
 

   

   

Europeans underestimate personal disability risk  

 

Note 
 

Most Western Europeans underestimate their personal risk of becoming unable to 

work, according to a survey by Zurich in six European countries. Respondents 

generally tend to overestimate an accident as a leading cause of disability. But at 

the same time, they are unaware that the probability to become work-disabled 

during one’s working lifetime – whether due to an accident, or other causes – may 

be as high as 25 percent. Seven in 10 respondents believe that they would have 

significantly less household income if they became disabled. Yet they say that they 

would need at least the equivalent or more to maintain their current lifestyle.  

 

Zurich, August 24, 2015 – A recent study by Zurich Insurance Group (Zurich) carried    

out in Western Europe found that most people underestimate their personal risk of 

becoming unable to work. Half of the more than 6,000 respondents in Germany, 

Ireland, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and 

the UK believe their personal risk of 

losing their ability to work is less than 

10 percent. But in reality, up to one in 

four Europeans may become unable to 

work for some period in their working 

lives. However, there are significant 

differences among countries: With 25 

percent, Germany has the highest percentage of people who are unable to work during 

some time in their working lives. In Spain and the UK, it is 16 percent, in Ireland 13 

percent, in Italy 7 percent and in Switzerland 6 percent. Interestingly, respondents in 

general see a significantly higher risk that others will become disabled than they see for 

themselves.  
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Kristof Terryn, CEO Global Life at Zurich, said: “There is growing awareness of the 

pension gap, but most people underestimate an even greater risk to their standard of 

living: losing the ability to work. Many see the state as the main provider of financial 

support to those no longer able to work. However, we at Zurich expect to see a gradual 

reduction in social security benefits and corporate pensions in many countries as 

populations age and national budgets come under pressure. People increasingly need to 

take personal responsibility to protect themselves and those they love. From the survey 

we know that just one in three is aware of income protection possibilities. 

As a global insurer we have a responsibility and an important role to play to increase 

awareness and help society mitigate the emerging risk of the income protection gap.” 

 

Accidents overestimated as causes of disability 

Severe illnesses, mental and nervous disorders and accidents are regarded as the main 

causes of disability. Accidents, however, are generally overestimated as a cause of 

disability. In fact, in Germany, Ireland, Switzerland and the UK, mental and nervous 

disorders rank first, while in Italy skeletal and muscular disorders and in Spain 

rheumatic diseases are at the top. 

 

Significant differences in age when disability occurs 

Older age groups are perceived as having the highest risk of becoming unable to work 

across countries. Statistics show that in Ireland, Italy, Switzerland and the UK those 

older than 55 carry the highest risk, while in Germany, men aged 47 to 51 and women 

aged 45 to 47, have the highest risk of becoming work disabled. In Spain the average 

age of those no longer able to work is 51.  

 

Less income expected, but more needed 

Seven in 10 respondents believe that they would get less than 75 percent of their last 

household income if they became work disabled, with two in five thinking they would 

get less than half of the last household income. At the same time, six in ten (58 percent) 

said that they would need the equivalent or more than their income to maintain their 

current lifestyle.  
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Zurich also asked people how many years of living expenses they have set aside through 

savings, investments, insurance policies and pensions. On average, Europeans report 

having a savings buffer of 4.6 years. In 

Ireland, Spain and Italy, this buffer is 

only about 3.5 years, while in 

Switzerland and Germany it is about 

6.5 years.  

 

High hopes for state support  

About two in three Europeans expect 

the state to provide financial support to 

those who are unable to work. In Italy and Spain, expectations that the state will 

provide support are even higher, with four out of five expecting their government to be 

the main provider of assistance. While respondents in Switzerland, the UK and 

Germany are generally confident in their government’s ability to deliver on its social 

obligations, trust in state social welfare programs is much lower in Ireland, Italy and 

Spain.  

 

More than half of respondents believe that the financial crisis had a negative impact on 

their financial situation. In Ireland, Italy and Spain that figure rose to 75 percentage. 

Many say that income was reduced, while debt, fear of getting ill and stress levels 

increased. 

 

Western Europeans feel they do enough to protect themselves, but do they really? 

Three out of four respondents believe that they have sufficiently protected themselves 

from becoming work disabled. Yet only about one in five have income protection 

insurance in their households. There are major differences between countries: in Italy, 

Spain and the UK, people are less likely to have income protection, while about one-

third of Germans and Swiss have it. 
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Leading a healthy lifestyle or having a good work/life balance generally are thought to 

provide the best prevention against disability. Yet for Spaniards and Italians, workplace 

safety also plays an important role. 

 

If they became work disabled, people in Ireland, Italy and Spain would most fear not 

being able to support their families and becoming a burden to their loved ones. The 

former is also a concern for the Britons and the Swiss. The Germans and the Swiss are 

most concerned about poverty and physical and mental pain. Poverty would also be a 

major concern for the Britons and the Irish.  

 

Further information 

Zurich’s Income Protection Gap Survey was carried out by market research company Epiphany 

in April and May 2015. The study is based on a nationally representative sample of consumers 

aged 18 to 70 in Germany, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and the UK. Approximately 1,000 

consumers per country completed an online survey consisting of 53 questions.  

Zurich will continue to do research into the income protection gap and will publish further 

findings later this year. 

 

Supporting materials 

 Brochure: Mind the Gap! with more detailed survey findings per country available in 

English and German 

 Video with Kristof Terryn, CEO Global Life  

 Info graphics available in English  

 

For broadcast-standard and streaming-quality video and/or high resolution pictures 

supporting this news release, please visit our Multimedia Pressroom.  

 

To get instant access to Zurich’s news releases, calendar and other corporate publications on 

your iPad, iPhone or Android phone please go to your App Store and get the free Zurich 

Investors and Media App.  

 

https://www.zurich.com/_/media/dbe/corporate/docs/whitepapers/income-protection-gap-brochure-2015.pdf?la=en
https://www.zurich.com/_/media/dbe/corporate/docs/whitepapers/income-protection-gap-brochure-2015.pdf?la=en
https://www.zurich.com/_/media/dbe/corporate/docs/whitepapers/income-protection-gap-brochure-2015.pdf?la=de-de
https://www.zurich.com/en/media/news-releases/2015/2015-0824-01
https://www.zurich.com/en/media/news-releases/2015/2015-0824-01
http://zurich.synapticdigital.com/
http://www.zurich.com/en/services/investor-and-media-app
http://www.zurich.com/en/services/investor-and-media-app
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Zurich Insurance Group (Zurich) is a leading multi-line insurer that serves its customers in 

global and local markets. With more than 55,000 employees, it provides a wide range of general 

insurance and life insurance products and services. Zurich’s customers include individuals, small 

businesses, and mid-sized and large companies, including multinational corporations, in more 

than 170 countries. The Group is headquartered in Zurich, Switzerland, where it was founded 

in 1872. The holding company, Zurich Insurance Group Ltd (ZURN), is listed on the SIX 

Swiss Exchange and has a level I American Depositary Receipt (ZURVY) program, which is 

traded over-the-counter on OTCQX. Further information about Zurich is available at 

www.zurich.com. 

 

Contact 

Zurich Insurance Group Ltd 

Mythenquai 2, 8022 Zurich, Switzerland 

www.zurich.com  

SIX Swiss Exchange/SMI: ZURN, Valor: 001107539 

 

Media Relations 

phone +41 (0)44 625 21 00, fax +41 (0)44 625 26 41 

twitter @Zurich 

media@zurich.com 

 

http://www.zurich.com/
http://www.zurich.com/main/home/welcome.htm
https://twitter.com/zurich
mailto:media@zurich.com

