious briefing papers used by the Cari-
tas Austria president and in negotia-
tions with federal ministries and other 
public authorities. In other words, the 
data is used as a source of legitimacy 
behind the claims/demands being 
made politically.   

3.4
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SOCIAL COUNSELLING SERVICES - SECOURS CATHOLIQUE – CARITAS FRANCE

> ADVOCACY

The Permanent Survey on poverty 
situations is a crucial advocacy tool. 
Caritas France also uses the data to 
develop additional advocacy instru-
ments: the Crisis and poverty barom-
eter measured the evolution of poverty 
as a consequence of the financial and 
economic crisis between 2008 and 
2014. Data were collected every two 
months by telephone from 130 delega-
tions. The results were systematically 
published on the website of Caritas 
France and used for advocacy.

The Permanent Survey on poverty sit-
uations is currently recognised by the 
French authorities and society. It is 
studied carefully and it contributes in 
a considerable way to the understand-
ing of and knowledge about poverty 
in France.

> OPERATORS

The Statistical Surveys and Analyses 
Department (composed of 1 em-
ployee, 1/3 administrative support 
and ad hoc volunteers) within the 
national office organises the data 
collection and prepares the analysis. 
The local Caritas delegations collect 
the data in a structured way and send 
them to the national office. Several 
tools have been developed to facilitate 
the process. The intake form is the 
basis; this individual folder describes 
the social situation of the person or 
family coming to meet a local Cari-
tas delegation. This folder is the basis 
for the accompaniment of the person 
or family. The relevant data from all 
intake forms are copied once per year 
in an anonymous statistical file, which 
is sent to the national office. Nearly 
all local delegations contribute on an 
annual basis to the data collection, 
consisting of a total of 85.000 to 
100.000 files.

> COORDINATION

The Statistical Surveys and Analyses 
Department coordinates the data col-
lection and is also responsible for the 
training of local staff and volunteers 
in registering the data. Since 2014 the 
delegations have the option to fill out 
the statistical files online. 

> TRAINING

As far as possible Caritas is offering 
trainings for staff and volunteers to 
collect data. 

> ANALYSIS

Caritas France is aware that its data are 
not necessarily representative for the 
poverty situation in France, but its size 
is considerable and the organisation ob-
serves a great stability in the data from 
year to year. Identified trends evolve 
slowly and correspond to conclusions 
of official national data analyses. Fur-
thermore, the Caritas data identify less 
known phenomena, such as illiteracy 
(2-3.000 cases annually). 

Caritas initiates additional survey on 
specific topics (that can be conducted 
in various ways) such as isolation 
and social life, children and families, 
family budgets, youth and mobility 
and transport.

The delegations have direct access to 
the results in the database and a pro-
cessing tool allows them to organise 
the results in various ways, according 
to their need for the information, e.g. 
for local advocacy purposes, media 
inquiries, etc.

> COMMUNITY ANIMATION 

A local Caritas staff or volunteer only 
asks relevant questions aimed at un-
derstanding the current situation of 
a person or family in need in order 
to give the best possible support; the 
main concern is the quality of the 
intake and welcome and possible 
solutions. The quality of the collected 
data heavily depends on the quality of 
the welcome given to people coming 
to the delegations. 

> OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES

It is crucial to give statistics the value 
they have: they are not more than a 
tool to collect knowledge which is 
not absolute and one should avoid 
quick interpretations of isolated 
data. It is equally crucial to give life 
to the numbers by using testimonies 
or life stories of people experiencing 
poverty.

The data is available for use at local 
level by the Caritas delegations but 
this needs to be further encour-
aged. It is also a constant challenge 
to encourage local delegations to 
(continue) to collect the data by or-
ganising training seminars and by 
explaining their relevance for polit-
ical action. And finally, increasing 
the quality of the collected data is 
a permanent concern. In order to 
address this, Caritas France consid-
ers creating a network of “reference 
volunteers”.

Caritas France has been collecting data concerning their service users since 1982, to produce two sets of data: the National 
assessment of the situations encountered and the Permanent survey on poverty situations. The first set collects data about 
the number of volunteers, teams, counselling services and people experiencing poverty they encountered. Based on the 
figures, Caritas France can estimate the number of people having used its services in the course of the year. The second 
set concerns data on the social situation of people coming to Caritas delegations; analysis of these data is the basis for the 
report used as an advocacy tool to influence national policies.

3.2.23.2.23.5
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SOCIO-POLITICAL SURVEILLANCE – CARITAS LUXEMBURG AND CARITAS GERMANY

A genuine task of Caritas services is observing social realities, the lives of people and their living conditions as well as the 
events, incidents and decisions that affect them in order to analyse them, to shed light on consequences and alternatives, 
and to bring this to the fora. “Advocacy is the other side of the coin”, it says in Caritas Europa’s advocacy strategy (where 
the first side of the coin is the concrete relief action).

especially as it impacts the most vul-
nerable. Another part of the analysis 
could be to make own proposals for 
political reforms that could improve 
the living conditions of vulnerable 
people. 

> COMMUNITY ANIMATION 

To a certain extent, it could be possi-
ble to show up in a local community 
(like a parish) and to share with the 
community how the people are living 
daily and what Caritas’ analysis has as 
outcome and proposal for change. The 
analysis could be enriched through 
further exchanges.

> ADVOCACY

The results of the analysis of the SPS 
staff would be the grounds on which 
advocacy cases could be built and 
acted upon.

> PREREQUISITES

To observe, first you need eyes! The 
eyes (and ears) of Caritas refer to 
those who are searching for support 
from our services as well as those 
who are running the services. Thus, 
the organisation must be a seeing and 
hearing organisation, and even more: 
a looking and listening one! On the 
other hand, the organisation needs 
to have staff members who are able 
to follow what is going on at the po-
litical level, what initiatives taken are 
being taken, what will come up next 
and what effects will certain political 
regulations have on vulnerable people. 
Against this background, Caritas em-
ployees (or volunteers) need to have 
good relations to politicians, but also 
to civil servants in the respective min-
istries; to scientists, analysts and legal 
experts; and moreover to journalists 
and other agents in civil society, trade 
unions, etc. And they need to have the

necessary possibilities to understand 
and analyse what these initiatives will 
bring, especially for the most vulner-
able. Lastly, they need to how regu-
lation should be changed to improve 
the situation from the perspective of 
the most vulnerable.

> OPERATORS

For Caritas Luxembourg, the so-
cio-political surveillance (SPS) has to 
be carried out by dedicated staff in a 
position that is high enough, near to 
the director or secretary general, to be 
political.

> COORDINATION

The overall coordination has to be 
done by the CEO or by someone 
working directly with the CEO, be-
cause it is of utmost importance that 
on the one hand the leading people of 
the organisation are informed about

the SPS staff, their roles and tasks, 
and for receiving guidance. On the 
other hand, there is also a necessity for 
close cooperation with the communi-
cation or public relations department. 
The CEO might also gather necessary 
information through his or her polit-
ical contacts or from alliances, which 
would need additional coordination.

> TRAINING

SPS people must be trained accord-
ingly for the job, also while on the 
job to stay up-to-date. Some of the 
staff should have a legal background; 
political-economic or socio-scientific 
knowledge would also be beneficial. 

> ANALYSIS

This is at the heart of the task: to an-
alyse what effects the current regula-
tion has, what initiatives are coming 
up and what will be the consequences, 

> OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES

The major challenge indisputably 
is managing the socio-political sur-
veillance in line with the needs and 
expectations of the most vulnerable. 
Additional obstacles are surely those 
that hinder access to information, 
such as the lack of visibility of the 
operators from the SPS or the lack of 
communication between the SPS and 
other social workers from Caritas, just 
to name a few.

3.6
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SURVEYS – CARITAS CZECH REPUBLIC

5. The largest collection of data 
was used for the purpose of 
completing Caritas Europa’s 
European and national Shadow 
Report and later its Caritas Cares 
Series report on poverty. Caritas 
Czech Republic wrote its f irst 
national Shadow Report in 2014. 
The lack of available data made 
completion very difficult. There 
was no Caritas data that could be 
compared with official statistics. 
Consequently, it was decided that 
a research study be conducted to 
collect social service information. 
Considering the fact that research 
could be done on a smaller scale 
and only once, it was decided that 
the most appropriate respondents 
would be employees who work 
in social services and are in daily 
contact with clients who have expe-
rienced poverty. The questionnaire 
contained mostly open-ended ques-
tions and was standardised. The 
questions were focused on opinion 
and experience of social workers.

> PREREQUISITES

Caritas Czech Republic does not have 
a continuous and widespread monitor-
ing of its activities and background of 
its service users. However, some Czech 
members collect such data for their own 
purposes or for the local government 
(for which the local government pro-
vides funding). For this reason, individ-
ual collections are kept separately. This 
makes it very difficult to find common 
indicators that could be used consist-
ently for ongoing national analyses. 

> OPERATORS, TRAINING  
AND COORDINATION

Each diocese, but also their parishes 
that are in most cases independent, 
choose their own reporting system that 
follows the local requirements. They 
also choose their own software system 
independently. Caritas Czech Repub-
lic communicates with the dioceses at 
grassroots-level by means of working 
groups. This cannot be perceived, how-
ever, as a sustainable operation, as there 
is no training at present. Coordination is 
in most cases led by the national office. 
As a certain type of observation18 can be 
considered as data collected that is valid 
for use in the Caritas annual report. 

> ANALYSIS AND ADVOCACY

Because Caritas Czech Republic is 
active in advocacy activities, it is often 
useful and necessary to prove certain 
statements with evidence-based data. 
In such cases, Caritas Czech Republic 
uses data from the annual report or 
carries out an “ad hoc data survey”. 
Examples of such cases based in data 
collection include the:

1.  Description of the situation in 
social services caused by changes 
in funding of social services 
– funding was transferred from 
the MLSA to regional authorities 
(Spring 2015). Caritas initially con-
ducted this survey in its services, 
while other nationwide organisa-
tions later joined. This collection 
was conducted using only excel 
charts and analysed according to 
the poverty observatory program 
or SPSS. 

2. Mapping the amount of wages 
for  soc ia l  s e r v ic e  worker s 
(Autumn 2015) - the main guar-
antor in this case was the De-
partment of Economics, which 
showed the averagesa lary for 
social workers and others workers 
in the f ield of socia l services. 
 
     

3. Currently ongoing data collec-
tion for the purpose of advocacy 
on social housing and related calls 
announced by the ESF. Data col-
lection is conducted electronically 
- via Google forms to be completed 
either by individual employees 
of the services or coordinating 
dioceses in cooperation.

4. Collection of data on the ac-
tivities of professional social 
counsel l ing focused on in-
debtedness (May 2016). Caritas 
Czech Republic organised the 
roundtable: “Debt relief for those 
who need it” to prevent certain 
changes in “insolvency law”. For 
its presentation and defence, it 
needed to obtain data regarding 
the number of counselling centres 
that deal with the debt issue, as 
well as figures from the counsel-
ling centres relative to drafting 
proposals for insolvency and also 
comparing successful / unsuccess-
ful insolvency proposals. The main 
contact persons in this event were 
representatives from each diocese 
in the “working group on social 
counselling”. Their representatives 
had gathered relevant data, which 
helped in the roundtable debate. 
  

> OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES

Obstacles include various data sources 
having different formats; difficulty 
collecting data directly from service 
users; the high expense of conducting 
ad hoc research; the time consuming 
process for this; cooperation needed 
between diocesan and national level; 
certain data are private and cannot 
be acquired; and the analysis is not 
used in all possible situations (de-
partments do not communicate 
within each other sufficiently/do not 
have common plan). Moreover, the 
following aspects deserve careful 
consideration in the process of de-
veloping social observation: does it 
pay off to conduct ad hoc research? 
What are the benefits for Caritas/for 
the responding services? Is it too de-
manding for the staff /clients? What 
services/workers/clients are the most 
appropriate respondents? What shall 
the communication paths be? Is there 
any group of people that can provide 
data collection at the district level 
or is it better to send questionnaires 
directly relative to each service? 
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Can we collect data electronically? 
Are respondents able to use this 
tool? Are all requests and ques-
tions clear and unmistakable? Can 
common methodological issues of 
sociological research be considered? 

It is recommended to use such re-
search as much as possible, not only 
for advocacy purpose, but also to in-
dicate data sources in annual reports, 
at (press) conferences, etc. In any 
case the entire organisation should 
be aware of the results of the analy-
sis in order to make maximum use 
of the data sets and to avoid duplica-
tion or misuse. One person should be 
in charge of the activity and ensure 
communication about it to all other 
sections of the organisation.
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CONCLUDING 
ELEMENTS

4.
Following the presentation of practical examples, the next questions relate to the outcome 
and follow up actions necessary for reaping the advocacy results from a poverty observatory. 

OBSERVING PUBLIC OPINION/MEDIA CONTENTS

When one wants to observe society and do socio-political surveillance in particular, it’s very 
important and relevant to scan the media. Even more so because media are constructors 
of a reality that is often considered as the reality by the wider audience. From this point 
of view, media are key actors in the analysis of social problems, such as poverty and social 
exclusion. The way information is processed, the use of stereotypes and excessive repetition 
of certain informative elements guide and end up creating a kind of systematic categorisation 
of problems (and people). Certain media often transmit ideological and ambiguous 
representations when they treat political and social facts (e.g. about migrants, homeless 
people, etc.). It is thus very important for organisations, such as Caritas to be conscious and 
careful of these media filters when shaping their advocacy strategies to fight poverty and 
social exclusion, for instance.

OBSERVATION AND ANALYSIS OF RESOURCES 

Caritas observatories should give specific attention to the analysis of the state of responses 
to poverty and social exclusion. The idea behind this attitude is that poverty is not only 
influenced by the lack of resources (financial, social, cultural, etc.), but also by gaps in 
the welfare system and lack of available responses to poverty. In other words, observing 
and analysing the state of welfare resources means observing poverty itself. We can thus 
split observation of resources into two main categories of research actions and analysis: 1) 
observation of social legislation; and 2) observation of services and local responses. 

4.1

4.2
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2) OBSERVATION AND MAPPING OF LOCAL RESOURCES 

This kind of observation and research activity is targeting two different goals. The first goal 
is partly interconnected with the former path of observation, as the purpose is to verify the 
connection between social legislation and care services in the territory. In this way we can offer a 
general evaluation of the welfare system in a specific territory. The second goal is more practical: 
to provide social operators with an updated and easy to read resources map. This kind of tool is 
very useful for service providers/social operators (not only belonging to Caritas organisations), 
because in this way operators can make referrals and connect the Caritas service users to the 
appropriate services and right place. Maps should be sized and tailored to operational needs and 
generally include services delivered by a variety of entities: public authorities, NGOs, associations, 
local Churches and Caritas, etc. Usually each service has a dedicated section in the map providing 
basic information, such as the name of the service, types of service users, address and contacts, 
time of opening, etc. 

The resources map can be made available for consultation in different formats (online or printed). 
The effectiveness of this tool depends mainly on the capacity to update information and to cover 
areas and services not easily detectable. Considering the need to remain up-to-date, local Caritas 
generally include in their orientation, the task to edit online versions of the map, rather than to 
produce printed versions. This is in order to avoid re-printing of quickly outdated publications. 
It also allows social operators to always have updated tools available online. Below is an example 
of such a resource map. 

1) OBSERVATION OF LEGISLATION 

the aim of this type of research is to evaluate the capacity of legislation to ensure enforceable rights 
and to give to people in need effective answers. In Europe, social legislation can be produced at 
different territorial administrative levels: European, national, regional, local, etc. In addition, if 
we have the law-making process as a reference, evaluation procedures may relate to laws that are 
being written and laws that already passed. In the first case, Caritas should be able to retrieve and 
analyse the draft law text. In the second case, it is instead necessary to analyse laws already in force. 
It’s important to note that in both cases the aim of Caritas is not to produce a legal analysis, but a 
general evaluation of existing regulations “on the side of the most deprived”. For this reason, this 
kind of evaluation requires the involvement of the privileged witnesses more, who can be heard at 
different levels (social workers, people experiencing poverty, social workers, representatives of civil 
society, trade unions, etc.) rather than the involvement of lawyers and jurists. The evaluation results 
can be edited and published in different forms. In addition to the widespread communication of the 
analysis, main results should be addressed to policy makers and political figures and institutions, 
both at national and local levels. 

> To know the territory of reference
> Reports on the activities/social budgets
> Socio-religious surveys

 OBSERVATION/PARTICIPATION

PREPARATORY WORK 
AND CONSULTATIONS

ANALYSIS

DISCUSSION AND MODIFICATION OF THE TEXT 
OF THE LAW BY LEGISLATIVE INSTITUTIONS

EVALUATION

ENACTMENT OF THE LAW

IMPLEMENTATION CHECKING

IMPLEMENTATION AND ADOPTION OF NATIONAL 
OR LOCAL ENFORCEMENT MEASURES

OTHER STRATEGIES

EXAMPLE OF RESOURCE MAPPING

 N A ME OF T HE SER V ICE    
 A DDRES S    
 T EL EPHONE   

 FA X   

 E-M A IL   

 W EB S I T E   

 C ON TA C T PERS ON   

 PROMOT ING EN T I T Y   

 M A N A GEMEN T EN T I T Y   

 OPENING SER V ICE HOURS   

 C AT EGORY A ND A C T I V I T Y T Y PE   

 T Y PE OF CL IEN T S / BENEF IC I A R IES /     
 SER V ICE USERS   

BR IEF DES CRIP T ION OF A C T I V I T IES     
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USING THE RESULTS OF POVERTY OBSERVATORIES

COMMUNICATE OBSERVATION

Considering the intention behind the observatories - to get to the root of some societal 
challenges - it is important to be conscious of the importance of communicating the poverty 
observatory results, recognising as well that this can have rather political connotations. One of 
the basic axioms of communication argues that an organisation cannot help but communicate. 
This applies as well to observatories on poverty and resources, which entails a crucial element 
in the advocacy cycle19. In this case, however, such poverty observatories must communicate 
in the right way by providing reliable data and meaningful information, and be conscious 
of the specific attitude necessary for this. In order to achieve a maximum impact with the 
output of the poverty analysis, policy messages should be shaped according to the specific 
target audience(s). Policy messages must also be adapted and tools and events should be 
conceptualised and implemented in order to reach the specific target audiences.  

 

EUROPEAN GENERAL DATA PROTECTION REGULATION: CONFIDENCE  
AS AN INVALUABLE CORNERSTONE OF EUROPE’S DIGITAL FUTURE

By Viviane Reding, Member of the European Parliament, Former Vice-President of the 
European Commission

Finally! It took more than two years of studying, discussing with civil society and institutional 
stakeholders, to shape the proposal, followed by more than four years of seemingly endless 
negotiations between the Council of Ministers, the European Parliament and the European 
Commission – amidst one of the fiercest lobbying campaigns at European level ever. But during 
last April’s plenary session in Strasbourg, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) was 
finally adopted and voted into law by the Members of the European Parliament. A proud day for 
Europe, for its citizens and for its businesses. 

A proud day for your author as well, because I initiated this proposal already in January 2012 as 
then Commissioner for Justice. I am proud because this legislation is a milestone - one that will 
go down in history as the act by which Europe seized its digital future. Europe has shown that, 
when policy-makers transcend national and political divides, it can deliver strong results. This 
legacy achievement is rooted as much in our common history as it will be fundamental for our 
common future! Moreover, it is the first time a fundamental value such as the “right to personal 
data protection”20 is implemented and protected through a regulation with pan-EU application: 
one continent, one rule! The future will show that, as technology gets more intrusive, our Privacy 
Culture will only gain in attractiveness.

Why do we need a European Data Protection Regulation?

But before it got better, it got worse... You might wonder: where did this idea originate and why 
was I so resolved to see it through when all odds were against it? For that we must understand 
where the EU’s Privacy Culture comes from.

The building of a common Europe was an answer to a century-long history of wars on the 
continent. Wars are well known to have little consideration for the rights of individuals. That is 
why those rights became the basis on which the Founding Fathers of the European Union built 
their endeavour.

Then, in the early nineties certain Member States who just joined the EU, or others who had 
just regained their freedom and were hopeful to join, had just emerged from oppressive and 
totalitarian regimes. The people of those countries had understandably cultivated a severe distrust 
of invasive government. Gruesome memories of mass-surveillance were still imprinted on their 
collective memories. The adoption of the 1995 Data Privacy Directive was the EU’s response to 
meet those concerns.

The need to Reform

But little did we know back then that the Digital Revolution was only starting to pick-up speed. 
1995 really was the digital stone-age! In the subsequent 2 decades the world witnessed an endless 
stream of digital innovations and new technologies. Along came innumerable new ways in which 
individuals’ data could be collected.

But politics does not adhere to the same deadlines as the digital revolution. Regulatory responses 
could impossibly keep pace with the new technologies, and this created a new wave of distrust. 
This time it was the absence of government oversight that threatened to undermine citizen’s trust 
in the digital economy and hence our capacity to capitalize on the benefits of the digital revolution!
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Trust in the digital economy nosedived. Eurobarometer surveys consistently showed a 
serious lack of trust of Europeans vis-à-vis digital applications. In 2011, for example, “70% 
of Europeans were concerned that their personal data held by companies could be used for 
a purpose other than that for which it was collected”.21 Something needed to be done! If 
not, the engine of the development of the digital economy would grind to a halt and impair 
Europe’s capacity to find digital solutions for the digital millennium through an ensuing lack 
of investments. This distrust would inevitably turn against governments who would have 
seemed incapable of guaranteeing their citizens’ basic rights.

Not to be caught up in these traps, I turned to a familiar and successful recipe which I had 
fine-tuned during my previous mandate as Commissioner for Telecoms. Open the internal 
market, get rid of the balkanisation under 28 different regimes, restore legal certainty for 
companies, and at the same time set a very strong regulatory framework to protect the rights 
of individuals. This way multiple objectives could be realized: cutting red tape for businesses 
who shouldn’t have to navigate 28 different regimes (saving European businesses up to €2,3bn/
year!), providing a strong and credible protection for all European citizens (not just for those 
who happened to live in a Member State that already had a strong data protection regime) 
and ultimately reigniting the engine of growth in the digital economy.

From Proposal to Adoption: the long and painstaking process

But getting there was not so easy. My services finalised the Commission proposal in January 
2012, amidst a fierce lobbying campaign trying to prevent the Commission from agreeing on 
a legal text.

Then the co-legislators took over. The European Parliament spent more than 2 years to agree to 
its first reading in March 2014. 4,000 amendments were on the table, many of them directly 
inspired by industry-interests and their unrelenting lobbying-effort. With only 10 MEPs voting 
against the text, the EP gave my proposal a ringing endorsement. But don’t think that it is more 
difficult to agree to a common text between 8 different political groups, 28 nationalities and 
751 MEPs than between 28 national governments. 620 MEPs were speaking with one voice, 
while 28 ministers got lost in translation.

The Council continued to drag its feet, behind a smoke-screen of better national laws and the 
usual law-enforcement concerns. Edward Snowden had to smash people’s last bit of trust in 
Data Privacy before the Council realized they had to get real on the protection of their personal 
data. His revelations of the largest systematic international mass-surveillance operation in the 
history of mankind infused the debate with a renewed sense of urgency.

But still the end of the tunnel was not in sight. When the Council finally agreed on its Common 
Approach in June 2015, the Regulation had been so defaced by the proliferation of exemptions 
and no less than 36 flexibility clauses that it had been emptied from its substance. It was watered 
down so much that even the central principles of the 1995 Directive were at risk of dilution.

Next up were trilogue-talks. By that time my last mandate as Commissioner had finished and I 
continued serving in the European Parliament. Not turning my back on pro-consumer and pro-
business policies I kept up the pressure and sense of urgency among colleagues and in the media.

For the final balanced result, it was a matter of good fortune that the Parliament continued to 
be represented in the talks by a resourceful rapporteur (MEP Jan Philipp Albrecht) to gently 
guide a recalcitrant Council back to the middle-ground. And so the institutional tug of war 
finished right where it began: the Council tore it all apart, the Parliament puzzled it back 
together, and the Commission nailed it. A balance was struck, and a historic deal was done22.

Final Deal: Personal Data become “Personal” once again

So it can come as no surprise that this historic deal was necessarily the object of a compromise. 
But we can be very proud of the strong final result that, as shown before, caters to the needs 
of companies and citizens in the digital age. Now let us have a closer look at how the GDPR 
once again puts you in charge of your personal data.

First and foremost, the GDPR will make sure that you and every citizen in the European 
Union will benefit from the same high level of protection – and not only the lucky ones that 
happen to live in a Member State that already has strong safeguards in place. The principle 
of clear and affirmative consent is therefore a cornerstone of this regulation, and this should 
happen by way of an active step on behalf of the user. Moreover, you will not only have easier 
access to your own data, but you will also be able to transfer them more easily to switch 
between services (“data portability”). For example, changing e-mail provider will no longer 
mean that you have to lose all your previous e-mails. Henceforth you will also have to be 
informed whenever your personal data were hacked. Additionally, the new rules recognize a 
so-called “Right to be forgotten”. This means that you will be able to request the deletion of 
your personal data – when there is no longer any legitimate ground or necessity (for instance 
contractual or legal obligation) to keep the data.

The GDPR does not only concern you, but also your children: growing up surrounded by ever 
more invasive technology, they receive special protection. From now on, as long as they are 
below a certain age (13 to 16 years depending on the Member State), they will need parental 
consent to open an account for example on social media such as Facebook or Instagram. By 
putting individuals in charge again of their own data, these measures will build and underpin 
consumer-confidence in the digital economy, and gear up Europe to embrace its digital future.

Conclusion: GDPR as a Launchpad for Europe’s Digital Future

So where do we go from here? If Europe wants to lead the digital era and not undergo it, we 
should hurry to occupy the digital high-ground. This is a question of safeguarding our digital 
independence, which is inextricably bound up with our wider sovereignty and our capacity to co-
author the rules for the digital millennium. The new Data Protection rules are a great launchpad 
for such endeavours. Europe is setting standards for the digital road ahead. Our new rules, for 
instance, will be applicable also to companies that are established outside the EU, but provide 
services within the EU. With fines of up to €20 million or 4% of global turnover - whichever 
is highest – Europe shows that it is serious: those who want to play in our backyard should play 
by our rules! But there is no time to rest on our laurels. If we want our influence to endure, our 
next achievement must be the completion of a truly European Digital Single Market.

The only way for Europe to punch above its weight is to pool its resources and knowledge, and 
to harmonise 28 national frameworks into a single rule, wherever they prevent businesses from 
fully benefitting from the Single Market and wherever they create extra costs for consumers. 
The adoption of the GDPR is an auspicious outset, ensuring that new initiatives are no longer 
built on regulatory quicksand, but can now defy the ages built on solid foundations.

We have proven that we know the recipe for success, only the implementation is lacking. If we 
can set fairer global rules, and reinforce the EU’s digital sovereignty, we can embrace the digital 
revolution with the ambition to shape it. This is a vision of a Europe that I would like to hand 
down to the next generation.
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1. Caritas Europa’s Strategic Framework 
2020.

2. Caritas Cares Series, 2016. “End poverty 
in Europe - Our solutions to make it 
happen”, p.8: http://www.caritas.eu/
sites/default/files/caritas_europa_cares_
report2016_-_end_poverty_in_europe.
pdf

3. Eurostat, Persistent at-risk-of poverty rate 
by age group, 2014 in: Ibid, p.12. 

4. Gaudium et Spes, This also means to 
endow the events with “sacramental” 
value; rather than mere meeting places, 
there are moments of encounter between 
God and human beings.

5. This refers to the bold choices described 
in the Gospel. With the method and 
pedagogy to reach diverse listeners, the 
parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:30) 
shows us a social plan in four stages, 
ranging from seeing the fact, observing 
the fact (survey of relevant data), taking 
care of the person in need and finally 
involving the community. Jesus’ entire life 
was one of encounters, with a multiplicity 
of relations with all kinds of different 
people. His encounters were fraternal, 
authentic, offering his friendship. There 
are no ulterior motives. As recalled by 
Gaudium et Spes #32: “He loved with a 
human heart”. All of Jesus’ encounters 
were based on observing, listening, and 
discerning. 

6. “The great biblical tradition enjoins on all 
peoples the duty to hear the voice of the 
poor.” Pope Francis’ address to authorities 
and members of the diplomatic corps 
at the Presidential Palace in Manila, 16 
January 2015.

7. “…a heart that sees” Pope Benedict XVI 
in Deus Caritas Est 31.

8. “Jesus, seeing the crowds of people who 
followed him, realized that they were 
tired and exhausted, lost and without a 
guide, and he felt deep compassion for 
them (cf. Mt 9:36). On the basis of this 
compassionate love he healed the sick who 
were presented to him (cf. Mt 14:14), and 
with just a few loaves of bread and fish 
he satisfied the enormous crowd (cf. Mt 
15:37). What moved Jesus in all of these 
situations was nothing other than mercy, 
with which he read the hearts of those 
he encountered and responded to their 
deepest need.” Misericordia Vultus 8, 
Pope Francis.

9. The last three Popes: S. John Paul II, 
Benedikt XVI and Francis refer often in 
their teachings to the “preferential option 
for the poor” as crucial and implicit in 
Christian faith.  

10. Discernment reveals the face of God 
in the story of every man and woman 
in history, acknowledging that God’s 
silence in history is revelatory of His 
countenance. 

11.  Nominal Group Technique (NGT) 
is a group process involving problem 
identification, solution generation, and 
decision making.

12. The Delphi method is a structured 
communication technique or method, 
originally developed as a systematic, 
interactive forecasting method which 
relies on a panel of experts.

13. http://ec.europa.eu/justice/
data-protection/reform/files/
regulation_oj_en.pdf

14. The Church in Italy after Loreto (1985) 
Italian Episcopal Conference (CEI). 

15. Data updated September 2016.

16. http://www.caritas.eu/news/in-work-
poverty-and-long-term-unemployment-
europes-two-biggest-challenges

17. http://www.caritas.eu/sites/default/
files/2015_caritas_cares_country_report_
at.pdf 
 

18. Such data is completed according to 
the division that determines the Social 
Services Act.

19. For further reading and guidance, refer to 
the Caritas Europa Advocacy Handbook, 
http://www.caritas.eu/advocacy-
handbook, available in 11 languages. See 
steps 3-6 of the advocacy cycle for more 
details on communicating for advocacy 
purposes.

20. Enshrined in article 8 of the EU Charter 
of Fundamental Rights.

21.  Eurobarometer on Attitudes on Data 
Protection and Electronic Identity in the 
European Union (Published June 2011; 
Field work from November-December 
2010).

22. It is worth to mention that this was the 
first time ever that a European legislative 
process was documented in a full-length 
feature film entitled “Democracy – Im 
Rausch der Daten”. It was nominated 
for the German Film Prize 2016 in the 
category “Best Documentary Film”.

END NOTES  
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