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Abstract
This study analyses demographic diversity in the middle-income class in six Central and Eastern European 
countries – Poland, Hungary, Czechia, Slovakia, Lithuania, and Estonia – in 2005 and 2021. Using EU-SILC 
microdata and the concept of economic stratification based on equivalised household disposable income,  
the analysis distinguishes lower, core, and upper middle-income groups. The main objectives are: (1) to examine 
how the size of middle-income classes has changed over time; (2) to assess differences in their demographic 
composition, particularly with regard to age, birth cohorts, and household type; and (3) to identify which cohorts 
experienced the greatest upward mobility on the income ladder. The results show that the middle class generally 
expanded, its income situation improved, and younger cohorts progressed the most. Households with children 
advanced economically, while single-person and elderly households remained vulnerable. Demographic shifts 
underline the evolving structure and economic relevance of the middle class in post-communist societies.

Keywords: middle class, demographic diversity, income stratification, Central and Eastern Europe, EU-SILC
Demografie, 2025, 67(4): 211–229
DOI: https://doi.org/10.54694/dem.0368

1) �Department of Econometrics and Statistics at Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, Poland. Corresponding author: Joanna.
Muszynska@umk.pl. 

2) Department of Applied Informatics and Mathematics in Economics at Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, Poland. 
3) Department of Economics at Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, Poland. 

1. INTRODUCTION
After the demise of communist rule in the late 1980s, 
Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries 
underwent a period of rapid systemic transformation, 
including liberalisation, macroeconomic stabilisation, 
structural adjustment, and institutional reforms 
(Gomułka, 2023; International Monetary Fund, 
2000; Sachs, 1996). Because of the deep structural 
transformation from state-led economies to market  

economies, Central and Eastern European countries  
have shared a trend of increasing income inequalities 
(Brzeziński, 2018; Cakal-Velagic et al., 2024; World 
Bank, 1996), which is considered the economic 
dimension of stratification (Domański, 2009). 
Moreover, income were observed to be highly 
diverse both at the start of the transformation in the 
early 1990s and after the countries’ accession to the 
European Union (EU) in 2004, with Baltic countries 



PŘEHLEDY  | DIGEST

212

2025 67 (4)

presenting much greater income inequalities than what 
was seen in Poland, Slovakia, Czechia, and Hungary 
(Brzeziński, 2018; World Bank, 1996). Although income 
inequalities, which are closely related to income class 
stratification, have been relatively broadly discussed 
in the post-communist period (Brzeziński et al., 2019; 
Dorjnyambuu, 2024; Porras, 2010; World Bank, 1996), 
not enough attention is paid to income distribution 
from the perspective of income class stratification, 
in particular in the middle-income groups (Atkinson 
et al., 2013). 

Central and Eastern European countries share 
the experience of being a post-communist type  
of welfare state and have many similarities in terms 
of their relatively worse social indicators and social 
stratification performance (Aidukaite, 2011). However, 
with the development of a capitalist labour market, 
a middle class evolved in the post-communist states 
(Domański, 2012; Kochnar, 2020) and is still in the 
process of taking shape (Wyżnikiewicz, 2021). It is 
recognised that the middle class is important for 
achieving strong economic growth (Dabla-Noris  
et al., 2015) and economic stability (Pressman, 2007). 
In some post-communist countries, the middle class 
promoted the development of strong institutions, 
which were crucial to economic growth in the systemic 
transformation (Cakal-Velagic et al., 2024; Piątkowski, 
2020). On the other hand, class stratification is based 
on an institutionalised pattern of inequalities and  
is regulated by law and social norms (Domański, 2020).

The middle class is clearly definable from  
a sociological perspective, with occupation considered 
the identifying criterion of the middle class (Erikson  
et al.,1992). An economic perspective, which considers 
an economic criterion (i.e. equalised disposable 
income per person in the household or the share  
of the middle, i.e. between the 3rd and the 8th decile, 
in income distribution) is rare, particularly when 
it comes to analyses of the middle classes in post-
communist states. Although the middle class has 
been described as vanishing in the United States 
(Temin, 2018) and other developed Western European 
countries (OECD, 2019; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2016),  
in most post-communist countries the middle class has 
grown in the period since accession to the European 
Union (Panek, 2017; Vaughan-Whitehead, 2020). 
There are also expectations that the middle class  

in post-communist countries will continue to expand, 
particularly in high-income economies (Tvaronavičienė 
et al., 2017). Like the middle class in the rapidly 
transforming economies of East Asia and the Middle 
East, many people in CEE countries have entered  
the middle class (Marsh et al., 2016). 

The middle class in post-communist states is  
an interesting phenomenon not only because  
it evolved in similar historical circumstances but 
also because of the historically determined stronger 
preference for income equality in these states than  
in Western European countries (Graham et al., 
2017). What is more, given that in CEE countries 
in the post-communist period social status and 
criteria of class positioning became more closely 
connected to a person’s material standard of living 
(Zawadzka, 2018), studying this group of society 
from an economic perspective is both worthwhile 
and justified. The value system of members of the 
middle class in CEE countries also changed from 
collectivist to more individualist (Zagórski, 2011), 
focusing more on individual effort to move up the 
economic ladder than on getting a higher education, 
which used to be related to being a member of the 
intelligentsia (Kulas, 2017), which was believed to be 
the equivalent of the middle class in the communist 
period (Domański, 2012). It was with the change  
in regime that meritocracy began to have an influence 
on the social hierarchy (Domański, 2020). The decrease 
in the strength of the correlation between education, 
occupation, and affluence causes frustration, which 
in post-communist societies is expressed by people 
blaming the government for their failures more often 
than members of the middle class in Western countries 
tend to do (Domański, 2020). Moreover, a downturn 
has been observed in the degree of tolerance there  
is of differences between the top and bottom income 
groups in post-communist states (Grosfeld et al., 2008). 

With the rise of the middle class, the group also 
became more complex. When the middle class  
is considered in economic terms based on OECD 
criteria, namely equalised disposable income per 
person in the household, the analysis includes people 
with different levels of education, age (generations), 
and gender, as well as diverse household structures. 
However, the demographic structure of the middle 
class in CEE countries is not well recognised in the 
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literature. The present study aims to fill this gap, 
focusing on changes in the period after the accession 
of Central and Eastern European countries to the 
European Union.

The political and socioeconomic transformation 
that Central and Eastern European countries 
underwent had an impact on many fields of life, 
including the demographic behaviour of the 
population (consistently low birth rates, the systematic 
postponement of marriage and parenthood, the rise  
of alternative forms of partnerships, parenthood 
outside marriage, and changes in nationality). 
Declining fertility rates and the possibility of 
emigration resulting from the accession to the 
European Union caused a decrease in the population 
in most countries. Compared to 1990, Eurostat data 
in 2005 show slight population only in Slovakia 
(+1.6%) and Poland (+0.4%), with a decline in Estonia 
(–13.5%), Lithuania (–9.2%), Hungary (–2.7%), 
and Czechia (–1.6%). In turn, in 2021, compared  
to 1990, we observe more dramatic population declines  
in Lithuania (–24.3%) and Estonia (–15.3%), but 
also in Hungary (–6.2%) and Poland (–0.5%).  
At the same time, the population increased in Slovakia 
(+3.3%) and Czechia (+1.3%). Populations are also 
ageing, and the old-age dependency ratio is rising 
in all countries. Although the population in Central 
and Eastern Europe is still younger on average than 
in Western Europe, some countries are ageing even 
faster than in Western Europe. Key demographic 
trends are becoming less favourable for the selected 
CEE countries.

The main aim of this study is to identify and 
characterise the diversity of the demographic 
characteristics of the middle class in Central and 
Eastern European countries. Considering equalised 
disposable income per person in the household  
as the criterion of membership in the middle class 
(in economic terms), we conducted an analysis of the 
middle-income class (MC). Given the relatively large 
and growing share of members of the MC in CEE 
countries, in-depth analysis of the MC was carried out 
on three of its subclasses: the lower middle-income 
class (LMC), the core middle-income class (CMC), 
and the upper middle-income class (UMC). The 
demographic characteristics of these three middle-
class groups in post-communist states were assessed 

in terms of selected demographic aspects, including, 
among others, structure by age and household type. 
The research was conducted using EU-SILC microdata 
for 2005 and 2021, covering the period after the 
accession of Central and Eastern European countries  
to the European Union in 2004. The countries 
considered in the study included selected CEE 
countries for which data were available: Poland, 
Slovakia, Czechia, Hungary, Estonia, and Lithuania.

The research questions are as follows:
RQ1: How much did the size of the middle class 

change between 2005 and 2021 in Central and Eastern 
European countries?

RQ2: Is the middle class ageing in CEE countries?
RQ3: How diverse is the middle class in terms  

of demographic factors such as household type, age, 
and birth cohorts?

RQ4: Which birth cohort (generation) or 
household type experienced the greatest upward 
mobility on the income ladder in CEE countries?

RQ5: How diverse is the middle class in terms  
of income structure and distribution?

The analysis contributes to the existing literature 
from different angles. First, it provides a comparison 
of within-country analyses of the demographic 
characteristics of different classes in regard to income 
stratification. Three middle classes were distinguished 
to examine the differences between members of the 
middle class: the lower middle-income class, the 
core middle-income class, and the upper middle-
income class. Our study is also novel for incorporating 
demographic variables, such as age and household 
type. When age is considered, there are six generations 
to study: the Silent Generation (born before 1946), 
the Baby Boomer Generation (Boomers, born  
1946–1964), Generation X (born 1965–1980), 
Generation Y (Millennials, born 1981–1996), 
Generation Z (Zoomers, born 1997–2012), and 
Generation Alpha (born 2013–2025) (Dimock, 
2019; Twenge, 2023). We use the definition of  
a generation (birth cohort) as the totality of people 
born within the same period of about 20 years (in one 
phase of life) (Strauss et al., 1991). The boundaries 
between generations were slightly adjusted to fit 
the demographic structure of Central and Eastern 
European countries. The first generation (Silent)  
is an open time interval that encompasses individuals  
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born before 1946 because of their smaller share  
of the population and greater internal heterogeneity. 
This approach ensures comparability across countries 
and reflects the differences in the historical and 
socioeconomic experiences that shaped the 
demographic composition of successive cohorts.  
To date, such a detailed analysis of the characteristics 
of the middle class in CEE countries from  
a demographic perspective have not been conducted 
for the middle class in CEE countries.

The remainder of the article is organised as follows. 
The introduction discusses the main aims, the novelty 
of the study, and the literature review addressing the 
issues of middle-class formation from the perspective 
of the systemic transformation in Central and Eastern 
European countries. The data and methodology are 
described in section two. The empirical research and 
discussion results are presented in sections three, four, 
and five. The last section presents the conclusions.

2. DATA AND METHODS 

Our study applies micro-level cross-sectional data 
obtained from the European Statistics of Living 
Conditions (EU-SILC) conducted by Eurostat.  
EU-SILC consists of nationally representative 
surveys with private households as the target group.  
The units surveyed are households and all their current 
members. The surveys are conducted annually among 
all European Union Member States, as well as in 
some other countries. The samples are considered 
nationally representative of the population residing 
in private households within the country, irrespective 
of language, nationality, or legal residence status.  
The data used in our study were taken from the 2005 
and 2021 surveys and extracted from the EU-SILC 
2022 cross-sectional database.

Our study covers six Central and Eastern European 
countries: Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, 
Poland, and Slovakia. Detailed information on the 
sample sizes is presented in Table 1. In this study, the 
middle-income class is defined according to thresholds 
relating to the median equivalised disposable income 
per person in the household, following the OECD 
approach (OECD, 2019). We focus on the middle 
class and capture it in terms of three middle-income 
subgroups defined by the percentage of the median 

equivalised disposable income per person in the 
household (lower middle-income class = 75–100%  
of the median; core middle-income class =  
101–150% of the median; and upper middle-income 
class = 151–200% of median) to reflect the substantial 
internal diversity of the middle class, which accounts 
for around 60% of the population in most Central 
and Eastern European countries. The approach used 
here follows that of the OECD (2019) and related 
comparative studies (Pressman, 2007; Vaughan-
Whitehead, 2016; Derndorfer – Kranzinger, 2021), 
where the three central groups in a five-class income 
scheme of economic stratification correspond to  
the lower, core, and upper middle-income strata. 
This division allows for a more detailed analysis  
of the structural and demographic differences within 
the middle class.

In this study, we examine the distribution of house- 
hold income (total gross income) and individual 
income (equivalised disposable income per household 
member). Economic stratification is assessed using the 
concept of annual equivalised household disposable 
income (hereinafter referred to as equivalised income) 
per household member. This measure accounts for 
differences in household composition and potential 
economies of scale within households. For each 
household, the equivalised income is calculated by 
dividing the household’s total disposable income by its 
equivalised household size, as defined by the modified 
OECD scale. According to this scale, a weight of 1.0 is 
assigned to the first adult in the household, 0.5 to each 
additional member aged 14 or older, and 0.3 to each 
child under the age of 14. The sum of these weights 
yields the household-specific equivalence factor. 
The resulting equivalised income thus represents 
the income attributable to both the household and 
each of its members. Using equivalised household 
income enables the inclusion of economically inactive 
individuals, such as those fulfilling domestic tasks, 
students, or retirees, who may nonetheless belong 
to high-income households (DiPrete, 2003). This 
relational perspective is particularly important in 
CEE states, where intra-household resource pooling, 
informal support networks, and family-based income 
arrangements remain prevalent. Annual household 
disposable income was determined as the sum of all 
household members’ annual gross cash income minus 
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income tax, social security contributions, regular 
wealth tax, cash transfers to other households, and 
the balance of settlements with the tax authority. Thus, 
each household’s income was divided by the sum 
of equivalent units attributable to each household, 
and then the equalised value was assigned to each 
household member. In order to obtain results that 
correspond to an extrapolation of the measures to the 
whole population, during the calculations we applied 
two kinds of weights that ensure the representativeness 
of the samples used: the personal cross-sectional 
weight (RB050) and the household cross-sectional 
weight (DB090). In addition to ensuring comparability 
and eliminating the effect of price level differences 

across countries, incomes were expressed in the 
purchasing power standard (PPS) of an artificial 
common currency.

According to the criteria used to identify the mid-
dle class, the median annual equivalised disposable 
household income per person was determined for each 
studied country for both years of study. The bottom 
and top cut-off points in the corresponding income 
class were identified on this basis. Figure 1 presents 
the income ranges in all the middle-income classes.

As Figure 1 shows, the increase in median income 
in 2021 compared to 2005 shifted the cut-off points 
and significantly widened the income ranges that 
define the middle class in each country. 

Table 1: Sample size and average measures of income in CEE countries (mean and median expressed in PPS)

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.

Country

2005 2021

Households 
number

Individuals 
number

National 
mean 

income

National 
median 
income

Households 
number

Individuals 
number

National 
mean 

income

National 
median 
income

CZ  4,351.0  10,333.0  8,725.8  7,639.9  8,677.0  18,595.0  15,654.6  13,815.3 

EE  4,169.0  11,948.0  5,753.7  4,724.8  6,467.0  15,143.0  16,682.3  14,810.5 

HU  6,927.0  17,969.0  6,308.1  5,555.5  7,805.0  17,031.0  11,064.8  9,981.9 

LT  4,441.0  12,117.0  4,774.5  3,846.9  5,649.0  12,118.0  16,895.3  13,742.2 

PL  16,263.0  49,044.0  5,711.0  4,758.9  17,004.0  42,077.0  15,315.1  13,870.3 

SK  5,147.0  15,418.0  4,388.4  3,989.3  5,612.0  13,497.0  9,784.4  9,425.4 

Figure 1: Middle-income classes in CEE countries: ranges of annual equivalised disposable income per person 
in the household in PPS
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3. RESULTS

3.1 Middle-class demographics
At the outset of our analysis, we address the question: 
How did the size of the middle class change between 
2005 and 2021 in Central and Eastern European 
countries (RQ1)?

In 2005, the proportion of the population that 
belonged to the middle class ranged from 54.3% in 
Lithuania to 72% in Czechia. The middle class also 
made up a high share of the population, around 
70%, in Slovakia (70.8%) and Hungary (68.8%).  
In Poland, the middle class accounted for 55.8% of 
the population, and this was one of the lower shares 
among Central and Eastern European countries.  
In 2021, an increase in the share of the middle class in 
the population was observed in most of the countries 
studied. The only exception was Hungary, where the 
share decreased by 2.7 percentage points. Despite 
the observed decrease, the middle class still accounts 
for more than 66% of the Hungarian population 
and covers a larger share of the population than the 
middle class in Lithuania (55.2%) and Estonia (58%).  
The biggest increase in the share of the middle class 
was observed in Poland, with a rise of 11.4 percentage 
points. The share of the middle class in Slovakia 
increased by 2.6 percentage points. In contrast, in 
other countries, the increase in the share of the middle 
class did not exceed 1.0 percentage points. Figure 2  

presents the share of all income classes in the country’s 
population in CEE countries over the period studied.

As mentioned above, the largest increase in the 
share of the middle class in the population was 
observed in Poland. This was mainly the result of 
people moving up the income ladder in the left tail of 
the distribution and a decrease in the share of the high- 
income class in the population. The middle class 
appears to be the most stable in Czechia, where it 
accounts for about 73% of the population. The slight 
increase in its share (by only 0.5 percentage points) 
is a result of the widening of the LMC (owing to the 
transfer of units from the low-income class) and the 
widening of the CMC, but at the expense of the UMC. 
Lithuania and Estonia saw an increase in the share of 
CMCs that was only due to the loss of income status 
of some units of HMCs and high-income classes and 
the transfer of units from LMCs to the low-income 
class. Although the share of the middle class in the 
income distribution grew in Slovakia, it should be 
noted that this was not the result of people moving up 
the income ladder. Slovakia’s CMC widened as a result 
of the loss of income status among some people in the 
UMC and the high-income class. The decline in the 
share of the middle class in the Hungarian population 
may indicate income polarisation in the country. 
The lower-income class (with an increase in share of  
3 percentage points) and the UMC are expanding, while  
the share of the high-income class remains stable.

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.

Figure 2: The share of individual income classes in the country's population in CEE countries in 2005 and 2021
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In the next step, we examine how the demographic 
profile of the middle class is shaping up in the face 
of negative demographic trends (RQ2, RQ3, RQ4). 
Our results indicate that the median age in the three 
income classes (LMC, CMC and UMC) decreased as 
equivalised income increased in both 2005 and 2021 
(Figure 3). However, Poland and Hungary in 2005 
and Slovakia in 2021 were exceptions. In both 2005 
and 2021, individuals in the core middle-income class 
and upper middle-income class were, on average, 
younger than the general population in their respective 
countries, with the same exceptions. Between 2005 
and 2021, the median age increased across all income 
classes in all countries, except in Estonia’s LMC and 
Poland’s UMC, where it decreased by 3 years and  
1 year, respectively. In 2021, Estonia had the youngest 
median age across all the middle-income classes (40, 
39, and 36 years, respectively), while Hungary had 
the oldest (47, 45, and 45 years, respectively). In two 
countries, Czechia and Lithuania, the middle aged 
more slowly than the overall population between 
2005 and 2021. In Poland, the LMC aged more slowly 
than the population, while the CMC and UMC were, 
on average, younger in 2021 compared to 2005. In 
Estonia, the LMC grew younger between 2005 and 
2021, while the CMC and UMC aged more slowly than 

the general population. In contrast, Hungary’s LMC 
aged faster than the population, while the CMC and 
UMC aged more slowly. Slovakia exhibited a different 
pattern, with the CMC and UMC ageing much faster 
than the population, while the LMC aged more slowly.

The results suggest that some demographic groups 
made more progress than others. The middle-class 
demographic profile in the selected countries reveals 
that the younger generations were the primary 
beneficiaries. However, the exception was Slovakia, 
where the share of the middle class increased, but 
all the middle-income groups aged faster than the 
general population.

To better understand which demographic groups 
advanced up the income ladder, we categorised 
the population into six birth cohorts: the Silent 
Generation, the Baby Boomers, and Generations X, 
Y, Z, and Alfa.

In 2005, the largest age group within the LMC in 
every country was the Silent Generation, which did 
not align with their share of the population (Figure 4).  
In Poland and Hungary, people aged 60+ were also 
overrepresented in the CMC, and in Poland, they 
dominated in the UMC. In Poland, those born before 
1946 had more opportunities to enter the UMC than 
younger generations. This disparity can be attributed 

Figure 3: Median age (in years) of middle classes (LMC, CMC, UMC) and country population in 2005 and 2021

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50
LM

C

CM
C

U
M

C

Co
un

tr
y

LM
C

CM
C

U
M

C

Co
un

tr
y

LM
C

CM
C

U
M

C

Co
un

tr
y

LM
C

CM
C

U
M

C

Co
un

tr
y

LM
C

CM
C

U
M

C

Co
un

tr
y

LM
C

CM
C

U
M

C

Co
un

tr
y

Czechia Estonia Hungary Lithuania Poland Slovakia

Ag
e 

in
 y

ea
rs

2005 2021



PŘEHLEDY  | DIGEST

218

2025 67 (4)

to Poland’s high unemployment rate and the lowest 
employment and economic activity rates among EU 
Member States at the time, which made it harder for 
younger generations to enter the middle class. Older 
generations were often better protected from labour 
market changes and low-income risks than younger 
cohorts.

Meanwhile, in the CMC and UMC, the largest 
group was the Baby Boomers, reflecting their larger 
share of the overall population. Boomers were 
particularly overrepresented in these income classes 
in Czechia, Estonia, Slovakia, and Lithuania. This 
cohort, born during the post-war baby boom (those 
aged 41–59 in 2005), was not a ‘sacrificed’ generation; 
they benefited from longer labour market experience 
and did not face the diminishing returns to education 
that younger generations encountered.

Generation X, across all selected countries, was 
overrepresented in the UMC, especially in Slovakia, 
Czechia, Estonia, and Lithuania. Gen Xers were 
better educated than older cohorts, but in Poland 

and Hungary they faced significant challenges entering 
the labour market during the early post-communist 
period.

In 2005, Millennials were aged 9–24, and Zoomers 
were children under 9. Their position in the income 
distribution generally reflected their parents’ income. 
In Estonia, however, the share of Millennials in the 
middle class exceeded their population share, while 
in Slovakia Zoomers were overrepresented in the 
middle class. In other countries, younger people 
and children were more likely to be located in the 
lower parts of the income distribution, reflecting the 
greater economic challenges faced by households with 
dependent children.

In 2021, compared to 2005, because of natural 
movement and migration, the age structure of the 
population of the selected CEE countries changed 
(Figure 5). We investigate whether some cohorts 
benefited from income growth while others – younger 
or older cohorts – faced stagnation or a decline in 
status.

Figure 4: The share of different generations in the middle class (LMC, CMC, UMC) and country population in 2005

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.
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In 2021, the cohorts born before 1965 (the Silent 
Generation and the Baby Boomers) experienced  
a significant decline in opportunities to access the 
core and upper middle-income classes. The Silent 
Generation was only slightly overrepresented in the 
LMC, while their share in the UMC was significantly 
lower than their share in each country’s population. 
In 2021, Boomers were the dominant generation in 
the LMC in each country, while at the same time their 
share of the UMC was significantly smaller than their 
share of the population in each country (except for 
Slovakia). Boomers were often reaching the end of 
their careers, retiring, or already retired.

Gen Xers and Millennials made the most notable 
progress up the income ladder from 2005 to 2021. 
Their share increased in the upper-income tier while 
it decreased in the lower-income tier. Progress among 
these cohorts was likely driven by increased labour 
force participation and rising educational levels. 
Here it seems that the winners were the younger 
generations, especially Generation Y. The share of 

Millennials in the UMC increased significantly in 
2021 compared to 2005 (an increase ranging between 
6.5 percentage points in Hungary and 11.8 percentage 
points in Slovakia), while, at the same time, the 
share of this generation in the population remained 
similar or even decreased in each country. The better 
positioning of the younger generations was likely the 
result of the more dynamic economic development 
in Central and Eastern European countries. These 
changes opened up job opportunities for younger 
generations and created a demand for skills and 
knowledge that are more prevalent among younger 
people (ICT skills), resulting in an increase in their 
average wages (Hammer et al., 2021). The slightly 
weaker position of Gen Xers compared to Millennials 
may have resulted from the unfavourable conditions 
on their entry into the labour market. If a cohort faces 
a difficult situation at the time they are entering the 
labour market, it seems that that cohort will have 
decreased earnings over their lifetime (Chauvel  
et al., 2014).

Figure 5: The share of different generations in the middle class (LMC, CMC, UMC) and country population in 2021

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.
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The youngest cohorts (Zoomers – aged 9–24 and 
Gen Alpha – children under age 9 in 2021) also made 
progress up the income ladder from 2005 to 2021. In 
contrast to 2005, Zoomers were overrepresented in the 
LMC and the CMC in Lithuania, Czechia, and Estonia 
and in the LMC in the other three countries. In turn, 
Gen Alpha was overrepresented in all middle classes 
in Lithuania, in the CMC and the UMC in Estonia and 
Poland, and in the LMC in the other three countries. 
This generally reflected the income of their parents 
(Generations X and Y), who were likely to be in their 
peak wage-earning years. Moreover, the increase in the 
monetary support of families with children resulted 
in an increase in households’ income.

3.2 Types of households in the middle class  
in Central and Eastern European countries
Next, we examine whether different household 
types experienced substantial shifts in middle-class 
membership. One household group’s movement up 
the income ladder does not necessarily reflect its 

economic standing relative to other household types 
at any given point in time. In all countries, single-
person households and single-parent households 
were more likely to be concentrated in the lower 
parts of the income distribution in both 2005 and 
2021. These two types of households were consistently 
underrepresented in the middle class, particularly in 
the core middle-income class and the upper middle-
income class, as illustrated in Figures 6 and 7. Estonia 
and Lithuania had the highest proportion of single-
person households among the selected countries. 
For instance, in Estonia, the share of single-person 
households rose from 30.9% in 2005 to 43.1% in 2021, 
while their share in the upper middle-income class 
increased from 18.9% in 2005 to 25.7% in 2021.

Single-person households, especially those 
composed of elderly individuals, and single-parent 
families are particularly vulnerable to poverty. 
Partnered adults tend to fare better across various 
economic indicators than their unpartnered 
counterparts.

Figure 6: The share of each household type in the middle class (LMC, CMC, UMC) and country population in 2005

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.
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In Czechia and Hungary in both 2005 and 2021, 
across household types, individuals in married or 
cohabiting households without dependent children 
had the highest incidence of being in the middle class, 
reflecting the highest share of the overall population. 
Also in the other four countries, households of 
two adults without dependent children were 
overrepresented in 2021 in each middle-income class. 
Meanwhile, in 2005 they were only underrepresented 
in Poland in the LMC and in Slovakia and Lithuania 
in the UMC. Only in Poland, the share of households 
with two adults without dependent children living in 
the UMC decreased from 28.4% in 2005 compared 
to 25.7% in 2021, when at the same time the share 
of these households in the household population 
increased (from 21.4% to 24.7%). In all selected 
countries, households with two adults with dependent 
children were much more likely than households with 
two adults without dependent children to be in the 
lower-income tier in 2005. Households of two adults 
with dependent children were overrepresented only 

in Czechia (in the CMC), Estonia, Lithuania, Slovakia 
(in the CMC and the UMC), and Hungary (in the 
LMC). Meanwhile, in Poland, this group of households 
was underrepresented in each middle-income class. 
Households with two adults with dependent children 
made more progress up the income ladder from 2005 
to 2021 than their immediate counterparts without 
dependent children. According to Eurostat data, 
this is particularly true in Poland, Lithuania, and 
Estonia, where child and family allowances increased 
significantly in 2021 compared to 2005. In contrast, in 
Slovakia, the share of households of two adults with 
dependent children in the UMC declined significantly 
from 28.3% in 2005 to 15.4% in 2021 and in the CMC 
from 30.1% in 2005 to 25.7% in 2021.

3.3 Income situation of the middle class  
in Central and Eastern European countries
Finally, we analyse how diverse the middle class  
is in terms of income structure and distribution (RQ5). 
In the first year of the study, Czech households boasted 

Figure 7: The share of each household type in the middle class (LMC, CMC, UMC) and country population in 2021

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.

LMC
CMC
UMC

Country
LMC
CMC
UMC

Country
LMC
CMC
UMC

Country
LMC
CMC
UMC

Country
LMC
CMC
UMC

Country
LMC
CMC
UMC

Country

C
Z

EE
H

U
LT

PL
SK

One person household 2 adults no dependent children
Other households without dependent children Single parent household
2 adults with dependent children Other households with dependent children

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%



PŘEHLEDY  | DIGEST

222

2025 67 (4)

the highest income, while Slovak and Lithuanian 
households were at the bottom of the spectrum. 
Hungarian, Polish, and Estonian households exhibited 
similar income levels but were still significantly lower 
than Czech households. Fast forward to 2021, and the 
landscape has changed dramatically. Czechia, which 
once led the income rankings, has now been surpassed 
by Lithuania, which experienced a remarkable increase 
in mean income. Despite this, Estonia holds the 
highest median income among the studied countries. 
Poland has made significant progress, ultimately 
matching the income levels of Czechia. Meanwhile, 
Hungary and Slovakia continue to lag behind as the 
poorest countries among the studied group. 

The analysis of middle-class incomes in Central 
and Eastern European countries confirms the relation 
between incomes in whole countries’ populations and 
notable shifts in income levels between 2005 and 2021.

In 2005, the highest income levels were recorded 
across all sub-classes of the Czech middle class. House-
holds in the lower middle-income class in Czechia 

achieved incomes comparable to those of the core mid-
dle-income class in Hungary and the upper middle-
income class in Lithuania and Slovakia. The average 
income (both mean and median) of the Czech core 
middle-income class was at the level of the average 
income of the upper middle-income class in Hungary, 
exceeding that of the upper middle-income class in 
other countries. 

Significant increases in middle-class incomes were 
observed across all CEE countries between 2005 and 
2021. The differential growth rates, however, altered 
the relative income standings among these countries. 
The most notable change was the equalisation of 
middle-class incomes among the countries studied. In 
2021, households in Estonia exhibited the best income 
situation across all middle-class subclasses, although 
the difference was not substantial. Comparable middle-
class income levels were recorded in Czechia, Poland, 
and Lithuania. In contrast, the lowest income levels 
across all middle-class subclasses were found in 
Hungary and Slovakia.

Figure 8: Changes in the share of selected income sources in the middle-class income structure, 2005–2021 
(percentage points)

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.
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The income structure of the middle class in Central 
and Eastern European countries is shown in Annex 1 
in the annex. The analysis of gross household income  
in the studied countries highlights the dynamics  
of various income sources over time. The primary 
sources of household income were paid employment 
(wages and salaries), pensions, and self-employment, 
with paid work dominating in all countries. In 2005, 
wages and salaries accounted for between 45% of  
income in the LMC in Poland and 88% in the UMC 
in Estonia, while in 2021 this share ranged from 
52% in the LMC in Czechia to 85% in the UMC in  
Estonia. As can be seen, the increase in the median 
income corresponded to a higher share of income 
from paid work. In most of the countries studied, the 
share of income from hired work increased in 2021 
compared to 2005. The exceptions were Slovakia, 
where the share of income from paid employment 
decreased in all the subclasses of the middle-income 
class, and Estonia, where the share of income from 
this source decreased in the core and upper middle-
income classes.

After paid employment, pensions were the second  
source of income for households in the countries 
studied. However, it should be emphasised that,  
unlike income from paid employment, the increase 
in the median disposable income was accompanied  
by a decrease in the share of income from pensions.  
Their share in the LMC in 2005 ranged from  
33% in Czechia, Poland, and Lithuania to only a few  
percent in the UMC class. The exceptions are Poland 
and Hungary, where this proportion was 25% and 14%, 
respectively. In 2021, all countries except Slovakia saw 
a decrease in the share of household incomes from 
pensions. This decrease corresponded to an increase 
in the share of income from hired work. Conversely,  
in Slovakia a decrease in the share of income from 
hired work was offset by increased income from self-
employment and pensions (the CMC and the UMC).

Another source of income for households in the 
middle class was self-employment, which in 2005 in 
most of the studied countries accounted for between 
6–8% of income in the LMC and 7–10% in the UMC.  
Czechia was the only country in which the share of 
income from self-employment in this middle-income 
class was higher, at 19%. A surprisingly low share of 
income from this source was recorded in Estonia, 

ranging from 1.07% to 2.08%. In 2021, a decrease in 
the share of income from self-employment was ob-
served in Czechia, Hungary, and Estonia (to less than 
1%). A decrease in income from this source was also 
seen in Poland and Lithuania, but just in the LMC and 
the CMC. In both Poland and Lithuania, an increase 
in the share of income from self-employment was  
observed in the UMC and in Slovakia it was observed 
in all middle-income classes.

The share of other sources of household income was 
relatively small. Income from capital in the first year of 
the study ranged from 0.05% (the UMC in Slovakia) to 
1.19% (the same class in Czechia). However, it should 
be stressed that the share of income from this source 
increased in most of the countries studied, i.e., in all 
middle-income classes in Estonia and Lithuania, in 
the core and upper middle-income classes in Czechia, 
and in the UMC in Hungary and Slovakia. Only in 
Poland did the share of income from capital decrease 
in the subsequent middle-income classes to 0.14%, 
0.26%, and 0.47%, respectively.

Unemployment benefits also accounted for a small 
proportion of household income. The highest, in 
2005, was in Poland, where the share of income from 
unemployment benefits ranged from 2.46% in the 
LMC to 0.95% in the UMC. Over the period studied, 
the share of income from this source fell in Hungary, 
Poland, and Slovakia, while it increased in Estonia, 
Lithuania, and Czechia. Their highest level, in 2021, 
was recorded in Lithuania (2.45%–1.13%).

In 2005, income from family allowances and child 
benefits represented between 0.42% of household 
income in the UMC in Poland and 6.12% in the LMC 
in Hungary. It is important to note that the increase 
in the median income corresponded to a higher share 
of income from this source. When comparing the two 
years studied, an increase in the share of income from 
family allowances and child benefits was recorded in 
most of the countries studied. The share of income 
from this source increased in all the middle-income 
classes in Poland, Lithuania, and Estonia, and in the 
core and upper-middle-income classes in Czechia and 
Hungary. The exception was Slovakia, where income 
from family and child benefits fell by 15% and 53% in 
the core and upper middle-income classes, respectively.

The analysis indicates a significant reliance on paid 
employment as a stable income source for the middle  
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class, with a shift away from pensions in several 
countries. The observed increases in family allowances 
and child benefits reflect the changing societal support 
structures in the countries studied. The results 
underscore the shifting landscape of income sources 
in the middle-income classes and highlight areas  
of vulnerability, such as reliance on pensions and 
self-employment, particularly in countries exhibiting 
declines in these areas.

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Even though the formation of the middle class after 
the systemic transformation that started in the early 
1990s in Central and Eastern European countries 
has been thoroughly described in the sociological 
literature (Domański, 2012), class stratification from  
an economic perspective, considering disposable 
income per person in the household, is not well-
explored. Moreover, it is unclear how the middle class 
changed in terms of such demographic characteristics 
as age (born cohorts) and type of households in the 
period after accession to the European Union, which 
our study aimed to fulfil. 

The analysis we conducted enabled us to address 
all the research questions. The income situation of the  
middle class in Central and Eastern European coun- 
tries has been improving, as reflected in the increases 
in annual equivalised household disposable income 
per household member (mean and median), both 
at the national level and within different income  
classes. 

Concerning RQ1, most of the CEE countries stud- 
ied experienced an increase in the share of the middle  
class within the population. The most notable 
changes were observed in Poland, where not only did  
the middle class undergo record growth but this 
occurred through upward mobility within the income 
distribution. Slovakia also saw a significant expansion 
of its middle class; however, this was primarily due to  
a decline in the income status of individuals who 
previously belonged to the high-income class. The 
middle class appears to be the most stable in Czechia, 
with movement occurring mainly between its sub-
groups. In contrast, Hungary is an exception, where 
income polarisation is evident. Here, the lower and 
core middle-income classes have contracted, with their 

shares shifting into both the low-income and high-
income classes.

Regarding RQ2, overall, between 2005 and 2021, 
the middle-class population aged more slowly than the 
country’s population in the selected countries (except 
Slovakia). This was particularly evident in the core and 
upper middle-income classes in Poland, which grew 
even younger in 2021 compared to 2005. Regarding 
RQ3 and RQ4, in 2005, the oldest cohorts (Silent 
Generation and Boomers) were not disadvantaged 
generations. They benefited from extensive 
experience in a dynamic labour market following 
the socioeconomic transformation, unlike Gen X and 
Gen Y. Boomers were significantly overrepresented in 
the core and upper middle-income classes in Czechia, 
Estonia, Slovakia, and Lithuania, while the Silent 
Generation was overrepresented in all middle-income 
classes in Poland. However, by 2021, cohorts born 
before 1965 experienced a marked decline in their 
access to the core and upper middle-income classes, 
suggesting that younger generations, particularly 
Generation Y, emerged as the economic winners. The 
youngest cohorts (Zoomers and Generation Alpha) 
also made notable progress up the income ladder 
between 2005 and 2021. By 2021, the core and upper 
middle-income classes were predominantly young 
– an under-recognised transformation that signals  
a generational relocation of economic power.

Across countries, single-person and single-parent 
households were more likely to be at the lower end 
of the income distribution and less likely to belong 
to the middle class in both 2005 and 2021. However, 
as a result of increased cash support for families with 
children (especially in Poland, Lithuania, and Estonia), 
households with dependent children made greater 
strides up the income ladder between 2005 and 2021 
compared to their childless counterparts.

Regarding RQ5, the primary sources of income for 
middle-class households were employment (wages 
and salaries), pensions, and self-employment, with 
employment being the dominant source across all 
countries. In most of the countries studied, the 
share of income from employment increased in 
2021 compared to 2005, while the share of pensions 
decreased. Slovakia was the exception, where a decline 
in income from employment was offset by increases in 
income from self-employment and pensions within the 
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core and upper middle-income classes. The analysis 
highlights a significant reliance on paid employment as  
a stable source of income for the middle class, along 
with a shift away from pensions in several countries. 
This trend aligns with the demographic analysis, which 
shows decreasing opportunities for older generations 
to remain within the middle class. Additionally, 
increases in family and child benefits reflect evolving 
social support structures across the countries studied. 
Households with two adults and dependent children 
experienced more upward mobility from 2005 to 2021 
compared to their childless counterparts. This was 
especially evident in Poland, Lithuania, and Estonia, 
where child and family allowances saw substantial 
growth in 2021 compared to 2005.

The present study is not without limitations. Its 
methodological framework is based exclusively on 
economic stratification using equivalised household 
disposable income. While this approach ensures 
comparability and highlights income-related 
mobility, it does not capture other dimensions of 
social differentiation, such as occupation, education, 
or labour market status (Hugree et al., 2020). Future 
research could combine income-based and sociological 
classifications and incorporate demographic factors, 
such as age, household type, or generation, to better 
reflect the multidimensional nature of stratification 
in post-communist societies.

Another future direction of research will focus 
on exploring the relationship between income 
class stratification in post-communist and Western 
European states and life satisfaction across different 
demographic groups. This study would provide  
a deeper understanding of whether the processes 
identified in post-communist Central and Eastern 
European countries are homogenous owing to their 
shared historical background or if they diverge from 
those in European Union countries with longer 
capitalist, market-oriented traditions. Furthermore,  
the findings would offer valuable insights for policy-
makers in tailoring policies to the demographic and 
economic conditions of specific age and generational  
groups, ultimately aiming to enhance individuals’ 
life satisfaction.

The changes observed in the size and demo-
graphic structure of the middle class in Central 
and Eastern European countries have significant 
implications for policymakers. It is essential to 
focus on the most vulnerable households within the 
middle class, particularly those who experienced 
downward mobility in the period following  
EU accession. In this regard, policies should 
prioritise support for older generations, particularly 
the Silent Generation, whose position in the 
middle-class income hierarchy has deteriorated  
the most.
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The article examines the diversity of demographic 
characteristics in the middle class in six Central and 
Eastern European (CEE) countries: Poland, Czechia, 
Slovakia, Hungary, Estonia, and Lithuania. Using 
EU-SILC data from 2005 and 2021 and aking the 
equivalised disposable income per person in the 
household as the criterion for membership in the 
middle class (in economic terms), the article explores 
how income levels and class composition evolved 
over time, with a particular focus on structure by 
age and household type. The findings show that 
the middle class expanded in most countries. The 
income thresholds defining the middle class rose, 
indicating improvements in income levels. Younger 
generations improved their economic position the 
most. In contrast, older generations, particularly 
those living alone, were more likely to fall below the 
middle-income threshold. Households with children 
generally advanced economically, while single-person 
and elderly households showed signs of stagnation or 

decline in their share of the middle class. Educational 
attainment emerged as a key factor: individuals with 
higher education were more likely to enter and remain 
in the middle class. Cross-country comparisons 
revealed that Poland experienced the most robust 
middle-class growth, while Hungary showed more 
modest progress and still maintained higher shares of 
population below the middle-income line. Although 
the middle class is becoming more demographically 
diverse, it remains exposed to risks such as inequality 
and economic volatility. Demographic shifts within 
the middle class reveal emerging social divisions and 
new vulnerabilities. Structural factors such as age, 
education, and household composition increasingly 
determine opportunities for upward mobility. 
These findings contribute to understanding class 
restructuring and social change in post-communist 
Europe and suggest the need for targeted policies  
to strengthen and protect vulnerable segments of the 
middle-income population.

SUMMARY

Annex
Annex 1: Structure of gross income of households in the middle class by source of income

Country Middle 
class

Employ- 
ment / hired 

work

Self-
employ- 

ment

Income 
from capital Pensions Unemploy- 

ment

Family 
and child 
benefits

Other

Czechia

2005
LMC 46.7% 7.4% 0.5% 32.8% 0.7% 3.3% 8.6%
CMC 69.9% 10.5% 0.7% 11.7% 0.3% 1.5% 5.3%
UMC 70.8% 19.5% 1.2% 4.7% 0.2% 0.7% 3.1%

2021 
LMC 51.9% 6.8% 0.4% 30.2% 0.5% 2.7% 7.6%
CMC 71.5% 10.1% 1.0% 10.5% 0.4% 1.4% 5.1%
UMC 75.0% 15.3% 1.4% 4.4% 0.3% 0.8% 2.8%

Estonia

2005
LMC 61.7% 1.1% 0.1% 27.5% 0.4% 4.3% 5.0%
CMC 81.5% 1.7% 0.4% 10.0% 0.4% 3.5% 2.5%
UMC 87.8% 2.1% 0.3% 6.2% 0.2% 2.4% 1.0%

2021 
LMC 69.0% 1.0% 0.8% 14.0% 1.7% 4.8% 8.6%
CMC 80.7% 0.8% 0.8% 8.0% 1.5% 4.0% 4.3%
UMC 85.4% 0.8% 1.2% 4.9% 1.3% 3.1% 3.3%

Hungary

2005
LMC 46.4% 7.4% 0.4% 28.4% 1.3% 6.1% 10.0%
CMC 57.3% 7.9% 0.2% 24.1% 0.7% 3.1% 6.7%
UMC 70.2% 8.7% 0.2% 14.0% 0.5% 1.8% 4.5%

2021 
LMC 55.7% 5.0% 0.2% 26.8% 0.6% 5.4% 6.3%
CMC 69.0% 6.0% 0.2% 17.7% 0.2% 3.5% 3.4%
UMC 76.2% 7.6% 1.1% 9.9% 0.3% 2.9% 2.0%
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Country Middle
class

Employ- 
ment / hired 

work

Self-
employ- 

ment

Income 
from capital Pensions Unemploy- 

ment

Family 
and child 
benefits

Other

Lithuania

2005

LMC 50.5% 6.4% 0.1% 32.6% 0.4% 1.6% 8.3%

CMC 71.3% 6.2% 0.2% 15.7% 0.1% 1.7% 4.8%

UMC 80.7% 6.8% 0.2% 7.1% 0.2% 1.3% 3.7%

2021 

LMC 62.6% 5.8% 1.0% 17.3% 2.4% 4.5% 6.3%

CMC 76.4% 5.9% 0.9% 7.4% 1.6% 3.4% 4.4%

UMC 79.7% 8.1% 1.0% 4.5% 1.1% 2.1% 3.5%

Poland

2005

LMC 45.3% 8.1% 0.3% 32.7% 2.5% 2.0% 9.3%

CMC 52.1% 7.3% 0.3% 31.2% 1.8% 1.1% 6.2%

UMC 62.3% 8.1% 0.5% 24.6% 0.9% 0.4% 3.1%

2021 

LMC 53.2% 7.6% 0.1% 28.3% 0.3% 5.5% 4.9%

CMC 68.0% 6.9% 0.3% 18.1% 0.1% 3.9% 2.7%

UMC 74.6% 9.7% 0.5% 11.3% 0.1% 2.5% 1.4%

Slovakia

2005

LMC 54.1% 2.8% 0.2% 29.7% 0.8% 3.3% 9.2%

CMC 74.2% 2.6% 0.1% 15.0% 0.6% 2.5% 4.9%

UMC 85.6% 3.7% 0.1% 6.4% 0.4% 1.9% 1.9%

2021 

LMC 52.5% 8.3% 0.2% 27.5% 0.5% 3.6% 7.4%

CMC 68.7% 7.6% 0.1% 16.1% 0.4% 2.2% 4.9%

UMC 80.2% 6.5% 0.1% 8.6% 0.1% 1.3% 3.3%

Annex 1:                                                                                                                                                                                               (continuation)

Source: Authors’ calculation using EU-SILC data.


